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Chapter 1


… When two strong men stand face to face,


Though they come from the ends of the earth.


—Rudyard Kipling


 


 


Randy Duggan was called the Macho Man in the village of Lochdubh in the Scottish Highlands and he seemed to live up to his nickname. He was a huge man, over six feet tall, with powerful shoulders, tattoos, and a low forehead. His legs were disproportionally short for his body and his hair was greasy and worn long and curly on his collar. He wore leather jackets with long fringes. He sported odd glasses with slats like venetian blinds, and brightly coloured hats. The locals gathered in the Lochdubh bar just to see him crush beer cans in one of his great fists. His voice had an American twang. He said he had been a wrestler in America.


In fact, to the admiring locals, it seemed as if Randy had been everywhere, seen everything, done everything. He had been attacked by muggers in Florida, shot them dead, and had been commended by the police for his bravery. He had been a lumberjack in Canada and he had shot bear in Alaska. He was the most well-travelled man Lochdubh had ever seen.


It was all too easy to create a sensation in Lochdubh. It was a sleepy Highland village in Sutherland, which is as far north as you can go on the mainland of the British Isles. Tourists came and went in the summer season, but not many, most of them only getting as far north as Inverness.


Perhaps, in the easygoing way of the Highlanders, they would have accepted Randy at face value, and being prime liars and tall story-tellers themselves, were not given to picking holes in anyone’s anecdotes, least of all their own. And if Randy had never been faced with any criticism or competition, things might have gone on the way they were and not turned nasty.


Of course, the weather contributed to the edginess that was created in the Lochdubh bar one day when Randy, as usual, was holding forth. The other reason for his admiring audience was that Randy was free with his money, and fisherman Archie Maclean, one of Randy’s best listeners, had been barely sober since the big man had arrived in the village, such was Randy’s generosity to this, his best admirer.


It was another day of irritating rain and drizzle. Long trails of rain dragged in from the Atlantic and up the sea loch outside the bar. Midges, those maddening Highland mosquitoes, were out in black clouds, no rain seeming to deter them. The atmosphere was muggy and close. It was the tenth day of rain and the damp permeated everything and clothes stuck to the body, and where the clothes did not stick, the midges stung with savage fury. Patel’s, the general store, had run out of midge repellent only that day.


Randy had geographically moved to the Middle East in his tales. Little Geordie Mackenzie, a retired schoolteacher, brightened up. He was normally shy and retiring. He had recently moved to Lochdubh and had not yet made any friends. When Randy paused in an account of dining in a Bedouin tent to take another swig of beer, Geordie piped up in a reedy voice, “I was out in Libya during my National Service, and a very odd thing happened to me when we were out in manoeuvres in the desert . . .”


But no one was destined to hear what had happened to Geordie in the desert, for the Macho Man glared at the schoolteacher and raised his voice. No one could tell him anything about adventures in the Middle East. He had eaten sheep’s eyes and run an illegal still in Saudi Arabia and had been thrown in prison in Riyadh, escaping his jailers the day before his hand was due to get chopped off.


Geordie looked crushed and put down. Archie Maclean began to feel irritated with Randy. The big man could have let wee Geordie have his say. The air of the bar was stuffy with cigarette smoke, his wife was a mighty washer and cleaner and the collar of his starched shirt was rubbing against the mosquito bites on his neck. He saw Geordie creeping out of the bar and followed him.


“Don’t pay him nae heed,” said Archie, catching up with Geordie. “He likes his crack.”


“He’s a braggart and a liar,” said Geordie primly. “I don’t believe any of his stories.”


“I’m getting pretty tired o’ him mysel’,” said Archie. “We used to all sit around and have a wee bit o’ a gossip. Now we all hae tae listen tae that big tumshie, blethering on and on and on. Damn thae midges. They’ve got the teeth of them like razors this year. Oh, here’s our local bobby. D’ye ken Macbeth?”


“I have seen the constable about the village but have not yet spoken to him,” said Geordie.


“Hey, Macbeth!” called Archie. “Come and meet the latest incomer.”


They had reached the harbour, where fishing boats rose and fell at anchor on an oily swell. It was Sunday, the Lord’s day, which meant the bar might be open but taking a fishing boat out was flying in the face of Providence.


Hamish Macbeth, Lochdubh’s police constable, was ambling along the waterfront towards them. He was a tall, lanky Highlander with flaming red hair, a thin, sensitive face, and hazel eyes. Geordie judged him to be in his mid-thirties.


“This here is Geordie Mackenzie,” said Archie. “He’s just moved in me Lochdubh.”


“Aye, I know,” said Hamish. His voice had a Highland lilt. “You’ve taken thon cottage up the hill a bit behind the Curries. Where did you come from?”


“Inverness, Mr. Macbeth.”


“Hamish,” said the policeman. “I’m called Hamish.”


He gave a gentle smile and the lonely Geordie felt warmed by it. “Hamish, it is. I’ve just left the bar over there, Hamish, because I cannot stand the lies and bragging of that Randy Duggan any more.”


“No harm in a few lies,” said Hamish easily. He told quite a lot himself. “You don’t have to listen.”


“Oh, but I do!” said Geordie, burning with resentment all over again. “His voice fair dominates the bar.”


“Aye, I suppose it does. But so long as he’s paying for the drinks,” said Hamish, “there’ll always be folk to listen. Isn’t that right, Archie?”


“Och, weel.” Archie shuffled his feet. “It was a wee bit o’ fun at first, but now it’s too much, but ye can hardly tell a fellow o’ that size tae shut up.”


“Now that’s where you’re wrong,” said Geordie eagerly. He was emboldened by this friendly conversation. “He hasn’t often come up against an educated man before, of that I am certain.”


Hamish looked amused. “We are not all village peasants, Geordie.”


“I’m sorry,” said Geordie quickly, “I didn’t mean to be rude. But someone should stand up to him.”


“Och, be careful, man,” cautioned Hamish. “The further away a man gets from his last fight, the braver he gets. I have a feeling in my bones that thon Randy could be a nasty customer.”


“I think he’s all wind and bluster,” said Geordie.


Hamish studied the little man thoughtfully. Geordie, he thought, must be in his late sixties and had probably never been in a fight since he was a schoolboy. Hamish was lazy. He smelt trouble coming but was reluctant to make any effort to stop it. Randy Duggan had appeared out of the blue a few weeks ago. He had tried to book into the Tommel Castle Hotel, but Colonel Halburton-Smythe, the owner, had taken one horrified look at him and said there were no vacancies. Randy had rented a holiday cottage up on the hill near Geordie’s. The colonel had reported various spiteful attacks of vandalism, fences cut, the back wall of the hotel spray-painted with a large four-letter word, and the windows of the gift shop broken. Hamish wondered whether Duggan, the Macho Man, was taking his spite out on the colonel but, as yet, he had no proof. Hamish was beginning to think that the big man was a phoney. In his cups, his accent slipped and became more Scottish than American. But until he found something to drive Duggan out of Lochdubh or some proof so that he could arrest him for vandalism, all he could think to do was to try to defuse what he was rapidly beginning to see as an explosive situation.


“It would maybe be the best thing to take Randy Duggan’s audience away from him,” said Hamish.


“Drink somewhere else?” Archie looked at the policeman in surprise. “There isnae anywhere else to drink.”


“There’s that bar at the Tommel Castle Hotel,” said Hamish. “That’s open to non-residents.”


“That’s posh,” said Archie. “Come on, Hamish. Ye cannae see a bunch o’ fisherman and forestry workers up there. The colonel would be spittin’ blood.”


“Think about it,” said Hamish. “It would only be for a wee bit.”


“I’m game,” said Geordie eagerly.


Hamish pushed his cap back on his fiery hair. “It’s a quiet season. The colonel should be right glad o’ the trade.”


 


Priscilla Halburton-Smythe, the cool and stately blonde, daughter of Colonel Halburton-Smythe, had recently returned from London and was once more running the gift shop. She had at one time been briefly and unofficially engaged to Hamish Macbeth, and since the end of their romance had kept out of his way. She therefore found it irritating when her father summoned her and suggested she call on Hamish to ask for help.


“More vandalism?” asked Priscilla. “You can deal with that yourself, Daddy.”


“I have tried to deal with this, but Macbeth won’t listen to me. Have you been in the hotel bar in the evenings?”


“No, what’s going on?”


“The place is full every night with all the low life from Lochdubh.”


“Lochdubh doesn’t have any low life.”


“Don’t be deliberately obtuse. I’m talking about the men off the fishing boats and the forestry people.”


“What’s up with them? You’re a snob.”


“I’m a more practical businessman than I was when I started this venture,” said the colonel wearily. When he had run into debt, Hamish had suggested that he turn his family home into a hotel. The colonel had done this and the venture was successful, although he never gave Hamish any credit for having had the good idea in the first place. “I’m not a snob,” said the colonel, “but most of our guests are, and that you must admit. They come here to fish and shoot and play lords of the manor. They get dressed up to the nines in the evening. They go into the bar for a drink before dinner. The last thing they want is a lot of the local peasantry blocking off the heat from the fire. They even come in wearing wet clothes and steam in front of it like dogs. Have a word with Hamish Macbeth. He’ll think of something.”


Priscilla decided to have a look at what the bar was like that evening before consulting Hamish. Most of the guests were English and not only did not smoke but, because they were middle-aged, had given up smoking at one time and had all the virulence of the reformed smoker. They were clustered at the bar, pointedly coughing and choking and waving their hands while the locals, grouped in front of the log fire, rolled cigarettes and lit them up, filling the air with pungent smoke. Priscilla realized her father was right. It was no use offending paying guests. They had a business to run.


On her way down to Lochdubh, she felt a little apprehensive at seeing Hamish again. They had been very close. It had been Hamish who had ended their relationship, becoming tired of Priscilla’s ambitions to move him up to the CID in Strathbane and make him successful. Also she had never seemed to have any time for love-making. Why this was the case, Hamish had never been able to find out, and as for Priscilla, her mind clamped down tight shut on the subject.


She parked at the side of the police station and went round to the kitchen door. Hamish answered it and stood looking at her in surprise and then said, “Come in, Priscilla. I heard you were back from London.”


