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Although English is the finest language ever to rise up from the strewn remains in Babel, subtle yet piercing, mellifluous yet plain, and much as it pains me to give the Scots any cause for that unwarranted sense of superiority which it is their risible but unshakeable habit to display, still there are times when the language of Milton, Shakespeare and the Bible itself cannot furnish the moment and clothe the passing sensations with adequate words.

This was such a time. Alec Osborne and I were standing on a quayside at Aberdeen, the granite sparkling in the sun behind us, the sea sparkling in it before us, the stiff wind of a November morning tugging at our hat brims and whisking our coat hems up and around our legs like the petticoats of can-can girls in the last big number, and yet our cheeks were pale and our skin clammy as we worked our throats, swallowing hard and willing our troubled innards to subside.

‘I’m absolutely …’ said Alec, and I knew what he meant. He was more than sickened, more than disgusted, more than repelled. He was beyond the reach of English altogether.

‘Scunnered,’ I said. ‘Me too.’

‘It’s preposterous, what he’s suggesting.’

‘Utterly,’ I agreed.

‘It’s out of the question.’

‘Indeed it is,’ I agreed again.

Alec wiped his mouth with his handkerchief, then folded it and shoved it into his pocket, taking out his pipe instead.

‘But we’re going to do it, aren’t we?’

‘Of course we are.’

Alec grinned, settled his pipe in the side of his mouth and took my elbow to guide me back across the road and up the steps into Birchfield’s Buildings, where Mr Birchfield waited on hooks to discover if we would bite at his bait or call for a bobby; I could see him quite clearly at one of the ground-floor windows, shifting from foot to foot and worrying at his beard with anxious fingers. The sight of him brought back another wave of horror, however, and I faltered.

‘Second thoughts?’ Alec asked, slowing his steps.

‘Not at all,’ I said, trying to sound stouter than I felt. ‘Just that … our life is far from dull in general, but even so this has been a very strange day.’

It had started ordinarily enough. Granted, Mr Birchfield’s letter had had its peculiarities but we have become used to that in the years, eight now, since ‘Gilver and Osborne: servants of truth’ screwed their brass plate to the railings. Figurative plate and figurative railings, but eight years is right enough, for we fell into detecting in 1922, when death touched our two lives and joined them together. Alec’s young fiancée went missing from the house of a friend of mine and suddenly there we were, with a fire, a jewel theft, insurance fraud and murder. When the dust had settled and the broken bones had set again, we were detectives for good or ill and since then we have bumbled and bickered our way through the fog of countless crimes, solving most, giving up with the greatest reluctance on a few, and becoming friends.

Alec has not replaced the fiancée yet, despite some efforts, and my husband, Hugh, rumbles sometimes – I think George at his club teases him. But I am over forty, a matron with grown sons, and Alec is thirty-five. Odd that single men of thirty-five are a generation younger than married women of forty, but Hugh would rumble louder if matters were otherwise, I daresay.

So, old hands that we are, we took Mr Birchfield’s excesses with pinches of salt and were even amused as we reread portions of his letter to one another while coming north on the fast train.

‘“A matter of the utmost concern to a great many good people who are ignorant of their interest in it and must remain so”,’ I had said. ‘How can they be both concerned and ignorant? I don’t understand him.’

‘“Requiring discretion, confidentiality, and a fine feeling for the greater good”,’ Alec added. ‘Which sounds a bit ominous if you ask me. The greater good as decided by Mr H. Birchfield, I’ll bet.’

‘“The harm and horror which would be visited upon countless innocents by any impulsive broadcasting of such matters as a common humanity dictates we preserve in silence.” What can he be talking about? Horror? Harm and horror?’

‘Horror for Mr Birchfield’s wife and eight little children, I think,’ said Alec. ‘And harm to the man himself when it all comes out.’

‘Ah,’ I said. The conductor came into our compartment just then and I bit my lip until he had punched our tickets and left again, for I did not want to shock him. ‘Blackmail. Do you really think a respectable Aberdonian merchant with a letterhead like the Albert Memorial would get up to that sort of nonsense?’

‘A sovereign says so,’ Alec declaimed. ‘A sovereign says that Mr Birchfield, of Birchfield and Sons, distributers and exporters since 1871, had a cosy arrangement with an obliging woman until he forgot himself and put something in writing.’

‘And shall we take the job?’ I asked. ‘We’ve always tried to keep away from seaside hotels and suchlike.’

‘As far as divorce goes,’ said Alec. ‘But blackmail is another question altogether. I’ll happily bang on her door and put the willies up her. I can’t abide a blackmailer.’

‘It’s news to me that you’ve had cause to form a view.’

Alec grinned and wiggled his eyebrows.

‘Let them try,’ he said. ‘I’d like to see them catch me.’

