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  Chapter One


  
    
      Shall man into the mystery of breath


      From his quick breathing pulse a pathway spy?


      Or learn the secret of the shrouded death.


      By lifting up the lid of a white eye?


       George Meredith

    

  


  Hamish Macbeth drove along a rutted single-track road on a fine September day. The mountains of Sutherland soared up to a pale blue sky. There had been weeks of heavy rain and
  everything seemed scrubbed clean and the air was heavy with the smell of pine and wild thyme.


  It was a good day to be alive. In fact, for one lanky red-haired Highland policeman who had just discovered he was heart-whole again, it was heaven.


  The once love of his life, Priscilla Halburton-Smythe, had been home to the Highlands on a brief visit. They had gone out for dinner together and his mind had probed his treacherous heart but
  had found nothing stronger lurking in there but simple liking.


  The sun was shining and somewhere out there were charming girls, beautiful girls, girls who would be only too happy to give their love and their lives to one Hamish Macbeth.


  The vast heathery area of his beat which lay outside the village of Lochdubh had been crime-free, and so he had little to do but look after his small croft at the back of the police station,
  feed his sheep and hens, mooch around in his lazy way and dream of nothing in particular.


  His beat had of late merely been a series of social calls  a cup of tea at some farm, a cup of coffee in some whitewashed little croft house. He was on his way to visit a crofter called
  Parry McSporran, who lived up in the wilderness of moorland near the source of the River Anstey, just outside the village of Glenanstey.


  There are two types of Highlander, the entrepreneur and the cowboy. The entrepreneurs are hardworking, and set up schemes to earn money from tourists, and the cowboys are usually drunken louts,
  jealous of the entrepreneurs, and set out to sabotage their efforts. A taxi driver, for instance, who started to build up a successful business would suddenly find he was getting calls to pick up
  people in remote places and when he got there, he would find the call had been a hoax. One who had started a trout farm found the water had been poisoned.


  Parry McSporran had built three small holiday chalets on his land. During the building of them, he had experienced some trouble. Building materials had mysteriously gone missing; rude
  spray-painted graffiti desecrated his house walls.


  Hamish had tracked down the youths who had done the damage and had threatened them with prison. After that Parry had been left in peace. He had recently started to take in long lets. He said
  this way he saved himself the bother of changing linen every week and cleaning the chalets. It was a good move, for the tourist season in Sutherland, that county which is as far north in mainland
  Britain as you can go, was very short.


  Parry was moving his sheep from one field to the other when Hamish arrived. He waved. Hamish waved back and leaned against the fence to watch Parrys sheepdogs at work. There was nothing
  better, he reflected lazily, than watching a couple of excellent sheepdogs at work on this perfect day. All it would take to complete the bliss would be a cigarette. Stop that, he told his brain
  severely. He had given up smoking some time ago, but occasionally the craving for one would come unbidden, out of nowhere.


  The transfer of the sheep being completed, Parry waved Hamish towards the croft house. Come ben, he said. You are chust in time for the cup of tea.


  Grand, said Hamish, following him into the stone-flagged kitchen. Parry was not married. According to all reports, he had never wanted to get married. He was a small, wiry man with
  sandy hair and an elfin face with those light grey eyes which give little away, as if their bright intelligence masked any feeling lurking behind them in the same way that a man walking into a dim
  room after bright sunlight will not be able to distinguish the objects lying around.


  Got anyone for your chalets? asked Hamish, sitting down at the kitchen table.


  I haff the two long lets, said Parry, and the other one is booked up by families for the summer.


  Who are your long lets? asked Hamish as Parry lifted the kettle off the black top of the Raeburn stove which he kept burning, winter and summer.


  In number one is Felicity Maundy, English, Green.


  You mean shes a virgin?


  Come on, Hamish. Dont be daft. I mean one o thae save-the-world Greens. She is worried about the global warmings.


  In the Highlands! exclaimed Hamish. A wee bit o the global warming up here would chust be grand.


  Aye, but she chust shakes her heid and says its coming one day.


  He put a mug of tea in front of Hamish. Pretty? asked Hamish.


  If you like that sort of thing.


  What sort of thing?


  Wispy hair, wispy clothes, big boots, no make-up.


  And what is she doing up here in Glenanstey? asked Hamish curiously.


  Herself is finding the quality of life.


  Oh, one of those.


  Aye, but shes been here three months now and seems happy enough. Writes poems.


  Hamish lost interest in Felicity. What about the other one?


  Nice young man. Tommy Jarret. Early twenties. Writing a book.


  Oh, aye, said Hamish cynically. The ones who locked themselves away from civilization to write a book were usually the ones who couldnt write anywhere. Jarret,
  he mused. That rings a bell.


  Meaning he has a criminal record?


  Probably not, Parry. Ill check into it if you like.


  Aye, do that. Id be grateful to ye, Hamish.


  Mr McSporran, called a soft voice from the open doorway. I wondered if I could buy some eggs from you.


  Hamish swung round. This, then, must be Felicity Maundy. The sunlight streaming in through the kitchen door shone through her thin Indian-style dress of fine patterned cotton and turned the
  wisps of her no-colour hair into an aureole. She moved forward into the shadow revealing herself to be a thin, young girl with a pale anxious face and nervous pale blue eyes which slid this way and
  that.


  She was wearing a heavy string of amber beads which made her neck look fragile. Under the long skirts of her dress, she was wearing a pair of what looked like army boots.


  Ill get some for ye, said Parry. Sit down. This here is Hamish Macbeth.


  Felicity nervously eyed Hamishs uniform. Ill just stand. Her voice was as soft and insubstantial as her appearance.


  How do you pass the time up here, Miss Maundy? asked Hamish.


  What do you mean? There was now a shrill edge to her voice.


  I mean, said Hamish patiently, its a wee bit remote here. Dont you find it lonely?


  Oh, not at all! She spread her arms in a theatrical gesture. The hills and the birds are my companions.


  Och, snorted Parry, returning with a box of eggs, you should put on some make-up and heels and go down to Strathbane and have some fun.


  I do not wear make-up, said Felicity primly.


  Why not? asked Parry. You could do with a wee bit o colour in your face.


  If one wears make-up, declaimed Felicity as if reciting a well-rehearsed line, people cannot see the real you.


  I shouldnt think anyone could see you, real or otherwise, hidden out here, remarked Hamish.


  Felicity ignored him.


  How much do I owe you for the eggs?


  No charge today.


  Oh, thank you. You are just too, too kind.


  Felicity whipped up the box and disappeared out of the kitchen door.


  That ones got you for a sucker, remarked Hamish.


  Aw, shes chust the wee bit o a thing. Needs building up. Will you check up on Tommy Jarret for me, Hamish?


  Ill do it now, said Hamish. Wont be a minute. Ive got a phone in the car, although thae mobiles can be a pain. The number of places in the Highlands
  where they wont work!


  He went out to the police Land Rover and picked up his mobile phone and dialled police headquarters in Strathbane and got through to Jenny McSween, nicknamed the Keeper of the Records.


  Wait a minute, Hamish, said Jenny. Ill just feed that name into the computer.


  Hamish leaned against the side of the Land Rover and waited, enjoying the feel of the sun on his face. The three holiday chalets were hidden behind screens of birch trees to give the occupants
  privacy. Through the flickering leaves of birch he could see Felicitys pale face at a window.


  Then Jennys voice came on the phone. Thomas Jarret, arrested last year, for possession of ecstasy and cannabis. Got off a pushing charge. Said they were for his own use and since
  only small amounts were found, he got away with it. Arresting detective, Jimmy Anderson, thinks he was pushing but couldnt make anything stick. Thomas Jarret was or is a heroin addict, you
  see.


  I see, said Hamish bleakly. Thanks, Jenny.


  He went back into the croft house and told Parry what he had learned.


  Ill haff that cheil out on his ear, growled Parry. I cannae thole drugs.


  Lets go and have a word with him, said Hamish. He may be reformed. Im all for giving folks a break.


  Parry, his face grim, walked ahead of Hamish and towards one of the chalets. He knocked at the door. Mr Jarret, well chust be having a wee word wi ye.


  The door opened and a pleasant-looking young man stood there. He had a mop of curly brown hair and brown eyes in a tanned face. Those blinked rapidly when he saw Hamishs uniform.


  Can we come in? asked Hamish.


  Y-yes.


  He backed away into the chalet living room. A word processor was on a table by the window, surrounded with piles of manuscript.


  Sit down, said Tommy nervously.


  Ill get straight to the point, said Hamish, sitting down and taking off his peaked cap and then twisting it round and round in his hands. You were arrested for
  possession of drugs. The arresting detective was convinced you were pushing.


  Ive been clean for six months. Honest, pleaded Tommy. And I wasnt pushing. I went to a rehab in Strathbane. Ask anyone. In fact, Im writing a book about
  my experience with drugs to warn other people what its like.


  Why were you found in possession of ecstasy and cannabis when you were a heroin addict? asked Hamish.


  Tommy gave a rueful smile. If you cant get your drug of choice, youll go for anything. He rolled up his shirtsleeves. Look, no track marks, and Mr McSporran
  here will tell you hes never seen me other than sober.


  It iss not the drink Im worried about, said Parry.


  Its therapy-speak, explained Hamish. Sober means he hasnt taken any mood-altering chemical. Am I right, Tommy?


  Yes, I never even drink booze now. Please give me a chance, said Tommy earnestly. You know I havent been any trouble, Mr McSporran, and I pay my rent on
  time.


  Aye, thats right, said Parry reluctantly.


  Hamish made up his mind. Id let him be for the moment, Parry. I believe what he says.


  Outside in the sunlight, Parry said, You seem mighty sure of yourself, Hamish.


  Like I said, Im all for giving folks a chance. He seems a nice fellow to me. Come on, Parry. Strathbanes become a sink o iniquity. Ive seen a lot of good young
  people wrecked. This one seems to have pulled himself together.


  I spose, said Parry. Hes no trouble. Lets hope your judgement is right, Hamish Macbeth.


  Och, I am never wrong, said Hamish with simple Highland vanity.


  But when he had returned to Lochdubh and locked his hens away for the night, Hamish went into the police station office and phoned Detective Jimmy Anderson.


  Tommy Jarret? said Jimmy in answer to Hamishs query. I mind him. Got away with possession and up in front of a lenient sheriff. Got nothing more than a stay in a
  rehab and a hundred days community service.


  Wait a bit, said Hamish. He was a heroin addict?


  Aye.


  Thats a pretty expensive drug to be taking in the Highlands of Scotland. Where did he get the money?


  Some aunt of his left him money, seems to be true. Respectable parents. Well off. Father a bank manager. Neat bungalow outside Strathbane, member of the Rotary Club, polishes the car on
  Sunday, get the picture? So he can afford heroin. I tell you another thing that made me mad. Couldnt get out of him where he got his supply from. I mean, hes lucky to be
  alive.


  Whys that?


  I believe theres a lot of adulterated stuff around and some bastard at the Three Bells pub down at the old docks was pushing talcum powder. The street price of heroin in Aberdeen
  was a hundred pounds per gram. Why are you asking about Tommy Jarret?


  The name cropped up, said Hamish.


  Meaning the wee bastards in your parish. I dont trust any o thae junkies.


  Lot of drugs in Strathbane? asked Hamish.


  Aye, its a plague. Its the new motorways. Were no longer cut off up here so they zoom up the motorways from Glasgow and Manchester. The drug barons make money and
  more young people die every year.


  What would happen, I wonder, mused Hamish, if the stuff were legalized? I mean, there would be controls on the quality of the stuff and all the drug barons and drug cartels
  would be out of business.


  Whit! Its statements like that which explain why youre a copper and Im a detective. Thats a load of dangerous rubbish youre talking, Hamish.


  Just thought I would ask, said Hamish meekly.


  He rang off and then changed into his civilian clothes and went out for a stroll along the waterfront. He didnt mind at all being a mere village copper. Hamish Macbeth had sidestepped
  promotion to Strathbane several times. The waters of Lochdubh lay placid under a pale sky, with only the ripples from a porpoise to disturb the calm surface. The violent world of cities such as
  Strathbane seemed pleasingly remote.


  Dreaming, Hamish?


  Hamish, who had been leaning against the harbour wall, turned and found Dr Brodies wife, Angela, surveying him with amusement.


  I was thinking of pretty much nothing, said Hamish. Except maybe drugs.


  I dont think weve got any cases in Lochdubh.


  Good.


  She leaned against the harbour wall beside him and he turned back and rested his arms against the rough stone, still warm from the days sunshine.


  Why do people take drugs, Angela?


  Because they like the effect. You should know a simple thing like that, Hamish. Then in the young, its bad and exciting.


  But all those warnings, protested Hamish. All those kids dying from ecstasy pills.


  Addicts never think itll happen to them. And the young feel immortal anyway.


  What if it were legalized?


  I dont know. I dont think so. The illegality itself is a deterrent. Can you imagine if young people, children maybe, had unlimited access to LSD?


  Youre right, said Hamish with a sigh. Whats the solution?


  Everyone starts refusing?


  I cannae envisage that.


  It could happen. Just become unfashionable. Like smoking. Youre having a quiet time these days, Hamish.


  Long may it last. I wouldnae like to see another murder in Lochdubh.


  There may be one shortly.


  Who? What?


  Nessie and Jessie Currie are joint chairwomen of the Mothers Union at the church this year.


  Oh, dear. Jessie and Nessie were middle-aged twin sisters, both unmarried.


  The others are complaining its like being run by the Gestapo.


  Cant they vote them out?


  Not for another year.


  What are they doing thats so bad?


  Well, at the cake sale, they criticized the quality of the baking and reduced little Mrs McWhirter to tears, for one. Then they have lately become obsessed with germs and the church hall
  has to be regularly scrubbed. They have pinned up a cleaning rota and all women must remove their shoes before entering the hall.


  Ill have a word with them.


  Would you, Hamish? I dont know what you can say. Everyones tried.


  Ill have a go.


  Hamish said goodbye to her and strolled off in the direction of the Currie sisters cottage.


  He knocked at the highly polished brass lions head on the door. Jessie answered, blinking up at him through her thick glasses. Its you. Its you, said Jessie,
  who had an irritating way of repeating everything.


  I just dropped by for a wee word, said Hamish easily.


  Come ben. Hamish ducked his head and followed Jessie into the living room, where sister Nessie was seated.


  Nessie was knitting ferociously, steel pins flashing through magenta wool.


  What brings you? asked Nessie.


  Hamish sat down. Ill get tea. Ill get tea, said Jessie.


  Hamish raised a hand. Not for me, thank you. Thisll only take a minute.


  Jessie folded her arms and eyed the tall red-haired policeman nervously. It must be serious for you to refuse a free cup of tea, free cup of tea.


  It iss the little matter o the Mothers Union.


  Nessie stopped knitting. Whats up wi the Mothers Union?


  The pair of you are whats up with it.


  What dye mean, dye mean? demanded Jessie. We run it wi an iron hand, iron hand.


  Well, now, ladies, the iron hand seems to be the trouble. Ye cannae go on like the Gestapo.


