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		Chapter One



A watched pot never boils.
            

—proverb, mid-nineteenth century



The fact that all the police forces in Scotland were to be amalgamated into one large force struck terror into police headquarters in Strathbane. It was said that all over Scotland three thousand auxiliary jobs would be lost, which would mean more work for the actual police themselves. Then would they start chopping heads of the very police force itself.

Only one man was happy at the news—Detective Chief Inspector Blair. Surely this might be the opportunity to get rid of Police Sergeant Hamish Macbeth and winkle him out of his cosy station in Lochdubh. He could not understand how Hamish had been able to hang on with local police stations closing down all over Scotland.

But he experienced a setback when he broached the idea to his chief, Superintendent Daviot. “Sutherland is a huge county,” said Daviot, “and it is surely economical to have Macbeth cover all of it.”

“But most of the time, he and his sidekick, Fraser, just mooch around doing nothing,” complained Blair.

“We have no proof of that,” said Daviot severely. “You should be worried about your own job.”

“Whit!”

“I am sure we will have officials soon crawling all over us to see what they can cut,” said Daviot.

Blair took himself off to the pub to crouch over a double whisky and try to work out a plan. If he could prove that Hamish Macbeth did little, then he could send in a report to the new authorities. But who would be low enough to spy on Macbeth?

After another double whisky, his brain seemed to clear. Cyril Sessions was a fairly new constable, nicknamed Romeo because of his good looks. Shortly after his arrival from Perth, Blair had uncovered evidence that Cyril had been enjoying the favours of a prostitute, without paying her a penny. She had finally cracked and reported Cyril. Blair got the complaint and confronted Cyril. Cyril had pleaded and begged and said he would do anything if Blair made the complaint go away.

Cunningly, Blair decided to keep this ally in the bank, so to speak, until such time as he would need to draw on him. He phoned headquarters and asked Cyril to join him.

Women in the pub stared appreciatively at Cyril when he entered. He was of medium height with glossy black hair, blue eyes in a square handsome face, and a muscular figure.

“Sit down, my lad,” said Blair. “I’ve a wee job for you. I want evidence that Hamish Macbeth in Lochdubh does bugger-all when it comes to policing.”

“Isn’t that the man who’s got a grand reputation for solving murders?”

“I was me that solved them,” said Blair, “while that slimy toad took the credit. You owe me a favour, or do I need to remind you that I had to threaten that brass nail to keep her painted mouth shut?”

“Brass nail?”

“Where have you been? Brass nail. Screw. Get it? That prossy you were banging.”

“Oh, aye. That.”

“Aye, that. Here’s what you’ve got tae do. Take a fishing holiday in Lochdubh and get photos of Macbeth lounging around. His policeman, Dick Fraser, often sleeps in a deck chair in the front garden. Get a good shot o’ that. Macbeth doesn’t know you, so you can get real close. Chat with the locals. Pick up gossip.”

“I don’t fish.”

“Well, rambling or something like that. The Highlands are fu’ o’ hairy-legged bastards farting ower the hills.”

“When do I start?”

“Soon as you can. I want this done and dusted before numpties from the new police arrangement descend on us.”

Cyril looked at him shrewdly. “Have you tried this before?”

Blair shifted his fat haunches on the bar stool. He had, in fact, and it had ended with his spy nearly getting killed. But he had no intention of telling Cyril anything about it.

“No, just thought o’ it,” he said. “Get moving and fix that holiday.”

  


Hamish was actually working at that moment. Lairg sheep sales are the biggest in Europe, and he was policing them with Dick at his side. Because of the size of the sales, Strathbane had sent up two policemen to assist him. The importance of the yearly event meant that crofters were often dressed in the sort of finery people thought were the reserve of tourists: deerstalkers, tall crooks, kilts and sporrans.

Hamish and Dick strolled into the beer tent late in the day and found their other two colleagues. “Everyone upset about the new Scottish police force?” asked Hamish, joining them.

“You can say that again,” said one of them. “Take off the civilian staff, and think o’ the extra paperwork.”

“And how’s my dear friend, Blair?” asked Hamish.

The other policeman sniggered, “I think he’s in lurv.”

“Who’s the lucky lady?”

“It’s a bloke. Fairly new copper called Cyril Sessions. Real handsome chap. Blair’s been seen drinking with him all over the place. Can’t get enough of his company.”

  


As they walked out of the beer tent, Dick said sententiously, “It does happen, you know.”

“What does?” asked Hamish.

“Fellows when they get on a bit. They wake up to the fact that they prefer other blokes to their missus.”

“Oh, aye? Well, the only love affair Blair’s ever had is with the booze. He’s plotting something.”

“Do you mind if I hurry off?” said Dick anxiously. “I’m due down in Strathbane.”

“Another quiz?”

“Aye, and the prize is a brand-new Volvo.”

“Off you go. Things are quiet here.”

  


Hamish switched on the television that evening. Dick had such a reputation for winning quiz competitions that Hamish was surprised they let him on.

The questions seemed to be very difficult. Six contestants were quickly whittled down to two, Dick and a shabby old man. And then Dick lost at the last question: how long does it take light from the moon to reach the earth?

The old man said quickly, “One point two six seconds.” There was a roll of drums and cheers from the audience as he was led to the gleaming new car.

