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To Martin Scott McNiven



AUTHOR’S NOTE


Although the majority of this book is geographically accurate, some of the places in the town and on the Black Isle have been deliberately obscured, others invented. Many of the names are commonplace to the Highlands of Scotland but none of the characters are based on people living or dead. This is entirely a work of my imagination.



ONE
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Cycling across the suspension bridge over the wide, fast-flowing river Joanne Ross glanced down—no, no bodies. She looked up at the pink-red castle filling the skyline and the town circling around it—no, no ambulances, no fire engines, no accidents. On the last few panting yards up the cobbled steepness of Castle Wynd she looked towards the police station and courthouse, hoping for anyone, anything of interest. Then she caught herself.

What are you? Some kind of ghoul? Wishing for death and drama so you can have a scoop on the front page of the Gazette? So you can impress your editor? So you can be somebody?

It was Tuesday, the day before deadline on the Highland Gazette, and the weekly anxiety was always the same: Would it be the same roundup of the same stories of the same place and people, with only the date changed? Or would a real news story break in time for deadline?

Joanne arrived in the office before the others—as usual. She wriggled onto the high chair; pushed her thick, nut-brown hair behind her ears; rolled a small piece of copy paper into a huge typewriter; flexed her fingers, readying herself for the battle with words and machine.

Rob McLean, the other reporter on the Gazette, clattered through the door in an icy mist of semi-arctic air. It was April and despite the calendar and the daffodils and the spring blossoms, winter had yet to leave.

He threw his scarf on the desk; Joanne threw it back at him. Keeping his motorbike jacket on, he parked himself on the desk.

“Where are the others?” he asked.

“Probably trying to find something of interest for the front page,” Joanne replied. “As should you be. Deadline? Tomorrow afternoon? Same as every week? Remember?”

He looked down at her green-eyed brightness, “Aye, I remember.”

They grinned at each other and Joanne was reminded why Rob was her friend.

When she first met the self-styled star reporter, just out of his teens, ten years her junior, darling of girls ages three to one hundred and three, the only son of one of the most illustrious solicitors in the county, her initial reaction was distrust; men who were this good-looking—men with wheat-colored hair and startling blue eyes and a wonderful, cheeky grin—should be untrustworthy. Or so she had believed until she became friends with Rob McLean.

The telephone rang. Rob leaned across the reporters’ table and grabbed the receiver.

“Highland Gazette.”

“There’s a fishing boat on fire in the canal! Right next to the bonded warehouses. Maybe the whisky will explode!”

“Really? Can I have your name?”

“It’s me, Rob, Hector.”

“Not you!” Rob’s groan made Joanne stop typing and listen.

“Suit yerself. I’m away to take more photos.”

“Can whisky explode?” Rob spoke into a dead receiver.

“There’s a boat on fire down by the whisky warehouses.” He jumped off the table. “See you later.” He was out the reporters’ room like a rabbit with a ferret on its tail.

Joanne thought for all of two seconds. “Wait for me.” Three steps behind, she raced down the stone stairway.

“I’ve a feeling this is the front page,” Rob said as he bumped the motorbike off the pavement.

“You’ll be more unbearable than usual if you’re right.”

My mother-in-law can tut all she likes, but thank goodness I’m wearing trousers, Joanne thought as she swung onto the back of Rob’s bike.

Before she had a chance to button her coat, they were off in a red streak down towards the river, across the bridge, off to investigate the fire. Rob’s overlong, straw-yellow hair caught her in the eye and the straight stretch of road—like any other road leading out of any other town, bleak, mean, and littered—went by in a blur. They flew past a school, a long row of grey council houses, past the Caledonian football grounds, up the slight rise to the canal, coming to a halt in the queue of traffic held up by the half-raised, articulated bridge. It had opened to allow the boat to pass through to the flight of locks to begin the slow, spectacular process of being lifted from sea level to the much higher canal to continue the journey to Loch Ness and beyond.

Three cars, one lorry, and two cyclists were waiting on the town side. More vehicles were queued up on the opposite side of the canal. A small group of spectators were chattering away, excited by the fire. Clouds of thick, black, oily, acrid smoke blew hither and yon, fanned by a capricious North Sea wind, blotting out the distant hills and mountains. The fishing boat was well alight.

Joanne glanced towards the canal locks. She looked quickly away. The memory of the small boy found murdered there last year made her desperately sad; the memories of the suspicion that stalked the town, of the betrayals, and most of all of her own guilt, still hurt.

I believed the word of a monster. I chose not to believe the obvious. Never again will I close my eyes and ears, and ignore my children’s stories simply because they are children.

In spite of being a single mother escaping from a violent marriage, Joanne Ross was determined never to repeat her loveless childhood with her girls.

A waft of smoke enveloped her, breaking her reverie. She started to cough. The smell irritated her nostrils; a cloying mix of burning rubber and incinerated herring, it would take days to get out of her clothes and hair and put her off fish for a good while.

A scurry of firemen were scrambling about, shouting, dragging hoses, trying to find a way to reach the drifting boat, all the while knowing it was a lost cause: the herring smack was as ablaze as a sacrificial Viking longboat at Up Helly Aa.

“Look at that!” Rob elbowed Joanne, mesmerized by the frantic scene below.

They watched the uniformed figures dancing along the towpath, their cries and shouts borne in the wind like the cries of squabbling seagulls. Two firemen were pulling a reluctant hose, another dropped a hand pump into the canal, others were using long pikestaffs to stop the boat from drifting and at the same time keep it away from shore, away from the bonded warehouse holding a good portion of the whisky of the Highlands of Scotland.

The canal basin was mirror-still, making a double image of the fire and the centuries-old, stone buildings along the towpath. At the far end of the tongue-shaped waters, she could see the Black Isle crisp and clear, its lower slopes delineated in violent yellow gorse. With the distant hills, the topmost snowy tip of Ben Wyvis, and infinite blue sky, the setting was so picturesque that the oily smoke belching from the fire seemed a desecration.

The harbormaster stood rubbing the top of his head in frustration, unable to do anything about the disaster jamming up his precious canal and preventing the bridge from being lowered. His shouts at no one in particular were completely ignored.