  Whos complaining? demanded Nessie wrathfully.


  Chust about everyone, said Hamish Macbeth.


  Weve done nothing wrong, nothing wrong, said Jessie. Weve made sure the church hall is clean, and that place was a sewer, a sewer.


  Yes, and it iss the grand job the pair of you are doing at fighting the germs, but is there any need to fight the others? Hamish reflected it was an odd world when the
  Mothers Union was being run by two childless spinsters. Did anyone ever use the word spinster any more? What was politically correct? Miz was irritating and
  pretentious. Single? And why should women who were not married be considered strange in any way? He was not married himself.


  Im speaking to you, Hamish Macbeth, shouted Nessie, penetrating his thoughts, and all you can do is sit there like a gormless loon after insulting us.


  Insulting us, chorused Jessie.


  I wass thinking about Margaret Thatcher, lied Hamish.


  What about her? asked Nessie, a look of reverence in her eyes.


  The sisters adored Margaret Thatcher.


  Well, now, Mrs Thatcher 


  Baroness Thatcher, corrected the Currie sisters in unison.


  Lady Thatcher, then. Now, herself would run that Mothers Union with a firm hand. But she would delegate responsibility, draw everyone in. You get more out of people if they like
  you. Diplomacy is the word, ladies.


  And what do you know about Lady Thatcher? jeered Nessie.


  Hamish half-closed his eyes. It wass the great day, he crooned, his Highland accent becoming more sibilant as he worked himself up to telling one massive lie. I wass down in
  Inverness and there she wass, just doing her shopping like you or me.


  When was this, when was this? cried Jessie.


  Let me see, it would be June last year, a fine day, I member.


  What was she buying? asked Nessie, her eyes shining.


  It was in Marks and Spencer. She wass looking at one of thae tailored blouses she likes to wear. Silk, it was.


  And did you speak to her?


  I did that, said Hamish.


  What did you say?


  I asked her to autograph my notebook, which she did. I asked her the secret of success.


  Both sisters leaned forward. And she said?


  She said the secret was the firm hand.


  Ah!


  But with kindness, she said. She wass as near to me as you are now. She said she never let herself get bogged down wi bullying people or bothering about the small stuff. If
  you work hard, she says to me, you do the service for others chust because you want to. The minute you start pushing people and bragging about how hard you are working for them, they
  turn against you. Nobody wants a martyr.


  The sisters looked at each other. Maybe we have been a bit too strong, bit too strong, said Jessie.


  Aye, maybe well go a bit easier, said Nessie. And then what did she say?


  Dennis, her husband, came up at that minute and he says, Youre neffer going to buy that blouse, Maggie. The colours wrong. It wass the purple silk.


  Ill bet she told him to take a running jump, said Nessie.


  Not herself. She chust smiled and said, Yes, dear, youre probably right. You see there wass the security men all about her and a lady like that wasnt going to
  stoop to be petty.


  What a woman, what a woman, breathed Jessie. We shall neffer see her like again.


  Hamish stood up, his red head almost brushing the low ceiling. Ill be on my way, ladies.


  Can we see that autograph, Hamish?


  Och, no, I sent it to my cousin Rory in New Hampshire. He has it framed and hung over his fireplace.


  Hamish made his way out. In the small hallway was a framed photograph of Margaret Thatcher. He winked at it and let himself out.


  He ambled back towards the police station. As he approached Patels, the general store, he recognized the waiflike figure of Felicity Maundy. In the same moment, she saw him and her face
  turned a muddy colour. She unlocked the door of an old Metro, threw her groceries on to the passenger seat, climbed in and drove off leaving a belch of exhaust hanging in the air.


  Now, whats she got on her conscience? murmured Hamish. Probably went on some demo when she was a wee lassie at school and thinks the police still have a eye on
  her.


  He shrugged and proceeded along to the police station. His rambling roses at the front were still doing well and their blossoms almost hid the blue police lamp.


  Hamish began to plan a relaxed evening, maybe put on a casserole and let it simmer and go to the pub for an hour. The new alcopops had turned out to be a menace, those sweet fizzy alcoholic
  drinks. They had been designed, in his opinion, to seduce the young, but it was the Highlanders, the fishermen in particular, every man of them having a sweet tooth, who had become hooked on them.
  So Hamish meant to combine pleasure and duty by keeping a sharp eye on the drivers who were drinking over the limit. Then he would return at closing time and start taking away car keys.


  He opened the kitchen door and went in. The phone in the police station office began to ring shrilly. He went quickly to answer it. He experienced a blank feeling of dread and tried to shrug it
  off. It would be nothing more than a minor complaint. Or a hoax call.


  He picked up the receiver. Lochdubh police, he said.


  Hamish, this is Parry. Its yon fellow, Tommy Jarret. Hes dead.


  Dead. How? Why?


  They think its an overdose. They found a syringe.


  Ill be right over.


  Cursing, Hamish rapidly changed into his uniform. How could it all have happened so quickly? he thought. The lad had been all right. What had happened to his, Hamish Macbeths, famous
  intuition? He could have sworn Tommy Jarret was not in danger of returning to his drug taking.


  He drove off up the winding road leading out of Lochdubh towards Glenanstey, his heart heavy. Large black clouds were building up behind the mountains. They seemed like black omens, harbingers
  of trouble to come.


  
    
  


  Chapter Two


  
    
      I will a round unvarnishedd tale deliver


      Of my whole course of love; what drugs, what charms,


      What conjuration, and what mighty magic,


      For such proceedings I am charged withal.


       William Shakespeare

    

  


  There is something particularly tragic about the death of a young person. Only that day, Tommy Jarrets life had seemed to stretch out in front of him. Now he was a
  crumpled piece of clay.


  You didnt touch anything? Hamish asked Parry as they surveyed the body in silence.


  I checked his pulse. I had to make sure he was dead. Och, Hamish, he must have felt he was safe when you gave him that chance and so he decided to go back on the stuff.


  Hamish pushed back his peaked cap and scratched his fiery hair in bewilderment. But how did this happen so soon? How could it? Did he drive down to Strathbane?


  I didnt see him go.


  What about visitors? Where were you yourself this afternoon, Parry?


  Here, now. You are neffer thinking I did it!


  Come on, Parry. I want to know if you were around the croft. You might have seen someone or something.


  I ran over to Dornoch to see about some spare parts for my car. I wass away the two hours.


  Hamish heard the wail of a police siren. Thatll be Strathbane. I hope its not Blair. Detective Chief Inspector Blair was the bane of Hamishs normally quiet
  life.


  But it was Blairs sidekick, Detective Jimmy Anderson, who came in. Policemen and a forensic team crowded in after him.


  No Blair? asked Hamish.


  Jimmy snorted with contempt. Blair wouldnt move his arse for a dead junkie.


  Could be murder, suggested Hamish.


  Oh, aye, sneered Jimmy. The great detective has pronounced judgement. A junkie wi a record is found dead with a syringe beside him and you ignore the
  obvious.


  I was talking to him earlier today, said Hamish stubbornly. And I could have sworn he would never go back on the stuff.


  Let me tell you this, Hamish. Drugs is a dirty business. It gets them and it keeps them. Stuck up here in the backwoods wi your sheep, you dont see much of life.


  The pathologist, Mr Sinclair, pushed his way past them. Give me some peace, he said, until I have a look at this.


  Everyone walked outside. Now, said Jimmy, turning to the crofter, youre Parry McSporran.


  Aye.


  Whos in the other chalets?


  Only a wee lassie called Felicity Maundy.


  Lets go and see her. May as well pass the time until Sinclair finishes and then the forensic boys will have to dust the place.


  At that moment Felicity came driving up. Her face turned white when she saw all the police cars.


  She stopped and got out slowly. Hamish thought she looked as if she might faint.


  What do you know about this? demanded Jimmy, advancing on her with a truculence worthy of his master, Blair.


  She looked about her in a dazed way. Wh-what?


  Tommy Jarrets dead.


  He ... he cant be.


  It looks like an overdose.


  But he was clean, wailed Felicity, and then she began to cry.


  Youll get nothing out of her that way, said Hamish. Ill get her a cup of tea. Come along, Miss Maundy. Time to have a word with you. Well just go to
  your chalet and have a cup of tea.


  She was unresisting as he led her towards her chalet. Got the key? he asked.


  I n-never bothered locking up.


  He opened the door and led her inside. Her chalet was identical to Tommys except that dried herbs hung from hooks in the ceiling, there was a knitting machine in one corner and a sewing
  machine in the other. Now sit yourself down, said Hamish soothingly.


  He went into the small kitchen. There was nothing but herb tea so he made a cup of camomile and took it to her.


  Hamish watched her as she sipped her tea and then said gently, Why were you so upset when you saw me outside Patels today?


  I didnt even see you, she said, her eyes moving this way and that like a hunted animal.


  Well leave that one for the moment. When did you last speak to Tommy?


  Today. He asked me to get him some groceries from Patels. He was working hard on his book.


  How well did you know him?


  Not very well. He was just a neighbour. He wouldnt have taken drugs. She began to cry again.


  Hamish saw a box of tissues on the kitchen counter and handed it to her. She blew her nose noisily. Hamish waited until she had recovered, thinking hard all the while. Why was she so shattered,
  so distressed, if she and Tommy had only been neighbours?


  And before you left, he continued, did you see any strange people around? Hear a car?


  She shook her head. A couple of cars passed me on the road to Lochdubh heading the other way, but I didnt notice them particularly.


  You must have noticed something about them, said Hamish sharply. Colour? Large, small?


  She shook her head wearily. One was small and black, I think, and the other grey, and a bit bigger.


  Hatchback? Saloon?


  I dont know, she wailed. And youre harassing me.


  Hamish decided to get back to her later. Ill send a policewoman to sit with you.


  He went out again and found a policewoman and directed her to Felicity. He approached Parry. Whats the latest?


  I heard thon pathologist say its an open-and-shut case of an overdose.


  Hamish fretted because he felt he was being kept out of things. But, he reminded himself, it was his own fault for having decided to remain an ordinary copper instead of taking promotion when it
  had been offered.


  After a long wait Jimmy Anderson, who had gone back into the dead mans chalet, emerged.


  He came up to Hamish. Theyre taking the body away. Theyll know more about what happened after a postmortem. But it all seems very straightforward. No murder for you,
  Hamish.


  That book he was writing, said Hamish. He was writing a book about his experience with drugs. Anything there? I mean anything that might have incriminated anyone?


  Were looking into it, said Jimmy sharply. Why dont you just get back to your beat and let us sort this out.


  This is my beat, said Hamish huffily.


  Aye, well, its not as if you can do anything. Had the wee lassie anything to offer?


  She said he was all right. She asked Tommy if he wanted any groceries, then she drove to Lochdubh. She said two cars passed her on the road going the other way but when I pressed her for
  a description, she started on about harassment, so I got out of there and sent in a policewoman.


  If it was a murder case, said Jimmy, she could howl about harassment until she was black in the face, but this is just an accidental death.


  But Glenanstey is a dead end. After here the road doesnae go anywhere, protested Hamish.


  Aye, but theres a wee road afore here that goes to Crask, said Jimmy.


  He walked off. Still Hamish waited until at last the pathologist emerged and headed for his car. Hamish rushed over to him.


  Whats the verdict?


  Oh, its yourself, said Sinclair, the pathologist, sourly. It looks like an overdose. Anderson said he took heroin.


  Whats a lethal dose? asked Hamish.


  In a non-tolerant person the estimated lethal dose of heroin may range from two hundred to five hundred milligrams, but addicts have tolerated doses as high as eighteen hundred milligrams
  without even being sick. But theres an odd thing about heroin addicts. Dr Sinclair leaned his cadaverous body against his car and settled down to give a lecture. The reason for
  tolerance to heroin is partially conditioned by the environment where the drug was normally administered. If the drug is administered in a new setting, much of the conditioned tolerance will
  disappear and the addict will be more likely to overdose. Some pundits in the States believe that most of the OD cases are because of adulterated heroin. But oddly enough, British addicts who get
  clean heroin have about as high a mortality rate as Americans who shoot street crap. The health problems of addicts come from the use of needles, the presence of adulterants in the drug, the poor
  nutrition and health care associated with the hardcore addict 


  Wait a bit, Hamish interrupted. I saw Tommy today and he was healthy and happy.


  The pathologist sighed. Any addict is a tricky person. Very sneaky. He could have been talking to you and planning all the time in his brain when he was going to shoot up.


  Could the dose have been forcibly injected?


  There are no signs of violence or of forced entry to the chalet.


  There wouldnae be any signs of forced entry. He probably kept his door unlocked day and night. I wonder about that book he was writing, murmured Hamish. Oh, dear, I think
  that must be the boys parents arriving.


  A stolid, middle-aged couple were getting out of a police car. The woman, plump and matronly, was weeping, her husband with the blank look of shock on his face.


  Hamish said goodbye to the pathologist. There was nothing more he could do. But he took Parry aside.


  Look, Parry, Jimmy Anderson will get mad if I interfere but could you do me a wee favour? If you get a chance to speak to the parents  theyll be getting Tommys
  effects  ask them if I could have a look at what he was writing.


  Ill do that. Are you off then?


  Ill just stop at the Irishmans cottage at the Crask turn. He might have seen some cars.


  Sean Fitzpatrick was a crusty old man. No one was quite sure when he had arrived from Ireland, only that he was a retired builder. He had bought a ruin of a cottage and had
  restored it. The locals had tried to be friendly but as they said, Sean likes to keep himself to himself.


  Hamish had only exchanged a few good days with the man but any attempt he had made to stop the police Land Rover and get out when he saw the old man working in his garden had
  resulted in Sean scuttling indoors.


  He drove up, parked and got out. The sky was still brightly lit by a full moon. A thin thread of smoke was rising from the cottage chimney up to a black velvet sky where only a few faint stars
  glimmered. The black clouds he had seen earlier had retreated. The evening was cool and the air was sweet.


  A deer, magnificently antlered, stood silhouetted on the crest of a hill above the little cottage with the moon behind it, as if posing for a photograph, and then disappeared with one long
  bound.


  The peace of the evening entered Hamishs soul. He felt sure now that Tommy had indeed taken an overdose. It was his own vanity, he thought ruefully, that had made him want to find out if
  it was murder, because he had instinctively liked and trusted Tommy.


  He opened the green-painted gate and walked up the short path and knocked at the door.


  He waited patiently. At last the door opened a crack and an eye looked out at him.


  Police, Mr Fitzpatrick, said Hamish. A wee word with you, please.


  The door opened wide. Sean Fitzpatrick was stooped and old but his eyes were bright and intelligent in his tanned and seamed face.


  What is it about? he asked cautiously. He had a light pleasant Irish accent. Probably west coast, thought Hamish.


  Its about one of Parry McSporrans tenants. Hes been found dead of a drug overdose.


  And what has that to do with me?


  Can I come in?


  All right, said Sean reluctantly. Just for a minute.


  Hamish tucked his cap under his arm, ducked his head under the low doorway and followed Sean inside, curious to see how this recluse lived.