Hamish waited up until a weary Dick arrived home. “Not like you to lose,” said Hamish. “That must be the first time.”

“I couldnae do it to him,” said Dick.

“What?”

“He was an auld crofter. He’d never been on one of thae quiz shows before. The stories o’ hardship he told me in the green room. It would ha’ been wicked not to let the poor auld soul win.”

“What was his name again?”

“Henry McQueen. Got a bittie o’ a place outside Bonar Bridge.”

“I wonder if there’s anything on the computer about him,” said Hamish.

“Why?”

“Just a hunch. I’ve got a feeling I saw him at the sheep sales.”

Dick followed Hamish into the police office. Hamish switched on the computer and searched for Henry McQueen’s name. “There’s something here from last year’s Highland Times,” said Hamish, clicking it open. “There you are. I thought I’d heard of him. He took top price for his lambs two years’ running. You were conned. Oh, here’s another link. Five years ago he came out top on Mastermind. Subject. The Epistles of St. Paul.”
         

“I’ll murder the auld creep,” raged Dick.

“Oh, leave it. I’m sure he’ll crop up again,” said Hamish soothingly, “and then you can wipe the floor with him.”

  


The following day, Cyril checked into Mrs. Mackenzie’s bed-and-breakfast on the waterfront at Lochdubh. He dumped his haversack in a small room and wondered how long he could put up with pretending to be a rambler, particularly as he had arrived in his car. He had pointed out to Blair that he was surely not going to be able to follow Macbeth around on foot.

The room was at the back of the house. It was cold. There was a meter on the wall with a sign that pound coins had to be deposited for electricity. The bed was narrow and covered in rough blankets under a pink candlewick spread. A print of Jesus feeding the multitude with loaves and fishes hung over the blocked-up fireplace. Underneath was the legend, HIS EYE IS ON THE SPARROW. On a rickety table by the bed was a large Bible. The room was fairly dark. Cyril popped a coin in the meter and switched on the light in a glass bowl above his head full of dead flies. He hung his clothes in the curtained alcove which served as a wardrobe. There was neither a phone nor a television set. The only reason, he thought, that she got any customers was because Mrs. Mackenzie charged cheap rates.
         

He decided to go out for a walk around the village and start work.

The day outside was warmer than his room. A pale October sun shone down on a row of whitewashed cottages, fronting the sea loch. It looked like a picture postcard. Cyril walked towards the harbour. He brightened when he saw a pub. He would start with a drink and see what he could find out from the locals. There was a silence when he entered. He ordered a vodka and tonic.

A small man in tight clothes materialised at his elbow and said, “Are you on holiday?”

“Yes,” said Cyril. “I’m Jamie Mackay up from Perth.”

“Archie Maclean,” said the little man.

“Let me buy you a drink,” said Cyril, “and maybe we could sit over at that table by the window. I’d like to get to know a bit about the village.”

Archie ordered a double whisky. Cyril realised that Blair had said nothing about paying for his work. Conversation rose again as they made their way to the table.

“So what are you doing here?” asked Archie.

“I came up by car, but I might do a bit of walking.”

Archie’s sharp blue eyes in his nut-brown face dropped to look at Cyril’s highly polished black shoes. “I hope you’ve got boots with you,” he said. “You won’t get far in those.”

“Yes, I’ve got boots,” said Cyril. He wondered why the little man wore such tight clothes, not knowing that Archie’s wife washed all his clothes so that they shrank.

“So, much crime around here?” asked Cyril.

“No, it’s fair quiet.”

“I saw a police station. Not much for a copper to do up here.”

“Hamish Macbeth, the police sergeant, covers a big part o’ Sutherland,” said Archie. “He’s got a lot tae do. Thanks for the drink, laddie. Got tae go.”

  


Hamish was seated at the kitchen table when Archie burst through the door. “What’s up?” asked Hamish.

“’Member the time when that scunner Blair put a copper on yer tail to report on ye?”

“As if it were yesterday,” said Hamish. “Has he sent another?”

“Could be,” said Archie, sitting down at the table. “Could I hae wan o’ your espresso coffees? The wifie doesnae hold wi’ coffee.”

“That’s Dick’s machine. I don’t know how to operate it. I’ll fetch him. He’s sleeping in the garden.”

Hamish strolled round to the front of the police station just in time to see the figure of Cyril snapping a photograph of Dick asleep in his deck chair. He nipped round onto the road and confronted Cyril. “What’s so special about a photograph of a man in a deck chair?” asked Hamish.

“I’m a bit of an amateur photographer,” said Cyril. “I thought I’d enter it for a competition and call it Sleeping Policeman.”
         

“Visiting?”

“Yes. Good place for walks.”

“Where are you staying?” asked Hamish.

“Mrs. Mackenzie’s. I’ll be getting along.”

Cyril strode off. Hamish stared after him. Then he went into the office and phoned Detective Jimmy Anderson.

“How are things up in peasantville?” asked Jimmy.

“Weird.”

“It’s aye weird up there.”

“There’s this fellow turned up and took a photo of Dick asleep in the garden. Handsome chap with black curly hair, tall, blue eyes, little half-moon scar above the right eye, but with policeman’s shoes on and black socks. Says he’s going to be going for walks. Anyone missing from headquarters who looks like that?”

“There’s one smarmy bastard who sucks up to Blair. Cyril Sessions.”

