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For Maeve Nolan


“Stormy weather,

Since my man and I ain’t together,

Keeps raining all the time.”

—“STORMY WEATHER” BY HAROLD ARLEN AND TED KOEHLER



PROLOGUE
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Mrs. Frank Urquhart was dead set against the Sabbatarians. What right did religious folk have to tell others they couldn’t do anything other than pray on a Sunday? How could they dictate no hanging out washing on a fine day—which Sunday often was?

Here I am with the whole of the shinty team’s shorts an’ shirts, and I’m expected to leave the washing until Monday? No chance. God must be a man, she always complained. No woman would ignore grass stains and mud stains, to say nothing of the blood, for two whole days.

It was Saturday night; she was waiting for the water to boil in the washhouse attached to their council house on one of the new schemes of homes built for decent working families.

They’ll need a good long soak this week, she thought as she sorted through the big wicker hamper, the one with the leather handles that was delivered to her house a couple of hours after the match ended if it was a home game, Monday if it was away.

The smell didn’t bother her—she was a nurse. This job she accepted as her duty, her husband being the manager of the town shinty team.

“Would you look at yon?” she muttered when she reached in for the socks, “one of those eejits has left his boot in with the dirty washing.”

When she pulled the boot from the pile and found a foot in the sock inside, she screamed loud enough and shrill enough to set the dog barking, her daughter running, and wake her husband up from his chair in front of the fire, where he was dreaming of the team winning the competition and drinking whisky from the silver Camanachd Cup itself.

Her daughter, Morag, who was sixteen and a replica of her mother, ran in to see what the noise was about. She almost threw up at the sight, but had the sense to relieve her mother of the boot—and the foot—and lock it in the pantry out of reach of the dog. But not before her father, the feared coach, had seen the end stump of the leg and passed out on the washhouse floor, where Nurse Urquhart used an already bloody pair of shorts to stem the flow from the cut on his forehead. Then Morag called the police.

The confusion in the ensuing forensic investigation came about because no one dared mention that Coach Frank Urquhart always fainted at the sight of blood.



ONE


[image: image]

For once, Hector Bain, the Highland Gazette’s photographer, was first in the office for the obligatory Monday morning news meeting. He needed to match the names of the players to the shots from an unusually high-scoring shinty match the previous Saturday.

The team list, written in Hector’s tiny wee script that even he had trouble deciphering, was in the cheapest notebook available, a school jotter, which Hector bought by the dozen. The prints and the contact sheet were in the plain brown envelope preferred by the legal profession, with a red ribbon wound around a circle of cardboard the size of a half-crown piece.

“Right,” he was muttering, “this is definitely Willie Fraser, the captain.” The captain looked like a thug. But then again, so did most of the shinty team when on the field.

Hec scratched his head, hoping his carrot-colored hair would cause whatever Celtic goddess was the patron of memory to look favorably on him and give him a clue to who the other players were.

Last Saturday’s game had been fast and furious—games in the Highland League were legendary for their competitiveness. By halftime, Mrs. Urquhart, a nurse as well as the coach’s wife, had been busy, her first aid kit almost empty.

Shinty is the game of warriors—so many players believed. An ancient game, predating the Celts, it gave birth to ice hockey; it reawoke the fiercesome rivalries that had all but died out with the dispersal of the clan system. Team rivalries were intense; the games fought as fiercely as ancient clan battles but with a small concrete-hard ball and double-sided hockey-style sticks instead of claymores.

The phone rang. Hector ignored it. Fiona the receptionist called up the half-spiral stone staircase, “Hector, pick up the phone, it’s for you.”

Even though there was no one else in the reporters’ room, and no need to feel embarrassed, Fiona’s voice made him blush.

“Hello, Hector? It’s me, Frankie Urquhart.”

“That was a great game on Saturday,” Hector said. Frankie was a friend as well as a neighbor.

“Aye, well, it was. But we lost, so ma dad’s no’ in the best of moods. Listen, I’m phoning you from work so I can’t be long. I just wanted to tell you that Sergeant Patience wants to know why you took a picture o’ the leg my mother found in the shinty boot.”

“Sergeant Patience?” Hector was not happy to be involved with Sergeant Patience again; their truce was fragile. “Do you still have the leg?”

“Naw, the police took it away. Took the whole hamper and we don’t know when we’ll get it back. Dad is livid ’cos we don’t have spare shirts and we’re away to Kingussie next Saturday.”

“Pity.”

“Aye. Dad wants you to write about what happened in the newspaper, ask if anyone . . .”

“Has lost a leg?” Hec was laughing at his own joke when Joanne Ross and Rob McLean, reporters on the Gazette, walked in. “I’ll get Rob to talk to your dad,” said Hec and hung up.

“No favors,” Rob said, “I am not writing up some stupid story so your pals can have their names in the paper.”

Rob and Hector and Frankie had known one another since primary school, and although Rob regarded Hec as nineteen and sixpence in the pound, they were all good friends in the known-each-other-since-in-their-prams kind of way.

“Suit yourself.” Hector turned to Joanne, who was sitting next to him, wondering if it had warmed up enough to take off her scarf and Fair Isle beret.

“Mrs. Ross . . .” His ginger-cat-colored eyes fixed on her. “My friend Frankie Urquhart, his mum found a boot in the shinty team’s dirty washing and there was half a leg in it wearing their team sock, and I took some pictures.” He shook some prints out of a large brown envelope onto the table.

“Horrible!” Joanne shuddered, not wanting to examine the picture of the severed limb too closely.

“Brilliant!” Rob was staring at the pictures, seeing a good story and even better headlines of the “legless” variety. Somehow Hector had managed to capture the end of the stump in vivid Technicolor—even though the film was black-and-white.

McAllister, the weekly newspaper’s editor, and Don McLeod, the deputy and chief sub editor, walked in. The town bells struck nine o’clock, and McAllister started the news meeting.