I was thoughtful for a while after that, gazing out of the window at the rolling fields. They were ploughed and bare this late in the year but no less orderly looking for it, if a little cheerless, punctuated only by wind-bent hawthorns and very occasional stone byres. If Alec had an arrangement with an obliging woman of his own he might never stir himself to marriage, and I should be sorry to see him grow old without children about him. Then I frowned as my thoughts caught up with me. If Alec, a bachelor, had a companion tucked away somewhere handy, what could anyone make of it anyway? Unless she were married. If so, I could only hope that her husband was indeed a blackmailer and not a crack shot with a hunting rifle.

‘Do you take the bet?’ Alec said, drawing my attention from the passing scenery and back to Mr Birchfield and his travails.

‘I’ll take your sovereign certainly,’ I replied, with more ebullience than I felt; if one were going to gamble one should surely do it with a bit of flair.

An hour later, the sovereign was mine and I would gladly have given it back and ten more with it, to be spared the knowledge Mr Birchfield had imparted to us and the illustrations my fancy had supplied.

To begin with, he had sounded exactly like his letter.

‘A delicate matter,’ he had said, once we were settled in his private office, in the red studded-leather chairs, the door shut tight against all ears. He had even sent his clerk on an errand and checked to see that none of the harbour worthies were loitering under his window. ‘And strictly speaking, you could say a police matter, plain and simple. I only beg you to hear me out before you act. I beg that of you.’

I could not meet Alec’s eye. Of course a police matter should be taken straight to the police. Of course it should. On the very fingertips of the other hand, though, it is the curse of the amateur ever to be forbidden the best of the fun and required to make do with such little matters as police ignore, so that at times one is practically coming along with a shovel behind the horses. And while all honest toil is noble, as the Bible and more recently the Russians have told us, still no one could resist a good bite at the juiciest meat when it was dangled so expertly.

‘Of course we shall,’ I said and noticed Alec sit back a little, happy to have the knot cut for him.

‘Well now, someone has died,’ Mr Birchfield began, rather chattily given the subject matter. ‘This summer, in July or August most likely. Along the coast from here. At Gamrie. Or Gardenstown, I should call it.’ Then he stopped.

‘Who?’ asked Alec. ‘Natural causes, one assumes.’ Of course one did not, but we had to observe the niceties.

‘I cannot tell you the unfortunate creature’s name,’ Mr Birchfield said. ‘For I do not know it. As to the cause …’ This time the silence lasted even longer. ‘If it was an accident, or if he was ill, or even if the poor soul had troubles he couldn’t bear, then surely we’d all agree that it’s a private matter.’

‘But?’ I supplied.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Birchfield, repeatedly performing a kind of genuflection comprised of patting his watch-pocket, refolding his perfectly folded handkerchief and pulling on his top waistcoat button until it seemed sure to give way. ‘Yes, there is certainly a but, Mrs Gilver. Or an if, anyway.’ At which tantalising moment he ran dry again. I sat forward to prompt him further but, seeing Alec give the tiniest shake of his head, said nothing and subsided. Mr Birchfield rose – he had only been perching on the front edge of his seat anyway – and crossed over to look out of the window at what he no doubt viewed as his domain: the quayside with its sheds; the harbour with its boats; the very North Sea itself with its treasure of herring, the pot of silver which had made Mr Birchfield rich.

‘Let me start at the other end,’ he said presently. ‘It’ll be easier understood that way. We had a complaint, you see. And Birchfield’s prides itself on quality. We take complaints seriously when they come, and they seldom do. But, as I say, we had a complaint about a foreign object in one of the barrels. And then another one, abroad thankfully. And before we had stopped reeling, four more reports of barrels quite spoiled. All from last July. That is to say, all from Gamrie where July is the height of the season. Unusable and offensive. Noisome. Not at all what Birchfield’s customers have been used to.’

‘Oh God,’ Alec said. I had yet to make the connection.

‘And the thing is, sir,’ said Mr Birchfield, turning all his attention to Alec like a compass to north, ‘we reckon – the very few who are privy to it at all – we reckon there’s only two to go. Three at the most. If we could weather it. If we could only weather two more …’

His little round of pattings and pullings looked fair to start up again; at least, he took out his handkerchief and shook it loose for refolding. ‘It’s not myself I’m thinking of,’ he said. ‘If it were all to come out then my business would suffer, it’s true, but I don’t think I’m being fanciful when I say it would spread beyond Birchfield’s if it were known.’

‘If what were known?’ I asked.

‘No, I don’t suppose you are being fanciful,’ Alec said.

‘I have three hundred men, good hard-working men, arled to me at Gamrie and Macduff,’ said Mr Birchfield.

‘Arled, sir?’ said Alec.

Mr Birchfield puffed out a thoughtful breath.

‘Contracted, near enough,’ he said. ‘Three hundred men on fifty boats. Five hundred boats along this coast. More yet in the islands. Not to mention the gutting quines and coopers. And then arling aside there’s the chandlers and boat-builders, and the shopkeepers and innkeepers and outfitters. They all rely on the wages of the fishing folk. Do you see, sir? Do you see?’