“I knew it!” exclaimed Hamish. “Blair is out to get proof that there’s no crime up here. I’ll get that photo back somehow.”

Hamish woke Dick up and explained the situation. He ended by saying, “Let’s see if we can lose the cheil for an hour. Give Archie a mug o’ espresso first.”

They walked over to the harbour fifteen minutes later, where Archie Maclean was sitting on a bollard, rolling a cigarette. “No tourists today?” asked Hamish. Fishing stocks were dwindling, and so Archie supplemented his income by taking tourists on trips round the loch.

“I’ve only got a couple. They’ll be along in a minute.”

“Do me a favour. Yon chap you met in the pub is one o’ Blair’s snoops. He’ll be hanging around. He’s staying at Mrs. Mackenzie’s. Offer him a free trip in your boat.”

“Aye, right. Want me to tip him ower the side?”

“No, just keep him away. If he’s got his camera with him, try to stage an accident to it that makes it look as if it’s his fault.”

  


Archie scurried off. He found Cyril outside Mrs. Mackenzie’s. Cyril was delighted to accept. It would be a chance to find out more about Macbeth.

Hamish stood at his living room window, watching, until he saw the fishing boat sail out into the loch. Then he hurried along to Mrs. Mackenzie’s bed-and-breakfast.

Before he got there, he met the Currie sisters, twins Nessie and Jessie, on the waterfront. They were very alike. Although the day was sunny, there was a nip in the air, and so they had reverted to their winter wear of camel-hair coats, headscarves, and brogues.

“Grand day,” said Hamish. “Have you seen the newcomer?”

“We have that,” said Nessie. “Like a fillum star.”

“Fillum star,” echoed the Greek chorus that was Jessie.

“It’s refreshing to find a young man who kens so much about the Bible,” said Hamish. “He’s out with Archie, but when he gets back, you should invite him to tea. Right religious, he is.”

“We’ll do that,” said Nessie. “It will be nice to talk to a clean young man instead o’ a lazy philanderer like yourself.”

“Like yourself,” came her sister’s echo.

Hamish walked on and knocked at the door of the bed-and-breakfast. Mrs. Mackenzie was a small woman, wearing a flower-patterned overall and with her hair tied up in a headscarf. The lines on her face were permanently set in disapproval.

“Whit?” she demanded.

“I would like a look at the newcomer’s room,” said Hamish. “We’ve had a tip-off.”

“Then he can pack his bags and get out.”

“No, no,” said Hamish soothingly. “Don’t tell him I called. Chust a routine enquiry. You don’t want to go losing a paying customer at this time of year. Chust a wee peek in his room.”

“Oh, all right. Top o’ the stairs on the left. The door isnae locked. I was up there cleaning.”

Hamish nipped up the stairs and into Cyril’s room. There was a computer lying on the bed, but what he wanted was the camera. There was no sign of it. He could only hope that Archie would find a way to get rid of it.

  


Archie let his mate, Ally Harris, take the wheel while he pointed out various landmarks to the two tourists, a husband and wife, and Cyril. Cyril was standing at the side of the boat, his camera slung round his neck.

Moving behind him, Archie took out a sharp knife and sliced almost through the strap at the back of Cyril’s neck.

He said, “If youse will look ower the side, that’s where the kelpie is supposed tae live.”

“What’s a kelpie?” asked the female.

“It’s a creature that appears as a sea horse and sometimes changes into a beautiful wumman,” said Archie. “It goes after wee bairns. It gets them to stroke it and it’s adhesive and when they stick to it, it drags them down into the loch and eats them. It’s supposed to live right down there. Lean right ower and you’ll maybe see it.”

Cyril and the tourists leaned over. “There is something down there,” said Cyril excitedly. A black shape could be seen moving in the murky depths. His camera was swinging from his neck by the strap. Just as he was reaching for it, the strap broke and his camera dropped down into the water.

A seal surfaced and stared up at them as Cyril let out a wail of dismay.

“You should ha’ got yourself wan o’ thae wee yins you can carry in your pocket,” said Archie. “I hivnae seen wan like that in years. If you go to Patel’s shop, you can buy wan o’ thae cheap throwaway ones.”

“It was a friend’s camera,” said Cyril. He cursed Blair, who had given him an old Rolleiflex camera out of storage at headquarters, saying it was better than any newfangled one. He did have a Canon pocket one inside his jacket. At least he would be more comfortable using that.

  


Archie telephoned Hamish to say that Cyril’s camera was now somewhere at the bottom of the loch, and Hamish heaved a sigh of relief.

Before, when he had been under threat, he had manufactured a crime wave with the help of the locals. But Hamish was feeling lazy, enjoying the rare good weather of the autumn.

  


Cyril had read up on Hamish’s successful cases and knew that several had taken place in the town of Braikie. The following day, he decided to visit the town, hoping the residents there might have less favourable ideas about Hamish than the villagers. He had gone to the village stores and after leaning on the counter, talking about the weather, he asked the owner, Mr. Patel, what he thought of the local policeman. Mr. Patel had smiled and launched on a paean of praise about Hamish.

Cyril had then gone to the Italian restaurant for dinner and quizzed the waiter, Willie Lamont. His heart sank when it turned out that Hamish was godfather to Willie’s child. Was no one going to criticise the man?

