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To Glenn McVeigh



PROLOGUE
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Ten past nine on a mid-September night, everything in the town was tight shut, including the sky. It must have known it was the Sabbath.

The stone staircase leading from Church Street to the suspension bridge was not the man’s usual way home. But after a long cold shift in the railway marshaling yards he was weary, and cycling the long way round, across the Black Bridge in the rain, would chill a man to the bone.

Since he was a child, taking the stairs down to the river made him uneasy. It could be the graveyard above, the tombstones rising above eye level. It could be the wall, the ancient remains of the Abbey of the Black Friars. It could be the rumor of a ghost—the ghost of the Black Lady, but more likely the ghost of a Black Friar in cloak and cassock.

He always told his wife he didn’t believe the old stories—old wives’ tales, he called them, but this night, in the dark, in the drizzle, and the lamp above the back porch of another church halfway down the steps was broken—it was even more eerie than usual.

He hugged one side of the long flight, keeping close to the iron banister that ran down the middle, his bicycle hefted on his left shoulder.

He saw the bundle on the porch step without thinking much. Later, when asked, he recalled an impression of abandoned coal sacks—the hundredweight size, he said. But for the hand, lying upturned, reaching out in a gesture of supplication, still warm, unlike that of the angel in the graveyard opposite, he would have hurried on.

The wife waits up till half past nine, he told the police sergeant; one minute late and he would have to warm his supper himself.

He knew it was a body; he’d seen enough of them in the war. He dropped his bike, felt for a pulse, found none, then sprinted up the street to the police station. And no, he told them afterwards; he hadn’t lifted the sacking, somehow he couldn’t, and no, he hadn’t seen anything or anyone. Nothing at all.

He had felt an absence from the bundle of sacks and a presence from the graveyard over the wall, but that was not the kind of thing a man could tell anyone.

He saw a flicker, a movement, something, dancing between tombstones, hiding behind the largest, one so old it was leaning at an angle like a drunk.

It was that, more than the discovery of the woman’s body, that made him hare up the street so fast he had to stop outside the police station to clutch his side, a painful stitch stopping him from taking another step.

When he had his breath back, and when he reported what he saw, he didn’t mention the ghost. But he never forgot how terrified he had been.

The theft of his bicycle from where he dropped it on the steps beside the body nagged at him for months. The hand, reaching out, haunted him for the rest of his life. And ever after, even though he didn’t believe in ghosts, he cycled the long way home.



CHAPTER 1
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After twenty-five years as a journalist, McAllister was used to late nights, so when the doorbell rang at twenty past eleven he was awake, reading, and on his third single-malt whisky of the evening. As he put down his book and rose to answer the door, he felt uneasy. Who would be awake in this Scottish Highland town this late on the Sabbath?

Police Constable Ann McPherson stood on the doorstep. “Mr. McAllister. We’ve found a woman. She’s dead. One of my colleagues thinks she works—worked—at the Gazette . . . ”

WPC McPherson saw a flash of dread cross McAllister’s face. “It’s not Joanne.”

Ann McPherson knew McAllister and liked the editor of the Highland Gazette; liked his wit, his intellect, and secretly admired his tall dark brooding elegance. She had also guessed at his fascination with Joanne Ross, a reporter on the Gazette, a woman fifteen years younger than his forty-five, a woman whose smile and changeable-as-the-ocean-blue-green eyes and ever curious mind had entered his dreaming—awake and asleep.

“Come in.” Not waiting for an answer, he went straight to his sitting room to pour another dram.

“Who is she?” he asked after he gulped the whisky down.

“That’s why I’m here. We need your help to identify her.”

He noted she did not say what had happened and knew this was not good. “I’ll get my coat.”

Until now, September had been glorious. A late burst of warmth and color and crystal nights, the glens and mountains orange and red and ochre, the islands in the river that cut the town in half, were decked out in an outburst of beauty that made the heart glad. But this Sunday, winter gave advance notice with a grey dreich-damp cold shroud, covering the town and mountains, spiced up by a steady nor’easterly straight off the North Sea that sent even the seagulls inland. It seemed a fitting day to end in death.

McAllister was grateful that on the short journey across the river, WPC McPherson said nothing.

The car park for the mortuary was at the back of the building and dark except for a single faint light above a door marked “Entrance.” The exit was not marked, but McAllister was aware of the tall robust brick chimney and wondered if it was the exit, or perhaps entrance, to the underworld.

“McAllister.”

“Detective Inspector.”

They said no more. Detective Inspector Dunne led the way down a corridor and held open the thick green doors to the high-ceilinged room, where a mortuary attendant was waiting beside a trolley. A rubber sheet—green, color-coordinated to match the door and tiles—covered the figure awaiting McAllister’s verdict. He mentally blessed the deities, in which he had little faith, for the three shots of malt he’d had earlier. Or was it four?

He took a breath through his mouth, then nodded.

The light was harsh, making shadows. It highlighted the look of surprise that McAllister fancied he saw on the brow of her clearly dead face. He never understood that epitaph on tombstones, “Only sleeping.”

“Enough,” was all he managed to say, before turning and walking out into the corridor.

“I have to ask you formally . . . ” DI Dunne came up behind him.

“Can I smoke?” McAllister asked.

“In here.” WPC McPherson indicated a waiting room.

The police officers waited until McAllister filled his lungs, exhaled, before putting the formal question.

“Mr. McAllister, do you recognize the deceased?” the inspector asked in a formal policeman’s voice.

“I do. It is, was, Mrs. Smart, business manager at the Highland Gazette. I don’t remember her first name.”

As he said this he felt a rush of guilt. This was the woman he had worked beside for a year and a half. This was the woman who made sure the Gazette functioned, the woman who was as essential to the newspaper as the printing press.

“I’m sorry, it’s the shock.”

