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Chapter One


So, if I dream I have you, I have you,


For, all our joys are but fantastical.


—John Donne


It had been a particularly savage winter in the county of Sutherland at the very north of Scotland. Great blizzards had roared in off the Atlantic, burying roads and cottages in deep snowdrifts. Patel’s, the local grocery shop in the village of Lochdubh, sold out of nearly everything, and at one point it was necessary for rescue helicopters to drop supplies to the beleaguered inhabitants.


And then, at the end of March, the last of the storms roared away, to be followed by balmy breezes and blue skies. The air was full of the sound of rasping saws and the thump of hammers as the inhabitants of Lochdubh, as if they had awakened from a long sleep, got to work repairing storm damage.


The police station was comparatively sheltered below the brow of a hill and had escaped the worst of the ravages of winter. Police Constable Hamish Macbeth found that the only thing in need of repair was the roof of the hen house.


Archie Macleod, one of the local fishermen, went to call on Hamish and found the lanky policeman with the flaming red hair up on top of a ladder, busily hammering nails into the roof of the hen house.


“Fine day, Hamish,” he called.


Glad of any diversion from work, Hamish climbed down the ladder. “I was just about to put the kettle on, Archie. Fancy a cup of tea?”


“Aye, that would be grand.”


Archie followed Hamish into the kitchen and sat at the table while Hamish put an old blackened kettle on the wood-burning stove.


“Got much damage, Archie?”


“Tiles off the roof. But herself is up there doing the repairs.”


Hamish’s hazel eyes glinted with amusement. “Didn’t feel like helping her, did you?”


“Och, no. The womenfolk are best left on their own. How have you been doing?”


“Very quiet. There’s one thing about a bad winter,” said Hamish over his shoulder as he took a pair of mugs down from a cupboard. “It stops the villains driving up from the south to look for easy pickings in the cottages.”


“Aye, and it keeps folks sweet as well. Nothing like the blitz spirit. How did that newcomer survive the winter, or did herself take off for the south?”


The newcomer was Effie Garrard. Hamish had called on her last summer when she first arrived, and had been sure she would not stay long. He put her down as one of those romantic dreamers who sometimes relocate to the Highlands, looking for what they always describe as “the quality of life.”


“I sent gamekeeper Henry up to see her last month, and he said the place was all shut up.”


The kettle started to boil. As he filled the teapot, Hamish thought uneasily about Effie. He should really have called on her himself. What if the poor woman had been lying there dead inside when Henry called?


“Tell you what, Archie. I’ll take a run up there and chust see if the woman’s all right.” The sudden sibilance of Hamish’s highland accent betrayed that he was feeling guilty.


That afternoon, Hamish got into the police Land Rover, fighting off the attempts of his dog, Lugs, and his cat, Sonsie, to get into it as well. “I’ll take you two out for a walk later,” he called.


He saw the Currie sisters, Nessie and Jessie, standing on the road watching him. The car windows were down, and he clearly heard Nessie say, “That man’s gone dotty. Talking to the beasts as if they were the humans.”


Hamish flushed angrily as he drove off. His adoption of the cat, a wild cat, had caused a lot of comment in the village, people complaining that it was impossible to domesticate such an animal. But Sonsie appeared to have settled down and had showed no signs of leaving.


Effie Garrard had bought a small one-storey cottage up in the hills above Lochdubh. It had a roof of corrugated iron, stone floors, and a fireplace that smoked. When Hamish had first visited her, he found her to be a small woman in her forties, sturdy, with brown hair speckled with grey, a round red-cheeked face, and a small pursed mouth. She had gushed on about the majesty of the Highlands and how she planned to sell her “art works” in the local shops.


If she were still alive, and he hoped to God she was, he expected to find that she had packed up and gone, all her fantasies of a highland life shattered.


But as he approached her cottage, he saw smoke rising up from the chimney. Maybe she had sold it to someone else, he thought, and because of the rigours of the winter which had kept most people indoors, he hadn’t heard about it.


But it was Effie herself who answered the door to him. “You should really get the phone put in,” said Hamish. “Something could have happened to you during the winter, and we’d never have known if you needed help.”


“I’ve got a mobile.”


“Does it work up here? There still seem to be blank spots all over the Highlands.”


“Yes, it works fine. Are you coming in for tea?” “Thanks.” Hamish removed his cap and ducked his head to get through the low doorway.


The living room and kitchen combined had a long work table with a pottery wheel on it. On the table were a few vases and bowls glazed in beautiful colours.


“Yours?” asked Hamish, picking up a little bowl of sapphire blue and turning it around in his fingers.


“Yes. Mr. Patel has taken some, and the gift shop at the Tommel Castle Hotel has taken a good few more. I didn’t do any business during the winter because of the bad weather, but I’m hoping for sales when the visitors come back.”


There were paintings of birds and flowers hanging on the walls, each one an exquisite little gem. Hamish was beginning to revise his opinion of Effie. She was a talented artist.


“I’m surprised you survived the winter up here,” he said.


“I didn’t need to. Coffee or tea?”


“Coffee would be grand. Just black. What do you mean, you didn’t have to?”


“I went to stay with my sister in Brighton, and so I escaped the worst of it. Do sit down and don’t loom over me.”