Spectators from the neighboring village of Clachnaharry, the site of one of the many mostly forgotten battles in Scottish history, gathered on the opposite bank of the canal. The spectacular inferno set them hooting and skirling like Saturday-matinee Red Indians, the cries even louder as a bright burst of flame shot up, sending showers of sparks heavenward.

In the midst of the mayhem, Hector Bain, camera wielded like a weapon, was taking pictures. In and out of the crowd he ducked, stopping still for a second to take a shot, darting off for a different angle, feverishly trying to round up some of the firemen for a better composition, working the scene like a border collie with a panicked flock of sheep.

It took Joanne a moment to realize that this multi-colored miniature of a person with two cameras and what looked like his schoolbag round his neck was not an orange-haired troll. It took the morning for her to realize that Hector Bain was Rob McLean’s nemesis.

“Let’s get closer.” Rob was off.

Joanne needed no encouragement. There was something elemental about a fire. They hurried down the towpath to join the mêlée. The massive iron gates that guarded the warehouses and guarded the bonded whisky for the taxman were open for once. As they got nearer it was obvious the boat was doomed. The bridge and wheelhouse were gutted, the engine room well ablaze. Joanne spluttered. Another gust sent a swirling stinking black cloud of fumes in their direction. Her eyes watered, her nose now hurt.

“Over there!” Rob pointed and grabbed Joanne’s arm. They made for the lee of one of the bond warehouses where Hector, or  Wee Hec as he was usually known, was winding on a new roll of film. Then, eyes focused like a bird of prey, he popped out, took a series of quick shots with his second camera, stopped, surveyed the scene, and, absolutely sure of his judgment, crouched down and shot another series from a different angle.

A dull whoomf, more an implosion than an explosion, then a shout of “she’s going down” brought an anguished cry from a fisherman standing on the edge of the towpath, oilskin leggings and wellie boots streaked with oil, face blackened with soot, his hair singed.

“This your boat then?” Rob asked going over to him.

“Get lost!” the man snarled.

“I’m from the Gazette. I just want to ask . . .”

Hector swung his camera towards the fisherman, clicking furiously. Two others from the crew, young lads, were coming up fast behind their mate. The three, legs akimbo, stood in a menacing line. Rob backed away, hands up.

“Okay, lads. Okay. I can see now’s not the time. Maybe later, aye?”

He went to step forward, to offer a cigarette, but the skipper was after Hec.

“Get that bloody camera out o’ ma face.”

Wee Hec stepped behind Joanne, trying his best to hide. The man reached around her, snatching at the precious Leica camera.

“Leave him be.” Joanne tried smiling.

Too late. The fisherman had Hector by his Clachnacuddin supporter’s scarf. Joanne kicked Hec’s assailant hard in the ankle. He let go and turned on her, more in surprise than in anger.

“Give him the film, Hec,” Rob shouted.

The man stopped.

“You only need the film, not his camera.” Rob was holding his hands up, attempting to placate the fisherman.

“I’m no giving up ma film.” Hec was trying to hide the camera inside his duffel coat.

“Then you’ll no mind your nosy friend getting a dooking.” The man was on Rob in an instant.

“Give him the film, Hec. Give him the film.”

No chance. A huge shove, a yell, a splash, and Rob was in the canal. It was deep even at the edge, but his leather jacket, his pride and joy, was soaking up the water, pulling him down. His waterlogged bike boots didn’t help. And to crown it all, Hec whipped out his camera and started taking pictures of the floundering reporter.

Hearing the clicks, the man turned back towards Hector. Joanne moved fast. Later, she and the skipper were to wonder where her strength came from. Straight at him, the high kick landed right in the stomach. With a loud “ooof,” he doubled up, more winded that hurt, more surprised than angry. And Wee Hec was gone, running up the path, his stubby legs pumping, his coat flapping, running towards the firemen and the shelter of the shiny red engine.

“Never. You didn’t.”

McAllister interjected at all the appropriate moments. Encouraging. Amazed. Amused. Trying hard not to laugh. The editor-in-chief of the Highland Gazette more than admired Joanne, and he loved the way she told a story with her face, her whole body describing the action.

“Where did you learn to defend yourself like that?”

My marriage, she thought. “In the ATS during the war,” she said.

She could never explain that she had joined the women’s army to escape her mother, only to become trapped by a husband.

“But go easy on Rob will you?” she asked.

“Well it’s not every day you get rescued by a lassie.”

“That’s what I mean.”

Joanne looked at McAllister. She saw a resemblance to a bust of a French philosopher; she noticed the touch of grey at the temples and thought, not for the first time, what an interesting face.

“Half-drowned by some fishermen. Rescued by a lassie. Pulled out by the Fire Brigade . . . I’ve half a mind to print the account.”

“Don’t you dare! Rob would never forgive me for telling you.”

“Sorry. I’ll try to restrain myself.” He smiled. “But what was all that about? Not just an accidental fire, you said.”

“No, no accident according to the firemen.”

McAllister leaned back in his chair; Joanne opened her notebook and explained.

She had been at the fire station for the previous hour, talking with the chief fireman and some of the crew.

The firemen cheered Joanne when she walked in. They’d seen the fracas with the skipper, watched as he tried to get his breath back—not injured but severely embarrassed. Now, as they were cleaning and stowing their equipment, the men were quite happy to talk to her—along with some teasing.

Not that Joanne told McAllister this. What happened, no one knew for certain, she told the editor, but these men are professional firemen, they know their business. Two of them had been in the worst fires of the war—in the Clydeside blitz.

“It was what we call an ‘incendiary device,’” one fireman told her.

“Any clearer than that?” Joanne had asked.

“A petrol bomb in a milk bottle to you, dear,” an older crewmember said, and he knew a thing or two about those weapons. He had been a member of the Billy Boys gang in Glasgow in his youth.

“Do the police agree?”

“The police take their report from us and we know our business.”

“Of course.” Joanne flushed slightly, not meaning to question their professionalism. Looking around her, seeing the men, the machines, the efficiency with which they treated their equipment, she knew that if the firemen said it was a petrol bomb that had started the fire, a petrol bomb it was.

McAllister heard Joanne out. “So, a Molotov cocktail, eh? The anarchist’s favorite weapon.”

“I bow to your extensive experience in those sort of things.”