‘But what does it have to do with the person who died?’ I asked.

‘And it’s not as though times aren’t hard already, I daresay,’ Alec put in, in a musing sort of voice.

‘They’re not what they were,’ Mr Birchfield agreed, although I could see how it grated on his businessman’s pride to admit it. I could see that, if nothing else. ‘And if the papers got a hold of something like this,’ he added.

‘Two more?’ Alec asked. Birchfield nodded.

‘The first spoiled barrel got sent back without us asking. After that we put the word out, if I have the expression right. We dressed it up as a new endeavour in giving full satisfaction. Money back on returned stock, all carriage paid for by us. And so we got the other three. And ah … piecing things together, as it were, we’re only short two more. I can’t sleep at night waiting for word that they’re coming. Or for the loud knock on the door. It was my wife who suggested you to me. She reads the papers. She knows all about you.’

‘I still don’t follow,’ I said. ‘What have spoiled barrels of herring got to do with a dead man?’ As I spoke the words, though, I began to see the first distant glimmers, like the scales of a shoal turning deep underwater, reflecting only the faintest gleam.

‘Or perhaps three, you say?’ Alec asked him.

‘Maybe three,’ Birchfield agreed. ‘One of the ones we got back was rather … muddled.’

I was suddenly aware of a dreadful cold clammy feeling beginning to crawl up the back of my neck as though it bore the idea to my reluctant brain. And for some reason, the word ‘muddled’ was the detail above all which troubled me.

‘A leg and an arm,’ said Birchfield. I saw Alec turn pale. ‘Well, arm and shoulder together really.’

That was when Alec and I bolted for the door, the fresh November air and quite the thorniest question we had ever had to answer in all our days.

Ought we have gone to find a constable? I still cannot say. Might lives have been saved? Hindsight, smug and unassailable, tells me yes. But as Mr Birchfield had seen so clearly, if a little conveniently, lives would have been ruined too: the lives of those fisherfolk, coopers and quines; the grocers and barbers and chandlers in each of the fishing villages strung out along the Banffshire coast like beads on a necklace. Not to mention the life of anyone who had ever boiled a potato, steamed some kale and poached a herring for his tea.
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‘It’s a godforsaken spot to put off to in December, Dandy,’ Alec said, poring over the ordnance survey map in my sitting room the next morning.

‘But it’s getting me out of the dreariest Christmas ever.’

I had agreed to travel to North Norfolk over Christmastime, where some Gilver relations were offering excellent shooting to entice the menfolk and a guest list which at the outset had sounded rather fun for me. Hugh and the boys were still a-twitter over the sport but a dreadful downward slide was underway socially. It is a familiar enough tale: someone – some pretty, witty guest of high value – had dropped out and been replaced by a thundering bore. News of the exchange had leaked a little, an entertaining someone else who had only agreed to come for the pretty wit had bowed out in turn, the thundering bore had suggested a tedious stop-gap and now all the prospective fun was draining away like bathwater and, in its place, every dullard with a gun was signing up. The thought of spending five days with the wives – who made their husbands look like Oscar Wildes, I had to say – was causing me such a sense of mounting panic that I had been half-considering a bout of fictitious flu.

‘Besides,’ I went on, ‘it’s either now or wait until next July, by which time the scent will be even colder and poor Mr Birchfield will have exploded from the tension.’

Birchfield had explained to us that now was our chance to catch the herring fishermen at home for once, not to mention the girls – ‘quines’ as he called them – who gutted and cleaned and packed barrels at the harbour. They were only rarely to be found at Gardenstown through the year, following the herring as they did and putting up in harbour lodgings at the end of each long day. Mr Birchfield, judging by his tone, found it romantic, but it had sounded a hard and comfortless way of life to me. Not only did the fishermen’s travails speak loud and clear to anyone who has ever crossed the English Channel or North Sea on a ferry, but even the gutting quines and coopers earned every bit of their crust, in my book, slaving away at the catch as the boats came in and then trundling off in carts and charabancs to meet the men at the next fishing ground along the coast, all of them endlessly following the herring.

They set off to the Western Isles in January, across the stormy seas, going as far as Ireland some of them, spent a month at home in April which was the closed season, swept down the east coast throughout the rest of the year, from a start in May in the Shetland Isles, taking in July on the Banffshire coast, to a finish in November as far down as Yarmouth. Then, over Christmas, they came home to rest, mend boats and nets and, this year, be prodded and grilled by Gilver and Osborne by methods upon which we had yet to decide.

‘Perhaps,’ said Alec, sounding a little wistful, ‘Birchfield will get news of the last two barrels very soon and decide to let well enough alone.’