“Right, what have we got for this week?” McAllister wanted the meeting over with because he had a bad case of chilblains and his feet were horribly itchy. Serves me right for buying those newfangled nylon socks—they don’t even keep your feet warm.

“I’ve got these.” Hec pushed the shots across the table to the two editors. A miniature cloud of cigarette smoke hovered above them, the tall, narrow room being too cold for smoke to rise.

Don McLeod, a short stubby man who, after many weeks in gaol for a crime he did not commit, looked all of his sixty-six years. Chain-smoking did not help his health, and his skin had taken on a distinct tobacco tinge. “What team is thon sock from?”

“Our local,” Hec said.

“Great.” Being a man of Skye, any team other than his island team was Don’s dire enemy when it came to shinty. “So, Hector Bain, in less than thirty words”—he poked a particularly lurid close-up with his wee red editing pencil—“how did you come by these pictures?” He said this knowing it was impossible for Hec to tell the simplest story in less than ten minutes.

When he had finished, McAllister was glad Hector Bain was the staff photographer, not a reporter; for Hec, putting events into sequence was impossible.

“So the coach, Mr. Urquhart, where does he live?” the editor asked.

“Two doors down from me in Dochfour Drive.” Hector registered McAllister’s impatience rising to nine on a scale of one to ten. “The team was playing at home on Saturday. Mrs. Urquhart does the washing for the team . . .” It was the only way the coach could ensure every one of his part-time players turned up in full team strip. “And when she found the leg she screamed and ma granny went round to see what was wrong, but it was her husband Frank Urquhart who was bleeding, ’cos he’d hit his head, and this leg, it was lying on the floor, so . . .”

“Since you take your camera everywhere,” said Don, eager to get on with the news meeting.

“Probably sleep with it,” Rob quipped, and was rewarded with the sight of Hec going as red as his hair.

“I took a few shots, but Frankie, that’s my pal, had to call the doctor for his dad Frank ’cos his head needed stitches, then police came . . .”

Hector didn’t say, but when he recognized his nemesis, Sergeant Patience, climbing out of a police car two sizes too small for his ample body, he jumped the fences between the back gardens, ran home, and hid in his studio cum shed cum washhouse, putting up the red No Admittance sign before developing the film of the leg in the shinty sock and boot.

“This is my story,” Joanne announced. “Rob isn’t interested.”

“I am so,” Rob protested. “Plus I played shinty at school, so I know the rules.”

“This is front page plus page three, so both of you are on it.” McAllister scribbled a note on his running sheet. “Rob, do a lead story and a background filler on the Shinty—interteam rivalries, who would want to sabotage the team, and all that. Joanne, you interview Mrs. Urquhart.”

“I can get some great headlines on this.” Don was pleased. He started to scribble.

“Next?” McAllister asked.

“I have something that might be interesting . . .” Joanne began, when Mal Forbes, the new advertising manager, walked in.

“Sorry I’m late, chasing up an account,” Mal said before taking a chair at the far end of the table. He was too new in the job for friendship, but all agreed he was efficient and hardworking, and after only two months had the advertising rolling in. He was polite to the others, but secretly considered Rob McLean frivolous, Don McLeod too old, and Joanne to be a grace-and-favor appointment on the Gazette, her being the “very good friend” of McAllister. Hector he totally ignored except when he needed him to take a picture to help sweet-talk a customer into taking a bigger advertisement.

Joanne thought Mr. Malcolm Forbes resembled a weasel; his shiny black slicked-back hair oozing Brylcreem, his shiny three-piece suit bought from a national chain of cut-price tailors, and his ridiculous briefcase, more suited to a high court judge than an advertising manager, irritated her. But it was his condescending manner to all things female that vexed her. She could say nothing; condescending males were ten a penny and Mal was no worse than most.

Stop being so unreasonable, she told herself. Most men think women should stay in the kitchen.

“I’ve a double page booked for this week,” Mal announced, “and what with all the rest of the ads, we’ll need four more pages.”

“No . . .” McAllister groaned, “I mean—good for you, Mal. But what we’ll fill the pages with heaven only knows.” He turned to Joanne. Since McAllister and Joanne started courting, he was careful to not show favoritism in the office. To her this came across as distant; to Mal Forbes, she was still McAllister’s fancy woman. The others hadn’t noticed much change in their relationship.

“It’s this notice in our classified section . . .” She hesitated, no longer confident it was interesting.

“I’ve a good-size ad for flour booked to run for four weeks opposite the Women’s Page,” Mal interrupted, looking straight at her. “Maybe Mrs. Ross could do some recipes. The advertisers really like your page. My wife does, too.” He saw the flush spread across her cheekbones and assumed she was pleased at the compliment. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve clients to call on.” He was off his chair and out the door and running down the stone staircase without waiting for an answer, leaving Joanne struggling, wishing she could come up with a witty retort.

Recipes! she thought. And the worst is, none of the others see anything wrong with his suggestion. She well knew very few, women included, would see anything wrong in a woman being told to pursue recipes rather than a severed leg in a shinty sock.

“Sorry, Joanne,” McAllister apologized, “but we need something to fill those pages.”

“I’ll ask my mother-in-law for her recipe for plum duff, shall I?”

This was meant sarcastically, but Don said, “You make one to test the recipe, then I can have a piece. I love a good plum duff.” He nudged her with his elbow. She laughed. Good humor was restored all round.

“Right,” McAllister said, “let’s find out all we can about this leg. It’s looks like a story that could . . .”

“Run.” Don, old sub editor that he was, couldn’t resist.

•   •   •

Rob decided it was best to speak to Sergeant Patience in person. “He’s upstairs wi’ Detective Inspector Dunne,” the constable on the desk said.

“I’ll wait.” Rob settled down with a copy of yesterday’s Sunday Post, but didn’t have time to finish the comic section, as the galumphing steps of the police sergeant could be heard coming down the stairs from the detectives’ room.