  Well, the answer is all here, thought Hamish, looking round the living room. Crammed bookshelves took up three walls, and beside the fireplace on the fourth was a CD player and neat stacks of
  CDs.


  Are these your company? he asked, waving a hand to the bookshelves.


  Sure, said Sean, settling into a battered armchair and indicating its twin opposite. But you didnt come here to talk about books.


  Two cars going in the direction of Glenanstey were sighted this afternoon. Did you maybe happen to notice them?


  At what time?


  Hamish thought hard. Felicity had arrived back at what time? Six oclock. And he had seen her down at Patels just before that. Say about five, he said.


  I was in here listening to music, said Sean. Didnt hear a thing. You know when I saw you, I thought for a moment youd come about the monster.


  Monster? The Loch Ness Monster?


  No, theres a lot of fuss over at Loch Drim. Two of the women saw a monster. They phoned the police in Strathbane, but whoever they spoke to told them to go and have a cup of black
  coffee.


  Why didnt they phone me? asked Hamish crossly. Drim is on my beat.


  Said it was too important for a local bobby to deal with.


  And how do you know this? Folks say you never see anyone or go anywhere.


  I go around to get my bit of shopping. Folks have a way of talking in front of me as if Im deaf and invisible.


  Thats your own fault. You never talk to anyone.


  I didnt retire to the Highlands of Scotland to talk to anybody.


  Why did you come here? Where in Ireland are you from?


  Mind your own business, Officer.


  Well, if you cant help me, said Hamish, rising and walking to the door, Id better call over at Drim and take a look into this other business.


  Seans eyes twinkled up at him.


  I think youll find Jock Kennedy, who runs the general store, has thought up a way of drumming up business.


  It would amaze me, said Hamish bitterly, seeing how much they hate outsiders in Drim.


  Hamish was always puzzled that two such contrasting villages as Lochdubh and Drim could be situated on his beat. Lockdubh always seemed light and friendly. Drim was all that on
  the surface, but underneath there were black passions among the villagers, easily stirred up.


  He thought that perhaps it had a lot to do with the location. It lay at the end of a black sea loch surrounded by towering mountains. It was almost as if the geography had made the people turn
  inwards upon themselves, suspicious of strangers, and anyone from outside was a stranger.


  He drove down the twisting road to the village and parked outside Jock Kennedys general store.


  The shop was closed up for the night so he knocked loudly at the side door which led to the Kennedys flat over the store.


  The burly figure of Jock Kennedy answered the door.


  Whats all this about a monster? asked Hamish.


  Jock came out and closed the door behind him. Walk a bit with me, Hamish. I dont want Ailsa getting any more daft ideas. Ailsa was his wife.


  They walked down to the waters edge. Little waves rippled at their feet. A seagull called mournfully; in one of the cottages behind them, a woman admonished her child. Then there was
  silence, the silence of Sutherland, sometimes so complete it hurts modern ears.


  Jock heaved a sigh, and then said, I dont want Ailsa or her friend Holly to be encouraged in this nonsense.


  Youd best tell me what the nonsense is all about, Jock.


  They were out walking along towards the sea.


  Hamish looked down at the black loch and then at the steep mountainsides which sloped straight down into the water.


  Ive never been along there. I didnt know there was a path.


  You cannae see it from here. Its little more than a rabbit track. Ailsa and Holly went out the other evening. They are both on some exercise regime. They say just up almost at the
  head of the loch, they saw two great glaring green eyes staring at them out of some huge bulk in the water. It began to move silently towards them and they screamed and ran. Then they worked up all
  the other women in the village and reported it tae Strathbane police and were told to drink lots of black coffee. The police thought theyd been drinking hooch.


  Theres been a lot of Highland drunks recently reporting sightings of UFOs, said Hamish. It was the bad time to call.


  Anyway, I dont want them encouraged. Theres a lot of phosphorescence in that loch and it produces queer effects.


  Ill just take a stroll along there, said Hamish. Well let it drop for the moment, Jock, but if anyone else sees anything, therell have to be a proper
  investigation.


  Lets hope thatll be an end of it, said Jock. Hamish touched his cap and made his way along the edge of the loch. He found the path at the westward end of the village.
  As Jock had said, it was little more than a rabbit track. He strolled along. He was glad he had brought his torch, the towering mountains made the blackness of the night even blacker.


  He welcomed the exercise. He wanted something to take his mind away from Tommy. After a while, he could hear the waves breaking on rocks ahead. So it would be around this point that Ailsa and
  Holly had seen their monster.


  He swung his torch across the loch and let out a gasp as eyes stared straight back at him, eyes red in the torchlight. Then he laughed. Seals, nothing but seals. A whole colony of them. That
  must have been what Ailsa and Holly saw. He walked right to the sea, nonetheless, without coming across anything sinister.


  His thoughts turned again to Tommy Jarret on the road back. It was a shame that one so young should have to die. But the more he thought about it, the more it seemed to him that the poor fellow
  had taken an overdose. Felicity had looked frightened at the sight of Hamish outside Patels because she was an odd wispy creature who probably lived in some sort of private soap
  opera.


  In the morning, he woke to marvel, not for the first time, at the mercurial changes the weather in the Highlands was capable of. Before he had gone to bed, the sky had been
  cloudless. Now it was raining steadily, with low clouds shrouding the tops of the mountains.


  He did his chores about his croft at the back of the police station and then went indoors and changed into his uniform and phoned Strathbane police headquarters and asked to speak to Jimmy
  Anderson.


  When Jimmy came on the line, Hamish asked if there had been any information from the pathologist. Youre too early, too soon, said Jimmy. Give the man a bit o
  time. Youre not still suspecting murder?


  I reserve judgement, said Hamish. What was in thon book he was writing?


  I dont know.


  What dye mean you dont know? demanded Hamish sharply. He was writing about his experience with drugs. There could have been some useful names in there. I
  thought maybe youd taken some pages away.


  No, I didnt. Come on, Hamish. I grilled that bastard, member? Couldnt get the name of his suppliers out o him. Why the hell would he put them in a
  book?


  Just a thought, said Hamish huffily.


  He died of an overdose, plain and simple.


  While youre on the line, Jimmy, do you remember a couple of women in Drim reporting the sighting of a monster?


  Not me. What are they up to in that nasty place? Trying to invent another Loch Ness Monster?


  I shouldnae think so, said Hamish. Do you member when that ministers wife and that television lassie produced that TV play featuring Drim? At first the
  tourists came in coachloads and the villagers didnae like it one bit. They even put a sign at the top of the road saying COACHES NOT WELCOME.


  Hamish, between the drunks up in your part of the world and the druggies down here, we get reports of monsters and UFOs every week.


  Just wondered.


  Well, wonder away and go back to your sheep.


  Hamish said goodbye and then debated what to do. Then he decided to drive over to Glenanstey and have a word with Parry.


  The birch trees around the chalet which Tommy had rented were weeping rainwater. Ferocious midges danced in and out of the raindrops. Hamish marvelled how the little beasts
  didnt get drowned. He knocked at Parrys door. There was no reply. He approached Tommys chalet, wondering why there wasnt a policeman on duty. He tried the door and it
  opened. He went inside. Fingerprint dust was over everything. He stood in the doorway to the living room and looked around. The word processor stood on the table and beside it a small pile of
  typescript. He walked over and sat down at the table, took out a pair of thin gloves and put them on and began to read. Chapter one, which is all that there was, proved to be a disappointment.
  Tommy had meant his book to be an autobiography and the first chapter dealt with his school days. It was not very well written, the language being too flowery and loaded with similes.


  He switched on the word processor and managed to find the beginning of the book. He ran through it. Only chapter one. Well, what had he expected? He had expected that Tommy had been killed
  because there was something incriminating in his manuscript.


  He switched off the word processor and made sure that he had replaced the pages of manuscript exactly where he had found them.


  Then he went outside and looked around. A policeman came up and stared at him suspiciously.


  Im Hamish Macbeth from Lochdubh, said Hamish easily.


  PC Peter Harvey, said the policeman. I hope ye havenae been in there. Im supposed to be guarding it. I just popped into the village for a cup of tea. Its a
  hell of a wet day.


  So whats happening now?


  Nothing much, said Peter, lighting a cigarette. Strathbane says its an overdose. The boys parents will be along sometime to take away his stuff.


  Do you know if they found any drugs in the chalet?


  Aye, they found a wee bit o heroin.


  Ill just take a stroll into the village myself and have a cup of tea. Good idea. If you see Parry, tell him Ill be back.


  Hamish walked through the rain to the village, which consisted of a small huddle of houses. There was no shop, the locals all driving to Lochdubh to do their shopping. But there was a tearoom
  run by a Miss Black, an incomer, English. She had set up her tearoom in what had once been the village store. As she provided strong tea and very good cakes and biscuits, she had built up a regular
  trade among the locals as well as people in other towns and villages in Sutherland, many driving in from as far away as Lairg.


  As Miss Black had bought the village shop for very little and acted as baker and waitress, a complete one-woman operation, she managed to make a modest living.


  She was an energetic old lady. Gossip had it she was a retired schoolteacher. Unlike a lot of incomers, life in the northern Highlands of Scotland obviously suited her. Hamish judged her to be
  almost seventy but she had very good skin and pink cheeks. Her snowy white hair was arranged in a simple style. She wore an ankle-length tartan skirt, a tartan waistcoat and a white frilly
  blouse.


  The caf was empty. The weathers keeping everyone away but the police, she said when Hamish walked in. What can I get you?


  Tea and two of your scones and butter, please, said Hamish, taking off his oilskin and hanging it on a hook by the door. Dreich weather.


  It is, indeed. I gather youre here because of that poor young man.


  Yes.


  So sad. Id never have thought he would do a thing like that and him so happy with his young lady.


  Hamish sat down at a table and looked at her curiously. I didnt know he had a young lady.


  That little girl who lives at Parrys chalets. Felicity, thats it.


  I was led to understand, I dont know why, that they werent that close.


  I thought they were in love, the way they were giggling and laughing together. Now, Ill get your tea.


  Felicity had definitely said that she didnt know Tommy very well, that they were just neighbours. Why had she lied?


  A group of wet tourists came in, chattering and laughing. Miss Black served Hamish and then went to attend to them. He ate his scones and drank his tea.


  Half his brain was yelling at him to leave well alone. It was an accidental death. But the other half was fretting about Felicity.


  He finished, rose, nodded to Miss Black and went out again. A high wind had risen, and as he left the village and walked the short distance to Parrys, he saw that above the rain clouds
  were rolling back, like a curtain drawn back by a giant hand. By the time he turned in at the gate of Parrys croft, sunlight was glittering on rainwashed grass and shining in puddles.


  He waved to Peter, the policeman, and went straight to Felicitys chalet. The minute she opened the door to him and saw him, she began to cry. But Hamish felt there was something wrong,
  something stagy, about that crying. Just a few more questions, he said.


  She turned away and he followed her inside. She sat down, sniffling dismally into a tissue.


  Now, Miss Maundy, said Hamish, removing his peaked cap and setting it on the table and taking off his wet oilskin, folding it and laying it on a bare bit of floor next to the
  fireplace, you told me that you and Tommy were just neighbours, nothing more, but Ive been hearing reports that you were very close indeed.


  She took another tissue from the box and scrubbed her eyes and then stared at him defiantly. What if we were?


  Nothing, but why did you lie?


  Because you pigs always think the worst of everyone, she spat out with sudden venom.


  Been in trouble with the police before?


  She stared at him mulishly.


  He leaned forward. Look, Miss Maundy, all Im trying to do is find out if Tommy just took an overdose. If you were fond of him, surely youll want to help me find out about
  it.


  Ive been asked questions and questions, said Felicity, and that detective told me it was a simple case of accidental death.


  The door opened and Peter, the policeman, walked in. A word wi ye outside, he said to Hamish.


  Hamish followed him outside. I phoned Strathbane on my mobile to report in and said you was here asking questions. Ive been told to tell you to go about your own duties. No point
  in having the two of us here.


  Hamish was almost glad that his mind had been made up for him. Forget about Tommy. Go back to a lazy, contented life.


  Ill just get my coat and hat, he said.


  I didnt mean to get you into trouble, said Peter.


  Thats all right. Hamish went back into Felicitys chalet. She was still sitting where he had left her. He picked up his oilskin and put on his cap. Good day to
  you, Miss Maundy. He made his way out through the small kitchen. There was a selection of vegetables on the draining board; lettuce, carrots, mushrooms.


  His Highland curiosity wouldnt even let the smallest thing go by.


  You a vegetarian? he called.


  The reaction was amazing. Felicity darted into the kitchen, her face flaming. Get out! she screamed. Stop poking and nosing around!


  He shrugged. Im going.


  Now what was that all about? he wondered as he walked to his Land Rover.


  By a great effort of will, he convinced himself in the following days that poor Tommys death had indeed been an accident. He went out on his rounds, a burglary over in
  Braikie took up some time, as did his chores about the croft. The days had stayed sunny, days to relax and breathe in some of the cleanest, balmiest air in the world.


  A week after the death of Tommy, he drove back to the police station with the windows of the Land Rover open, whistling The Road to the Isles and waving to people he knew.


  And then a bright image of Tommys young face rose in his mind. He whistled louder to banish it.


  As he approached the police station, he could see two figures standing outside. As he drew nearer, with a sinking heart, he recognized Tommy Jarrets parents.


  He parked the Land Rover and got out.


  We want to speak to you, said Mr Jarret.


  Come into the station, said Hamish. He opened the kitchen door. Would you like some tea?


  No, thank you, said Mr Jarret. What we have to say is very important.


  They both sat down at the kitchen table, the picture of middle-aged respectability.


  Hamish sat down as well and said easily, How can I be of help?


  Mr Jarret took a deep breath.


  Our son was murdered and we want you to find out who did it.


  
    
  


  Chapter Three


  
    
      I am . . . a mushroom


      On whom the dew of heaven drops now and then.


       John Ford

    

  


  Hamish leaned forward. You mean they found something in the pathologists report other than heroin?


  They found heroin, all right, said Mr Jarret, but they also found traces of a strong sleeping drug. Dont you see? Someone must have drugged him, injected the heroin
  into him and made it look like an accidental overdose.


  I thought there was something wrong about the whole business, said Hamish. But surely the detectives in Strathbane are investigating the case. Why come to me?


  Because theyre not, said Mr Jarret heavily. They say it was a simple drug overdose and they wont listen to us.


  So how do they explain the presence of the sleeping drug? demanded Hamish, exasperated.


  They say these drug addicts will take anything. They just dont want to know. Thats why we came to you.


  Why me?


  I heard on the grapevine that you were clever, that you had solved cases and let your superiors take the credit. Justice must be done. Mr Jarret clasped his hands tightly. I
  am prepared to pay you for your investigation.


  That would not be necessary, said Hamish, thinking hard. It will be difficult for me. I can keep on asking around. Tell me about Tommy.


  He was so clever at school, said Mrs Jarret, her eyes bright with unshed tears. We had great hopes of him. He was going to be an engineer. He went to Strathbane Technical
  College and the first year was fine. During his second year, that was when he started acting strange. He had been living at home, with us, but then he said he was moving out to a flat to share with
  two others.


