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To Chief Purser Bobbie Milne
and all the crew of the
Hebridean Princess, with affection.
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Chapter One


A little sincerity is a dangerous thing, and a great deal of it is absolutely fatal.

Oscar Wilde



The day had started out well for Sergeant Hamish Macbeth. It was high summer with golden light bathing the little village of Lochdubh, situated in Sutherland in the northwest of Scotland. The air was pure and fresh and scented with pine from the forest on the other side of the sea loch. A yacht sailed in and the putt putt putt of the donkey engine was the only sound to break the silence of the early morning.

Hamish’s beat was the whole of the county. He was helped by his amiable although clumsy sidekick, Police Constable Charlie Carter. Hamish was tall but Charlie was even taller, and so, after breaking too many things at the police station, Charlie had found himself a little apartment in the basement of the Tommel Castle Hotel.

He had joined Hamish for breakfast and now both men were leaning against the seawall, gazing dreamily at the water.

‘There’s a new chap over at Cnothan,’ said Charlie. ‘Are we going to see him?’

‘May as well,’ said Hamish. ‘Know anything about him?’

‘Not a lot. Name’s Paul English. Retired banker.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Hamish. ‘Cnothan’s a sour place. Better give him a welcome.’

‘Will we take the dogs?’

‘I suppose so,’ said Hamish reluctantly. He had two dogs: one called Lugs because of his large ears and the other a little poodle called Sally. But somehow, ever since the day he had released his wild cat, Sonsie, into the wild cat sanctuary at Ardnamurchan, he could not feel the same affection for the dogs.

‘I forgot to ask you,’ said Hamish as he negotiated the police Land Rover down Cnothan’s main street, ‘where this Paul English lives.’

‘You go along the waterfront and it’s a bittie along. One of thae Victorian villas, meant to look like a Swiss chalet but ends up looking like something out of Charles Addams.’

Hamish detested Cnothan and thought it the sourest village in the Highlands, but even in this place, with the sun sparkling on the loch, nothing could dampen his mood.

That was until he met Paul English.

For after Paul had ushered them into his front living room and said his first words, Hamish thought he had never before come across anyone so armoured in smugness. His first words were, ‘You gay men are always dyeing your hair.’ Hamish’s hair was deep red.

‘It iss my own colour,’ said Hamish, his highland accent becoming more sibilant as it always did when he was angry.

Paul shrugged his fat shoulders.

‘At least I do have hair,’ said Hamish, for Paul was bald. ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood.’

Paul English was a tubby man with a smug face. His very eyebrows looked smug. He had a small, pursed mouth. His accent was from somewhere in the Lowlands.

‘We’ll be off then,’ said Hamish.

‘No need to dash off. I was just about to have coffee. Please join me.’

Give him a chance, said the voice of Hamish’s conscience.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

Charlie lowered himself carefully onto the sturdiest chair he could see. Hamish looked around the room. Sterile, was his first thought. The carpet was fitted, a sort of mud-brown colour to match the mud-brown linen covers on the sofa and two armchairs. There were no curtains at the windows. Instead there were dark-green blinds, half drawn down. A glass coffee table was in front of the sofa and an ugly, old-fashioned, two-bar electric fire was set in front of the fireplace. There were no books or pictures. The ceiling was high. A glass bowl with one lightbulb inside and the corpses of flies hung from the centre.

The wind suddenly soughed through the weather outside with a mournful whistling sound.

Paul picked up a brass bell in the shape of a crinolined lady from the coffee table and rang it. The door opened slowly and an elderly woman came in wearing a droopy dress and a flowered pinafore. In some places in the far north of Scotland, the Women’s Lib has a hard time making even the slightest impression. And so the elderly woman’s pinafore was of the sort you see in old photographs, covering nearly the whole body.

‘Coffee,’ ordered Paul.

‘What is auld Granny Dinwiddy doing working for you?’ exclaimed Hamish. ‘She’s got arthritis and is well into her eighties.’