“Aye.” He shook his head and sighed. “I’ve seen the damage a simple Molotov cocktail can cause. It was a favorite of the International Brigade in Spain. But not very usual in these parts.” He thought about it for a moment. “Anything more?”

“It became a bit scary towards the end,” Joanne replied. “I know the skipper was distraught about losing his boat, but why so angry over a few pictures? And why would someone burn down a herring boat? Another thing, the boat is from the Black Isle, the skipper too, so the harbormaster said. So why were they going through the canal, all the way through the Great Glen to Fort William, with a full hold of fresh herring?”

“Why not to her home port you mean?”

“Exactly. And then there’s the mystery of the crewmen, they’re from the Isles.”

As McAllister was listening to Joanne, as the different strands of the story mounted, his night-dark eyebrows, the only part of him that betrayed his thinking, rose or wriggled with each complication.

“Why does a local skipper have strangers for a crew?” she asked.

His eyebrows signaled, “Why?”

“Fishing boat crews are like families. So if they’re not family members, it’s usually men from the same home port. The skipper on this vessel—The Good Shepphard—is from the Black Isle; the crewmen, they’re not even from the east coast—they spoke Gaelic.”

When she finished, McAllister looked at his scrawled notes and saw how much information she had collected in only a few hours. For a woman who had been the typist on the newspaper not three months since, she’s come a long way.

“This is a great front-page story. Let me have your article by the end of the day.”

“Me?” Joanne stared at him. “But I’m new in the job. I’ve never done a major story.”

“I’ve been waiting weeks to launch the newly designed Gazette, you know that.” He pointed at the notes he had made. “This is the best news story we’ve had in a long while—it’s dramatic, mysterious.”

Joanne looked down at her hands, nervous, excited, trying hard not to blush. I’m too old to blush, she told herself, “I’ll do my best,” she told the editor.

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you were up to it,” McAllister was impatient with Joanne’s lack of self-belief, “and don’t forget, with Don McLeod as subeditor, most of what you think is your best writing will be cut by that ruthless red pencil of his. So, get the sequence clear in your head, then don’t think too much, just write.”

As Joanne left the editor’s office to cross the four steps to the reporters’ room, she hugged herself.

“My first real story,” she muttered, “my first front page.”
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Hector Bain, part boy, part man, part troglodyte, with a more than passing resemblance to Oor Wullie, that well-loved cartoon character from a Scottish Sunday newspaper, trudged through the promise of a spring morning. In a land where winter was said to reign for eight and a half months of the year, brisk would best describe the weather.

Such an innocuous word, “weather,” a word that only a native of the Highlands would use to describe the cloud-scudding, bone-crushing, ear-piercing, gusty wind that blew straight from the North Sea, down the Firth, down the Great Glen, over a succession of lochs, where it met the gales of another wind that arrived, unencumbered, three thousand miles from the wastes of Labrador. Locals would call these half hourly blasts of horizontal rain “showers” and outsiders would describe them as a “deluge.”

Not that Hector noticed. Trotting through the town, smiling at acquaintances, grinning at contemporaries, answering inquiries about the health of his granny with, “She’s great,” or, “She’s brilliant,” or, “She’s grand, thanks,” up the steep cobbled wynd that clung to the lee of the castle, head down and coat held tight to protect his precious cameras. A right turn—he arrived at his destiny. Only the semi-spiral stone staircase in the tall, narrow building to climb and he would be there in the sacred lair, there in the reporter’s room, the heartbeat of the Highland Gazette.

“Cripes, it’s Oor Wullie!” Don McLeod said.

“No it’s not. It’s a gnome from my mother-in-law’s rockery.” This came from Joanne.

“You’re both wrong. It’s Horrible Hector,” Rob declared with an uncharacteristic scowl. Addressing the cocky figure standing expectantly in the doorway he asked, “So, Wee Hec, what the heck are you doing here?”

The apparition stepped into the room proper.

“Hiya Rob. What like?”

At five foot two inches short, wearing clothes for an eleven-year-old and with two cameras round his neck, he looked like a wee boy dressed up as a photographer for Halloween. But the cameras round his neck were serious. Together, their net worth would buy a motorcar.

His red, sticking-up hair and his turnip lantern grin gave Don the Oor Wullie joke, but, so far as anyone knew, the cartoon character didn’t have the orange freckles with matching sodium light hair.

Joanne’s guess at garden gnome came from the lime green knitted woolen tourie—far too big for Hector’s head and weighted down to one side by an enormous bobble. A black and white Clachnacuddin Football Club supporter’s scarf completed the outfit. Hat and scarf had been knitted by his granny who could never find her glasses, and it showed.

Still grinning at the threesome sitting around the reporters’ table, Hec waited. When it became obvious that neither Don nor Rob were going to introduce him, Joanne spoke.

“We weren’t formally introduced yesterday. I’m Joanne Ross, I’m a reporter here. This is Don McLeod, deputy editor. You know Rob.”

“I know.” Hector continued grinning until Joanne decided this was the natural state of his face.

“So,” Joanne asked since her colleagues continued to ignore the apparition, “what can I do for you?”

“It’s more a case of what I can do for you, Joanne.”

“Mrs. Ross to you, boy,” Don growled at the newcomer.

“Here’s ma card.”

He handed the offering to Joanne. She peered at a hand-cut, hand-printed rectangle of cardboard the color of spam.

“Hector Bain. Photographer. The Highland Gazette.”

Rob reached over the shared desk and snatched the card from her.

“Did you use your wee sister’s printing set?”

“Highland Gazette? What’s this about?” Don’s frown made the lines on his fifty-maybe-sixty-something-old face resemble a relief map of his native Skye.

“Morning. I see you’ve met our new photographer.” McAllister stood in the doorway, enjoying the consternation.

“Him? We’re to work with him?” Rob poked a finger at Hector.

“I’ve heard of some daft things in my time, but this takes the biscuit,” Don McLeod told the editor.

McAllister shrugged. “You asked for a photographer. I got you a photographer.”

“Aye, but what else is he besides?” Don replied. “I know you’re keen to get the new Gazette launched, and yes we’re desperate for a photographer, but not that desperate.” He narrowed his eyes, squinting through the smoke of his fifth cigarette of the morning, which dangled from a corner of his mouth.