The desk constable gestured with his head towards Rob, and the sergeant looked at the reporter. He too gestured with his head and mouthed, outside.

“DI Dunne will go too far one day,” the sergeant complained. “He’s banned smoking in the office.”

Rob, being a nonsmoker and knowing how small the detectives’ offices were, sympathized with the detective inspector.

“We have pictures of the leg in the team sock and boot.” Rob knew there was no point in denying Hector’s intrusion into the crime scene.

“One day, I’ll get that little twerp Hector Bain.”

“Aye . . .” Rob was about to say “the bane of your life,” but he needed the sergeant’s good grace.

“The leg was at least three days dead before it was cut off,” Sergeant Patience said. “DI Dunne is going to call McAllister and ask for your help ’cos so far, none o’ the hospitals has lost a leg.”

“You want us to publish an appeal asking if anyone has lost a leg?”

“Aye.” The sergeant smiled, for once seeing the humor in the situation. “Mind, it’s probably some eejit’s idea o’ a joke.”

“Or a threat.”

The sergeant looked at Rob. “Do you know something I should know?”

“No. That was a guess. I mean, it is shinty. You know how seriously the teams take the Camanachd Cup. But the Highlands isn’t Glasgow, it’s not Celtic versus Rangers.”

Rob and the sergeant were amused by the story: they knew shinty rivalries. They knew the players—in the main, young men from scattered communities of the Highlands and Islands; they knew the games were a chance to blow off steam, to travel, to have an after-game drink or seven, but sabotage, threats, and physical damage were always confined to the field. So this leg business was most unusual.

“Are the police going to make a statement?”

Sergeant Patience considered this. “Naw. It’s no’ as though it was a fresh leg. As I said, it’s probably just some o’ the lads up to mischief an’ taking the joke too far.”

“Not much of a laugh if it was your leg. I mean, you’d be very attached to your leg . . . if you were alive when you lost it.”

“Aye, there is that.” They grinned; the case had to be investigated, but both appreciated the joke.

Over the next days the gossip about the foot in the boot ran around the town, the glens, the islands. In the telling and retelling the story became so garbled, everyone was avid to read the full account in that week’s Gazette. The edition sold out by midday. And although the newspaper account added to the mirth and speculation and puns and bad jokes, no one came forwards to claim the leg.

For Joanne, the most mortifying part of that week’s edition came the day after publication.

McAllister congratulated the team, telling them the paper had sold out. “And there’s a real controversy brewing in the letters to the editor.” He winked at Joanne as he said this.

Normally she would pretend she didn’t notice, whilst loving the attention he paid her. This time she was wary; something in his grin, she thought.

“Aye,” he continued, “there’s been some irate letters complaining that the ingredients in the plum duff recipe are no’ the ‘real’ plum duff.”

Joanne was furious. “It’s my mother-in-law’s recipe. You can’t get more authentic than that.”

“First a potential war between shinty teams, now the battle of the bakers, I’m loving this.” Don McLeod was chortling.

“Aye, and my mother-in-law will be up in arms if you dare publish even one criticism of her recipe.” But Joanne had the grace to laugh. And the sense to know that Don McLeod and John McAllister’s policy was “publish and be damned,” then sit back and enjoy the controversy.



TWO
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Joanne always hated February: cold, damp, miserable—in other words, dreich. To her dreich was the alternative name for February—the r rolling off the tongue, the e elongated, the ch said at the back of the throat as though there was a terminal illness lurking there—dreich. The only bright spots of the month were the first shoots of snowdrops pushing up through the frost and snow, the spring lambs cavorting in the fields on the lower farms, and the river that ran through the town, threatening to burst its banks with the volume of melted snow.

Joanne was discovering that that week’s copy of the Highland Gazette—plum duff recipe and all—had caused quite a stir.

For the people of the Highlands, Skye and the smaller islands, Loch Ness, and the fault line of the Great Glen, the story of the leg was a major talking point and a major mystery, and the telephone at the Gazette barely stopped ringing all day.

In a quiet moment between phone calls—mostly asking about the recipe or the foot—an advertisement registered with her, principally because it was run in the Lost and Found section:

Seeking friends and colleagues of the late Robert John Bell, USAF, based at RAF Kinloss 1951 to 1952.

The notice had run twice without Joanne paying it much attention, even though she always read all the classified adverts, believing they gave a true sense of the state of a community. She loved the Goods for Sale ads. The notices. The Lost and Found. The sadness. The optimism. The crushed dreams.

FOR SALE Unwanted engagement ring.

LOST Dearly loved pet rabbit. Answers to the name of Fluffy.

FOUND Set of false teeth in drinking fountain at bus station.

NOTICES Lovat Scouts who served in the Faroe Islands—reunion dinner.

It was this that made a local newspaper. This that thrilled Joanne every time she opened a crisp fresh, sharp-smelling copy of the Gazette. After nearly two years, she would still nod to herself, smiling softly, as she saw her words, her writing, not quite believing her luck that she worked here as a reporter on the Highland Gazette.

The notice: the late Robert Bell? When did he die? How did he die? Where? Here? Who was seeking information? His widow? His mother? Why search now, more than six years later?

Joanne hadn’t told anyone her idea for the article, and with no story of substance for the next edition, she decided to investigate—anything was better than more recipes.

She went downstairs. “Who placed the notice about the American airman?” she asked Fiona, the Gazette receptionist.

“Mrs. Mae Bell,” Fiona replied. “She’s American, the widow of the man mentioned in the notice. She’s paid for it to run three times.”

Fiona paused, wondering if she had made a mistake; the notice was so unusual, she had not known where to place it. With Mrs. Bell’s approval, it appeared in the Lost and Found section.

“There’s been one reply. I left a message at her hotel. Mrs. Bell is coming in later today to collect it.”

Probably a waste of time, Joanne thought, but it might make a wee filler.

Late on Friday morning, knowing Joanne was alone, Fiona climbed the stairs and stood in the doorway of the newsroom. Fiona had always admired Mrs. Ross. She felt she could and should tell her about the note before Mrs. Bell arrived.

