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         It was a glorious autumn day in the highlands and the normally lazy Police Constable Macbeth was moved by conscience out of the deckchair in the front garden of the police station in Lochdubh to make some overdue calls on some of the outlying croft houses.

         He periodically checked on the old and the single to make sure they were not in need of any help. He put his cat, Sonsie, and his dog, Lugs, into the back of the Land Rover and set out from the village of Lochdubh in Sutherland and up into the hills.

         The sky was clear blue, turning the loch behind him to sapphire and the soaring mountains of Sutherland ahead of him into ranges of blue, from light to dark stretching into the distance. His first call was on Mrs. Morag McPhie, a widow, who worked as a crofter. As he drove up to the low croft house, her sheep were cropping at the thin grass and her two sheepdogs were basking in the sun outside the front door.

         The door was open. He called Morag. She appeared wiping her hands on her apron.

         Morag McPhie was a small, round, sturdy woman in her fifties. She had rosy cheeks, black hair flecked with grey and light grey eyes. She was wearing a T-shirt over a long black skirt and serviceable boots.

         “It’s yourself, Hamish,” she said. “Come ben. I’ll be glad of an excuse to put the kettle on and sit down. Unless you want a dram?”

         “Not when I’m driving,” said Hamish, removing his peaked cap. “But tea would be grand.”

         As Morag seemed to be in the best of health, Hamish felt he really ought to move on, but golden days like this were so rare in the highlands, and the stone-flagged kitchen, gilded with sunlight, was so welcoming that he decided to stay for a little.

         Morag came back with a laden tray. “Help yourself to some of my fairy cakes,” she said. “My, that hair of yours is like a beacon.”

         Hamish grinned and ran his hand through his fiery red hair.

         “So how are you getting on?” asked Hamish.

         “I’m fine. I got a letter today from Elsie.” Elsie was Morag’s daughter, who had moved to Australia. “I wish I could go and see her, but I can’t afford the fare. There’s not much money in sheep these days.”

         “Hardly worth the work,” agreed Hamish, who had sheep of his own.

         “I was thinking,” said Morag, pouring tea, “that maybe I might have something in the parlour worth selling. Alistair Menzies over in Rogart, he got five thousand pounds for an old teapot.”

         “I cannot help you,” said Hamish. ”I don’t know about antiques. Why don’t you call the auctioneers in Inverness and ask them to send up a valuator? He’d soon let you know if you had anything worthwhile. By the by, if you think you might have anything valuable, you shouldnae be leaving your door open.”

         Morag laughed. “Oh, nobody comes up here.”

         
            * * *

         

         Two days later, Hamish was on his road back from Cnothan, a sour town which had been added to his extensive beat, when he saw a young man standing beside a dusty Ford Escort, looking helpless. He braked and got down from his Land Rover. “What’s the matter?”

         “I don’t know,” said the young man. “The damn car just stopped.”

         “Let me have a look.”  Hamish climbed into the car, turned the ignition and studied the dashboard. Then he climbed out again. “You’re out of petrol. Didn’t you see the sign lit up?”

         “It’s an old car. There always seems to be some sign or other lit up.”

         “I’ve got a can in the back,” said Hamish. “I’ll give you a couple of gallons and then you’d better drive into Lochdubh to the garage. Have you far to go?”

         “Back to Inverness. This is very kind of you. I’m Harry French. I’m a valuator for the auction house, Berhams, in Inverness.”

         “Hamish Macbeth,” said Hamish. He emptied two gallons into the tank of the Ford.

         “I’ll be glad to get back,” said Harry. “It’s that teapot over at Rogart, the one that got all the money. Ever since the story got in the papers, everyone in the highlands seems to think they’ve got a valuable antique. I’m new to the job, so I get all the work.”

         “There’s a lady up outside Lochdubh that might have something really good,” said Hamish. “I tell you what, follow me to the village and get petrol and then I’ll give you directions.”

         “That’s good of you.  I’m really tired and I’d just like to get home,” said Harry.

         Hamish studied him. He was a tall, thin young man with a pleasant open face topped with a mop of fair curly hair. “Tell you what, I won’t charge you for the petrol if you call on this woman. It won’t take you long, and you’d be doing me a favour.”

         “Oh, very well,” said Harry reluctantly.
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