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Afore—Before

Ain— Own. On ma ain. On my own.

Aye—Yes

Awfy/Awfa— Awful

Cannae—Can’t

Deid—Dead

Dae—Do. Dae ye dae that? (Do you do that?)

Dinnae—Don’t/do not

Disnae—Doesn’t

Embra—slang for Edinburgh

Fancy Piece—slang for cake

Feart—scared, afraid

Hae—Have. We widnae hae (We wouldn’t have)

Heid—Head

Isnae—isn’t

Jings—a shock or surprise

Jist—Just

Ken—Know. Aye, I ken him weel (Yes, I know him well)

Kilt—Scottish mode of dress, or slang for killed

Ma—A term meaning either Mother, or more usually, my

Naebody—Nobody

Oor—Our

Peelie-Wally—Sickly, pale

Spikin—Speaking

Summat—Something

Thocht—Thought

Edinburgh, January 1937
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Standing on the corner opposite Wood Brothers Butchers, the man in the racoon coat adjusts his trilby. He steps back into the shelter of the pub doorway and lights another cigarette. Drawing in the smoke, he holds it in his lungs for a moment, then blows it out in a long plume. It’s good to be back in the city after so long away. Aside from the challenge of making money, there are other—personal—reasons for his return. But there are more important things to deal with first. 

He sniffs the air. Cities are the same the world over, he thinks. It’s just a matter of adjusting to the geography and the people. And, of course, the possibilities for advancement within his own particular sphere of influence.

On Newington Road, office and factory workers hurry home, heads down against the chill wind. Cars and delivery vans trundle past, slowing to allow a tram to make the turn into Salisbury Place. A second tram continues along Minto Street, heading away from the city towards the outlying areas.

It’s still early but the night is cold. The man in the racoon coat signals to his associates waiting in the Austin 7, thirty yards down the road. He turns his attention to the shop next door to Wood Brothers—the brightly lit tobacconists that’s still known by its original name of Matlock and Webb. From where he stands, he can see someone inside, moving around as they serve a customer. He studies the display in the window, notes the shop’s relatively small size in comparison to the meat merchant next door, but acknowledges that tobacco is a growing commodity. It means the shop will always be in profit, despite its narrow frontage. 

Checking his pocket watch, the observer allows himself a smile. Five o’clock. Any minute now. Taking care to stay in the shadows, he shifts his focus, studying the faces of passersby on Minto Street. It’s too dark to make out any detail, but it’s impossible to miss the two burly men approaching the crossroads. 

Almost time to make a move. 
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Pulling the ladder along the floor, Jimmy McTeer climbs to the third step. Reaching for the box on the top shelf, he tips it up and extracts two packets of Viceroys. Climbing down again, he pushes the stepladder to one side and slides the cigarettes across the counter. 

‘There ye go, Mrs Armitage—that’s two Viceroys, a box of Swan Vestas, an ounce of Virginia and cigarette papers for yerself. Should keep the pair of yous going for a wee while, eh?’

The little woman counts out the necessary coins and gives the young assistant a big smile. ‘Aye, that’s grand, pet. I still like tae roll my own, but oor Duncan thinks the Viceroys are healthier. Cos of the filters, ye ken.’

‘Oh, aye? Maybe ye could get him tae tell his pals—that way we might sell a few more.’

‘These new-fangled ideas, son—maybe they’ll catch on and you and Mr Brandsholm will make yer fortunes.’

Jimmy laughs. ‘I’ll be an auld mannie maself afore that happens.’ He takes the coins and registers the sale in the till. 

The woman sweeps her purchases into her handbag. The door swings shut behind her, the shop bell announcing her departure. Jimmy watches her turn right, passing the window. She’ll be heading up the road in time for visiting, he thinks, to give her man his fags and tell him everything’s fine at home. Jimmy wonders how she manages to feed herself and the bairns with her man stuck in hospital for weeks on end. It can’t be easy with only her own paltry wages coming in.

Tapping his fingers on the counter, he glances at the clock. Two minutes past five. Only an hour until home time. Crouching, he resumes unloading the Lucky Strikes and Chesterfields from the boxes on the floor, stacking them neatly on their respective shelves.

A dull clang heralds another customer. Jimmy straightens up, a smile already pasted across his face. But the smile vanishes on recognising the newcomer. 

‘Oh, it’s yerself, Mr Cadbury,’ he says. He forces the smile again. ‘And Mr Thornton, eh?’ He notes the men are wearing the long black overcoats and flat caps they always wear—clothes that imply they are ordinary working men. But Jimmy knows this is far from the truth.