‘Well enough?’ I said. I knew that my voice had risen to an unseemly pitch because Bunty stirred and looked at me. She was stretched out on the hearthrug, occupying an impressive portion of it for such a slender dog, and leaving only awkward little patches for Alec’s spaniel. I shushed her fondly and she stretched her neck, gave that unearthly yawn which means she is about to sleep for hours and laid her head down again. I felt a pang as I regarded her. ‘Slender’ was kind to the point of dishonesty. She had been slender in her youth, solid in her middle years – although Dalmatians are not wont to turn into ottomans the way that Labradors do – and had begun to lose bulk at an alarming rate once she was past twelve. She was fifteen now and one of the farmhands from the Mains whom we had encountered on a recent walk had said she ‘minded him of a scouring calf’ and had asked ‘was she right at the back end’. Bunty had turned away with all the delicacy one could after one’s back end had been discussed by a ploughman, and we sauntered home. ‘Sauntered’ was a kindness too, like ‘slender’; in fact, she tottered and I dawdled in order not to outpace her.

‘Is she all right, Dan?’ said Alec, like some wretched mind reader. ‘She’s looking terrifically spindly this last while.’

‘She’s fine,’ I said. ‘Good grief, Alec, I hope when I’m a spindly old lady you don’t start wondering if I’m all right and reaching for a shotgun.’

‘I never mentioned a shot—’

‘Yes, well, barely a day goes by without Hugh mentioning one,’ I said. ‘I swear his fingers twitch whenever he sees her.’

It had long been Hugh’s habit to take dogs behind the stables whenever they got decrepit and then to bury them in a corner of the park and immediately replenish the population with a new puppy. I could see the sense of it but I was sure that the threshold of decrepitude was on the move; the first of his black Labradors that I ever knew – the fabled Adder – was easily as rickety as Bunty and milky-eyed from cataracts too before Hugh saw him off and replaced him. These days he seemed to give up on a dog at the first sign of ailing, as though his pack were a regiment, with the old ones demobbed and fresh blood enlisted for battle.

‘I’m certainly not leaving her behind, I can tell you that,’ I said. ‘I’d come back to a mound of turned earth and a lecture about sentiment. So I hope the Three Kings at Gardenstown has a nice warm stable and a lad who needs a bit of extra money.’

‘I’m sure he wouldn’t go that far,’ said Alec. ‘He’s practical but he’s not heartless.’

‘This from the man who just used the words “well enough” to describe a dismembered corpse in barrels of herring,’ I answered. I very much hoped that Becky, the housemaid, did not hear me. She had opened the door with the coffee tray as the words were leaving my lips but her face betrayed no emotion. Of course, when I was a girl, a housemaid’s face would have betrayed no emotion if the corpse were being dismembered on the carpet and she had to step over bits of it to reach the table, but times are changing and Becky has been with us a good while, long enough for her own journey from slender to solid to scrawny to be well underway; easily long enough for her to venture a raised eyebrow if what she heard surprised her.

‘You are right and I stand chastised,’ Alec said, once we were alone again. I knew he was being deliberately soothing but I let it pass without comment. ‘So. One leg and one arm to go. Or possibly a thigh, a calf and an arm.’

‘And it might be years before they surface,’ I said. ‘It might have been years since they were hidden. I’m not altogether sure I understand how Mr Birchfield can be sure it was last July since he made such a point of the barrels not being dated.’

‘They don’t need to be,’ Alec said. ‘They’re stamped with a harbour stamp and since the herring are at Gardenstown in July a Gardenstown stamp dates them nicely. And even if it didn’t, he said he’d recognise the barrel. It’s rather wonderful, isn’t it Dandy, to think that a cooper’s handiwork could proclaim its origin that way.’

I didn’t find anything wonderful in any of it but forbore to say so.

‘Still,’ I persisted, ‘it mightn’t have been this past July. That’s rather the point of salting the herring, isn’t it? So that it keeps.’

‘Ah, now, I’ve been thinking about this,’ Alec said. I shuddered; I had been trying not to. ‘Mr Birchfield hinted that the adulterated barrels “made their presence known”,’ he went on. ‘And that’s sensible if you consider it, Dandy. I mean, a bit of salt might well preserve a cleaned and gutted herring but it wouldn’t be equal to a chunk of meat the size of a—’

‘Don’t!’

‘—haunch of venison, I was going to say. Much less anything that wasn’t a haunch. Anything with offal attached.’

‘Stop it!’

‘And besides, we know it didn’t work, don’t we?’

‘We do?’

‘Because the first report was of a “foreign object”, nicely vague. If it had been more recognisable—’

‘I’m not going to tell you again, Alec.’

‘You’ll have to face it sometime, Dan. Best get used to it now. As I was saying, if it had been well-preserved there’d have been even more of an uproar.’

‘It was well-preserved enough for Mr Birchfield to go into all of that detail,’ I said, shuddering again. He had regaled us at some length with the skin’s discolouration, the neat dismemberment at the joints, the lack of what he had called ‘piscine nibbling’, all supporting the theory of a very deliberate act, all knocking away my attempts to cling to a competing theory involving a shipwreck and remains caught in nets by unfortunate chance.