But in Braikie, his hopes sank lower. The people he talked to did not know Hamish personally but knew his reputation for solving murders and seemed to be proud to have such a policeman looking after them.

He was passing the library when he noticed they had a sign outside saying there were books for sale. Cyril decided to buy some light reading and walked into the Victorian gloom of the building.

Hetty Dunstable, the librarian, saw a handsome man looking around and teetered forward on her high heels. “Can I help you?”

Cyril saw a small, thin woman in her early forties wearing a near-transparent white blouse over a tight skirt. She had a small, pinched face and bulging brown eyes. Cyril thought sourly that she looked like a rabbit with myxomatosis. But he gave his most charming smile and said, “I saw that you had books for sale.”

“Yes, they’re over here,” said Hetty, leading the way to a wooden bench. “These are the ones that are too damaged to remain on the shelves. Are you new to the area?”

“Just on holiday,” said Cyril. “I’m over in Lochdubh.”

“Keep clear of the police station. Hamish Macbeth is useless.”

“I’d like to hear more,” said Cyril. “I enjoy a bit of gossip with a pretty girl. When do you get off?”

“We close up in ten minutes.”

“Let’s go for a drink.”

“Yes, I would love that,” said Hetty.

  


Hetty had no intention of telling this gorgeous man her real reason for disliking Hamish. She had once invited Hamish to a party at her flat after having met him on one of his investigations. Hamish was not interested. But she had drunk too much and had thrown herself at him, calling him her darling. Hamish had gently pushed her away and gone home. Her friends teased her about it until she began to think Hamish had wronged her. She told them so many times that Hamish had led her on that she began to believe it.

  


Cyril was often seen in Hetty’s company in the following days. Then to Hetty’s dismay, he said he would be too busy to see her. Hetty began to feel guilty. She was sure Cyril was spying on Hamish and wondered if he was a villain. She had made up a lot of malicious stories about Hamish’s laziness. If anything happened to Hamish, the investigation would lead back to her.

She at last phoned Hamish and said someone called Jamie Mackay had been asking a lot of questions about him.

“Don’t worry,” said Hamish. “I know all about him,” correctly guessing that Jamie was Cyril.

“What will you do?” asked Hetty.

“Take my shotgun and blow the bugger’s head off,” said Hamish and rang off.

  


“Let’s give Cyril something to do tomorrow,” Hamish said to Dick. “We’ll race off tomorrow up north and give the lad something to chase. The beasties are getting fat. They need some exercise.”

Hamish’s “beasties” consisted of a wild cat called Sonsie and a dog called Lugs. “I’ll get a picnic ready,” said Dick.

Hamish felt a stab of irritation. He wished Dick would not be so—well—domesticated. He felt Dick had taken the place of a possible wife, and Hamish often dreamt of marriage. His love affair with television presenter Elspeth Grant had recently fallen through. He had once been engaged to Priscilla Halburton-Smythe, daughter of the retired colonel who owned the Tommel Castle Hotel, but it just hadn’t worked out.
         

  


At that moment, Cyril was ensconced in the Currie sisters’ parlour, balancing a cup of tea on one knee. He had hoped the sisters would give him some gossip about Hamish, but they seemed hell-bent on quizzing him about the King James version of the Bible.

“Beautiful words,” said Nessie. “‘I am the voice of one, crying in the wilderness.’”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Cyril, ignoring Jessie’s echo. He thought, if I don’t get out of this damn place soon I’ll go mad. “You were saying something about the local policeman.”

“No, I wasn’t,” said Nessie.

“Bit of a layabout, is he?”

“We do not gossip in this village,” said Nessie righteously. “Pass me the Bible, Jessie, and we’ll hear this nice young man read to us.”

It was a large Victorian Bible, illustrated with steel engravings. Feeling trapped, Cyril began to read, and, as he read, he began to experience a strange feeling of doom. His mobile phone suddenly rang and he grabbed it out of his pocket. It was Blair, asking if there was any progress.

“Can’t talk now, Mother,” said Cyril. “I’ll call you later.” He rang off.

“You shouldn’t cut your mother off like that,” chided Nessie.

“How right you are.” Cyril stood up and put the Bible and his cup on the table. “I’ll get back to my digs and call her from there.”

“We’ll see you in the kirk on Sunday,” said Nessie.

If I’m still alive and not dead with boredom, thought Cyril, making his escape.

  


“Where are we off to?” asked Dick the next morning as he climbed into the Land Rover beside Hamish.

“Do you know Sandybeach?”

“No, where’s that?”

“Tiny little place up north of Scourie. Grand place for a picnic. I’ll put the siren on and get Cyril chasing us.”

“It’s only seven in the morning,” said Dick. “Think he’ll be up yet?”

“Probably not. But I’ve phoned Jimmy. Blair’s bound to ask if there’s been a report of a crime so I told him to say there was a burglary at Sandybeach.”

“So what do we do if the scunner catches up with us?”

“He won’t. It’s so quiet up there, you can hear a car coming for miles. We’ll take off for somewhere else.”

  


The sound of the siren woke Cyril. He tumbled out of bed and dashed to the window, opened it and hung out. He could just see the Land Rover racing out over the humpbacked bridge. He scrabbled into his clothes and phoned Blair, asking him to find out where Hamish had gone.

He had gone a mile out of Lochdubh when Blair rang. “Burglary at a place called Sandybeach.”