“Mrs. Ross, I found this.”

Fiona had found the letter on the reception desk with the other mail that morning. There was no postmark, no stamps on the envelope. She opened it. The writing was in neat capitals, in blue ink. It was almost a plea rather than a threat.

TELL THE AMERICAN WOMAN TO GO HOME.

NO GOOD WILL COME OF HER POKING AROUND.

When Joanne had read the letter, Fiona asked, “Should I tell the lady about this?” Being new in the job, she was anxious to do the right thing.

“Why did you open the envelope? Isn’t this for Mrs. Bell?” Joanne was examining the paper, a lined sheet from a writing pad, probably bought in Woolie’s.

“I didn’t.” Fiona straightened her back; her cheeks went pink. “I don’t open correspondence if it’s private. There is a separate one for her, but this was addressed to the Highland Gazette.”

“Sorry, Fiona, I know you wouldn’t do anything improper.”

“Anyhow, Mrs. Bell will be here later; why don’t you talk to her yourself?”

“Call me when she arrives, and I’ll come down.” Joanne smiled. “By the way, McAllister thinks you are really good at your job.” She’d made that up, but she had noticed how efficient Fiona was, especially for a sixteen-year-old. I’ll make sure McAllister tells her himself.

Joanne was still assigned to the shinty story, but aside from Nurse Urquhart, there were no women or children involved, and Rob was covering the search for the culprit, so once again she was relegated to what the others called the “Wimmin’s Page.” It rankled. So she was more than ever determined to uncover a news story of her own. That she wanted to impress McAllister, she would admit only to herself, but another part of her wanted to be a real journalist, an investigative journalist, as McAllister called it.

The phone rang. “Mrs. Ross, Mrs. Bell is in reception.”

“I’ll be right down.”

Rob, who had returned from covering the magistrate’s court five minutes since, asked, “What’s going on?”

“A story . . . and I’m not sharing.” She stuck her tongue out at him and ran down the stairs.

Joanne was watching the stranger from the foot of the stairs. Sideways on, she appeared a strikingly good-looking woman, blond—rich, old-gold blond—and tall for a woman, about the same height as Joanne, who stood five foot nine in her bare feet. Mrs. Bell was reading the letter.

What Joanne noticed next were her clothes: the costume in an expensive wool fabric, well cut, snug fitting—Joanne recognized the design from the Vogue magazines her friend Margaret McLean, Rob’s mother, passed on to her.

Mrs. Bell’s high-heeled shoes were completely unsuitable for February in the highlands of Scotland—unless you took taxis—which Mrs. Bell did. Her nylons, seams perfectly straight, had no runs stopped with nail varnish—something Joanne had to resort to when she couldn’t afford a new pair.

Most of all, the beautiful camel hair coat, in a perfect shade of caramel, draped over her shoulders, and the silk scarf, casually and only semi-concealing the single strand of pearls, made Mrs. Mae Bell the epitome of a fashionable woman in her thirties on her way to have tea with Princess Margaret.

“Hello, you must be Mrs. Bell, I’m Joanne Ross, a reporter on the Gazette. I’d like to ask you about the notice you put in the newspaper.”

“Well, if it helps me find some of my late husband’s friends or colleagues, I’d be happy to talk with you,” Mae Bell replied. Her voice, the accent—American but with a hint of somewhere else in it—the way she was cocking her head to one side as though everything a person said was interesting, immediately endeared her to Joanne. She’s a heroine out of an American film.

“As I’m in your town, I thought I’d have lunch here. Won’t you join me? We can talk more easily over a drink.” She saw Joanne hesitate. “My treat.”

Joanne was about to protest but thought, Why not? The woman could obviously afford it.

Mae Bell managed the cobblestones of Castle Wynd with ease, high heels being her usual form of footwear. Joanne felt clumsy as she walked beside her.

“Do you mind if we eat at the Carlton? I enjoyed the lunch there last time I was in your charming town.”

Joanne was conscious that she was not dressed for the only smart restaurant and cocktail bar in town; she was wearing slacks—partly because they were so much easier on a bicycle, but also because she had decided newspaper reporters were absolved from the dress code of twinset and pearls, the unofficial uniform of middle-class matrons of Scotland. McAllister had given Joanne a book by Martha Gellhorn, and the American writer and journalist was her new role model. Martha probably wears slacks, she reassured herself as they went up the stairs to the first-floor restaurant.

The waiter handed over the menus. Mae Bell said, “Before we choose, I’ll have a martini. Mrs. Ross, won’t you join me?”

Joanne was staring, her mouth open like the proverbial goldfish; she had never drunk a martini in her life, and never ever had alcohol at lunchtime.

“I . . .”

“Oh, go on . . .” Mae Bell laughed. “A friend of mine owns newspapers; I know all about the afternoon after publication.”

Joanne noted the plural, newspapers, and said, “I must be one of the few Scots who don’t drink. Well, not much anyway . . .”

“Two dry martinis,” Mae Bell ordered.

“Oh no, I couldn’t possibly drink a martini . . .”

“Go on—let your hair down.”

It was Mae Bell’s eyes that initially won her over—so dark the brown was almost black, and gleaming like wet coal. It was the way Mae Bell laughed, the gurgle like whisky pouring from the bottle, rich, brown, warming, life-enhancing, which persuaded Joanne she was not being mocked. The drink came, and when they had toasted each other and she had taken her first sip and had managed, just, not to choke, she began to enjoy herself and the conversation. The widow of Robert John Bell was exotic, funny, sophisticated, and clever; Joanne liked the woman immensely. And after the food and the martinis—two for Mae Bell—Joanne was surprised how fast time had vanished; how little time it had taken for Mrs. Bell to endear herself to Joanne.