Priscilla followed him into the narrow kitchen. Despite the warmth of the evening, Hamish had the wood-burning stove lit, a horrible old thing which Priscilla had once unsuccessfully tried to replace with a new electric cooker. There was an old-fashioned oil-lamp in the middle of the table. “What’s that for?” asked Priscilla. “Has the electricity been cut off?”


“I like oil-lamps,” said Hamish. “It saves on electricity and it gives a bonny light. Coffee? Or do you want a drink? I’ve got some whisky.”


“I don’t want anything.” Priscilla sat down at the kitchen table and shrugged off her tweed jacket. Raindrops glistened in her fair hair. She looked as smooth, contained and elegant as ever. “What I do want,” said Priscilla, “is a bit of help, or rather, my father needs help.”


“Must be bad for the auld scunner to send you.”


“He’s got a point, for once. The locals have given up the Lochdubh bar and are frequenting the hotel bar, smoking like chimneys, chattering away and hogging the fire. The guests are getting restless. We offer them elegant country house accommodation.”


“You’d think they would enjoy a bit of local colour.”


“Hamish, the fumes from their nasty cigarettes are so strong that they can hardly see anything, let alone local colour. What’s the reason for it?”


“Have you been hearing about the Macho Man?”


“I’ve heard some great ape is enthralling the village with his adventures.”


“His name is Randy Duggan. He says he is American but becomes Scottish when he’s drunk. He holds forth in the Lochdubh bar and the locals are beginning to find out that although he buys them a lot of drinks, they can’t really get a chance to say much themselves. I merely suggested that if they moved up to the hotel bar for a wee bit, he might move on. That sort of person needs an audience.”


“Oh, Hamish, I might have guessed you were behind it. So why didn’t this Randy just follow them to the hotel?”


“You’ve been away. Your father wouldnae let him stay at the hotel. So he took one of the holiday cottages up the back. Then there came these acts of vandalism. You heard of those?”


“Yes, and you suspect him?”


“Aye, but I havenae the proof.”


“So the problem remains. How do we get the locals out of the hotel?”


“I’ll think o’ something.”


 


The next day, Hamish made his way to the Lochdubh bar. It was empty of customers, not even Randy was there. The barman, a newcomer from Inverness, Pete Queen, was moodily polishing glasses.


“Quiet the day,” said Hamish.


“It’ll be even mair quiet if the boss closes this place doon. Whit did I do wrong? The drinks here are cheaper than up at the castle.”


“Maybe they wanted a wee change,” said Hamish soothingly. “It’ll be easy enough to get them back.”


“How?”


“It’s a good bit out o’ the village, the hotel is, and they have to take their cars. I’ll start checking them for drunk driving. Then if you were to have a happy hour, just for the one week, drinks at half price, they’d soon come back.”


Pete’s narrow face brightened. “I’ll try anything. It’s very good of you, Hamish. Have one on the house.”


“Too early for me,” said Hamish. “Don’t worry. Have you seen Duggan?”


“The big man? He was in here last night saying as how he was getting bored and he was thinking of moving on.”


“Let’s hope he does.” Hamish sauntered out.


 


Hamish was no longer a favourite with the locals in the next two days. They found they were being breathalysed in the hotel car-park, their car keys taken away from them, and so they had to walk home and then were faced with the same long walk the next day to collect their cars. And outside the Lochdubh bar was a new sign advertising the happy hour. And so they were lured back.


But so was Randy Duggan, the Macho Man.


It was unfortunate for Geordie Mackenzie that while they had all been at the hotel, he had found new friends among the locals and an audience for his stories. He could not bear to sink back to obscurity. His resentment against Randy had been building up. The second evening after the locals had returned to the Lochdubh bar was a stormy one. Gales lashed rain against the steamed-up windows of the bar. The fishing boats would not be going out and so the bar was full.


Randy was bragging about how he had been a champion wrestler, when Geordie, who had drunk more than he was used to, piped up, “I don’t believe a word you say.”


His voice, although reedy, was perfectly clear and precise. Randy stopped in mid-sentence and glared at the retired schoolteacher. “What did you say?” he roared. He was wearing a Stetson, pushed to the back of his head, and he flipped open the slats of his ridiculous glasses.


“I think you’re a phoney,” said Geordie. “That daft story about eating sheep’s eyes. Every phoney who’s been to the Middle East, or who pretends to have been in the Middle East, tells that story. It’s a myth. It was a folk story which got around after a British army prank when some chap was told he had to eat sheep’s eyes. No Arab actually eats them.”


Randy strutted over to Geordie. “Are you calling me a liar?”


“Yes,” said Geordie, frightened but defiant.


“Then,” said Duggan with a nasty grin, “it’s time you cooled your head.”


He picked up Geordie by the scruff of the neck and carried him outside. Geordie kicked and wriggled and shouted for help. Everyone crowded outside the bar as Randy walked to the edge of the harbour and held the shrieking Geordie out over the water.


Hamish Macbeth came running up. “Stop it. Stop it now!” he shouted.


Randy dropped Geordie contemptuously onto the quay and faced Hamish.


“You’re a brave enough man when you’re in uniform,” he sneered. “You wouldn’t dare stand up to me if you weren’t a copper.”


Hamish looked at him with sudden hate. He loathed bullies. He knew how humiliated little Geordie was. He flared up. “The day after tomorrow’s my day off. I won’t be in uniform then.”


“Then I’ll meet you here after closing time at half past eleven at night,” said Randy, and sticking his thumbs in his belt, he strolled back into the bar. Hamish was cursing himself before he even reached the police station. Randy would make mincemeat of him. If word of it got back to Strathbane, he might lose his job, lose his cosy billet in the village. But he knew there was no way of getting out of the fight now.


 


*   *   *


 


The next day, the village was alive with gossip about the great fight to come and the gossip spread over the surrounding moorland and mountains to other towns and villages. Bets were being laid, and most of them in favour of Duggan.


 


On the morning of the day of the fight, gloomy Hamish was beginning to wonder if he would still be alive at the end of it. Although he knew he had no feeling left for Priscilla, or so he told himself, he wanted to talk to someone about what a fool he had been, and Priscilla was the only person he could think off


He found Priscilla in the gift shop. She was looking quite animated as she talked to a customer, a distinguished-looking middle-aged man. “Morning, Hamish,” she said when she saw him. “Let me introduce Mr. John Glover to you. He’s a banker from Glasgow who’s staying at the hotel. Mr. Glover, this is our local bobby.”


The two men shook hands. John Glover was tanned and handsome with thick black hair, greying a little at the sides. He was of medium height, impeccably groomed and tailored, making Hamish conscious that his uniform trousers were shiny and that his hair needed cutting. And to Hamish’s dismay, he felt a stab of jealousy. “I want to talk to you about something serious,” said Hamish.


But Priscilla looked reluctant to break off her conversation with John. “Go to my rooms in the castle,” she said, “and wait for me. I won’t be long.”


Hamish slouched out moodily. In Priscilla’s apartment at the top of the castle, he paced nervously up and down, and then, to take his mind off his troubles, he switched on the television set. Priscilla had satellite television. Hamish flicked the buttons on the remote control through pop singers and quiz shows, and then stopped and stared at the set in amazement, thinking he was looking at Duggan. It was a wrestling programme. There was the same figure, the same slatted glasses, the same fringed leather clothes and colourful hat. But the announcer was saying, “And here is Randy Savage, the Macho Man, heavyweight wrestling champion.”


Hamish leaned forward. Could it be the same man? But no, this one was better shaped, finer built, the only similarity was in the dress. Who, now, thought Hamish, had given Randy Duggan the nickname of the Macho Man? Surely Randy himself. He had said he had been a wrestler in America. Therefore it followed that he had taken the nickname and adopted the dress of one of America’s wrestling heroes. But had he been a wrestler? Was anything he said true? Look how he claimed to be American and yet in his cups his accent thickened into a Scottish one, and a Lowland Scottish one at that.


His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Priscilla. He switched off the set. “Well, Hamish,” she demanded briskly, “what can I do for you?”


She was wearing a black wool dress with a white collar. Her hair was smooth and turned in at the ends. A shaft of sunlight shone on it.


“I’ve done something silly,” said Hamish. “You know that fellow Randy Duggan we were talking about the other night?”


“The Macho Man. Yes, what about him?”


“Well, I’ve said I’ll fight him tonight and I don’t know if I’ll come out of it alive.” He told her about the humiliation of Geordie, finishing with, “It’s a wonder you haven’t heard about the fight. I’m sure everyone from here to Strathbane is laying bets on it.”


Priscilla’s beautiful face hardened. “Hamish, what is this? Policemen don’t hold vulgar brawls with members of the public. Cancel it immediately!”


“I cannae. He would swagger about the village telling everyone what a coward I was.”


“Then on your own head be it. I’m sure that Highland brain of yours will find a way out of it. Fight dirty.”


“I haff my pride.”


“Your pride didn’t stop you from going to bed with an elderly spinster, and a murderess at that!”


Priscilla was referring to a case where a Miss Gunnery had claimed to be in bed with Hamish in order to give him an alibi when he was a number-one suspect.


“She was only fifty and I didn’t go to bed with her. I told you that.”


“Amazing how you went along with it.”


“I wasted my time coming here,” said Hamish crossly. “I should have known better than to expect a bit o’ womanly sympathy from you.” They glared at each other.


Then Hamish gave a reluctant laugh. “It’s a bit like old times, us quarrelling. Let’s have dinner before the fight and talk about things.”


“I have a dinner date with John Glover.”


“That auld man!”


“Don’t be silly. You’re no spring chicken yourself. He’s very charming.”


“Oh, suit yourself,” shouted Hamish, his face flaming as red as his hair. He strode out and crashed the door behind him.


 


He spent a miserable day, dreading the night to come. He had been in a few fights but never up against such a brute oas Randy. He could already feel the big man’s fists thudding into his face, bone cracking and blood spurting.


The gale had died down, but the rain fell steadily, fat drops running down the windows of the police station. Hamish sat by the stove in the kitchen, arms wrapped across his thin body for comfort, wishing, one way or another, it were all over.