‘People charge too much round here so I always go for the one who needs the money most.’

‘So she is paid below the minimum wage.’

‘Did I say that? How long have you two been a pair?’

Charlie rose to his feet. He picked up Paul as if he weighed little more than a child and said, ‘Hamish and I have been together for a bit, but I often fancy a wee bit on the side.’

‘Oh, put him down,’ said Hamish. ‘That one couldnae see a joke if it jumped out o’ his soup and bit him in the bum.’

Charlie dropped Paul back in his chair and patted him on his bald head.

‘Get out of here,’ raged Paul. ‘I find you disgusting.’

‘Be verra careful,’ cautioned Hamish, ‘or I’ll have you for a hate crime.’

‘I speak as I find,’ shouted Paul.

‘Aye, wi’ no thought for anyone else’s feelings. Good day.’

‘What a wee horror,’ commented Charlie as they both climbed into the police Land Rover.

Hamish did not start the engine but stared bleakly out at the steel-grey waters of the man-made loch around which nothing grew except a few stunted trees and, as Eliot said of Rannoch Moor, no birds sang.

‘I don’t like him,’ said Hamish at last. ‘There’s death in the air.’

‘Och, c’mon, Hamish. Unless you think he’s going to slave-drive Mrs Dinwiddy into an early grave.’

Hamish shrugged. ‘I’m imagining things. This village aye gives me the creeps. Let’s get back to the station and have a fry-up. I’ll call on Granny Dinwiddy later.’

‘Stop off at Patel’s,’ said Charlie. ‘He’s got venison sausages. You never take the dogs with you now like you did when you had the wild cat.’

‘They’re fine,’ said Hamish. ‘They’ve got the flap on the door so they can come and go. Better that than cooped up in a vehicle.’

Hamish often felt like a little piece of his heart had left with the large cat. The cat’s replacement, the little white-haired poodle called Sally, did nothing to stop Hamish’s feelings of loss, although Lugs seemed delighted with this new companion. Hamish sometimes felt Lugs was being – well – unfaithful, and then cursed himself for being so sentimental.

They found the normally placid Mr Patel in a rage. ‘I am Scottish,’ he shouted.

‘So you are,’ said Hamish. ‘Who’s been saying otherwise?’

‘A wee fat mannie. Came in here yesterday and said, “You immigrants do well for yourself.” Says I, “Look, mac, I’m Scottish.” He sneers, “Oh, yeah, where did you get that tan? You’re as brown as my boots. You natives should go back where you came from.”’

Hamish’s hazel eyes gleamed. ‘Did anyone hear him?’

‘No, the shop was empty at the time.’

‘Charlie,’ said Hamish. ‘Take a statement from him.’

Over a mammoth breakfast, Hamish said, ‘We can try to arrest him for a hate crime but we need proof. Oh, there’s the door. What now?’

He opened the door and the small figures of the Currie sisters scuttled in: spinster twins, dressed in identical camel-hair coats with identical glasses and identical permed hair. One of the sisters, Nessie, shouted, ‘Arrest him!’

‘Who?’ asked Hamish.

‘Thon Mr English. Do you know what he said to Jessie?’

‘Said to Jessie,’ chorused her sister who always repeated the last line of anyone’s conversation, like Browning’s brave thrush trying to recapture that first fine careless rapture.

‘Tell me.’

‘He said she needed to go to a psychiatrist and get a mind of her own.’

‘Of her own,’ sighed Jessie.

‘I cannae arrest him for that. Has he upset anyone else?’

‘He told Mr Wellington that his sermons were boring, but it was what he said to Mrs Wellington!’

Hamish ignored the Greek chorus that was her sister. ‘He said she was fat and should go on a diet because she was a bad example.’

‘Gets worse,’ commented Hamish. ‘Any more?’

‘Mr Maclean.’

