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  To Minerva


  My temples throb, my pulses boil,


  Im sick of Song and Ode and Ballad 


  So, Thyrisis, take the Midnight Oil


  And pour it on a lobster salad.


  My brain is dull, my sight is foul,


  I cannot write a verse or read 


  Then, Pallas, take away thine Owl,


  And let us have a lark instead.


   Thomas Hood


  
    
  


  Hamish Macbeth fans share their reviews . . .


  Treat yourself to an adventure in the Highlands; remember your coffee and scones  for youll want to stay a while!


  I do believe I am in love with Hamish.


  M. C. Beatons stories are absolutely excellent . . . Hamish is a pure delight!


  A highly entertaining read that will have me hunting out the others in the series.


  A new Hamish Macbeth novel is always a treat.


  Once I read the first mystery I was hooked . . . I love her characters.


  Share your own reviews and comments at www.constablerobinson.com




  
    
  


  Prologue


  Over the heathery flanks of the mountains, over the lochs, over the vast tracts of land that make up the county of Sutherland in the very north of Scotland, down to the fishing
  boats bobbing at anchor along the west coast, the amazing news spread.


  That most famous of highland bachelors, Police Sergeant Hamish Macbeth, was to be married at last. No, nothing like that mistake he had made before when he had nearly married some Russian. This
  was love. And he was to be married, right and proper, with a white wedding in the church in his home village of Lochdubh.


  He was to marry his constable, Josie McSween, who had helped him solve the Valentines Day murder. Pretty little thing she was with glossy brown hair and big brown eyes. The whole village
  of Lochdubh adored Josie. And everyone could see she was in love with Hamish.


  On the great day, the church was full to bursting. Some wondered if the former love of Hamishs life, Priscilla Halburton-Smythe, would attend, but others whispered she was in
  Australia.


  The added excitement was that Elspeth Grant, former reporter and now a star television news presenter, had promised to attend. She had many fans, and some had brought along their autograph
  books.


  Josies father was dead and she appeared not to have any male relatives. She was to be given away by Police Superintendent Peter Daviot.


  There was a rustle of excitement as the bride arrived. Hamish stood erect at the altar, flanked by his best man, Detective Sergeant Jimmy Anderson. Cheer up! muttered Jimmy.
  Man, youre as white as a sheet.


  The service began. Then at one point, the minister, Mr Wellington, addressed the congregation. If any amongst you know of any reason why this man and this woman should not be joined in
  holy matrimony, speak now, or forever hold your peace. His deep highland voice held a note of amusement. For who could protest at such a love match?


  Hamish Macbeth raised his eyes to the old beams on the church roof and murmured desperately the soldiers prayer.


  Dear God, if there is a God, get me out of this!


  
    
  


  Chapter One


  
    
      Its hardly in a bodys powr.


      Tae keep, at times, frae being sour.
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  A year earlier


  Hamish Macbeth had been promoted to sergeant. Having been promoted before and then reduced to the ranks, he had not even had to sit the necessary exams. Many a constable would
  have welcomed the promotion and the extra money that came with it, but Hamish was dismayed for two reasons. He was not an ambitious man and saw every rise up the ranks as a move to get him
  transferred to the city of Strathbane. All he wanted was to be left peacefully alone in his village police station.


  He was also dismayed by being told that a constable would be coming to work with him and to clear out his spare room. The spare room was very highland in that it was stuffed with all sorts of
  rusting odds and ends that Hamish had picked up from time to time and had stored in the happy thought that they might come in useful one day.


  At first he was confident that no one would want the job, but then he was told to expect a police constable, McSween.


  He received a visit from his friend Detective Sergeant Jimmy Anderson. Jimmy walked in without knocking and found Hamish gloomily studying the contents of the spare room.


  For heavens sakes, man, exclaimed Jimmy. Get a move on. The lassiell be here any minute.


  Hamish Macbeth, all six feet and five inches of him, turned slowly round. What lassie?


  Your new copper. Wee Josie McSween.


  Hamishs hazel eyes looked blank with shock. Nobody told me it was a woman.


  I overheard that curse o your life, Blair, telling Daviot that the influence of a good woman was just what you need.


  Detective Chief Inspector Blair loathed Hamish and was always looking for ways to upset him.


  Come into the kitchen, said Hamish. She cannae be staying here.


  Why not? Got any whisky?


  Usual place. Help yourself. No, shell need to find lodgings.


  Its the twenty-first century, Hamish. Nobodyll think anything of it.


  Jimmy sat down at the kitchen table and poured himself a drink. He was a smaller man than Hamish, with sandy hair and blue eyes in a foxy face.


  The twenty-first century has not arrived in Lochdubh, said Hamish. Chust you sit there and enjoy your drink. Ive got calls to make.


  Jimmy smiled and lay back in his chair. Although the month was April, a blizzard was blowing outside, the lambing blizzard as the crofters bitterly called it, that storm which
  always seemed to hit the Highlands just after the lambs were born. The woodstove glowed with heat. Hamishs dog, Lugs, snored in a corner and his wild cat, Sonsie, lay over Jimmys
  feet. He could hear Hamish making urgent phone calls from the police office but could not hear what he was saying.


  At last, Hamish came back into the kitchen, looking cheerful. Thats settled, he said. All the women from the ministers wife down to the Currie sisters are
  phoning up headquarters to complain. Mrs Wellington has a spare room at the manse, and thats where shes going.


  Josies quite a tasty wee thing, said Jimmy. What an old-fashioned dump this place is!


  Better than that sink of a place, Strathbane, said Hamish. Its snowing like hell. The roadll be blocked.


  But in the fickle way of April blizzards, the snow abruptly stopped, the dark clouds rolled up the mountains, and soon a hot spring sun was rapidly melting the snow.


  Josie set out, her heart beating with excitement. She was fairly small for a policewoman. She had masses of glossy brown hair and wide brown eyes. Her figure was a little on the plump side.
  Josie had fallen in love with the now legendary Hamish Macbeth some months before. She had read up on all the cases he had solved. The minute she had heard of the vacancy at Lochdubh, she had
  promptly applied. In the boot of her car, along with her luggage, was a carton of cookery books. Her mother who lived in Perth had always said that the way to a mans heart was through the
  kitchen door.


  The sun shone down on the melting snow in the road in front of her. Mountains soared up to a newly washed blue sky. Perth, where Josie had been brought up, was just south of the highland line,
  and family visits had always been to the south  to Glasgow or Edinburgh. She found the whole idea of the Highlands romantic.


  As her little Toyota cruised down into Lochdubh, she gave a gasp of delight. Whitewashed eighteenth-century cottages fronted the still waters of the sea loch. The pine forest on the other side
  of the loch was reflected in its waters. Melting snow sparkled in the sunlight.


  The police station had an old-fashioned blue lamp hanging outside. Josie drew up and parked her car. She could already imagine herself cooking delicious meals for Hamish while he smiled at her
  fondly and said, Whatever did I do without you?


  The front gate was difficult to open. She finally managed and went up the short path to the door and knocked loudly.


  A muffled voice from the other side of the door reached her ears. Go round to the side door.


  Back out and round the side of the police station went Josie. Hamish Macbeth was standing by the open kitchen door looking down at her quizzically.


  Im Josie McSween, said Josie. Ill just get my things.


  You cant move in here, said Hamish. The villagers wont have it. Youre to stay with Mrs Wellington, the ministers wife.


  But 


  There are no buts about it. The ladies of the village wont thole a lassie living with me at the police station. Ill get my coat and walk ye up there. When you see where it
  is, you can come back for your car. Wait there, McSween, Ill get my coat.


  McSween! In all her dreams he had called her Josie. Hamish emerged shortly and began to walk off with long strides in the direction of the manse while Josie scurried behind him.


  Dont I get a choice of where I want to live? she panted.


  Youre a policewoman, said Hamish over his shoulder. You just go where youre put.


  The manse was situated behind the church. It was a Georgian building. Georgian architecture usually conjures a vision of elegance, but Scottish Georgian can be pretty functional and bleak. It
  was a square three-storey sandstone building, unornamented, and with several windows bricked up dating from the days of the window tax.


  Hamish led the way round to the kitchen door where Mrs Wellington was already waiting, the highland bush telegraph having noticed and relayed every moment of Josies arrival.


  Josies heart sank even lower. Mrs Wellington was a vast tweedy woman with a booming voice.


  Where are your things? she asked.


  I left them in my car at the police station, said Josie.


  Shouldnt you be in uniform?


  Its my day off.


  Off you go, Mr Macbeth, said Mrs Wellington. Ill just show Miss McSween her room and give her the rules of the house and then she can bring her luggage.


  Josie followed Mrs Wellington into the manse kitchen. It was vast, dating from the days when ministers had servants and large families. It was stone-flagged, and the double sinks by the window
  were deep and made of stone with old-fashioned brass taps. A long dresser lining one wall contained blue and white plates. The newest item was a scarlet fuel-burning Raeburn stove. High up in the
  ceiling by a wooden pulley burned a dim single lightbulb. On the pulley hung a row of Mrs Wellingtons knickers: large, cotton, and fastened at the knee with elastic. Where on earth did one
  get knickers like that these days, wondered Josie. People didnt often talk about knickers any more, preferring the American panties. But panties suggested something naughty and
  feminine. In one corner stood a large fridge and, wonder of wonders in this antique place, a dishwasher.


  Come along, ordered Mrs Wellington. The washing machine is in the laundry room over there to your left. Washing is on Thursdays.


  Josie followed her out of the kitchen, which led into a dark hall where a few dim, badly painted portraits of previous ministers stared down at her. There was a hallstand of the kind that looked
  like an altar and a Benares brass bowl full of dusty pampas grass.


  The staircase was of stone, the steps worn smooth and polished by the long years of feet pounding up and down. At the first landing, Mrs Wellington led the way along a corridor painted acid
  green on the top half, the bottom half being made of strips of brown-painted wood.


  The wind had risen, and it moaned about the old manse like a banshee. Mrs Wellington pushed open a door at the end. This is where youll stay. The arrangement is for bed and
  breakfast. Any other meals you want you will cook yourself, but not between five and six which is when I prepare tea for Mr Wellington.


  To Josies relief the room was light and cheerful. The window looked out over the roofs of the waterfront houses to the loch. There was a large double bed with a splendid patchwork quilt
  covering it. A peat fire was burning in the hearth.


  We are fortunate to have a large supply of the peat so you can burn as much as you like, said Mrs Wellington. Now, once you are settled in, you will have your tea with us,
  seeing as it is your first day, and in the evening I will take you to a meeting of the Mothers Union in the church hall to introduce you to the other ladies of Lochdubh.


  But Hamish  began Josie weakly.


  I have told him of the arrangements and he has agreed. You are to report to the police station tomorrow morning at nine oclock. When you drive up, you can leave your car outside
  the front door for easy access, but after that, use the kitchen door. Here are the keys. The only one you need to use is the kitchen door key.


  The key was a large one, no doubt dating from when the manse had been built.


  Josie thanked her and scurried off down the stairs. The mercurial weather had changed and a squall of sleet struck her in the face. She had been to the hairdresser only that morning. On her way
  back to the police station, the malicious wind whipped her hair this way and that, and gusts of icy sleet punched her in the face.


  She knocked at the police station door but there was no answer. Josie got into her car and drove up to the manse.


  She struggled up the stairs with two large suitcases. The manse was silent except for the moan of the wind.


  In her room, there was a huge Victorian wardrobe straight out of Narnia. She hung away her clothes. Josie wanted a long hot bath. She walked along the corridor, nervously pushing open door after
  door until she found a large bathroom at the end. There was a claw-footed bath with a gas heater over it. The heater looked ancient but the meter down on the floor looked new. She crouched down and
  read the instructions. Place a one-pound coin in the meter and turn the dial to the left and then to the right. Light the geyser and stand back. On a shelf beside the bath was a box
  of long matches.


  Josie returned to her room and changed into her dressing gown, found a pound coin, and went back to the bathroom. She put the coin in the meter and twisted the dial, then turned on the water.
  There was a hiss of gas. She fumbled anxiously with the box of matches, lit one, and poked it into the meter. There was a terrifying bang as the gas lit but the stream of water became hot.


  The bath was old and deep and took about half an hour to fill. At last, she sank into it and wondered what she was going to do about Hamish Macbeth. Perhaps the village women at the church hall
  could fill her in with some details.


  Hamish Macbeth crowed over the phone to Jimmy Anderson. Im telling you, I give that lassie two days at the most. By the time Mrs Wellingtons finished with
  her, shell be crying for a transfer back to Strathbane.


  Josie decided that evening to dress in her uniform to give herself a bit of gravitas. She still felt hungry. She was used to dinner in the evening, not the high tea served in
  homes in Lochdubh. She had eaten a small piece of fish with a portion of canned peas and one boiled potato followed by two very hard tea cakes.


  To her relief, there were cakes, sandwiches, and tea on offer at the village hall. Mrs Wellington introduced her all round. Josie wondered if she would ever remember all the names. One woman
  with a gentle face and wispy hair stood out  Angela Brodie, the doctors wife  and two fussy old twins called Nessie and Jessie Currie.


  Over the teacups, Nessie and Jessie warned her that Hamish Macbeth was a philanderer and to stick to her job but Angela rescued her and said, mildly, that usually the trouble started because of
  women pursuing Hamish, not the other way around.


  Josie tossed her newly washed hair. She had carried her cap under her arm so as not to spoil the hairstyle. She was angry with Hamish for billeting her at the manse and spoiling her dreams.
  I cant see what anyone would see in the man, said Josie. Hes just a long drip with that funny-looking red hair.


  Hamish Macbeth is a friend of mine and, may I add, your boss, said Angela and walked away.


  Josie bit her lip in vexation. This was no way to go about making friends. She hurried after Angela. Look here, that was a stupid thing to say. The fact is I dont really want to
  stay at the manse. Its a bit like being in boarding school. Im angry with Hamish for not finding me somewhere a bit more congenial.


  Oh, youll get used to it, said Angela. Hamish covers a huge beat. Youll be out all day.


  The next morning, Hamish presented Josie with ordnance survey maps and a long list of names and addresses. These are elderly people who live alone in the remoter
  areas, he said. Its part of our duties to periodically check up on them. You wont be able to do it all in one day or maybe two. We only have the one vehicle so
  youll need to use your own. Give me any petrol receipts and Ill get the money back for you.


  Josie longed to ask him what he was going to do, but had decided her best plan was to be quiet and willing until he cracked. And she was sure he would crack and realize what wife potential he
  had under his highland nose.


  She gave him her mobile phone number and set out, deciding to try some of the faraway addresses first. Josie drove along, up and down the single-track roads of Sutherland, lost in a happy
  dream.


  The hard fact was that she should never have joined the police force. But a television drama, The Bill, had fired her imagination. By fantasizing herself into the character of a strong
  and competent policewoman, she had passed through her training fairly easily. Her sunny nature made her popular. She had not been in Strathbane long enough for any really nasty cases to wake her up
  to the realities of her job. She baked cakes for the other constables, asked about their wives and families, and generally made herself well liked. She was given easy assignments.


  Then one day after she had been in Strathbane only a few weeks, Hamish Macbeth strolled into police headquarters. Josie took one look at his tall figure, flaming red hair, and hazel eyes and
  decided she was in love. And since she was already in love with some sort of Brigadoon idea of the Highlands, she felt that Hamish Macbeth was a romantic figure.


  Hamish Macbeth began to receive telephone calls from people in the outlying crofts praising Josie McSween. She was described as a ray of sunshine, a
  ministering angel, and a fine wee lassie.


  As there was no crime on his beat and Josie was covering what would normally be his duties, Hamish found himself at liberty to mooch around the village and go fishing.


  During the late afternoon, with his dog and cat at his heels, he strolled around to see his friend Angela Brodie, the doctors wife. Angela was a writer, always in the throes of trying to
  produce another book. She typed on her laptop at the kitchen table where the cats prowled amongst the lunch debris which Angela had forgotten to clear away.


  Youll need to lock your beasts in the living room, said Angela. Sonsie frightens my cats.


  Ill let them run outside, said Hamish, shooing his pets out the door. Theyll be fine. Hows it going?


  Not very well. I had a visit from a French writer. One of my books has been translated into French. She spoke excellent English, which is just as well because I have only school French. I
  think I upset her.


  How?


  Pour yourself some coffee. Its like this. She talked about the glories of being a writer. She said it was a spiritual experience. She said this must be a marvellous place for
  inspiration. Well, you know, writers who wait for inspiration get mental block. One just slogs on. I said so. She got very high and mighty and said I could not be a real writer. She said,
  Pouf!


  Meaning?


  Its that sort of sound that escapes the French mouth when they make a moue of contempt.


  I havent seen a tourist here in ages, said Hamish, sitting down opposite her. The Americans cant afford to come this far and the French are tied up in the
  credit crunch.


  By the way she was dressed, she had private means. I bet she published her books herself, said Angela. Hows your new copper?


  Rapidly on her way to becoming the saint o Sutherland. I sent her off to check on the isolated folks and theyve been phoning me up to say how marvellous she is. Every time I
  go back to the police station, theres another one ringing in wi an accolade.


  Angela leaned back in her chair. Whats she after?


  What do you mean?


  A pretty little girl like that doesnt want to be buried up here in the wilds unless she has some sort of agenda.


  I dont think she has. I think she was simply told to go. Jimmy said she had volunteered but I find that hard to believe.


  Had she met you before?


  No. First I saw of her was when she landed on my doorstep. Hamish had not even noticed Josie that time when she had first seen him at police headquarters. Anyway, as long as
  she keeps out o ma hair, well get along just fine.


  By the time the days dragged on until the end of June, Josie was bored. There was no way of getting to him. She could not tempt him with beautiful meals because Mrs Wellington
  had decided not to let her use the kitchen, saying if she wanted an evening meal she would cook it and bill headquarters for the extra expense, and when, one evening, Josie plucked up courage and
  suggested to Hamish that she would cook a meal for them both, he had said, Dont worry, McSween. Im going out.