Joanne Ross knew many people and was liked by many but had only one close friend, Chiara Kowalski—a woman who, like Joanne, was a newcomer to the town. Joanne always thought it was the shame of her violent marriage that made friendships difficult. In moments of introspection, when she considered how small was her circle of true friends, she acknowledged she appeared self-sufficient; her outward image was of a woman in full control, whilst inwardly she had the self-confidence of a caged wild bird.

Mae put a cigarette into a holder, lit it, blew the smoke towards the ceiling, and came to the point of their meeting. “Thank you for agreeing to write about Robert.”

Joanne could not recall agreeing to any such thing, but a single martini had made her think she would agree to almost anything on a drink that strong. And at lunchtime too!

“When the telegram came, I couldn’t open it. I called Charlie, my husband Robert’s brother.” Mae was speaking as though their conversation had been taking place over a week, not just the last hour, as though Joanne was aware of all the protagonists, the background, the time and place. “He came immediately, read it, and it was as I feared: Robert, my husband, my love, had gone down with his aircraft in the middle of the North Sea. There were no survivors. And the aeroplane was never found. No bits of wreckage surfaced. No explanation ever given. Even after a full inquiry, where the experts had so many theories but no facts, the verdict was ‘cause unknown.’ Not easy to live with—‘cause unknown.’ No body, no funeral, no final farewell . . .” Her voice trailed off. She stubbed her cigarette into the ashtray, causing it to tilt and almost spill onto the whiter-than-white tablecloth. Mae didn’t notice.

“But we sure had a wake. In Paris.” She closed her eyes. Whether to remember or to hide her emotions, Joanne couldn’t tell.

“Yep, three days and nights, and the music . . .” She sighed. “After that—shock, grief, I couldn’t sing. For the first time ever . . . since I was a little girl, I’ve always been singing, humming, but after Robert disappeared, it was nearly three years before I could sing again.” Mae recalled the little bird in a gilded cage; one of the Frenchmen who adored Mae Bell bought it at the market and presented it to her and it sang all day long, and before long she was singing with the little bird, to the little bird, harmonies, trills, arpeggios, repetitious phrases where she and the bird competed to outdo each other.

Joanne was quiet, hearing the words and listening between the lines.

“So this is a pilgrimage for me,” Mae continued. “I want to visit the places he wrote to me about. See the cathedral in Elgin, the places he described in his letters, and the river there. I want to walk where he walked. To see what he saw. He loved Findhorn, near where he was stationed, thought it an almost perfect place if only the temperature were twenty degrees warmer.”

Joanne laughed. “I agree. But ten degrees warmer. Scottish people couldn’t survive the heat.” She was wondering how to raise the subject of the note, but no need; Mae Bell was ahead of her.

Taking the note from her handbag, Mae smoothed it out on the table. “This is interesting.” She touched the paper and traced the writing with a perfectly manicured finger, the polish a sinful shade of red. “A woman wrote this, don’t you agree?”

“It’s neatly written—the block capitals are elegant—but I couldn’t say for sure.”

“And it raises the point that the writer must know about my husband’s fate . . . don’t you agree?” From the coolness of Mae Bell’s voice, it was obvious she had thought about the note or, more importantly, the writer, many times.

“Possibly . . .” Joanne looked again at the note.

“A note like that is an invitation for a good journalist to investigate further. Yes?”

Mae Bell’s statement and Joanne’s need for a good story that was hers alone collided.

“You’re right. And I will. Investigate.” A quick glance at her watch and Joanne saw that an hour and a half had passed.

Mae called for the bill, paid, tipped, gathered her bag, her cigarettes, and lighter, and said, “Let’s do this again.”

As the women made their way out onto the street, Joanne almost walked in to Mal Forbes, who was about to go into the downstairs bar.

“A bit posh for you here, isn’t it?” Mal said.

He was friendly. He was joking. Just stating the obvious. Joanne knew that. But was offended just the same.

Then he saw Mae Bell, who was buttoning her coat to be ready for the onslaught of winds funneling down the streets straight from the North Sea.

“Hello, and who have we here?” The voice changed to a purr; the body changed from slightly too short Scotsman to suave lounge lizard. He raised his hat, held out the other hand, and said, “Malcolm Forbes.”

Mae Bell ignored the hand—but gracefully, with an I’m-tangled-up-in-coat-and-handbag-and-scarf gesture—said, “I’m a friend of Joanne’s . . . Oh my, is that the time? My train is in five minutes . . . Joanne, point me to the station . . . Oh, of course . . . I’ll call . . . good to meet you, Mr. Fraser . . . so long, my dear, that was lovely . . . let’s do this again . . . soon.” And she was gone in a trail of scent and smiles, leaving a beaming Joanne and a curious Mal in her wake.

“Who is that woman?”

Joanne, taking her cue from Mae, said, “A friend,” and walked away, but in the wrong direction; the effect of her first-ever martini made her doubt she would make it back to the office. She went for coffee instead and took an hour over two cups, replaying again and again the conversation with the exotic Mae Bell, daring to think that she and Mae Bell might possibly end up friends. Good friends.

•   •   •

Next Monday at the news meeting, Joanne said, “I have a story.”

She explained about Mae Bell and her search for her husband’s friends. Joanne finished outlining the article, but for reasons unknown even to her, she left out the anonymous note. Wait and see, she was thinking, surprise McAllister with a story worthy of the front page.

“I like the idea,” Don said. “I remember the story of that aeroplane disappearing. There was a huge search-and-rescue operation. Nothing was found. And at the Fatal Accident Enquiry, there was no evidence as to what happened. To this day it’s a mystery.”

“Human interest stories, that’s what a local paper does best,” McAllister added.

Joanne smiled. “It may not turn into much but it’s a nice story . . .”

“Aye, it’s a nice wee story, just right for the Wimmin’s Page.” Mal smiled at Joanne. She blushed. Her hands were trembling. She put them under the table. And not one of the men in the room noticed anything untowards.
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Highland Gazette.” Rob listened. “Witches did it? Any proof? Your mother-in-law? Name?” The caller hung up. And this was one of the more moderate of the suggestions about how a severed leg had shown up in a local woman’s washing.