‘Ah, but Mr Birchfield studied the things quite closely,’ Alec reminded me. ‘At least the first few. The … extremities. Whoever opened the first spoiled barrel, on the other hand, only looked close enough to see reeking lumps of nameless gore and mouldy herring.’

I stood, glared and stalked out. As the mother of sons, I have had to stomach a great many different sorts of unpleasantness over the years, from forgotten jam-jars of frogspawn (only discovered after the boys had returned for a new term at school) to experiments with Christmas-stocking chemistry sets (whose only attraction for Donald and Teddy was the promise of stink-bombs. I knew from the instruction booklet in one that cologne and saddle soap were possible, but as far as my sons were concerned, had every little jar in the box contained sulphur they would have been satisfied. Or that and some gunpowder anyway.)

So perhaps I should have been prepared for Alec to recover this fast from our shared initial horror and start poking around with a stick like any small boy, grown up or otherwise, who finds a dead seal on a beach or a drowned rat in a puddle. For some reason, though, I took his callousness hard, almost as a betrayal; ordinarily he was my ally in the face of men’s brutality.

‘Dandy?’ Hugh’s voice accosted me as I marched stiff with rage across the hallway, making for the stairs, my bedroom and true sanctuary. He was standing in the doorway which leads to his part of the house (I cannot help thinking of the business room, billiards room, gun room and library that way). ‘Are you feeling all right?’ he asked.

I stopped on the third stair and tried to make my sigh a silent one. Hugh is the product of a terrifically strict upbringing, one he has tried without success to perpetrate upon his own sons in turn, and in his view to go upstairs for any reason other than to change for dinner or retire for the night is a kind of Bohemian thumbing of one’s nose at all that is decent and good and keeps the navy afloat and the trains running.

‘I’m fine,’ I said.

‘Osborne gone, has he?’ said Hugh, making me wonder for a moment if his concern at hearing footsteps ascending to the first floor was more than just a desire to preserve the Empire after all. Did he, could he possibly, listen out for furtive creepings when Alec was around? ‘Only I wanted to ask if he could use some posts. I seem to have got some spare.’

‘Posts?’ I asked.

‘You remember,’ said Hugh, with his usual confidence. ‘I’m fencing the deer out of that new planting, but the wire is sturdier than we thought and we’ve managed to space the posts at ten feet instead of eight.’

‘How could I forget?’ I said. ‘No, he’s still here. We’ve got a job starting actually.’

‘Local?’ said Hugh. Again I wondered if my gallivanting off with Alec did trouble him somewhere far under his tweed coat. Or perhaps he saw less chance of offloading his fence posts if Alec were travelling from home.

‘Gardenstown,’ I said. ‘Can’t Donald use them?’ Going rather against the grain of the times, Hugh and I had bought the neighbouring estate to Gilverton a few years ago and, instead of throwing them in together, we had set our older boy up there with a factor-cum-steward of great experience to guide him and a tenant farmer of great wisdom and even greater independence to ignore him. Thus we hoped to provide occupation enough to keep him away from casinos, music halls and the army. He had not the brains for Oxford, poor boy, where Teddy, the little one, had just begun a month ago and to which, to judge by his letters – two of them so far – he was taking with abandon. Of the lectures and tutorials he had said only that ‘they started jolly early’ but about the major part of academic life, after tea and Friday to Monday, he had been much more chatty: saying that Somerville College was visible from his rooms and not as full of bluestockings as he had expected; that Oxford to London was a shorter train journey than he had dared hope; and if any tradesmen’s correspondence turned up for him at home – Foyle’s, Corney and Barrow, that kind of thing – perhaps I would forward them without Daddy seeing. Foyle’s, a bookshop, was one thing (although I did wonder what the bookshops of Oxford could be missing) but Corney and Barrow I rather thought was a wine merchant. Besides, it was Pallister’s decision. If our butler chose to put the envelopes by my plate at breakfast I might easily drop a napkin on them until Hugh had gone, but if he – Pallister, that is – were feeling starchy and gave them to Hugh then there was nothing for it.

‘You’ll have to learn to call it Gamrie as the locals do if you’re to fit in,’ Hugh said, drawing me back from thoughts of my younger son’s dissolution and my slight maternal guilt over my older son’s being denied it.

‘How does one get “Gamrie” from “Gardenstown”?’ I said, although I should have been past all surprise at the arcanery of Scotch pronunciations by now.

‘It’s not a corruption,’ said Hugh. ‘It’s a different word. Clearly.’

‘Perhaps to you, dear,’ I said, ‘but for anyone not brought up on Kilconquhar, Kirkcudbright and Milngavie the waters are always muddy.’

‘Well, I envy you the trip,’ said Hugh. I stared down at him, suspecting sarcasm, and then cocked my head to listen to the rods of freezing rain lashing against the skylight at the top of the stairs two storeys above our heads. As miserable as November can get in Perthshire, with lamps lit at breakfast time and mackintoshes still damp from one morning’s walk when the hour came round for the next, I imagined that December in Banffshire would be much worse. All the rain and darkness, with a biting east wind too. Hugh caught my look and sighed. He made no attempt at silence, I noticed.