  It wasnt that Hamish did not like his constable, it was simply that he valued his privacy and thought that letting any woman work in his kitchen was a bad idea. Look what had happened
  when he had been briefly engaged to Priscilla Halburton-Smythe. Without consulting him, shed had his beloved stove removed and a nasty electric cooker put in instead. No, you just
  couldnt let a woman in the kitchen.


  Josie had three weeks holiday owing. She decided to spend it with her mother in Perth. Her mother always knew what to do.


  Josie was an only child, and Mrs Flora McSween had brought her daughter up on a diet of romantic fiction. Just before she arrived, Flora had been absorbed in the latest issue
  of The Peoples Friend. The Peoples Friend magazine had grown and prospered by sticking to the same formula of publishing romantic stories. While other womens magazines
  had stopped publishing fiction and preferred hard-hitting articles such as I Had My Fathers Baby and other exposs, Peoples Friend went its own sweet way,
  adding more and more stories as its circulation rose. It also contained articles on Scotland, recipes, poetry, knitting patterns, notes from a minister, and advice from an agony aunt.


  The arrival of her copy was the highlight of Floras week. When her daughter burst in the door, saying, Its no good, Ma. Hes barely aware of my existence, Flora
  knew exactly who she was talking about, her daughter having shared her romantic dreams about Hamish over the phone.


  Now, pet, said Flora, sit down and take your coat off and Ill make us a nice cup of tea. Faint heart never won a gentleman. Maybe youve been trying too
  hard.


  He calls me McSween, he sends me off hundreds of miles to check on boring old people and make sure theyre all right. Im so tired of smiling and drinking tea and eating
  scones, I could scream.


  You know what would bring you together? A nice juicy crime.


  So what if there isnt one in that backwater? What do I do? Murder someone?
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      The woman is so hard


      Upon the woman.


      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                           Alfred, Lord Tennyson

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Hamish barely thought about Josie. He was cynically sure that she would not last very long.


  Now that she was away on holiday, he could put her right out of his mind. He was not very surprised, however, that on the day Josie was supposed to be back at work, her mother phoned to say her
  daughter had come down with a severe summer cold. She said a doctors certificate had been sent to Strathbane.


  Hamish said that Josie was to take as long as she liked and sent his regards.


  What exactly did he say? demanded Josie when her mother put down the phone.


  He sent you his very warmest wishes, said Flora, exaggerating wildly.


  Josie glowed. I told you, Ma, absence does make the heart grow fonder.


  One of the real reasons Josie was delaying her return by claiming to have a cold was that, although she would not admit it to herself, she preferred dreams to reality. Just so long as she was
  away from Hamish, she could dream about him gathering her in his arms and whispering sweet nothings. He said all the things she wanted him to say.


  But that message about warmest wishes buoyed her up so much that she decided to return in two days time. You dont think Strathbane will phone the doctor to
  check up? she asked anxiously. Flora had stolen one of the certificates from the doctors pad when he was not looking.


  Och, no. Youll be just fine.


  So Josie eventually set out with a head full of dreams  dreams which crashed down to her feet when Hamish opened the kitchen door and said, Hello, McSween. Are you fit for
  work?


  Work turned out to be a case of shoplifting over in Cnothan. Rain was drumming down and the midges, those Scottish mosquitoes, were out in clouds, undeterred by the downpour.


  The job was very easy. The shopkeeper had a video security camera and had identified the thief. Ill go right now and arrest him, said Josie eagerly.


  Now, I wouldnt be doing that, lassie, said the shopkeeper. Its just some poor auld drunk who took a bottle o cider. I wont be pressing
  charges.


  So why did you drag the police all the way here? demanded Josie angrily.


  I didnae know it was him until I looked at the video fillum.


  The rain had stopped when Josie left the shop. She pulled out her phone to call Hamish and then decided against it. If she called at the police station to deliver her report, surely he would
  have to ask her in.


  Sure enough, Hamish did invite her into the kitchen, but there was a woman there, sitting at the kitchen table. She was a cool blonde in expensive clothes. Hamish introduced her as Priscilla
  Halburton-Smythe. Josie knew from headquarters gossip that this was the woman Hamish had once been engaged to.


  She delivered her report, saying angrily that she should have been allowed to make an arrest.


  Oh, we dont arrest anyone up here if we can possibly avoid it, said Hamish. Take the rest of the day off.


  Josie stood there, hopefully. There was a pot of tea on the table and cakes.


  Run along, said Hamish.


  You could have given her some tea, said Priscilla.


  Im keeping her right out, said Hamish. If she gets a foot in the door, before you know it shell be rearranging the furniture.


  Wheres she staying?


  Up at the manse.


  How gloomy! She must be feeling very lonely.


  Priscilla, shes a grown-up policewoman! Shell need to make friends here just like anyone else. How long are you staying?


  Just a couple more days.


  Dinner tonight?


  All right. The Italians?


  Yes, Ill meet you there at eight.


  Unfortunately for Hamish, Josie decided to have dinner out that night. She stood hesitating in the door of the restaurant. To Hamishs annoyance, Priscilla called her
  over and said, Do join us.


  Hamish behaved badly during the meal, sitting in scowling silence as Priscilla politely asked Josie about her work and her home in Perth. She seemed completely unaware of Hamishs bad
  mood. Josie translated Hamishs discourtesy into a sort of Heathcliff brooding silence. Such were her fantasies about him that at one point, Josie thought perhaps he wanted to be alone with
  her and wished Priscilla would leave.


  The awkward meal finally finished. Priscilla insisted on paying. Hamish thanked her curtly outside the restaurant and then strode off in the direction of the police station without a backward
  look.


  Back in her room at the manse, common sense finally entered Josies brain and she had reluctantly to admit to herself that it was not Priscilla that Hamish had wanted to leave but herself.
  She dismally remembered Priscillas glowing beauty.


  She decided to give the job just two more months and then request a transfer back to Strathbane


  The third of the Scottish Quarter Days, Lammas, the first of August, marks the start of autumn and the harvest season. Lammas perhaps had begun as a celebration of the Celtic
  goddess Lugh, and was absorbed into the church calendar as Loaf Mass Day. Lammas takes its name from the Old English half, meaning loaf. The first cut of the harvest was made
  on Lammas Day in the south, but in Braikie in Sutherland  a county hardly famous for its corn  it was an annual fair day to celebrate the third quarter.


  For the first time, Josie was to work with Hamish, policing the fair. Theres never any trouble, he said as he drove Josie there in the police Land Rover. The gypsies
  have to be watched. Make sure the coconuts are not glued down and that the rifle sights at the shooting range arent bent. Its a grand day for it.


  There was not a cloud in the sky. It was Josies first visit to Braikie, her other trips having, apart from Cnothan, only been to the remote areas. The town was gaily decorated with
  flags.


  A peculiar sight met Josies eyes as they cruised along the main street. A man covered in flannel and stuck all over with a thick matting of spiky burrs was making his way along the
  street.


  Thats the Burryman, said Hamish.


  What on earth is a Burryman? asked Josie.


  Some folks say he is carrying off all the towns shame and guilt, and others say its good luck for the fishermen, because all the burrs are supposed to represent fish caught
  in their nets.


  He drove to a field north of the town where the fair was being held. Hamish strolled around the various booths with Josie, stopping here and there to introduce her to townspeople.


  There was all the fun of the fair, from a Big Wheel and roundabouts to candy floss, hot dogs and venison burgers.


  The gypsies, having spotted the arrival of Hamish, made sure he had nothing to complain about.


  Josie walked along with Hamish in a happy dream as the sun shone down and the air was full of jaunty raucous music and the smells of frying food and sugary candy floss.


  Were walking along here like an old married couple, said Josie.


  Hamish stopped abruptly. Youre quite right, he said. Its a waste of manpower. You patrol the left and Ill patrol the right, and with that he
  walked off.


  Josie sadly watched him go. Then she saw a fortune-tellers caravan. She shrugged. May as well get her fortune told.


  She entered the caravan. There was a disappointingly ordinary-looking middle-aged woman sitting on a sofa. She had grey permed hair and was wearing a blouse and tweed skirt and sensible
  brogues.


  Sit down, she said. Five pounds, please.


  Feeling very let down, Josie handed over five pounds. Where were the tarot cards, the crystal ball and the kabbalistic signs?


  Let me see your hands.


  Josie held out her small, plump hands.


  Youll live long, said the fortune-teller, and have two children.


  My husband? Whos my husband? asked Josie eagerly.


  I cannae see one. Theres darkness and danger up ahead. Let go of your dreams and youll be fine.


  Anything else?


  Isnt that enough?


  Youre a fraud, said Josie angrily.


  The gypsys light grey eyes flashed with dislike and then suddenly seemed to look through her. Bang and flames, she said.


  What?


  Theres danger up ahead. Look out for bombs.


  Glad to know the Taliban are going to pay a visit to this dead-alive dump, this arsehole of the British Isles. It might liven things up, said Josie furiously. She walked down the
  steps of the caravan and stood blinking in the sunlight.


  What a waste of five pounds, thought Josie crossly. Then she saw that the crowds were beginning to move towards the far side of the field, where a decorated platform had been erected.
  Whats going on? she asked a woman.


  Its the crowning o the Lammas queen.


  Josie followed the crowd. It was very hot. She could feel the sun burning down right through her cap. This far north, she thought, there was no pollution to block any of the suns
  rays.


  In the distance she could hear the skirl of the pipes. Using her authority, Josie pushed her way to the front. The provost, the Scottish equivalent of the English mayor with his gold chain, was
  already on the platform surrounded by various town worthies. Hamish was there as well, standing to one side of the platform. She went to join him. A wide gate at the side of the field was being
  held open.


  First came the pipe band, playing Scotland the Brave. Behind came a decorated float with the queen seated on a throne with two handmaidens. The Lammas queen was a true highland
  beauty with black glossy hair and wide blue eyes fringed with heavy lashes.


  The float was decorated with sheaves of corn. Where did they get the corn? asked Josie.


  Plastic, said Hamish.


  The queen was helped down from the float, and two men in kilts carried her throne up on to the platform. The pipes fell silent. Whats her name? asked Josie.


  Thats Annie Fleming, said Hamish. She works as a secretary ower in Strathbane. Her parents are right strict. Im surprised they let her be queen.


  Annie was wearing a white gown covered with a red robe trimmed in rabbit fur.


  She sat down on the throne. To Josies surprise, the crown, which was carried to the platform by a nervous little girl bearing it on a red cushion, looked like a real diamond tiara. The
  gems blazed in the sunlight, sending out prisms of colour.


  Is that real? Josie asked.


  Aye, said Hamish. It once belonged to a Lady Etherington, English she was, and right fond of the Highlands. She lent it out once and her family have got it out o the
  bank every Lammas Day since then.


  Do the family live in Braikie?


  No. Lady Etheringtons grandson who owns the tiara lives in London but hes got a shooting box up outside Craskie and he aye comes up for the grouse shooting.


  Gareth Tarry, the provost, made a long boring speech. It was mostly about defending the councils decision to stop building the seawall on the road to Braikie where, in previous years, the
  houses had been flooded at high tide.


  It was only when an infuriated man from the audience shouted out, You wouldnae be broke, ye numptie, if ye hadnae pit all your money in an Iceland bank.


  Anyone who had invested their savings in Iceland banks during the credit crunch was currently left in doubt as to whether they would get their money back.


  The provost pretended not to hear but decided to get on with the crowning. He raised the glittering tiara and announced solemnly, I now crown Miss Annie Fleming the Lammas
  queen.


  Everyone cheered. Annie graciously waved a white-gloved hand. She was helped down from the platform and back on to the float. Her throne was carried up on to it. The pipe band struck up again
  and the float, pulled by a tractor, moved off.


  Shes off round the town, said Hamish. You stay here and Ill follow and keep my eye on that tiara.


  Hamish loped off. Josie miserably watched him go. She had looked forward so much to spending the day with him. But she suddenly had work to do.


  People who owned houses along the shore road leading into Braikie, and who had been unable to sell their properties because of the frequent flooding from the rising sea, were gathering in front
  of the platform, heckling Mr Tarry. He was a plump, self-satisfied-looking banker.


  The provost saw the arrival of his official Daimler on the road outside the field and, climbing down from the platform, he tried to ignore the crowd and make his way to it. You listen tae
  me, shouted one man, and, trying to stop him, grabbed him by the gold chain.


  Josie sprang into action. She twisted the mans arm up his back and dragged him to the side. You are under arrest, she said, for attempting to steal the
  provosts gold chain. Name?


  Look, theres a mistake. I chust wanted to stop him and get him to answer my questions.


  Name?


  Hugh Shaw.


  Josie charged him and then proceeded to handcuff him. She heard cries of Get Hamish, and Whaurs Macbeth?


  Hamish came running back into the field. A boy had sprinted after him and called him back.


  Josie said, This man, Hugh Shaw, tried to steal the provosts gold chain.


  Hamish looked down at her wearily. He knew Hugh owned a bungalow on the shore road. Were you just trying to get his attention, Hugh? he asked.


  Aye, that I was, Hamish. Thon fat cat has bankrupted the town, and until that wall is built theres no hope o getting my place sold.


  Take the handcuffs off, McSween, said Hamish.


  But 


  Just do it!


  Red in the face, Josie unlocked the handcuffs. Hamish raised his voice. Now listen here, all of you. The only way youre going to get that wall built is to do something about it
  yourselves. There are out-o-work bricklayers and dry-stone wallers amongst ye. Well work out some fund-raising scheme and build the damn thing ourselves.


  There was an excited murmur as the news spread back through the crowd. The local minister, Mr Cluskie, mounted the platform and went to the microphone. He announced that Hamish Macbeth had come
  up with a very good idea to save the seawall. He said a meeting would be held in the church hall on the following evening to discuss ideas for the fund-raising. This was greeted with loud cheers.
  Then Hugh called for three cheers for Hamish Macbeth.


  Josie stood off to the side. She was a small woman but she began to feel smaller and smaller, diminished, melting in the heat.


  The tiara! exclaimed Hamish and set off at a run.


  He knew that the tiara, when the procession reached the town hall, would be placed in a safe and replaced with a gold cardboard crown for the queen to wear for the rest of the
  day.


  He jumped into the Land Rover and headed for the town hall in the centre. To his relief, Annie was being helped down from the float. The tiara was put back on the cushion, and Councillor Jamie
  Baxter took it off into the hall. Hamish followed.


  I just have to see its in the safe all right, he said to Jamies back.


  Och, man, each year you worry and each year its fine. Sir Andrew Etheringtonll be down on the morrow to collect it as usual.


  Nonetheless, Hamish insisted on supervising the installation of the tiara in the town safe.


  Then he returned to the fair and joined a miserable-looking Josie. After Hamish had run off, the crowd had shunned her as if she had the plague. Lets go over to the refreshment
  tent, said Hamish. We need to talk.


  Josie trailed after him. Sit down, ordered Hamish. Ill get some tea.


  He returned with a tray bearing a fat teapot, milk, sugar, mugs and two sugar buns.


  Now, he said, you have to use your wits. You have to understand the local people. Where those bungalows are on the shore road was once considered a posh bit o the
  town. Then the sea rose and rose. They got flooded time after time. Times are hard and now the people who own these houses wonder if theyll ever see their money back. A good seawall would
  stop the flooding. The houses could be repaired and be sellable again. Tempers are running high. They feel the provost and councillors have bankrupted the town. It should have been obvious to you
  that Hugh was just trying to stop the provost.


  But he grabbed his chain! If thats not theft then at least its assault.


  Look here, I go out of my way not to give normally respectable people a criminal record.


  What about targets?


  I never bother about government targets. Do you want me to get like thae English  arresting wee kids for carrying water pistols and giving some child a criminal record for carrying
  a dangerous weapon, and all to meet targets?


  But if you dont get enough targets, you dont get promotions!


  I didnt even want this promotion. I want to be left alone. Now drink your tea, and if you are not happy with the situation get back to Strathbane.


  One fat tear rolled down Josies hot cheek, followed by another.


  Oh, dinnae greet, said Hamish, alarmed. Youll need to toughen up if you want to keep on being a policewoman. Its not your fault. Theyd love you in
  Strathbane for any arrest. Things are different up here. He handed her a soot-stained handkerchief which he had used that morning to lift the lid of the stove. He had to keep the stove
  burning if he wanted hot water from the back boiler. He had an immersion heater on the hot water tank but he found it cheaper to use peat in the stove because peat was free. He had a peat bank up
  at the general grazing area.


  Josie sniffed and wiped her face with a clean part of the handkerchief.


  Drink your tea and well go out. Look as if youre enjoying the fun of the fair and folks will forget all about it. That Annie Fleming must be about the most beautiful girl in
  the Highlands.


  Oh, really? said Josie. Didnt look anything special to me.


  Josie thought hopefully that by enjoying the fun of the fair, Hamish meant they should go on some of the rides together, but he ordered her to police the left-hand side
  of the fair while he took the right.


  It was a long hot day. Josie had set her hair early in the morning but it was crushed under her hat, and trickles of sweat were running down her face. By evening, when Hamish briefly joined her,
  she asked plaintively when they could pack up.


  Not until the fair closes down, said Hamish. Theres sometimes a rough element in the evening. And he strolled off, leaving Josie glaring after him.


  By the time the fair began to close down at eleven in the evening, Josie was tired and all her romantic ideas about Hamish Macbeth had been sweated out of her system. He was an inconsiderate
  bully. He would never amount to anything. He was weird in the way that he shied away from making arrests.


  She sat beside him in mutinous silence on the way back to Lochdubh, planning a trip to Strathbane on the Monday morning, turning over in her mind the best way to get a transfer back again.


  You may as well take the day off tomorrow, were Hamishs last words that evening to her.


  Hamish was outside the police station on the following Sunday morning, sawing wood, when he heard the shrill sound of the telephone ringing in the police office. He ran in and
  picked up the receiver. Jimmy Anderson was on the line. Youd better get over to Braikie, Hamish. Well join you as soon as we can.


  Whats up?