‘Archie? What did Mr English say?’

‘He laughed in his face and said he looked like he had been shrink-wrapped in a tweed suit.’

Archie the fisherman’s wife boiled all his clothes with the result that they were always too short and too tight.

‘Don’t worry, ladies,’ said Hamish. ‘I’ll go back to see him as soon as I finish eating.’

It wasn’t only this Paul English who should watch what he said, thought Hamish, as Nessie’s voice from outside reached him. ‘Got to eat, eh? That’s why they call them pigs.’

‘Well, Charlie,’ said Hamish, ‘we’d better pull him in. We can charge him with a hate crime because of Mr Patel’s statement and that can be enough to go with.’

‘I s’pose,’ said Charlie, looking out of the window. ‘Mind you, it’s the grand day and the games are on at Drumnadrochit. We could always arrest him in the evening.’

‘Aye, the silly sod isn’t worth wasting the day on. What brought him up here?’

‘He’s been heard to say quality of life.’

‘Another drunk, probably. They aye hae this dream o’ Bonnie Prince Charlie and Mel Gibson’s view on history and the only romance they ever find is at the bottom of a whisky glass. Next winter should see him off. Nothing like a highland winter for bringing a bad case of the rehabs.’

Hamish insisted on washing up and told Charlie to go outside and stay there until he had finished. Sometimes it seemed as if clumsy Charlie could break dishes by just looking at them.

When he rejoined Charlie, he noticed his dogs in the back. He felt a tinge of sadness. He hadn’t heard from Elspeth Grant although he often saw her reading the news on television from Glasgow. They had spent a wonderful weekend together but nothing had come of it, although at first he had phoned almost every day. She always said she was too busy to see him, and, at last, he had given up calling.

‘What we ought to do,’ said Charlie as they drove out of Lochdubh and up over the hills, ‘is introduce thon scunner, Blair, to Paul English and see what happens.’

Hamish laughed. ‘You mean like light the touch paper and retire? Great idea. I’m still worried about Blair. I know he’s capable of murder and he hates me.’ Detective Chief Inspector Blair was the bane of Hamish’s life. And Hamish knew Blair had caused the death of someone who was a threat to him the previous year.

Blair climbed the stairs to speak to his boss, Superintendent Daviot. Helen, the secretary, was just putting down the phone. ‘Macbeth again,’ she said.

The detective’s bloodshot eyes shone with malice. ‘What’s he been up to?’

‘There’s a newcomer over at Cnothan called Mr English who claims Macbeth and the other policeman insulted him and the policeman also made a pass at him.’

‘I’d better go and see him,’ crowed Blair. ‘But I’ll just be having a wee word with the boss first.’

Blair had been warned to be careful about mentioning homosexuality in these fragile days, but he regarded homosexuals with that sort of deep contempt that only a man whose sexuality might be in question could feel.

He had decided to adopt a sort of hail-fellow-well-met attitude and so he shook hands with Paul and said with a chortle, ‘Got a pass made at you by a shirtlifter, hey?’

‘What are you talking about?’ demanded Paul.

‘Macbeth’s sidekick. Big fairy called Charlie.’

‘I shall have to report your politically incorrect remarks to your superior officers,’ said Paul, beginning to enjoy himself.

‘Who do you think you’re dealing with, laddie? I amn’t some teuchter like Macbeth. But I’ll admit he needs taking down and so I’ll get a statement from you.’ Blair sat down without being asked.

Paul began to feel a prickling of unease. Who were this man’s superiors going to believe? Himself? Or one of their own, namely Hamish Macbeth.

‘I would prefer not to discuss the matter,’ said Paul. ‘No charges.’

‘Whit?’ demanded the enraged Blair. ‘I come out here to the back o’ beyond and then you decide you don’t want to speak? Get this, laddie, I will be charging you with wasting police time if you don’t get on with it and make a statement.’