Hamish sat down on a hard chair at a corner of the work table while she prepared coffee. “Odd,” he said. “I thought the Highlands would have driven you out by now.”


“Why? This is the most beautiful place in the world.”


Yes, thought Hamish cynically, if you can afford to get out of the place for the winter.


Aloud, he said, “Oh, I put you down as one of those romantics.”


“There is nothing up with being romantic. Everyone needs dreams. Here’s your coffee.”


Hamish looked at the little blue bowl. “That bowl. Is it for sale?”


“Of course.”


“How much?”


“Fifty pounds.”


“Fifty pounds!” Hamish stared at her.


“It’s a work of art,” she said calmly. “Fifty pounds is cheap at the price.”


A hard businesswoman as well, thought Hamish. Still, it meant he had been wrong about her. Romantically minded newcomers had caused trouble in the past.


In April there was one last blizzard—the lambing blizzard, as the locals called it—and then the fine weather returned, and by June, one long sunny day followed another. Memories of the black winter receded. It stayed light even in the middle of the night. Amazingly, for Hamish, there was still no crime, not even petty theft.


He was strolling along the waterfront one fine morning when he was stopped by a tall man with an easel strapped on his back who said he was looking for accommodation.


“I don’t think there’s a place here with a studio available,” said Hamish.


The man laughed. “I’m a landscape painter. I work outside.” He thrust out a hand. “I’m Jock Fleming.”


“Hamish Macbeth. You could try Mrs. Dunne along at Sea View, just along the end there. You can’t miss it.”


Jock looked down at the dog and the cat, waiting patiently at Hamish’s heels. “That’s an odd pair of animals you've got there,” he said.


“They're company,” said Hamish dismissively. “Really? It’s a good thing I’m not superstitious, or I’d be crossing myself,” said Jock with an easy laugh. “A wild cat and a dog with blue eyes!”


Hamish grinned. He took an instant liking to the artist. He was a powerful man in, Hamish judged, his early forties with shaggy black hair streaked with grey. He had a comical, battered-looking face and seemed to find himself a bit of a joke.


“When you've got settled in,” said Hamish, “drop by the police station and we'll have a dram.”


“Great. See you.”


Hamish watched him go. “Well, Lugs,” he said. “That'll be one incomer who won’t be any trouble at all.”


Hamish was disappointed as two days passed and Jock did not call for that drink. But on the third day, as he walked along the waterfront in the morning, he saw Jock at his easel, surrounded by a little group of women.


Walking up to the group, Hamish said, “Move along, ladies. The man can’t do any work with you bothering him.”


“I don’t mind,” said Jock cheerfully. “I like the company of beautiful ladies.”


Freda, the schoolteacher, giggled and said, “He’s giving us lessons. Why don’t you run along, Hamish?”


“Yes,” agreed Nessie Currie. “Go and catch a criminal or something.”


“I’ll see you later for that dram, Hamish,” called Jock as Hamish walked off.


I hope that one isn’t going to turn out to be a heart-breaker, thought Hamish. He decided to visit Angela Brodie, the doctor’s wife.


The kitchen door was open, so he walked straight in. Angela was sitting at her kitchen table at her computer. She looked up when she saw Hamish and gave a sigh of relief, pushing a wisp of hair out of her eyes.


“I can’t get on with this book, Hamish,” she complained. “When the first one was published, I thought I was all set. But the words won’t come.”


“Maybe you're trying too hard.”


“Maybe. Let’s have coffee.”


Angela’s first novel had been published the previous autumn. Reviews were good, but sales were modest.


“The trouble is I am damned as a ‘literary writer,’” said Angela, “which usually means praise and no money.”


“Perhaps something in the village will spark your imagination,” said Hamish, covertly shooing two of her cats off the table where they were trying to drink the milk out of the jug.


“Like what?”


“Like this artist fellow. Seems to be a big hit with the ladies.”


“Oh, he jokes and teases them. But I can’t see anyone falling for him.”


“Why?”


“In a funny kind of way, there’s nothing about him that gives any of them the come-on. He’s just a thoroughly nice man.”


“Painting any good?”


“He’s just started, but I looked his name up on the Internet. He’s considered to be a very good landscape painter. He paints pictures in the old-fashioned way, and people are going for that. I think they're moving away from elephant dung and unmade beds or whatever the modern artist has been exhibiting at the Tate. I don’t think he’s going to cause any dramas. Where are your animals?”


“I left them playing in the garden.”


“Don’t you find it odd that a dog and a wild cat should get on so well?”


“Not really. A relief, if you ask me. If Lugs hadn’t taken to the cat, I’d need to have got rid of it.”


“Be careful, Hamish. It is a wild cat, and they can be savage.”


“I don’t think there’s such a thing as a pure wild cat any more. They've been interbreeding with the domestic ones for years. When I found Sonsie up on the moors with a broken leg, I didn’t think the beast would live. Someone had been mistreating that animal. I’d dearly like to find out who it was.”


“Maybe it just got caught in a trap.”


“I’ve a feeling Sonsie had been kept captive somewhere.”


“Here’s your coffee. Is Effie Garrard still around?”