  Sir Andrew Etherington collected thon tiara from the town hall first thing this morning. He was on the way back to his home when there was a blast up ahead and a tree fell across the
  road. Four fellows he didnt know appeared and said theyd move the tree if hed sit tight. Now Sir Andrew gets out of the car to go and help. He gets back in his car and waves
  goodbye to those helpful men. Hes nearly at his home when he realizes that the box wi the tiara is no longer on the seat beside him.


  Hamish scrambled into his uniform and then phoned Josie and said hed be picking her up in a few moments. Josie complained that she was just out of the bath.


  Then take your car and follow me over, said Hamish. The tiaras been stolen. Get on the road towards Craskie. Take the north road out of Braikie and youll see
  my Land Rover. Some men got a tree to fall over the road, blocking Sir Andrewss way, and when he got out to help them someone nicked the tiara.


  Hamish was cursing as he took the Braikie road. Every year the safety of that tiara was his responsibility.


  As he drove through Braikie and out on the north road, he slowed down until he saw a rowan tree lying by the side of the road. He stopped and got out.


  He remembered that tree, for trees were scarce in Sutherland apart from the forestry plantations, and such as survived were miserable stunted little things bent over by the Sutherland gales. The
  rowan tree, however, had been a sturdy old one sheltered from the winds in the lee of a hill that overshadowed the road. The bottom of the trunk had been shattered by a blast. He went across to
  where the tree had once grown and studied the blackened ground. He guessed a charge of dynamite had been put at the base of the tree.


  He straightened up as Josies car came speeding along the road. He flagged her down and said, You wait here for the forensic boys. Ill go on to the shooting box.


  The shooting box was a handsome Georgian building, square-built with a double staircase leading up to the front door.


  Hamish knew that the front door was never used so he went round to one at the side of the building and knocked. A grisled old man, Tom Calley, who worked as a butler during the shooting season,
  answered the door. Its yourself, Hamish. A bad business.


  Id like to speak to Sir Andrew.


  Ill take you to him.


  Has he got a shooting party here?


  Not yet. The guests are due to arrive next week for the grouse. Theres just Sir Andrew and his son, Harry.


  No other help but yourself?


  A couple of lassies frae Braikie, Jeannie Macdonald and her sister Rosie.


  Hamish followed him up stone stairs to a square hall, where the mournful heads of shot animals looked down at him with glassy eyes.


  Tom led the way across the hall and threw open the door to a comfortable drawing room, full of shabby furniture and lined with books.


  Sir Andrew put down the newspaper he had been reading. He was a tall, thin man in his late fifties with a proud nose, thin mouth, and sparse brown hair. His son, Harry, was slumped in a chair
  opposite his father. Harry, in contrast, was short and plump, owlish looking with thick glasses.


  This is infuriating, said Sir Andrew.


  Could you just describe to me exactly what happened?


  Sir Andrew went through his story again. When he had finished, Hamish said, You dont have much of a description of the men.


  They were wearing those baseball caps with the peak like a ducks bill pulled down over their faces. They all wore sort of working clothes, grey shirts and jeans.


  Hamishs eyebrows rose. All wearing the same type of clothes?


  Well, yes.


  What sort of accent?


  Highland, I suppose, although one sounded a bit Irish.


  How Irish?


  At one point he said, Faith and begorrah, tis a black thing to happen on a fine day


  Youre sure?


  Would I make that up?


  Hamish glanced out of the corner of his eye at Harry. There was a certain rigid stillness about him.


  If you dont mind, sir, said Hamish, Id like to search the house.


  You need a search warrant! shouted Harry.


  Go ahead, said Sir Andrew. Pipe down, Harry.


  Detective Chief Inspector Blair arrived followed by the scenes of crimes operatives. Then Jimmy Anderson along with a van full of police officers arrived at the bombed
  tree.


  Wheres Macbeth? demanded Blair.


  Gone to speak to Sir Andrew, said Josie.


  He should ha waited for me.


  Ive remembered something, sir. Its important.


  Spit it out!


  I went to a fortune-teller at the fair yesterday . . .


  God gie me patience.


  No, wait. She said something about a bang and flames.


  Oh, she did, did she? I might ha known. Sodding gypsies. I might ha known theyd be behind this. Blair called everyone around him. Get back to that fair.
  The caravans should still be there. Search every single one. Get it!


  Hamish met Tom in the hall. Which is Harrys room? he whispered.


  Follow me.


  Up more old stone steps worn smooth with age. This is it, said Tom, opening a door.


  The room was dominated by an old four-poster bed. On either side of the bed were side tables covered in paperbacks. There was an enormous wardrobe. Hamish opened it. It was of the old kind with
  room for hats, drawers for ties and shirts on one side, and space for hanging clothes on the other.


  Ill leave you to it, said Tom.


  Youd better stay, said Hamish. I might need you as a witness.


  As he searched the wardrobe, he turned over in his mind what hed heard about Harry. He had a reputation of being a bit of a wastrel. His mother was dead and Sir Andrew was rumoured to be
  strict, always finding some job or other for his son and raging when Harry usually only survived a few weeks in each.


  The wardrobe yielded nothing sinister. He turned and surveyed the room.


  Then he dragged a hard-backed chair over to the wardrobe and stood on top of it, his long fingers searching behind the wooden pediment on top of the wardrobe.


  He slowly dragged forward a black leather box.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  
    
      O Diamond! Diamond! Thou little knowest the mischief done!


       Sir Isaac Newton

    

  


  Blair, originally from Glasgow, detested gypsies even more than he detested highlanders. It was this, fuelled by his glee when Josie whispered to him that she wanted a transfer
  back to Strathbane and that Hamish Macbeth was useless, that caused him to make one of the biggest mistakes of his career.


  He did not have search warrants but he ordered his men to search every caravan. The gypsies howled their protests and then fell ominously silent. The reason for their silence was soon proved as
  no fewer than three lawyers, the sum total of the lawyers in Braikie, arrived, demanding to see the search warrants.


  And as they were making their demands, Superintendent Daviot arrived on the scene.


  Red-faced, Blair was just spluttering that it was a matter of urgency and that PC McSween had given them proof that the gypsies were involved when Jimmy Anderson came hurrying up, clutching a
  mobile phone. Hamish has just arrested Harry Etherington, he said. He found the tiara hidden in Harrys room.


  Daviot stared at Blair and then at Josie. You, Detective Chief Inspector Blair, and you, Josie McSween, are suspended from duty pending inquiries. Where is Macbeth now,
  Anderson?


  Taking Harry to Strathbane.


  Ill go there directly. Blair, make your best apologies and get your men to put everything back neat and tidy just the way they found it. Who is the head man here?


  Me, said a small wrinkled man. Tony McVey.


  Mr McVey, you have our deepest apologies.


  Aye, said McVey. And your damp apologies are not going to stop the lawsuit. He turned on his heel and walked away.


  Harry Etherington had pleaded with his father not to press charges. He said it was all a bit of a joke and hed got some friends up from London to help him. Sir Andrew
  simply looked at Hamish coldly and said, Do your duty, Officer.


  Hamish demanded the names and addresses of Harrys friends and learned they were staying at a hotel over in Dornoch. He phoned the Dornoch police and told them to bring the men in. Then he
  took Harry off to Strathbane.


  He put Harry in a cell at police headquarters, went into the detectives room, sat down at Jimmys computer, and began to type out his report.


  He was still typing when Jimmy arrived. Wheres His Nibs? asked Jimmy.


  In the cells. Where were you?


  Jimmy explained what had happened and said that Blair and McSween had been suspended from duty pending a full investigation.


  Blair marched past them into his office and slammed the door. Then Daviot appeared. Come with me, Anderson, he ordered, and we will interview Hetherington. First of all,
  Macbeth, what happened?


  Patiently, Hamish explained about having Sir Andrews permission to search the house and how he had suspected Harry because of Harrys bad reputation and because he had been sure he
  was lying. Also, he said, Sir Andrews description of the men  particularly the one with what had sounded a fake Irish accent  had alerted his suspicions. He said that the
  butler had been witness to him finding the tiara.


  Good work, said Daviot. Do you want to sit in on the interview?


  Och, no, said Hamish, not wanting to show any sign of ambition or desire to rise in the ranks. Ill be off when Ive finished this.


  Daviots temper was not helped because, before he could start the interview, Sir Andrew arrived and said he would not be pressing charges; he accepted that it had all
  been a joke. Harrys four friends were to be charged with possession of dynamite, malicious damage of a tree, and obstructing the road, thereby endangering drivers, and bound over to appear
  at the sheriffs court. Harry was charged not with the theft of the tiara but with conspiring to cause malicious damage and told he would be expected to appear in court as well.


  Pondering the problem of Blair, Daviot wondered what to do. Blair was always attentive to him, and he was a Freemason and a member of the same lodge as Daviot. The detective always remembered
  Mrs Daviots birthday and sent generous Christmas presents as well. At last he decided it was Hamishs fault. Hamish should have phoned Blair immediately and voiced his suspicions of
  Harry before he had even begun the search.


  Blair was lumbering out of headquarters when he saw Josie ahead of him, carrying a box of items she had cleared out of her desk along with a small potted plant. Hey,
  you! he roared. Josie turned round. Her face was streaked with tears.


  This is all your fault, said Blair, and if you ever get your job back, you can rot up in Lochdubh until the end o time.


  Josie forced herself to speak calmly. I told you what that gypsy fortune-teller said, sir. I dont believe in the second sight. And where did Harrys friends get the dynamite
  from? One of the policemen told me some of the gypsies had been working over at the quarry near Alness a few months ago.


  Blair stared at her, his mind working furiously. Then he said grimly, Get in the car wi me, lassie. Were going to Alness.


  When Blair discovered after two days of detective work that two of the gypsies who had been working at the quarry had sold the dynamite to Harrys friends, Daviot
  breathed a sigh of relief. He would not need to get rid of Blair after all. Nonetheless, Blair had ordered an illegal search and the police inquiry dragged on for weeks. Josie was questioned and
  questioned until she felt she would scream.


  When it was all over, and only a small amount of compensation had been paid to the gypsies whod had their caravans raided without a search warrant, she found that Blair had refused to
  give her any credit whatsoever. She was to be sent back to Lochdubh and consider herself lucky that she still had a job.


  Had Blair been at all nice to her, had he given her any credit, had he asked for her to be returned to Strathbane, her old obsession with Hamish would have vanished like highland mist on a
  summers day.


  But all she could now think of was Hamishs brilliance in having found Harry Etherington out.


  Hamish looked down at her with a flash of dismay in his hazel eyes. He wanted the village and his work back to himself. He told Josie to go back to checking on the outlying crofts and then got
  down to repairing loose slates on the police station roof. He expected a quiet winter and shrewdly guessed that Josie would soon grow bored with the long miles she had to put in, and ask for a
  transfer.


  The winter arrived without much happening and Josie continued to doggedly perform all the dull tasks allotted to her. There seemed to be no chink in Hamishs armour. The Christmas holidays
  when she could go back to her mother in Perth came as a relief.


  She poured out her woes to her mother who said comfortably, Theres bound to be a big case soon and then youll be working together.


  Nothing ever happens up there, said Josie bitterly,  and nothing ever will. All Harry and his friends got was a slap on the wrist and community service. Those gypsies got
  three months each. Harry and his friends had a top-flight lawyer.


  Her mother put down the romance she had been reading. There are aye a lot of blizzards up there in January with folks cut off. Youd be thrown together. Was that not what had
  happened to heroine Heather in the book she had been reading? And hadnt Heather ended up on a sheepskin rug in front of a log fire in the arms of the laird?


  That was all Josie needed to fuel her imagination. When a really massive blizzard roared in, she would struggle along to the police station. They would be snowbound together, talking
  companionably by the stove. And then . . . and then . . .


  But the winter proved to be unusually mild. Patels, the local shop, began to show a display of Valentine cards towards the end of January. Josie longed to buy one, but
  was afraid Hamish would simply ask Patel who had sent it. Finally, she felt completely defeated. She would go to Strathbane and beg for a transfer, but after Valentines Day. Maybe Hamish was
  cool to her because he was hiding a secret passion. Maybe a card would arrive for her.


  Before going on her rounds on Valentines Day, she hung around the manse until the post arrived. There was nothing for her. Determined now to get back to Strathbane, Josie bleakly set off
  on her rounds.


  Annie Fleming, the Lammas beauty queen, did not go to work on Valentines Day. She usually went to work as a secretary at a wildlife park outside Strathbane. She
  considered it a mangy park with only a few animals. It was the brainchild of an earnest English woman and her Scottish husband. It was the first job that had come her way and, as she was desperate
  to avoid working for her father who owned a bottle-producing factory, and to gain at least a little independence, she had taken it. On previous Valentines Days, her father had insisted on
  examining her cards, demanding to know who had sent them. Annie had a pretty good idea who had mailed each card but, fortunately, the tradition of not signing cards was a blessing and so she had
  told her father she hadnt a clue.


  But there was one she was longing for. A disco club in Strathbane had started lunchtime sessions. It was there that Annie had met Jake Cullen, he of the black leather outfit and supply of
  Ecstasy pills. In all her restricted life, she had never met someone more exciting. The drinks he plied her with and the drugs he gave her made her feel strong and confident.


  She parked in a back lane in Braikie that afforded a view down to the main road. She waited until she saw her father with her mother in the passenger seat drive past and then drove home again
  and waited eagerly for the post. She knew her bosses were down in Edinburgh and that she was supposed to open up the wildlife park, but she persuaded herself that she would not be very late.


  The doorbell rang. Annie swore under her breath. She had not wanted the postman to know she was at home. But there could be a really big valentine for her that could not fit into the letter box.
  She opened the door.


  Grand morning, Annie, said the postman, Bill Comrie. Arent you at work?


  I think Im coming down with something, said Annie.


  Ive a rare bit o post for you, and a package. Youre popular wi the fellows.


  Thanks. Annie snatched the post from him and shut the door firmly in his face.


  The package was addressed to her. It looked exciting somehow. She decided to leave it until last. She had six valentines. Five were the usual soppy kind, but the sixth held a peculiar
  typewritten rhyme.


  
    
      Roses are red, violets are blue


      Youll get in the face,


      Just whats coming to you.

    

  


  Nutcase, thought Annie, putting it down with the others beside that mysterious package. Before she opened it, she went to the sideboard in the living room and took out a bottle of gin. She
  poured a stiff measure into a glass, carried the gin bottle into the kitchen, topped it up with water, and returned it to the sideboard. Back in the kitchen, she unpicked a little of the hem at the
  bottom of her jacket and picked out an Ecstasy pill. She swallowed the pill down with a gulp of gin.


  Now for that parcel.


  There was a tab at the side to rip to get the parcel open. She tore it across. A terrific explosion tore apart the kitchen. Ball bearings and nails, the latter viciously sharpened, tore into her
  face and body as flames engulfed her. Perhaps it was a mercy that one of the nails pierced her brain, killing her outright, before the flames really took hold.


  Mrs McGirty, an elderly lady who lived in the next cottage, heard the loud explosion just as she was about to enter her own home. She seized a fire extinguisher she kept in her car and ran to
  the Flemings house and round to the back where she knew the kitchen was. She thought it was a gas explosion. The kitchen door was lying on its hinges. Screaming with fear, she plied the fire
  extinguisher over the horrible mess that had once been the beauty of the Highlands and over the flaming kitchen table. Then, white as paper, on shaking legs, she went to her own home and phoned
  Hamish Macbeth.


  Hamish phoned Josie before setting out for Braikie. He did not expect her to arrive until later because she was supposed to be up on the northwest of the county. But Josie had
  become weary of home visits and so she had been parked quite near Lochdubh, up on a hilltop, reading a romance, when she received the call.


  Hamish stood in the doorway of the kitchen and grimly surveyed the body. He heard a car driving outside and went out. Josie had arrived. A murder! she cried excitedly.
  Wheres the body?


  In the kitchen.


  Can I have a look?


  Go to the kitchen doorway but dont go in and dont touch anything. Suit up before you go in. Hamish was wearing blue plastic coveralls with blue plastic covering his
  boots.


  Josie went back to her car and eagerly climbed into a similar outfit. Hamish stared after her, his eyes hard, as Josie went into the house. She was back out a minute later and vomited into a
  flower bed.


  Go and sit in your car, ordered Hamish, and pull yourself together. Im going to see Mrs McGirty next door. Its thanks to her the place didnt burn
  down.


  Mrs McGirty answered the door. Her old eyes had the blind look of shock.


  Ill phone the doctor for you, said Hamish. Go in and sit down and Ill make you a cup of tea.


  He found his way to the kitchen, made a cup of milky tea with a lot of sugar, and took it to her. Now you be drinking that, he said gently. Whats the name and number
  of your doctor? When she told him, Hamish phoned her doctor and asked him to come along immediately. Then he said, Tell me what happened.


  In a quavering voice, Mrs McGirty told how she had heard a bang and then seen smoke pouring out from next door. The kitchen was at the back of the house but the smoke was curling up over the
  roof. She had run in and plied the fire extinguisher.


  You are a verra brave woman, said Hamish. If it hadnt been for you, possibly a lot of useful forensic evidence would have been lost.


  There was a ring at the doorbell. Hamish answered it. He recognized another neighbour, Cora Baxter, wife of Councillor Jamie Baxter.


  Is she all right? asked Cora. Ruby? Mrs McGirty?


  Shes in there. Could you sit with her until the doctor arrives?


  Ill do that. Poor, poor Annie.


  How did you learn it was her?


  Thon wee policewoman outside.


  Josie should not be gossiping, thought Hamish.


  When he went outside, the area had been cordoned off. The army bomb squad were just going into the house. The scenes of crimes operatives were suiting up. Jimmy Anderson approached Hamish.
  Theyre saying it was Annie.


  From what was left o the body, it looked like her, said Hamish.


  Who on earth could ha done this? said Jimmy. I was talking to some folk at the edge of the crowd and by all accounts, theyre a churchgoing, God-fearing family
  and Annie is prim and proper and a right innocent. And why wasnt she at work? The parents have been phoned. The mother works with the father. They said at first it couldnt be their
  daughter because she left this morning for work, but we got on to the postie on his mobile and he said he delivered the post to Annie. Said there were valentines and a package, all addressed to
  Annie.