‘Because of Lump House,’ he said. ‘You remember the Searles of Lump House, Dandy.’ I shook my head. ‘I know I told you about them. Searle’s Circus? I saw it once and never forgot it.’

‘A circus?’ I said, surprised at his enthusiasm. I had had a run-in with a circus five years before and to hear Hugh on the subject then, Caligula himself would have walked out and written to The Times.

‘In the ancient sense,’ Hugh said. ‘A circus of wonders, meaning an exhibition or museum.’

‘Oh.’ I was familiar with Hugh’s tastes in museums.

‘Rather interesting,’ he went on. I could hear Alec’s footsteps approaching very slowly along the passageway from my sitting room. ‘Dioramas of curious nature, that sort of thing. Ghoulish, I suppose, but informative.’ The slow approach was explained as Alec appeared. Bunty was with him.

‘She woke and missed you,’ Alec said. ‘Good morning, Hugh. Has Dandy told you we’re off again?’

‘To Gamrie where the Brothers Searle practise their craft and display the results. She has.’

‘And I’m taking Bunty with me,’ I said.

‘Really?’ said Hugh, looking amused for some reason.

‘What craft is this then?’ Alec asked him.

‘They are taxidermists,’ Hugh said. ‘Self-taught and rather dotty, but their collection is a sight not to be missed. I don’t know whether they take commissions.’ He gestured vaguely towards Bunty as he spoke.

I, for the second time in half an hour, found myself unable to speak, white with fury at one of my menfolk. The other of my menfolk though, if I can call him that, was with me on this one. Alec put out a hand and cradled Bunty’s head.

‘Who’s a good old girl?’ he murmured softly to her and her tail beat once against his trouser leg.

‘Juicy case?’ said Hugh, blithely.

‘A corker,’ I said. ‘We’re employed by a Mr Birchfield, a herring dealer from Aberdeen, to solve a missing person puzzle for him.’

‘Aberdeen, eh?’ said Hugh. He spent his college days there, which I have always found tiresome, for the perversity it takes to choose Aberdeen over Oxford or Cambridge is edging towards the pale even for Hugh. He certainly does not seem flush with anecdotes about the place. He was casting around now for something interesting to say and failing.

‘He seems a most amiable and generous client,’ I went on, filling the silence. ‘I could probably wangle a barrel of his best herring out of him and send them down to you on the train. I know how much you like them.’

‘I certainly do,’ Hugh said, trying not to look startled.

‘And I believe Birchfield’s herring are something out of the ordinary,’ I added.

‘Well, that’s very kind of you, Dandy,’ said Hugh.

‘Don’t mention it,’ I said, turning and beginning to climb the stairs to hide the look of pleasure I could not keep from my face. ‘I’m going to fetch my mackintosh, Alec, to take Bunty for a walk. Are you coming?’

‘I’ll tag along,’ Alec said. ‘Yes, your mistress said “walk”! Look at that tail go. Plenty of life in the old girl yet, if you ask me.’


3

I wanted to believe Alec was right, but the long motorcar journey up to the Banffshire coast took all that Bunty had. I tried not to think of the days when she would stand up in the back seat with her head out of the side window, snapping at the wind and whining with joy as her ears flapped and the adventures in store came closer with every mile. This time she spent the trip curled on a blanket and barely raised her head, even when we stopped for luncheon.

‘I hope she’s warm enough,’ I said, looking in at the window and dithering.

‘She’s covered in an eiderdown,’ said Alec. ‘She’s fine. I, on the other hand, need a chair by the fire and a glass of something in the worst way.’

It was a particularly cold day, with that hard seeping chill I had come to know so well since I left my southern home and settled in Scotland. Rain and even occasional snow were not unknown in Northamptonshire, but my memories of a childhood there were made up of soft springs, gentle summers, smoke-scented autumns and crisp blue winters. I could not bring to mind a single day like this one, on which the sky was a great unpolished pewter tray that the gods had set down on top of the trees and an icy vapour rolled along at our feet. Even the lamplight of the little inn where we had stopped looked dim behind its fogged windows.

‘I wonder if they’d make a hot water bottle?’ I said as we bundled inside.

‘Not if you told them it was for a dog,’ Alec replied, but I had already caught the arm of a passing maid and, partly for a shilling but mostly out of the kindness of her heart, she made straight for the scullery. By the time Alec and I were tucked into a table by the window, sipping our drinks and looking forward to our plates of stew, she was crossing to the other side of the lane where I had left the Cowley, holding not only a hot water bottle, but one wrapped in flannel to boot and something which looked very much like a sausage.

‘If the Three Kings is half as snug as this we’ll be all right,’ Alec said, taking a huge glug of his whisky and settling back in his chair.

‘Unlikely,’ I said. ‘For one thing, it’s dry.’