The second man closes the door then stands with his back to it. He pulls his cap down and folds his arms, his mouth set in a grim sneer.

‘Guid tae see ye again, young Jimmy,’ says the first man, unbuttoning his overcoat. He removes his cap and places it on the counter. ‘The auld feller got ye working hard fer yer money, eh?’

Jimmy coughs. ‘It’s no sae bad, Mr Cadbury.’ He swallows hard, feeling a little ridiculous referring to the two men as if they had a connection to either of the famous chocolate-manufacturing firms. But until the pair disclose their real names—which, given what they do for a living, is pretty unlikely—that’s all he can do.

‘Where is the auld feller?’ says the man, turning his dark eyes towards the back of the shop. 

‘I’ll jist get him for ye.’ Jimmy lifts the flap in the counter and pushes through the door that leads into the stock room. 

Ernest Brandsholm looks up from the ledger, pencil poised in his hand. ‘What is it now, lad?’

Jimmy glances back over his shoulder. ‘They’re here again, Mr Brandsholm.’

The proprietor doesn’t need clarification. He shakes his head. ‘Christ, already?’ He puts down the pencil, smooths a hand over his hairless head, and allows himself a few seconds to prepare.

In the shop, the man calling himself Cadbury breaks into a wide grin. ‘And here he is. Good evening, Mr B. How ye doing, eh?’ 

‘I couldae done without seeing yous two. It cannae be seven days since yous were last here, surely?’

‘It is,’ says Cadbury. ‘Time flies, ye ken?’

Brandsholm scowls. ‘What if I cannae pay?’

Jimmy hovers in the doorway, his eyes on his employer. But he’s already seen the wooden cosh in Mr Thornton’s hand, knows without looking that the man is swinging the weapon back and forth the way he always does when it’s time to pay up.

Brandsholm folds his arms, tilts his chin skywards. ‘Well, ye’ll hae tae wait. It’s been deid in here since Christmas. Folk jist havnae got the money tae spend on luxuries like cigarettes and baccy.’

‘Luxuries?’ says Cadbury. ‘I consider a pack of Woodbines tae be an essential part of my daily life.’ His face morphs into a hardened grimace. ‘But if ye dinnae pay up, well...’

There’s a crash as Thornton’s cosh hits one of the display cases. Glass shards clatter to the floor, along with a selection of pipes and pipe stands, skittering across the varnished wood. 

‘Oh, dear me,’ says Cadbury, his face transformed into one of mock horror. ‘See what’s happened, Mr Brandsholm. What a mess.’ He stamps on a Meerschaum pipe, smashing it to bits. ‘Oh, will ye look at that—me and my big feet.’

From his place in the doorway, Jimmy hears his employer’s teeth grinding, can sense the steam about to erupt from the old man’s ears, the yell of rage that surely simmers just below the surface. Jimmy’s eyes flick sideways to the cricket bat Mr Brandsholm placed under the counter the previous week. The one he vowed he’d use to smash the heids of that pair of bastirts if they showed their faces again in the shop. 

But Brandsholm does not pick up the cricket bat. Instead, he shuffles along behind the counter and opens the cash register. ‘I can gie yous thirty quid.’

Cadbury makes as if he’s considering this. ‘Fine. Ye can gie us the other ten next week. Along with next week’s payment, of course.’

Brandsholm slaps the notes on the counter. ‘Yous fuckers’ll put me out of business if this keeps up.’

Cadbury picks up the cash and stuffs it into his pocket. ‘No, no, Mr B. We’re protecting yer business.’ He leans on the counter, staring at the little man. ‘And remember—without that protection, all sorts of things might happen. Ye might find yerself plagued by a series of burglaries. Or yer wee shop could burn tae the ground.’ He makes a ‘sad’ face. ‘And ye wouldnae want that, would ye? Cos then we’d both be out of pocket.’ He picks up his cap and gives Brandsholm a big smile. 

The two men back out of the shop, giving the tobacconist a cheery wave.

Jimmy stands, his eyes brimming with tears. ‘I’ll clear up, Mr Brandsholm.’

The proprietor says nothing, then gives a nod. ‘Aye, on ye go.’ He rubs a hand over his face, and his gaze falls on the cricket bat. ‘I shoulda battered the pair of them. That’s what I shoulda done. Battered them.’

Jimmy comes back in with the brush and dustpan. He kneels on the floor by the broken glass. ‘Aye, but then they’d hurt ye. Or worse.’ He turns to look up at the old man. ‘It wouldna be worth it. I mean, it’s jist a shop.’