“Yes. I visited her the other day and asked around about her. Patel is selling her stuff, and so is the gift shop up at the Tommel Castle Hotel. She does charge awfy high prices.”


“Are you going to the ceilidh on Saturday?”


“I might drop in.”


“You'll need a ticket. Five pounds.”


“Five pounds! What on earth for?”


“The church hall needs repainting.”


“I thought some of the locals would have done that for free.”


“Oh, they are. But it’s to raise money for repairs to the roof, paint, and new curtains.”


“And what would I be getting for five pounds?”


“A buffet supper. The Italian restaurant is doing the catering.”


“That’s decent of them. I’ll go.”


“You must be getting very bored,” said Angela, putting a mug of coffee in front of him. “No crime.”


“And that just suits me fine. No crime now and no crime on the horizon.”


Effie Garrard was a fantasist. Dreams were as essential to her as breathing. While Hamish sat in the doctor’s wife’s kitchen drinking coffee, Effie approached the village of Lochdubh, wrapped in a dream of attending her own funeral. Villagers wept, the piper played a lament, famous artists came from all over to give their eulogies. She had decided to walk instead of taking her car because the day was so fine. The twin mountains behind the village soared up to a clear blue sky. Little glassy waves on the sea loch made a pleasant plashing sound as they curled onto the shingly beach.


A pleasurable tear ran down Effie’s cheek, and she was wondering just how long she could stretch out this splendid dream when she saw Jock at his easel.


Her dream bubble burst as she experienced a jealous pang. She wanted to be the only artist in Lochdubh. Probably some amateur, she thought, approaching him. Jock’s coterie of admiring women had left for dinner—dinner in Lochdubh still being in the middle of the day, except in posh places like the Tommel Castle Hotel.


Effie stood behind him and studied his work. His colours were magnificent. He had caught the purplish green of the forestry trees on the other side of the loch, and the reflections in the glassy loch had been painted by the hand of a master.


She did not want to interrupt him, but he turned round and smiled at her. “Grand day,” said Jock.


“Oh, please go on. I’m an artist myself, and I hate to be interrupted,” said Effie.


“I don’t mind. I was just about to take a break. What do you do?”


“Small pictures of birds and flowers, and I’m a potter as well.” She held out her hand. “Effie Garrard.”


“I’m Jock Fleming. Wait a bit. I saw some of your pottery at the gift shop up at the hotel. You're very talented.”


“Thank you. I live up in the hills above the village. Drop in on me any time you like.”


“I’ll do that.”


Jock smiled at her again.


Effie gazed up at him in a dazed way. “Come now,” she said.


“Can’t. I promised the policeman I’d drop in for a dram.”


“I know Hamish. I’ll come with you.”


“Not this time. It’s man’s talk. But I’ll see you around.”


Effie retreated, cursing herself She had been too pushy. But she would act differently the next time. And, oh, there would be a next time. She hardly noticed the walk home. This time she was at her own wedding with Jock at her side. The church bells rang out over Lochdubh, and the villagers threw rose petals. “I loved you that first moment I saw you,” Jock murmured.


“Oh, it’s yourself,” said Hamish, letting Jock into the kitchen. “Where’s your stuff?”


“In my car.”


“You surely didnae drive the few yards from Mrs. Dunne’s?”


“No, but it’s a good place to put my paints when I’m taking a break.”


“Sit down,” said Hamish. “I’ll get the whisky out.”


Jock looked around the kitchen. It was a narrow room with cupboards and fridge along one wall and a wood-burning stove, which was sending out a blast of heat.


“I’m surprised you've got the fire on today,” said Jock.


“It’s got a back boiler. I’m heating up water for a shower.”


“Wouldn’t it be easier to have an immersion heater?”


“Thae things cost a mint.” Hamish put a bottle of whisky, a jug of water, and two glasses on the table. “Besides, it'll be a long time afore we see a summer like this again.”


He poured out two measures. “Water?”


“Just a splash.”


Hamish sat down opposite him.


“Where are your animals?” asked Jock.


“Somewhere around,” said Hamish, who had no intention of telling his visitor that the dog and the cat had eaten well and were now stretched out on his bed. The Currie sisters had started telling him he was behaving like an old maid. Even Archie Macleod had commented the other day that it looked as if Hamish was married to his dog and cat.


“How’s the painting going?” asked Hamish.


“It was going fine until I got interrupted by a pushy woman.”


“Mrs. Wellington, the minister’s wife?”


“No, another artist. Effie Garrard.”


“That quiet wee thing. I’d never have thought of her as being pushy.”


“Oh, maybe I’m being hard on the woman.”


“How pushy?” asked Hamish with his usual insatiable highland curiosity.


“Let me see. She asked me to drop in on her any time. Then she wanted me to go back with her there and then. I said I was coming to see you, and she said she would come as well. I told her it was man talk and got rid of her.”


“Maybe she’s lonelier than I thought,” said Hamish. Jock laughed. “You underrate my charms.”


“I believe you're pretty well known. More whisky?”


“Just a little,” said Jock. “My agent’s coming up from Glasgow.”


“I didn’t know artists had agents.”