He knew it wasn’t, and he knew he would be ashamed of this lapse of memory for the remainder of his life. He turned away. He wanted to remember her differently—alive, clearheaded, calm, an anchor in the newsroom, an older woman, once pretty, who had grown into a handsome understated elegance. He wanted his vision of her, hair in a chignon, never a stray strand, no makeup and the only touch of vanity a perfume that Joanne had assured him was called Joy, to remain intact, not sullied by the sight of her in death. And he needed to breathe, to affirm he was alive.

“I need air,” he said. He didn’t add that the mortuary was thick with the presence of death, and he could only breathe through his mouth, and he needed a cigarette, and he needed a whisky, and he wanted to talk to someone but he was too old to talk to his mother, and he was once again regretting his aloofness, his self-isolation, facets of his character he never saw as a fault, until lately.

Mrs. Smart is dead.

DI Dunne walked with McAllister along the corridors, out into the fresh air, saying nothing. The detective was a good man. And sensitive. He knew when to say nothing.

McAllister refused the offer of a lift home. He wished DI Dunne a good night, knowing it would never be that. WPC McPherson had left. Probably off to break the news to the husband. That seems the lot of a woman police officer.

McAllister took the Infirmary footbridge across the river, the quickest way home. Halfway across he thought, Her husband—all I know is that he is a retired military man. Again he tasted the bitter tang of guilt. I know so little about that splendid woman, and now it is too late.

A church bell was striking one o’clock as he opened his front door. He went to the kitchen, put on the kettle. Remembering his mother’s recipe for shock, he added sugar to his tea. Taking his mug to the sitting room, he added a slug of whisky—his recipe for shock. He threw a log on the embers of the fire, settled down to search for the name. Still the answer eluded him.

She was a private woman. I’ve worked with her since I came to the north from Glasgow, I liked her, I respected her, but I could never say I knew her. She was always Mrs. Smart to everyone—even to Don, but I should know her first name.

A calm efficient woman, he had inherited her and his deputy, Don McLeod, when he was brought in as the editor of the Highland Gazette. It took only one day for him to recognize that he did not need to tell them their jobs, and that they could run the place without him.

McAllister was there for a different reason—to bring the newspaper out of the nineteenth century and into the nineteen fifties. It had taken more than a year, but 1957 was the rebirth of a newspaper unchanged for more than a century.

Why in Heaven’s name would anyone want to murder her? It must be a mistake.

He had always thought her name appropriate—Mrs. Smart—the model of an efficient office manager; quiet, well-mannered, capable, able to grasp his new ideas for the Gazette and implement them without fuss. She was fine-looking in an elderly, middle-class way. She seldom offered an opinion until asked, did not gossip, and kept her private life private.

Wasn’t her husband a war hero from somewhere in the Far East? Don will know. They’ve worked together since before the war. Should I tell him? Is one o’clock in the morning too late? Who would want to murder her? Why was she in town at nine thirty on a Sunday night? How are we going to get the paper out without her?

And in the maelstrom of thoughts he kept returning to the question that bothered him most—what was her first name?

*  *  *  

McAllister had had little sleep, but he wanted to be early; he felt it his responsibility to break the news to the others on the Gazette. He walked down St. Steven’s Brae, brain not quite in the land of the living, the homing instinct guiding him to the office. The incoming tide of Academy pupils on their way to school in their blue blazers, chattering like a flock of starlings, in groups or dragging bicycles, in solitary despair because they were not part of a popular group, in panic over homework not done, dragging their Monday-morning feet up the steepness, parted around and oblivious to the gaunt man.

He continued down Eastgate in the suitably Monday-morning dreich. To a passerby who knew him slightly and who was ignored when he lifted his hat to McAllister, the man seemed to be searching for something or someone. Which he was; he was searching for an answer.

He reached the ornate eighteenth-century town house that loomed over the end of the High Street and paused to light a cigarette. He would need all the nicotine his body could absorb to get through this morning.

Climbing the spiral stone staircase to his office, he heard the clatter of what sounded like a bucket. Through the half-open door of his office he saw a cleaner mopping the floor. He knew the Gazette employed a cleaner, he had seen the payments in the budget, but he had never been in early enough to meet her.

“I’ll no’ be a minute,” she said without looking up.

“Fine.” He walked the five steps across the landing to the reporters’ room, where the floor was still wet. He took a tall chair at the end of the long High Table, as Don McLeod, his deputy, referred to it. He lit another cigarette and waited.

As he stared out of the solitary window at the dark grey cloud cover, he started to mentally compose the obituary. A nice woman, with an impressive bosom; can’t put that in an obituary. He half smiled, his first since seeing the chrysalis of her body, covered by the sheet, her hair still tight in that immaculate French roll she had worn as long as he had known her.

A good woman—no, that doesn’t do her justice.

“Goodness, you gave me a fright.” Joanne Ross stood in the doorway. “Never expected to see you in so early.”

McAllister busied himself stubbing out a cigarette in the metal ashtray with “Souvenir from Ayr” stamped around the edge.

She stared at him for a moment, seeing the darkness around and in his deep, almost navy blue, eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Let’s wait for the others.”

She knew that was all she would hear until Don McLeod, deputy editor; Rob McLean, her fellow reporter; and Mrs. Smart, the business manager, turned up. She took off her Fair Isle beret; finger combed her heavy chestnut hair, hung up her scarf and coat, stuffing her gloves into the pockets. It might be mid-September, but cycling across the river, the North Sea wind could penetrate right to the bone.

“Tea?” she asked.

“No thanks.”

Joanne and McAllister were awkward alone with each other. The sound of Rob running up the stairs was welcome. Following him came the wheeze of Don’s breathing, clearly audible from a half-flight of stairs above.

Sitting at the reporter’s table that filled up most of the narrow room, facing the Underwood typewriter that she thought of as ancient and unforgiving and imbued with the spirit of John Knox, Joanne grinned at Rob as he came in.