Brandsholm’s voice is almost a whisper. ‘Aye, but it’s my shop.’
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Outside, a yelp comes from further along the street, though it’s hardly noticeable against the background noise of traffic. It’s a busy corner, thinks the man in the racoon coat. Another plus point in favour of the little shop. 

The two men who so recently exited the cigarette-seller’s emporium are now walking back towards the shop, encouraged by three newcomers in long black overcoats. Like their employer, they are all wearing trilbies. 

Crossing the road, the man in the racoon coat passes the entrance to the butcher’s and comes to a halt directly outside the tobacconist’s. He opens the door and steps inside. The men struggling against their captors have attracted attention from one or two passersby, but no-one is brave enough (or stupid enough) to come to their aid. Escorting Messrs Cadbury and Thornton into the shop, the three trilby-wearers close the door behind them.

Jimmy McTeer is holding the dustpan and the remnants of the broken display case. He looks at the six men now blocking the shop doorway. Then he looks at Mr Brandsholm. 

Cadbury and Thornton writhe around but are unable to free themselves from the iron grip of the tallest of the three men. One of the other trilby wearers produces a cosh and waggles it in front of them. They stop struggling.

‘Mr Brandsholm,’ says Racoon Coat. ‘I believe you have experienced a little trouble with these gentlemen.’

Brandsholm blinks. He nods.

‘And I further believe they owe you a sum of money.’

The proprietor is taken aback at the stranger’s posh English accent. The man in the furry overcoat isn’t the sort to frequent the shop under normal circumstances. But Brandsholm is astute enough to grasp where the conversation might be headed. He says, ‘Aye. Thirty quid.’

Racoon Coat takes a last drag on his cigarette and makes a big thing of stubbing it out on the counter. Reaching into his coat, he pulls out a bone-handled object. Manipulating it with great dexterity, he flips it over in his fingers, then presses a button halfway up the handle. A silvery blade flashes out, glinting in the lamplight. 

‘Oh, my...’ says Jimmy.

‘This,’ says Racoon Coat, ‘is what is often referred to as a stiletto knife. It’s handy for those jobs where a narrow blade is required. So easy, you see, to slip between the ribs.’ He lunges forwards as if to stab Mr Cadbury. ‘Or slice open a flap of double-chinned skin.’ Moving closer, he rests the blade against Cadbury’s jowly neck. ‘Where, as you can imagine, a quick movement might yield a lethal outcome.’ He sniffs. ‘Now, Mr Brandsholm. You’d like your money back, I trust?’ 

Brandsholm suspects this must be some kind of jest. But if it truly means he’s to get back the money stolen from him, he’s not going to complain. ‘Aye, of course.’ He stares at Mr Cadbury and can’t resist smirking. 

‘Mr Cadbury,’ says Racoon Coat. ‘If you wouldn’t mind...’

The other man takes out the cash and throws it at the shopkeeper. ‘There. Happy now?’

‘Thank you,’ says the knife-wielder. ‘Now if you wouldn’t mind fucking off...’

The three trilby-wearers move aside, allowing Cadbury and Thornton to exit the shop for the second time.

Racoon Coat nods to one of his henchmen. ‘Teddy? Why don’t you give our friends something to think about, eh?’

The one called Teddy grins. ‘Yeah, boss. My pleasure.’ He produces his own flick-knife, licks the blade with his tongue, and goes out, followed by one of the others. 

Brandsholm has picked up the money. ‘Thanks, Mr..?’

The man in the racoon coat closes the blade on the knife and drops it into his pocket. ‘Call me Mack. Short for Mack the Knife.’ He grins. ‘He’s a character in a stage play called The Threepenny Opera. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.’ The shopkeeper’s face remains blank. Mack sighs. ‘Not a lover of thespian antics, then.’ He shakes his head as if this is a prime example of cultural ignorance. ‘Now to business. The money you paid to the chocolate-box brigade, and which has been returned to you, must now be paid to me.’

Brandsholm’s mouth drops open. ‘Sorry? Ye’re wanting me tae gie you the money those fuckers jist gave back tae me?’

‘That’s right. You see, those fuckers as you call them, weren’t terribly good at their job, so I’m taking over.’ He holds out a hand. ‘Thirty pounds, wasn’t it?’

The shopkeeper slams the money on the counter. ‘I see, Mister Whoever-ye-are. Ye’ve a posh voice but when it comes doon tae it, ye’re jist as bad as them.’

‘Oh, no, no, no,’ says Mack, affecting dismay. ‘We’re much worse.’ Tucking the money into his wallet, he turns his attention to Jimmy. ‘You’d be Mr McTeer, I suppose?’

‘Aye,’ says Jimmy, startled at this sudden interest. 