  Thats why she waited for the post, said Hamish. She wanted to see her cards. Now, if she was that keen, there must have been a card she was really hoping for. Look,
  Jimmy, she worked over at that wildlife centre. Ill get over there and find out what I can. Theres nothing I can do here until all the bomb and forensic evidence is collected.
  Wheres Blair?


  Got the flu. What about your sidekick?


  Id better take her with me.


  If Josie had been a friend, thought Hamish, he could have sent her back to the police station to look after his dog and cat. Angela had rebelled at taking care of them any
  more. Certainly there was a large cat flap in the kitchen door, large enough to allow both of them to come and go, but left to their own devises they were apt to go along to the kitchen door of the
  Italian restaurant and beg. Then they got fat and he had to put both on a diet and then they both sulked.


  Are you all right now? he asked Josie as he drove her out on to the Strathbane Road in the police Land Rover. He had told her to leave her car behind.


  It was a horrible sight, said Josie with a shudder.


  What did you expect? She was blown to bits.


  Ive never seen a dead body before, said Josie.


  You get used to it, said Hamish callously. Once theyre dead, its just clay.


  What do you expect to find at this wildlife park? asked Josie.


  I want to dig into the character of Annie Fleming. Her parents were very strict. Maybe shed begun to rebel. Maybe shed got into bad company.


  Hamish turned up the muddy road leading to the park. A sign hung crookedly at the entrance. Hamish slowed to a stop and read the board. It said WILDLIFE PARK, PROPS, JOCASTA
  AND BILL FREEMONT.


  They drove in past empty cages towards a hut with a sign saying OFFICE.


  A woman came out to meet them. She was in her mid-thirties with two wings of fair hair hanging on either side of a thin face. She was wearing a shabby navy sweater over a grey shirt and jeans
  tucked into Wellington boots.


  Mrs Freemont? asked Hamish.


  Ill say one thing for you. Youre quick, said Mrs Jocasta Freemont. I just phoned ten minutes ago. Her voice was upper-class.


  Hamish turned and surveyed the cages. Someone let them all out?


  Exactly Damn animal libbers.


  You say youve just discovered the vandalism, said Hamish. Didnt you notice first thing this morning?


  Ive just got back from Edinburgh with Bill. That secretary of ours was supposed to open up.


  Im afraid I didnt get your call, said Hamish. Annie Fleming has been murdered.


  What! Youd better come into the office. She went ahead of them, shouting, Bill! Something awful has happened.


  A small man with a shock of grey hair was sitting at a desk. He rose when they all walked in. He was quite small in stature and wearing a grey flannel suit, silk shirt, and blue silk tie. Hamish
  wondered cynically whether the trip to Edinburgh had been to see some bank manager. He wondered why Jocasta was wearing working clothes.


  Whats up? he asked. I mean, whats mair awful than some loons robbing us?


  Annies been murdered, said Jocasta.


  She cant be! said Bill. Whod want to murder Annie. How did it happen?


  A letter bomb, said Hamish. Ive a few questions to ask you but well concentrate on your missing beasts first. What did you have?


  We hadnt much because we were really just starting up. Let me see, a pair of minks, a snowy owl, two parrots, a lion 


  A lion! exclaimed Hamish. What on earth were you doing with a lion?


  I got it from a circus. It was old. I think itll come back round for food.


  What else?


  Bill gave a dismal little catalogue. Then he said, Im waiting for the RSPCA, and the zoo in Strathbane is sending some people up wi tranquillizer guns.


  Look, said Hamish, well need to put out a warning that a lions on the loose.


  He went outside and phoned Daviot. Ill mobilize some men, said Daviot, and tell the newspapers and television.


  Thank you, sir. Id best get back to the Annie Fleming investigation.


  Hamish hesitated before going back into the hut. It was an odd marriage, surely. Jocasta looked as if she came from a moneyed background whereas Bill was definitely lower down the scale and,
  from his accent, came from the south of Scotland. He wondered whether it was Jocastas money that had set up this dismal excuse for a wildlife park. It was not on his beat  being
  covered by Strathbane  but despite the missing wildlife, he was sure the air of failure that hung over the place had been there from the start.


  The sky above had turned a bleached white colour heralding rain to come.


  There came a screech of tyres. First on the scene were officers from the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. Theyll never get their park back, thought Hamish. Even if
  all the beasts were found, those officers would take one look at the mangy cramped cages and shut the place down.


  Then came Detective Sergeant Andy MacNab with two policemen. Ill take over, Hamish, he said.


  Id like to ask them about Annie Fleming.


  Itll need to wait, Hamish. Daviots got his knickers in a twist about thon lion.


  Hamish called Josie out of the office. We cant do anything more here today. Wed best be getting back to Braikie.


  He drove up the drive and turned off on the road leading back towards Braikie.


  Josie felt hungry. Could we stop somewhere for lunch? she asked.


  Well get something in Braikie. Heffens above!


  He screeched to a halt and Josie let out a scream of terror. A lion was standing in the middle of the road.


  Ill chust see if I can be talking to it, said Hamish.


  Are you mad!


  Hamish got out and went to the back of the Land Rover, where he had a haunch of venison given to him by a keeper the evening before. It was wrapped in sacking. He took it out and waved it at the
  lion. The great beast approached cautiously. Hamish tossed the haunch into the back of the Land Rover. The lion jumped in and Hamish slammed the back doors.


  He climbed back in the front. Well chust be taking the lion to that zoo in Strathbane. I am not having the beastie returned to that dreadful park.


  Josie wrenched open the passenger door and jumped out on the road. Itll kill us.


  Its locked off in the back.


  Im not getting in there.


  Suit yourself, said Hamish. He did a U-turn and sped off in the direction of Strathbane.


  The zoo in Strathbane, he knew, was well run, unlike most of the rest of that dismal town. He wondered why he hadnt been met on the road, feeling sure that Josie would
  have phoned to say he had a dangerous animal in the back of the Land Rover. He did not know that Josie had found the batteries in her phone had died. He stopped briefly on the way to phone Daviot
  and say the lion had been caught.


  At the zoo, the head keeper cautiously opened the rear doors of the Land Rover. The lion was asleep.


  I dont think the poor lion needs a tranquillizer gun, said Hamish. I should guess its awfy old. It came from some circus so itll be used to
  folks.


  Daviot had phoned the local papers, and several reporters and photographers were gathered.


  No flash pictures, ordered Hamish. Its waking up. Let me see if I can get it out. Come on, boy. Its all right.


  The lion blinked at him and slowly rose to its feet. The remains of the haunch of venison were lying beside it. Now then, cooed Hamish. Thats the ticket. Slowly now.
  Just one wee jump. There we are.


  The lion stood beside him. The keeper said, Maybe if you follow me to the cage, itll follow you.


  It had better be a good big cage, said Hamish.


  Och, it leads on to a bit of a field and a big auld tree, said the keeper.


  Hamish followed him and the lion followed Hamish. Once at the cage, Hamish walked into it with the lion behind him. The keeper opened a sack he had been carrying and threw a lump of meat into
  the cage.


  The lion fell on it and Hamish slowly exited the cage. Turn those lights off, snarled Hamish at a television crew, and give the lion a bit o peace.


  Hamish drove back to the wildlife park. The rain had begun to fall. Josie was standing outside the office, looking wet and miserable.


  They wouldnt let me in the office, complained Josie. They said there wasnt room and I wasnt on the case.


  Get in, said Hamish. Josie meekly climbed in. Now, what were you about, McSween, said Hamish. Thon lion was secure in the back. Its where we put a
  prisoner, see? It couldnae have got at us.


  I was scared, mumbled Josie.


  Hamish had been frightened as well but Josie did not know him well enough to understand that Hamishs accent became more highland and sibilant when he was afraid. But overcoming
  Hamishs fear was a desire to keep this noble old lion alive. He was sure if Strathbane police had arrived on the scene, then they would have shot it.


  Well say no more about it, said Hamish. Ill switch on the heater. Do you want to go home and change?


  Ive only got the one uniform, said Josie. Ill soon dry out. What are we going to do in Braikie?


  Im going to try to find out the names of some of Annies friends. I want to know whether she had met anyone who might wish her harm. But maybe well begin at the post
  office and see if Georgie Braith, the new postmistress, can remember names of men or boys who bought valentines.


  Isnt it postperson? asked Josie.


  We arent PC up here.


  Hamish parked in front of the post office. Could we have something to eat first? pleaded Josie.


  Times getting on. Stick it out for a bit. He looked down at Josies dismal face. Tell you what. You get something to eat. Theres the fish-and-chip shop
  over there. Ill let you know if I find out anything. Meet me back at the Land Rover.


  Why did Josie stay on? wondered Hamish. He suspected she had given up going on calls. Why didnt she just go back to Strathbane?


  Georgie Braith was a tall, rangy woman with iron-grey hair and a beak of a nose. To Hamishs questions, she replied, The parcel wasnt posted from here. I can tell you that.
  And how can I remember who bought valentines? Its age. I can remember twenty years ago but dont ask me about yesterday.


  Did you know Annie Fleming?


  Of course. You know what its like in Braikie. Everyone knows everyone else.


  What did you think of her?


  A very bonnie lass.


  Do you happen to know who her friends were?


  I remember now. She came in to look at valentines with Jessie Cormack.


  Where will I find Jessie Cormack?


  She works as a secretary up at the town hall  the building department.


  Hamish was just making his way out to the car when his attention was caught by a newspaper poster outside the newsagents. TV PRESENTER TO WED seemed to scream at him.


  He went in to the newsagents and bought a copy of the Daily Bugle. He flipped open the pages and there it was: a photo of a smiling Elspeth Grant on the arm of a handsome man stared out
  at him. He read, Our very own Elspeth Grant is to wed Paul Darby, heart-throb of the hospital soap Doctors in Peril. His eyes skittered over the black print. Paul Darby was
  English, and the couple had met when Elspeth was on holiday in the Maldives.


  Hamish stood there, feeling forlorn. He remembered all the times he had been on the point of proposing to Elspeth but something had always seemed to get in the way. A voice in his head sneered,
  If you had been that keen, youd have proposed. But he felt depressed.


  He put the newspaper in the rubbish bin outside and joined Josie in the Land Rover. Were off to the town hall, said Hamish. One of the secretaries there was a friend
  o Annie.


  Anything the matter? asked Josie, glancing sideways at his grim face.


  Nothing at all, snapped Hamish.


  Jessie Cormack was a tall, thin girl with brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her eyes were light grey in a pale face. Her mouth, however, was wide and sensual although free
  of lipstick.


  The town hall was one of those red sandstone mock castles so beloved by the Victorians. Jessies little room was small and dark, separated from that of her boss by a plywood partition. It
  was very quiet. The thick walls blocked out all sounds from outside. The rain had turned to snow, and feathery flakes floated down outside the window.


  Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to wish Annie harm? asked Hamish.


  No. Annie was popular with everyone.


  Hamish was sitting opposite her desk. Josie had taken a chair against the wall next to a radiator. Hamish leaned back in his chair and said quietly, The time for lying is past,
  Jessie.


  Jessie studied her hands in her lap. Then she said, Her parents will be mad.


  It doesnt matter what her parents think, and they cant get mad wi a dead body, said Hamish brutally. Out with it!


  Well, it was like how she said the Freemonts who run the wildlife park didnt have a clue how to go on. She said they were losing money hand over fist. It was all Bill
  Freemonts fault. It was his dream and his wifes money. Anyway, they tried to get Annie to do some work round the cages, cleaning and that, but Annie said she was employed as a
  secretary and that was that.


  One day recently she heard Mrs Freemont shouting that they didnt need a secretary because there wasnt enough work but Bill said they needed someone to answer the phones and
  take money from people when they werent there.


  When they went off somewhere, Annie would lock up at lunchtime and go to that disco, Stardust, in Strathbane. They have a lunchtime session. She said she met a dream-boat
  there.


  Name?


  Jake something or other. She was going to take me there one Saturday and introduce me.


  Anyone else?


  She said Bill Freemont had come on to her but she threatened to tell his wife and he backed off. Och, it was her parents fault. They were that strict. You know, church and Bible
  classes on the Sunday.


  Which church?


  The Free Presbyterian Church in Braikie.


  So Annie liked to rebel?


  She was a bit of a flirt.


  Oh, she was, was she? said Hamish. You seem to be taking her murder calmly.


  She was asking for it, said Jessie in a burst of sudden anger. She flirted with my boyfriend and then laughed in his face when he tried to ask her out. He didnt have
  any time for me. He followed her around like a dog.


  Name?


  Percy Stane.


  And where does he work?


  Waste disposal. Across the hall.


  Right. Hamish got to his feet. Did you get all that, McSween?


  Josie blushed. She had been daydreaming.


  Hamish sighed and took out his notebook. Right, Jessie, Ill need you to go over it again.


  Percy Stane  what misguided parent called a child Percy these days? wondered Hamish  turned out to be a spotty youth of nineteen years. He had thick glasses
  through which pale blue eyes stared at them like a rabbit caught in the headlights.


  We just want to ask you a few questions about Annie Fleming, said Hamish. Did you send her a valentine?


  Percys eyes darted this way and that. We have good forensic evidence, said Hamish severely, hoping Percy would think his card had been found.


  I-I d-did s-send one, he stammered.


  Now, thats all right, said Hamish soothingly. You didnt send her a parcel?


  Hamishs mobile phone rang. Excuse me, he said. He answered it. It was Jimmy. Thought youd like to hear the latest. At the autopsy, they found tablets of
  Ecstasy sewn into the hem of her jacket. It fortunately hadnae been burnt, thanks to that McGirty woman.


  Ive just learned she had been frequenting a disco called Stardust in her lunch break, said Hamish.


  Good man. Ive been dying for an excuse to raid that place for ages.


  Jimmy rang off.


  Hamish went and sat down facing Percy again. Did you say anything in your valentine?


  Percy blushed deep red. Do I have to tell you?


  Yes.


  I didnt put a poem. I just wrote, Come back to me. Love, Percy


  So she had been your date?


  Not exactly. Percy wriggled in his hard chair. Annie was always flirting and I thought she fancied me. I couldnt look at my girlfriend after Annie came on to me. I
  thought about her night and day.


  You mean Jessie Cormack?


  Yes.


  Didnt it strike you as rather mean that Annie would flirt with you and then turn cold when shed got you away from her friend?


  I was . . . dazzled.


  Did you follow her?


  He hung his head.


  Come on, laddie. Out wi it!


  I called in sick one day and went to the wildlife park. As I approached, she was just driving off. I followed. She went to a disco. I followed her in. She was over at the bar with some
  low-life, laughing and drinking. I went up to her and she threw her head back and laughed. I said, What about a dance, Annie? and her face went all hard and the fellow with her said,
  Bugger off or Ill glass your face.


  What did he look like?


  Greasy hair, black eyes, leather jacket, tattoo of a snake on his wrist, and a bit older than her. He frightened me. I got out of there. I was determined to stay clear of her, but after a
  few days, I . . . I . . .


  You followed her again?


  I waited outside her house one morning to try to speak to her but she said if I didnt leave her alone, she would call the police. That frightened me. My valentine  well, it
  was one last desperate try.


  Did you see her with any other man, other than this fellow at the disco?


  He shook his head.


  Did you know she took drugs?


  Percy looked shocked. She couldnt, she wouldnt . . .


  She did, said Hamish flatly. Ill be talking to you again.


  Out in the hall, Hamish said, Back to Jessie.


  How did you know she took drugs? asked Josie.


  Hamish told her what Jimmy Anderson had said. He opened the door to Jessies office. She was sitting at her computer typing busily.


  Stop for a minute, ordered Hamish. Did you know that Annie took drugs?


  No!


  Never talked about it? Never hinted?


  Not a word.


  Ill be back to see you. Heres my card. If you can think of anything, phone me up. There may be something youve forgotten.


  Hamish dropped Josie off at her car. Im going back to Lochdubh, he said. You may as well get home and change. Take it easy. The snows still
  light but it could get heavy any moment.


  Josie drove off, peering through the windscreen as the hypnotic flakes swirled and danced in front of her. At the manse, she changed into civilian clothes and brushed down her uniform and then
  went down to the kitchen to borrow an iron and an ironing board from Mrs Wellington.


  Youve had an exciting day, said the ministers wife. Hamish is quite the hero. I saw him on the television rescuing that lion. Were you frightened?


  All in the days work, said Josie.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  
    
      I have spread my dreams under your feet;


      Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.


       W. B. Yeats

    

  


  Jimmy called at the police station that evening. Youll never get back, said Hamish. The snows coming down thick and fast.


  You may as well put me up for the night, said Jimmy. Ive got to be in Braikie first thing in the morning. What a waste of time. We raided the disco. Clean as a
  whistle.


  I might go over there myself tomorrow for the lunch-time session, said Hamish. Im looking for someone called Jake.


  Youve been on the telly. Everyone will recognize you.


  Ill go in disguise.


  Youll be poaching on Blairs territory.


  Then dont tell him.


  So what do you do if you find Jake?


  Try to find out where he lives and give you the information. I might take McSween.


  Hows that going, Hamish?


  I dont know why that one ever wanted to be a policewoman. She hasnt a clue. Anyway, help yourself to a dram and Ill call her.


  Josie had just finished speaking to her mother when her phone rang again. She listened to Hamishs suggestion that they go to the disco tomorrow if the snow allowed them
  to travel to Strathbane.


  Her eyes were once more full of dreams as she rang off. Her mother had seen Hamish on television and was loud in her praise. Hamish began to appear a heroic figure in Josies mind. He had
  said he would be in disguise but she neednt bother: just wear something suitable for a disco. They would dance, he would hold her in his arms, he would say . . .


  Are you finished with that iron? said Mrs Wellington, coming into the kitchen.


  The countryside looked like an old-fashioned Christmas card when Hamish collected Josie the following day. Blairs desire to keep Hamish out of every investigation meant
  that he was not constantly being given orders or monitored.


  Josie barely recognized Hamish. He had a false ginger beard and moustache and small John Lennon-type glasses. His flaming hair was hidden under a black wool cap.


  She thought he looked awful.