Rob grinned back, shook the wind out of his overlong straw hair, threw his motorbike jacket at the hatrack, which wobbled but stayed upright, and holding his hands in the air, declared, “Goal!”

Don McLeod had to climb into the tall chair beside McAllister. They always made an incongruous pair—he short and barrel shaped, the editor long and pole shaped. He sat for a moment to get his breath back—the climb up the stairs on Monday always seemed steeper than on other days. His glance at the railway station clock registered the editor’s early attendance, he winked at Hector Bain, Gazette photographer and serial nuisance who had crept in, taking the chair next to Joanne, knowing she at least would not shout at him, he muttered Good morning, lass, to Joanne, ignored Rob—it being too early for a twenty-two-year-old’s version of wit—and began the search of his numerous pockets for his little red pencil, the one that kept the Gazette reporters up to the mark. He found it and put it behind his right ear. Now he was ready to start the week.

McAllister stubbed out yet another cigarette. “I have some news . . . ” he started.

“Well, we are a newspaper,” Rob pointed out.

Joanne threw a scrunched-up ball of paper at him. He ducked. She missed. They grinned at each other like small children misbehaving behind the teacher’s back. Don McLeod looked at them as though he were their teacher not editor. He started to waggle his finger at them, then realized what was wrong.

“Where’s Mrs. Smart?” he asked, knowing that for the ritual Monday-morning news meeting she was always in before the others.

McAllister saw he had lost control of his hands. He put them under the table, holding on to the underledge.

“Mrs. Smart won’t be coming in. She’s . . . ” He couldn’t continue.

It was Don who understood first.

“Has she had an accident?”

Before McAllister could reply, the sound of voices echoed up the stairwell.

“You can’t go up without an appointment.” Gazette secretary Betsy Buchanan’s voice, although shrill, was completely ineffective—the two sets of footsteps were already halfway up the stairs.

Detective Inspector Dunne hesitated in the doorway. The uniformed policeman behind him was visible only as a navy blue blur. But the detective, in a smart wool jacket, white shirt, regimental tie, raincoat open, hat respectfully removed, with the face of an off-duty funeral director, made everyone instantly nervous.

“Mr. McAllister, can I have a word?” Detective Inspector Dunne asked.

“Where’s Joyce?” Don stood, his body tensed, ready for a blow.

Joyce. Of course. McAllister was furious with himself.

Rob had a flash that this was going to be bad. Joanne’s face went pale, emphasizing her freckles. Hector looked as though he was about to cry. And DI Dunne realized that Mrs. Smart’s colleagues had yet to learn the news.

“Say what you have to say to all of us,” McAllister told the inspector.

DI Dunne took a step into the room. He took a deep breath as though he was about to announce the next psalm, and, looking up at the high window, the one decreed by the original architect to let in light but not the stunning view of castle ramparts, said, “At approximately half past nine last night, the body of Mrs. Archibald Smart was found on the steps off Church Street leading to the Greig Street Bridge.”

Then, ever-vigilant police detective, he shifted his gaze downwards to take in the reaction of Mrs. Smart’s colleagues.

There was a distinct moan, like a beast lowing in pain. It came from Don. He leaned forward, elbows on the table, head in hands, rocking backwards and forwards as though at prayer.

Joanne stared at Rob, who put his arm around her shoulder.

“How did she die?” Rob asked.

The police inspector paused for a moment to consider whether to tell, then answered, “She was stabbed. I’ve been told she died instantly.”

More as a puzzle than a question, Rob blurted out, “Why would anyone kill Mrs. Smart?”

“We don’t know yet,” the detective answered.

“Late last night I was asked to identify the body and—” McAllister began.

“And you never told me?” Don turned on him with a ferocity that made Joanne shrink back in her chair.

“It was early morning when I got home.” The editor knew his mistake.

“We need to talk to all of you. I’ll send someone back in an hour or so—give you all time to digest the news.” DI Dunne had barely finished the sentence when he felt himself being propelled to one side.

“Mr. McLeod. Sir.” The uniformed policeman called down the stairs. There was no response, only the echo of heavy footsteps.

“We’ll need to speak to Mr. McLeod, as he worked with her the longest.” DI Dunne nodded at McAllister, giving him the responsibility for his deputy editor.

When the policemen left, the silence stretched, no one knowing what to say.

“Does this mean Mrs. Smart was murdered?” Hector was the first to speak.

“It would seem so,” McAllister answered.

The crack in McAllister’s voice frightened Hec. “That’s no’ right,” he said to one in particular. He rubbed his hands through his sticking-up carrot-colored hair, and sniffed. “That canny be right. She was a really nice woman.”

“McAllister, how did it happen?” Rob looked at the editor, the man who knew almost everything—in Rob’s eyes. “And why?”

“I don’t know. All I know is I saw her body. That she was stabbed is news to me.”

McAllister looked at Joanne, who was sitting with her head in her hands saying nothing. Rob too looked lost, fiddling with his pencil, staring at the table. Hector was sniffing, trying his best not to cry.

The shrill ring of the telephone made everyone jump.

“Gazette.”

“Rob. Beauchamp Carlyle here. May I speak with Mr. McAllister?”

Rob thought that Beech, as he was known, had no need to introduce himself. His voice alone—that educated upper-class born-to-rule drawl—would identify him. His guffaw that passed for a laugh and always made the listener join in even when they didn’t get the joke endeared the man to all he met. Rob passed the receiver over.

“There’s a disturbance at Mr. and Mrs. Smart’s house,” Beech said. “I’m at my sister’s—she lives next door. It seems Mr. McLeod is involved.”

“I’ll be right over.” McAllister hesitated before asking, “Have you heard? No? Mrs. Smart died last night. Yes. Terrible news. I’ll see you in five minutes.”