McAllister checked the clock. “Let’s get on, we’ve a paper to publish.”

Don spread the new-look layout over the High Table, his blasphemous term for the square table used by the reporters. Five large typewriters took up one end and the layout filled the other. The gap between table and walls made a passage just wide enough for two to pass if they were good friends.

Joanne leaned over and took a look. “Don, you’re an artist!” she exclaimed.

“Oh my, Mr. McLeod, this is wonderful.” Mrs. Smart, the office manager, had come in and was looking over Joanne’s shoulder.

“It’s certainly different,” Rob contributed.

“Not bad at all,” was McAllister’s opinion.

Don McLeod’s chest swelled like a wee bantam cock about to chase the chickens. He opened his mouth to explain more, stopped, stared, looked at the gangling figure in the doorway—six foot three would be Don’s guess—and said, “Dr. Livingston, I presume.”

It was the nut-brown face and the plus fours and the tweed deerstalker hat, which could have easily been a pith helmet, that made Don think of the legendary explorer.

“Mortimer Beauchamp Carlyle, actually. But please call me Beech. Everyone does. How do you do?”

“Fine, thanks,” an awestruck Rob replied.

And like a character out of a Boy’s Own Adventure novel, darkest Africa chapter, the gentleman stuck out his hand. Rob took it and immediately, in spite of at least fifty years between them, they became fast friends.

“Beech will be writing our new Countryside column,” McAllister explained.

“Oh really? And who’s doing Town?” Rob had meant this as a facetious remark and nearly fell off his stool at the answer.

“Your mother.”

This time McAllister had consulted his deputy and Don had agreed with him. Margaret McLean was as well informed about goings-on in the town as Don McLeod, but in an entirely different social strata. Birdlife and nature, on the other hand, meant nothing to Don—nor to most of their readers. Don cared little about farming practices, but anything that stirred up the farming gentry was fine by him. The final argument on the hiring, McAllister wanted kept secret. But Don knew. Beech was on the board of guardians, that obscure body that oversaw the finances of the newspaper for the investors.

“ ‘Town and Country!’ ‘McAllister’s Mischief,’ that’s what it should be called,” Don was to remark later over his usual pint and a half. And as usual, he was not wrong.

With Don McLeod as deputy editor and chief subeditor; Joanne Ross and Rob McLean on reporting duties; Hector Bain the photographer; McAllister the editor-in-chief, writing the leader and obituaries; and Mrs. Smart overseeing the finances, they were all set to revamp a newspaper essentially unchanged since 1867.

Later that afternoon McAllister was sorting through the photographs of the fire. They were spectacular. He finally chose one showing flames shooting up through the decking, an oily black cloud of smoke ascending towards heaven, the name of the boat, The Good Shepphard, clear, the whole disaster showing in duplicate on the flat-calm waters of the canal basin. And in silhouette, to one side of the picture, his body conveying his anguish, was the skipper—Alexander Skinner of the Black Isle.

“Great front page for the new Highland Gazette,” McAllister murmured, happy at last. “Let’s hope this story runs for weeks.”



TWO
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The bruising on Joanne Ross was invisible. Like a peach with the flesh discolored around the stone, she seemed untouched. But the shame of “having to get married,” that understated euphemism for the rush to the altar, followed by a six-month pregnancy, marred her own marriage and caused her parents to disown her. Ten years on, they had not relented; they had never forgiven her for shaming them, never met their grandchildren. The pain has softened but when asked by friends, by her children, she made excuses about never visiting—the price of the train tickets, her parents being too elderly to have young children around, anything other than tell the truth.

She was aware that she was a quarter-step ahead or behind the beat of the community. Her mood often depended on the weather, her opinions seemingly influenced by a mischievous imp hovering somewhere in the region of her left shoulder. A tune, a song, a poem could change her walk. Her wide-open face showed the bloodlines of a true Scot. But her cheekbones were on the edge of too strong, her mouth on the side of too wide, and her skin too freckled to be considered beautiful.

She knew her husband was ashamed of her; he’d married a woman who would never fit in, in the Highland town where respectability was all-important and being “different” was a sin.

“Stubborn,” her husband, Bill Ross, called her. “Too much schooling” in her mother-in-law’s opinion. “Stuck up” was the phrase one of the mothers at the school had used. A mind of her own, McAllister thought, but he meant that as praise.

Joanne shook off thoughts of her failed marriage and went back to typing. She worked steadily, her athletic shoulders wrestling with the heavy, awkward typewriter as easily as a cowboy with a steer, plowing through lists scribbled on scrap paper, typed notes, scrawls on the back of an envelope, and one that just said “repeat last year’s.” They were all notices of the holidays and events surrounding Easter.

She glanced at the clock, one surely stolen from a railway station waiting room, and noted she had five minutes before anyone else would appear. She made tidy piles of the bits of copy paper, the finished work ready for Don’s pencil. Then she would retype it all over again. How she could continue with all this, plus her new job as full-time reporter and her new status as a single mother, she hadn’t yet worked out.

Ask for help, Rob had suggested. But she couldn’t. Not wouldn’t, couldn’t. Silly I know, she told herself often, recognizing in herself that trait that seemed to be one of mothers and women in general, that catchall phrase used when help was offered—I can manage. Yes, she could manage, but only by being first in, last out.

“Blast,” Joanne spoke out loud. “Five minutes more, that’s all I need.” The phone kept ringing. “Double blast.” It wasn’t going to stop. “Highland Gazette.” She sighed.

“Just the girl I’m after.”

“Patricia Ord Mackenzie—you are psychic. I was about to call you.” A small white lie—Joanne had been meaning to call Patricia, but first she needed to don an armor-plated carapace of confidence to deal with her oldest friend.

“It’s all that water from the Fairy Well I’ve been downing—makes me psychic,” Patricia laughed.

“We’re looking forward to this Easter holiday.” Joanne meant it. Holidays away were not something she could afford, but she was looking forward to a few days away—as long as they didn’t have to spend much time with Patricia’s mother. “The girls are driving me crazy with questions about the Black Isle. Are your parents prepared for the onslaught of two lively children?”

Patricia laughed again.

“The house is big. We can avoid them as much as possible.”