  The music blaring from the disco when they arrived was so loud that as they walked towards the club, Hamish was sure he could feel the beat reverberating through his shoes.


  Inside the club, Josie took off her enveloping fun-fur coat to reveal that she was wearing a short red leather skirt, fishnet stockings, and a gauzy glittery blouse with a plunging neckline. She
  took off her boots and slipped on a pair of high-heeled red stilettos. Josie was also heavily made up.


  They moved on to the dance floor. Josie was a good dancer but to her dismay, Hamish danced like a demented stork. A young man came up and began to dance with Josie, cutting Hamish out. Hamish
  gave her a quick nod to say it was all right and made his way to the bar. Im looking for Jake, he shouted to the barman.


  Ower there, the barman shouted back, pointing to a man in a black leather jacket at the end of the bar.


  Hamish approached Jake. He tapped him on the shoulder and flashed a thick wad of what appeared to be fifty-pound notes. Actually it was one fifty-pound note wound round paper. Come
  outside, he said. Ive a big deal for ye.


  On the way out, he tried to signal to Josie. But Josie was lost in the music, her eyes closed, her hips swaying.


  Outside, Hamish flashed his warrant card and said, I would like you . . .


  But that was as far as he got. Jake took to his heels and ran but skidded in the snow and went down heavily. Hamish handcuffed him and hauled him to his feet. He realized if he phoned Jimmy, it
  would take Jimmy an hour to get from Braikie to Strathbane. Hed just need to take him to police headquarters. Where the hell was Josie? He shrugged. He couldnt waste time going back
  for her, and Jake could have friends in the disco who might cause a fight.


  Hamish had Jake searched at police headquarters and found he was carrying a good supply of Ecstasy and heroin. He had him put in a cell after being charged with possession.
  Then he phoned Jimmy.


  Blair was sitting in his car, eating a mutton pie, when Jimmy told him the news. Blair let out a string of oaths, ending up by saying he would have Macbeths guts for garters for poaching
  on Strathbanes beat.


  Maybe, said Jimmy. But this Jake Cullen sounds like Annies boyfriend, and she did have Ecstasy tablets on her when she was killed.


  To Jimmys surprise, Blair said, Ive got work to do. Get yourself ower there and keep in touch.


  The owner of Stardust, Barry Fitzcameron, was a friend of Blairs. Barry also owned a couple of pubs where there were always free drinks for the detective inspector. Blair had tipped him
  off about the raid. When Jimmy had gone, he decided to find a public phone box and call Barry.


  Hamish sat in on the questioning. To his surprise, Jake seemed quite cocky. He denied supplying Annie with drugs and denied having had any relationship with her whatsoever.


  Hamish said, We have witnesses who can testify that you were intimate with Annie Fleming and supplied her with drugs. And dont tell me the quantity we found on you was for your own
  use.


  Look, Im popular wi the lassies, said Jake. I may have given her a leg over. There are so many, I cant remember.


  Stop havering, laddie, shouted Jimmy. Annie Fleming was the most beautiful girl in the Highlands. Nobody could forget her.


  But Jake continued to stonewall until his lawyer was allowed in. He was told to appear in the sheriffs court in the morning. He was charged with having possession of and supplying drugs,
  and led away to the cells.


  Blair got on the phone in a call box and phoned Barry Fitzcameron. Thon numptie, Jake, has got himself arrested, he said.


  Has he now, said Barry. Dont worry about him. Ill see to him.


  Wheres your sidekick? asked Jimmy as he walked Hamish to the door.


  I couldnae hang around waiting for her. Jimmy, do me a favour and get her transferred back.


  Ill see what I can do. Oh, theres the lassie, waiting for you.


  Josie was slumped in a chair in the reception area. Hamish opened his mouth to blast her for having been so absorbed in dancing that she had forgotten her duties, but then decided wearily it was
  a waste of time.


  Im sorry, babbled Josie. I heard you arrested Jake. I looked round and youd gone.


  Ill take you back, McSween, said Hamish wearily. Chust dont say a word.


  He dropped Josie off at the manse and told her to take the rest of the day off. Looking along the waterfront, he saw the press outside the police station. He guessed they wanted quotes about the
  lion. He did a U-turn and drove first to the Italian restaurant where he found his pets in the kitchen, collected them, and drove to the Tommel Castle Hotel.


  Priscilla was crossing the reception area when he arrived. Still here? asked Hamish.


  Leaving tomorrow. I read in the papers about Elspeth getting engaged.


  Good luck to her, said Hamish with badly pretended indifference. Ive escaped up here to get away from the press. They probably want quotes about thon lion.


  I should think theyre there to ask you about the murder. Blair killed the lion story. Hes quoted on the radio and television saying the lion was very old, nearly dead, and a
  child could have rescued it.


  He doesnt know hes done me a favour, said Hamish. Too much favourable publicity and Daviotll have me off to Strathbane. Id like to talk about it
  for a bit. My heads in a muddle.


  Mr Johnsons away. Come in to the office and have some coffee. Yes, you can fetch the cat and dog in if you want.


  Settled in the office with Sonsie and Lugs at his feet, Hamish told her all he knew about the case. He ended by saying, I thought it would be easier. But it turns out
  that Annie was a bit of a goer, to put it politely, and God only knows how many men have got their knickers in a twist over her. I havent talked to the parents. Maybe Ill try them
  when Blair has finished with them. The fathers awfy strict. I member hearing that.


  You mean God might have told him to bump off his harlot of a daughter?


  No. He wouldnt have sent something so elaborate as a letter bomb.


  Does it take a lot of skill to make a letter bomb?


  The bombs not hard. Its aluminium powder and iron, I think. But the skill comes in making the fuse and making it all so cleverly that it wont go off in the post
  sorting office.


  So you should be looking for someone with a terrorist background or someone with a good knowledge of chemistry? What about Harry Etherington? His friends knew how to detonate dynamite.
  Maybe one of thems got an iffy background.


  Nothing showed up on the computer but a few drunk and disorderlies. Anyway, young Harry hadnt long arrived in the area. He didnt have the time to make Annies
  acquaintance.


  What about the wildlife park? Whats it like?


  Hard to tell now that the animal libbers have let all the creatures out of the cages, but if the lions anything to go by, I think the whole sorry place was a desert of mange and
  mud. Owners are Jocasta and Bill Freemont. Jocasta is posh and overworked. Bill is lower down the social scale.


  Bit of a rough?


  Not that low down. A chancer and, I guess, a fantasist. I think he sold poor Jocasta some dream of the Highlands that only the lowland Scots on the tartan lunatic fringe know how to
  do.


  Priscilla frowned. Do you think this Bill . . . how old is he?


  Older than her. Maybe getting on for fifty.


  I wonder if he or his father or anyone in his family were ever associated with the militant side of Scottish nationalism.


  Theres a point. I think Ill pay them an evening visit. Hamish stood up and lingered by the office door. I suppose Id better say goodbye 
  again.


  Fraid so.


  He moved a little forward as if to kiss her. Priscilla sat down abruptly behind the desk and began to shuffle papers. Hamish trailed out with his dog and his cat behind him.


  He stopped on a rise on the road before the wildlife park and let the dog and cat out. He knew they liked playing in the snow and they needed to run off some of the fat they
  had gained by mooching in the kitchen of the Italian restaurant.


  It was a bright moonlit frosty night. He smiled indulgently as Sonsie and Lugs tore through the snow.


  It was on nights like this that Sutherland became a fairy county, all black and white, the silhouettes of the mountains rising up to a sky blazing with stars. He wished this murder could be
  quickly solved. Then he would concentrate on getting rid of Josie.


  He called his pets, helped them into the back of the car, and drove to the park. He could see the lights were on in the office. Something made him switch off the engine and the headlights and
  cruise gently down the slope towards the office with the window open.


  He slowly got down from the car and pressed his ear to the wall of the office. He heard Jocastas voice. Im telling you. She said she saw you at Annies house. It was
  one day a month ago when Annie said she was ill and you said you were going into Strathbane. She says you were in there for two hours!


  If youre going to believe every malicious auld biddy in Braikie, youre dafter than I thought.


  Yes, daft enough to sink my money into this failure. Im leaving you.


  Oh, come here, darlin, wheedled Bill. You know Id be lost without you.


  But you went to her house!


  I swear to God I never went near her.


  Hamish thought he had heard enough. If one of the neighbours had seen Bill, why hadnt they told the police? Was it Mrs McGirty? Or Cora Baxter?


  He knocked loudly on the office door. Jocasta opened it. Her eyes were red with weeping.


  Have I come at a bad time? asked Hamish.


  No, no, dont worry about me. I havent been crying. Just some sort of allergy.


  Hamish followed her into the office. There was a flash of fear in Bills eyes, quickly masked.


  What kind of person was Annie Fleming? asked Hamish.


  Ask Bill, said Jocasta. Im going up to the house. Good night.


  Hamish waited until the door had closed behind her and then repeated his question.


  She was all right, said Bill.


  Did you have an affair with her?


  What a question tae ask! spluttered Bill. And me a happily married man.


  Come off it. You were seen spending an afternoon at her house by the neighbours.


  I went to discuss the business wi her. Shes my secretary.


  Maybe youll just be calling your wife to confirm that.


  Bill crumpled. Dont do that. Look, it wasnae me that seduced her. It was the other way around. I couldnae believe my luck, and thats a fact. It was just the one afternoon,
  thats all. Then she went on as if nothing had happened.


  When was this?


  About a month ago. Please dont tell the wife.


  That I cannae promise. Do you have any training at all in chemistry?


  Not a bit. Lousy at school all round.


  Youll need to stand by for more questioning. Dont go to bed.


  Hamish went out to the Land Rover and called Jimmy. What is it now? groaned Jimmy.


  Youd best get out to the wildlife park and pull Bill Freemont in for questioning. He spent at least the one afternoon in bed wi Annie Fleming.


  Ill get out there. What if he denies the whole thing?


  Ive got it on tape, said Hamish.


  Have you really? Or is that just one of your convenient lies?


  No, Ive got it all right. Im off. I dont want to be caught poaching on Strathbanes territory. Ill wait for you at the top of the road.


  Hamish waited patiently for what seemed like a long time before Jimmy turned up with Andy MacNab and two policemen following in another car.


  Right, Hamish, wheres the tape? said Jimmy. Hamish took a small, powerful tape recorder out of his pocket and handed it to Jimmy.


  Odd that, said Jimmy. I never think of you as being high-tech. I wouldnt have been surprised if youd written your notes up in the snow. Come on, lads.
  Ill keep you posted, Hamish.


  The more she landed in disgrace with Hamish, the more Josies obsession with him grew, and her obsession with alcohol grew along with it. As Hamish was making his way
  back to Lochdubh, Josie sat in her room at the manse in front of the peat fire and dreamt of becoming his wife. In her mind, she remodelled the police station. There would need to be room for a
  nursery for the three children she planned to have.


  It was only when she awoke in the morning with a hangover that she conjured up one sensible idea. If she worked hard investigating and maybe solved this case, Hamish would admire her. He would
  want her company instead of looking at her flat-eyed.


  Hamish was relieved and surprised when Josie reported to the police station and suggested that she should do some investigative work in Braikie and go round the town and try to ferret out more
  of Annies friends. Hamish filled her in with what he had found out about Bill Freemont.


  Josie looked so neat and efficient in her newly sponged and pressed uniform that he offered her a coffee. Josie sat down happily at the kitchen table and looked around. It was a very small
  kitchen but could be extended. That old-fashioned stove would have to go. And the other thing that would have to go, she thought, eyeing the dog and cat who were slumbering together in front of the
  stove, was those wretched animals of his. She would get pregnant quickly and tell Hamish that his pets would cause allergies.


  Hamish handed her a mug of coffee. Its odd, isnt it? he said in his lilting highland voice. At first it seemed as if this murder was the work of some maniac.
  Now it turns out Annie was what Scotland Yard would call a murderee, someone who works people up so much that shes bound to get bumped off sooner or later.


  Or maybe it has something to do with drugs, said Josie. I mean, Stardust, the disco owned by Barry Fitzcameron. He owns a couple of pubs as well. He plays the part of the
  good citizen, gives a lot to charity, that sort of thing. But when I was waiting for you at headquarters, I heard one of the policemen complaining about that raid on the disco. He said they
  couldnt even find an under-aged drinker, let alone any drugs, and he thought Barry had been tipped off. Because one thing I did notice in that disco was that some of the drinkers were
  definitely under-aged.


  Hamish looked at her thoughtfully. He wondered why Blair hadnt jumped at the idea of being there at the raid. Which pubs does he own? he asked.


  The Clarty Duck and The Stag.


  Interesting.


  The phone in the office rang. I wonder if I should answer that, said Hamish. Its after nine and we should be at work. Better leave it. He cocked an ear as his
  answering machine picked up a message. Hamish, this is Jimmy. Jake Cullen made bail. He was shot dead on the steps of the sheriffs court. Hamish rushed into the office and
  snatched up the phone. You still there? Its me, Hamish.


  Did you get that? asked Jimmy.


  Yes, any witnesses?


  Only the one. Some poor auld granny has a flat opposite the court. A masked gunman came in the night before and told her to shut up or hed kill her. He tied her to the bed. Then
  she said he just sat there, smoking and waiting. She thought he was going to kill her. Then she fell asleep. She said she was exhausted with fear. She awoke to the sound of the shot. Then he just
  ran out. It seems he set up at the window with a rifle  maybe a deer rifle  and shot Jake. It smells of a professional hit. And that screams at me that our oh-so-clean and worthy
  citizen Barry Fitzcameron might be behind it. Were going to be tied up here for a good bit. You and McSween get over to Braikie and see what you can dig up.


  On our way, said Hamish. He went back into the kitchen. Josie wasnt there. He walked into his living room. Josie wheeled around and blushed.


  If you want to examine my home again, said Hamish severely, ask! Now lets get going. You find out what you can about her friends. Start off with the school. Maybe her
  messing about started there. Ill check back with the neighbours.


  Im sorry, whispered Josie. Its just Ive never properly seen all round a highland police station before.


  And never will again, thought Hamish. He ushered her out and then went out to his Land Rover followed by his dog and cat.


  Josie drove miserably in the direction of Braikie. Before Hamish had caught her, she had opened the door of the spare room which led off the living room and had blinked in amazement at the
  amount of rusty junk. And he had just been beginning to thaw towards her. She was determined to work hard all day and not give up until she came up with just one clue.


  Hamish followed her, his mind turning over thoughts about Blair. Then he mentally shrugged. It need not have been anyone as high up as Blair. It could have been anyone at police headquarters,
  down to the cleaners. If Josie was right, and there was under-aged drinking usually at the disco, then it stood to reason that Barry had been tipped off.


  The day was fine and cold. He slowed down on the shore road. Men were working on the seawall. The tide was out. They were working hard. He stopped and rolled down the window. Got your
  funds? he called to the foreman.


  Aye, but we can only work when the tides out, otherwise we get battered wi the waves.


  Hamish drove on until he reached the quiet street where Annie had lived. He decided to call on Cora Baxter first. The councillors wife answered the door. Oh, its you,
  she said. Come in.


  Hamish wondered at first if everything in the living room was new and decided he was looking at terrifying housekeeping. The sun shone through the glittering windows on to a glass coffee table
  where magazines were arranged in exact precision to line up with the edges of the table. The three-piece suite was in red leather, and the haircord brown fitted carpet was covered in hooked rugs.
  Hamish reflected she had probably made them herself. He had seen many like them at church sales. One bar was lit in an electric heater in front of the fireplace. The mantel was covered in little
  glass figures: he noticed a Bambi and a Snow White along with the Seven Dwarfs.


  On a round table by the window was a cut-glass vase full of silk flowers. To one side of the fireplace was a large flat-screen television.


  Hamish removed his cap and sat down on the sofa. The leather made an embarrassing fart noise. Cora stood in front of the fireplace. She was a stocky woman with bright blonde hair set in tight
  curls over a pugnacious face. She had small blue suspicious-looking eyes.


  Well, Constable? she demanded.


  Hamish repressed a sigh. From his experience councillors like Jamie Baxter, no matter how easy-going, often had wives who considered themselves a cut above the local community.


  He stood up and approached her, looming over her. It had the desired effect.


  Oh, do sit down, said Cora. Hamish went back to the sofa, which welcomed his bottom with a loud raspberry. Cora sat in one of the leather armchairs, but the chair, no doubt knowing
  what was due to her dignity, did not make a sound.


  Hamish opened his notebook. I am making inquiries about Annie Fleming.


  Yes?


  Did you phone Mrs Freemont and tell her that her husband had been seen going into Annie Flemings house to spend the afternoon with her? I must remind you that phone calls can be
  checked.


  Well, I felt it my duty, said Cora truculently.


  Do you know if this happened more than once?


  I only saw him the one time.


  And when was this?


  About a month ago.


  Any other men?


  Just once. An unsavoury-looking character. He had gelled hair and one of those black leather jackets. I would say he was around thirty years old.


  Jake, thought Hamish bitterly. Thats a dead end in every sense.


  What did you think of Annie? asked Hamish. And did you tell any of this to her parents?


  First, I did mention both visits to her parents. Her father was furious with me. He said his daughter was pure and I was a malicious woman who would burn in hellfire. Annie wouldnt
  burn anywhere, she was as cold as ice  butter wouldnt have melted in that girls mouth. I saw them going off to the kirk a few Sundays before she died. Mr and Mrs Fleming put
  their noses in the air. But Annie turned round and gave me a nasty little smile before she walked on. I thought she was a devious tart.


  Why didnt you tell the police any of this? demanded Hamish. Youve been withholding vital evidence.


  I wasnt going to sully her memory until after the funeral.


  But you did just that by phoning Mrs Freemont, and by trying to blacken the girls name with her parents. Is there anything more?


  No, but I dont like your attitude. Do remember my husband is a town councillor.


  Which means damn all in a murder investigation, said Hamish, and warned her he would be back to ask her more questions later.


  Outside, he phoned Jimmy. Any news about the murder?