“Well, we do. She takes her cut and finds me a gallery for an exhibition, and the gallery takes fifty percent. I used to do it myself until she found me and offered her services.”


“How long do you think you'll stay up here?”


“I don’t know. The light is fascinating, like nowhere else. I hope the good weather holds so I can make the most of it.”


For the next two days, Effie found she could not concentrate on anything. She sat by the front window, looking down the brae to Lochdubh from early morning until late at night, waiting to see if Jock would call.


On the morning of the third day, she found that all her colourful dreams were beginning to get as thin as gossamer. This time she drove down in her little Ford Escort, not wanting to waste time walking, suddenly anxious to see him.


Jock was sitting at his easel, talking animatedly to Angela Brodie and Freda Campbell, the schoolteacher. Both were married, thought Effie sourly, and should be with their husbands. Freda was not long married, too, and to that local reporter, Matthew Campbell.


She waited patiently in her car for them to go. Then Jock began to pack up his things. Effie watched in dismay as they all headed for Angela’s cottage.


She sat nervously biting her thumb.


At last, she got out of her car and went to Angela’s cottage. The kitchen door was standing open, and she could hear the sounds of laughter. Squaring her small shoulders, she marched straight into the kitchen. Three startled pairs of eyes turned in her direction.


“Hullo, Jock,” said Effie, ignoring the other two.


“Hullo. What can I do for you?”


“I’ve got some paintings and would like your opinion. Can you come up and see them?”


“I’m just about to get back to work,” said Jock, getting to his feet. “Thanks for the company, ladies.”


Effie followed him, practically running to keep up with his long strides. “What about this evening?” she panted.


“Oh, all right,” said Jock. “I’ll be up at six. I’m meeting friends for dinner.”


She gave him directions and then asked, “What friends?”


“Run along, Effie. I’ll see you later.”


For the rest of that day, Effie scrubbed and dusted until her cottage was shining. She took a bath in the brown peaty water that always came out of the taps and then dressed in a white wool dress and black velvet jacket. For the first time in her life, she wished she had some make-up. She had never worn any before, claiming it blocked up the pores.


Then she sat by the window. At five minutes past six, she was beginning to despair when she saw his car bumping and lurching over the heathery track that led to her cottage.


She flung open the door and stood beaming a welcome. Jock ducked his head and followed her in. “Now, where are these paintings of yours?” he said.


“I thought you might like a glass of whisky first.”


“I’m pressed for time.”


Effie had laid out a selection of her small framed paintings on the table. “Here they are,” she said.


He picked one up and took it to the window and held it up to the light. “I’m surprised you can do anything in here,” he said. “There isn’t enough light.”


The painting was of a thrush sitting on a branch of berries. The red of the berries glowed.


“This is exquisite,” said Jock. “You're very good indeed.”


Effie blushed with pleasure.


Jock appeared to have relaxed. He admired painting after painting and then her pieces of pottery. “Do you have an agent?” he asked. “These are much too good just to be shown in Patel’s and the gift shop.”


“No, I don’t have one.”


“My agent, Betty, will be here soon on holiday. I’ll bring her along, if you like.”


“Oh, Jock, that would be marvellous.” She had moved so close to him she was practically leaning against his side.


He felt uneasy. “I’ve got to go, but I’ll let you know when Betty arrives.”


Jock made for the door. “Where are you having dinner?” asked Effie.


“The Tommel Castle Hotel. Bye.”


He walked out to his car. He stopped for a moment and breathed in deep lungfuls of air. Then he got in and drove off.


Jock was not meeting anyone for dinner. But he decided to treat himself to dinner at the hotel.


He entered the dining room. A beautiful blonde approached him and said, “Have you come for dinner?”


“Yes.”


“We've one table left,” said the vision. “Thank goodness the tourists are back.”


“You're a very glamorous maître d’,” commented Jock.


“I’m standing in this evening. My parents run this hotel. I’m Priscilla Halburton-Smythe. Our maître d’ is off sick.”


She handed him a large menu and said, “Your waiter will be along in a minute. Would you like a drink?”


“No thanks. I’ll order wine with the meal.”


He watched Priscilla as she walked away. What a figure! And that beautiful bell of golden hair that framed her face! There was a remoteness about her which quickened his senses.


He made his meal last, watching while the other diners gradually finished theirs, hoping all the time for another few words with the beauty.


His back was to the window. At one point, he had an uneasy feeling of being watched. He turned round quickly, but there was no one there.


Priscilla at last came into the dining room and approached him. “Would you like anything else?”


“I would like you to join me for a coffee.”


Priscilla looked amused. “I’ve just been hearing about you. You're Jock Fleming.” She sat in a chair opposite him.


“Are you always here?” asked Jock.


“I work in London. I came up yesterday on holiday. I usually fill in for any of the missing staff when I’m here. It’s a duty holiday to see my parents, and I find it can get a bit boring if I have nothing to do.”


“I’d like to take you out one evening,” said Jock. “Just friends,” he added quickly, suddenly noticing she was wearing an engagement ring. “Where is your fiancé?”


“In London.”


“So what do you say? What about tomorrow night at that Italian place?”


“All right,” said Priscilla with a laugh. “What time?”


“Eight o’clock suit you?”