“I’m coming too.” Rob was off before McAllister could stop him.

“Joanne. Could you hold the fort?” McAllister asked. “Any calls about Mrs. Smart—just say nothing.”

It took Joanne a minute or so to realize Hec had sneaked out. She looked at the long expanse of empty table, wondering how they would be able to meet this week’s deadline without Mrs. Smart, when the phone rang.

“Gazette. Oh, hello, Betsy. No. Mrs. Smart won’t be in.” Hearing the panic in the Gazette secretary’s voice, Joanne knew she would have to break the bad news. Knowing that Busty Betsy, as the printers called her, hated climbing the narrow stone stairs in what Joanne considered too high-heeled shoes for a workday, she said, “You’d better come upstairs.”

Thanks a lot, McAllister; dealing with a hysterical Betsy Buchanan is just what I don’t need. But deal with Betsy she must; she had assured McAllister that knowing that her husband, Bill, was living with Mrs. Betsy Buchanan, war widow and assisted blonde, was not a problem.

It keeps him away from me, she had told McAllister. She would never admit her niggles of resentment; Betsy could wind Bill Ross round her little finger, whereas all Joanne had managed in ten years was to rile him, provoke him into hitting her—and worse.

*  *  *  

The disturbance was over by the time Rob came roaring down the hill on his red Triumph motorbike. He parked on the pavement and went through the open gate leading to the back garden. The back of the large turreted mansion house faced the road leading to the south side of Loch Ness. The substantial gardens, bound by high stone walls, faced the river.

When he came in the garden gate, Rob saw three policemen: one talking to Mr. Beauchamp Carlyle, the other two talking to a man in a wheelchair. Holding onto the handles of the wheelchair stood a slight, Asian-looking man who seemed half the height of Mr. Beauchamp Carlyle’s six foot five. Beech wrote the “Countryside” column for the Gazette, and unknown to most, he was a major shareholder of the newspaper. There was no sign of Don.

Rob waved to Beech, who mimed Two minutes. Rob saw the man in the wheelchair, guessed he was Mrs. Smart’s husband, and wondered if it would be too crass to approach him. The arrival of a police car with Detective Inspector Dunne and a taxi with McAllister solved his dilemma.

Wee Hec, hiding behind a broken rhododendron bush, was pointing a camera, clicking so fast it sounded like a mad metronome.

McAllister waved Hec away with a shooing gesture but, ever the journalist, not before he was satisfied Hec had enough shots of the scene. McAllister also watched Rob prowl the perimeter of the lawn, taking in the people, the back door that looked as though it had been attacked with an axe, the broken garden pots, and remains of geraniums, chrysanthemums, and lavender shrubs lying like casualties on a battlefield.

Rob came over to him and asked, “Whatever happened?” The editor shrugged in a “search me” gesture. He took out a packet of Passing Cloud and lit up. Whatever happened, McAllister was thinking, was done in great anger.

“There’s nothing much for you here, Rob. Get back to the office; you and Joanne can cobble together the basic pages for the next edition.”

Rob looked at him, the question obvious on his face.

“I’ll write up . . . ” McAllister hesitated. “Murder” was the worst swear word in the world, he always thought. “I’ll write about Mrs. Smart. Front page obviously.”

“And Don?”

McAllister stood for a moment, sighed out a long stream of smoke, and turned away, his head shaking slightly from side to side.

Rob knew this was all the answer he would get. But as he sat astride his bike, he had to put both feet on the ground and hold tightly to the handlebars, unable to kick-start the engine. The reality of what had happened hit him. Mrs. Smart is dead, murdered. Who the hell would want to kill her? And why the hell has Don McLeod vandalized her house? When he eventually drove off, for the first time ever he drove well within the speed limits.

“I can’t bring myself to believe it,” Beech said as he showed McAllister into the next-door house belonging to his sister—another substantial mansion built in grey stone in the Scottish baronial style, with crow-step gables and French doors opening onto a front lawn large enough for a bowling green. “Mrs. Smart dead.”

“A police officer thought he recognized her in connection with the Gazette. I was asked to identify the body, so I know she is dead. But murdered . . . ” McAllister too was having trouble with the idea.

“Quite.” Mortimer Beauchamp Carlyle had witnessed many deaths—even murders in his time as an administrative officer in the Sudan, but the murder of a family friend, in this quiet town—this was different.

Beech ushered McAllister into a sitting room the size of most people’s houses. “Last night, I heard someone call next door—very late, nearly midnight. The police no doubt.”

“Aye.”

“My sister will be devastated. She and Joyce Mackenzie—Mrs. Smart—have been friends for about twenty-five years, ever since they both returned from abroad.” He saw the question on McAllister’s face and went to elaborate. What he didn’t see was McAllister searching for an ashtray, wondering if he could light up in such a splendid sitting room.

“My sister was in China . . . ” Beech started.

“I can see,” said McAllister, looking at the Oriental furniture, such an odd contrast to the heavy wooden paneling and the equally elaborate paneled ceiling. But he could spy no ashtrays.

“Joyce Smart was in India. Came home in the early thirties. A few years later, her husband, Archibald, had an unfortunate accident with an elephant—so the story goes—and he too returned to Scotland.”

McAllister detected a twinge of doubt in that remark.

Beech paced across the room as though measuring the dimensions of the faded Persian carpet. “Look here, McAllister, do you think it too early for a dram? I don’t mind admitting I’m pretty shaken.”

“Shaken? What’s happened? And why is there a police car parked next door?”

A tall slim woman who could be mistaken for Beech’s twin, not his elder sister, had come quietly into the room without the men noticing. Elegantly dressed in tweed skirt and moss-green jumper, her hair in a loose knot at the nape of her neck matched the plentiful silver frames of the photographs of groups of Asian children crowding the top of the baby grand piano. She did not seem nervous, but it was obvious she knew something was amiss.