Joanne wholeheartedly agreed with her friend. As much space as possible between her, her children, and Patricia’s mother would be a very good idea. The Ord Mackenzie family was very grand in an estate-owning, ancient-name, Highland-gentry way. And Mrs. Janet Ord Mackenzie made certain that everyone showed due deference to her as the lady of the estate.

“Anyway,” Patricia continued, “I’ve called to ask you to come early. The eight-o’clock ferry. I’ve something special planned.”

“Eight on a Thursday? It’ll mean a rush. Everyone at the Gazette usually goes out together on Wednesday night, and this week is special as we’re . . .”

“I’ll pick you up at the jetty and we’ll go straight there.”

“Go where?” Joanne was intrigued.

“A surprise. I’ve some really good news.”

“So have I. We’re launching the new Gazette, and I’ve been given the front page, my first big story. It’s really exciting, it’s about a fire and . . .”

“Wear your glad rags tomorrow,” Patricia interrupted. “It’s a special day.”

“Now you’ve got me really curious.” She caved in—as Patricia knew she would. “Fine then. Eight-o’clock ferry.”

Joanne hung up the telephone. “Patricia Ord Mackenzie,” she muttered, “what are you up to?”

Feeling slighted, she looked up at the ceiling, and shaking her head, said, “Thanks for listening to me too, Patricia. Thanks for being interested in my life.”

Although they had met when they were seven, and had been at boarding school together for the whole of their education, Joanne was never sure if they were close—there was a touch of the bully in her friend. Perhaps it was their family circumstances. Patricia came from a wealthy, landowning family; Joanne was a daughter of the manse. But, Joanne acknowledged, in their years in a bleak, Scottish boarding school, where crying singled you out as a baby, they had formed an unlikely friendship, a friendship of girls who never quite fitted in with the clique. Or at least Joanne assumed it was a friendship. So why do I always feel inferior when I am with Patricia? Why do I always give in?

The noise on the stone stairway interrupted Joanne’s reverie. Everyone seemed to materialize in the reporters’ room at the same time—a difficult feat given the width of the stairs.

“I declare the news conference open. All aboard and correct and ready for D-Day?” McAllister looked around the ensemble, taking in the nods and grins and ayes and the shrug from Don. “Mrs. Smart?”

“I’m pleased with the response from our advertisers, Mr. McAllister. Most have taken more space. There is also a full page from Arnotts advertising the latest televisions.”

“Well done, Mrs. Smart. Don?”

“The printers and compositors are ready.” He didn’t mention he’d promised them a bonus of a couple of bottles of whisky if they got the new edition out on time. “The expanded sports pages are looking good,” he continued, “Countryside column too. The only problem with it is the length of Mr. Mortimer Beauchamp Carlyle’s name. Maybe we should give him a pseudonym. . . .”

“Five shillings for the best suggestion,” McAllister declared. “On the subject of new columns, I’m instituting one, the title is ‘For a’ That.’ It will go on the opinion page, I’ll use it to stir things up a bit.”

“Only if it is checked by a legal eagle,” Don told him.

“Naturally. Rob?” McAllister asked.

“I’ve a report on the plans for the new bridge across the river. I did a vox pop as you suggested. A surprising number of people are concerned that another bridge would fulfill the Brahan Seer’s prophecy and bring disaster to the town.”

“Don,” McAllister turned to him, “a heading stating a threat to the town from a seventeenth-century seer would be great. Joanne?”

“I’ve written up the fire and covered the meeting with the fire chief. I think that’s everything.”

“I see.” He was busy and brusque and wanted Joanne to stop looking nervous every time he asked her a question. “Did you call the fire chief for an update? The police? The procurator fiscal’s office to ask what the charge will be? Do you have a quote from anyone in the fishing village in the Black Isle? This must be a big event for them. The west coast connection, what’s that about? Have anything to add to turn this into a front page to remember?”

McAllister hadn’t noticed Joanne getting pinker and pinker and squirming on her stool as he counted off the phone calls yet to be made, facts yet to be ascertained, opinions yet to be canvassed. But Don did.

“For heaven’s sake, give the lassie time to draw breath.” Don pointed his finger at Rob. “You, you talk to the polis seeing as how you’re so pally with Woman Police Constable McPherson. You, McAllister, call your new pal Beauchamp in the Black Isle; see if he’s heard any gossip. Me, I’ll talk to my contact in the procurator fiscal’s office and I’ll call our man on the west coast, see if he can find out anything, and Joanne,” he turned to her, “call the fire chief, ask if he’s finished his report and ask if you can have a sneak look at it. Use your charms. Then, let’s say . . .” he glanced at the clock, “. . . eleven thirty, we’ll get together and see where we’re at.”

“Yes, Mr. McLeod.” Rob laughed.

“And you,” he pointed to his boss, “in your office now, I’d like a wee word.”

Don carefully shut the door of McAllister’s office, well aware that Rob and Joanne would be waiting to hear the explosion. But he wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.

McAllister sat down, lit a cigarette, and waited for Don to do the same.

“This fire is a big story,” Don started. “It’s not every day you hear about Molotov cocktails in the Highlands. It’s a great front page to launch the paper.” Don’s tone changed to a low, pre-bark growl. “But for heaven’s sake, just because you fancy the lassie and are getting nowhere, stop taking your frustration out on her. I’m not having it. Right?”

Don left, closing the door behind him before McAllister could recover enough to reply.

The meeting later in the morning to pull together the story of the firebombing was productive. Joanne had written five hundred words from the point of view of the firemen. She also had a brief account from a neighbor who had been waiting in her car to cross the canal when the fire broke out.

“Good lively stuff, Joanne,” Don commented as he took his wee red pencil to the more extravagant quotes.

Don read through Rob’s report on the comments from the police. “The usual ‘Saw nothing, heard nothing, know nothing,’”  Don called it. “The procurator fiscal’s office would only say ‘The accident inquiry is in progress,’” Don added, “so not much there.”

“No, but this story is looking good. It has legs.” McAllister was happy. “One, we have a great picture,” he started, counting off the points with his fingers.

“Don’t tell Hec that, or we’ll never hear the end of it.” Rob was still smarting at Hec being made a full-time member of the team.