But the clock on the kitchen wall ticked away the minutes and the hours and he could not think of any way of avoiding the fight.


 


 


 


 

Chapter 2


But I hae dreamed a dreary dream,


Beyond the Isle of Skye;


I saw a dead man win a fight,


And I think that man was I.


The Battle of Otterbourne


—Anon.


 


 


Hamish noticed with a sort of gloomy surprise that the rain had actually stopped falling and the pale twilight sky of a Highland summer where it hardly ever gets dark stretched above his head.


He was miserably afraid. Because of his silly pride, he would have to stand there and fight Randy Duggan in a clean and decent manner. If he had come up against such a thug in the line of police duty, he would have used every dirty trick in the book to protect himself. As he approached the harbour, he saw with dismay that the whole village had turned out to watch, even the children, even the minister and his wife. Had they no sense of decency? Going on like a lot of damned Romans waiting to see another Christian thrown to the lions, that’s what they were doing.


The crowd parted to let him through, cheering and slapping him on the back and saying things like, “My money’s on you, Hamish.” He thought that no one in his right mind would have placed a bet on him to win. Then the thought came to him that he owed this bloodthirsty lot nothing in the way of entertainment. If he got a chance, he would tip Randy into the loch. He would not fight fair. He looked at the luminous dial of his watch, a present from Priscilla. It was nearly eleven-thirty, almost the witching hour, the approaching moment when one Hamish Macbeth would get his teeth rammed down his throat.


“You’re looking a bit pale, Hamish,” called someone, and Hamish smiled and waved and tried to look as if he didn’t give a damn about anything. But Priscilla might at least have come. What was she doing? Romancing around with that Glasgow banker when she should be standing by to hold his hand and nurse him back to health after Randy had finished with him.


 


“Thank you for a lovely evening,” Priscilla was saying to John Glover. They were standing in the entrance hall of Tommel Castle.


“Care for a drink before you go to bed?” asked John. “I’ve got a good bottle of malt whisky in my room.”


“No, thank you,” said Priscilla quickly. “Maybe another time.” Her eyes dropped to her watch. Eleven-thirty! She had resolved to keep away from the fight. She wanted to know nothing about it. But what if poor Hamish got mangled by that brute? John Glover had been pleasant company, but she did not think she wanted to take the friendship any further.


“Will I see you tomorrow?” John asked, wondering why the cool Priscilla was suddenly nervous and distracted. Maybe he should not have suggested a drink in his room. “I did mean just a drink, you know,” he said, smiling into her eyes.


“Of course. I mean, I didn’t think… Oh, could you excuse me. There’s something I have to do. Good night!”


Priscilla rushed out to the car-park, got in her car and drove off at speed, scattering the gravel in the drive. There might still be time to stop Hamish Macbeth from being massacred!


 


Hamish looked at his watch. Eleven thirty-five. Come on, Randy. Let’s get it over with. He resented the festive air of the crowd. Patel, the Indian shopkeeper, had brought out his accordion and was playing Scottish reels. The children ran about, shouting and yelling, delighted at being allowed to stay up so late.


And then Hamish began to feel calm. He had been in nasty fights before. He had allowed himself to be intimidated by Randy’s bragging. The man had probably never been a wrestler. Priscilla appeared at his side. “What’s happening?” she asked.


“Nothing yet,” said Hamish. “The fool’s probably going to make a grand entrance. I’m surprised to see you here. How wass your date?” Hamish’s Highland accent always became more sibilant when he was upset.


“All right. He’s an interesting man, very cosmopolitan for a Scottish banker.”


“Humph. You’re getting a taste for older men.”


“Hamish, how you can stand there and pick a quarrel over something trivial when you are about to fight that brute is beyond me. Can’t you just do the sensible thing and walk away?”


Hamish did not reply and they fell silent. The crowd had parted to leave a passageway for the expected arrival of Randy. Patel stopped playing. Heads twisted round until everyone was staring up the hill towards where Randy lived. He drove a showy jeep painted in camouflage colours. It had a distinctively noisy engine, but as the great crowd fell completely silent, there was only the sound of the waves lapping against the wooden piles of the harbour.


By midnight, Hamish was beginning to feel cheerful. Perhaps the incredible had happened. Perhaps the Macho Man had chickened out.


Then Geordie broke the silence. “The man’s just a big Jessie,” he said in high delight. “I could have taken him on myself.” And he squared his thin shoulders and fired off punches into the night air to the cackles of the crowd.


Archie Maclean, the fisherman, piped up. “I’ll just go up the hill tae his cottage and see what’s keeping him.”


He went off and they all waited.


Archie strolled up the hill with his hands in his pockets, whistling. He hoped he’d find the big man cowering at home. That would stop his bragging. It had been fun at first and the free drinks had been grand but Archie, like the rest, was bored with Randy.


The holiday cottage which Randy rented had been built to the orders of an English family who hardly ever used it. It was a square box of a house, built of breeze blocks with a scrubby garden in front where little grew except heather. Archie saw that all the lights were on in the house and he could hear the stereo blasting out. He began to feel nervous and all his old fear of Randy returned. He had been feeling bold until he heard the music, saw the lights, for he had secretly expected to find the place in darkness and the big man gone. He was now nervous of confronting him and hoped he wouldn’t be too drunk.


The front door was open and music was pouring out. The stereo was playing rap, one of those vicious hate-the-world numbers.


Archie rang the bell and waited. No answer. “Randy?” he called tentatively, and then louder, “Randy!”


Probably passed out, he thought, feeling bolder. He walked inside and stood for a moment in the small hallway. Perhaps Randy was with some woman. He had never shown any liking for any of the village women. But you never could tell. Archie turned the door handle on the living-room door and opened it a little and then peeped round it. The brightly lit room appeared to be empty. He then looked round the bedroom door and into the kitchen. No Randy.


Feeling cocky now, he strolled back to the living-room, thinking he might find out something from photographs or papers about Randy, for, like the rest, he was curious about the Macho Man’s real background.


And then he let out a squawk of fright.


He had been walking towards the back window to see if the jeep was still parked where it usually was before he started snooping. For if the jeep was there, Randy might be out in the garden, somewhere close at hand. Archie had walked round the sofa and headed for the window and that was when he nearly fell over Randy Duggan.


He was lying in a heap on the floor, looking smaller and crumpled in death. Most of the back of his head had been shot away, and it could not have been an accident, for his hands were tied behind his back. All this Archie took in with one terrified glance. He never thought to use the phone, or to turn off that horrible music. He simply took to his heels and ran.


He stumbled down the hill, falling on his face from time to time as heather roots caught at his ankles.


As he approached the harbour, he began to shout, “Come quickly. It iss horrible, awful. Oh, my God. Someone help me.”


Hamish pushed through the crowd and hurried to meet him. Archie was white and shaking. “He’s deid,” he said. “Hamish, Hamish. This iss the black day for Lochdubh. Someone’s shot the bugger’s head off.”


Fright and shame set in at the same time among the villagers. This was no longer a spree, a bit of fun. This was real. This was real blood and gore. Somehow they had expected none from the fight. Hamish Macbeth could wangle his way out of anything. Mothers ordered their children home while Hamish hustled Archie along to the police station. “I’ll phone Strathbane first, Archie, and then I’d best get up there and see nothing is touched. There’s a bottle of Scotch in that bottom drawer. Help yourself.”


While Archie gulped whisky straight out of the bottle, Hamish phoned Strathbane, and when that was over he took Archie, who was still holding the bottle of whisky in a fierce grip, out to the police Land Rover and ordered him in.


They drove up the hill to Randy’s cottage, up the winding, rutted track. The lights still blazed, the rap music still polluted the quiet Highland air with its violence.


Hamish went into the house and switched off the stereo. The silence of death fell on the room. He stood looking down at Randy, not touching anything, noting the bound hands, noticing the blasted head. It could only have been done by a shotgun. He felt the body; it was still warm. Then he noticed the heat of the room. The cottage had central heating and it was turned up high. Not only that, but a two-bar electric heater in front of the blocked-up fireplace was switched on.


“You’d best give me some sort of statement, Archie,” said Hamish.


Archie babbled out how he had found the body. Hamish took notes and then began to prowl around the room. There were no photographs. The furniture was inexpensive and serviceable, the English family having put their own in storage and furnished the place for a holiday rental. There was a bad oil painting of Highland cows over the fireplace. The stereo, an expensive job, was probably Randy’s own. Hamish went carefully through the house. The bedroom was as sterile as the rest of the place, apart from a wardrobe full of Randy’s colourful clothes and a pile of pornographic magazines on a table beside the bed. The kitchen was bare and functional. There was very little food. He remembered that Randy ate most of his meals in the bar. He returned to the body and, kneeling down, began to go through the pockets. There was nothing there. He remembered that Randy had flashed an alligator-skin wallet in the pub, always crammed full of notes. No wallet. No papers. Not even a driving license or keys to the jeep.


Hamish sat back on his heels, puzzled. He could well imagine someone wanting to kill Randy. He had humiliated quite a lot of the men, apart from Geordie, with his jeers and threats. Someone blasting his head off in a rage was understandable. But to tie the man up and then kill him! And take every little bit of money and identification from the body!


Hamish at last sent Archie home and waited for the police from Strathbane to arrive. And it was as he waited that he realized that he was in serious trouble. The police would hear about the fight that never took place and his superiors would be furious that a constable should even think about indulging in a public brawl. If he kept his job after this, he would be lucky.


He hoped the bane of his life, Detective Chief Inspector Blair, was on holiday. Blair loathed Hamish and would be delighted to make trouble for him.


The arrival of Dr. Brodie interrupted his gloomy thoughts. “I may as well have a look before the police from Strathbane get here,” said Dr. Brodie. “I assume he is dead? Oh, my,” he said, catching sight of the body. “There’s no doubt about that. Very dead. Who would have done this, Hamish?”


“I don’t know,” said Hamish. “I’ll need to start asking around. I didnae go to the bar much. In fact, I think I wass chust there the once when Randy was there. That was about the beginning of his stay in Lochdubh and he wass buying the drinks all round which made him no end popular. Hear any gossip? Messing with any of the local women?”