McAllister had met her before but could not say he knew her. He stood. “Countess Sokolov.”

“Please, no formalities, I prefer to be know as Mrs. Sokolov. Even though I am legally a countess, it sounds so pretentious.”

As she smiled, McAllister saw that her eyes, as pale blue as a duck’s egg, had that ethereal quality which, in a photograph, would make the eyes seem empty.

“I can see by your dram it must be . . . unfortunate.” She said this to her brother. “Do you want to tell me now or shall I make tea first?”

“Tea first, please.” Beech believed not so much in tea for shock, more in the tea ritual.

The three sat around a small table set by a window overlooking a profusion of flowerless shrubs that McAllister, being a Glaswegian, guessed to be azalea, the only garden plant he knew.

Rosemary Sokolov poured, saw her brother stir two spoons of sugar into his cup, and knew this was not going to be good news.

“Mrs. Smart has been killed.” Beech was gentle but direct in his speech. They were both of an age where they had seen too much of death to use platitudes. “There is no way to soften this—my dear, the police are saying she was murdered.”

Rosemary looked into her cup as though searching for an explanation in the tea leaves—or perhaps to hide the salt water in her eyes. “That poor woman—after all she has been through . . . ”

They were silent for a moment, the pause like the one minute’s silence on Armistice Day, to reflect on the dead. The phrase would stick in McAllister’s mind. After all she has been through.

“I’m sorry,” McAllister said putting his teacup carefully back into the delicate saucer, “there is not much I can tell you. But if and when I do hear more, I’ll let you know.” He stood. “Please excuse me, I must get back to the office.”

Beech saw him out. “I’ll come in this afternoon,” he said, “see if I can be of any help.”

“I’d be grateful.”

They shook hands. The idea of Beech in the office was reassuring. The much older man had a calming presence and a good sense of the milieu of a newspaper. He knew all the casual correspondents and contributors. His name alone was enough to calm the most querulous complainants. His voice, when he telephoned to ask a favor or two from recalcitrant councilors or noble lords, made the listener believe that their opinion mattered. Plus, the family name, and that of the matriarchal lineage, made him a formidable figure in Highland society.

Thank goodness I can rely on Beech, was McAllister’s thought as he strode off along the river to the town and the next edition of the Highland Gazette. We will surely need all the help we can get.



CHAPTER 2


[image: Images]

Betsy Buchanan was at the front desk when McAllister arrived at the Gazette office. She looked frazzled.

“Hold the line please.” She put down the receiver and said, “Mr. McAllister, Sergeant Patience has been here looking for Mr. McLeod, and Inspector Dunne has called I don’t know how many times, and . . . ”

“Did you write up an ad in this week’s paper for a junior receptionist?”

“I did, but I don’t know how I’ll get through this week.” Betsy was trying her best not to cry, worried she would ruin her mascara, but tears were always close these days.

“Ask around, see if you can find anyone to help out,” he said. “And thanks, Betsy, you’re doing a grand job.”

McAllister feared that after the achievements of the last six months, the Highland Gazette would fall apart. The new design brought more advertising, that meant more pages, more content, and he was determined to keep up standards.

Yes, he had Rob, but the events of the last week had dampened what made Rob the successful reporter—his good cheer, happy grin, the ability to ask anyone anything. McAllister imagined that when in front of Saint Peter, Rob would be asking the awkward questions about war and famines and pestilence and the human condition.

Yes, there was Joanne, but then again, she had been so shaken she seemed to be walking around in a dwam. McAllister knew that Joanne was never one to doubt her ability to fail. Sometimes he felt like shaking her. “You’re a good reporter,” he wanted to say, “and a lovely woman.” Then again, his former life as a senior journalist with a prestigious national newspaper had taught him that battered wives never scored high in self-esteem stakes.

Hector the Gazette photographer was doing his job fine. It was his bursting into tears whenever the murder was mentioned that was driving McAllister round the bend.

And Betsy Buchanan, the office secretary—all she could do was wring her hands and say, “There’s a maniac out there. Maybe I’ll be next.” If she keeps going on like that, I’ll be the one to do for her, McAllister thought.

Don McLeod going missing was hard to cope with. McAllister had often had the rhetorical thought—What would we do without Don? But he had never imagined that day would arrive. Don seemed as much a part of the Gazette as the printing press—and as indestructible. And, McAllister acknowledged, I don’t know how we can run the paper without Mrs. Smart.

He stirred himself. This will not get the next edition out. He went to the door of his office and yelled across the landing to the reporters’ room, “Hector, go and fetch Mr. McLeod from the Market Bar. Now!”

The reply was pitched in a high screechy wail, “He’ll no’ listen to me.”

McAllister heard Rob intervene. “For goodness sake, Hec, Don’s not going to bite you.”

“He said he would kick me into the river if I ever again interrupted his drinking.”

Rob could see how Don had that idea. Hec had a look about him; the look of a dog waiting for his master to come home drunk and angry, and eager to take it out on the dumb creature.

The Market Bar was Don’s regular. Up an alleyway that led to the meat, fish, and vegetable section of the covered Victorian market, it was a drinking-hole-in-the-wall type of bar. Salubrious it was not.

Rob pushed his way past three men who had obviously finished a night shift, and this was their equivalent of an evening’s pint or three. Hector stood outside in the alley, refusing to come in. The public toilets opposite were not a good place to hang about, but Rob left Hec to discover that for himself.

A few minutes past eleven in the morning and the bar was busy, smoke filled, and stinking of stale beer, tobacco, and another unidentifiable overlay—a stench from rotting fish or fowl or beast perhaps, but more likely the drains.

Don was hunched over the far end of long wooden bar. It was obvious he was sozzled.