  Hamish took out his notebook. What were their names?


  We only ever heard their first names. Angus and Bob.


  Address?


  Number 244, Kinnock Tower, Glenfields Estate. We went there once. It was awful. Graffiti everywhere. And the smell! And the boys flat was so bare. No furniture, only bedrolls on
  the floor. Not even a television! Mrs Jarret looked at Hamish in a bewildered way, urging him to share her amazement at the oddity of a home without a television set.


  Give me a description of Bob and Angus.


  Mrs Jarret looked to her husband for help.


  Tommy said they were fellow students, said Mr Jarret, but they didnt look like students to me. Although, mind you, Im out of touch with modern youth. Angus was
  very tall, with straggly hair and a moustache. He wore jeans and a leather waistcoat over an undervest. No shirt.


  No shirt, echoed Mrs Jarret dismally.


  The other one, Bob, was small and fat and dirty. He had a shaven head and tattoos down his arms, small eyes and a sort of squashed nose.


  Anything particular about the tattoos? Anchor, dragon, I Love Rosie?


  There was a snake tattooed on one arm, a big snake which went round and round his arm.


  Did Tommy ever bring them home to you?


  Never, said Mrs Jarret with a shudder. We tried to get Tommy to leave and come back home, but he said he was happy. Her voice broke.


  He dropped out of college and out of our lives for a bit, said her husband. Then the next thing we knew he was up on a drug charge. After that, things got better. He was so
  keen on writing this book, you see. He said that people thought they all knew what went on in the drug world, but they hadnt a clue. We said we would support him until the book was finished.
  It seemed so safe at that chalet he rented. McSporran seems a nice man, straight, no nonsense.


  And what about his girlfriend?


  Girlfriend? Mr and Mrs Jarret looked puzzled.


  Felicity Maundy.


  Mrs Jarrets face cleared. Oh, that odd little girl who lives in the other chalet. He said she was just a neighbour, nothing romantic. She wrote us a very nice letter of
  sympathy.


  And yet, thought Hamish, the bright and intelligent Miss Black had said they seemed in love.


  About this book, said Hamish instead. I had a look. It seemed to be a sort of autobiography. There was only chapter one.


  But thats the problem! cried Mr Jarret. The last time we saw him, he said he was halfway through the book and there was a pile of pages on the table in the chalet the
  last time we visited him.


  So what you think, said Hamish, is that someone was frightened by what he was writing and they staged it so that it would look like an accidental overdose. Have you told the
  police this?


  Yes, but they assured us we were wrong. That detective, Anderson, he said we were suffering from a reaction to the shock of Tommys death but that there was no mystery at
  all.


  What about the sleeping pills? Did he take sleeping pills? What did his doctor say?


  His doctor in Strathbane checked him into the rehab clinic but said he hadnt seen him since.


  Hamish leaned back in his chair and surveyed them thoughtfully. Then he said, Its a wee bit difficult. I do not have the resources of Strathbane, but Ill see what I can
  do. He pushed over his notebook. Write down your address and phone numbers at which you can be reached.


  Mr Jarret wrote down their phone number, his business number and his mobile phone number. He raised weary eyes to Hamish. Does this mean youll do it?


  Ill do what I can, said Hamish. Is there anything else you can think of?


  He wouldnt have done anything to harm himself, said Mrs Jarret. He believed in God.


  Hamish looked at her inquiringly.


  He even bought a Bible. He said God would stop him from taking drugs again. I would have liked that Bible.


  You mean the police have still got it?


  No, they said they had let us have all his effects.


  Did he go to church? And if so, which denomination?


  Were Church of Scotland. But I dont know which church he was going to.


  After the Jarrets had left, Hamish walked along to Dr Brodies cottage.


  Come in, said Angela with a smile of welcome. Did you say something to the Currie sisters?


  Something.


  Whatever it was, it seems to have worked. Theyre almost mild, for them.


  I came to see your husband.


  Hes in the living room. Go through.


  The doctor was sitting in front of a messy smouldering fire. If you clean the ashpan out, it might burn better, said Hamish.


  Oh, its you, Hamish. Well, if you feel like cleaning it out, do it yourself.


  Hamish went back into the kitchen and collected the ash bucket. The doctor watched for a moment, amused, and then picked up the newspaper he had been reading. Hamish cleaned out the ash into the
  metal bucket and added several logs to the fire, which immediately sprang into life. He carried the bucket of smoking ashes out through the kitchen and placed them outside the kitchen door, then
  returned to the living room and sat down in an armchair opposite the doctor.


  Dr Brodie put down the newspaper and looked at Hamish over the tops of his spectacles.


  Im sure you didnt call just to light the fire.


  No, Ive a bit of a problem, said Hamish. Its that business about young Tommy Jarret.


  Oh, sad business. Heroin overdose.


  Aye, there may be a bit more to it than that. Hamish told him about the visit from the Jarrets and their suspicions.


  Dr Brodie listened carefully. Then he said, I see their point, but its all a bit far-fetched for the Highlands of Scotland. Its natural in their grief that they should think
  up all sorts of conspiracy theories.


  Well, I am not grieving, and I think its all too pat. Did you prescribe sleeping pills for Tommy?


  No. He registered with me when he moved to Parrys, but that was all. I dont have anything to do with drug addicts, Hamish, but the damn stuff creeps everywhere and I hope it
  never reaches up here.


  Its a whole world I know nothing about, said Hamish half to himself.


  I did hear from a colleague down in Strathbane, that theres a disco called Lachies there. Its been raided several times but nothing has been found. Surely, Hamish, if
  Strathbane have decided its an accidental death, then it must be.


  Not necessarily. Theres almost a sort of unholy glee when a drug addict dies. Silly bugger, he had what was coming to him. That sort of thing. Now, a lot of respectable
  businessmen, as you know, cause doctors and hospitals no end of expense and trouble with their drinking. But when one of them dies of a stroke or cirrhosis of the liver or pancreatitis, no one ever
  says he had what was coming to him. And drug deaths are often among the young and theres an awfy prejudice against young people.


  But if you consider, said the doctor, that there are warnings the whole time against the effects of drugs and no warnings against the effects of alcohol, other than the
  usual dont drink and drive warnings, people are apt to think, well, they were told what would happen. Like smokers.


  Could be, pointed out Hamish cynically, because the highest proportion of alcoholics are to be found amongst the medical profession.


  Too true, said Dr Brodie. Which reminds me, I got a present of a fine malt whisky. Fancy a dram?


  Chust a wee one, then, said Hamish, suddenly assailed by an odd nervousness. He knew that he should let Tommy Jarrets death go and not get under the feet of his superior
  officers. But at the same time, he knew that if he did not investigate it, that boys death would nag at his conscience. While the doctor went to fetch the whisky, Hamish wondered what to do
  next.


  Felicity Maundy obviously knew something. Perhaps he would try her again. The following day was Sunday, his day off. He would put on plain clothes and see if that made him any less intimidating
  to her.


  As he approached Seans cottage, the following day, he saw the old man working in his garden and so drew to a halt outside the front gate and climbed down from the Land
  Rover.


  Morning, Mr Fitzpatrick, said Hamish.


  Sean straightened up from weeding and surveyed Hamish silently.


  It seems the monster in Loch Drim might be nothing more than seals.


  How did you come to that conclusion? Sean threw weeds into a bucket at his feet.


  I took a walk along the path that leads to the sea from Drim. Theres a colony of seals on the rocks at the end.


  Thats odd, said Sean. I thought there had been several sightings of something strange.


  Oh, you know how it is here, said Hamish easily. We pick up a good story and then we all embroider it.


  Sean shrugged and bent over his weeding again.


  Hamish leaned on the garden fence and watched him. The day was milky grey and mild. It was very still, the sort of day where sounds carried from a long distance. It would be grand, he reflected,
  not to have to worry about the Jarrets, just let everything slide. Sean straightened up and surveyed Hamish with some impatience. Was there anything else, Officer?


  You seem to hear a lot of gossip, although you keep yourself to yourself. Hear any more about the Jarret boy?


  Nothing much.


  Anything at all?


  Only that hed turned religious.


  I heard a bit about that. Any idea if he went to church and if so which church?


  Somebody said in my hearing it was some sort of odd religion that had started up in Strathbane.


  The Moonies?


  No, it wasnt them.


  Ill look into it.


  So you think it was murder, Officer?


  Chust curious, thats all.


  Sean resumed his weeding and Hamish reluctantly got into the Land Rover again, reluctant because he was beginning to think that he would get no further with finding out what had happened to
  Tommy.


  He drove on to Parrys croft and found the crofter at home. Felicity Maundy in her chalet? asked Hamish.


  I dont think so. I think herself went out for a walk. Tea? Coffee?


  Coffee would be fine.


  Parry picked up a battered enamel jug from the stove and poured two cups. Both men sat down at the table.


  Hamish told Parry about Mr and Mrs Jarrets request. Do you really think theres anything mysterious about his death? asked Parry.


  On a calm, still day like this, it all seems fantastic. But I wont be easy in my conscience until Ive asked around a bit more. Now, this Felicity. She told me she was not
  that close to Tommy, they were just neighbours. But Miss Black, the woman who runs the village tea shop, she got the impression they were an item.


  I can tell you, they werent that casual, but I thought, both being young people stuck up here in the wilds, that they were just friends, Hamish. Went for long walks together,
  things like that. He could have been in her chalet at night, or her in his, and I wouldnt know. Im dead to the world after ten oclock at night.


  So she lied, and what else has she been lying about? And then theres the book he was writing. His parents say he was half finished and yet all I could find was chapter one. Then
  theres the sleeping drug he had taken.


  I didnae hear about that!


  Aye, they found traces of some sort of sleeping drug. So, far-fetched as it may seem, someone might have laced his coffee and then injected him with heroin.


  Okay, lets go for the far-fetched, said Parry. In order to let someone into his chalet and, say, offer him coffee, it must have been someone he knew. Say someone he
  knew was a drug dealer and had mentioned in his book arrived on his doorstep, hed have been frightened to death.


  So what about Felicity?


  Why her? Shes chust a bit of a lass. Parrys accent, like that of Hamish, grew more sibilant when he became excited or upset.


  I dont know, sighed Hamish. Im clutching at straws. Then theres this thing about him turning religious. Know anything about that, Parry?


  We didnt talk much. No, I cant call to mind any sort of religious talk.


  Ill try to find out from Jimmy Anderson if some weird cult has started up in Strathbane. He wont need to know Im still investigating. Ill make it sound like
  idle curiosity.


  Parry glanced up at the window. There iss herself coming back after her walk.


  Right, said Hamish, getting to his feet. Ill have another wee word with her but I doubt Ill get very far.


  He walked next door to Felicitys chalet. The door was open and she was reaching up to take a cup down from a shelf in the kitchen. She turned and saw Hamish in the doorway. The cup fell
  from her fingers and smashed on the stone floor.


  Im sorry I startled you, said Hamish gently. He walked into the kitchen, saw a dustpan and brush by the rubbish bin and, crouching down, neatly swept up the broken shards
  and put them in the bin.


  What do you want? demanded Felicity shrilly.


  Now, then. Hamish leaned against the kitchen counter. This is on my beat and I dropped by to see how you were.


  Im all right, said Felicity defensively. If thats all, I have chores to do.


  Theres chust one thing I must ask you again, said Hamish. Why did you tell me you and Tommy were only neighbours when from all reports you were closer than
  that?


  She was wearing a long gown of shimmery silk material of many colours. It made her look more waiflike than ever.


  Well, we were friends, yes, that was all. I thought you meant, were we having an affair?


  Och, no, said Hamish soothingly. Dont you find it lonely here?


  No, I enjoy the peace of the countryside.


  Do your parents support you?


  I havent seen my parents for a year. Theyre in Somerset.


  So what do you do for money?


  Im on the dole.


  I thought these days you had to get a job.


  Im a poet. There are no jobs for poets.


  Neffer were, neffer will be, said Hamish comfortably. Even Chaucer had a job.


  There are not many jobs to be had in Strathbane that are suitable. I report every fortnight to the dole office to tell them I am still looking for work. Whats it to you?


  Curious, thats all. Was Tommy religious?


  Like me, he led a spiritual life.


  Whateffer that means. Did he go to church?


  I really dont know, she said, half turning away.


  You mean he didnt say anything on Sunday like, Im off to the kirk?


  We didnt live in each others pockets. We respected each others space. Now, if that is all ...


  Did he show you any of the book he was writing?


  She began to take carrots out of the vegetable basket and, turning on the cold tap, washed them.


  He said he would show it to me when he was finished.


  And how much had he written?


  How should I know? she suddenly shouted. Am I under suspicion of anything?


  Hamish decided it was strategic to beat a hasty retreat before she threatened to report him to his superiors.


  I really chust called by to see that you were okay, he said.


  I am. So goodbye.


  Hamish walked outside, looked around and wondered what to do next.


  Then he decided to drive to Strathbane. He could take Jimmy Anderson out for a drink, if he wasnt out on some job. It was easy to get information out of Jimmy over a glass of whisky
   provided Jimmy wasnt paying.


  Hamish was in luck. Jimmy was not only at police headquarters but just finishing his shift. Soon they were seated in a nearby pub. Hamish had paid for two doubles.


  What brings you to Strathbane?


  Day off. I thought Id look at the shops. Ive heard theres a good few open on the Sabbath.


  There are that, but mostly the supermarkets and a few clothes shops. Everything else is closed down, just like the old days.


  Someone was telling me something about some sort of religious cult thats started up in Strathbane.


  Oh, them. Call themselves the Church of the Rising Sun.


  Sounds a bit like a Rolling Stones record. What are they like?


  Harmless bunch of freaks. Bearded men in sandals, dotty women. Theyd got a shack of a place out on the north side.


  And what do they do?


  Bit like the Quakers. They wait until the spirit moves them and then they get to their feet and talk.


  And who runs this place?


  Chap called Barry Owen. English. No record. Sent a plainclothes along to one of their sessions. Said he was bored out of his mind. Whyre you asking, Hamish?


  Someone mentioned it. Just interested, thats all.


  Anything happening up your way?


  Nothing much. That fuss about some monster sighted in Loch Drim.


  I told you. Theres one daft report after another these days.


  Hamish looked at Jimmys empty glass. Want another?


  If youre paying.


  Hamish fetched another couple of doubles.


  I hear poor Tommy Jarret took some sort of sleeping drug afore he injected himself.


  Where did you hear that?


  The parents.


  That poor couple plagued us with conspiracy theories about drug barons bumping their son off.


  You must admit, the sleeping stuff looked funny.


  Not to me. You dont have experience of junkies. Theyll take anything.


  So thats that.


  Jimmy looked at him narrowly, his foxy face suddenly alert. I should have known it wasnae just the pleasure of my company you wanted.


  What gave you that idea? Just struck me as odd.


  Junkies are odd, Hamish.


  They talked of general things and then Hamish took his leave. He drove out to the north side of Strathbane and stopped and asked several pedestrians until he had directions to the Church of the
  Rising Sun.