“Two, this is a good description of the fire, Joanne—colorful but succinct.” McAllister went on, “I like the interview you did with the firemen—you got the balance between the facts and the human interest just right; your interview with the witness who saw it all from the beginning is sharp and newsworthy.”

“I had trouble getting off the phone, the woman blethered so much.” Joanne smiled and blushed at the praise.

“Three, the whole mystery as to why the boat was making its way to the west coast rather than home. Graham Nicolson, our stringer in Fort William, will investigate. That should give us something for the next edition.”

“I think this story will run for at least a couple more editions,” Rob interrupted. “The police are completely baffled as to why anyone would firebomb a fishing boat. They have no suspects, no clues.”

“ ‘Police Baffled.’” Don was delighted. “A favorite headline of we hacks in the newspaper trade.”

McAllister rolled his eyes and held up his hand again. “Finally, Beech has heard rumors of a family feud involving the owner of the boat.”

“I like it,” Don agreed. “Family feuds—great copy. But keep that for the next edition.”

“All right, let’s put this together, we only have five hours.” McAllister paused, “Joanne, everyone, thanks—good work.”

Mondays, news meeting; Tuesdays, two days to finish the paper—the routine was busy, but steady busy. Now it was Wednesday, and Wednesdays were for panic, a noisy late afternoon panic, but controlled like the panic of sailing—quiet stretches, then a burst of weather to keep everyone on their toes.

This Wednesday, with the deadline for the new Gazette looming, tension came early to the reporters’ room. It had an almost visible presence. The dust motes, in a beam through the north-facing window, seemed thicker than usual. The low, churning, industrial noises of the presses in the bowels of the building had started earlier than usual. Even the typewriters seemed heavier.

Joanne and Rob were attempting to type in quick time instead of waltz time, so the machines jammed more often, the paper disappearing into the jaws of the monsters. A carriage stuck. A ribbon unwound. Sometimes this happened at the same time. Joanne spoke sternly to the Underwood with ladylike expletives. Rob thumped his.

Don moved up and down the three flights of stairs to the presses more briskly. McAllister popped in more often, asking more questions.

Five o’clock, the tempo accelerated to real time. Don was to and from the reporters and the typesetters, bringing copy, waiting at the stone, signing off on pages. McAllister, his jobs done, was hovering around like an expectant father outside the maternity ward, getting in everyone’s way.

At six o’clock, Don returned with some finished pages.

“They look good, no, they’re great,” pronounced McAllister.

Rob and Joanne leaned back from their machines, their part of the process finished at last. Simultaneously they stretched their arms out, glanced at each other, and grinned.

Rob looked around the room. “Station Hotel?” he asked. It was the only safe place to take Joanne; her reputation would be seriously besmirched should she be seen in a public bar.

“You two go,” McAllister said. “Don and I still have a lot to do.”

“Sorry Rob, I need an early night.” Joanne regretted her promise to Patricia; she would have loved to stay with the others. “I’m off to the Black Isle for Easter and have to catch an early ferry tomorrow morning.”

Rob decided to stay on at the Gazette office. The excitement of waiting for the first pages was infectious.

Eight thirty—another hour, maybe less, and the first edition of the new Highland Gazette, Easter 1957, would be printed. This is history, McAllister realized, the first real change in a hundred years.

The abiding fear of an editor of a small-town newspaper was to print an article, a headline, destined to become one of the notorious legends of newspaper lore, one of the stories relayed to journalism cadets in every newspaper in the country. He remembered one apocryphal story. An Aberdeen paper, the day the Second World War was declared, ran a front page devoted to the local Agricultural show—“Local Man Wins Prize for Biggest Turnip,” or did they say neap? He wasn’t quite sure.

Eight o’clock came, and he couldn’t wait any longer. Walking downstairs, he cheered immensely. This was the sound and the smell of a newspaper. Normally Don, the father of the chapel, and the comps would chase everyone, even the editor, out of the hallowed ground of the stone.

But tonight was different. The comps and printers nodded silently as McAllister joined them, understanding his need to be there. The noise from the press, the clanking, the whirring, the steady industrial hum, filled the basement. The very walls, carved from solid stone, seemed to vibrate.

Rob joined them, hovering by the big machine, mesmerized by the cogs and flywheels and conveyor belts all awhirl, clanking out copies of the broadsheet pages before they went shooting off to be sorted and folded into a tabloid format, then shunted to a man who would stack them and tie them into neat bundles of newspaper.

Forty-five minutes later, the first copies rolled off the press. Don had already reviewed individual pages, but this was the first neatly folded copy of the newspaper, ink fresh and barely dry. A printer lifted one from the growing pile and ceremonially handed it to McAllister. McAllister grinned. They shook hands.

Don grinned as his copy was handed to him. Rob waved from across the shop floor and came to join them. There were more handshakes, a slap or two on various backs, the father of the chapel and the printers joined in, grinning, before turning back to nurse the fickle machines.

Rob left. The roar of his motorbike echoed through the empty streets as he sped home to share the new Highland Gazette with his parents. He debated whether to take a copy to Joanne, but decided it was not the done thing to arrive late at night on a quiet suburban street at the house of a woman who had walked out on her marriage.

McAllister took two more copies, one to dissect, one as a souvenir. Don joined him on the steps of the Gazette building. They looked at each other.

“It’s a start,” came McAllister’s verdict.

“Aye.”

And the two men, who from a distance resembled a reverse Laurel and Hardy—the skinny one tall, the fat one short—strode off in opposite directions into the dark of the town, both trying vainly to keep a grin of satisfaction from breaking out, frequently.



THREE
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The Black Isle, a peninsula surrounded on three sides by the Cromarty, the Moray, and the Beauly firths, was an island of the mind rather than geography. Picturesque in parts, forbidding in places, it was quite unlike the surrounding glens of heather and lochs. Hilly country, less than twenty miles in length and eight miles across at its widest, a high ridge of forest ran through the middle, the farmland on either side broken by shallow fissures made by healthy burns. The abundant woodland had more oaks and beech and birch than the usually coniferous Highland forests. There were sacred wells, prehistoric standing stones, a castle or two, the remains of Iron Age settlements, and a history teeming with stories and characters.