“No, but he was beginning to rile people, or so Angela heard.” Angela was his wife.


“You mean, like wee Geordie Mackenzie?”


“I didn’t hear about him. But there was a nasty fight with Andy MacTavish, the forestry worker.”


“Well, if that doesn’t beat all,” said Hamish wrathfully. “I neffer heard about that. I am to have a fight with Duggan and the whole village turns out to watch, and yet he has a fight with Andy and nobody hears about it! What happened?”


“You know Andy always fancied himself as a bit of a strong man. He started needling Randy and Randy fixed to meet him in the churchyard. Beat the living daylights out of Andy, by all accounts.”


“Is there anything else I ought to know?” asked Hamish crossly as Brodie knelt down by the body.


“Hasn’t been dead long,” murmured Dr. Brodie.


“That could be because the room was like a furnace. Any other gossip?”


“There was a bit about Archie Maclean.”


“There cannae be!”


“Mrs. Wellington, the minister’s wife, heard them shouting at each other down at the harbour late last night. Archie was saying that you would whip Randy and Randy was saying.…”


“Oh, go on, man. I can take it.”


“Randy was saying he could eat chaps like you for breakfast. You were a long drip of nothing. Archie said you were, like Alan Breck, a bonnie fighter, and Randy said what would a little shrimp like him who was henpecked by his wife know about it. Archie was drunk and said, ‘You’ll live to regret them words… if you live.’ ”


“Lord! Anything else?”


“Later. I think the great and the good have arrived from Strathbane.”


Hamish pictured Blair and saw the piggy gleam in Blair’s small eyes. He knew he was in bad trouble. He would try to get Blair to keep quiet about the fight that never took place, but he hadn’t much hope of being able to do that.


 


The slow machinery of a murder investigation crawled forward. A mobile unit was set up outside the cottage. Forensic men in white boiler suits crawled over every bit of furniture and carpet. The rope binding Randy’s hands was studied and pronounced, disappointingly, as being of a kind available in hundreds of stores throughout Scotland.


The long night dragged on. Hamish returned to the police station to type up his report. He waited for the axe to fall.


When Blair arrived with his usual sidekicks, detectives Anderson and MacNab, Hamish took one look at the detective chief inspector’s grinning face and knew trouble had arrived.


“Well, Macbeth,” jeered Blair, “as frae this moment; you’re our number-one suspect.”


“Do you mind if I have a word with you in private?”


“Sure, laddie, but it willnae do you any good.” Blair jerked his head at MacNab and Anderson. “Wait outside.”


When the detectives had left, Hamish said flatly, “You’ve heard about the fight.”


Blair rubbed his fat hands. “Aye, I have that. The whole o’ Strathbane’ll hear about it tomorrow. You’re in deep shit, man.”


“Look,” said Hamish desperately, “couldn’t you hush it up? I’ve solved cases for you before and let you take the credit. I could . . .” His voice trailed off as he realized he had said the wrong thing.


Blair’s face was dark with anger. “I’ve already phoned Superintendent Peter Daviot, and the other reason I’m here is to tell you, you pillock, that you’re to report to him first thing in the morning. Bang goes your cushy job in Lochdubh. He’ll never keep you in the force after this.”


“So I’m not even on this investigation?”


“Ach, man, ye’re aff the force and aff the case.” Blair’s heavy accent grew more Glaswegian when he was truculent. He turned on his heel and strode out.


Hamish was left to his gloomy thoughts. Why, oh why, had he accepted Randy’s stupid challenge? He could hardly think about the case at all. Randy had been a brag and a bully. No one would mourn. But despite his distress over his own circumstances, another terrible nagging thought about his own behaviour struck him. What kind of policeman was he? Randy had come out of nowhere and he had never bothered to make one inquiry about him. And yet, wasn’t he being too hard on himself?. There had been no reason for the law to investigate Randy. Bragging was hardly a crime. Anyway, it didn’t matter any more. He had better think about packing up. Because by the morning, after that interview in Strathbane, he would no longer be in the police force.


 


Priscilla Halburton-Smythe heard the news of Hamish’s impending dismissal at breakfast the following morning from one of the maids. Jimmy Anderson, in the course of an interview with Archie Maclean during which Archie had said he would rather talk to Hamish, had let fall that Hamish Macbeth was being summoned to Strathbane and would be dismissed. She, more than anyone, knew what that would mean to Hamish. Some of the villagers might think of Hamish as an unorthodox sort of policeman and a bit of a layabout, but Priscilla knew that despite his laziness and mooching and occasional poaching, he was deeply committed to law and order and that he loved Lochdubh; but if he was dismissed, he would not be able to stay, and despite all their past differences and hurts and upsets, Priscilla knew that Lochdubh would not be the same without him.


She went into the hotel office and phoned Mrs. Daviot, the Chief Superintendent’s wife.


After the hallos and how-are-yous had been dispensed with, Priscilla said, “I am deeply shocked to learn that Hamish might be dismissed.”


Mrs. Daviot’s voice was cautious. “Well, Priscilla, I did hear something about thet. A policeman prepared to engage in a highly public brawl is herdly the sort of man to keep on the force.”


The superintendent’s wife’s genteel tones grated, as usual, on Priscilla’s ears, but snobbery had its uses.


“Such a pity if he goes,” she said. “We’ve always considered him one of us. Lord Farthers was saying to Daddy just the other day, ‘Hamish is one of us.’ ”


There was a slight quaver in Mrs. Daviot’s voice as she asked, “You mean the Earl of Farthers.”


“Don’t know of any other,” said Priscilla in a cheerful voice, although she was beginning to feel slightly grubby.


“We all know our Hamish is a wee bit eccentric,” ventured Mrs. Daviot.


“But with a tremendous knack of solving murders.”


“I thought… well, how do I put this… thet you and Hamish were no longer an item.”


“Oh, we’re still very close friends.”


There was a little silence and then Mrs. Daviot said, “I might be over your way this afternoon.”


“And Hamish has an interview with your husband this morning.” Priscilla let that hang in the air. If this tiresome woman wasn’t going to do anything to help Hamish, then she was not going to waste any more time on her.


“I could maybe just have a wee word with Peter and then drop over and see you.”


“How very kind of you,” said Priscilla, and with a little smile, she put down the phone.


 


Hamish sat outside Chief Superintendent Peter Daviot’s office, sunk in gloom. The efficient secretary, Helen, clattered away at the keys of the typewriter and threw him an occasional unsympathetic glance. She did not like Hamish, never had. Police headquarters were buzzing with the news that Hamish Macbeth was finished in the force.


Hamish was mentally turning over in his mind what he should do after his dismissal. He could not think of anything he would rather do than be Lochdubh’s policeman. At last a buzzer sounded on the secretary’s desk. She peered at him over her glasses. “You can go in now,” she said.


Slowly Hamish uncoiled his lanky length and stood up. Peaked cap under his arm, he took a deep breath and opened the door of Mr. Daviot’s office.


“Sit down, Macbeth,” said Mr. Daviot without looking up. Mr. Daviot was annoyed. He had been all geared up to firing Hamish and then his wife of all people had phoned in a panic and gabbled something about her social life being ruined if Hamish went. More to the point, she had reminded her husband of all the crimes which Hamish had solved.


At last he looked up. “Do you know why you are here, Macbeth?”


“Yes,” said Hamish bleakly.


“Yes what?”


“Yes, sir.”


“And what have you to say for yourself?”


“It iss not as bad as it looks,” said Hamish. “I wass not going to fight the man. Not at all. I said I would meet him but so that I could give him a very public dressing down and also caution him against harming anyone in Lochdubh.”


“But according to Blair, the whole village had turned out and they were even laying bets on the outcome of the fight.”


“They would hardly have turned out if I had said I was only going to give him a lecture. I wanted as big an audience as possible. You see, sir . . .” Hamish leaned forward with the intense and honest look his face always assumed when he was lying. “Duggan had been bragging and threatening. Now the one thing a man like that cannot bear is a public telling off. Now, sir, haff you ever known me to fight with anyone?”


Mr. Daviot looked at Hamish thoughtfully while Hamish prayed that Mr. Daviot had never got to hear of any of the times he had been involved in a fight. “No-o” he conceded. “But you must see that by ostensibly engaging in a public fight, you have made yourself prime suspect in a murder inquiry.”


“Hardly. I was at the police station right up until the time I was due to meet Duggan. I was in my office with the blinds up and the lights on. I am sure you already have the reports that I was seen there by any villager who happened to be walking past. I mean, just because I am a policeman does not mean that there should not be evidence gathered to support my innocence.”


Mr. Daviot scowled. Blair had submitted no evidence, merely put in a report about the fight.


“I don’t think there has been time,” he said.


“But bringing a charge against me which would mean my dismissal is so serious that no policeman would do that without the correct evidence—unless, of course, he had a personal spite against me.”


“That’s enough of that,” snapped Mr. Daviot. Blair’s hatred of Hamish was well known. He was now as angry with Blair as he had been with Hamish. He felt that if Blair had wanted to get rid of Hamish, he might at least have tried to do a proper job of it.


“In fact,” said Hamish gently, “I feel so strongly about it, that if I were dismissed, och, well, there’d be nothing for it but to put in an official complaint. It would mean coping with the press in the middle of a murder inquiry, but I never wass the one to put up with injustice,” he added piously.


Mr. Daviot began to sweat. Hamish looked calm and determined. He did not know that Hamish privately thought he would never get away with this load of rubbish but was determined to go down in flames.


The superintendent could see the police inquiry into Hamish’s dismissal, the questions the press would ask. And Hamish would drum up about twenty villagers to swear blind that he spoke the truth, that all he had really meant was to lecture Duggan. Then Mrs. Daviot would go on and on, never forgiving him if the visits to Tommel Castle to see Priscilla Halburton-Smythe were cut off.


He took a deep breath. “I will accept your version of events this time, Macbeth. But never, ever let such a thing happen again. Do I make myself clear?”