  As Jimmy said, it was a shack, a wooden hut with a tin roof. A board outside in Gothic lettering proclaimed it to be the Church of the Rising Sun.


  Hamish swung the police Land Rover around and parked it some distance away and then made his way back on foot.


  As he approached the door of the building, there was such a silence that he thought there might be nobody inside. He tried the door and it opened. He blinked a little at the sight that met his
  eyes. About fifty men and women were sitting on the bare floorboards, facing a bearded man whom Hamish decided must be Barry Owen, the leader. Many of the congregation were in the lotus position.
  All were silent. Hamish sat down at the back of the group and waited.


  Then one woman began to speak. She said she felt less than a woman because she could not achieve an orgasm. Then she fell silent. Another man began to speak. He spoke of his lusts, of his
  unfaithfulness to his wife. Hamish listened in amazement. It was more like a sex therapy group. Joss sticks were burning in old wine bottles at the corners of the room and the air was heavy with
  their smell.


  After an hour of lurid revelations, Barry Owen got to his feet. He was wearing a denim shirt, jeans and trainers, no robes. He raised his arms. You have left all your troubles with me so
  they no longer exist. God be with you.


  And that was that. They all rose to their feet and made their way to the exit. One woman passed Hamish and he noticed that the pupils of her eyes looked unnaturally dilated. He had planned to
  interview Barry Owen when the service was over, but he wondered rapidly whether he should pose as a new member of the congregation. From time to time his photo had been in the
  newspapers, but always just a small picture and in uniform.


  He was still wondering what to do as he rose to his feet when Barry approached him.


  Welcome, brother. He had a deep, sonorous voice.


  Welcome, echoed Hamish.


  How did you hear of us? asked Barry.


  Och, you know how it is, said Hamish. I overheard someone talking about it.


  And what troubles you, brother?


  Maybe another time. I see folks are leaving.


  Barry put a hand on Hamishs shoulder and stared up into Hamishs hazel eyes. I am on call night and day. Speak, brother.


  I dont think you can help me, said Hamish. My troubles are not sexual.


  We talk of other things, said Barry. But most people are plagued with sins of the flesh.


  Ive often wondered why when anyone thinks of sin, they think of sex, said Hamish, his treacherous Highland curiosity aroused. What about malicious gossip, ill will,
  unkindness?


  You will find, brother, that all bad feelings stem from repressed sexuality.


  But Im not sexually repressed.


  Ah, you think you are not, but excess of sex can in its way be a repression.


  Hamish was about to complain that he was hardly suffering from that either, but decided on the spot to become a member and see if there was even a smell of drugs about the place.


  I suffer from deep depression, he lied. Sometimes I just dont want to get out o bed in the mornings.


  Ah, well, we must explore the root core of your depression. What is your job?


  Nothing at the moment. Im looking for one.


  Barry reached up and put an arm around Hamishs shoulders. There is a quality of innocence in you that I like. I tell you what, I could do with a helper here. I cannot afford to pay
  you much.


  What would my duties be? asked Hamish.


  Cleaning up the place, helping to repair the fabric of the building. I would like the inside here painted green for a start. Green is a restful colour.


  Hamishs mind worked at great speed. He was due two weeks leave. He could demand it immediately for family reasons. Sergeant McGregor at Cnothan could take over his beat.


  When would you like me to start?


  Barry beamed. Tomorrow is as good a time as any. Are you collecting the dole?


  Yes.


  Oh, well, go on collecting it and Ill pay you seventy pounds a week.


  Thats very kind of you, said Hamish, privately thinking it was an encouraging sign of villainy that Barry should be prepared to cheat the government, forgetting that
  cheating the government out of its dues was considered in the Highlands as a legitimate occupation. Could you tell me when you started this . . . what is it, church or order or
  what?


  I started a year ago. Theres a wee room at the back. Come along and have a dram and Ill tell you about it.


  Hamish followed him through a door at the far end of the hall. It was a lean-to kitchen with a table and four hard chairs. Dirty dishes were piled up in the sink. Barry saw Hamish looking around
  and said, You can see why I need help. The place is a mess.


  I thought some of your ladies might help.


  Women, brother, women  these days we do not talk about ladies. Theyre all women and they are apt to get a crush on me.


  Poor souls, thought Hamish. He accepted a glass of whisky.


  I notice you did not take up a collection, he said.


  We do that as they come in the door at the beginning. I teach them to have minds above material things and urge them to give generously. Money given to the church is never
  wasted.


  So how did you get the idea? asked Hamish, sipping his whisky and noticing it was a very expensive malt.


  God came to me, said Barry, and He said to me, Barry, He said, there are folks out there with deep secret personal problems which are blocking the light of the spirit. Get
  them to come to you, urge them to talk so that their souls may be cleansed and let in the light of the spirit. I advertised in the local paper, people came along and I am building up a nice
  congregation.


  And probably a nice little moneymaker, thought Hamish cynically. It was amazing how people who claimed to have direct instructions from God always seemed to be justifying some selfish
  purpose.


  What time would you like me to start tomorrow? he asked.


  About nine oclock. You will find I am not very strict. Have you anywhere to live?


  Ive been sleeping in my car, said Hamish.


  And yet you have kept yourself neat and clean. That says a lot for you. What is your name?


  Hamish George.


  Well, Hamish, there is a cot bed in the cupboard over there. Ill bring a pillow and a duvet. You can stay here for a bit. Theres a stove there and coal and wood out the
  back.


  Thats very good of you, said Hamish. Maybe my depression got worse because I had nowhere to live and no useful work.


  Now you will be working for the Lord, said Barry. Hamishs quick ear caught an almost mocking lilt in Barrys voice. Hamish had been bending his head in what he hoped
  was an attitude of grateful humility, but he looked up quickly. Barry looked back with an unctuous smile.


  Heres the key, said Barry. Its a spare. I have things to do. Ill be on my way and leave you to lock up and fetch your things.


  Hamish waited until he had left and then he began to search the cupboards in the kitchen, under the sink, every nook and cranny, in the hope of finding a trace of drugs, but there was nothing.
  So here I am, he thought ruefully, wasting two good weeks holiday working for a crackpot organization. Well, he could give it a few days and if nothing came of it, he could always go back on
  duty.


  As a sign of his goodwill, he washed up all the dirty dishes and cleaned the stove before locking up and walking to his Land Rover.


  He drove back to police headquarters and spun them a tale about an urgent family crisis. Then he headed out back through the town. There were several shops still open for business although it
  was Sunday. He stopped at a red traffic light and glanced idly out of the window. An expensive-looking boutique was open for business and in the window was a dress Hamish recognized. It was a twin
  of the one Felicity had been wearing when he had last seen her. The light turned to green. He drove round the corner and found a parking place and walked back to the boutique, which was called
  Lucille Modes.


  He opened the door and went in. How much is thon dress in the window? he asked. The silky one with the different colours.


  One hundred and ninety pounds.


  Hamish blinked. Thats a fair bit.


  The assistant said severely, It is pure silk and designed by Lucille herself. There is one on the rack over there. She pointed. Hamish walked over and examined the dress. Do
  you make many of these? he asked over his shoulder.


  Lucille made only three. People around here dont like to pay that much and then run into a lot of other people wearing the same dress, said the assistant.


  Its a bit too much, said Hamish, backing towards the doorway.


  Thought it would be, said the assistant pertly.


  Hamish drove thoughtfully back to Lochdubh. On his arrival, he mechanically went about his chores on the croft, made himself a simple meal, ate it and then sat down in the living room in his
  favourite armchair, clasped his hands behind his head and thought about Felicity.


  How could she afford a dress like that? He went over every scrap of conversation he had had with her, how on the day of Tommys death she had looked so frightened when she had seen him
  outside Patels, then about how she had snapped at him that first time when he had looked at the vegetables on the draining board in the chalet kitchen.


  He suddenly sat up straight. Mushrooms. What had he heard about mushrooms?


  Angela Brodie was on the Internet and seemed able to conjure up reams of information.


  He hurried out and along to the doctors cottage. Angela answered the door.


  This a social call, Hamish?


  No, Im after some information about mushrooms.


  What kind?


  The druggie kind.


  Come in. I think theyre called shrooms. Ill see what I can get for you. Go in and take a seat and wait.


  Hamish went into the living room. There was no sign of the doctor. Must be out on a call.


  He sat down and picked up the days papers, which he had not read.


  After half an hour, Angela came in and handed him a printed sheet. Thats what I got, Hamish.


  The page was headed Liberty Cap/Magic Mushroom, Psilocybe semilanceata. There was an illustration of some spindly mushrooms. The liberty caps habitat appeared to be in
  grass, fields, heaths and meadows. Season was given as late August to mid-January. Colour: buff when dry, brown with bluey tinge when wet. Thin black lines can also be seen through the lower margin
  when wet.


  Then came the comments. Psilocybe semilanceata has been used for thousands of years and is probably the most well known and most used psychedelic mushroom in the UK. The usual number of
  mushrooms ingested is between 25 and 50. Effects are similar to many of the psychedelics but often without the harshness and intensity that is associated with LSD. The effects come on between 10
  and 40 minutes after ingestion and last approximately 3 to 4 hours. Eating fresh magic mushrooms is legal in the UK.


  Hamish put down the printed sheet and said half to himself, If its legal, why was she so afraid of me?


  Whats this about? asked Angela.


  These magic mushrooms. I think that wee lassie Felicity Maundy may have been peddling them.


  They grow pretty much everywhere, Hamish. She wouldnt get much for them. Shed get more from growing cannabis.


  I tell you, Angela, she was wearing a dress and I saw the twin o that dress in Strathbane and it cost a hundred and ninety pounds and yet herself said she was on the
  dole.


  Angela looked at him thoughtfully. Then she said, Well, maybe sweet little Felicity was peddling something else.


  Hamish thanked her and went back to the police station. How could a mushroom which caused a psychedelic effect lasting up to four hours be legal?


  He phoned Strathbane. Jimmy Anderson was at home but when Hamish volunteered that he wanted to ask someone about drugs he was told that Detective Constable Sanders had just come in and was their
  expert.


  Hamish introduced himself and then asked why shrooms, or magic mushrooms, were legal.


  Ah, but theyre not really, said Sanders. You pick them, thats legal. You prepare them, dry them, make tea from them, then its illegal. Its
  illegal to change them in any way so I suppose you can say that someone picking them was actually changing them.


  Hamish thought about the mushrooms he had seen on Felicitys draining board. They certainly had been small-capped and with thin stems.


  Would anyone get much for selling them? he asked.


  Not that Ive heard. People mostly pick them for their own use. Mind you, we raided a house last year after a tip-off and the attic floor was covered in those mushrooms.


  I wondered if you ever heard of anything against a young English lassie called Felicity Maundy.


  Sanderss voice sharpened. You mean the one that lives next door to Tommy Jarret?


  Dont be telling anyone I asked, said Hamish, alarmed. Im told the case is closed.


  Look, Im going off duty. Do you mind if I pop over to Lochdubh for a wee word?


  Not at all, said Hamish. Ill be waiting.


  
    
  


  Chapter Four


  
    
      One side of what? The other side of what? thought Alice to herself.


      Of the mushroom, said the Caterpillar, just as if she had asked it aloud; and in another moment it was out of sight.


       Lewis Carroll

    

  


  Detective Constable Sanders had sounded brisk and intelligent on the phone. Hamish imagined him as being tall, dark and with severe features.


  He was surprised when he opened the door some time later to what at first in the darkness looked like little more than a schoolboy.


  Sanders, announced the detective.


  Come in, said Hamish.


  In the bright light of the kitchen, Sanders turned out to be a fairly small man with a thatch of thick blond hair, a boyish fair face with a snub nose covered in freckles and bright blue
  eyes.


  You look too healthy to be a drug expert, said Hamish.


  Well, I dont take the stuff myself. Sanders sounded amused. So youre the infamous Hamish Macbeth.


  Take off your coat and sit down, said Hamish. Tea? Coffee?


  Coffee would be grand. Dash of milk, no sugar.


  When they were seated over their coffee mugs, Sanders said, We meet at last. Ive heard a lot about you. He held out his hand. Im Joe.


  Hamish shook it.


  So, Joe, what brings you all this way?


  Its the Tommy Jarret business. I wasnt satisfied.


  I wasnt either and I still am not, said Hamish.


  Tell me why.


  I think you had better tell me your reasons first. I dont want to get into trouble.


  Sanders laughed. Meaning you want to know if you can trust me? Here goes. I think the case was closed quickly on Tommy because he had a record, because he took drugs. There was a general
  feeling that he was asking for it, that one less junkie in Strathbane can only be good. It was the pathology report that bothered me first. Do you know there were traces of a sleeping drug in the
  body?


  Hamish nodded.


  Then there was that book he was writing. It all seemed too neat and easy that only chapter one detailing his early life should be found. Then there was the matter of
  fingerprints.


  You mean there were no fingerprints!


  Im not saying that. There were Tommys, Parry McSporrans and Felicitys. But the door handle was wiped clean.


  The outside door?


  Yes.


  But Parry found the body. Surely his prints would have been on the handle?


  Parry said the door was wide open and he walked in. He said the bedroom door was open as well.


  Why did Parry go in? I forgot to ask him.


  He said he saw the front door wide open and walked across to make sure Tommy was at home. Parry said that although nobody locks their doors up there, he thought if Tommy had gone out and
  left the door open, it was tempting someone to steal his word processor.


  Hamish leaned forward eagerly. But footprints!


  Now here we come to the real mystery, said Sanders. From the bedroom through to the outside, the floor had been wiped clean and there was a mop propped outside the chalet
  without a fingerprint on it.


  Then they cant say the case is closed! cried Hamish.


  They have and it is. So whats your interest?


  Hamish decided to trust him. He told Sanders all about the visit from Tommys parents, about Felicity and the dress and what he suspected about the mushrooms.


  But if she was messing with magic mushrooms, finished Hamish, they would have found something when they searched her chalet.


  Sanders remained silent, looking down into his mug of coffee.


  Neffer say they didnae search her chalet! exclaimed Hamish.


  Sanders raised his eyes. No, they didnt. But acting on your information, I can organize a raid and let you know if we find anything. Well check her bank account as well, see
  if shes been banking any unusual sums of money.


  Theres one thing I didnae tell ye, said Hamish. He described his visit to the Church of the Rising Sun and how he had taken leave to work there because it looked like Tommy
  had been a member.


  Sanders began to laugh again. Now I know why Blair calls you the worst headache in the police force. Man, what if youre recognized?


  Ill take that risk.


  Ill get news to you somehow. Ive always thought there was something wrong about that church. Now, Id better go and get some sleep before I raid Felicitys place
  tomorrow.


  And Id better go and borrow an old car from someone, said Hamish. Im supposed to have been sleeping in my car because Im one of the homeless.


  You know that recluse Sean Fitzpatrick, who lives out on the Crask turn?


  Aye.


  He bought a new car last year. His old one is round the back. It may still be working. Hes like a crofter. They never throw an old car away, just keep it in the garden for
  spares.


  Ill try him now.


  Its nearly midnight.


  Hes old. Hes probably still awake.