Each village had a different character, the inland ones insular and isolated, the fishing villages insular, packed with working boats, pleasure craft not encouraged. The cliffs on the south side were studded with fossils and caves and were the haunt of summer birds. The northern shoreline—stony, seaweed strewn, was overshadowed by the upside-down pudding shape of Ben Wyvis. And Wyvis made the weather sun-snow-rain-wind-four-seasons-in-a-day weather.

Like a series of nesting Russian dolls, each village and farm kept to itself, aware of neighbors, but not particularly hospitable to those a few miles over the hill.

The name Achnafern came from the Gaelic words for farmland and woodland. Achnafern Farm looked prosperous, and  it was. Surrounded by arable fields and pasture, a neat row of four, single-story stone farm cottages stood facing a large cobbled square with byres and barns and milking sheds completing the other sides. A little way off, nestled in the lee of the woods, looking towards distant hills that still showed a deep mantle of snow, stood a substantial, two-story farmhouse, also built of stone.

A half-mile away, Achnafern Grange, an elegant Georgian manor house—multi-windowed, three-storied plus attics for the servants, home to generations of the same family—reigned over most of what it surveyed.

Allie Munro was born in one of the farm cottages to a family who had been on the estate for generations. He was now foreman, as had been his father before him. His grandfather had been head plowman in charge of the teams of horses. Now Allie; his wife, Agnes; and their sons Fraser and Alistair lived in the big farmhouse.

Even though it was a tied tenure, the house gave him a distinct feeling of pride. Not that he would ever let anyone know this. For all the inconvenience, the drafty hallways and the five bedrooms and a study used as the farm office, it was the status of the place that mattered. Now that was all about to vanish.

Agnes Munro had hung out the washing, had tidied up the breakfast, had finished making broth, and was now baking a cake and trying to keep herself fresh and tidy before the big event. Her son Fraser, sprawled in the chair, feet up on the hearth rail, doing nothing but getting in her road, was ignoring her.

“Now don’t be making arrangements over Easter,” Mrs. Munro was doing her best to keep her annoyance with her eldest son out of her voice. “I need you to help me clear out the house. We’ve too much stuff, and it’s a wee cottage we’re flitting to.”

“She’s a right cheek thon madam, ordering us out of the house we’ve been in for years.”

“Don’t go talking of your betters like that.”

“Ma, Patricia’s no better than you or me.”

“She’s the laird’s daughter.”

“She’s a stuck-up tart.”

At that his mother exploded.

“I’ll no have yer smutty talk in my kitchen. You know nothing. You come back here after ten years, and you’re none the wiser for your time away. She’s a good lass thon. And as for stuck-up, who’s the one who helps me out? Patricia. Who takes me to tea when we go to town? Patricia. And to the Black Isle Show every year? Patricia. She buys my eggs every week and pays fair. She’s right generous at Christmas, and never forgets my birthday. Unlike some!”

Fraser Munro had the grace to look shamefaced, but an apology was not in his character. “It’s still no right. She canny just up and tell us we have to leave.”

“It’s the estate’s house, and well you know it. And I’m warning you one last time . . . it’s none of your business.” Mrs. Munro did not want to talk about the move. It upset her.

She bustled around the Rayburn, banging pots, piling more wood into the fire, making an already hot kitchen almost unbearable. “We have a perfectly nice wee house to move into—much less work for me. You’ll be off back to the regiment soon enough, so with only your brother at home there’ll be plenty of room in the cottage for the three of us.”

She didn’t catch his look. He had yet to tell them, but the army had had enough of Fraser Munro’s insubordination, his drunken sprees, and his fighting—this from a Highland regiment notorious for fighters.

The clock in the hallway struck the half hour. Agnes Munro started to panic. She hadn’t picked the flowers.

“The cake will be ready in three quarters of an hour,” she told  him. “Mind and take it out the oven.” She had her doubts this would happen. “I’ll set the alarm clock to remind you.”

“For heaven’s sake, Ma, I’m no that useless.”

She didn’t say what was on the tip of her tongue, but hurried upstairs, threw off her apron, dabbed some powder on her nose, smudged on a dab of lipstick, smacked her lips, put on the single strand of river pearls Allie had bought her for their silver wedding anniversary, put on her best coat, then, on top of the new home perm, she perched her best Sunday hat, hoping it would stay put because it was often windy down by the old cathedral.

When she left, Mrs. Munro pulled the back door shut as quietly as she could.

It’s ridiculous I should be hiding from my own son, she thought as she went into the garden. There was not much available, spring being late in the Highlands. She selected lily of the valley for the matron of honor’s corsage. She snipped narcissus and jonquils, filling out the bridal bouquet with ferns. Not her choice, but it was what Patricia wanted.

Patricia’s wedding day, not how I pictured it, but as long as she’s happy. Mrs. Munro sighed with her whole body. It was hard for her to hold back her disappointment at Patricia’s choice of husband. He was a man Mrs. and Mr. Munro hardly knew, but they had heard about him over the years.

Mrs. Munro would never have voiced her thoughts, and only her husband knew how much she loved Patricia.

After the babies were born, Mrs. Ord Mackenzie had been sent to a private hospital in Edinburgh “for her nerves” the doctor had said. The baby girl had been given to Mrs. Munro to look after. Since her own son Fraser was seven months old at the time, Mrs. Munro had suckled newborn Patricia until she was weaned, and the girl had lived with the Munros until she was nearly three.

It was only when Mrs. Ord Mackenzie became aware of the gossip about their only child being raised in the farmhouse that she had taken Patricia to live in Achnafern Grange.

“By then the damage had been done,” Mrs. Ord Mackenzie told her daughter—often.

When Fraser Munro heard the toot of the horn and the squeak of the garden gate—one more job he hadn’t done—he stirred himself from the chair to go to the window. Like the beast of prey he was, he was always alert for his mother’s vulnerability.

He stood, the rush from his hangover making him swear. He watched Patricia get out of the Land Rover, hug his mother, take the basket of flowers, and put it in the back. She made a quick, neat three-point turn, and they were gone.

“Now what the hell is that all about?”