Hamish felt relief sweeping over him. He could hardly believe he had got away with it. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


“So be off with you. And when you get to Lochdubh, tell Blair to report to me immediately.”


“Certainly, sir.”


“Very good. You’re dismissed.”


Hamish stared at him in alarm.


“I mean, just go and get back to your job!”


Hamish moved hurriedly to the door. Policemen were lurking in the corridors as he made his way out. He quickly assumed a hangdog expression. He suddenly wanted Blair over in Lochdubh to get the news he was fired so that the carpeting he was due to get from Daviot would be even more bitter.


Once clear of Strathbane, he sang cheerfully the whole way home. It was still raining, with wreaths of mist moving up and down the purple heather-covered flanks of the mountains. It was as he was driving the last long winding stretch down towards Lochdubh that he found his mind turning to the case of Duggan’s murder. For he had been murdered. It would be difficult to ascertain the exact time of death. The murderer had been clever enough to turn up the thermostat on the central heating. But they should be able to get a fair idea from the contents of his stomach. Then there was Duggan’s background to be gone into. He found himself praying that it was someone from Duggan’s past, rather than one of the villagers. But tempers had been frayed in the village because of the constant rain. What about Geordie Mackenzie? Perhaps a little squirt of a man like that could be burning up with rage and resentment . . .


He found himself hoping against hope that it would not turn out to be one of the villagers.


As he drove along the waterfront, he saw villagers standing around, talking. Up at Duggan’s cottage there were two mobile police vans, and the blue-and-white police tape to cordon off the area fluttered in the rising wind. He unlocked the door of the police station and went in. He felt a little pang that there was no longer the scrabble of paws, no dog any more to welcome him. Towser was dead, buried on the hill above the police station. Hamish was just making himself a cup of coffee when the kitchen door opened and Blair came in, an unlovely smile on his fat face. “When do you begin packing up, laddie?” he jeered.


“Soon, I suppose,” said Hamish. “Och, I nearly forgot. You’re to report to Strathbane right away. Daviot wants a wee word with you.”


“What about?”


Hamish shrugged. “How can I read the minds of the great? But frae the look on his face, I would suggest you get there fast.”


 


Blair drove as quickly as he could towards Strathbane. He sensed he was in trouble but could not think why. It couldn’t be anything to do with Macbeth. The man was at fault and would have to go and he had reported Hamish’s crime like any responsible senior officer should do. Occasionally he craned his head to see his face in the rear-view mirror and practised suitable expressions. Jovial: How’s the lady wife, sir? Serious: I have been dragged off an important case. Puzzled and bewildered: What’s all this, sir? He decided, after having nearly run over a stray sheep that the bewildered look would be best and kept it firmly in place all the way up the stairs to Mr. Daviot’s office.


Peter Daviot was writing busily when Blair entered. Blair stood awkwardly, wishing the super would look up so that he would not lose the appropriate expression. The wind had risen again outside and howled dismally round the square modern block of concrete that was police headquarters. A seagull perched on the ledge outside and regarded Blair with a cynical eye. Blair coughed and shuffled his feet. He felt himself becoming angry. Bugger all suitable expressions. He pulled forward a chair on the other side of the desk and sat down and folded his thick arms, his heavy features now as sulky as those of a spoilt child.


“Ah, Blair,” said Mr. Daviot at last. “This is a bad business.”


“Duggan’s murder, sir?”


Mr. Daviot threw down his gold-plated pen, a birthday present from his wife. “No, I do not mean Duggan’s murder. I mean Macbeth.”


“It’s straightforward enough, sir. He challenged a member of the public to a fight to which the whole village o’ Lochdubh turned out to watch, which makes him prime suspect in Duggan’s murder, so he has to go.”


“Yes, I have your report. A few thin paragraphs. Now Macbeth’s story is that he meant to give Duggan a verbal dressing down before the whole village.”


“Havers!”


“Probably. But you have produced no evidence to the contrary. You say Macbeth is a suspect. He says that before the fight was due to take place, he was in the police office, in the station, and in full view of anyone going past. Did you check this?”


“There wisnae any reason to,” howled Blair, exasperated. “Never tell me you’re going to believe that tripe about giving Duggan a talking to.”


“Listen, Blair, and listen well. I dismiss Macbeth and he demands an inquiry. In fact, I cannot dismiss him from the force, as you should well know, without a full inquiry. He will put his version of events and the villagers will be asked for their version. Who do you think they will back? Us or Macbeth? Even a Highland policeman suspended from duty pending a full inquiry gets in the press, and the press will start digging up the cases he has solved. His popularity is very high. Good God, man, do you know what Lord Farthers said about him the other day? I’m speaking about the Earl of Farthers, who is a member of our lodge. He said Macbeth was ‘one of us.’ So not only will we have the press on our backs but one of the most powerful of the Freemasons. Had you put in a proper report, got statements about Macbeth’s intention to fight before the villagers heard that he was to be dismissed, we would have had a fairly easy time getting rid of him. But I don’t know if getting rid of him anyway is such a good idea. He keeps order. He’s lazy and unorthodox, but he gets results. So we’ll just have to swallow this. Get back to Lochdubh. I do not want any clash of personalities. You and your men deal with the murder and confine Macbeth to his usual beat. But I want no more reports about him.”


“What if he murdered Duggan hisself?”


“Don’t be silly. Has the time of death been established?”


“Not yet.”


“Would you say this is a gangland killing? Tying the hands behind the back like that?”


“If it had been done in Glasgow or even here, I might have thought so,” said Blair heavily. “I’m waiting for the results o’ the autopsy. He was a big man, a powerful man. He could ha’ been drugged first and then tied up before being shot.”


“Well, we’re working on Duggan’s background. Maybe we’ll turn up something there. If the man was a known criminal, then it could have been a revenge murder. That will be all, Blair, but in future do not let your obvious dislike of Macbeth get in the way of a police investigation.”


Blair went out, went slowly down the stairs and into the men’s room, where he banged his head against the glass. He wished that someone would murder Hamish Macbeth.


 


 


 


 

Chapter 3


Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts


—Thomas de Quincey


 


 


Blair was more determined than he had ever been before to keep Hamish Macbeth off the case. But Hamish was part of the village and people gossiped to Hamish, and so villagers who had been interviewed by Blair in the DCT’s usual bruising manner retreated afterwards to the comfort of Hamish’s kitchen. The first to call was Archie Maclean.


“It iss the terrible thing, Hamish,” he said crossly, “when the man who does his civic duty and reports the finding off the body should be suspected of murdering him.”


Hamish put a mug of coffee generously laced with whisky in front of the fisherman and sat down beside him at the kitchen table. “There is one thing, Archie,” said Hamish cautiously. “I have heard that you were down at the harbour with Randy the night before the murder and you were heard threatening him.”


“Och, ye’ll no’ be paying attention to a thing like that. He riled me up and it wass just the words. Hot air. Everyone says they’ll kill someone when they’re angry with that someone.”


“But that someone doesn’t usually end up dead!”


“I’m not the only one who threatened the big man.” Archie buried his nose in his mug.


“I heard about the fight with Andy MacTavish.”


Archie raised his head. He smoothed his sparse grey hairs over his bald patch and twisted his neck in his starched collar. “I wass thinking o’ a certain lady.”


“Come on, man. Out with it. I’ll find out soon enough.”


“I should not be blackening the lady’s name.”


“I’m getting more fascinated by the minute. Why this uncharacteristic gallantry?”


“Whit?”


“I mean it’s not like you to bother protecting a lady’s name.”


“How do ye know that?” demanded Archie wrathfully.


“Let’s not quarrel,” said Hamish patiently. “You are a suspect, Archie. A lot of people will be suspects. Honest people have nothing to fear.”


“They’ve got everything to fear when a chiel like Blair is barging around accusing everyone.”


“Come on, Archie. Out with it. Who’s the lady?”


Archie drained his mug and wiped his sleeve across his mouth. “Rosie Draly,” he mumbled.


Hamish looked at him in surprise. “The writer!”


“Herself.”


Rosie Draly had recently bought a cottage out on the Crask road. Hamish had made a call on her when she arrived. She had not been particularly welcoming. She said she did not have much time for the police. Her car had been stolen in Glasgow and the police had not only done nothing, they had been rude. Hamish knew that she wrote historical romances, mostly set in the Regency period. She did not take part in any of the village activities. She travelled to London quite often to see her agent. She was in her forties, small and trim with fair hair and a small, closed face. He had almost forgotten about her.


“I didn’t know she had anything to do with the villagers,” he said. “How did you get to know her?”


“I wass up her way to see Andy, who lives a wee bittie further on. Andy wasnae home and she wass in her garden and I said, ‘Fine day,’ the way you do and she offered me a cup o’ tea. She wanted to know all about the fishing ’cos she was putting a bit about a fishing boat in one o’ her books. She gave me one called His Lordship’s Passion. I couldnae read it but the wife said it was rare, all about them lords and ladies.”


“So what’s this about Randy?”


“It wass two weeks ago and it wass blowing up something dreadful and we were all stuck in the harbour. I thought I’d take a wee dauner up there I hae a bit o’ a crack. I liked talking tae her. I heard the shouting when I got outside. A window wass open and I could see as plain as day, herself and Randy. She wass crying and shouting, “I’ll kill you, you moron, you bastard.’ And Randy, he laughs and says, ‘Chust you try, you faded auld bitch.’ I got myself out o’ the way, me already getting fed up wi’ Randy and his daft stories. But it couldnae hae been her what did the murder.”


“Why not?”


“Think, Hamish. A big man like that, and ladies don’t use shotguns. You won’t be telling Blair about her?”


Hamish smiled. “I’ll try not to.”


His next visitor was the forestry worker, Andy MacTavish. He was a big man with a flat-topped head and a thick neck. He looked like an Easter Island statue. “It’s a bad business, Hamish,” he said wearily. “You’ll have to find out who did it or that man Blair will drive me mad.”


“I’m not officially on the case.”


Andy sat down on a kitchen chair which creaked under his bulk. “You can use your brains, which is more than Blair can. I had a fight with Randy. Was you hearing about that?”


“Aye, what brought that about?”


“He was insulting a lady.”