“What’ll you be having?” Don asked when Rob appeared at his side.

“Too early in the day for me.”

“A whisky for the lad.”

“You know I don’t drink spirits.” But Rob was ignored. “Don, we need you back at the office. We can’t do the layout without you.”

“McAllister can do it fine.”

“Aye, but he doesn’t have your touch.”

“True.” Don took the unwanted whisky and poured it into his pint. “Aye, I always had an eye for the layout.” He tried to grin at Rob, but failed, his face looking more like that of a stroke victim. “Tell McAllister I’ll be along in a whiley, I just have some business to see to first.” He reached for his pint. Drained it. Ordered another.

Rob knew that was that. He wanted to do or say more and couldn’t find the words, shocked at how shrunken the deputy editor had become. Turning quickly he left, scared he was catching Hec’s crying disorder.

When Rob and Hector returned, mission unaccomplished, they saw Beech had joined the meeting. His offer of help—chasing up the correspondents’ copy, proofreading, council reports—McAllister had gratefully accepted.

Joanne always looked forward to the ritual “Monday Morning News Meeting,” an event she saw in capital letters, but today there was none of the usual joking and bad puns, mostly because of Mrs. Smart’s absence, but also because Don McLeod was not there wielding his wee red pencil, shooting down the more irrelevant stories, correcting facts, eliminating stray adjectives and adverbs, and keeping them all, including the editor, in line.

“Is there any news about Mrs. Smart?” Joanne’s voice was quiet, and asking the question on everyone’s mind.

“I haven’t had a chance to speak to DI Dunne . . . ” McAllister spoke through a fog of cigarette smoke.

“Perhaps you should.” Joanne’s voice was gentle, the remark said not in judgment, more as a suggestion, but McAllister felt it keenly.

“You’re right. I should.” The silence in the room stretched. “She was one of us, a good woman . . . ”

“And what about the funeral arrangements?”

McAllister said, “The Procurator Fiscal will want an expert witness to testify for the Crown. A professor from Edinburgh is coming to assist in the postmortem, so I expect Mrs. Smart’s body will be released in a few days.”

“Let’s hope the funeral is not on deadline day,” Rob quipped. He took in the psychic shudder that ran around the table. “Sorry, not in the best of taste.”

McAllister was actually glad that someone was trying to lighten the mood and get them back to as near normal as possible. “I’m sure Mrs. Smart wouldn’t have minded—she was used to journalists’ appalling sense of humor.”

They let that remark settle, all remembering Mrs. Smart—sitting at the table, presiding over the sometimes frantic proceedings, never flapping, never angry, her steel-grey hair never out of place, lipstick never smudged, the way she would look down at her papers, tidy them into neat stacks before picking out the relevant page and smiling at the corners of her mouth—the only indication she had something to say.

“I know the Aberdeen daily is splashing the murder on their front page,” McAllister told them, “and so far, it seems no one knows about Don’s altercation with the widower.” He lit another cigarette from the butt of the still-lit one. “I’ll cover the story of the death, but let’s keep Don out of it.” He saw the nods from all of Don’s friends. “So, tell me what else we have for the edition.”

“Lord Lovat and the council are at loggerheads over a septic tank,” Rob told them, glad of the change of subject. “It’s becoming personal.”

“Good. Follow it up and get an interview with Lord Lovat if possible.”

“I might be able to help there,” Beech offered. Rob grinned his thanks.

“Joanne?”

Joanne hesitated. “It’s not much of a story,” she started, unaware that it was this hesitancy that annoyed McAllister, never the content of her ideas, “but some of the ladies of the town are gossiping about the provost’s wife and the upcoming trip to Canada.” She opened her notebook and read the quote from the Provost’s Office: “The Provost will be studying ‘aspects of the cinema business arising out of television . . .’”

“What?” Rob laughed.

“And promoting tourism to the Highlands,” Joanne finished reading.

“Sounds like a fiddle to me.” Rob wished he had this story. It would be a chance to make mischief.

“It’s a good story, Joanne,” McAllister said. “It gives an innocuous lead into what some might see as a fiddle, as Rob so aptly put it.” He turned to the photographer.

“Hector?”

“I’ve football photos and some people getting their trophies from the bowling club.”

“Write a few lines to go with the pictures, and make sure you get the names right.”

Hector looked terrified at the idea he might have to touch a typewriter.

Rob sighed, knowing he would end up doing the writing, with Hec waving his arms, windmilling the action. “I’ll help him.”

“Right.” McAllister was not in the mood for any more chat. “Let’s get through this edition, and hopefully Don will be back soon.” He gathered his notes. “Let’s hope Betsy can cope with the advertisers until we appoint a new manager. In the meantime . . . ”

“We will all help as best we can,” Joanne spoke for all of them.

That week, the Gazette was produced without Mrs. Smart and Don McLeod, but barely. The compositors pointed out the more glaring changes in style, McAllister being out of practice at marking up the layout.

“I’m sorry,” he said to the father of the chapel—a formidable man with a formidable title, who was in charge of the printers and also their union representative. “I haven’t done this since I was a cadet.”

“Aye, I can see that,” the man replied. As McAllister turned to go he added, “I’m right sorry about Mrs. Smart—she was a good woman.”

A good woman, that’s what everyone says, McAllister thought. Yet I still know so little about her. He had written up the story of her death but ended up asking Beech to compose the obituary.

The Fatal Accident Enquiry had declared the death “Killed by person or persons unknown,” and ordered the Procurator Fiscal to investigate. The Gazette front page contained the bare facts. The Aberdeen press coverage was much more sensational.

McAllister knew DI Dunne was telling the truth when he said there was no new information. “Sorry, McAllister, but we have no more other than the fact she was stabbed. Not that I want that published.”