He frowned, puzzled.

‘The weather? East coast, you mean? All wind and no rain?’

‘All lemonade and no whisky,’ I said. ‘Gamrie is a drouthy toon. A teetotal stronghold, you know. Presbyterian leavened with Plymouth Brethren. None of them drinkers. Or Sunday travellers either, for that matter. Our cards will already be marked for rolling up today.’

‘Did you know that, Dandy?’ Alec demanded, ‘when you took the job?’ I had to work not to laugh at the look on his face.

‘I thought
























































































Postscript

It was over a year later, during another case which I have yet to describe, that Alec and I found ourselves back in Gamrie again. We decided against accompanying Nancy home when she returned. Instead we put her on a train with Henrietta, a lusty ten-month old (whom anyone would believe to be past her first birthday), and had to settle for imagining the joy on Mrs Mason’s face for the sake of not raising questions in the minds of any who would remember exactly when those two philly-oolies were last in town.

When we did find ourselves passing on the top road between Fraserburgh and Banff, however, it was only natural that our thoughts would return to Mr Birchfield, the conscienceless acts of the Gow and Mason siblings and, above all, to the Searles of Lump House. We hardly had to discuss it at all; Alec merely turned and raised an eyebrow, I nodded once, and then we were on our way across the flat land and over the edge of the world again, down the brae, brakes screeching, Alec’s hands tight on the steering wheel, until we shot out at the harbour head as before.

The scene was very different from that foggy December night, though. It was one of those May evenings which the far north of Scotland does so well if rather seldom. The sky was an impossible colour between blue and pink with a smudge of purple on the horizon. Gulls wheeled lazily over the bay and some of Browning’s startled little waves were leaping around at the edge of the shore, teasing the children who were playing there.

‘This was old Bunty’s last trip, wasn’t it?’ Alec said. I nodded, stepping down, ignoring the barking and scrabbling from inside the motorcar.

‘He’s scratched that door to bits,’ said Alec. ‘Really, Dan, when will you ever have a dog with some manners?’

‘Does Hugh provide you with a script?’ I said. ‘You sound more like him every day. Except for speaking kindly of Bunty, I suppose.’

‘As I remember, Bunty was rather more comfortable than us that winter,’ said Alec.

‘Yes, she spent the entire week curled in front of the range,’ I said, laughing. ‘Let’s go and see if Miss Clatchie remembers her. Or us even.’

But when we arrived on the Main Street, after a wrong turn or two in the lanes, the sight which greeted us was of a Three Kings painted seashell pink and with its doors thrown open. A sign in one window advertised afternoon tea with piano accompaniment and a sign in the other said CHILDREN WELCOME.

‘Miss Clatchie’s gone then,’ Alec said.

‘Phemie?’ said a voice behind us. We turned. A man in his thirties, dressed in the herring catcher’s uniform of dark gansey with rolled sleeves and trousers made from barkit cloth, was standing there. ‘Phemie Clatchie’s away. She took off after the storm when the cliff over by gave way. Didn’t matter how many folk telt her she was safe as hoosies here in the bay. Off she went, away to Crieff to stay with her sister.’ He gave us an appraising look and rubbed his jaw. ‘There’s no boarding in Gamrie now. You’ll have to try Macduff, or Rosehearty.’

‘We weren’t really looking for somewhere to stay,’ I said. ‘Just stopped in to watch the boats come in and the sun go down.’

He looked up at the sliver of sky visible between two of the buildings and nodded.

‘Aye, they’ll no be long now,’ he said.

‘You weren’t out yourself today?’ Alec asked. ‘I’d have put you down for a herring man.’

‘Ah,’ said the man with a secretive smile. ‘I was busy today right enough, just not with herring.’

‘Ah,’ I said back. ‘And was it a good day for lobster?’

‘Aye,’ he answered, although his smile had gone.

‘Splendid,’ Alec said. ‘Well, I hope you got a good “ooty catch” last February for you to “slicht”.’

I took pity on the chap whose face had paled.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Are you arled to Mr Birchfield? Well, we won’t say a thing.’

He tipped his hat and slipped away from us up one of the stairways to the high cottages.

‘Rather mean,’ said Alec. ‘But irresistible all the same. Shall we go, Dandy?’

‘I want to stroll along the seatown road past the Masons’ place,’ I said. ‘I’d love to catch a glimpse.’

We did more than that as it turned out. We met Mrs Mason taking in a washing from the line along the edge of the beach.

‘Mrs Gilver!’ she said. ‘And Mr Gilver, was it? Your brother anyway.’

‘My dear Mrs Mason,’ I said. ‘How good to see you again. How are things with you?’

Her face clouded and I kicked myself. How good could things ever be? It took only a moment for her expression to clear, however, and her smile to return. She indicated the washing she was unpegging and I looked at it properly for the first time, noticing the little nightgowns and the dazzling white nappies hanging there.