  Sure enough, when Hamish parked outside Sean Fitzpatricks, he saw the lights were still on. He knocked at the cottage door and after a few moments, Sean answered it.


  He sighed when he saw Hamish. The reason I get the reputation of being a recluse, he growled, is because I am one. So leave me alone.


  I chust wanted to know if I could rent your old car out the back.


  What for?


  Ive got two weeks break and them in Strathbane dont like me driving around the police Land Rover.


  Its not insured.


  Ill get it insured, lied Hamish.


  Ive a feeling the only way Im going to get rid of you is to let you have it. Wait and Ill get the keys and well see if it starts.


  He reappeared with the keys and they walked round to the back of the house, Sean carrying a torch. Thats it, he said.


  It was an old Volvo, one of those large ones built like an undertakers hearse. It was rusted and dirty.


  Sean got into the driving seat and turned the key. The old car roared into life. He backed it out on to a heathery track that ran down the side of the cottage.


  Ill charge you twenty-five pounds a week and I want it back with a full tank of petrol, said Sean, getting out.


  Thanks, said Hamish.


  And Ill be having the first twenty-five now.


  Hamish fished out his wallet in the lights of the car. A solitary five-pound note stared up at him.


  I havent the money on me.


  A cheque will do.


  Hamish got out his chequebook and wrote a cheque out, leaning on the bonnet.


  There you are, he said, handing it over.


  Fine. Ill just write the number of your bank card on the back.


  Im a policeman, said Hamish huffily. You ought to trust me.


  From what Ive heard, youre a permanently broke policeman. Card, please.


  Hamish handed it over. Hold the torch for me, said Sean.


  Hamish shone the torch while Sean carefully copied out the bank card number on the back of the cheque.


  Fine, said Sean. Take care of it. Its a good car.


  Hamish looked moodily at the dirty, rusty car. Youll get it back in the same grand condition youre letting me have it, he said bitterly.


  He drove back to Lochdubh and before he went to bed, he packed up the back of the Volvo with a bag of clothes and then spread out an old quilt and a pillow to make it look as if he had been
  sleeping in it.


  He then set the alarm before he went to bed. In the morning, he would start his new job. And before that, hed better stop off at the doctors and beg Angela to look after his sheep
  and hens while he was away.


  Joe Sanders had hoped to raid Felicitys chalet as early as possible in the morning but he found he had to cut through a lot of resistance and red tape before he got the
  necessary search warrant.


  It was nearly midday when, flanked by a policewoman and a policeman, he arrived at Felicitys chalet.


  To his relief, she was at home. When he held up the search warrant, she looked as if she might faint. He began the search. Neither kitchen, living room nor bedroom yielded anything. Another dead
  end, he thought, and wondered briefly how Hamish was getting along.


  Hamish had been doing very well. The old Volvo was very convincing, he thought. He started the painting job. He was up a ladder, whistling to himself and reflecting that
  painting walls was a relief after police work, when he felt himself observed.


  He looked down. Barry Owen was standing there and beside him was a hard-faced woman with flaming-red hair which owed all to art and nothing to nature. She had a stocky, muscular figure encased
  in a pink track suit which clashed horribly with the colour of her hair.


  Barry called up. The wife and I are stepping out for a moment. Ill introduce you when I get back.


  Hamish swore under his breath as his eyes met the hard suspicious eyes of Mrs Owen.


  Parry appeared in the doorway of Felicitys chalet. Whats going on here? he asked.


  I have a search warrant, said Sanders. Parry could see behind him the small figure of Felicity slumped at the kitchen table.


  Find anything? he asked.


  Nothing in the kitchen, bedroom or living room. Theres nowhere else. Were just finishing up.


  Nothing in the upstairs room? asked Parry.


  Felicity began to cry. Sanders ignored her.


  What upstairs room?


  Ill show you.


  Parry led the way into the bedroom and pointed to the ceiling which had been covered with an Indian curtain. Up there is a trapdoor. I made a spare room upstairs.


  Wheres the ladder?


  Its in this cupboard.


  Parry opened a cupboard and brought out a folding steel ladder. Sanders opened it up, mounted it and then tore the curtain away from the ceiling and dropped it on the floor. He raised the
  trapdoor and looked around and then smiled. The whole of the floor of the room was covered in mushrooms, drying out, piles and piles of liberty caps  magic mushrooms.


  He climbed back down, grinning in triumph. Shes got enough magic mushrooms up there to send the whole of Strathbane on a trip!


  Barry Owen and his wife, Dominica, walked a little away from the church. Where did you find him? Dominica jerked her thumb back at the church.


  He turned up yesterday at the service, said Barry. I had a word with him. He was sleeping in his car. I offered him the job of painting and caretaking.


  God, youre naive, sneered Dominica. I go away for a few days and you risk taking on someone we know nothing about.


  I am a good judge of character, said Barry huffily, unconsciously echoing Hamish Macbeth.


  I tell you what we are going to do. said Dominica. Were going back in there and you will get him down from that ladder and I will speak to him . . . alone.


  Barry shrugged. Ive got to go down into the town anyway. Youll find hes harmless.


  Hey, you up there!


  Hamish looked down. Dominica Owen was standing there, her hands on her hips, glaring up at him.


  What iss it? he asked, his accent made sibilant by nerves.


  I want a word with you.


  Hamish reluctantly placed the paintbrush on top of the pot of paint, which was balanced on a cross beam, and slowly made his way down the steps. He followed her through to the kitchen.


  Sit down, she commanded.


  He sat down at the kitchen table and looked at her meekly.


  Who are you? she demanded.


  Hamish George.


  And you are unemployed?


  Yes.


  But you must have worked at some time?


  Crofting. I wass a shepherd.


  So what happened?


  I got a bit funny and low in my head. I couldnae get out o bed in the morning.


  Who were you a shepherd for?


  Hamish suddenly clutched her hand between his own. You must help me, he wailed.


  What with? she demanded in an exasperated voice, and tried to drag her hand away, but he had it in a strong grip


  With the black devils that come into my brain, said Hamish. You must exercise them.


  She succeeded in snatching her hand away. Exorcise, you village idiot, she corrected.


  Dominica looked at Hamish in distaste. A thin trail of spittle was running from a corner of his mouth down his chin.


  Youre drooling, she said sharply, and Hamish muttered, Sorry, and wiped his chin with the back of his hand.


  You will need to speak to my husband about your devils, she said, getting to her feet. Get back to work.


  Hamish gave her a vacant look and shambled off.


  Trust you to employ the village idiot, she said to her husband later. There must be a lot of inbreeding in the Highlands and Islands. Oh, well, he seems harmless
  enough.


  Sanders was determined to get something out of Felicity Maundy. A charge for possession of the mushrooms, he knew, would probably get her a suspended sentence.


  She had screamed and cried and protested and called him fascist pig, but now she was silent and mulish.


  He wondered briefly if she had an eating disorder. Her wrists and ankles looked thin and fragile. Or, he then wondered cynically, did she go out of her way to cultivate a waif-like image as a
  shell of protection?


  He returned to the attack. You told PC Macbeth that your income was from the dole.


  Silence.


  Answer me! Sanders thumped the table between them in exasperation.


  Yes, she whispered.


  Louder. For the tape.


  Yes! she shouted.


  And yet according to your bank, a regular monthly sum of eight hundred pounds is paid into your account. The cheque comes from a Mr James Maundy. Your father?


  You have no right to poke your nose into my affairs, she hissed.


  Sanders sighed. Dont you see? You are a very silly girl. You wear expensive clothes. Where did you get the money? If we had not found out your father was sending you a generous
  allowance, we would have assumed that you had got the money pushing drugs, hard drugs, for you wont get much for your bloody, stupid mushrooms. Still, I may as well ask. Have you been
  pushing drugs?


  No!


  Very well, then. Lets discuss the death of Tommy Jarret.


  He noticed the sudden stillness, the rigidity of her body. He suddenly decided to take a chance, although he cursed the running tape and the presence of the policewoman behind him. What he was
  about to do could get him into serious trouble. He could only be glad about one small thing. She had not asked for a lawyer.


  He leaned forward and stared straight into her eyes. We know you killed Tommy Jarret, he said.


  He fully expected her to shout another no, and then to threaten to call down the wrath of the authorities on his head.


  But she began to shake and tremble. I didnt mean to, she said, and then she began to weep, great tears coursing down her face.


  He handed her a box of tissues and waited, suppressing a rising feeling of excitement. When she had calmed down slightly, he said soothingly, Youll feel better if you let it all
  out. What happened?


  She continued to gulp and sob for what seemed to Sanders a long, long time. Then she dried her eyes and said in a dry whisper, I didnt mean to.


  Tell me about it.


  Tommy told me he had been going to this church in Strathbane.


  The Church of the Rising Sun?


  Yes. He said Barry Owen, the preacher, was very spiritual. Tommy said he still often had a terrible craving for heroin, but that Barry had told him that if he got in touch with God, then
  he would be able to fight the craving. He . . . he told me, he felt so earthbound, that although he believed in God, he could not get a sense of God. I . . . told him, I told him
  about the mushrooms, and about how they made things of the spirit so tangible.


  She hung her head.


  So you encouraged him to go on a mushroom trip. When was that?


  The day before he died. She raised pleading eyes. Dont you see? I started him on the road back to drugs. I didnt mean to. I really didnt mean to. I
  didnt think I had done any damage. He told me he should never have taken the mushrooms. He said he never wanted to take any form of drug again, and I heard that pathologist say that one drug
  leads to another . . .


  For the first time, Sanders realized he was listening to the truth. And all she had said only went to confirm the idea that Tommy had gone back on heroin and overdosed. He had known reformed
  alcoholics hit the bottle again because they had taken a liqueur chocolate or some of Aunties sherry trifle.


  And it seemed as if the Church of the Rising Sun might be nothing more sinister than some sort of minor scam to dupe money out of the gullible.


  Hamish Macbeth may as well chuck in his job and save the rest of his holidays for something better.


  Hamish, meanwhile, had discovered that there were services every weekday evening between six and seven. Barry urged him to attend.


  Ill be there, but I dont have sexual problems, said Hamish.


  But you see, said Barry eagerly, although sex, I believe, is at the root of our problems, we share our other troubles. People take the subject from the person who speaks
  first. So you must speak of your depression and others will follow your lead.


  Hamish was sitting on the floor at the back of the hall that evening, waiting for the service, if it could be called that, to begin. There were fewer people than on Sunday, only about
  twenty-five. Just as Barry made his entrance from the kitchen to stand in front of them, Hamish sensed someone sitting down next to him and glanced sideways. Sanders!


  Now, began Barry, raising his arms in a sort of benediction, before we begin, I must thank you all for your generosity But  he held up the collection box
   I am sad to say that some of you are not giving freely. To get in touch with God, you must cast aside material things. We will pray together and then the collection box will be
  passed among you for further contributions.


  Dear God, soften the hearts of your people so that they may give generously. You, dear Lord, know the paucity of the collection and you frown and your wrath is terrible.


  Hamish switched his mind away from the prayer and wondered instead what Sanders had found out to bring him to the church. Then there were those two supposed students Tommy had lodged with. He
  had their names and address in his notebook. Maybe go into town after the service and after he had heard what Sanders had to say. His thoughts ran busily on until the prayer was finished and the
  collection box came round again. He noticed a woman putting a twenty-pound note into it. When it came to him, he put in a pound. Barry would not expect him to afford any more. He was not paid until
  the end of the week.


  He was looking up towards the ceiling and admiring the start of his paintwork when he became aware his name was being called.


  Hamish!


  Hamish started and looked at Barry Owen. Come forward, brother, commanded Barry.


  Feeling every bit the idiot Mrs Owen believed him to be, Hamish went forward. He stood with his shoulders hunched and a vacant smile on his face. Then he saw that Mrs Owen was not in the
  congregation and decided it would not be politic to act the empty-headed fool too much, as he had not pulled that act on Barry.


  Now, brother, said Barry, tell us your troubles.


  I suffer from depression, mumbled Hamish, seeing a mocking grin on Sanderss face.


  Louder. The Lord must hear you!


  I suffer from depression, shouted Hamish, thoroughly embarrassed. Och, I cannae talk about it in front of all these people.


  You will, when the spirit of the Lord enters you. Barry reached up and laid his hands on Hamishs head. Hamish felt a shock like an electric current running through his
  body.


  The superstitious Highland part of his mind wondered if Barry really did have healing powers. The police side wondered what electrical device Barry had hidden in the palm of his hand.


  Go and join your brothers and sisters and listen to their help, said Barry.


  Hamish thankfully hurried back to his place next to Sanders.


  One by one, various members began to talk about how depressed they had been until they had joined the church.


  Then to Hamishs amazement, Sanders leapt to his feet. I had been a sufferer from chronic depression for years, he said, until the light entered my soul.


  Hallelujah, shouted a thin woman, clutching a shopping bag on her lap.


  And do you know why? he shouted.


  Tell us! urged the congregation.


  My sexual orientation was wrong, wrong, wrong.


  Ah! A sigh of satisfaction came from the congregation. Back to good old sex at last.


  I was locked in an unhappy marriage. I could not bring myself to touch her. She repulsed me. I prayed to the Lord. My brain cleared. I was gay. I would not admit that before, even to
  myself. My black cloud lifted and I saw the light. Sanders smiled fondly down at Hamish, who glared at him.


  My brother here will come with me and I will explain in private how he might be helped. He stretched down his hand. Come, brother Hamish.


  Yes, go, cried the congregation in a state of ecstasy.


  Blushing as red as his hair, Hamish allowed Sanders to lead him out of the church.


  Well, hello, sailor, said Hamish bitterly.


  How else was I to get a private word with you? said Sanders.


  So you can let go of my hand.


  Such a nice hand, said Sanders, patting it. You should see your face.


  How did you know they would just let me walk out with you? asked Hamish.


  Easy. Id dropped in there before, undercover. Sex, always sex. They wank off just talking about it. So I knew if I got them back on their usual track, they wouldnt
  mind.


  So whats this all about? asked Hamish. How did you get on with Felicity?


  Sanders told him as they walked down towards the town.


  Hamish felt depressed. So all that does is add evidence to the fact that Tommy did kill himself by accident.


  Looks that way, and I think youre wasting time in that damn church.


  Maybe something there, said Hamish. Maybe they show blue films?


  So what? Have you seen television lately? Even the BBC shows everyone screwing everything. Turn to the nature programmes for a bit of relief, and theyve got animals
  shagging.


  Are you gay? asked Hamish abruptly. Not that it matters. Im just curious to learn if the hidebound dinosaurs of Strathbane police have moved into the twentieth
  century.


  No, but it was the best thing I could think of to get you out of there.


  So what now? asked Hamish. I suppose thats that. I might have a go at just one more lead.


  Whats that?


  Hamish told him about the two supposed students that Tommy had lodged with.


  I doubt if youll find them still there, said Sanders. Worth a try all the same.


  Hamish looked at him sharply. You mean you still think there was something funny about Tommys death?


  Yes. Its a gut feeling.


  So are you going to come with me to see these two former friends of Tommys?