There was a good relationship between McAllister and the new detective inspector—unlike with the previous incumbent, a venal man, corrupt, cruel, incompetent, who had met an unfortunate end—an end known only to McAllister and two McPhee brothers.

“I’ll write the usual ‘Anyone with any information’ appeal, then.”

“That would be good. One other thing, could you tell Don McLeod we need to interview him? From what I’ve heard, he knew her the longest of anyone hereabouts.”

“I’ll try.” McAllister was thoughtful after he put down the phone. He picked up the copy of the yesterday’s Gazette, didn’t like what he saw—lightweight, was his opinion—and reread the obituary.

When he had finished, McAllister still felt none the wiser. The facts of her birth, marriage, and career gave no real impression of the private person. I presume that is how she wanted it, he thought, but death, violent death, is no protector of secrets.

Somehow it seemed crass to find a replacement for Mrs. Smart so soon after her death, but he knew it must be done. He walked across to the reporters’ room.

“Joanne, we need your help.”

At those words she was immediately on her guard.

Joanne went with McAllister into the editor’s office. She had noticed the dark under his eyes a few days before but assumed it was overwork. It was more than that; McAllister feared the unraveling of all he had striven for, dreamed of, all he had come to the Highlands to achieve.

“Betsy Buchanan needs help. Since you know most of the advertisers from before you took on reporting duties, could you give her a hand?” He was waving his cigarette in the air as he spoke. “I realize it’s extra work, and we’ll run an advert for a replacement for—not that anyone could replace Mrs. Smart . . . ”

Joanne felt a lurch in her stomach. Her first thought was, No, I don’t want to give up working as a reporter. I’ve come too far and I love my job. What she was yet to acknowledge was that the job gave her a sense of self-worth; something her father, a minister of the strictly John Knox branch of Scottish Presbyterianism, had tried to discipline out of her; something her husband had tried to beat out of her. Plus, she needed the money; supporting their two daughters was not something Bill Ross remembered very often—unless it was to bribe them for information about their mother.

“Of course . . . ” she heard the hesitation in her voice; her second thought, coming over her left, the devil’s, shoulder, was saying, Who do you think you are? You? A reporter? Up there with the professionals? The voice, or rather voices, had been with her her whole life—first from her father, then from her husband, and often from herself. “If you want me to help . . . ” Her voice trailed off.

McAllister saw her struggling with the idea. “You’ve come on so much in the past six months, and you’ve the makings of a good journalist . . . ”

Don’t patronize me, she thought, but he didn’t catch her flash of anger.

“We’ll advertise for a manager,” he continued, “but in the meantime the Gazette needs someone on the business side. We have to ensure we have the revenue to pay for all the changes plus pay the wages.”

No pressure then, she felt like saying. “I’ll do it,” she said.

He would never know it, but if he had only used a different tense, an “I” instead of a “we,” it would have been different; she would have felt valued by him, not the organization.

“I know it might be hard for you to work with Betsy . . . ” McAllister had offered to ask Betsy Buchanan to leave when learning of her ongoing affair with Joanne’s husband.

That’s not fair, Joanne had said. Besides, I’m grateful to Betsy for keeping him out of my hair.

Women, I’ll never understand them, had been McAllister’s comment to Don. Don had agreed.

“I know how to deal with Betsy.” She smiled when she saw his reaction. “Don’t worry. I’ll be all sweetness and light. She’ll never know my manipulating ways.”

“We can’t afford to lose another member of staff.” As soon as he said it, he regretted it. Even the words coming out of my mouth are wrong—along with everything else. “Thanks, Joanne. As I said, it’s only temporary . . . ” But she had left before he could say more.

Joanne ran down the stairs. The phone was quiet for once. She didn’t see the unplugged leads on the switchboard—Betsy’s way of dealing with the volume of calls.

“Betsy, can you come upstairs?” Joanne asked.

Joanne could see Betsy was nervous as she came into the reporters’ room.

“Joanne, I’m sorry. I know you must be angry at Bill for leaving you . . . ” Her voice had gone up a register.

Joanne said nothing to this remark. If it salvages his pride saying he left me rather than the other way around, let him.

“We’re really in love,” Betsy was saying.

All Joanne could think was, You poor thing. She knew she had married a damaged soldier who’d been through a terrible war. But she thought she could heal him. She failed.

She remembered the beatings from Bill Ross, her soldier laddie, her beautiful beau turned wife-beating-bully-boy husband. She remembered hiding the black-and-blue marks from her children, her colleagues, until one day, when he had hit her too hard, she ended up in hospital, and she was the one who felt ashamed—of being a battered wife.

“Betsy, I really don’t care about you and my husband, some things are more important.” She saw Betsy didn’t understand. “Mrs. Smart . . . ”

“Oh. Right. I know. It’s terrible . . . ”

“Mr. McAllister has asked me to help you look after the business side of the Gazette until a replacement manager is found. But I can’t do that without you.”

“That would be great, only . . . ”

“Really?”

“Mrs. Smart being killed is so terrible. I can’t stop thinking about it. But I was hoping . . . ” Betsy couldn’t look directly at Joanne. It was obvious she wanted to say something. Joanne waited.

“I was hoping . . . maybe . . . ”

Joanne guessed what Betsy was hoping but did not feel like being generous.

“The advertisement for a manager will be in next week’s Gazette. In the meantime, I will help if I can. But Betsy, you know the ropes, everyone likes you, you’d be so much better talking to the advertisers than me.”

Betsy Buchanan couldn’t help it. It is what she is, Joanne thought as she watched Betsy cock her head to one side, put her hand to her hair, smile in that oh so annoying little girl way, and say, “Do you really think so?”

“I do.” Joanne sat down. “So tell me what needs doing.”

“I’ll visit our major advertisers, and get the ads off them. Mrs. Smart always said the personal touch was best.”