“Where’s that?”

“How should I know? Look at a map.”

Cyril programmed his sat-nav and set off in pursuit. He hurtled along the one-track roads, blind to the beauty all around him. Purple heather blazed on the flanks of the soaring mountains. Rowan trees shone with blood-red berries. Above, the sky was an arch of blue. At one point, he thought he heard the sound of another driver behind him and suddenly stopped, switched off his engine, rolled down the windows, and listened. But there was nothing to be heard but the mournful call of a curlew.

Cyril crouched over the wheel and drove on.

Sutherland, the southland of the Vikings, is the most underpopulated county in the British Isles. The west coast has the most dazzling scenery. But to Cyril, it was an odd foreign landscape, alien, far from the bustle and crowds of Strathbane.

At long last, he saw a signpost pointing the way to Sandybeach.

“The end of the road,” said Cyril, not knowing that, for him, it was.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two



Good Lord, what is man! for as simple he looks,
            

Do but try to develop his hooks and his crooks,
            

With his depth and his shallows, his good and his evil,
            

All in all he’s a problem must puzzle the devil.
            

—Robert Burns



“Aren’t we going to Sandybeach?” asked Dick as Hamish drove past the turn.

“We’ll go a bit further on. I don’t want that man skulking around. There’s a nice beach a bit along here. Blair’s probably told him where we’re heading. Let him have a useless day.”

The police Land Rover bumped down a heathery track and onto a curve of white sand sheltered by tall cliffs. Hamish let his pets out, and Dick got busy spreading out the picnic.

Dick held up a chicken leg. “Try this. It’s real free-range.”

“Not one of mine, I hope,” said Hamish, who preferred to let his hens die of old age.

“No. Chap ower at the forestry keeps grand birds.”

They ate and drank contentedly, watching deep blue waves smash onto the beach. Seagulls screamed and dived overhead, creating a loud cacophony of sound.

Hamish eventually tipped his hat over his eyes and fell asleep.

After half an hour, he suddenly woke and sat up. “Pack up, Dick. We may as well head back. Cyril’s probably given up by now.”

They drove up out of the bay. Hamish suddenly stopped and lowered the window. “I thought I heard something.” He could faintly hear a car horn in the distance. It seemed to be signalling SOS.

  


Earlier, Cyril had arrived at Sandybeach. He could only see the ruins of three buildings. How could anyone report a burglary when there was no one there? He had a creeping feeling that Hamish had deliberately led him on a wild goose chase and that Hamish knew exactly who he was. He took out his mobile to call Blair but found he could not get a signal.

He got out of his car and walked along the beach. The day was warm, and there was only the scream of the gulls and the crashing of giant waves on the beach.

Then he heard the sound of a vehicle approaching. It must be Macbeth, he thought. There was nothing he could do but brazen it out. He would say he had followed Hamish because he thought it would be exciting to witness a police investigation and hope Hamish believed him.

He relaxed when he saw a motorcyclist bumping down the tussocky path, the sun glinting on the rider’s black helmet. Cyril decided to get back into his car and drive off.

He had just reached his car when he became aware of a presence behind him and swung round. The blast from a sawn-off shotgun took him full in the chest. Two seagulls at the water’s edge rose screaming up to the sky, higher and higher, as if bearing off Cyril’s soul.

The cyclist wheeled his bike back to the track. Then the cyclist returned with a brush and bent down and brushed away any footprints and tyre tracks before getting back on the bike and roaring off.

Silence fell on the beach again. Blood seeped from Cyril’s chest wound to darken the white sand.

Ten minutes later, along the road above, came a sleek Mercedes. The driver was Terence Hardy, a builder’s merchant from Essex with his wife, Kylie, and his teenage son, Wayne.

He braked above the beach and cried, “Look at that! You can get some swimming, Wayne.”

“Don’t want to swim,” muttered his son, fiddling with his iPad.

“You’ll swim if I say so,” said his father. “I’ll leave the car here and we’ll walk down.”

Kylie repressed a sigh. Why couldn’t they have gone to Marbella as usual? She could be lying by the pool with a cold drink instead of being stuck up here in this godforsaken part of the British Isles that none of her friends had heard of.

Wayne sprinted down the path to the beach. Maybe he might find a shop where he could buy a can of Red Bull.

He stopped short at the sight of Cyril. He looked wildly around to see if there were any cameras. He could hear his mother and father having a vicious fight. “I wanna go home,” his mother was screaming.

“This is real beauty,” shouted her husband. “You ought to be creaming your jeans. What…?”

He stared at his white-faced son.

“Dad, there’s a dead man on the beach.”

“Let me see. If you’re lying, I’ll take my belt to you.”

Burly Terence in his gleaming white trainers, jeans with knife-edged pleats, and T-shirt with the legend ESSEX FOR SEX strode down to the beach.
         

He walked up to Cyril’s body. His knees began to tremble. Terence stumbled back up to the car. “I’ll get the police,” he said. “He’s murdered.”

But he could not get a signal on his phone. His terrified wife began to scream like a banshee. In desperation, Terence began to honk out SOS on the car horn.

“Dad, let’s get out of here!” shouted Wayne. “The murderer might still be around.”

“Get in the car,” roared Terence, turning as white as his son.

At that moment Hamish came roaring up in the Land Rover. He jumped down and caught Kylie as she threw herself into his arms, babbling about murder.