The story had run in the newspaper for a second week because Don McLeod wanted to string it out as long as possible. Him being a shinty man and the town team the archrival of his beloved Skye team, skullduggery involving rivals he welcomed greatly. The theories as to what had happened were as convoluted as a paperback thriller. And as far-fetched as a faerie story. He loved a story that gave him plenty of opportunities for a good headline.

When the phone went for the fifth time in half an hour, Rob answered, “Highland Hauntings, how may we help?”

“Rob, it’s Frankie. Listen. My mother has gone spare about the story in the paper. So many folk have been teasing her about it, she’s likely to strangle Hector. She blames him for all the gossip about her finding the leg.”

“Nothing could stop the story getting out. Even in shinty circles, this is bizarre.”

“I know, but can you leave her name out o’ it if the story runs next week? And warn Hector to hide if she sees him. Thanks, Rob.”

Rob remembered Frankie’s mother best from his primary-school days. Children and teachers throughout the town knew her as Nurse Urquhart, the Nit Nurse. That she took children’s height and weight and checked their general health besides looking for nits was overlooked. And the shame of a letter home pronouncing that you had the wee beasties haunted many a child for the rest of their lives.

It was Joanne who had interviewed her. Mostly Rob interviewed men, Joanne women, though she occasionally thought it should be reversed, Rob being so good with females and her getting on well with men.

“When I saw it, I knew it was no’ a fresh leg,” Nurse Urquhart told Joanne, “so I knew it had to be a sick joke. Those shinty lads can be a wee bit wild sometimes, and they’re aye joking about Frank—ma husband, how he faints at the sight o’ blood.

“No,” she said to Joanne, “I’ve no idea how the leg came to be in the washing.

“Aye,” she continued, “I’ve racked ma brains, and all I can think is it was some o’ the lads thinking it would be a laugh.

“No, we’ve no enemies,” she answered. “Shinty folk are right friendly off the field.”

Joanne accepted her story, but there was something, she thought later, something in the way Mrs. Urquhart’s hands fidgeted with an invisible piece of knitting as she sat in the armchair by the fireplace with a cup of tea untouched on the nest of side tables.

But finding a severed leg in the washing is enough to make anyone nervous, Joanne reasoned.

•   •   •

Another edition of the Gazette came out, and the story was once more dissected and discussed, and argued over. Then one bright spark, a player on the Beauly shinty team, thinking to stir him up, asked his uncle, a gravedigger at Tomnahurich cemetery, if he had lost a body, or a body part.

His uncle was furious, denying that anything had ever gone missing on his watch. Then Double Donald, as he was known, remembered the earth on a fresh grave being disturbed, but not obviously so, when he had come to work the previous Monday morning.

So he, Donald Donaldson, phoned Sergeant Patience and asked him to come over but begged that it be kept quiet. Having made the request after he told his story, and after he had shown the sergeant the grave in question, he realized there was no chance of the matter being hushed up.

What Double Donald didn’t mention was that this funeral on that Thursday afternoon was late, due to some problems with the widow fainting and generally behaving with no decorum.

Hysterics; a sure sign that she didn’t give a damn for her husband, Double Donald always thought.

It was getting dark by the time the mourners left, and the pile of earth was almost frozen—the temperature not much above freezing all day. His feet were numb, his hands even colder, and Brian, his fellow gravedigger, was off sick with the flu. Double Donald was afraid of the dark, but never afraid of ghosts; there’s no such thing, he always said when asked about his job, but still he barely covered the coffin with earth.

He had pulled the tarpaulins over, weighting them with a shovelful of soil at each corner, vowing to get there earlier than usual the next morning, then took off before real dark set in.

Next morning, again the frost was thick, silvering everything in the cemetery, making it look as though ghosts had left their ectoplasm much as a snail leaves traces of its presence. He saw immediately that the grave had been disturbed, but as he was on his own, there was no need to tell anyone. He hurriedly filled it in, doing the job neatly and properly, and tried to think no more about it. Until his nephew reminded him.

“An exhumation order?” McAllister said when Rob, via Sergeant Patience, told him the news.

They were all seated around the reporters’ table, except for Mal Forbes, who was seldom in the office.

“You have to sell face-to-face,” Mal told Fiona. Often.

“An exhumation? Can I take pictures?” Hector was almost out the door in excitement.

“Only if no one sees you,” Don warned, speaking through a mouthful of cold plum duff. “Joanne, if McAllister keeps shilly-shallying around, I’ll marry you—this is the best pudding . . .”

“Who’s supposed to be in this grave?” Joanne wanted to change the subject. Although she hadn’t lied, she had led McAllister to believe she had slaved over a hot stove to test the plum duff recipe. When he asked for a second pudding to share in the office, she had to beg Mrs. Ross Senior to steam another one.

“He was a retired clerk in the county council,” Don replied, “married with a grown-up daughter, a man never known to play anything except lawn bowls, and curling when the lochs freeze over. He died of a heart attack and has no connection to any shinty team.”

“Joanne, you interview the widow,” McAllister decided. “Hec, you go too—and be tactful—better still, say nothing. Rob, any further with finding out why the leg was in the laundry basket?”

“There are more theories floating than on the true identity of the Stone of Destiny,” Rob replied.

“Well,” Don said, “keep digging,” and was rewarded with groans all round.

•   •   •

Double Donald and his workmate, Brian, dug down to the coffin. It was not buried deep. The grave was a communal family plot, with the deceased laid on top of his grandfather; his long-dead sister, who had not survived her fifth birthday; his father; and his mother, with little space left for his wife, who was fortunately extremely healthy for seventy-seven.

Reaching the coffin, the gravediggers stood back. They leaned on their shovels, watching a policeman and two men from the mortuary completing the final task—opening the coffin lid. A representative from the procurator fiscal’s office was on one side, noting everything on a clipboard. All that was needed was to check if the deceased had two legs. What state the body would be in was on all their minds.