‘Perhaps you might have a word with your employer after we’ve gone. Encourage him to embrace the new regime.’ He pauses. ‘I imagine the chocolate-box brigade threatened to steal your stock or burn the place down. That’s what those sorts of people do when things don’t go their way. We, on the other hand, employ different methods of persuasion.’ He turns to Mr Brandsholm. ‘Ones involving pain, torture, and—of course—death.’ He lifts his hat. ‘Good evening, gentlemen.’
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Professor Finlay MacBeth packs away his books and resumes his seat at the desk as the students file out of the room, chattering among themselves. Opening his diary, he sets about making a few notes regarding the lecture. His practice of recording everything—including the response to his lectures on the history of the detective novel—is one he has adopted following the White Face investigation. It’s possible the case might’ve reached a conclusion earlier if he’d been a little more circumspect about his actions. Keeping notes of everything he does will at least give him the opportunity to review his activities. Not currently involved in an investigation, MacBeth knows the habit could prove useful, as it’s almost certain Inspector Callaghan will call on him to assist with another case sooner or later. 

‘Professor?’

MacBeth looks up. A young man with dark hair and a lopsided smile hands him a book. 

‘Your copy of A Study in Scarlet, Professor,’ says the student. ‘I finally found my own copy at home under the bed. Thanks for lending me yours.’

‘That’s fine, Sam. You’re welcome.’ The young man blinks a few times and MacBeth thinks maybe he’s got the lad’s name wrong.

‘Professor Macleod says your lectures are already booked up for next term.’

‘So I hear. I only hope students have signed up because they’re interested in detective fiction, rather than actual murders.’ 

Sam Waller grins. ‘Well, sir, Thomas De Quincey said that even murder can be beautiful in a dark, twisted way.’

‘If I recall correctly,’ says MacBeth, ‘the word beautiful is in quotation marks.’

Sam laughs and walks off. MacBeth returns to his notes and adds the encounter with Sam Waller as an interesting observation.

A cough prompts him to look up. The other students have vacated the room, but one young woman stands watching him, a coy smile on her face. She sidles over to the desk and drops her winter coat over the back of a chair. Stretching out a hand, she runs a finger along the edge of MacBeth’s briefcase.

‘Miss Davidson,’ says MacBeth, leaning back in his chair. 

The young woman slides her tongue along her lower lip. ‘Could I have a word with you, Professor? In private?’

MacBeth considers several reasons to decline but as Macleod frequently reminds him, students sometimes need to speak to their tutors away from prying eyes. ‘Why don’t you go and wait outside my office? I’ll be up in a minute.’

The young woman slinks off and MacBeth mutters a disgruntled groan. He’d hoped to leave soon after the lecture but first he’ll have to at least listen to whatever Miss Davidson has to say.

‘Off home, Finlay?’

The Head of the English Department lurks in the doorway. MacBeth manages a smile. ‘Ah, Professor Macleod. Can I help you with something?’ He puts his diary into the briefcase and grasps the handle, hoping she’ll take the hint. But she stays put, blocking the exit. With a sigh, he folds his arms.

‘Actually,’ she says, ‘I wondered if you’d given any thought to your academic development.’

MacBeth wonders if ‘academic development’ is a euphemism. ‘Not as such, no.’

‘Your sessions are proving popular. It would certainly aid that popularity if you were to publish a book to compliment the course. You know, a brief history of detective fiction, or something along those lines. Based on your lectures, perhaps.’ She gives him a coquettish smile. ‘I could act as your editor, steer you in the right direction, as it were.’ She moves closer and rests a hand on his shoulder. Her breath reeks of stale smoke and it’s an effort not to recoil at the stench. 

MacBeth’s stomach lurches. Christ’s sake, he thinks, the woman never gives up. The memory of the way she’d caressed his hand the last time they met, and the feeling she had more than a working relationship in mind, had scared him shitless. Later, he told himself he’d imagined it. But now it seems she’s determined to get her claws into him. 

‘Well...’ He averts his gaze. ‘I’ll give it some thought. Now, I need to pop back up to the office. One of my students is waiting.’ He picks up the new Fedora Rhona bought to replace that ‘moth-eaten bonnet’ he’d favoured since moving to the city. He’d liked her theory that the Fedora gives him a more professional bearing, but it’s not so easy to stuff the thing into a coat pocket. He places it on his head and picks up the briefcase again.

Professor Macleod takes the hint. She steps aside. ‘Very well. I’ll be upstairs in a little while anyway as I’ve a meeting. If you’d care to discuss the matter...’ She allows her gaze to meet his briefly, then gives a shrug.