  Nothing. That old woman might have been left there till she died o shock and starvation if we hadnt searched all the flats opposite and found her. Shes in hospital
  for observation but shes a game auld bird and I think shell survive the shock all right. He never took the balaclava off but she said he was pretty well built and wearing a black
  sweater and black trousers.


  Surely someone saw a man with a rifle running along the street?


  From the initial SOCO report, he went down the stairs, out the back way, and over the wall. Theres a lane that runs along the back. Neighbours heard a motorbike roaring
  off.


  If I were you Id check out those two pubs of Barrys. See if Blairs been seen drinking in either of them. He likes his free booze.


  Aw, cmon, Hamish. I dont like the pillock but this is going a bit too far. Dont worry. Were checking up on everything we know about Barry. Talk to you
  later.


  Hamish wondered whether to interview the parents and then decided it was a bit early to subject them to more questioning. Blair would already have had a go at them.


  He was about to get into the Land Rover when he heard someone calling, Officer!


  He turned round. Mrs McGirty was standing on her front door step waving to him. He went up to her. Have they found out who did this terrible thing? she asked.


  Not yet.


  You must find out. Annie was a saint and a good member o the kirk.


  Maybe Ill be having a word with the minister.


  Josie, meanwhile, was interviewing Annies former head teacher, Miss Gallagher.


  Annie was a very bright pupil, said Mrs Gallagher, a small, motherly-looking woman. I thought she would be going on to university and interviewed her parents but they said
  that their daughter wanted to be at home and look after them.


  Were they ill in any way? asked Josie.


  No, thats what was odd. They are both hale and hearty.


  Was Annie well liked at school?


  Mrs Gallagher hesitated.


  I know you dont like to speak ill of the dead, said Josie, but it is a murder inquiry and one of her boyfriends was shot dead this morning outside the sheriffs
  court.


  This is terrible. Just terrible, gasped Mrs Gallagher. To be honest, Annie did not have many friends amongst the girls. Looking the way she did, she was a great favourite
  with the boys but then even they began to shun her.


  Do you know why?


  Im afraid not. Its a terrible thing to say about the poor lass, but she almost seemed to enjoy her unpopularity, as if it gave her a certain power, as if she was looking
  down on all of them. I did send her to the school councillor.


  Why?


  When a beautiful girl like Annie Fleming goes on the way she was doing, I begin to wonder if there might not be a certain trace of the psychopath there. If you go along the corridor,
  youll find Miss Haggertys name on the end door. I will phone her and tell her you are coming.


  Miss Haggerty was a thin, frail woman with grey hair, spectacles, and a tired face. Oh, Annie, she said in reply to Josies questions about what she had
  thought of her. I could not get anywhere with her. It was during her last year. She said she was looking forward to leaving the school because she found the other pupils too young for her.
  That was all she would say. She had good marks and seemed cheerful. Bright children often feel isolated, and Annie was very bright.


  Did you think she might be a bit of a psychopath? asked Josie.


  Oh, no, simply highly intelligent.


  Manipulative?


  I do not think she could manipulate me in any way.


  Josie left the school feeling downcast. Her phone rang. It was Hamish. Im not getting anywhere, said Josie.


  Im going to see the minister, Mr Tallent. Like to come?


  Where are you?


  Outside her house.


  Be right with you.


  Josie hummed a cheerful tune as she drove along. All was not lost. Hamish had obviously forgiven her for poking around his home.


  
    
  


  Chapter Five


  
    
      Nobody who has not been in the interior of a family can say what the difficulties of any individual of that family may be.


       Jane Austen

    

  


  He may have been diddling her, said Josie as they both got out of the Land Rover at the ministers home.


  Who? demanded Hamish.


  Her own father.


  For heffens sakes, lassie, have you lost your wits? Youve been watching Law and Order Special Victims Unit.


  It happens in these backwards places, said Josie defiantly. Lots of incest.


  Look here, McSween, I dont want to pull rank on you, but I am going to. When we get in there, keep your mouth shut. In future, address me as sir.


  Josie went bright red and hung her head, making Hamish feel like a pompous idiot. And yet it was time that Josie started behaving like a policewoman.


  Hamish rang the bell of the manse cottage and waited. It was a two-storeyed Victorian sandstone building fronted by a garden full of laurels and rhododendrons on either side of a brick path. He
  pressed the bell and waited.


  The door was opened by a squat man wearing black clericals and a dog collar. I hope you are not here to bother the Flemings, he said.


  I didnt even know they were here, said Hamish. Its you I want to be having a word with.


  The minister led the way into a dark study, sat down behind a large desk, and indicated with a wave of his hand that they were to be seated in two chairs opposite. Hamish took off his cap and
  placed it on the desk.


  Get that thing off my desk! snapped Mr Tallent.


  Hamish put his cap on the floor beside his chair. I dont want any germs from your head on my desk, said the minister.


  He had large angry grey eyes framed with thick spectacles. The skin of his face was thick, open-pored, and creased in folds rather than wrinkles. His grey lips were large and fleshy.


  There was little of gentle Jesus meek and mild about the face opposite, thought Hamish cynically. This minister, he judged, probably preached a grand hellfire sermon on Sundays.


  As you know, began Hamish, we are investigating the murder of Annie Fleming. Did you know her very well?


  I am a great friend of the family. Annie was a beautiful God-fearing angel. Whoever did this will burn in hell for eternity.


  So Mr and Mrs Fleming are staying with you?


  Yes, they could not possibly go back to that house until the police have finished with it and the kitchen is repaired.


  Was Annie particularly friendly with any member of your congregation?


  I do not know.


  Did you know that Annie had been having a fling with her boss?


  What do you mean? Speak plainly.


  Shed been having sex with him.


  Rubbish. Who is spreading this filth?


  Her boss, Bill Freemont, admits to it. A neighbour saw him going in to spend the afternoon with her when she was supposed to be off sick. Annie also frequented a disco over her lunch
  break.


  He thumped the desk. I will not believe it. Annie Fleming was a saint. His eyes suddenly filled with tears. Just get out, he said.


  Hamish and Josie got to their feet and made their way out. They had almost reached the garden gate when a voice from behind a laurel bush whispered, Psst!


  Come out, ordered Hamish.


  Father will see me. Walk down the road a bit to the left and Ill catch up with you.


  Hamish and Josie walked along to the end of the road. It ended at a scraggy field of gorse and tussocky grass, bordered by a dry-stone wall.


  They were about to turn back again when Hamish saw a slight figure hurrying down the field, slipping and sliding on the frozen snow. A young woman came up to them, looking nervously to left and
  right. Im Martha Tallent. Martha had obviously come round some back way.


  The ministers daughter?


  Aye.


  She had a large nose which dominated her thin face. Her sandy hair was scraped back from her forehead. She was wearing a dark anorak over black corduroy trousers.


  So, Martha, what do you want to tell us?


  I was listening at the door and I heard what Father said. Its not true. Annie was a right bitch. She hated the church. She told me. I thought we were friends. Theres this
  boy who goes to our church and one day he asked me out. I was that excited. We were only going to have a drink in Braikie. I told Annie. She was the only one I told. She told my father and he came
  raging into that pub and dragged me out in front of everyone. We were only having soft drinks! That boy never turned up in church again. And someone told me he had been seen in a pub in Braikie
  with Annie. Im sure she did it to spite me. But Father found out as well. I dont know who told him. In fact, Father blamed me and claimed I had been introducing his precious Annie to
  corrupting influences.


  Whats his name?


  Mark Lussie.


  And where does he live?


  Down in the council estate. Culloden Way, number twelve.


  How old are you, Martha?


  Nineteen. The same as Mark. Oh, if you see him, could you say how sorry I am?


  Yes, I will. The Flemings are staying with you? What are they like?


  Theyre grief-stricken. They and Mother and Father sit around of an evening talking about how good and beautiful Annie was. Ive nearly finished my computer course at Braikie
  College and the minute I get my diploma, Im going off to Glasgow to look for a job.


  Hamish glanced along the road. He saw that a car had arrived; Jimmy Anderson was getting out of it, followed by a policewoman. Jimmy saw Hamishs Land Rover and looked down the road until
  he spotted him and began to walk towards him. Martha let out a squeak of alarm and scampered back off over the field.


  Who was that you were talking to? asked Jimmy.


  The ministers daughter. But dont let on.


  Find out anything?


  Nothing much except Mr Tallent thinks Annie was a saint and furthermore, I think he had a crush on her. The daughter had a date in a pub and Annie told the minister and the minister
  descended on the pub like the wrath of God.


  Weve now got at least a couple of witnesses to testify that Annie was a regular visitor to the disco, said Jimmy. Mr Tallents just about to see his idol topple
  off her pedestal.


  Whats happening about the shooting?


  Blairs in charge of that.


  Jimmy, I think a leak came from headquarters somehow.


  Were checking. Id best be off to see the minister. Ive a feeling its going to be nasty. You try your luck with that latest boyfriend.


  Blair was sitting at a corner table in The Clarty Duck with Barry Fitzcameron.


  I swear I had nothing to do with the shooting o Jake, said Barry. Im surprised an old friend like you could think such a thing.


  I phoned you and you said youd take care o it, said Blair. I didnae mean kill him.


  Barry raised his hands. Would I do a thing like that? The silly fool was into drugs. Probably he didnt pay for the last lot.


  Blair looked nervously around the bar and inched forward. If it ever gets out that I tipped you off about the raid, Im finished.


  Barry looked the epitome of the successful businessman from his well-tailored suit to his barbered silver hair. Nobody can find out. I didnt tell anyone, you didnt tell
  anyone, so whats your problem?


  Lets jist say its that lang dreep o nothing, Hamish Macbeth.


  Oh, the lion tamer. Whats he got to do with anything? Strathbane isnt his beat and youre in charge.


  Hes sneaky. He poaches on ma territory.


  Im telling you. Dont worry about it. Have another drink on me. Got to run.


  Blair watched him go. Surely he had not arranged to have Jake killed. And yet hed said he would fix it. What if he had Hamish Macbeth killed? A slow smile crossed Blairs fat
  features.


  Hamish suggested they have something to eat. Josies mind flew immediately to a corner table in a shaded restaurant. The balloon of her imagination was pricked when
  Hamish parked outside a fish-and-chip shop and asked her what she wanted. Josie stared moodily out of the Land Rover window at the large menu on a board: fish and chips, haggis and chips,
  deep-fried pizza slice and chips, deep-fried Mars bar and chips, chicken and chips, black pudding and chips, and sausage and chips.


  Fish and chips, said Josie.


  Hamish returned with fish and chips for himself and Josie, fish for Sonsie, and sausage and chips for Lugs. He put the animals food in their bowls at the back and then climbed in the
  front and gave a greasy package to Josie. He had also bought a bottle of Irn Bru, that famous Scottish fizzy drink which once had the slogan, Made from Girders. It was an amazing
  success in Russia where it was advertised as a hangover cure. Hamish produced two paper cups and poured Josie a drink of it.


  Ill get spots . . . sir, said Josie gloomily.


  These are the best fish and chips for miles around, said Hamish. Eat up and then well go and see this Mark Lussie.


  When they had finished, Hamish collected up all the papers, put them in a bin outside the shop, and got into the Land Rover after wiping his greasy hands on his trousers. If only hed let
  me cook for him, thought Josie. Id show him what good food really tastes like.


  Hamish whistled The Road to the Isles as he drove to the council estate. The day was clear and sparkling and for once, the dreaded gales of Sutherland had decided to leave the
  county alone.


  A tired-looking woman with a squalling baby at her hip answered the door. She said she was Marks mother and Mark was at work at the bakery. Hamish reassured her that Mark was not in
  trouble, then headed back into the centre of Braikie and parked at the bakery.


  He asked for Mark at the counter. The baker looked alarmed. I hope he hasnae been up to anything. Hes a good worker.


  No, no. Just a few questions, said Hamish soothingly.


  The baker went into the back shop. A few moments later, Mark emerged wearing white overalls and a white cap. He looked much younger than his nineteen years. He had a very white face and pale
  green eyes. He was small in stature, and his shoulders were stooped.


  Would you mind stepping outside? asked Hamish. Just a few questions.


  Is it about Annie?


  Yes, I believe you were dating her.


  Josie decided the time had come to show Hamish Macbeth that she was a real policewoman. Did you kill her? she demanded.


  Before Mark could say anything, Hamish rounded on her. Please go and sit in the Land Rover, McSween.


  But . . .


  Just go!


  He waited until Josie had left and then said, No one is accusing you of anything, Mark. McSween is new to the job. Lets begin again. I gather you were dating her.


  Aye. I couldnae believe ma luck. It was after Bible class one Sunday afternoon. She asked me if Id like to meet her on the Monday evening for a drink. I said all right and she said
  she would meet me in the Red Lion. She started to drink vodka doubles wi Red Bull. Id never drunk alcohol before and what wi her being such a beauty, I decided to start
  drinking vodka as well.


  I dinnae ken what idiot said that vodka didnt smell because my mother smelt it the minute I got home. But I didnae care because she had promised tae meet me the next night. We had
  just got sat down when her father burst into the pub and starts howling and cursing. Says I led his daughter astray. She didnae say one word to defend me. Forget it, Da, says she.
  Hes not worth bothering about. Hes just some little fellow from the Bible class. And that was that. Im frightened to go back to the church in case the auld
  scunner accuses me of her murder.


  Hamish left the bakery and got into the Land Rover. He looked wearily at Josie. Policing in the Highlands, he said, is not like a hard-cop American TV series. You deal
  gently wi people and youll get more out of them. He let in the clutch. Were going back to the Flemings house. Maybe something from the blast ended up in
  the garden and SOCO might have missed it.


  Josie felt near to tears. It seemed she couldnt do anything right. She sat in brooding silence until they reached the Flemings home.


  It was still cordoned off with police tape. They both got out. Well go round the back, said Hamish. As the blast was in the kitchen, there might be something blown
  outside.


  The back garden consisted of a drying green with tattered washing still hanging on the line. There were a few bushes in the narrow flower beds that formed an edging around the green.


  Hamish began to search carefully in the bushes by the kitchen door, and Josie began to look through the bushes on the left-hand side. As she worked her way round the garden, she grew cold and
  bored. The sun shone on the tattered washing. One of the items not too damaged was a serviceable pair of knickers. Josie suddenly noticed that there was something stuck inside the knickers. She
  went over to the washing line. The clothes were just beginning to thaw out. She unpegged the knickers. Hamish came over to her. Found something?


  Maybe nothing, said Josie. But when the sun shone it looked as if there was a bit of paper stuck inside.


  Hamish put on a pair of latex gloves and told Josie to do the same. He opened up the knickers gently. Sure enough, there was a scrap of paper. Wed best take this down to the
  forensic lab in Strathbane, he said. We dont want to risk damaging it.


  Hamishs heart sank when he saw forensic scientist Lesley Murray, formerly Lesley Seaton. She had pursued him at one time and was now married to her boss, Bruce
  Murray.


  You can leave it with me, she said.


  If you dont mind, well hang around and see if theres anything important, said Hamish.


  Josie looked about in disappointment. It was hardly a scene out of CSI Miami. The room was dingy with frosted-glass windows. A faulty fluorescent light buzzed overhead like an angry wasp.
  There was a cup of coffee on Leslies desk with a skin of milk on the top. She had imagined the underwear being subjected to forensic scrutiny under high-tech machines, but all Lesley did was
  snip open one side of the knickers and with tweezers carefully extract a piece of scorched cardboard.


  Theres some writing on it. Typewritten, she said. It looks like part of a valentine card.


  Hamish leaned over her shoulder and read,


  Rose are re . . .


  Violets . . .


  Youre going t . . .


  Just whats coming to you.


  Ill telephone Mr Blair and tell him about this, said Lesley.


  You better telephone Jimmy, said Hamish. Hes in charge o the case.


  Right. You can go, said Lesley. Ill see if I can get anything more out of this.


  Well wait, said Hamish.


  I have other things to do, said Lesley crossly. And may I remind you, you are nothing more than a village bobby and not in charge of this case.


  Josie opened her mouth to make an angry retort but received a quelling glare from Hamish.


  Outside, she asked, Is she always like that?


  Pretty much. Nothing sinister about thon underwear because that piece o cardboard was obviously blasted there, but the bit o message is something.


  I wonder if he jilted Lesley, thought Josie, her senses sharpened by jealousy. Lesley was pretty. Priscilla Halburton-Smythe looked like a model from Vogue. It was all very lowering.


  In the very north of Scotland, night falls around three or four pm in winter. Hamish wanted to be rid of Josie. She had certainly found that important clue. But there was something about her, a
  sort of cloying neediness, that got on his nerves. He was bewildered by the growing list of suspects. There are so many, he thought gloomily, its beginning to look like the local phone
  directory.


  After he reached Lochdubh, he dropped Josie off at the manse and then drove to the police station. He helped the dog down as the cat sprang lightly on to the ground with her large paws.


  You havent had much exercise, he told them. Well go for a wee dauner along the waterfront.


  Halos of mist were encircling the lamps, leaving black areas of shadow in between. He had a sudden feeling of being watched. He whipped round but there was no one there. When he turned back, the
  Currie sisters, Nessie and Jessie, stood facing him as if they had just been conjured up out of the ground.


  The twins were spinsters of the parish, still alike in their sixties, both having rigidly permed white hair and thick glasses.


  Awful her turning out to be a tart, said Nessie.


  Tart, echoed her sister, who always repeated the end of what her twin had been saying.


  How did you hear? asked Hamish.


  It was Mrs Baxter, the councillors wife, said Nessie. Herself was down at Patels this afternoon. Hes got a special on tinned salmon. She bought ten
  cans! I said, Thats not very fair. You should leave some for us locals, but she paid me no heed at all. So then I says, poor Annie Fleming, and herself whips around and says,
  Annie Fleming was a whore. Just like that!


  Just like that, echoed Jessie.


  Mind you, I did always think she flaunted herself a bit. When are you getting married?


  Getting married, put in the Greek chorus.


  I have no intention of getting married, said Hamish. He stalked off.