Paul looked at Blair’s face, which was a network of broken veins. ‘You drink too much,’ he said.

‘What’s that got to dae wi’ Charlie making a pass at ye?’

‘As you have the face of a heavy drinker, I want to be sure I am not wasting my time making a statement. You might leave here and go to the nearest bar and forget about the whole thing.’

‘Keep yer damn personal remarks to yourself,’ shouted Blair. ‘How did Charlie Carter make a pass at ye?’

‘He picked me up and laid hands on me.’

‘On yer bum?’

‘He patted me on the head.’

‘In retaliation to what?’

‘I simply asked if he and the other officer were a pair.’

‘Michty me. And you expect me to make a case out o’ that?’

‘Oh, do your duty, man.’ Paul sniffed the air. ‘You’ve been drinking already. What is the name of your superior officer?’

He took a step back as Blair stood up and advanced towards him. ‘See here,’ said Blair. ‘Any mair reports agin the police and it’ll be the end of you.’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘You report me, you scunner, and I will hae you for wasting police time.’

The door of Paul’s living room opened and Granny Dinwiddy walked in. ‘Will you be wanting coffee or tea?’ she asked.

‘No, but make sure you make a good job of cleaning the kitchen,’ snapped Paul.

When the woman had left, Blair said, ‘Your maid’s too damn auld tae be a skivvy. Do you at least pay her the minimum wage?’

‘That is my business,’ said Paul, becoming flustered.

He tried to bar the way but Blair nipped round him and into the kitchen where he could be heard asking Granny Dinwiddy how much she was being paid. Now, Granny Dinwiddy was only being paid five pounds an hour and she knew it should be seven pounds, fifty pence, but she was expert at thieving stuff from the kitchen so that Paul would never notice: a teabag or two, sugar cubes, siphon off a little bit of whisky, cuts of meat shaved off what Paul got from the butcher, and occasionally stealing a note out of his wallet when he had fallen asleep. So to Blair’s great disappointment, she said she was paid the minimum wage.

Paul overheard her and sighed with relief, but, he reflected, because of her age, people would think him a sort of slave driver, so as soon as Blair had stomped his way out, he told Granny Dinwiddy that her services were no longer needed.

‘Yes, they are, or I will tell them what you are actually paying me,’ she protested.

‘I give you cash. You’ve no proof. Who are they going to believe? Me, or a senile old fool like you?’

She fished in her apron pocket and held up a small tape recorder. ‘They’ll believe this.’

He made to snatch it out of her hand but she seized a marble rolling pin and struck him on the nose. He reeled back, blood running down his face. ‘I’ll sue you,’ he yelled. ‘I’m off to the doctor. Don’t be here when I get back.’

Hamish was leaning on the seawall that evening, looking dreamily at the loch, when he heard himself being hailed by Angela Brodie, the doctor’s wife.

‘Someone gave Paul English a nasty dunt on the nose,’ she said. ‘He claims he walked into a cupboard.’

‘He’s insulted everyone I can think of,’ said Hamish. ‘One of them was bound to crack. Has he insulted you?’

‘Oh, yes, he came round with a book for me to sign. He said, “Put down: To Paul, with apologies for writing this brainless pap.” So I wrote “To Brainless Paul” and he cursed and yelled. There must be something really badly wrong with him. Do you think he’s one of those people who are too frightened to commit suicide so they try to goad someone into killing them?’

‘Mr Smug? No. Not for a moment. Actually, I am taking a run up there. I’m sure he’s underpaying Granny Dinwiddy. What on earth is the woman’s proper name?’

‘It’s Maggie Dinwiddy and she’s as old as Methuselah.’

But when Hamish arrived at the cottage, Paul said that Mrs Dinwiddy had gone home. His nose was taped and bandaged and he sounded like Kipling’s elephant. ‘Ah fyredd ’er,’ he said.

‘Fired her, did you? That means you were probably paying her cheap,’ said Hamish. ‘I’ll go and ask her.’