MacBeth slides past her and scuttles off along the corridor. If he can reach the office, speak to his student, and escape the building before the wizened professor catches up with him, all to the good. 

The office is located up a winding staircase on the second floor. Unlocking the door, he ushers Lucy Davidson inside. Unloading a pile of books and folders onto a shelf behind the desk, he puts down the briefcase and plonks himself onto the chair behind the desk.

‘You have a question about the lecture?’

The woman lays her coat over the chair intended for visitors and gives him a sly smile. ‘My parents think I ought to have private tuition. I thought you might like to volunteer.’

MacBeth closes his eyes for a moment. “That would come under extra-curricular activities, Miss Davidson. You’d have to speak to Professor Macleod about it.

The young woman appears unperturbed by the rebuke. ’I liked what you were saying about Doctor Watson being the rather stupid friend of Sherlock Holmes.’

MacBeth nods. ‘Yes, well, Conan Doyle himself did say that.’

‘Oh, I know, but it occurred to me that if you were Sherlock Holmes, then Inspector Callaghan must be the rather stupid friend.’ She grins. 

MacBeth resists the urge to sigh. ‘As it happens, Inspector Callaghan is a close colleague of mine and he is certainly not stupid. In fact, he saved me from—’

‘I know.’ Miss Davidson holds up a finger. ‘He saved you from that horrid Mr Fagin by shooting him.’

MacBeth coughs. ‘Yes, and that’s the difference between fiction and reality. I know some of you think it would be an ‘absolute whizz’ to investigate murders, but I can assure you the prospect of getting shot is not something to take lightly.’

Miss Davidson drops her gaze to the floor, fiddling with the strap on her satchel. ‘It wasn’t me who said it was an absolute whizz...’

‘Perhaps not, but instead of comparing two fictional characters to real people, it might be useful if you considered why Conan Doyle invented the ‘rather stupid friend’ in the first place. Ask yourself what purpose Watson serves in the stories. In fact, why don’t you write one thousand words on that very topic for our next session?’

Her eyes go like saucers. ‘A thousand words?’

‘Or two, if you’d prefer. I’m sure you can fit it in with your busy social life.’

Lucy Davidson stares at him for a second, then grabs her coat and stalks off, slamming the door.

MacBeth chuckles. It’ll always be like this, he thinks—having a reputation for solving murders has its benefits but persuading his students to concentrate on the history of the detective novel rather than real crimes has proved more difficult than he expected.

Creeping to the door, he peers out, listening for Macleod’s familiar clumpety clump on the stairs. But there’s nothing—only the distant chatter of students exiting the building two floors below. 

Sharing an office with Macleod hadn’t appealed to him when the professor first mentioned it, but as she’s usually busy with her own lectures, they rarely bump into each other except at the beginning and end of the day. Nevertheless, he can’t help wondering if she dreamed up the idea of cutbacks and lack of office space simply to force him into sharing an office and availing herself of his company. It wouldn’t be so bad if the woman didn’t take obvious delight in sitting across from him and blowing smoke in his face. 

Taking the diary from the pile of books behind him, he copies out the most recent notes into an A4-size hardbacked notebook. It’s fair to say the diary has not proved its worth to him yet but he’s convinced it will be useful when it comes to investigations. Finishing off his notes, he replaces the larger version of the diary on the shelf behind and drops the smaller one into his briefcase. 

Locking the office, he checks the landing for signs of Macleod, then hurries down the stairs to the main entrance.

––––––––
[image: ]


In the street, MacBeth turns up his collar against the wind. Heading towards the space where he left the car, he recognises the lumbering gait of the man walking towards him.

‘Inspector.’ He comes to a halt and shakes Callaghan’s hand.

‘Finlay. Ye know, ye really should call me Hector.’

‘Oh, right.’ Hector is not a name he’d ever have associated with the ginger-haired detective. Especially not one with frizzy sideburns. ‘Hector it is, then. Though perhaps not in front of your subordinates.’

Callaghan laughs. ‘Aye. Anyway, I’ll no hold ye up. Jist wanted tae invite yerself and Rhona round to ours for a bite tae eat. Tomorrow night, maybe. Edith has a smashing bit of beef put aside. And it’d be guid tae spend a bit of time together while things are quiet.’

MacBeth nods. It’s only been a month since they apprehended the killer known as White Face. In the world of the murder detective, the streets of Edinburgh certainly have been relatively free of gore and mutilation. But MacBeth has a problem of his own to consider—one that has kept him awake over the last few weeks. The appearance of Billy Fagin’s brother one foggy night gave him a scare—not least due to the man boasting about a murder which Inspector
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