And I bet you’re good at that, Joanne didn’t say. “That’s great, Betsy. I’ll help with the layout and coordinate with editorial.” Joanne found she liked being decisive. They decided that McAllister would sign off on any major financial contracts Betsy recommended, and in less than an hour they had decided who was to do what.

“One thing, Joanne. Mrs. Smart paid me a commission on the advertising I sold. I’m happy to stay on the same wages if I get paid the extra.”

Betsy was not the most educated of women, having left school at fifteen, but she had no doubt that she could do very well with a commission-based career.

Joanne laughed. “Ask McAllister. But I can see the Gazette will do very well with you in charge of sales.”

“I’ll need a title. I was thinking ‘Advertising Manager.’”

Manager? Joanne thought, and then saw that it was only a title. “How about Advertising Executive?”

“I like it.” More than anything it was the idea of a title and a business card that thrilled Betsy Buchanan—and the extra commission she was sure she would make.

When Betsy left, Joanne was pleased with the way she had handled the situation—professional and businesslike. Plus she had achieved her aim—to make sure that helping Betsy did not interfere with her job as reporter. I can do both, was her thinking. After all, I’m a working mother, able to do half a dozen things at once.

*  *  *  

Mortimer Beauchamp Carlyle was seldom surprised by human nature, but the news he was about to convey to the staff at the Gazette had disturbed and dismayed him and his sister.

As he walked into the reporters’ room, seeing the bent heads, hearing the clatter of the ancient Underwood typewriters, he fancied he felt the air vibrate as the words formed on copy paper, waiting to be edited, typeset, proofread, printed, the black type making the news and stories real, ready for the denizens of town and county to digest, to discuss, to sense that they were part of the Highlands of Scotland 1957. This was their world—a world changing too rapidly for many.

They needed their local newspaper to touch on the changing postwar world, but mostly the readers wanted reassurance, wanted to know that the schools were educating their children, the hospitals tending their sick, that the auction marts were busy, that the roads were being mended, and that the Church, of whatever denomination, still ruled their community.

Rob sensed the presence of Beech in the doorway. He looked up and grinned at the tall angular figure. “Hiya.”

“Good morning, young man. Picking up the lingo from our American cousins?”

“And the music. You must come and hear our band next time we play.”

Beech had heard the new American music that was sweeping Great Britain and found a startling resemblance to the chanting and singing of the tribes of Abyssinia and the Sudan.

“I’m not sure I would appreciate it.” Beech remained standing in the doorway. “No, I’m here on a much less pleasant matter, I’m afraid.”

There was a sudden lull in the chatter of typewriters. “I have information about Mrs. Smart’s funeral.”

“When is it?” Joanne asked.

“Today,” Beech replied.

“Today? Where? When?” McAllister, Joanne, and Rob and Hector were speaking all at once.

“It was held this morning.” He saw the looks of astonishment. “I’ve only just found out myself.” Beech apologized. “My sister went next door to ask about the arrangements. Sergeant Major Smart said the body was released late yesterday afternoon and taken directly to Assynt, where Mrs. Smart is being interred in the family plot.”

McAllister was the first to ask the obvious. “So why is the man still here in town when his wife is being buried on the other side of the country?”

“Ah. Yes. My sister asked the same. The sergeant major told her it was a private funeral. That he was unable to go all that way . . . ” Sergeant Major Smart had also said that it was none of anyone’s business and had shut the door in Rosemary Sokolov’s face. Beech told this to McAllister later, in private.

“Does she have family over there?” Joanne asked.

“No one still living—as far as I know. Her mother died when Joyce Mackenzie was a child, her father died some fifteen or so years ago.”

No one knew what to say, except Hector.

“That’s no’ right,” he said, voicing everyone’s thoughts. “No one should go to their grave alone.”

“Why would her husband do this?” Joanne was shocked; funerals were big affairs in the Highlands, the size of the send-off giving comfort to the living and respect to the deceased.

Beech too was keenly aware of the breach of etiquette. He was aware of a second wave of bereavement, hurting Joyce Smart’s colleagues and friends.

“When the time is right . . . ” Everyone looked up at Beech, his voice and stance those of an elder statesman. “We’ll find her grave. We all will go there, and hold our own commemoration.”

“Yes, we will.” As McAllister spoke, murmurs of agreement filled the room, and he knew the time would be right when the Highland Gazette had published the name of Mrs. Smart’s killer across the front page.



CHAPTER 3
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The lack of progress in the police investigation infuriated McAllister, and the reading of the will obsessed him; the death of Mrs. Smart came about because of her life, not some random act committed by a madman, of that he was certain.

I owe it to her, he told himself when he started delving to better understand why she was killed. But really it had been that terrible night when he couldn’t remember her Christian name that had stabbed his conscience. And McAllister had a deep conscience—when it mattered to him.

“I’m off to see your father,” McAllister told Rob.

“What about?” Rob asked knowing that his father, a respected local solicitor, would never divulge information on his work or clients.

“Mind your own business.”

“Really? I thought a journalist’s job was just the opposite.”

McAllister stepped out into a grey September day, an opalescent grey, not a slate-grey, so, for this part of the world, at this time of year, a good day. The cheeky grin from the bright-young-going-places-self-styled-star of the Gazette had cheered him. That young man will go far. I hope we can keep him a year or two more.

He hurried to the solicitor’s office, only a short walk away. He was curious about the meeting, and had no idea why he, albeit editor of a newspaper, should be invited to the reading of Mrs. Smart’s will.

*  *  *  

From all his years as a prominent local solicitor, Angus McLean was used to strange wills. It was his opinion that many, from beyond the grave, wanted to influence the living out of jealousy. They are alive, I must be dead, so let’s loose some mischief, Angus imagined the soon-to-be-deceased thinking. But he could not imagine such pettiness from Mrs. Smart. So, he concluded, there must be good reasons for her having made the bequests she did.
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