“Fine. Now I’d better go and see how they're getting on clearing up the kitchen.”


Outside, Effie scuttled off from her observation post in the bushes opposite the dining room. Who was that woman? Perhaps she was Jock’s agent. She would need to find out.










Chapter Two

A dream itself is but a shadow.

—William Shakespeare

Priscilla had appeared in Lochdubh at the end of Hamish’s last case and then had disappeared again like the mountain mist. If he thought of her—which he told himself was hardly ever—he decided it would be a long time before she ever came back.

They had been engaged at one time, and Hamish had broken off the engagement. There was a sexual coldness and distance about Priscilla that had been too hurtful to bear. And yet he had not found any other woman with whom he could fall so passionately in love as he had done with Priscilla.

He may have considered his emotions free of her, but the residents of Lochdubh did not, and so no one told him she was back at the hotel.

It was another lovely day, and he was tempted to skip going on his rounds, which covered more and more miles each year as the government shut down other local police stations. But duty was duty, and some of the old folk in the outlying crofts might have fallen ill. He got in the police Land Rover and set off, taking his dog and cat with him.

There was a new softness to the air. Hamish guessed there was some rain coming. The water in the loch had changed to light grey, although the sky was still blue and the mountains appeared very close, each cleft and rock as distinct as in a steel engraving.

At one point in the afternoon, he parked up on the moors and took out a packed lunch he had brought with him along with food for the dog and cat. He sat down in the heather and fed the animals and himself.

All at once, he had a sudden sharp feeling that Priscilla was near, but he dismissed it from his mind. If she were back in Lochdubh, someone would have told him.

Down on the waterfront, Mrs. Wellington, large and tweedy and wearing a brown velvet hat with a pheasant’s feather stuck in it, hailed Angela Brodie. “Have you told Hamish that Miss Halburton-Smythe is up at the hotel?”

“I’ve only just learned of her arrival,” said Angela. “I went to the police station to tell him, but he was out.”

“We're not going to tell him,” said Mrs. Wellington, waving a plump arm which seemed to encompass the whole village.

“Why not? He’s bound to find out sooner or later.”

“We think the reason he’s never married is because he’s still hankering after her.”

“But that’s no reason to treat him like a child.”

“We don’t want him getting hurt. With any luck, she'll be off back to London before he knows anything about it.”

Effie was dressing with extreme care for the ceilidh that evening. She dreamed of dancing with Jock, of him holding her close and whispering into her hair that he loved her. She had bought a white cotton dress and a tartan sash in Strathbane. “I look the very picture of a highland lass,” she told her reflection. She had also bought make-up for the first time in her life. She sat down at her dressing table she had hardly ever used, and applied the foundation cream and then powder. She painted her lips with a scarlet lipstick and then surveyed the effect with pleasure. “I look about nineteen,” she told her reflection.

Jock Fleming, dressed in his one good suit, collar, and tie, walked into the Italian restaurant and was ushered to a table by Willie Lamont, the waiter.

“I’m waiting for someone,” said Jock. “I’ll choose what to eat when she arrives. Ah, here she is now.”

Priscilla was wearing jeans, a cotton shirt belted at the waist, and low-heeled sandals. Jock suddenly felt over-dressed.

Then he realised the other diners in the restaurant had fallen silent.

After Priscilla had sat down, he said, “We seem to be attracting a great deal of attention.”

“You're new here,” said Priscilla easily, “and still a subject of gossip.”

“But they're not gossiping. They're staring.”

“Ignore them.” Priscilla picked up the menu.

“Am I overdressed?” asked Jock.

“I forgot to tell you. There’s a ceilidh in the church hall tonight. I thought we would go along afterwards. I’m surprised there’s so many in here. The restaurant is supplying a buffet supper at the ceilidh.”

The mystery was solved when Willie approached to take their order and asked if they had tickets for the ceilidh.

“Why?” asked Priscilla. “I’ve never needed a ticket before.”

“It’s like this,” said Willie. “It’s a set meal here tonight which is covered by the ceilidh ticket because the restaurant is supplying the eats at the hall. If you've got a ticket, you don’t pay here and I mark your ticket that you've been fed.”

“We haven’t got tickets,” said Jock impatiently. “We'll just choose from the menu.” He opened the menu and found it contained a single sheet of typed paper. On it was written three courses: salad, lasagne, and chocolate mousse.

“You can’t have anything if you haven’t got tickets,” said Willie.

Jock raised his bushy eyebrows in despair.

“Get us two tickets, and we'll pay for them,” said Priscilla patiently.

“Wine’s extra,” cautioned Willie.

“Just get the tickets, Willie.”

Willie went away and came back with two tickets. Jock paid for them and said, “This is a madhouse.”

“Never mind. We don’t need to bother choosing anything, as it’s all been chosen for us. How are you enjoying your stay?”

“Very much. I’m being pestered a bit, though, by Effie Garrard.”

“Our gift shop sells her stuff She’s very, very good.”

“I’ll grant you that. Maybe she’s just lonely. Don’t you find it too quiet up here after London?”

“I was brought up here.”

“And will you live in London when you are married?”

“Yes, my fiancé’s work is there.”

“When’s the wedding?”