‘I’ve got a grandbairn,’ she said. ‘And another on the way.’

‘Grandchildren?’ I asked, hoping that my frown of puzzlement was convincing.

‘Nancy came home,’ she said. ‘And you’ll never guess if we stand here till morning why she had run away?’

We gave in immediately and she regaled us with the tale of Nancy’s panic when the father of her coming child was killed, her year away, her timid return and her joyous welcome from Mrs Mason and from old Mr Gow too, who saw more of John in Henrietta every day.

‘And she has a good man now,’ said Mrs Mason. ‘He’s tooken wee Etta to his own and old Gow says if this new one’s a laddie and gets looking for a boat he’ll not forget him.’ She pressed one of the folded nappies to her bosom and hugged it. ‘I’d as soon he went for a cooper or up country to the farm for work but even wee Etta loves the boats already. Nancy’s away along with her the now to watch the fleet come home.’

‘And no more geological upsets?’ said Alec. Mrs Mason frowned.

‘The Christmastime we were here was when the cliff collapsed and Lump House was lost,’ I said.

‘Oh, aye, I remember all right,’ said Mrs Mason. ‘That was some week. They Bennets drownded, my own lasses and the Gow laddies drownded and they Searles drownded too if they weren’t killed in the fall. That was the blackest week Gamrie ever knew.’

‘Better times now?’ said Alec gently.

‘I’d not have believed my heart could mend,’ she said. ‘But every new life helps a wee bit and a wee bit more.’

All three of us stood in silence for a moment, for there was nothing to say. Then Alec and I stirred and looked back the way we had come.

‘I’ll tell Nancy you were asking for her,’ said Mrs Mason. I nodded before I managed to stop myself. Mrs Mason smiled even wider. ‘She’s a bright enough quine but just sometimes she gets it wrong. Once or twice she’s forgotten she’s not supposed to know they two English folk that were here thon time.’

‘In light of that,’ Alec said, ‘we really must be getting along. And I don’t think we’ll be back, Mrs Mason. Many things happened that week – that year – that are best let lie.’

‘What lies on the sea floor won’t wash on the beach,’ said Mrs Mason, which was rather too horribly apt. Alec and I murmured our goodbyes and left her, turning back to the harbour head and the motorcar.

‘Did we do the right thing?’ I asked.

‘That Christmastime?’ said Alec. ‘Undoubtedly. Can you imagine this place if Birchfield’s had been put out of business by scandal and if we had told the world about the Searles? All these fisherfolk with no work to do except taking boatloads of ghouls out around the headland to look at where it happened. The place would be a freak show. We did the right thing, Dandy.’

‘By everyone living,’ I agreed. ‘But those men. All those poor men.’

The Searles had been very careful and, although we had made discreet enquiries around the Glasgow doss houses, we had not met with much success. They were all single, all indigent, and none them much missed or mourned. Joseph and the shepherds had outwitted us completely, but the red-haired man and the swarthy man, not to mention the Chinaman, rang a few bells, and one young nun in the City Mission had nodded and flushed when I mentioned the chap with the face of an angel. She had repeated the phrase – ‘face of an angel, madam; that he does,’ and I had not corrected her.

‘And you have become the Mission’s greatest benefactor,’ Alec reminded me.

‘After Mr Birchfield anyway,’ I said. ‘And it’s partly to annoy Hugh.’

‘Enough of this, said Alec. ‘We made our decision and it was the right one.’

And so because the sun was going down in a riot of orange and purple and the fleet was coming home like a flock of geese, the wakes of the boats dazzling; and because whatever the future might bring, I was sure there would be new troubles enough without raking over old ones, I simply took Alec’s arm and for a brief moment forgot it all, breathed in the sea air and enjoyed the view.


Facts and Fictions

I’ve taken quite a few liberties with the geography of Gamrie, while trying to stay true to the spirit of the place: Lump House doesn’t exist, people might be relieved to know, and neither does the Three Kings. I’m far from sure that any light in the window of a village house would be visible from a manse on the top road either. Also, St John’s Church had ceased to be used before the time at which this story is set, although its position and the paths and roads leading to it are accurate.

Obviously none of the characters is real, although the name ‘Euphemia Clatchie’ was a gift from the family tree of my friend Catherine Lepreux.

Most of the background herring and wedding lore is my best attempt at authenticity but the shenanigans of the Gows and Masons with their out-of-arle catch are my invention.

Teenames were a feature of the fisherfolk of the northeast where shared last names, added to the habit of giving grandparents’ first names to children, meant that there were multiple individuals with exactly the same names in any settled village. For example, in the 1901 census forty men in Gamrie were called James or Alexander Watt.

For the first time, in this book, I’ve departed from the calendar of the year in question. Boxing Day in 1930 fell on the Friday, not the Sunday, but after a lot of staring out of the window trying to reconcile the year, the dates, the story and the days of the week, I decided life was short and this was fiction. Forgive me.

Oh, and the skulls in the church wall? True.
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