Hamish eyed him narrowly. “That lady wouldn’t be a Miss Rosie Draly, by any chance?”


To his amazement, the big forestry worker actually blushed. “Och, Rosie was in the way of talking to me. She wanted to write a story about the Highlands and I was giving her some background. Randy caught me leaving there one day and he sneers that I was getting my leg over. I told him I would knock his silly head off, but he damn near knocked mine off.”


Hamish was all at once thankful that Randy was dead, for he had privately believed that all his bragging about his wrestling and fighting was simply a bluff.


“Did you want to kill him?” asked Hamish.


“Aye, I did that, and I told him so. I didn’t think anyone was around, for we kept the fight private, like, but you know what it’s like here. Someone asked me next day about the fight.”


Andy’s face was still bruised. “They probably took one look at you and knew you’d been in a fight,” said Hamish.


“I could have sworn I could have beaten him,” said Andy half to himself. “He had fists like iron.”


Hamish looked at him. “Did he wear gloves?”


“Boxing gloves?”


“No, any kind of gloves.”


“Aye, he had a pair of leather gloves on.”


Hamish was suddenly impatient to talk to Rosie Draly before Blair got to her, if he got to her, for the locals would not talk willingly to him. He decided to call at Tommel Castle first and see Priscilla. He wanted to find out a little more about Rosie before he called. It was not often Hamish had to ask Priscilla for gossip, but of late, he had to admit, he had contented himself with his own affairs and had not been much interested in who was doing what in and around the village.


When Andy left, Hamish went out to the police Land Rover, noticing gloomily that it was still raining, heavy rain driven in on an Atlantic gale. He drove up to Tommel Castle, the windscreen wipers working furiously to compete with the slashing downpour.


Priscilla was not in the gift shop. He found her in the hotel reception, coping with an angry French tourist, a small squat woman who was complaining noisily that all the brochures for Tommel Castle Hotel depicted sunshine and blue skies and Priscilla was explaining in very British-accented French that they were not responsible for the Highland weather.


Hamish waited patiently until the row was over and then approached the desk. “Wanted to ask your advice, Priscilla.”


Priscilla looked at him impatiently. She was not feeling very warm towards Hamish Macbeth. Because of him, she had endured a boring afternoon on his behalf entertaining Mrs. Daviot to tea. But then, Hamish was not supposed to know about that. “All right,” she said ungraciously, “I suppose you want a coffee.” She walked off out of the hotel in the direction of the gift shop without waiting to see whether he was following her. She was wearing a well-cut trouser suit with a yellow silk blouse. Her hair was blown about by the wind as she crossed to the gift shop, but a ruffled Priscilla never lasted for very long. As soon as she was inside, she ran a comb through her blond hair, which promptly fell into its usually smooth, well-groomed shape.


She poured two mugs of coffee from the coffee percolator in the corner. “So what’s this about, Hamish? How’s murder?”


“Murder’s not supposed to be my concern. You know, Blair. He’s managed to get the official word to keep me off this case.”


“And you’re not staying off it?”


“Just asking about. Tell me about Rosie Draly?”


“The writer?”


“That one.”


“I put her down as one of the many people who rush up to the Highlands to find the quality of life and then the rain and the midges drive them back down south. I shouldn’t think she’ll last up here much longer. You know how it is, Hamish. We get dreamers and writers and artists, but the Highlands soon defeat them. They think they’re running away to the quiet life, but they forget to leave their characters behind and find it’s the same old thing up here, but just a bit more boring.”


“You’re a cynic.”


“I don’t like seeing people disappointed. Most of the incomers are nice.”


“But not Rosie Draly?”


“What makes you say that?”


“Just a feeling.”


“I didn’t think I had any strong feelings about her at all. She came in here once or twice for a drink. She asked for whisky without ice, and the new barman, Gregor Davies, gave her whisky with ice. He apologized, but she went on and on about it. He called me in. I could not believe she was complaining so much about something so trivial, but it was as if this little mistake had made her want to vent her frustration at having actually bought a house in Sutherland on me.”


“Have you read any of her books?”


“No. But I believe there are some you can get from the mobile library. It’s due in the village tomorrow.”


“What about this John Glover?” asked Hamish.


“Nice chap. Well-travelled. Here he comes,” said Priscilla, looking out of the window.


The door opened and John Glover walked in. “Another policeman!” he said. “The place is fair crawling with them.”


“That does happen after there has been murder done,” said Priscilla. “Coffee?”


“No, thank you, I’m going down to Strathbane to see an old friend.”


“Which bank do you work for?” asked Hamish.


“Scottish and General in Renfrew Street.” John turned to Priscilla. “I wondered whether you might like to have dinner with me tonight?”


Priscilla did not particularly want to have dinner with John, but the venomous look Hamish cast at the banker made her cross. Hamish did not own her. In fact, Hamish had rejected her. “I would like that,” she said with a smile. “Say about eight?”


“See you then,” said John. “’Bye, copper.”


“You know,” said Hamish thoughtfully, “I could swear his clothes were tailored in London. I didnae think that bank managers these days earned enough to wear expensive suits and holiday at posh hotels in the Highlands.”


“Scottish and General is an important bank, Hamish. What don’t you like about him?”


“I didnae say I didn’t like him. I chust think there’s something odd about him.”


“Could you be a little bit jealous?”


Hamish’s face and temper flamed. “Fancy yourself, don’t you?” he said nastily and walked out.


He stood outside on one leg like a stork and wondered what had come over him. He put his head round the gift-shop door and said, “Sorry,” and then walked off towards the Land Rover. He forgot quickly about John Glover because he was suddenly very curious to talk to Rosie Draly.


When he parked outside, he could see her working at a word processor by the window of the living-room, her face lit by the green light from the screen. He went up the short path and knocked at the door. From inside, she swore loudly and clearly, “Shit!” Then he heard the sound of high heels clattering across the floor.


She swung the door open and looked him up and down, from his red hair gleaming under his peaked cap to his large regulation boots.


“I suppose it’s this murder,” she said. “Come in.”


He followed her into the living-room and looked covertly around. The stone-flagged floor was uncarpeted, and despite a peat-fire smouldering in the grate, the room was stuffy and cold. There were makeshift bookshelves, planks resting on bricks all along one wall, crammed with hardbacks and paperbacks. There were a battered sofa and two chairs, and a dining table on which the writer had been working. Hamish was surprised. He had somehow expected a writer of romances to have a more cosy life-style.


“Well, what do you want to know?”


“May I sit down?” asked Hamish, removing his cap.


“Suit yourself.”


He sat in one of the chairs and surveyed her. She was wearing black trousers and one of those striped French sailor’s tops which middle-aged women seem to go in for. Her high-heeled shoes were scarlet and strapped, almost old-fashioned, the kind a French prostitute wore when leaning against a lamppost in a fifties movie. Her fair hair was neat and curled to frame her neat, closed face. Her mouth was thin and small, hardly the mouth of a passionate woman, hardly the mouth of a woman who knew anything about romance at all.


Hamish’s first question surprised her. “Why romances?”


“Why not?”


“I just wondered.”


“I write historical romances set in the Regency period,” she said patiently. “That’s eighteen eleven to eighteen twenty. It’s a period in history I know a great deal about.” Hamish wanted to ask her if she knew a great deal about romance but somehow guessed that the question would irritate her and he did not want to make her angry before finding out what she had had to do with Randy Duggan.


“I won’t keep you long,” he said. “I gather you had a row with Randy Duggan, the man that’s been murdered.”


“Oh, him. He was one of the locals I talked to. I’m tired of writing historicals. I wanted to try my hand at a detective story. I became interested in using real people. He seemed an ideal character for a villain.”


“So what was the row about?”


“I can’t remember any row.” She lit a cigarette.


“You were overheard.”


“Damn this place! You get more privacy in the city. It was all tiresome. He came on to me and I told him to get lost and we exchanged a few insults.”


Despite the tarty shoes, Hamish could not imagine any man making a pass at Rosie, but then, Archie Maclean and Andy MacTavish had both seemed somewhat smitten. He was not getting very far and Blair might soon send someone or come himself to interview her and find out he had already been there. Bugger Blair! This was his beat.


“I would really like to read one of your books,” he said.


“Then I suggest you buy one,” snapped Rosie. “I only get a certain amount free from the publisher and I like to keep them. Why do you want to read one? To find if there are dark recesses in my character which make me a possible murderess?”


“Something like that,” said Hamish and smiled at her.


“You’re honest, I’ll admit that,” she said returning his smile.


“Why did you come here… to Sutherland?”


“I thought I would write a historical based on Bonnie Prince Charlie and would soak up the atmosphere.” She looked at the rain streaming down the window. “Instead, you could say, the atmosphere soaked me.”


“So do you plan to stay on?”


“For a bit. I paid too much for this cottage and I have found out it will be difficult to sell unless I can find some other sucker sold on the Highland dream.”


“Och, the place is just fine if you would stop looking for what isn’t here,” said Hamish.


“I’ll tell you what isn’t here.” She ground out her cigarette and lit another. Bands of cigarette smoke now lay in layers across the stuffy room. “Help. If I need a repair to the roof or someone to dig the garden or a tap fixed, I get the same old story… I’ll be round tomorrow, but tomorrow never comes up here. There’s been a leaking tap in the bathroom since I arrived and I don’t know how to fix a new washer on it.”


“Have you got the new washer?”


“Yes, why?”


“I’ll fix it for you. I’ll get the tool-box from the Rover.”


“Thank you,” she said, surprised. He went out into the driving rain and soon returned bearing his tool-box. She showed him where the bathroom was. After what seemed to her only a few moments, he returned and said, “That’s it, fixed.”


“Marvellous. Look, I’m sorry I was so rude. Here’s one of my books.” She picked one off the table. “It just arrived yesterday.” Hamish looked at a hardback called The Viscount’s Secret. “Thank you,” he said.


“Don’t you want me to sign it for you?”


“Of course,” said Hamish quickly. “The name’s Hamish Macbeth. Tell me, Miss Draly, how far have you got with this detective story?”


“Not far at all. It was just an idea.”