A shadow crossed Priscilla’s face. “Peter, my fiancé, is waiting until he can get a good break from work.”

“I would think any man in his right mind wouldn’t leave you loose for long.”

Willie appeared behind Jock. “Would you like to examine the kitchen?”

“No, I wouldn’t,” said Jock crossly.

“Just for a minute.”

“Go away, Willie,” said Priscilla.

Willie retreated.

“What was all that about?” asked Jock.

“Oh, you'll find out sooner or later. I was once engaged to Hamish Macbeth.”

“The policeman?”

“Yes. He broke off the engagement, but I fear the villagers still hope we'll get together again.”

“But they know you are engaged?”

“Of course. But they prefer to ignore it.”

“Odd place, this. It all seems so calm and unruffled on the surface, and underneath there seems to be all sorts of things going on. Why did Hamish break off the engagement?”

“Mind your own business,” said Priscilla coolly, “and tell me about yourself.”

So Jock did, telling her about his early days at Glasgow School of Art and his struggles to make a living as a painter.

“And you can do that now?” asked Priscilla.

“Yes, I’m pretty successful, thanks to my agent, Betty Barnard. Terrific energy that woman has. She worked night and day until she found me a gallery.”

Their food arrived. Jock ordered wine. They chatted amiably as the restaurant cleared of customers.

“That was very pleasant,” said Priscilla when they finished.

“I don’t usually do portraits, but I would like to do one of you.”

“What! Sit on the waterfront, which is where I gather from the gossips that you do your painting?”

“I was hoping you might lend me somewhere in the hotel.”

“I’ll think about it. Let’s go.”

Jock and Priscilla entered the hall to a roll of drums. “Take your seats, ladies and gentlemen,” announced Matthew Campbell, the reporter who had been elected master of ceremonies. “Lochdubh’s very own line dancing team will entertain you.”

Jock tried hard not to laugh. The Currie sisters, Mrs. Wellington, Freda, Angela, and various other village women in what they fondly thought was western dress cavorted to a rollicking country and western tune played on the fiddle and accordion.

His eyes were streaming with suppressed laughter by the time they finished. Then Matthew announced, “And now take your partners for a ladies’ choice. It’s the eight-some reel.”

Effie rushed up to Jock. “Our dance, I think,” she said.

“I don’t know how to do it.”

“Come on. We'll just follow the others.”

Hamish walked over and sat down by Priscilla. “You might have told me you had arrived,” he said.

“I was going to call on you tomorrow. Oh, do look at Effie and Jock. They're falling over everyone.”

“You came in with Jock?”

“Yes, he took me for dinner.”

Hamish was suddenly and jealously glad Jock was making such a mess of things. He blundered into people in his set and finally sent Jessie Currie flying.

“You know,” said Priscilla, “for an artist, Effie does have a clumsy hand with make-up. She looks like a clown.”

Effie’s make-up was dead white, and she had tried to make her small mouth look larger. She had set her hair in tight curls.

“Looks like Ronald McDonald,” said Hamish, who was gradually falling into a nasty mood. There was Priscilla as calm, as seemingly indifferent, as ever.

“Have you got a day off tomorrow?” asked Priscilla.

“Yes. Why?”

“I’ll take us out on a picnic, and we can catch up on the gossip.”

Hamish’s face cleared. “Great. Mind you, I smell rain.”

“If it rains, we can go down to Strathbane. There’s a new French restaurant opened. It’s down at the docks.”

“What a place to have a restaurant.”

“It’s part of the regeneration of that area. Anyone who sets up business gets a tax break.”

Jock came back to join them, and to his dismay, Effie followed and sat down beside him.

Gamekeeper Henry was then called to the stage to recite a poem. After him, a little girl in a tutu tried to perform steps from Swan Lake, fell over, and burst into tears.

The next dance was a St. Bernard’s waltz. Priscilla and Hamish rose as one person and went on to the floor.

“Shall we?” asked Effie, and Jock did not have the courage to refuse. The steps were simple, and they managed very well, although Jock did not like the way Effie pressed up against him.

After the dance was over, she said she was going to the ladies’. Jock walked quickly to the door of the church hall and made his way outside. A fine heavy rain was soaking the waterfront.

Jock put up his collar and hurried back to his boarding house. He was still determined to paint Priscilla and see if he could find out what really lay behind that calm mask.

To Hamish’s delight, the rain cleared on the following morning. He phoned Angela and asked her to keep an eye on his animals, showered, and got ready to drive up to the hotel and meet Priscilla. They would be taking her car because he didn’t want his day spoiled by someone reporting that he was driving a civilian around in the police Land Rover. Not that anyone in Lochdubh would do such a thing, but his beat now covered Cnothan, a sour town, where several of the inhabitants would be delighted if they thought they could put in a complaint about him.

He was about to leave when the phone rang. He hesitated on the doorstep. What if it was something important? But what if it were some minor complaint that might still ruin his day off?

The answering machine picked it up, and he heard Priscilla’s voice. He rushed and picked up the receiver. “It’s me, Hamish.”

“Hamish, I’ll need to cancel our picnic.”

“Why?”

“Mrs. Tullet, who runs the gift shop on Sundays, has a bad stomach complaint. I’ll need to take over.”