He gently put her aside. “Where’s the body?” he asked Terence.

“On the beach.”

“Wait here. Constable Fraser will take your statements.”

Hamish ran down to the beach. He stood for a moment, looking sadly down at Cyril’s dead body. He felt for a pulse in the faint hope there might be some life left, but there was none.

He tried his mobile phone without success. He went back to the Land Rover and got on the radio, summoning help.

Then he approached the Hardy family. “I’m afraid you will need to wait a bit. Detectives and forensics will be here soon.”

“I have their statements,” said Dick. “They’re staying at the Tommel Castle Hotel.”

“I’ll need to change,” said Kylie. “I peed myself.”

“You can use the back of the police Land Rover,” said Hamish, busily unwinding crime scene tape. “This whole area will need to be cordoned off. Give the clothes you have taken off to Constable Fraser and he will bag them up.”

“Why?”

“Procedure,” said Hamish, for he knew if Blair arrived on the scene, he would immediately consider this family as suspects.

Kylie eventually appeared wearing a low-cut red dress and very high heels.

“What are you tarted up for?” demanded Terence.

“The press and telly’ll be here soon.”

“They won’t have time to get here,” said Terence. “They won’t hear of it until tomorrow.”

Unfazed, Kylie said, “I’ll phone the media as soon as we get out of here.” She was the leading light of her local dramatic society and saw a golden opportunity to be propelled into that magic world of celebrities. Kylie had dreams of fame to make her forget the horror of the murder, but her husband and son still looked white and shaken.

After half an hour, when Dick had taken statements from the Hardy family, Hamish heard the sound in the sky of an approaching helicopter. He had one awful moment when he thought the police helicopter was going to land on the beach and maybe destroy any bit of evidence the killer might have left, but it landed on a flat bit of moorland behind the beach.

Blair climbed out followed by Jimmy Anderson, a policeman and policewoman, and a stocky man Hamish did not recognise.

“This here is the police surgeon, Mr. Carrick,” said Blair. “Where’s the body?”

“Down on the beach.”

Blair stumped off followed by the surgeon. Hamish grabbed Jimmy’s arm and whispered, “Cyril will have a mobile phone. Don’t let Blair get it. I need proof that Blair sicced him onto me.”

Before he reached Cyril’s car, Blair turned round suddenly and shouted at Hamish, “You! Get back there. If those are the folk that found him, get their statement.”

“I have all their statements,” said Hamish.

“Just make sure they don’t run off!”

Blair was desperate to search Cyril’s body and make sure there was nothing on it to show that he was the one who had sent Cyril to chase Macbeth.

He was about to open the car door when Mr. Carrick pulled him back. “What are you doing, man? We can’t do anything until a forensic team arrives. We should not even have come down to the crime scene.”

So Blair returned to grill the Hardys until Terence shouted that he would get a lawyer and sue Blair for police harassment.

Blair turned his wrath on Hamish. “What were you doing up here anyway?”

“I got a report of a burglary.”

“But there’s nothing here!” roared Blair. “I looked down from the helicopter and couldn’t see a single house.”

“The voice was faint and I thought it might be a tourist who had something taken from his car,” said Hamish.

  


The day dragged on. The forensic team arrived and the body had to be moved up the beach away from the rising tide. “Get down there,” Hamish whispered urgently to Jimmy, “and grab all the stuff Carrick will find in his pockets and get it before Blair. Dick, have you any alcohol?”

“I’ve a bottle of whisky I carry around. It helps to loosen up folk we might need to talk to.”

“Give it to Blair.”

“Are you mad? He’ll drink the lot.”

“That’s the idea,” said Hamish.

Blair accepted the whisky and a glass with a satisfied grunt. He felt he desperately needed something to quell his fears. Frightened that someone else might want some, he retreated to a flat rock and proceeded to make inroads into the bottle.

Soothed by the whisky and the susurration of the waves on the beach, Blair fell asleep, his heavy head on his chest.

The Hardys had been given permission to leave, and the first thing Kylie did when she once more got a phone signal was to call the press. She wanted to go back so that she could be photographed at the crime scene but her husband said grimly that he wasn’t going back there.

  


Blair woke suddenly, blinked, and looked around. Jimmy Anderson was just coming up from the beach, carrying an evidence bag. “He was one of ours,” said Jimmy. “Cyril Sessions.”

The lights of a television camera crew suddenly flooded the scene. “I’ll take that,” said Blair, stumbling to his feet.

“Yes,” said Jimmy loudly. “The dead man is policeman Cyril Sessions. I have his mobile phone here and his camera so we might find out who he was in contact with.”

“Get oot o’ here!” roared Blair, stumbling towards the television crew and waving his fists.

His heart sank as a long sleek car drew up and Superintendent Peter Daviot got out of the back.

“Do we have any identity for the dead man?” he asked.

“It’s policeman Cyril Sessions,” said Jimmy quickly. “I have his phone here along with other items. We can check it. Maybe he contacted the murderer before he died.” He was wearing latex gloves. He fished out the phone.

“Leave it!” howled Blair. “We can check it back at headquarters.”

“Give it to me,” commanded Daviot. He drew out a pair of latex gloves and put them on. He switched on the phone and scrolled down the numbers Cyril had been phoning.