  No, I go on a lot of drug raids. They might be a couple I busted.


  Then what about the people in the church, for heavens sake?


  I checked them out as they went in. Nothing sinister there.


  Oh, my, moaned Hamish. Im working at that church for nothing.


  You mean they arent paying you?


  Aye, theyre paying me, and I better look noble if I stay to the end of the week and put the money in the collection box because if headquarters gets a wind of me taking money,
  Ill be out on my ear.


  Ill leave you here, said Sanders, stopping by his car. I parked well away from the church.


  Its an ordinary car, not a police car, said Hamish. Why did you do that?


  I wanted to go on foot for a bit. Gave me a better chance to suss out the people going into the church. Are you going to see these blokes in your capacity as police officer?


  No.


  Well, you look a damn sight too clean. Take my advice and muck yourself up a bit. And let me know if you even get a whisper. He took out his notebook. Ill write down
  my home address and number. You may get into trouble. He tore off the piece of paper and handed it to Hamish.


  Hamish waved to him and walked off into the night.


  What a smelly place Strathbane was, he reflected as he headed down to the old docks where he knew Glenfields housing estate to be. Smells of gas and sour earth and cheap cooking.


  He wished he hadnt shaved that morning. He wished he hadnt pressed his shirt. He was too old to pose as a student.


  He walked through the estate until he found Kinnock Tower. The lift wasnt working. Wearily he began to climb the stairs. The walls of the staircase were covered in graffiti and the stairs
  themselves in rubbish. The whole estate had been due for demolition for some time but kept being put off, because temporary accommodation would have to be found for the inhabitants and then new
  houses built and there was no money for that, perhaps because the councillors of Strathbane had a propensity to travel to exotic places en masse on fact-finding missions, and taking
  their wives with them, and all at the taxpayers expense.


  The flat he was looking for was near the top of the building. He trudged along until he came to 244. A blast of stereo sound came through the thin door. He rang the bell, and then, reflecting
  that the bell probably didnt work, knocked at the glass panel of the door, which had been broken at one time and stuck together again with sticky tape. Still no reply. He bent down and
  shouted through the letter box, Anybody home?


  The door was suddenly jerked open.


  A small, fat, piggy man stood there. He was bare to the waist. A snake was tattooed around one arm. Bob, thought Hamish.


  Bobs eyes dropped to Hamishs feet. Hamish was glad he had put on an old pair of trainers instead of his regulation boots, which he often wore even when he was in plain clothes.


  Whit dye want? demanded Bob.


  Hamish leaned indolently against the door jamb. I heard I could get some good stuff here.


  Bob thrust past him and peered up and down. Come in, he said.


  The outside door opened straight into a living room. The noise from the stereo was so loud it seemed to make the thin walls vibrate. There was little furniture, beanbags on the floor, one with a
  knife slash in it and the contents spilling out on to the bare boards. The room was littered with empty Diet Coke cans. Hamish had never seen so many.


  Wait here, said Bob.


  He went into another room. There came sounds of an altercation. Then silence. Then Bob came back, followed by a tall young man with long unkempt hair and a straggly moustache. Angus, thought
  Hamish.


  What stuff? demanded Angus.


  Heroin, said Hamish.


  Oh, yeah? What makes you think weve got any drugs.


  You havent, said Hamish insolently. Not in the quantity I need to buy.


  Hamish knew impersonation came better from the inside. His very sneering insolence, the contempt in his eyes as he looked them up and down, he knew was a better disguise than if he had tried to
  dress up in the character of a drug baron.


  How much are we talking about here? demanded Angus.


  Fifty thousand pounds for starters.


  Whit! Show us the money.


  Do you think Id bring that much into a slum like this? Hamishs eyes raked over the mess of the room. Im moving business to Strathbane and someone told
  me you two knew the drug scene.


  Oh, aye? And just who would that someone be? demanded Bob, who had taken out a large knife and was waving it about.


  Put that bread knife away, you silly wee man, said Hamish.


  Whore you calling a silly wee man? roared Bob. Ill cut your face.


  Hamish stared at him unmovingly.


  Put the blade down, snapped Angus. So, big man, he said to Hamish, which syndicate are you from?


  As if I would tell you, jeered Hamish. Just get me in touch and theres money in it for you.


  How much money are we talking about?


  A hundred for each of you. You get me the contact and you get your money.


  Where do we get in touch?


  You dont. Name a place and time and Ill be there.


  Wait a bit. Angus jerked his head at Bob and both went into the other room and shut the door behind them.


  When they had gone, Hamish forced himself to maintain his role of big-time drug dealer. He knew if he relaxed the act for one moment, he would feel frightened and the fright would show.


  There was an opened packet of cigarettes lying among the debris of Coke cans and half-eaten food in a corner of the floor. He stared at it hungrily, all the old longing for a cigarette flooding
  his body.


  But just when he felt himself weakening, the door opened and Bob and Angus came back in.


  Took your time, didnt you? demanded Hamish.


  Lachies. Do you know Lachies?


  The disco.


  Thats the one. Be there Thursday at nine oclock.


  Okay. Ill be seeing you.


  Hamish walked quickly to the door, nodded to them and walked outside, shutting it firmly behind him. He then stood a little way away from the door so that his silhouette could not be seen
  against the frosted glass and listened. Follow him, he heard Angus say.


  Hamish took off like a hare, running lightly on his trainers. He darted down the stairs and then along a corridor leading to the flats below. He pressed against the wall and waited until he
  heard Bob clattering down the stairs in pursuit. He waited until Bobs footsteps had faded away and then he made his way leisurely down the stairs, his mind in a turmoil.


  What had he done? How on earth could he follow it through? What on earth had possessed him?


  He would need to get hold of Sanders fast.


  * * *


  He made his way cautiously along the dark empty night-time streets, always listening for the sound of pursuit. In the centre of the town, he found a phone box and dialled
  Sanderss number.


  Hamish, said Sanders crossly. What now?


  I need to see you. Now, said Hamish. Im in a mess.


  Okay, come round. Get to police headquarters, go on along Strathie Street past four turnings on the left going north, and the fifth is Tummock Drive.


  Ill be as fast as I can, said Hamish, and rang off.


  Sanders listened to Hamish in silence and then said, Theres two things you can do, Hamish. One, go back to Lochdubh and forget about the whole thing. Two, come
  with me to police headquarters and lets see if we can follow this through.


  Blair will have my guts for garters.


  Blairs away for a week. Superintendent Daviotll need to be in on this. Youd better stay the night and come in with me in the morning.


  Wondering what they were making of his absence from the church, Hamish endured the wrath of Jimmy Anderson the next morning. Anderson howled that Hamish had lost his mind.
  Sanders said quietly that they had never really nailed a good drug bust and if Hamish could lead them to where the supplies were coming in, it would be a marvellous coup. Jimmy Anderson sourly said
  they should put the whole matter before Chief Superintendent Daviot. Hamish endured another gruelling session and then was told to go back to the church and maintain his cover until they got in
  touch with him. Until then, he was not to be seen at police headquarters again.


  Where the hell have you been? demanded Barry when Hamish arrived looking haggard and unshaven.


  I talked most of the night with that fellow. He wass most helpful.


  Im docking the time from your wages, said Barry. Get to it. Any more days off and youre finished here.


  Tired as he was, Hamish was glad of the work to take his mind off his troubles. He had gone to see Bob and Angus with no clear idea of what to say. Whatever had possessed him not only to tell
  that monstrous lie, but to say that he could come up with fifty thousand pounds?


  He worked until just before the evening service was due to take place and put away his paint pots and soaked his brushes and then got in Seans old car and drove to Lochdubh. After he had
  soaked in a hot bath and changed his clothes, he began to feel better. He had not been fired. As he had pointed out, he was doing the investigation in his own free time. They could either go ahead
  with it or tell him to stop being a maverick and never, ever do anything like that again without consulting his superiors.


  There was a knock at the door. It was Angela, the doctors wife. Your sheep are all right and your hens are fed and locked up for the night.


  Thank you, said Hamish. Come in.


  I cant. Im rushing. You look awful. Been out on the town?


  Aye, you could say that, said Hamish.


  After he had said goodbye to her, he locked up the police station and drove off towards Strathbane. It was a cold, crisp night and great stars blazed overhead. He drove steadily until he saw the
  orange blot on the sky which meant he was approaching Strathbane.


  He parked outside the church and walked around the back to the kitchen door. There were lights on in the kitchen. He stopped and then went forward softly and put his ear to the kitchen door.


  Barrys voice sounded sharp and clear. Betty Jones hasnt paid up. Shes in arrears.


  Then take her pension book, came his wifes voice.


  She wont give it up.


  Threatened her with the wrath of God, did you? sneered his wife.


  Didnt have the slightest effect. She says she cant pay.


  We need some muscle on this. Trust you to employ a halfwit.


  I wanted the church painted, said Barry peevishly. We employ muscle, well have to pay for it.


  Hamish drew softly away from the door. So the Owens were loan sharks, using the church as a front. Lend money at high interest and if they didnt pay, take their pension book or dole
  payment book. He was about to retreat and go back to police headquarters and report what he had heard. But he had been told to stay at his job at the church until he was contacted.


  He went back to the car, let in the brake and cruised down the hill a little without switching on the engine. Then he switched it on and turned and drove back up to the church, revving the
  engine before he stopped and this time getting out and slamming the door loudly. Then he walked up to the kitchen door, whistling loudly, and opened it.


  The Owens were sitting there over cups of coffee. Mrs Owen had a large bag at her feet which she zipped shut when Hamish walked in. No doubt where she had shoved the books, thought Hamish.


  Come in, lad, and the Lord be with you, said Barry unctuously. We were just leaving.


  Hamish tried to look as vacant-eyed as possible until they had gone, for Dominica kept throwing him nasty little looks.


  At least he had something on them. How horrible they were! Now all he had to do was wait until headquarters managed to get in touch with him.


  He was working busily on Wednesday, wondering all the while if the powers that be had decided to let the whole thing drop. It was a blustery, windy day and he had left the
  church door standing open to dry the paint. He had reached ground level on one of the walls and was bending down to fill in a bit he had missed when his sixth sense told him he was being
  watched.


  He straightened up slowly and turned round. A woman of about his own age, thirty-something, stood there. She had thick black hair tied at the nape of her neck with a black ribbon. She was
  wearing a tailored suit and flat shoes. She had an oval face, large brown eyes and a generous mouth.


  What can I do for you? asked Hamish.


  The woman looked around. Can we get out of here for a bit? We need to talk somewhere private.


  Hamish glanced at his watch. Its just about lunchtime.


  Then well have lunch.


  They walked a good bit away from the church before she stopped by a small car. Get in, she said, and well go into the centre of town.


  They had driven a few streets when she said, I gather you will have guessed I am here to brief you.


  Are you somebodys secretary?


  I am Detective Inspector Chater.


  Sorry, maam.


  And that was a sexist remark if ever there was one.


  This, said Hamish, waving an expansive hand, is sexist country. You cannae be from Strathbane.


  I have been brought up from Glasgow. Dont talk until I negotiate this bloody awful one-way system.


  She parked at last in the private car park of the Grand Hotel. Any hotel called the Grand conjures up visions of Victorian or Edwardian elegance, but this one was pure Strathbane: a square,
  modern building decorated in the height of geek-chic, plastic and vulgar and pretentious.


  The dining room was fairly empty. She demanded, and got, a table in a secluded corner.


  They ordered from a huge menu filled with glorious descriptions of crackling this and fresh that, and sizzling the other. Hamish ordered fish and chips  Sea-fresh haddock in golden
  crispy batter and pommes frites  and she ordered steak and a baked potato  Prime cut of Angus with floury baked potato and lashings of fresh Scottish butter.


  Detective Inspector Chater surveyed Hamish curiously. You are a little better than I expected.


  What did you expect?


  You dont look as stupid as I expected.


  Hamish raised his eyebrows


  She clasped neat little hands with well-manicured and unpolished nails on the table.


  These are the facts as they were given to me. You suspect there is something fishy in the death of a junkie, even though it seems a perfectly straightforward overdose. So you take leave,
  take a job in some weird church and then go calling on two of the dead mans former flatmates. Once there, for God knows what mad reason, you pose as a drug baron and say youve got
  fifty thousand pounds to pay for heroin. Instead of sticking a knife in you or saying they didnt know what you were talking about, this unlovely pair  weve checked on them
   who do not even have a record, promptly play your game. Her eyes took in his outfit of old sweater, frayed shirt and paint-stained trousers. My guess is that they were playing
  games with you. How on earth could anyone take you for a drug baron?


  Hamish leaned back in his chair and his face suddenly became a mask of sneering arrogant insolence and his eyes stone-hard. Why not? he drawled.


  If you looked like that, they might just have fallen for it, but I doubt it. Anyway, Ive been dragged up from Glasgow to play this comedy through to the end.


  Have you got the money? asked Hamish.


  No, I havent got the money. Are you mad? We both go to Lachies for the meet and take it from there. What we want to find out is not if Lachie is dealing but where the
  supplies come in. The west coast of Scotland is such a maze of sea lochs and creeks, it could be anywhere.


  And who are you supposed to be?


  She gave a little sigh. I am supposed to be your wife. Theyve got a house for us.


  And who are we?


  I will give you the big names in one of the main Glasgow syndicates and brief you on what to say. You are Hamish George  I believe thats the name you were using at the
  church.


  How did you know that?


  We have our methods, Watson.


  Ill need to know your first name. I cannae call you maam the whole time.


  Its Olivia.


  Hamish smiled. A pretty name.


  Dont get any ideas, Constable, and remember at all times when we are not on the job that I am your superior officer.


  Yes, maam, said Hamish meekly.


  You may as well start calling me Olivia and get into the act. Heres our food.


  Hamish picked away at a truly dreadful plate of fish and chips while Olivia sawed her way through a tough steak.


  Tell me, maam, he said. I mean Olivia, are you going to be dressed like that?


  No, I shall look the part. What about you?


  Ive got a good suit, said Hamish proudly, who had bought a Savile Row one in a charity shop.


  Well lend you some accessories. A gold Rolex, few bits like that.


  Ill go home this evening and get my suit.


  Thats the last time youll go near that police station of yours until this is all over. What will you tell them at the church?


  I dont need to tell them anything, said Hamish with a grin. He told her about the loan sharking.


  Good. Well pull them in today and keep them in. No bail for them. She took out a notebook and wrote in it and tore off a leaf. Thats our address. Be there at
  seven this evening. Ill go and tell headquarters about the church. Get back there and pack up your stuff. If theyre around, pick a quarrel with them and walk out.


  Want coffee? asked Hamish.


  No, Ill be off. See you later.


  Olivia made her way briskly out of the restaurant. It was then that Hamish realized he did not have enough money on him to pay the bill and that he had left his chequebook and bank cards back in
  Lochdubh, not wanting to take them to the church in case the Owens searched his belongings.


  The dining room was empty apart from four other diners. Hamishs waitress appeared to be the only one on duty. She was standing looking out of the window.


  Here, you! called Hamish rudely. What about bringing some coffee?