Paul had pale-green eyes like sea-washed glass. A flicker of malice shot through them. ‘Good ’uck.’

Hamish drove down to the waterfront to a small cottage where he knew Maggie Dinwiddy lived with her daughter.

But her daughter, a widow called Holly Bates, said her mother hadn’t come home. Hamish began to worry. Paul had looked so maliciously smug. Had he done something to her?

After two days, Hamish finally reported Maggie Dinwiddy as a missing person and said she may have come to harm. Paul seemed amused at all the police questions until it began to dawn on that brain of his, which was not one bit as intelligent as he thought it was, that he was suspected of murder. He reluctantly admitted he had paid for Maggie to go on a cruise. He supplied the names of the travel agency and the shipping line.

Maggie was contacted and said that – God bless the man – he had paid for this holiday out of the goodness of his heart, and that was all they could get out of her. Only Hamish guessed that Paul had been blackmailed by the cunning old fright.

All his smugness and confidence restored, Paul beamed at the police. That was until Detective Chief Inspector Blair charged him with perverting the course of justice and had him driven to police headquarters and dumped in a cell. Only after twenty-four miserable hours was he able to hire a lawyer who promptly got him out on bail, said he would defend him in court, then mentioned his fee and Paul, ever the cheapskate, spluttered that he would defend himself.

Hamish felt uneasy. There was something nasty about the whole thing. Paul had probably paid Maggie in cash so it would be only his word against hers. He decided to pay another visit to her daughter, Holly. Why hadn’t Holly said anything about the cruise? Surely her mother would have told her.

But Holly stoutly said that her mother had said nothing about a cruise and all her clothes were in the wardrobe so what else was she supposed to think? Hamish asked to see the clothes and, sure enough, the admittedly meagre wardrobe seemed to be intact. The phone rang and Holly went through to the living room to answer it. Hamish began to search through the pockets of the clothes, hoping for some clue, until his hands closed on the little tape recorder. He heard Holly coming back and put the recorder in his own pocket.

He was to curse himself afterwards and wish that he had simply given Holly a receipt for it.

Back at the police station, he was about to switch it on when Charlie came lumbering in, tripped over Lugs and crashed down on the table, sending cups and plates flying.

Hamish helped him up and together they cleaned up the mess. ‘Now,’ said Hamish, ‘sit yourself down, take a deep breath, and tell me what’s bothering you.’

Charlie carried forward a sturdy oak chair, kept specially for him, and eased his bulk into it.

‘I’m not enjoying being a policeman any mair, Hamish.’

‘Has anything happened?’

‘It’s thon scunner, Blair. Yesterday, you mind, you sent me back to Maggie’s daughter but Blair was there and he was making her cry, shouting and yelling. So I picked him up and put him outside of the front door and locked it. So I’m to be charged with laying hands on a superior officer.’

‘It’s all right, Charlie. I’ll go and see Holly Bates. She’ll say Blair frightened her and she’ll stand up for you.’

‘No, she won’t, Hamish.’

‘Whit?’

‘Aye. I thought o’ that and went back when the coast was clear and she point-blank refused to help me. Said she’d take Blair to court for police harassment and get money out o’ the police to shut her up.’

‘There’s something awfy fishy about thon pair. Wait! I took a tape recorder out o’ one o’ Maggie’s pockets. She had left all her clothes behind, which means she not only got a cruise out o’ Paul but new clothes as well. Help yourself to a dram and pour me one and we’ll hae a listen.’

‘That’s not even the minimum wage,’ came Maggie’s voice.

Paul: ‘Like it or lump it.’

Maggie: ‘I need the money and that’s a fact.’

‘Is that all?’ asked Charlie.

‘Maybe there’s something later on,’ said Hamish. ‘Oh, here we are!’

Maggie’s jeering voice: ‘Get on all right at the doctor?’

‘Why are you still here?’