“There are calls to police headquarters and I recognise this one. Mr. Blair, this is your home phone number.”

“I was training him,” mumbled Blair. “Told him to keep in touch.”

“Any text messages?” asked Hamish.

“Let me see. Yes, here is one. Good heavens! It is from you, Mr. Blair, and it says, ‘Haven’t you found out anything yet to nail that bastard Macbeth?’ Mr. Blair, you will accompany me back to headquarters. Anderson, you are now in charge.”

  


In vain did Blair protest that it was in the interests of the police to make sure Macbeth was doing his job. He was told he would be suspended from duty pending a full police enquiry.

Hetty Dunstable read of the death of Cyril in the morning paper and burst into tears. She was sure now that Cyril had loved her. Then she remembered Hamish saying he would shoot him.

  


Hamish went back the next morning on the road to Sandybeach, leaving Dick to man the police station and look after the dog and cat. He wished he had not switched off the siren as soon as he left the village the day before. Perhaps then more people would have come out of their cottages to watch. Cyril had been following him, but someone had been following Cyril.

Hamish stopped at cottages by the road to ask if anyone had seen cars going past. Two said they had seen the Land Rover, but no one had even seen Cyril’s car following.

He knew a squad of police were scouring the ground all around the beach looking for clues. Hamish stopped by the side of the road to think.

He looked at the peaty moorland stretching on either side before the one-track road turned down to follow the coast. Perhaps the murderer had used a motorbike or dune buggy to come over the moors. Up on the moors, there was a good view of the road.

Hamish suddenly stood stock-still, assailed by a feeling of dread. Thin black clouds were racing across the sky from the west, heralding a break in the good weather. From his vantage point up on the moors, he could see giant waves crashing down on the beach. He was just about to continue his search when he saw Dick’s battered little Ford arriving along the road below and stopping beside the Land Rover. He sprinted down to meet him.

“You’ve to go straight to headquarters,” said Dick. “Daviot’s in a right taking.”

“It’s probably about this business of Blair getting Cyril to follow me,” said Hamish.

Dick looked uneasy. “He seemed right furious with you. Do you want me to come with you?”

“Where are Sonsie and Lugs?”

“In the Land Rover.”

“You look after them. I’ve probably got to write a report.”

  


The fact that Daviot’s secretary, Helen, greeted him with a welcome smile made Hamish uneasy. The only times that Helen had ever smiled on him were when he was in trouble.

After fifteen minutes, he was ushered in.

“This is terrible,” said Daviot.

“Mr. Blair did this before. I mean, got someone to report on me.”

“That is being dealt with. This latest thing is worse. We have received a phone call saying that you knew of Sessions’s identity and said you would blow his head off.”

“That would be the librarian, Hetty Dunstable,” said Hamish. “She phoned me to say that she thought Sessions was spying on me because he kept asking her questions about me.”

“She said you seemed aware of his identity.”

“Sir, I was mildly irritated, that is all.”

“I am sending men to the station to collect your guns for analysis. I want you to write a full report.”

Hamish lost his temper, his face flaming as red as his hair. “I have worked hard as a police sergeant,” he said. “I have never harmed anyone. If Sessions continued to annoy me, I would simply have sent in a report.”

“Then write your report now,” snapped Daviot. “You are suspended from duties until further enquiries.”

  


Hamish went downstairs to the detectives’ room where Jimmy Anderson was scowling at a computer screen.

“I heard the news,” said Jimmy. “Who is this woman who’s making all the trouble?”

“Hetty Dunstable. She’s the librarian at Braikie library. She asked me to a party last year and came on to me. Took it bad when I didn’t find her in the least attractive. This is spite. I’m suspended from duty. Now I’ve got to write a report.”

“Go and do it from the police station,” said Jimmy. “You can send it over.”

“What worries me,” said Hamish, “is the spin Blair will put on his behaviour. He’ll try to justify the closing down of the police station, saying he was trying to save the force money. The only thing that’s saved me so far is that no one else wants to police Sutherland. Has anyone searched Cyril’s belongings?”

“Not yet. His only living relative is his mother. She’s on her way up from Perth. I was just about to go there.”

“I’d like a look at his stuff.”

“You can’t. You’re suspended from duty.”

“Just a wee look.”

“Run along. But if anyone reports you, say you did it before you knew you were suspended.”

  


The day had turned as grey as Hamish’s mood. He parked the Land Rover at the police station and then walked along to Mrs. Mackenzie’s as a fine drizzling rain began to fall, shrouding the mountains that loomed over the village.

Mrs. Mackenzie let Hamish into the house, demanding to know when she could let the room again.

“Och, you’ll need to wait until detectives have looked around as well.”

Grumbling under her breath, Mrs. Mackenzie unlocked the door to Cyril’s room.

Hamish walked in and shut the door in her face. He pulled on a pair of latex gloves and went straight to Cyril’s backpack, which was lying in a corner.

It was closed with a small padlock. He took out a Swiss knife and, selecting the thinnest blade, sprang the lock. He searched through a jumble of socks, underwear, and sweaters. There seemed to be nothing of interest. No notebook or photographs. He opened the curtained cubicle which served as wardrobe. Two jackets, two pairs of trousers, and an anorak were hanging there. He searched the pockets without finding even a receipt. Two pairs of trainers and a pair of black shoes were lying on the floor. In one of the trainers, he found a slip of paper. A Strathbane phone number was scrawled on it.