“Can’t someone else do it? I mean, if you weren’t there, someone would have to.”

“Mother would probably do it, but she has asked me to fill in.”

“What about this evening? We could drive down to that French restaurant you were talking about.”

“Not this evening, Hamish. Some other time. Got to go.”

Hamish slowly replaced the receiver. The day now stretched out before him, bleak and empty. At the best of times, there was a sad, closed air about a highland Sabbath as if the ghosts of Calvin and John Knox still haunted the place, determined to make sure no one was enjoying themselves.

He phoned Angela and told her his outing had been cancelled, and then he set out to walk along the water-front with the dog and the cat at his heels.

He saw a stranger approaching, a tall woman wearing a tailored trouser suit. She had thick brown hair with gold highlights and a strong, handsome face.

“Good morning,” said Hamish politely. “Grand day.”

“Yes, I’ve been lucky with the weather.”

“Are you staying up at the hotel?”

“Yes, I’m Betty Barnard, Jock Fleming’s agent. I’ve found a gallery for Jock in Glasgow, so I’ve just been to see him. I’m sending him off for a couple of weeks.”

“I’m Hamish Macbeth. Are you going with him?”

“No need. I’ve done the groundwork. I’m really in need of a holiday, but if there’s anything urgent, I can cope with it by e-mail. Those are two very odd…”

“Animals,” said Hamish grumpily. “I know. I’m tired of talking about them.”

She had very large green eyes. Hamish reflected that it wasn’t often one saw eyes as green as hers. Might be contact lenses.

She leaned against the waterfront wall, and Hamish joined her. “Is this your day off?”

“Yes. I was going to go on a picnic with a friend, but she cancelled.”

“Pity. Tell you what. I’ll go back to the hotel and get them to fix up two packed lunches, and then we could go on a picnic and you can introduce me to the area.”

She exuded an easy-going friendliness. She was somewhere in her early forties, Hamish guessed, with an attractive husky voice. Her mouth was generous, and she had a determined chin.

“That’s very kind of you,” said Hamish. “But we'll need to take your car. I can’t drive civilians in the police car.”

“Fine. I’ll see you in half an hour.” As she walked away to where her car was parked, she turned around. “You can bring your dog and cat.”

Well, thought Hamish with a rush of gladness, it’s going to be a good day, after all.

Effie marched determinedly towards Sea View, where Jock had a room. In her fantasies, she had decided the artist was shy under his bluff, easy-going manner. He needed a bit of encouragement.

But as she approached, she saw to her dismay that Jock was lifting a suitcase into the boot of his car.

“Are you leaving?” she asked, running up to him.

“Just for a couple of weeks. There’s a gallery I’ve got to see.” He slammed down the boot and went to get into the driving seat.

“Jock,” said Effie boldly, putting one small hand on his arm, “do you ever think of getting married?”

He looked down at her intense face and felt a sudden rush of sympathy for her. Poor wee woman, he thought. Life must be lonely for her up here.

“I’m not the marrying kind, Effie. But if I did get married, it would be to someone like you.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek, got into his car, slammed the door, and roared off.

Effie stood, watching him go, her hand to her cheek and her spirits soaring. Her brain deleted the “not the marrying kind” bit. Surely that had been a proposal. And he’d kissed her!

Priscilla looked out of the gift shop window just at the moment when Hamish was getting into Betty Barnard’s car. Hamish even had his dog and his cat with him. Betty drove off. She was laughing at something Hamish was saying.

Mr. Johnson, the hotel manager, came into the shop. “I’ve just seen Hamish driving off with that Barnard woman,” said Priscilla.

“Yes, Miss Barnard ordered a couple of packed lunches.”

Priscilla fiddled nervously with a strand of her hair.

“He was supposed to go with me for a picnic.”

“And why didn’t he?”

“I was needed here.”

“You should have told me. I could have got one of the women from the village to fill in. They’d have been glad of the money.”

“Well, it’s too late now. I wonder how they met.”

“She probably picked Hamish up. He’s an attractive man.”

“Is there anything in particular you wanted to talk to me about?” asked Priscilla sharply.

“No, just checking you were all right.”

After he had left, Priscilla went to serve a customer. She had been glad of an excuse not to go out with Hamish. She did not want any of her old feelings for him coming back. But trust Hamish to immediately get a date with the only attractive woman around!

Effie was sitting wrapped in dreams when there was a knock at the door. She found the Currie sisters standing there.

“What?” she asked rudely.

“We came to ask if you would like to give some pottery classes to the Mothers’ Union,” said Nessie.

“Union,” echoed Jessie, who always repeated the end of her sister’s sentences.

“I’m afraid I am too busy.”

“We've walked all the way here,” said Nessie. “Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

“Invite us in?” said Jessie. “Us in?”

Effie suddenly saw a way of establishing Jock as her property in the village minds. “I’m afraid I’ve got a gentleman with me. It’s Jock. I’m afraid you're interrupting.”

“Such carryings-on and this the Sabbath, too,” said Nessie.

“Sabbath, too!” exclaimed her sister.

They both turned and scurried off.