Maggie: ‘I thocht we might come to an agreement afore I go to the police.’

Paul: ‘What agreement, you old hag. No, get back. I’ll listen.’

Maggie: ‘I want new clothes and a two-week cruise to the Norwegian fjords and I want it now. Take me to the travel agency in Strathbane now or off I go to the polis. Or I’ll maybe break yer heid the next time.’

‘I’ll take this to Blair,’ said Hamish. ‘This gets him off the hook. What a pair! Oh, crivens. I just lifted this recorder. Now I have to go back and pretend to find it. And I’ll bet she asks for a search warrant.’

But to Hamish’s relief, Holly smiled and let him look through the clothes again, but she let out a sharp exclamation when he held out the recorder and said he would give her a receipt for it.

‘That’s private property,’ she yelled. But Hamish merely smiled as he wrote out a receipt.

On board the Norwegian cruise ship, Maggie received a frantic call from her daughter about the tape recorder. Her companion on deck, an equally elderly lady, listened as Maggie shouted, ‘Get rid of him somehow.’

‘What is it, honey?’ she asked when Maggie rang off.

‘Oh, jist family,’ said Maggie.

‘Oh, aren’t they always just such a problem, honey,’ said her American companion, old Mrs Merriweather. ‘Why, I do but mind . . .’

Maggie tuned her out. Oh, to be able to disappear! But as Mrs Merriweather droned on about how too terribly sad it was to outlive your family, punctuating each sentence with a wave of her diamond-encrusted fingers, Maggie began to listen and look. People never really look at the very old, she thought. I mean, the number of times the captain on this cruise must have called me by her name about fifty times.

‘She’s what?’ shouted Hamish two days later.

Holly’s voice choked with sobs came over the line. ‘She jumped overboard and it’s because I told her about the police harassment.’

While she sobbed and accused, Hamish thought of crocodile tears, and when he estimated she had wept a whole set of luggage, he simply put the phone down.

He whistled to his pets and drove up to the Tommel Castle Hotel to call on his sidekick in his flat in the basement. Charlie listened to Hamish’s complaint and said, ‘You know what’s been bothering me. If Maggie was blackmailing Paul, well, look at it this way, I’ve a feeling she and that daughter of hers must have done something like it before. There’s another thing that’s been bothering me. I don’t think cheating auld Granny out o’ the minimum wage was enough for a new wardrobe of clothes and a cruise. I think she and her daughter had something else on him.’

‘I wish we could get a search warrant.’

‘Maybe we could do it like this,’ said Charlie. ‘They’re bound to find the body – well, let’s hope they find the body. It’ll be shipped back and there’ll be a funeral. You go and I’ll break in and have a wee keek.’

Hamish looked at him with affection. Charlie was a policeman after his own heart.


Chapter Two


She was poor but she was honest,

Victim of a rich man’s game.

First he loved her, then he left her,

And she lost her maiden name.

It’s the same the whole world over,

It’s the poor wot gets the blame,

It’s the rich wot gets the gravy.

Ain’t it all a bleedin’ shame!

Military song, First World War



Paul English did not know it was to be his last night on earth. He never thought of the people at the receiving end of his much-prided honesty as victims. He told himself he was ‘putting them straight’. He had led a pretty isolated life after Maggie had biffed him with the rolling pin and blackmailed him into that cruise. But the news that she had jumped overboard acted on his spirits like a bottle of the best wine.

He decided to run over to Lochdubh and find out if that stupid policeman had any news of Maggie’s body being found. The locals all knew that the front door of the police station had been sealed shut with damp for ages and they all knew to use the kitchen door, so Hamish, hearing a thunderous knocking at the front door, wondered who it could be. Had Paul remained quiet, then Hamish would have opened the door, but Paul shouted, ‘Come on, man. I haven’t all night.’

Charlie had developed a great affection for the poodle and had taken Sally off with him to the
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