  She threw him an outraged look and stalked off into the kitchen.


  Hamish slid out of his seat and was out of the restaurant and out of the hotel door as fast as he could.


  He could not afford a cab and so had to walk all the way back to the church. To his relief, there was no sign of the Owens.


  He packed up his few belongings and put them into Seans old car and drove off.


  He stopped at Seans to pick up the police Land Rover and tried to persuade the old man to give him a refund because he hadnt had the car all week.


  Away with ye, said Sean. Thats a valuable car and twenty-five pounds was a damn cheap price for a weeks rental. I shouldve charged you more.


  Hamish had a fleeting, treacherous thought that maybe he should have taken Tommys parents money.


  He drove back to the police station.


  Lochdubh lay spread out under a sunny, breezy sky. Wind whipped up the sea loch into waves. Washing on lines flapped gaily like flags welcoming him home. He felt he had been
  away for years instead of a matter of hours. Inside him, he felt a little twinge of dread. What if he could not pull it off? What if his cover was blown? What if it came to the crunch and he was
  asked for the money? He could not envisage Strathbane police headquarters handing over fifty thousand pounds.


  He let himself into the police station. He wished he could confide in someone, share the burden. But even if Priscilla should suddenly arrive back from London, he knew he could not even tell
  her.


  He began to pack his one and only good suit and his few respectable shirts. He also packed several paperbacks. There might be long periods of waiting. He wondered about Olivia. Was she married?
  She must be tough and competent to have reached the rank of detective inspector.


  The police station was so comfortable, so familiar, so safe. It was tempting to manufacture some illness and beg off the job. With a sigh, he finished his packing, carried the suitcase out to
  the police Land Rover. He would drive it to headquarters, leave it there and walk along to his new address.


  He drove to the doctors and told Angela he was going to visit his parents in Rogart and stay with them for a bit. To his embarrassment, Angela made him wait while she took a cake out of
  the oven, let it cool and then boxed it up. Its lemon sponge, said Angela. A present for your mother. Let me know how she likes it.


  Feeling guilty, Hamish took the cake and said his farewells.


  Some time later, Olivia opened the door to him. Their new home was a bungalow furnished in dreadful taste: fake log fire, velvet three-piece suite, noisy wallpaper, horrible oil
  paintings of hills and glens, glass coffee table and a giant television set.


  Who usually lives here? asked Hamish, putting down his suitcase and placing the cake box on the coffee table.


  Some friend of Superintendent Peter Daviot whos letting us have the use of it. You brought cake?


  Aye, one of my friends thought I was going to see my mother and gave me a cake for her.


  We may as well have some. Ill make some tea. Your bedrooms second on the right down the corridor. Put your things away.


  She was wearing a shirt blouse tied at the waist and jeans. They should have put a man on the job, thought Hamish. It didnt matter how liberated the decade, women aroused protective
  feelings which could get in the way.


  When he had put his things away, he returned to the living room. The sponge was on a plate with the tea things on the table.


  Your friends sponge seems to have fallen in the middle, said Olivia.


  Oh, well, thats Angela, said Hamish. Heart of gold and the worst baking in the Highlands.


  Maybe if we eat the outside and leave the soggy bit in the middle, itll be all right.


  But it tasted as bad as it looked. Angela had used so much lemon and so little sugar that the sponge actually tasted sour.


  Dont lets bother with it, said Olivia. Lets get down to business. You are a headman for Jimmy Whites syndicate in Glasgow. You want to do
  business in the Highlands.


  And what do the Highland lot think of that?


  Well find out. According to DC Sanders, who will be joining us shortly, they are a small outfit suddenly getting larger. Somehow, they are getting shipments of drugs into the
  country, undetected. Our job is to somehow find out where on the coast the supplies are coming in. Glasgow CID recently seized two shiploads so its feasible that someone from Glasgow would
  come up here to purchase drugs.


  Fifty thousand pounds is not going to impress them.


  Theyre still not that large an outfit. The doorbell rang. Thatll be Sanders, she said, going to answer it.


  DC Sanders came in, looking more like a picture on a cornflakes packet than ever.


  Sit down, Sanders, said Olivia. Tea?


  Yes, milk and two sugars, please.


  Help yourself, said Olivia curtly, as if to say it was not a senior officers job to pour tea just because that senior officer happened to be a woman.


  Tell Hamish what you know about the drug situation in Strathbane, she commanded. I am getting in the way of calling him Hamish because we need to pose as man and
  wife.


  Its like this, said Sanders. We raided houses and arrested pushers. The pushers are usually small fry who are on drugs themselves. Through them we sometimes get one
  of the middlemen but never anyone at the top. Lachies has been raided several times. We found some of the young people with ecstasy tablets but that was all.


  What about Lachies? Who owns it?


  John Lachie. Up from Glasgow. Opened the disco a year ago, said Sanders.


  Any record?


  Early record. Robbery with violence. Did a stretch in Barlinnie Prison. That was ten years ago. Nothing since then.


  What sort of man is he? asked Hamish.


  Middle-aged, likes the high life, flashy car, flashy clothes. His discos very popular. Young people come from all over the Highlands. Theres not much else for them. If
  Lachies the kingpin, then its Lachie youll meet tomorrow night. Could be someone else we dont know about.


  What if Lachie gets on to Jimmy White? asked Hamish uneasily. What if Jimmy White says hes neffer heard of me?


  Thats something we will deal with when the time comes, said Olivia briskly. You will be issued with a gadget with an alarm button. You just press it and the place
  will immediately be flooded with police.


  Meaning they will be on standby in the streets round about?


  Yes, said Sanders.


  I dont like it, said Hamish.


  Why? demanded Olivia.


  If they are dealing in hard drugs, they will be alert to any sign of police surveillance.


  The men will be in plain clothes, said Olivia testily.


  I can tell a Strathbane copper a mile off, said Hamish, and Im sure they can, too.


  Olivia looked at him impatiently. Then what do you suggest?


  I suggest we take our chances. Headquarters isnt far from Lachies. Why cant they wait there?


  Ill see what I can do, said Olivia uneasily, thinking of Superintendent Daviots enthusiasm and of the maps he had pinned up on his office wall, of the fun he had had
  briefing the troops personally. Wait here.


  She went off into her bedroom and then they could hear her voice as she spoke into her mobile phone.


  Grand cake, said Sanders, eating busily.


  Have all you like, said Hamish, thinking the man must have a cast-iron stomach.


  Quite a looker, said Sanders.


  Olivia? She makes me uneasy, said Hamish. They should have put a man on this job.


  Shes not a token woman appointment, said Sanders. Shes got a reputation of being clever and tough.


  Is herself married?


  No, and dont get any ideas. Some detective came on to her in Glasgow and she poured boiling coffee on him where it would hurt the most.


  She is safe from me, said Hamish. I tell you this, it is the long time since Ive fancied any woman.


  Wait till you see some of the nymphets at Lachies.


  I am not the baby-snatcher either.


  Hamish Macbeth, I think youre a puritan.


  How is he a puritan? asked Olivia, coming into the room.


  He doesnt fancy the lassies.


  Are you gay? asked Olivia.


  No, I am not, said Hamish. I am chust that wee bit disenchanted with women. What did headquarters say?


  Theyre thinking about it. You know what the trouble is? Theres just too many cop shows on television and Strathbane at the moment seems to be a case of life determined to
  imitate art. They swear no one will be able to detect their men.


  Oh, aye, remarked Hamish cynically. Ill bet they haff the street sweeper in sort of clean-dirty clothes out on the streets when every other street sweeper has packed
  it in for the day. Then there will be the ice cream van that doesnt sell ice cream. Oh, and what about the window cleaner cleaning windows in the dark? And the courting couple.


  Theyre looking into it, said Olivia curtly. Were going ahead with this because you got us into it in the first place. I hope you are not going to go on showing
  a lack of enthusiasm.


  Hes got a point, maam, said Sanders uneasily.


  As I said, they are looking into it.


  Well, continued Sanders, what we are really looking for is a big shipment of heroin coming in. Weve picked up whispers.


  The monster, said Hamish suddenly. The monster in Loch Drim.


  What are you talking about? demanded Olivia.


  He told them about Ailsa thinking she had seen a monster. It could have been the light from a boat, he said. Or they could have rigged up something to frighten the locals
  and keep them away.


  Olivia sat frowning in silence. Then she said, Were doing nothing this evening. We may as well drive over and have a look.


  Im on duty, maam, said Sanders. Will I be expected to come with you?


  No, that wont be necessary. Well just have a recce.


  After Sanders had left, carrying the remains of the cake, Olivia made omelettes for them. After Hamish had washed up the dishes, she said, Wed better put on some
  dark clothes. You know the villagers there, dont you?


  Yes, Drim is on my beat.


  How will you explain me?


  Monster fanatic. Theres a lot of them around.


  They set out an hour later, Olivia driving. You know, she said, Ive never, ever been this far north in Scotland before.


  No Highland holidays?


  You know how it is, everyone goes abroad these days. Why spend a holiday in the Highlands of Scotland getting soaked to the skin when you can bask in the sunshine in Spain?


  Its good for the complexion, said Hamish. Just think of the damage the sun does to your skin.


  And just think of the damage cold, wet weather does to your temper.


  Aye, you could be right.


  Tell me, Hamish, you seem to be an intelligent if unorthodox officer, and yet youre still only a policeman. Why is that?


  Im considered too much of a loose cannon for promotion. Besides, youve seen a wee bit of Strathbane. Would you like to work there?


  Its not very different from Glasgow. Arent you ambitious?


  Not at all.


  Thats very odd.


  I suppose it is, but it makes for a contented life. I love Lochdubh.


  Whats so special about the place?


  Its easygoing, the people are friendly, Ive got my bit of croft at the back of the police station. Its beautiful everywhere you look. If I moved to Strathbane,
  Id be old before my time. I dont have to deal with any bad crime  well, not lately. The odd burglary, boundary disputes, sheep-dip papers, things like that.


  Dont you get bored?


  Hardly ever.


  Youre not married.


  No, said Hamish flatly.


  Which way now?


  The signpost to Drim is just coming up. Make a left round the next bend.


  They made their way down the single-track winding road which led to Drim. Olivia could just make out the gleam of the sea loch. The wind had died down and everything was very still. A few lights
  twinkled in the cottages.


  Because of the towering mountains above Drim and on either side of the loch, Olivia felt they were sinking down into complete blackness.


  Just stop the car outside the stores there, said Hamish. Well get out and walk.


  I dont much like the atmosphere of this place, said Olivia with a shiver. At least no one is about to see us.


  Oh, theyve seen us all right, said Hamish. Every curtain in the village will have been twitching.


  So why doesnt someone come out and ask us what we are doing?


  Thats not their way. They prefer to speculate. Much more fun. The path is along here. Wed better switch on our torches. As we get near the sea, well switch them off.
  The mountains fall back there, and therell be enough light from the sky. I suggest we dont talk anymore. Sound carries a long way up here.


  He took out a black woollen hat and pulled it over his hair. Just in case we meet someone who shouldnt be here, my hair shines out like a beacon.


  After some time, they heard the sound of the sea and switched off their torches.


  All quiet, whispered Olivia.


  Get down and dont make a sound, Hamish hissed suddenly.


  What . . .?


  I sense something.


  Hamish pulled up a clump of heather from the side of the path. Take some of the dirt and black your face.


  They smeared their faces and then waited in silence. Olivia began to relax. Hamish was a nice fellow but she was beginning to think he was eccentric, maybe a bit touched in the head.


  She was just about to press his arm, to say something, when two great green eyes glared at them out of the blackness. Dont move, urged Hamish. The eyes came closer. They
  were attached to a small head and long prehistoric neck. In the faint starlight, they could make out the coils of a serpentine body.


  They waited. Olivia could feel cold sweat breaking out on her face. Then the creature turned and disappeared around the bend to the sea. Olivia tried to rise to her feet but Hamish grabbed her
  shoulder and pulled her down. Wait!


  They waited for what seemed to Olivia like an age. Then Hamish rose and pulled her up and said, Come on. Lets see whos playing tricks.


  Were unarmed and I dont have the thing with the panic button with me, muttered Olivia. Were not in a position to confront drug smugglers.


  I haff this feeling it is not the smugglers. Lets see.


  They walked quietly to the end of the loch. The sound of the sea was very loud now and would, Hamish hoped, drown any sounds of their approach.


  A cave. There must be a cave around here.


  His keen eyes scanned the steep rocks on either side of the entrance to the loch. Over there, he whispered. Do you see that dark cleft? I bet its there. Over on the
  other side.


  How do we get over there?


  We swim. You can swim?


  Yes, but . . .


  And youd best keep close to me. The current can be strong.


  Olivia thought miserably as she entered the loch after Hamish that it must be the coldest water in the world. She was a strong swimmer but found she had to use every ounce of energy to battle
  with the current. Hamish reached down and pulled her up on the other side.


  Together they approached the entrance to the cave. Just leave the thing to deflate, said a voice. Jock Kennedy, thought Hamish. The bastard!


  Come on, he said to Olivia. It isnt the drug smugglers.


  He strode into the cave. By the light of the hurricane lamp he saw Jock Kennedy and two men. The rubber neck of the monster was making a hissing sound as it deflated.


  Whits the meaning of this, Jock? demanded Hamish sternly.


  Och, its yourself, said Jock in a disgusted voice. I thought I had frightened you off.


  What the hell were you up to?


  Trade at the shop has been that slack. I thought if I had a monster and spread stories that the folks would come. You know what theyre like in Drim, Hamish. Theyre aye
  putting the tourists off. I thought a monster would draw folks.


  But you told me not to encourage Ailsa in thinking she had seen a monster.


  Aye, but I didnt want you to take it seriously for I knew you would start poking your nose in.


  How did you know we were on our way?


  Jock held up a mobile phone. We just happened to be along here putting more finishing touches.


  Finishing is the word, said Hamish bitterly. Get rid of that damn thing and, instead, try to get the villagers to be nice to strangers. How did you get over here?


  Theres a track a bit up the mountain on this side.


  Olivia found her voice. Book him, she said savagely.


  Oh, I dont think that will be necessary, Hamish said soothingly. Jock wont be pulling that trick again.


  Outside, Macbeth, snapped Olivia.


  He followed her out. You cannot be calling me Macbeth and giving me orders in front of the locals, he chided, or they will guess you are a senior officer, and gossip spreads
  like wildfire in the Highlands. It wass only a prank and weve got more important work to do than charge Jock Kennedy. Surely the drug job is too important.


  Just get me out of here, she shouted.


  Hamish went back into the cave. Youd best lead us back, Jock.


  Who is the lady?


  Some monster hunter like they get up in Loch Ness. And shes really sore with you.


  Sorry, mumbled Jock. But it was the grand monster.


  They silently followed him up the mountain and along a rocky track, broken in places by falls of scree.


  Then they walked around the end of the loch to where Olivias car was parked.


  Come in and dry yourselves and have a dram, said Jock.


  That would be grand, started Hamish, but Olivia said furiously, Just get in the car. We are leaving . . . now.


  Very good, said Hamish meekly.
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