“And how was the murder to be done? Insulin? Rare South American poison known only to a tribe up the Amazon?”


“Nothing like that.” Her face, which had softened after the tap repair, had become closed and tight again. “I must get on with my work.”


“Just one more thing. What did you think of Randy Duggan? Did you believe his stories?”


“He bragged so much about himself, it was hard to tell what was true and what wasn’t. But I’ve travelled in the States, and yes, I would say he had been there.”


“Why did you want to cast him as the villain?”


“Because he was such an old-fashioned sort of bully.”


“And Archie Maclean and Andy MacTavish? How were they to feature in the story?”


She got to her feet and clacked on her high heels over to the living-room door. “They weren’t,” she said. “I just wanted some local colour. Now, if you’ve finished…?”


He left, feeling baffled. He felt he still knew nothing about her. He decided to go back to the police station and read the book she had given him to see if that would give a clue to her character.


But he found Blair waiting for him, an angry Blair. “I hope you havenae been poking your nose into this case, Macbeth,” he growled.


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” said Hamish, lying with all the true ease of the Highlander. “I am just going through to my office to check the sheep-dip papers. Then there’s that break-in over at Cnothan.”


Blair’s piggy eyes glared at him. The detective chief inspector was impatient to solve this case and prove he had done so without any help from Hamish Macbeth. “I’m surprised you’re still on the force,” said Blair. “But then, you’ve got friends like the Earl of Farthers to speak up for you. Ach, it makes me sick. And you not even a Freemason either.”


Hamish had never met Lord Farthers. He opened his mouth to say so and then shut it again. Priscilla. Priscilla must have interfered. Peter Daviot’s wife would do anything for Priscilla, and Priscilla must have lied about his friendship with the earl. Then he thought of Priscilla and John Glover. “If ye’re looking for a suspect,” he said, “you might try checking up on thon John Glover.”


“We did,” sneered Blair. “He’s just who he says he is. And at the time of the murder, he was wining and dining with your sweetie-pie.”


“So you know exactly when Duggan was killed?”


Blair scowled horribly. The results of the autopsy were not through yet, or if they were, he hadn’t heard. Nor had he checked on John Glover, but he wasn’t going to tell Hamish that.


When he had left without answering, Hamish went through to the office and picked up the phone. He was sure Blair hadn’t checked on John Glover. Why should he?


He asked directory inquiries for the number of the Scottish and General Bank in Renfrew Street, wrote it down and then dialled it. He asked to speak to John Glover, the manager, and was told he was on holiday. Because of Blair, Hamish did not want to say he was the police. He said he was a friend. Where was Mr. Glover holidaying? Somewhere in the Highlands, came the secretary’s reply. Mr. Glover never left an address. He said he did not like to be bothered when he was on holiday. So that was that, thought Hamish, replacing the receiver. He decided to settle down and read Rosie Draly’s book, but then he wondered if the report of the autopsy had reached Strathbane. After some hesitation, he got through to the pathologist and, imitating Blair’s heavy Glaswegian accent, asked if there was any result yet. “I’ve just sent a report to Mr. Daviot,” said the pathologist crossly.


“I happen tae be the officer in charge o’ this case,” said Hamish in Blair’s heavy, brutal tones. “So will you kindly just gie me the facts.”


“Oh, very well. Roughly it’s this. Because of the heat in the cottage, we’re not sure of the exact time of death.” Then followed a boring lecture on rigor mortis. Hamish stared at the wall until it was over. He straightened up as the pathologist said, “He was drugged before he was shot. That much we can establish.”


“Drugged with what?” demanded Hamish.


“Is that Mr. Blair?” The pathologist’s voice was suddenly sharp with suspicion.


Hamish cursed himself. “Aye, who else?” he demanded truculently, adopting Blair’s voice again.


“We must be careful,” came the pathologist’s prim voice. “Duggan was drugged with chloral hydrate, then tied up and shot.”


“And any idea at all about the time o’ death?”


“Between, say, seven in the evening and ten o’clock.”


“Thanks,” said Hamish and rang off.


He picked up Rosie Draly’s book and looked at it thoughtfully. A woman could have killed Duggan. A woman could have drugged him, tied him up, and shot him at her leisure. But he reminded himself sternly that he had better type out his report on the burglary at Cnothan.


He had just about finished it when John Glover came back into his head. Suppose, just suppose, a man had known that Glover was going on holiday and was pretending to be the banker. He phoned the gift shop and got Priscilla.


“How did Glover pay his bill?” he asked.


“Mr. Glover to you, copper, and he hasn’t paid his bill yet because he’s still here.”


“But when people make a hotel booking, they aye give a credit-card number.”


“Hamish! You should be looking for a murderer, not harassing a perfectly respectable banker.”


“Just checking. When he took you out for dinner, how did he pay?”


“By credit card.”


“You went to the Italian restaurant?”


“Yes, and Willie Lamont served us.” Willie, in the heady days when Hamish had actually been promoted to sergeant, had been his constable. But Willie had married Lucia, the beautiful Italian relative of the owner, and had settled happily into the restaurant business.


“Right,” said Hamish. “Oh, and by the way, thanks for putting a word in for me with Daviot.”


“All part of the service, Hamish.”


 


Hamish made his way along to the Italian restaurant, which was not only popular because of its good food but had a reputation for being the cleanest restaurant in the British Isles, thanks to the efforts of Willie, who was a compulsive cleaner. He was down on his hands and knees as Hamish approached, scrubbing the restaurant steps.


“You’re overdoing it as usual,” commented Hamish. “That’s never pipe clay you’re going to use. No one whitens the steps these days. Man, your customers’ll be leaving their footprints all over it in no time at all.”


“Not if I tell them to jump,” said Willie and Hamish thought he surely must be joking, but then Willie never joked about cleaning.


“I need your help in a quiet way,” said Hamish.


“And what would that be?”


“Thon John Glover paid by credit card the night o’ the murder, the night he was here with Priscilla. Any chance of finding out what card it was, what name, what number?”


“Of course. But if it’s to do with this murder, then it isn’t your case, Hamish.”


“Come on, Willie. Don’t be starchy.”


“I don’t want to purvey the course of justice.”


“Pervert,” corrected Hamish. “And you willnae be. Or can I put it this way. You find out those details or I’ll jump in that muddy puddle over there and then jump all over your nice clean steps.”


“You wouldnae!”


“Try me.”


“Oh, all right. But if I get in trouble with Blair, I’ll tell him you blackmailed me.”


“Some blackmail, Willie. It’s pissing down wi’ rain and the pipe clay will get washed away in no time at all.”


“That it won’t. We have the new canopy.”


Hamish looked up and, sure enough, there, waiting to be unfurled over the doorway, was a red-and-white striped awning. “Anyway,” he said, “get me what I want, Willie.” He made to walk up the steps and into the restaurant, but Willie howled at him, “Jump!” And Hamish did, marvelling again at the madness of Willie’s cleaning. Once inside the restaurant, Willie went through to the back where the office was. In a short time he returned and said that John Glover had paid with his Scottish and General gold card; he gave Hamish the number and confirmed that the card had been in the name of John Glover, so that was that. Hamish admitted ruefully to himself that he had only been hoping to find out something suspicious about John Glover in order to pour cold water over Priscilla’s growing interest in the man. How odd, he thought, that jealousy should remain when love had gone.


 


Priscilla felt relaxed over dinner that evening. She began to wonder if a much older man would, after all, make a suitable husband. And then John smiled at her in the candle-light and said, “Perhaps it’s just as well I didn’t get anywhere with you, Priscilla.”


She raised her eyebrows in query. He gave a self-conscious laugh. “As a matter of fact, I shouldn’t even be having dinner with you. My fiancée arrives this evening. I told Mr. Johnson, the manager, and booked a room for her.”


Priscilla suddenly felt a bit lost. It was not as if she were particularly attracted to John. But she did not want to remain a spinster and she did not like any of the “suitable” young men her parents found for her. She had just been thinking that a comfortable older man might make a sort of undemanding husband. “Do you mean undemanding in bed?” jeered the voice of Hamish Macbeth in her head, for Hamish had accused her of being cold, and that was something she would not admit, even to herself.


“Shouldn’t we be getting back then?” she asked brightly. “It would be terrible if she arrived to find you out with someone else.”


He looked at the heavy gold watch on his wrist. “She won’t be arriving until about eleven. She’s getting a cab from Inverness.”


“Were you ever married?”


“Just the once,” said John. “It didn’t work out. We divorced some years ago. My fiancée, Betty, works in the bank as well.”


Hamish would enjoy this situation, thought Priscilla.


 


 


 


 

Chapter 4


Our murder has been done three days ago,


The frost is over and done, the south wind laughs.


—Robert Browning


 


 


After they had jumped over Willie’s gleaming white steps and driven back to Tommel Castle Hotel, Priscilla wanted to go to her own quarters and leave John to greet Betty on her arrival. But John was most insistent that she stay to meet her. Guilty conscience, thought Priscilla, feeling sour. They sat in the bar and made desultory conversation. He certainly is getting very keyed up about her arrival, mused Priscilla, noticing the way the normally calm John started every time he heard a sound outside.


At last there was the crunch of car wheels on the gravel outside. “That should be her,” said John. He jumped up and straightened his tie at the bar-room mirror, smoothed his hair and turned and said to Priscilla, “Come along. You two should get on famously.”


Priscilla followed him into the reception hall. Mr. Johnson had gone to open the door. Betty arrived in a gust of damp wind and rain. She was small and dark and plump and aged about forty.


John kissed her on the cheek. “Good journey?”


“Rotten,” she said.


“Priscilla, my fiancée, Betty John. Betty, Priscilla Halburton-Smythe. Her father owns this place.”


“Any hope of a drink?” asked Betty, as the porter struggled in with five pieces of matching luggage.


“Of course,” said Priscilla. “The bar is still open to residents.”


Betty, like John, had a Glasgow accent, quite light, not as broad as Blair’s, say. She had black hair and large black eyes and quite a swarthy complexion. She was wearing a well-cut tweed suit and silk blouse. She exuded strong vitality and sexiness. Although she could not be described as beautiful or even pretty, she made Priscilla feel colourless.