“Easy does it!” one of the men at the graveside called out to his partner. The earth was wet, and he had a horror of slipping into the hole of the dead, and of putting a foot through the coffin lid.

There was the sound of a crowbar, or a genteel version thereof, echoing through the still air. Hearing the coffin lid crack, the men instinctively stepped back; through the gap a ghost, a vestige of the man’s essence, could escape, seek a living, breathing home in one of them, or perhaps remain lingering with the other spirits that inhabited Tomnahurich Cemetery, this home of the dead, this hill of the faeries.

All Double Donald could think was, Thank goodness it’s freezing, I can’t stand the smell o’ death. He was a gravedigger because his father had had the job before him, and after the war you took what work you could get.

The policeman nodded, the lid was replaced, the coffin secured. The men returned to the mortuary van and drove away. The policeman followed with no thanks, no explanation, no information offered to the gravediggers—not that they expected any from a policeman.

“So what did they find do you think?”

“Search me,” Double Donald replied to. They began to fill in the hole, making it as neat as possible; they took pride in their profession.

No one saw Hector. He was a little up the steep side of the volcanic plug around which the cemetery spread, hiding behind a cyprus. He had a lens that looked like an admiral’s telescope. And a roll of fine though gruesome shots.

An exhumation being highly unusual, the story and the speculation ran for a third week. Then the leg was reburied alongside the body of the retired clerk. Double Donald and his assistant were not happy about digging the grave for a third time. Donald helped with the spadework but made his assistant open the coffin lid whilst he went for a cigarette some distance away. The smell reached him all the same.

The police, the shinty community, the readers of the Gazette, the general population, and Rob McLean and Frankie Urquhart continued to be curious. The event was fast becoming one of the tales shinty lovers and players shared during the after-game drinking sessions and fund-raising events. Some even cut out and framed the front pages of the Highland Gazette and hung them in the clubhouse.

•   •   •

March soon came around. Once more there was a lack of good stories to fill the pages, but there was an abundance of advertising. The whole team was around the table discussing the next edition, particularly the ratios.

“We can’t continue like this,” Don complained. “Soon we’ll have more advertising than editorial.”

Mal Forbes overheard the remark and said, “What’s wrong with that?”

Joanne rolled her eyes and said, “We are a reputable newspaper, here to tell the news—not just sell newspapers.”

“And here’s me thinking we’re a commercial enterprise that delivers information—and that is what advertising is, information,” Mal said. “Besides, it’s the advertising that pays the wages.”

As always, he was right, and as always she found him irritating in his rightness. The conversation continued around her, washing over her like the distant sound of children in the playground. She was looking up through the rain-streaked window. She saw clouds—phantasmagorical creatures, sometimes threatening, sometimes playful, always interesting.

For her, March was cloud-racing season, and these North Sea clouds were superb at the hundred-yard dash. From east to west they would run, down the glens, following the fault line of Loch Ness, Loch Lochie, Loch Oich, to Ben Nevis, where, colliding with the mountain, they dissolved, weeing on the town and surrounding hills. The remnants—the victors—would tear off across the Western Isles to join the big bullyboys of the Atlantic.

“So we’re agreed then?” McAllister asked.

“Aye,” the others replied.

“Fine,” Joanne said. But she had no idea what she was agreeing to and assumed that nothing could be worse than more recipes and no one was interested in a story about clouds.

It was only after the meeting was over and everyone gone that she realized nothing had been said about her article on Mae Bell.

That means it must be boring, she told herself.

When the Gazette came out, she saw that Don had put the article on a right-hand page, separate from the Women’s Page and with a picture of the missing aircraft culled from the archives. Her first reaction was pleasure; her second, misgiving—wanting to keep Mae Bell and her exoticism all to herself—she dismissed as childish.

•   •   •

That same week, after the third edition featuring the lost leg, and just as Rob decided the story had, in newspaper parlance, lost its legs, he was on the right spot at the right time for the next episode.

Rob picked up the phone, only because Joanne was out. “Gazette. Hi, Frankie, what can I do you for? Tomorrow? Can’t promise. Okay, but only if it’s dry. Hector? Do I have to? Fine. See you then.”

Hector came in half an hour later.

“Tomorrow we’re covering the shinty match at Bught Park.”

“Do I have to?” Hector asked.

“If you want to make amends with Nurse Urquhart by making her husband look good, yes.”

That settled, Hector and Rob agreed to meet at two the next afternoon. For once Rob hoped for rain. For once March did not oblige, behaving like June.

The match started well. The locals were playing the team from Beauly, a well-supported, successful, and well-financed team—they had a change of shirts paid for by Lord Lovat, and they had won the Camanachd Cup a few times. Fast, noisy, the crack of stick upon stick, the players running from one goalmouth to the other with good speed, it looked to be a tight game—until halftime.

Rob and Frankie were standing a little away from the huddle of players who were standing, or sitting, or crouching down, sucking on the obligatory halftime quartered oranges. They didn’t hear the remark that started the stramach until after Nurse Urquhart had shipped two players off to the infirmary, only a short walk away, saying they needed stitches. Seeing Hector standing near the players, snapping away, Rob suspected, rightly, that Hec had had something to do with the ensuing fight.

“Hello, Mr. Donaldson,” Hector had said to Double Donald, “have you recovered from the fright over the leg?”

“What’s he got to do with it?” someone in the local team scarf asked.

“He dug the grave the leg came from,” Hector said.

“Aye, but it wasn’t anything to do wi’ him,” a man—Double Donald’s nephew, wearing a Beauly scarf, said.

It took a moment for the man, a big man with a few whiskies sneaked from a hip flask in him, to work out what had just been said. He turned on Hector.

“You’re saying that this manny here”—he jerked his thumb towards Double Donald—“was in charge o’ the grave the leg came out o’?”