There was no sign of a camera or a computer. Hamish pushed back his cap and scratched his fiery hair. There must be something in Cyril’s life to have prompted his murder.

He looked down from the window. Jimmy was just climbing out of a car with another detective. Two policemen drew up in a car behind them.

Hamish put the slip of paper in his pocket, left the room, ran along the passage outside, pushed open a fire door at the end, and made his way down to the back garden. He scaled the garden wall and made his way to the police station over the fields at the back.

Dick was standing in the kitchen, mixing something up in a bowl with a wooden spoon while the dog and cat looked up at him hopefully.

“I hear you’ve been suspended,” said Dick.

“Who told you?”

“Copper friend o’ mine.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m trying my hand at scones,” said Dick. “The Currie sisters gave me their recipe.”

Hamish half closed his eyes. It should be a pretty woman standing there with the mixing bowl. Not some chubby policeman.

“Leave it,” he said. “There’s a librarian at Braikie, Hetty Dunstable. She landed me in this mess. She told headquarters I had threatened to shoot Cyril. I think she’s got a spite against me because I spurned her advances.”

Dick grinned. “That’s an old-fashioned way o’ putting it. Did you cast her off like a worn-out glove?”

“Whatever. Look, no one said anything about you being suspended, so get over there and see if you can charm her into repairing the damage.”

“What about my scones?”

Hamish told him crudely where to put his scones, and Dick slammed down the bowl and left in a huff.

  


When Hamish had finished typing up his report, he took out the slip of paper he had found in Cyril’s trainer and looked at it. He should have left it where it was for Jimmy to find, but he was angry at being suspended and wanted to show Strathbane that Hamish Macbeth was too valuable a policeman to be kept off the case.

Then he thought, if the phone number led to anything, he would need to explain where he got it. He could always say he found it outside the police station after Cyril had taken that photograph. But it was raining and the paper was dry. His face cleared. Archie Maclean could always say he found it on his boat and passed it on to Hamish.

He read over his report and began to feel uneasy. What if they checked the police station phone to make sure he had really been called out and had not been luring Cyril to a remote spot to bump him off?

He put a fresh tape in his answering machine. Disguising his voice and speaking in Gaelic, he gave yesterday’s date and a time of ten minutes past nine. He would give Jimmy the tape and hope that his phone would not be further investigated.

He then dialled the operator, identified himself, and gave the phone number on the slip of paper, asking for the name and address belonging to the number. The operator said she would call him back for security reasons, to make sure he really was who he said he was.

Hamish waited patiently. When the phone rang, he seized it. “The number is that of an M. Bentley, Number Fifteen, Sheep Street, Strathbane,” she said. Hamish thanked her and then got out a street map of Strathbane. Sheep Street was in the old part of town, a nucleus of little streets off the main shopping area.

He knew he should really pass this information on to Jimmy, but his highland curiosity was demanding that he find out for himself.

He changed out of his uniform into civilian clothes. He called on Archie Maclean, who agreed to say the paper had been found on his boat. Dick had taken the Land Rover, so, telling Sonsie and Lugs to stay behind and behave themselves, he got into Dick’s old car and set out for Strathbane.

  


Dick parked outside the library and went in. A pretty girl was stacking the shelves. Dick approached her. “Miss Dunstable?”

“Not me,” she said. “I’m just the assistant. Hetty’s off today. She’s awfy upset at her boyfriend being murdered.”

“I’ll need to be having a wee word with her,” said Dick. “Give me the lassie’s address.”

“She’s got a wee bungalow on the shore road. It’s called Atlantic View. She got it on the cheap ’cos no one wants to live there.”

“Why not? It used to be flooded but now they’ve got that new seawall.”

“Aye, but the waves are higher every year and folk say the wall isn’t high enough. Last winter, the waves got over it twice.”

“What’s your name?” asked Dick.

“Shona Macdonald.”

“Get on all right with Miss Dunstable?”

“Aye. She really loves books. When it’s quiet, she reads the whole time.”

“What does she read?” Shona had large blue eyes in a little heart-shaped face.

Wish I wasn’t so old, thought Dick ruefully.

“She likes romances, but the old-fashioned kind. Hearts and flowers. No Fifty Shades of Grey. She thought that book was disgusting and tried to have it banned. But she couldn’t because a lot of people wanted it. When the provost’s wife asked for a copy, I thought Hetty was going to burst into tears.”
         

“I’ll be having a word with her,” said Dick. Those eyes of Shona’s were so very blue, like Lochdubh on a summer’s day.

“Isn’t it boring work for a pretty girl like you?” he asked.

“Oh, no,” said Shona. “I read a lot and I like chatting to people. It’s not usually so quiet as this.” She glanced at the clock. “I’d better lock up. It’s my lunch hour.”

“I’m feeling a wee bit peckish,” said Dick. “Fancy a bite to eat?”

“All right. I usually go to Jean’s café next door. She’s got good mutton pies and not the shop ones, either.”

“Sounds great,” said Dick. He told himself he was only doing his job. The more he could find out about Hetty before actually meeting her, the better. But when Shona collected her coat and handbag and locked up the library, he noticed the sun had come out and was shining on her glossy black curls, and he felt his fifty-one years melting away and suddenly he was young again.
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