Glad of the peace with no mother to nag him, ask him why he wasn’t helping his dad, give him jobs to do around the house, or tell him off for getting in her way, he fell back into the chair and dozed. He became aware of the smell of the cake. He ignored it. At first it was a slight scent of burning—he ignored it—then a full-blown blast of incinerated sugar and butter and eggs. Eventually the smoke forced him out of his chair. He opened the oven door; grabbed a tea towel; took out the cake; and chucked the cake tin, tea towel, and burnt offering into the sink. He left the smoke-filled kitchen and grabbed his coat and cap, deciding to make for the village, then, remembering he would have to walk, remembering he was furious with his father because he would not let him borrow the farm Land Rover, remembering he would have to help with the flitting this weekend, he was transfixed by a surge of rage, a sudden, blinding, red rage.

“Thon bitch.”

Yet somewhere within him, if he had had the slightest desire to examine his soul, he would have recognized that the sight of his mother and Patricia hugging was what did it. His rage was a rage of bright-green jealousy.

“Hurry up! We’ll miss the bus! And the ferry!”

Annie had run ahead to the corner and was jumping up and down as she watched for the bus. Joanne, dragging Wee Jean by the wrist, was trying to run in high-heeled shoes, to carry the bags, to keep her hat from flying off.

“It’s coming!” Annie shrieked. But she had the good sense to stop the bus, telling the conductor her mother was just around the corner.

With a “sorry, sorry,” Joanne scrambled onto the platform. At the station, they ran for a second bus and caught it just as it was leaving for the ferry.

When she saw the billboards outside the newsstand, she realized that she hadn’t picked up a copy of the Gazette.

“Double blast!” she muttered.

Annie overheard, as usual. She glared at her mum. Joanne’s hair had escaped; her nylons had a run; and she was pink from frustration from the early start to collect the girls from their grandparents, from the running, and from not being there with the others to see the new edition roll off the presses. Now she was frustrated at not having the newspaper to show off to Patricia, to at last show her friend that she had achieved something, was someone.

They made it to the ferry on time and walked up the car ramp. It was a short crossing, took only five minutes. In bright sunshine, with deep blue skies, the pier on the Black Isle side was clearly visible, the whitewashed cottages along the shoreline, the bright yellow gorse on the hillside, and the sparkling waters of the firth made the setting picture-postcard perfect—a rare event.

Because the passage connecting two wide firths was narrow and the tidal race deep and fierce, the ferry set off on a forty-five-degree angle to reach the other side safely.

Halfway across, Wee Jean shrieked, jumping up and down in the prow. “Look, look, porpoises!”

The exuberant mammals danced and frolicked alongside the boat. The crew and passengers smiled at the sight of the pod. Arches of miniature rainbows flew off their skins as they leaped and corkscrewed, racing the ferry.

“It’s a sign of good luck, you know,” Annie pronounced.

“It is that,” a passing crewman agreed.

For some, thought Joanne. The dolphins cavorting in the pellucid waters of the firth reminded her of an incident a few years ago on a previous ferry crossing.

“Look,” Bill, her husband, had said to Annie—Wee Jean was too small to enter his horizon—“porpoises.”

“Actually,” Joanne had pointed out to Annie, “they are dolphins, bottle-nosed dolphins.”

“You’re such a bloody know it all.” Bill had been furious, “Up here we call them porpoises.”

Joanne shivered at the memory. I don’t blame him, she thought, I shouldn’t have contradicted him. I only wanted Annie to know the correct name. And there was no need for him to elbow me so hard in the ribs I could hardly get my breath.

The ferry docked on the north side of the firth. There was no sign of Patricia. Joanne sighed—all that rush for nothing. The girls had run down to the foreshore and were busy trying to skim stones across the water.

“Did you see that, Mum?” Annie called. “Mine did six skips.”

Wee Jean was no good at the game, so she busied herself gathering seashells while Joanne meandered along the high-tide line.

Memories of other holidays in the Black Isle returned as she crunched her feet over the bladder wrack, popping the dried seaweed pods. With her sister Elizabeth, they had rented adjoining caravans in the village of Rosemarkie some fifteen miles away. It had been a week of sun and freezing winds and morning haar with the foghorns blasting across the firth, shaking the thin, aluminum shells of the camper, which terrified the children when they first heard it. It had been a week of walking to the Fairy Glen, of roaming beneath the cliffs searching for fossils, of picnics in the sand dunes, and of grilling fish on fires made amongst the rocks on the foreshore.

Of the rest of the Black Isle, the hidden north side, the dark forest covering the spine of the land, Joanne had only passed through, never explored. She thought this peninsula called an island was a mysterious place. Perhaps it is the history, Joanne thought, perhaps it is the standing stones, the fairy wells, the castles, the ruins.

The persistent peep of a car horn made Joanne look around. A slightly battered Land Rover pulled up, and there was Patricia, waving.

“All here, how wonderful! And all dressed up and ready to go. Jolly good.”

The girls were suddenly shy at Patricia’s exuberant greetings. But the “jolly good” stuck in Annie’s mind, and many times over that bizarre weekend she would whisper “jolly good” in Jean’s ear, in the exact tone with the exact timing, then collapse in giggles at her own wit. Joanne, overhearing the joke, was hard-pressed not to giggle with them.

“Thank you for the gift. You really shouldn’t have.”

Joanne was embarrassed by the money her friend had sent. The envelope had been addressed to Miss Annie and Miss Jean Ross. Annie had pounced on it, read the card, and danced around, waving a postal order made out to her saying, “Look, Mum, for me. One for Jean too. All our own money.” It had taken a long argument to persuade Annie she couldn’t spend it all on books and to tell Jean, no she couldn’t have a new dolly.

“The girls bought new coats and hats.”

“Thank you, Aunty Patricia,” they chorused.

“Sorry about the Land Rover, but it’s clean,” Patricia said as the girls piled into the back. “Mummy hates me using her car and refuses to buy me a car of my own. Probably a none-too-subtle hint that I should be off and married with a husband to provide for me.”

They drove through the countryside and villages and rattled past the Ord Mackenzie family estate, only slowing as Patricia pointed out what was left of the Italianate mansion on a hillside facing the firth. When Joanne had last seen it, there was a deserted, but nonetheless magnificent mansion dominating the farmland, woodland, and hillside. A staircase to nowhere and an unsightly scar was all that remained of the extravagant building.
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