  Mark Lussie was not a baker. He worked in the bakery as a sort of odd-job man, carrying out trays of cakes, bread, rolls, pies and buns to the shop from the back. He cleaned
  the windows, swept the floors, and cleaned the baking trays and the ovens, and all the time he dreamed of greater things. He no longer went to church. He had prayed to be married to Annie and God
  had let him down so God didnt exist. He wanted to get out of Braikie and go to Glasgow or Edinburgh, or even London. He had very little in his bank as he had begun to find comfort in drink
  ever since Annie had introduced him to alcohol.


  He turned over and over in his mind, everything Annie had said to him. And then like a lightbulb going on over his head as it did over the heads of the characters in the comics he liked to read,
  he remembered all of a sudden that Annie had said someone had threatened her and he remembered exactly who that someone was.


  At first, he saw himself standing up in court in his best suit, giving evidence and being photographed by the newspapers when he left the court.


  Then it dawned on him that such knowledge was money and money meant escape.


  When he finished work, he went out into the yard at the back of the bakery and lit a cigarette, a new vice. He took out his mobile phone and, looking around to make sure no one was about,
  dialled a number he had looked up in the phone book in the bakery.


  When the phone was answered, he asked to be put through to the person he wanted to speak to. I know you killed Annie. She said you threatened her. Pay me two thousand pounds or Ill
  go to the police. You know the war memorial on the hill above Braikie? Well, be there at midnight with the money or Ill go straight to the police.


  The voice answered in the affirmative and rang off. Mark stood there, his heart beating hard. He would go to London! Maybe he would be in a bar and this film star would chat him up and take him
  back with her to Hollywood. He would get away from his home where the new baby cried all night. What was his mother thinking about to go and have another child? And who was the father? She
  wouldnt say. Marks own father had left his mother shortly after he was born. The church had been a comfort for a while on the long Scottish Sabbath days, but it had let him down in
  the presence of Annie and her father.


  He went back into the bakery and collected four mutton pies which had got a bit bashed and so he was allowed to take them home. There will be no mutton pies in London, he thought.


  Mark felt very nervous but he did not drink that evening. He was frightened of falling asleep. Before midnight, he crept quietly out of the house and made his way through all the sleeping silent
  streets under the light of a cold, pockmarked moon. The streetlights were switched off to save energy. The great stars of Sutherland blazed overhead.


  He walked through the town and up the grassy hillock where the war memorial stood, black against the starry sky. He glanced at the luminous dial of his watch. Five minutes to go. He looked up at
  the sky and saw that the northern lights had started to blaze in all their swirling glory. He had only seen them once before. What was it they called them in school? The aurora borealis, that was
  it. He felt the very heavens were celebrating the soon-to-happen escape of one Mark Lussie. Then he heard the town clock strike midnight and tore his gaze from the magnificence of the heavens and
  looked down the hill to watch for anyone approaching.


  He never heard the step behind him. A knife was thrust savagely into the back of his neck. Rough hands searched his pockets after he had slumped to the ground and took his mobile phone. Then his
  assailant crept away.


  Mark lay dying as the lifeblood pumped out from the wound in his neck. As the lights of the aurora borealis moved and swirled across the sky, Mark Lussie finally went on his last great
  journey.


  Roger Burton, Barry Fitzcamerons hit man, crouched behind the sheep shed up on Hamishs croft. He had instructions to make it look like an accident. But he planned
  to wait until Hamish Macbeth was asleep, get into the station, and simply shoot him. It would be easy to get into the police station. He had noticed one of the fishermen knocking at the door,
  carrying two fish. When he didnt get a reply, he had felt in the guttering above the kitchen door, taken down a key and unlocked the door. Then he had come out a few moments later, relocked
  the door and put the key back up in the gutter. Because Barry had thought Roger meant to stage an accident and because the person to be killed was a police sergeant, he had paid him generously up
  front. Roger meant to do the deed and clear off to Glasgow.


  He waited until Hamish came back and then waited until finally the lights in the police station went off.


  He was just about to make his move when the northern lights began to blaze across the sky. He suddenly felt he should leave it  just take Barrys money and run. But he was a
  professional and he had a reputation to keep. No one in the criminal fraternity of Glasgow would mind that he hadnt staged an accident.


  He softly made his way towards the kitchen door.


  Sonsie awoke and pricked up her tufted ears. Because of the odd telepathy between the two animals, Lugs awoke as well. Sonsie sprang down from the bed where she and the dog had
  been sleeping and went to the kitchen door. Her fur was raised. Hamish was to wonder afterwards why Lugs had not barked.


  They heard the key in the door. Roger loomed up in front of them. When he saw the two animals he raised his gun but Sonsie, the wild cat, flew up at his face and tore her sharp claws down it
  while Lugs bit his leg. He howled and dropped the rifle.


  Hamish came running in. He picked up the rifle and ordered, Stay there or Ill shoot.


  He scrabbled in the pocket of his coat hanging on the back of the door and produced a pair of handcuffs. Over on your back, he shouted.


  Roger rolled over, yelling, I cant see.


  Its the blood, said Hamish, clipping on the handcuffs. He grabbed his mobile from the kitchen table and called for help.


  It was to be a long night. The deep scratches on Rogers face were tended to by the medical officer before he was judged fit for questioning. But Roger remained silent apart from saying he
  was going to sue Hamish Macbeth for the damage to his face. He would not say that anyone had hired him to kill Hamish. Hamish waited in the detectives room because Blair would not allow him
  to be part of the interview. He had asked them to find out Rogers address so that the place could be searched before anything was destroyed but Blair had snarled at him that he was not in
  charge of the case and to type up his report.


  When Jimmy finally appeared, Hamish said desperately, Have you an address? Weve got to get round there. There may be something in his place that connects him to Barry
  Fitzcameron.


  Jimmy rubbed the bristles on his foxy face. Im tired. Weve been up all night, Hamish.


  Lets just do it ourselves, pleaded Hamish.


  Oh, all right. Its a house in Boroughfield, that suburb at the edge o the town.


  But when they got there, it was to find the blackened shell of what had been Rogers home being checked by a fire inspector.


  Im sorry, Hamish, said Jimmy wearily. We should ha listened to you. Go home.


  Before he went to bed early that evening, an exhausted Hamish locked the door. As he fell asleep, he was dimly aware of Josie shouting through the letter box.


  Josie was alarmed when she did not get a reply. She phoned police headquarters and learned of the attempt on Hamishs life. Then she was told to hold on. Police Sergeant Mary Southern came
  on the line.


  Get over to Braikie right now and well join you. A bodys been found at the war memorial.


  Josie scribbled a note to Hamish and pushed it through the letter box before driving as fast as she could to Braikie. Trails of dark cloud were streaming in from the Atlantic, and the wind had
  begun to rise.


  She stopped in the main street, asked for directions to the war memorial, and then set off again. As she climbed the hill to the memorial, she could see that a small crowd had gathered. She
  pulled a roll of police tape and some posts out of the car and set off up the hill, shouting, Get back! Its a crime scene.


  The little crowd backed away as she secured the site. Then she went forward and looked down at the body. Here was no horror such as she had seen when she had viewed Annies body. Mark
  Lussie lay as if at peace, his sightless eyes staring up at the windy sky.


  Who found the body? asked Josie, walking back to the crowd.


  A tall man stepped forward. Thats me, he said.


  Name?


  Alec Templar. I wass up the brae looking after my sheep and I saw what I thocht was clothes by the memorial and went for a look. Poor wee laddie.


  Josie felt the experience of being in sole charge of a murder case was very exciting, but it was short-lived. Police, detectives and SOCO headed by Superintendent Daviot came hurrying up the
  brae.


  Daviot glared at Josie. Why arent you suited up?


  I was rushing to secure the crime scene, said Josie.


  Dont ever make such a mistake again. Wheres Macbeth?


  There was an attempt on his life last night and 


  I know that. So where is he?


  I think he must be asleep.


  Then get over to Lochdubh and wake him up. I need him here.


  I know the deceased, said Josie tremulously. We interviewed him yesterday.


  Name and address?


  Josie gave them to him. Shall I go and tell the parents?


  Just get Macbeth here!


  Josie drove miserably back to Lochdubh and hammered on the police station door. She jumped as a voice behind her said, He keeps a spare key in the gutter or under the doormat. He used tae
  leave it in the gutter, but he changed it. He telt it tae me the ither day. He often moves it around.


  She swung round. A small man in a very tight suit stood looking at her. Im Archie Maclean, he said. Friend o Hamishs.


  Ive got to wake him up, said Josie. Hes wanted over at Braikie.


  Ill leave you to it, said Archie. I only came for a wee crack.


  Josie found the key under the doormat and let herself in. She decided that instead of shouting to wake him, she would go into the bedroom and gently shake him by the shoulder. It was an intimate
  scenario.


  She went into the bedroom. The dog and cat were at the end of the bed. The large cat arched her back and hissed while her yellow eyes blazed. The dog barked.


  Hamish! screamed Josie, darting out the door and slamming it behind her before the cat could spring.


  The bedroom door opened and Hamish stood there wrapped in a shabby dressing gown. Whats up? he demanded.


  Theres been another murder, sir. Mark Lussie.


  Make coffee, ordered Hamish. This all gets nastier and nastier.


  
    
  


  Chapter Six


  
    
      O woman, perfect woman! What distraction


      Was meant to mankind when thou wast made a devil!


       John Fletcher

    

  


  Josie took one look at the cheap jar of instant coffee on Hamishs kitchen counter and ran to Patels to buy a packet of real coffee. Returning to the police
  station, she made the coffee in a pewter jug by pouring boiling water over the grounds, sprinkling a little cold water on the top to settle them, and adding a small pinch of salt.


  Then she lit the stove and put the pot on top to keep the coffee warm. Hamish shaved and showered. In the kitchen, he gulped down two cups of black coffee. To Josies dismay, he
  didnt seem to notice the difference from his usual brew.


  Hamish had in fact noticed the difference and had seen the packet of real coffee but did not want to thank Josie in case she was encouraged to encroach on his home.


  Before he left the station he phoned Jimmy, who told him that Hamish had the job of breaking the news to Mrs Lussie.


  Were off to see Marks mother, said Hamish as they drove off. What was that boy up to? Some way he put himself in danger by not telling us all he knew. Either
  that or he suddenly remembered something. Did he phone his killer and make an appointment? I wonder if he had a mobile phone. I hope we can find something to narrow the suspects down. I hate this
  sort of job  breaking bad news.


  But when they arrived at Marks home, it was obvious the news had already been broken by the highland bush telegraph. Neighbours were crowded into a small living room, murmuring
  condolences as Mrs Lussie sat and wept.


  I would like a word with Mrs Lussie, said Hamish. Will you all please wait outside?


  A large woman protested. Cannae ye leave the wumman alone? she cried.


  But Mrs Lussie rallied. She dried her eyes and said, Ill speak to the sergeant. I want to find out who killed my boy.


  Now, Mrs Lussie, said Hamish. Did you hear Mark go out last night?


  She shook her head. The baby was quiet for once so I got the first good sleep Ive had in ages.


  Did he say anything at all that might be significant? Or did he look excited in any way?


  She dabbed at her eyes with an already sodden handkerchief. He didnt say anything. He was reading a fillum magazine. Then we watched a bit o telly and he said he was tired
  and wanted an early night.


  Did he have a mobile phone?


  Yes, but he didnt use it much. Poor lost soul. He didnt seem to have that many friends. When we was with the church, he knew some young people, but he gave up the
  church.


  May we see his room?


  Its up the stairs, first left.


  As Hamish and Josie went up the stairs, the neighbours who had been watching through the front window crowded in again.


  The room was unexpectedly neat for a young man. It was quite small. There was a narrow bed, neatly made up, with a bedside table and reading lamp. A desk by the window with a hard upright chair
  in front of it held a pile of comics and film magazines. There was no computer or posters or pictures on the walls, which were covered in an oatmeal patterned wallpaper. A tall, thin wardrobe
  fronted by a long glass mirror stood against one wall, and a chest of drawers against another.


  Hamish put on gloves and so did Josie. You search the bedside table, he said, and Ill have a look in the wardrobe.


  There were few clothes hanging up: one dark blue suit and black coat, three long-sleeved shirts, a puffa jacket and a tweed jacket. Underneath the clothes were a pair of black shoes and three
  pairs of sneakers. He searched in all the pockets but did not find anything. He even ran his gloved fingers along the insides of all the footwear in case anything had been hidden there.


  Ive got his bank book and phone bill, said Josie.


  Hamish took them from her. Mark had had a post office savings account with fifty pounds in it. The phone bill only listed five numbers. One was to his home; Hamishs sharp eyes had taken a
  note of the phone number on the receiver dial when he had been downstairs. The other four were to a Strathbane number. Hamish thought they would probably turn out to be made to the wildlife park.
  He took out his mobile, dialled directory inquiries, asked for William Freemonts phone number, and gave the address of the wildlife park. The operator gave him the number. It was the same
  number as the four on the phone bill.


  Bag them up, he said to Josie. Thats the old phone bill. Well need to get Strathbane to check with the phone company and find out if he phoned anyone last
  night. Ill just look in the chest of drawers.


  The top drawer contained underwear, the second socks, and the third T-shirts. In the bottom drawer, there was a small photo album and a selection of soft porn magazines. Hamish flipped open the
  photo album. It contained pictures of Annie: Annie as the Lammas queen, Annie at various church functions, and a few of Annie taken when she was leaving her home. Apart from the ones of Annie,
  there were no family pictures.


  Bag that as well, said Hamish, handing her the album. Im just going to move this chest of drawers in case somethings fallen down the back.


  There was no carpet on the floor, only a sort of spongy linoleum. He heaved the chest of drawers away from the wall. Whats this? he exclaimed. He stretched down and brought
  up a chemistry set. He sat down on the bed and carefully opened it. Most of the chemicals had been used.


  Thats it! said Josie, leaning over him. He was the bomber!


  I think this is too basic to make such a sophisticated bomb, said Hamish. Its probably just an old Christmas present.


  But there are no other toys or presents in the room, said Josie. I mean, youd think he would have old schoolbooks, or stuffed toys, or model airplanes, or something
  like that.


  Well bag it up and take it. Lets see Mrs Lussie again. It means getting rid of the neighbours.


  Once more, Mrs Lussies sympathisers were told to wait outside. We found a chemistry set in Marks room, said Hamish. When did he get that?


  That was a while ago. A gentleman friend of mine gave it to him. He played with it for a bit and then forgot about it.


  Were taking it and some other things, said Hamish. Mark didnt seem to keep anything much in his room. I thought we would find old toys or something like
  that.


  It was the church. They were collecting toys for the poor. Mark was told it was his Christian duty to bring everything in.


  Hamish scribbled out a receipt and handed it to her. Mrs Lussie, if you can think of anything at all, please call me at the station in Lochdubh.


  When can I bury my son?


  Ill tell the procurator fiscal to get in touch with you. Theyll be calling soon anyway. Im afraid they will want you to identify the body. Is there no relative who
  could do the identification instead? Where is your husband?


  I dont know. He ran off after Mark was born.


  Name?


  Sam Lussie.


  What did he do for a living?


  Nothing much, she said bleakly. He was on the dole.


  Is there anyone who could identify the body other than yourself?


  Ill do it, she said tearfully. I want a last look at my son.


  Outside, Hamish phoned Jimmy. He said he was sending Police Sergeant Southern to collect Mrs Lussie and take her to the procurator fiscals office. Hamish told him about
  finding the chemistry set but added that it looked like too amateur a kit to have made the bomb. Jimmy said he was still up at the war memorial and if Hamish brought the chemistry set up to him, he
  would take it over to the forensic lab in Strathbane. They would start by checking with the phone company as well.


  The wind was screaming around the war memorial when they arrived. Above them, the black bronze statue of a Boer War soldier stared out across Braikie to the heaving sea.


  Cant find a thing what with this heather all about, complained Jimmy. Oh, here comes our lord and master. Afternoon, sir, has Roger said anything yet?


  Not a thing, said Blair, lumbering up to them, the cold wind raising red patches on his groggy face. What have ye got?


  Macbeths just found a chemistry set in Mark Lussies room, said Jimmy.


  Blair visibly brightened. Thats it. Case closed.


  Not really, sir. The chemistry set looks like a kids one. And weve still got to find out who murdered Mark.


  You, said Blair in a sudden fury, glaring at Hamish, take your wee sidekick and get down there to thae houses and see if anyone saw anything.


  Hamish repressed a sigh. As he looked down the hill, he could see police officers going door to door, but he said meekly, Yes, sir.


  He walked down the hill to where his Land Rover was parked. Get in, he said to Josie.


  Arent we going to . . .?


  No. Waste of time. That grounds being covered. Were going back to Lochdubh. Ive got to think.


  Once back at the police station, Josie followed him quietly in, not wanting him to be too aware of her presence and send her away.


  Hamish went straight to the police office. Josie was glad the dog and cat were nowhere around. They came and went by a large cat flap on the kitchen door. Hamish sat down at his desk, and Josie
  pulled a chair up next to him.


  What I want to do, said Hamish, taking a notebook out of his desk, is to make a list of all the suspects, and then we start somehow to check up and see if there is anything
  in any of their backgrounds to show they had the knowledge to make a bomb.


  Shall I make some coffee, sir? asked Josie.


  Yes, that would be grand.


  Josie went happily off to the kitchen where she was soon lost in a rosy dream of being Hamishs wife.


  When she came back with two mugs of coffee and a plate of biscuits, Hamish was checking down a list he had made.


  I cant leave out Jake Cullen, he said. I know hes dead but he might have murdered her before that. Maybe Annie knew something about drugs at that club and had
  threatened to tell the police. Now, I cant forget Bill Freemont.


  He seemed a stupid man, said Josie.


  He could have got someone to do it for him. I wonder if he has any criminal connections? Or Jocasta, his wife? No, scrub that one. I should think shes been too out o love
  wi him for a while to get jealous enough.


  Is your coffee all right? asked Josie.


  Yes, chust fine. Dont sit so close to me. Youre crowding me.


  Josie blushed and drew her chair back.


  Then theres Jessie Cormack. Annie took her boyfriend away  and that boyfriend, Percy Stane, had better be on the list as well. I may as well put the minister, Mr Tallent,
  down as well. Ill swear he was in love with Annie.