“Aye.” Hector, shielding his camera inside his duffel coat, was not liking the way the man stood over him, leaning forwards as he spoke. Or growled.

“And what’s it all to do wi’ you?” the man asked the nephew, the Beauly supporter.

“He’s ma uncle,” the nephew in the rival scarf replied.

“Is he now?”

That was all the man needed. He stepped forwards. Pushing Hec out of the way, he hit the Beauly supporter full on the nose. The spurt of blood was instant and copious and sprayed onto the attacker’s jacket, but he didn’t care.

“Hey lads,” he shouted to the team, “this is the manny who dug up the leg.”

“No I never, I was the one who buried it.” Only after he spoke did Double Donald realize his mistake. I should have kept ma mouth shut, he thought as he sat on the damp grass with bright yellow stains on his face where Nurse Urquhart had applied iodine, her remedy for cuts, abrasions, gravel rash, and any ailment imaginary or otherwise.

Although they pretended otherwise, Rob and Frankie enjoyed the stramash—which was off the pitch for once. And Hector, in spite of being told by Coach Frank Urquhart that he was mincemeat if he caught him, took some glorious shots of the game—stramach and all.

“That was great,” Rob and Frankie agreed when they had a drink after the game.

“We must go more often,” Rob said, knowing they wouldn’t because both of them would be pestered to join the team by Frankie’s dad.

•   •   •

“This is great,” said Don McLeod when he saw Hec’s pictures on Monday morning.

“Given Hec started the whole fight, it’s a wonder he didn’t end up in the infirmary like some of the players,” Rob told them.

“You should take him with you more often,” Don said.

Once more the shinty team starred in the Gazette headlines, and once more Mr. Frank Urquhart and his wife were the talk of the community. And once again Hector was in trouble with Nurse Urquhart.
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Coach Frank Urquhart was not a man who noticed his wife much. He always assumed his tea would be on the table at six o’clock every evening, the bills paid on time, the washing done and ironed, and that Mrs. Urquhart—Nurse Urquhart, as he frequently thought of her—would, in spite of the incident of the foot in the boot, continue to launder the shinty team shirts. Which she did.

But Nurse Urquhart had other ideas when it came to bringing up her son.

That was another reason Frankie was friends with Rob McLean. Neither minded the washing-up. Both of them spoke with their mothers in words of more than one syllable, and in complete sentences. And both enjoyed their mothers’ stories: Rob’s mother, Margaret, about her high-society days in Edinburgh; Frankie Urquhart’s mother, Nurse Urquhart, of recounting the silly sayings of the pupils at the local schools and the ridiculous prejudices of some of the parents about health and hygiene and inoculations.

“They should know better,” was how she put it, “ ’specially with the polio scare.”

So when the two young men discussed Nurse Urquhart’s state of mind, it was with fondness. And concern.

Frankie Urquhart had called asking if Rob had time for a coffee in the Castle Brae café.

Rob asked, “Is it raining?” unable to tell through the only window in the reporters’ room, a window set so high, it reminded him of his Victorian primary school, where the architectural principle was never to set windows allowing pupils to see out, in case the view distracted them.

“Not yet.”

“I’ll see you in two minutes.”

From the window table, Frankie watched his friend run down the stairs and across the car park, the collar of his jacket turned up against a blustery wind that set Rob’s hair waving like seaweed in an underwater kelp forest.

“Could you do a wee story about my new jazz club?” Frankie asked after the coffee arrived.

“Jazz club?”

Rob knew that his friend’s taste ran more to jazz, but he had a fine appreciation of rock, particularly Elvis.

“It’s at the top of Castle Street, down a close—but you’ll never find it if you don’t know,” Frankie said.

“Thon place?” Rob laughed. “It’s a cellar with no windows burrowed into the hillside.”

“Aye, but I’ve had it done up, so it’s a great place for pulling the birds. My idea is, one night jazz, one night blues, one night rock ’n’ roll, but I might have to borrow your Dansette until we’re more financial.”

Frankie grinned, and not for the first time, Rob saw from the glances of the females in the café that his old school chum and fellow devotee of most things musical from the U S of A was good-looking in a pop star kind of way, with great teeth and a great smile and very carefully chosen casual clothes. No wonder he’s star salesman in Arnotts’ gentlemen’s department, Rob thought.

“I’ll take a look, but it’s a no to the Dansette. It’s sure to disappear, and I couldn’t survive without my music.” Rob tucked the notes of the playbill in his jacket pocket. “How’s your dad? Has he recovered from this business with the leg?” Rob asked, grinning at Frankie.

“His pride is sorely battered,” Frankie replied. “He’s still getting no end of teasing at the shinty.” Frankie blew a long blast of cigarette smoke across the table, leaned back in his chair, and said, “No, it’s my mother I’m worried about.”

Rob sensed there was something serious going on.

“She hasn’t been herself the last couple o’ months. Then the leg business—it really got to her.”

“Doesn’t sound like your mother.” Mothers were not always people boys noticed—other than as a source of food. And clean clothes. They were not women; they were mothers.

But Mrs. Urquhart was also Nurse Urquhart. Rob remembered the brutal way she would grasp them by the hair and pull at the roots, checking for nits. The no-mercy way she would deal with any poor soul who was found with the wee beasties, the note they were given that said not to come back until the nits were gone. Then back at school, a further inspection, and if one nit, one solitary egg were found, further humiliation would descend on both child and the mother of the offender.

Tough as old boots, had been Rob’s mother assessment of Nurse Urquhart the one time when nine-year-old Rob was discovered harboring a bad batch of head lice.

“Your head is alive wi’ the beasties,” Nurse Urquhart had pronounced, “and you from a good family, too.”

“I got them from Frankie,” Rob said, and he was supremely satisfied when Mrs. Urquhart checked her son and found that he too had them.

“Most likely he caught them from you,” she had said, and banned the boys from playing together until the nits were conquered, to no effect.
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