“If you’ll both excuse me,” said Priscilla after Betty had been served with a large whisky, “I really must go to bed now. I have an early start in the morning.”


But Betty had begun to tell John about the iniquities of British Rail and neither seemed aware of her going.


 


Hamish stretched his long legs and put down Rosie’s book with a sigh. The plot had been simple. Viscount finds girl, viscount loses girl, viscount finds girl. There was nothing in it to betray anything about Rosie’s character. It was written in a mannered style, competent, literate and strangely lifeless. Hamish, on the occasions when he had been trapped in Highland hotels and boarding-houses, had, during the course of reading anything to hand, read several romances. Some were badly written but they had all been romances, in that the scenes of passion had conveyed something of the author’s personality and energy. Rosie’s love scenes, even allowing for the fact that the genre hardly called for bodice-ripping and lust, were strangely flat. Perhaps she hid her personality in her books as effectively as she hid it in real life. He decided to have a further talk with Archie in the morning.


 


The small population of Lochdubh awoke in amazement to a sunny day with a fresh, drying breeze. The forensic men still combing Duggan’s cottage whistled as they worked and even Blair was seen to smile.


Hamish Macbeth dressed and washed and went outside to enjoy the glory of the day. There were cheerful cries and shouts from the harbour, where the fishing boats were unloading their catch. The twin mountains behind Lochdubh showed their peaks against a clear blue sky for the first time in weeks. Heather blazed on the hillsides, and the rowan trees were already beginning to show scarlet berries. Gorse grew in clumps on the lower slopes of the mountains, acid yellow, adding colour to what had been for too long a dreary rainwashed scene.


And then Hamish saw the tall figure of Detective Jimmy Anderson strolling along. He hailed him. “Too early in the day for a dram?” called Hamish, knowing that whisky could draw information from this sidekick of Blair’s.


“Never too early,” said Jimmy cheerfully. “Lead me to it.”


Hamish went into the police office and took a bottle of Scotch from the bottom drawer of his desk and poured a good measure into a tumbler.


“Cheers,” said Jimmy. “Did you hear that Duggan was drugged before he died?”


“I did hear something like that.”


“Blair’s furious wi’ the pathologist. The man kept saying to Blair, ‘I told you the other day.’ Blair swears he didn’t. You were lucky not to fight Duggan.”


“Why?”


“Found a nasty pair of brass-knuckle dusters in his cottage.”


“I thought that might be the case,” said Hamish, remembering how Andy had told him that Duggan had worn gloves. “It is the great pity we have to find the murderer of such a man.”


“Aye. Man, this whisky’s the grand stuff. Blair’s going mad wi’ all the suspects.”


Hamish’s hazel eyes sharpened. “Who, for instance?”


“Well, wee Archie Maclean was heard threatening him, and then Duggan had a fight with some forestry worker called MacTavish.”


Blair had been busy, thought Hamish.


“Anyone else?”


“A woman.”


“Which one?” Hamish waited for the name “Rosie Draly,” but Anderson’s next words surprised him.


“A widow. Mrs. Annie Ferguson.”


“Oh, come on! Our Annie?”


“He’d been getting his leg over there.”


“Who says?”


“She says.”


“Neffer!”


“Fact. She went to Blair and said he would find out soon enough.”


“I’m slipping,” said Hamish ruefully. “I havenae been paying a bit o’ attention to the gossip in this village and forgetting that it should be part of my job.” He thought rapidly. Annie Ferguson, trim, respectable, late forties, church-goer—and Randy!


“Okay, she had a fling with him,” said Hamish, “but why did she think she had to tell Blair about it? You would think a respectable body like her would want to keep quiet. I mean, no one would have gossiped to Blair about it.”


“She didn’t exactly say she had an affair with him, come to think of it. Blair’s nasty mind jaloused that. She said she chased Duggan out of her cottage a week ago and threw several pots and pans after him. She shouted that she would kill him.”


“She said he asked her to do something nasty, something that no man should ask a woman to do.”


“The mind boggles. What was it?”


“That she willnae say. She just sobs and cries and says she cannae utter the dirty words.”


Hamish’s Highland curiosity was rampant. He suddenly wanted shot of Jimmy so that he could go and question Annie.


“You know Blair,” Jimmy was saying. “It’s a wonder he didn’t arrest her on the spot, he’s that keen to wrap up this case.”


“Hamish Macbeth!” called an imperious voice from the kitchen.


“That’s Mrs. Wellington, the minister’s wife,” said Hamish. “You’d best be off.”


“Can I take the bottle with me?”


“No, you can’t,” said Hamish, seizing it and putting it firmly back in the bottom drawer. If Jimmy wanted more free whisky, then Jimmy would be back again and hopefully with more interesting information.


Having got rid of the detective, he went through to his kitchen and faced the tweedy bulk of the minister’s wife.


“What I want to know,” said Mrs. Wellington pugnaciously, “is what you’re doing about it.”


“The murder? There’s not much I can do, Mrs. Wellington. I’ve been told to keep off the case.”


“It hasn’t stopped you before I can’t stand that man Blair. You must go and see Annie Ferguson. He has reduced that poor woman to a shaking wreck. That beast, Duggan, seduced her and took her good name away.”


Hamish blinked. “I didn’t think in these free and easy days that women had any good name to take away at all.”


“I’ll have none of your cynical remarks. She sent me to get you. She feels if she does not get help soon, then Blair will arrest her.”


“I’m on my way,” said Hamish, delighted to have an invitation to see the very woman he was interested in interviewing.


“And if that pig Blair says anything to you,” said Mrs. Wellington, “tell him I sent you to see her.”


“Right,” said Hamish. He ushered her out and then set off along the waterfront towards Annie’s little cottage, which was situated just before the humpbacked bridge which led out of Lochdubh.


It was amazing, he marvelled, as he surveyed Annie when she opened the door to him, that you could think you knew someone quite well and then discover that you must hardly have known them at all. But who would think that Annie of all people, with her corseted figure and rigidly permed grey hair, would indulge in passion with a bit of rough like Duggan?


“Come in,” said Annie. “I don’t know what to do.” Her voice trembled.


She led Hamish into a neat living-room filled with bits of highly polished furniture and bedecked with photographs in steel frames. There was an old-fashioned upright piano against one wall, with a quilted front and brackets for candles. Lace curtains fluttered at the open cottage windows, and from outside came all the little snatches of sound of the normal everyday life of Lochdubh—people talking, children playing, bursts of music from radios, and cars driving past along the sunny road.


“So what’s been going on, Annie?” asked Hamish.


“Sit down,” she urged, “and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea and I have baked scones. You aye liked my scones, Hamish.”


Hamish was so anxious to hear what she had to say that despite his mooching ways, he would, for once, have gladly dispensed with the tea and scones, but one could not refuse hospitality in a Highland home. He waited impatiently as she fussed about, bringing in the tea-tray with the fat, rose-decorated china teapot, matching cups, cream jug and lump sugar. Then the golden scones, warm and oozing butter.


Hamish dutifully drank one cup of tea and ate two scones and then said, “So tell me about it.”


“I think God is punishing me,” she said. Her eyes began to water in the way of someone who has cried and cried for days.


“Now, now,” said Hamish, wondering not for the first time why when things went wrong entirely through people’s own making that they should wonder what God had against them. “Just tell me slowly and carefully. And remember. Nothing shocks me.”


“You’re a good man, Hamish. Randy and I fell into conversation in Patel’s store. I was buying flour and he said he thought I was probably a good cook. I said, in the way we have in the village, ‘Oh, drop by one day and I’ll give you some of my scones.’ So a day later, he did that and we got talking. I’ve never travelled further than Glasgow, Hamish, and his stories fascinated me. Also… he looked at me as if I were a woman, you know, and my ain husband didn’t even do that in the later years afore he died, if you take my meaning. I wouldn’t have let things get far, but he said he fancied me. I said I was a respectable body and a village was a hotbed of gossip and I had no desire to rain my reputation. He pointed out that he came in the back way. No one had seen him. No one would know. So… I let him.”


“You had an affair with him?”


“Yes.”


“Well, you kept it quiet, I’ll say that for you. So what went wrong?”


“He asked me to do a nasty and evil thing.”


“You can tell me,” said Hamish soothingly. “Now what was it?”


Her voice broke as she said, “I cannae tell anyone. Dirty, evil beast!”


“Now, Annie, it’s a wicked world out there and we lead the sheltered life in Lochdubh. It may be nothing that horrible. Just spit it out and you’ll feel better. I won’t say a word to Blair.”


“Do you mind not looking at me when I tell you?”


“I’ll go and look out of the window.”


He rose and went and stared through the lace curtains. The Currie sisters, Jessie and Nessie, were walking slowly past, arguing about something, shopping baskets over their arms.


“He came to me one night about three days afore the murder,” said Annie in a choked voice. “He said he had bought me a wee present and he wanted me to put it on afore we went to bed.”


“What was it?”


“It was a suspender belt, black stockings wi seams and… and… purple silk crotchless knickers. He wanted me to wear them in bed.”


Hamish felt a sudden desire to giggle.


“I told him, I told him straight to his face, I was not a whore. I told him that my Hector, God rest his soul, had never even put the lights on once in the bedroom in all our marriage days, and the dirty animal had the nerve to tell me I was becoming boring and he felt like spicing things up a bit. I threw the filthy garments of Satan on the fire and told him to get out. He stood there laughing at me, like the demon he was. I said I would kill him. We were through ben the kitchen and I started to throw things at him. He left by the front and I threw a pot at his head, and now Blair will be hearing about it.”


Hamish turned round. Annie’s plain face was scarlet with shame.


“Now look here, Annie, you must not distress yourself. No one needs to know, although it is not very shocking at all. You just tell the police that he made a pass at you and you threw him out. Simple. I mean, you didn’t exactly tell Blair that you had been sleeping with Randy.”


“Oh, Hamish, I never thought of that.”
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“An enchanting series. .. M.C. Beaton has a foolproof plot for
the village mystery.” —Marilyn Stasio, New York Times Book Review
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