When they reached the waterfront, the first person they saw was Mrs. Dunne, the proprietor of Sea View. Mrs. Dunne listened patiently to their shocked exclamations and then said patiently, “Herself must have just wanted rid of you. Jock Fleming left earlier today. And, no, he couldnae have done a detour because Henry, the gamekeeper, saw him heading off down towards Lairg.”

Hamish Macbeth returned to the police station that evening feeling happy and relaxed. He had enjoyed a pleasant day. He had guided Betty round all the local beauty spots. She had really endeared herself to him when it transpired that she had brought along food for the dog and cat as well. Hamish did not know it was Clarry, the hotel chef and a friend of his, who had thoughtfully added the food in two packets, one labelled Lugs and the other Sonsie.

He looked forward to seeing Betty again. He checked his messages. No crime. It was going to be a great summer.

Effie, the next day, began to fret about Priscilla. Jock had taken her for dinner. Effie was anxious to impress upon women in general and Priscilla in particular that Jock was her property.

Her obsession was at boiling point. Nothing was going to stand in her way. She got into her car and drove down to Strathbane to a shop which sold second-hand rings. She bought herself a diamond engagement ring. Such was her obsession when she drove back that she could almost believe that Jock had given it to her.

But they would laugh about it after they were married.

Effie knew that there was to be a sale of work by the Mothers’ Union at the church the next day. That would be a good place to start.

And that was to be the day when Hamish Macbeth’s peaceful summer came to an abrupt end.

The first call Hamish got the following morning was to tell him to get over to Braikie, where a gunman was holding people hostage in the Highland and Sutherland Bank.

The bane of his life, Detective Chief Inspector Blair, snarled down the phone. “Just you secure the area. A team of us are on the way, and we've got a proper hostage negotiator.”

Villagers turned and stared as the police Land Rover sped off through the village with the blue light flashing and the siren blaring.

Hamish arrived in the main street of Braikie. A woman was standing crying, surrounded by a group of people. “She just got oot o’ there in time,” said one man.

Hamish went up to her. “Tell me what happened,” he asked.

She gulped and said, “I work there as a teller. I was late for the morning shift because my bairn wasn’t feeling well. I had to wait to get someone to look after her. I opened the door of the bank, saw a gunman and people lying on the floor, and backed out. It’s awful!”

Hamish took her name and address. “Is there a back door to the bank?”

“Aye, it’s got a little kitchen where we make the morning coffee.”

“Don’t any of you move,” said Hamish, “and make sure everyone keeps clear of the bank until reinforcements arrive.”

Hamish found himself getting very angry indeed. A bank robbery! In the Highlands! And on his beat!

He went to his Land Rover and took out a small tool kit. He went round and surveyed the back door. There was a glass pane on it, but the pane was protected by heavy metal bars. The door hinges were on the outside, however. He took out a screwdriver and a can of oil. He squirted oil on the hinges and got to work with the screwdriver, working furiously until he was able to lift the door off its hinges. There was an alarm above the door, but it didn’t go off. Probably hadn’t been serviced in years, he thought.

He took off his boots and went in quietly in his stockinged feet. He gently opened the door that led into the main floor of the small bank. A terrified girl was stuffing banknotes into a sack while a man on the other side of the counter held a sawn-off shotgun on her.

It was an old-fashioned bank. There was no bullet-proof glass screen between the teller and the customer, only a mahogany counter which sloped up to the teller and down on the teller’s side.

Hamish took out his telescopic truncheon, sprang across the floor, and vaulted over the counter, driving his feet straight into the gunman’s chest. The gunman fell backwards, and the shotgun went off, blasting a hole in the ceiling.

Hamish smashed the truncheon down on the arm holding the shotgun.

“You've broke my arm,” screamed the gunman.

Hamish flipped him over and handcuffed him. Then he wrenched off the balaclava hiding the man’s face. It was a face he didn’t recognise, and he was glad of that. He had been afraid it might be one of the locals and had not liked to think that one of them had decided to go in for bank robbery.

From outside the bank, Blair’s unlovely Glaswegian voice sounded through a loudhailer. “You are surrounded. You cannot escape. Come out with your hands up.”

The townspeople were now crowded behind police barriers.

The door of the bank opened, and Hamish Macbeth appeared, pushing the handcuffed gunman in front of him.

A great cheer went up from the crowd.

Blair’s face darkened in anger. A local cameraman was busy taking pictures. Police took the gunman off to a waiting police van.

The bank manager, looking white and shaken, came out in time to hear Blair raging at Hamish, “You should have waited. I have a trained negotiator here.”

The bank manager, Mr. Queen, said crossly, “If it hadn’t been for Hamish, some of us might have been killed. There'll be a reward for you, Hamish.”

A policeman came up and said, “There’s a call from Mrs. Sutherland’s store in Cnothan. She’s caught a shoplifter.”

Blair’s face cleared. Here was a way to get the triumphant Macbeth off the scene before any more press arrived.

“That’s your beat,” he said. “Hop to it.”

“What about my statement?” asked Hamish.

“You can send it in later. Off you go.”

And so Hamish headed off to Cnothan, unaware of the fuss and gossip Effie was causing at the sale of work.
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“It’s always a special treat to return to Lochdubh.”
—New York Times Book Review
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