  But right at the moment, my main suspect is Barry Fitzcameron. Hes the spider in the middle o the web.


  The phone rang. It was Jimmy. Youll never believe this, Hamish. Blair went up the brae a bit for a nip o whisky out o his flask. A great gust o wind caught him
  and sent him tumbling down the brae right on to the crime scene and he banged his head on the plinth o the memorial and went out cold. Daviots here and hes furious.
  Blairs been taken to Braikie hospital.


  Hang on a minute, Jimmy. Hamish turned to Josie. You may as well take the rest of the day off, whats left of it. Run along.


  He waited until Josie had left and then spoke urgently. Jimmy, raid that disco tomorrow.


  You mean . . .?


  I dont want to think Blair was the informant, but do you think you could do it?


  Ill tell Daviot Ive had a tip-off.


  Just make sure Daviot doesnt go visiting Blair!


  Ill tell him hes not allowed visitors for the next forty-eight hours.


  Mrs Wellington greeted Josie. Ive a nice venison casserole. You can have some of that. Sit down at the table. Hows Hamish?


  As usual, said Josie. Im thinking of getting a transfer back to Strathbane.


  Mrs Wellington was alarmed. The money she received for housing Josie had come in very handy.


  You havent been having much fun here, she said. You should go to the dance in the hall this Saturday.


  I dont want to go on my own, said Josie.


  Get Hamish to take you. That man needs a good woman.


  He wont want to go, said Josie.


  Oh, he will, said Mrs Wellington. Ill make him.


  Mrs Wellington thought that a nice clean girl like Josie McSween was just the kind to sort Hamish Macbeth out. That evening, her eyes gleaming with matchmaking, she made her way along to the
  police station.


  Come ben, said Hamish reluctantly.


  Mrs Wellington followed Hamish into his living room and looked around in disapproval. There were two dirty coffee mugs beside his armchair and sheets of notes spread out on the floor. The dog
  and cat lay sleeping in front of a smoky peat fire.


  Yes, Josie was just what this lazy policeman needed in his life. I want you to take Josie to the dance on Saturday, boomed Mrs Wellington.


  Im following up more than one murder, protested Hamish. And it iss not the thing at all to be socializing with my policewoman.


  Mrs Wellington sank down in the little-used armchair opposite Hamish, sending up a cloud of dust.


  You must make an exception, she said. That young girl has had no social life at all since she came here. One evening wont hurt you.


  But 


  No buts, young man. I expect to see you there. Theres been talk in the village about how lonely Josie must feel.


  Hamish suddenly just wanted to get rid of her. Oh, all right, he said ungraciously.


  Josie was elated at the news. She escaped to her room and poured herself a large glass of whisky to celebrate. But then she began to wonder what would happen if Hamish Macbeth
  either did not dance or danced with her only once and then disappeared back to his station.


  She drank more whisky and wondered what to do. She felt she wouldnt get any sleep that night. Then she remembered that hidden in her luggage, she had a packet of Mandrax tablets. They had
  been part of a drug raid when she was in Strathbane. She had not been on the drug raid but had been given various drugs and told by Jimmy to take them down to the evidence lockers. It was only when
  she returned that she had found the packet in her pocket. Not wanting to get into trouble, she had taken them home with her. The missing tablets had not been noticed during the court case.


  Mandrax, known as quaaludes in the States, was a banned drug. It was a powerfully addictive sleeping pill with dangerous side effects. Now, if she ground down some of the tablets and slipped it
  into Hamishs drink, he would start to get dizzy. She could help him back to the police station, get him into bed after undressing him, and then undress herself and climb into bed with him.
  When he woke up, she could say they had had sex. He would feel obliged to marry her.


  The mad idea fuelled by more whisky began to seem perfectly feasible.


  Hamish was awakened two mornings later by the ringing of the telephone. He struggled out of bed, glancing at the clock in alarm, realizing he had slept in, and rushed to answer
  it. It was Jimmy. Och, man, he said. Youll never believe whats happened.


  What?


  Roger Burtons escaped, but before he did he got into Barrys cell and killed him.


  How the hell did that happen?


  Roger knocked out the copper who took him his breakfast. He dressed himself in the coppers clothes, put his own clothes on the policeman, and put the policeman in the bed in the
  cell wi a blanket over him. He took his keys and found Barrys cell. He stabbed him to death.


  What with?


  A sharpened toothbrush.


  What on earth was left in his cell to sharpen the damn thing?


  Didnt need a knife. Theres rough concrete on that ledge by the window. He just rubbed it and rubbed it down to a point.


  So youd arrested Barry?


  Aye, I forgot to tell you. Wed raided thon disco yesterday and found the stash o drugs. Oh, God, were all in deep crap here, right up to our oxters. Daviot is
  screaming blue murder and says if Blair had been around it wouldnae have happened. I tried to say that maybe wed got Barry because Blair wasnt around and Daviot says I cannot defend
  myself by libelling a good officer.


  Any clue as to where Roger Burton is?


  By the time they found out the fellow in the bed wasnt Roger, hed long gone.


  What about the barman at the disco? He must know something.


  It gets worse. He was bailed and now hes disappeared as well. Youre on your own wi that valentine case. Getting anywhere?


  Not so far. Ive interviewed all my suspects again.


  Keep at it. Daviots rampaging around. The duty officers been suspended, poor bastard, although it had nothing to do with him. Weve got the press baying outside for
  blood and Daviot baying inside.


  When Hamish rang off, he thought that Blair must be thrilled to bits. If there was a connection to Barry, it would be hard to find it now.


  There was a knock at the kitchen door. He opened it. Josie stood there, smiling up at him.


  Im late, said Hamish. I was interviewing people until late last night.


  You should have let me help you, sir, said Josie.


  Get the coffee on and Ill be ready in a minute.


  When Hamish finally appeared, dressed and shaved, Josie said, Its kind of you to offer to take me to the dance tomorrow.


  I didnt offer, said Hamish, helping himself to coffee. I was bullied into it.


  He waited for Josie to say something like, Oh, well, in that case, Ill go myself, but she merely hung her head and looked miserable.


  Hamish was suddenly sorry for her. Dont worry, Josie, he said. Well probably have a good time.


  Hed called her Josie! All Josies dreams flooded into her brain. But she said, Where are we going today?


  I want to try to get Jocasta on her own. If Im right, shes fed up with the marriage and might talk a bit freely if we can get her without her husband around.


  The first thing they saw as they drove up to the wildlife park was a large FOR SALE sign. Now, that is very interesting, said Hamish. The marriage must be
  breaking up. Bill would never have let her sell.


  He drove down the muddy slope to the office.


  Jocasta was found poring over accounts books. Oh, its you, she said curtly. Find a chair. Ill be with you in a minute.


  They sat waiting patiently while Jocasta turned pages, muttering, Bastard! and Unbelievable.


  At last she sat back in her chair and said, What?


  Where is your husband? asked Hamish.


  I neither know nor care. Im filing for divorce. Bill ripping me off is one thing, but Annie Fleming was raiding the petty cash.


  Youre sure of that?


  Quite sure.


  And you really dont know where your husband is? said Josie.


  No. We had a row. I said I was filing for divorce and he took off after I said I was selling the place. This folly is fortunately in my name. I told him I was going to sell the place to a
  builder. You should have seen his face! The idiot considers himself an environmentalist. Oh, hell catch some other poor woman the way he caught me. I met him at one of those save-the-planet
  get-togethers in Edinburgh and he courted me and as soon as we were married, he sweet-talked me into this piece of rubbish. I used to be concerned about things like my carbon footprint. Now I
  dont give a damn if its a carbon hobnailed boot. I want out.


  It is very hard to get building permission, said Hamish.


  Ive got a loophole. I got building permission for this ratty office and the house and believe me thats going to cover a multitude of sins, meaning a few rows of nasty little
  bungalows.


  Have any of the creatures been returned to you?


  Not a one. They were all, apart from the minks and the lion, from the local countryside. Theyre all probably happy in their natural habitat. And they hadnt been in the cages
  long enough to get used to being fed.


  Have any of the animal libbers been caught?


  She gave a cynical laugh. No. I think you lot have enough on your hands, what with an escaped hit man and a murder in the cells, to bother about a few idiots.


  What did you think of Annie Fleming? asked Hamish.


  A right little tart she turned out to be. I suspected there was something going on with Bill. I dont think she could leave anything in trousers alone.


  What about a kilt? asked Josie seriously.


  Hamish burst out laughing and Josie blushed. But Jocasta said, About a month ago, I was walking out to the cages when I saw her up on the main road beside a four-by-four talking to a man
  in a kilt. He was all dressed up in the full rig like men wear when theyre going to a wedding or an official function.


  What did he look like?


  He was too far away. Medium height, dark hair. They saw me watching and he jumped in his vehicle and drove off.


  Then there was a weedy-looking youth hanging around. He kept trying to speak to Annie but she told him to get lost. I think she called him Percy.


  I know who you mean, said Hamish. I think well be having a wee word with that young man again.


  Back at the Land Rover, Hamish phoned police headquarters and asked for Mark Lussies mobile phone number. He waited patiently until he got it. Then he said to Josie, Before we go
  and see Percy again, Ive got an idea. Maybe Marks murderer threw that phone away in the heather.


  Josie shivered as she bent before the wind and followed Hamish up the brae to the war memorial. Out to sea, dark clouds were massing, and she hoped Hamish would either find the phone or give up
  before the threatening rain arrived.


  Hamish took out his own phone and dialled Marks number. He began to walk away from the war memorial down the sloping hill on the other side. At the bottom of the hill was a small grocery
  shop with rubbish bins parked at the back.


  I wouldnae be surprised if he didnae dump the phone in one o thae bins, he said.


  But the bins would have been cleared by now, said Josie.


  Aye, and thats why were going to the council tip.


  They reached the Land Rover just as the rain came down in sheets. I havent got a raincoat with me, said Josie.


  Did you bring your coveralls? asked Hamish, meaning the plastic suit police wore at a crime scene so that they would not contaminate it.


  Yes, I got them.


  Theyll do. Suit up when we get to the tip.


  The tip was down at the end of a long lane leading to the sea between Lochdubh and Strathbane. Josies heart sank when she saw the acres of rubbish stretched out under a
  stormy sky full of screeching, diving seagulls.


  Hamish went into the office wearing black oilskins. He asked about the rubbish from the grocery and if the man in charge had any idea which part of the acreage it would end up in.


  The man said vaguely it might be over to the far left of the dump.


  With Josie trailing miserably behind, Hamish went over to the left, took out his phone, and dialled Marks number.


  The wind dropped and he swore he could hear a faint ringing sound. Come on, Josie, he urged. I think theres something here under this pile o
  rubbish.


  That use of her first name spurred Josie into action. I wont dial any more until weve dug down a bit, said Hamish.


  He paused occasionally to admire Josies diligence. He had been too hard on the lassie, he thought. After they had searched down a certain depth, he dialled again. Hear that!
  he cried triumphantly. He scrabbled down to the ringing sound, tossing filthy rubbish over his shoulder.


  Got it! he cried at last. Lets get back into shelter. This is grand. He seized hold of Josie and waltzed her round on top of the rubbish.


  Josie walked back to the Land Rover as if she were walking on air. Well get back to Lochdubh, dry out, and Ill get you something to eat, said Hamish once they were in
  shelter again. Let me check this phone. What was the last call he made? Here, write this down.


  Josie took out her notebook and wrote down the number. Right, said Hamish. Give it to me. Lets phone up and see whos at the other end.


  He dialled and waited. A clear highland voice came on the line. Town hall, Braikie, said the voice. Which department?


  Hamish rang off, his hazel eyes gleaming. That was the town hall. Maybe young Percy is deeper in this than I thought. He bagged Marks mobile and stripped off his pair of
  latex gloves.


  Im afraid wed better take this over to Strathbane first. Ill blast the heater and dry us out.


  Jimmy was just about to go out when they arrived. He wrinkled his nose. You pair smell like hell.


  Hamish held up the evidence bag. Weve found Mark Lussies mobile at the council tip. The last call he made was to the town hall. So were going to grab a bite to eat
  and get over there. How are you getting on?


  Ive barely started, complained Jimmy. Questions and questions from the big yins up to interrogate us all about how we managed to let one murder happen and one
  dangerous killer escape. Barrys no loss.


  Who inherits his money? asked Hamish.


  Probably the state will take most of it like they always do when someone has been profiting from drugs. His only living relative is his sister, a churchy woman, whos horrified at
  her brothers criminal activities. Got to go. Give me that phone and Ill get it over to forensics.


  Hamish and Josie drove to a restaurant in Strathbane. A woman at the next table said loudly, The day when policemen actually took a bath seems to be long
  over.


  Josie dissolved into giggles.


  We really must smell something awful, said Hamish. After this, well get back to Lochdubh and clean up. Ive got an old uniform I can use. What about
  you?


  Ive got a spare recently, said Josie.


  They had a pleasant meal. Hamish was in high good humour. He felt the case was beginning to break at last.


  Josie thought about her mad dream of drugging him. What a silly idea!


  At the town hall, Hamish asked to be directed to wherever the switchboard was. He was grateful that the town hall was old-fashioned and didnt go in for a phone tree
   press one for so-and-so, press two for someone else, and so on.


  The young girl at the switchboard seemed vaguely familiar. Police, he said. Just a few questions. What is your name?


  Iona Sinclair.


  Have we met? I am Police Sergeant Hamish Macbeth.


  I saw you last year at the crowning of the Lammas queen. It was promised to me because Annie had been queen the year before, but she got it again which wasnt fair.


  Iona was a tall girl in her late teens with hair as red as Hamishs own, green eyes and freckled skin. She had the lilting accent of the Outer Hebrides.


  Were interested in a call that came through here to the switchboard on the evening Mark Lussie was murdered, said Hamish.


  Well, we close at five oclock. There were a lot of calls before then. People ask for various departments.


  Did anyone ask for waste disposal?


  We get a lot of those. People are always girning on about the evil dustmen persecuting them because the waste isnt in the proper bins.


  Did you know Annie Fleming well?


  I was at school with her, but she wasnt popular with the girls. She was too busy chatting up the teachers.


  Anyone in particular?


  Harry Massie, the English teacher.


  Is he still teaching at the school?


  Last I heard.


  Outside the town hall, Hamish sighed. Another suspect. Lets see this English teacher.


  What about Iona? asked Josie. She must have borne a grudge against Annie.


  I havent forgotten her, said Hamish. But she doesnae seem the type to know how to put together a sophisticated bomb.


  Harry Massie was a tall, rangy man in his late thirties. He had thick brown hair, a beaky nose, and a small mouth. He was wearing corduroy trousers and a well-worn Harris tweed jacket over a
  checked shirt open at the neck.


  We want to ask you about Annie Fleming, said Hamish.


  Josie got an inner glow. Hamish was beginning to say we.


  Poor girl. Any idea who did it?


  Not as yet. I must ask you this: Did Annie Fleming make a pass at you?


  By all thats holy, someone who doesnt think she was a saint. Yes, she did.


  Explain what happened.


  The classroom smelled of chalk, sweat and dust. Outside the wind howled and screeched.


  Harry leaned on his desk. Annie was very good at English. Then she started waiting in the classroom until the others had left, asking me questions. I began to feel uneasy because other
  members of the staff began to tease me about being seen alone with Annie. So I told her that if she had any questions, to put them in writing and leave them on my desk and not to stay behind in the
  classroom. I was very firm with her. I held the door open for her and she . . . she stuck her tongue in my ear.


  I told her I would report her and she laughed and said who would ever believe me and if I didnt keep my mouth shut she would report me for having tried to rape her. I felt
  nothing but relief when she left the school for good.


  Whos the chemistry teacher here?


  Sol Queen. But I hardly think . . .


  Where can we find him? asked Hamish.


  Harry glanced at his watch. Hell be in the staff room having a break. Ill take you along.


  Various teachers were standing at an open window in the staff room, smoking and braving the gale that was blowing in.


  Sol, said Harry. The police want a word with you.


  An elderly teacher turned around. He had sparse grey hair and thick glasses. We cant talk here, he said. Come outside.


  Josie and Hamish followed him into the corridor. What is it? he asked, peering myopically up at Hamish. Hamish thought that Annie could hardly have made a pass at this elderly
  gentlemen, so he asked instead, Is there anyone you can think of who might have the expertise to make a letter bomb?


  Funnily enough, Ive thought of that. But I cannot think of anyone at all  apart from me. I mean, I would know which chemicals to use, but I would not know how to install the
  fuse. That takes a lot of sophisticated knowledge.


  Hamish had a sudden idea. Do you have computer classes in the school?


  No. We were supposed to get them, but there is so much else needing to be done here. The roofs in need of repair and it would mean finding extra money over the cost of the
  computers to hire another teacher.


  Hamish thanked him and then, as they walked towards the entrance, he phoned Jimmy. Did forensics go through Annies computer?


  She didnae have one, said Jimmy. Her father says that computers are the instruments o the devil. They searched the one at the wildlife place but nothing but business
  on it.


  Hamish rang off. I cant think of any young person who doesnt use the Internet, he said. Theres that new Internet caf, just off the main street.
  Lets try there.


  The Internet caf was run by a Pole, Lech Nowak, and the place was full of Polish accents as other immigrants e-mailed home.


  Hamish asked whether Annie Fleming had ever used the caf. The girl that was murdered? No, she never came in here, said Lech.


  Another possible lead gone, thought Hamish gloomily.


  The caf sold snacks, so Hamish suggested they should both eat something. He hoped his pets were all right back at the police station. He was worried that the hit man might call back to
  finish the job and shoot the animals.


  After they had finished eating, Hamish said, Im going back to that ministers. I know the parents have probably been interrogated but I want to speak to them myself. But I
  would like you to go back to the town hall and have a talk with Percy Stane. Make a friend of him. Sympathize. See if you can get anything more out of him and in a roundabout way, see if he got any
  phone calls from Mark.


  Hamish was not looking forward to interviewing the Flemings. What sort of parents had produced such a manipulative drug-taking daughter?
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