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Prologue: The Ardent Rose
The frost had come in on a clearing sky about eleven, and by midnight the quay was white to the harbour’s edge, and the man who kept everyone’s keys stood on the deck of his nephew’s boat and waited, warm in a good coat, for the appointment he had made.
He had made it kindly. That was the way he made everything. He had said, on the phone, that Davie was right, that it had gone on too long, that a man got into a thing the way a boat gets into ice, one soft mile at a time, and that he wanted to hand over the passports himself, the whole eleven of them, and the deduction sheets forby, and let Davie put it all in front of whoever it had to go in front of, and take what came. He had said: come at half twelve, the Rose, there’ll be naebody aboot, and I’d raither greet aboot it in the dark, if it’s a’ the same tae you. And Davie Buthlay, who had wanted this outcome for six months, who had prayed for it in his own unchurchy way at the end of the breakwater where he did his thinking, had said, Gibby, ye’ve made an auld freen very happy, and had come up the quay at twenty past midnight with his torch in his pocket, because he knew this harbour the way he knew his mother’s stair.
The man watched him come. Below the frost the tide was falling away quietly toward its lowest ebb, the boats easing down the harbour wall inch by inch with small sounds of fender and chain, and the man noted the time on his watch, which kept excellent time, and thought about nothing at all. He had found there was a place you could stand, inside yourself, where the thing that was going to happen was just the next item. He had been standing in that place, on and off, for ten years. It was an office. You went in, you did the entry, you came out, and the books balanced.
The passports were real; that was the art of it. They sat in a canvas bag on the hatch in the deck light, eleven small dark books, and when Davie came over the rail, breathing frost, unwinding his scarf, his face doing what faces do when a long fight ends in an apology, the man let him get all the way to the bag. Let him kneel to it. Let him open the top one, which was Jerome’s, because he had thought about the order, and see the photograph of a serious young man from Tema, and say something soft to it that the man did not listen to, because he was reaching behind him to the bosun’s store, where among the spikes and the serving mallets, each on its painted hook, there hung a steel fid fourteen inches long that his own father had used to splice wire when the Broch still smelled of herring.
Afterwards, he worked to his list. He was not frightened; he was thorough, which from the outside is the same thing and from the inside is the opposite. The deck first, the salt hose run out and back, because a deck is washed and no one asks why a deck is wet. The bag repacked, item by item, counted twice. The fid cleaned, oiled the way you oil a tool that has done work, and returned to its hook, third from the left, point down, where it had hung for thirty years and would go on hanging, because you do not throw away a good fid, and only a guilty man is missing a tool.
The market through-passage was dark and his own fob opened it, and the trolley ran quiet on its rubber wheels with its load lashed under a tarpaulin as neat as any catch, and he was pleased, distantly, in the office inside himself, at how well the route worked, away from the open quay and the dead camera he had not needed to worry about anyway, because its repair sat where he had parked it in October, third item on a finance agenda nobody read. At the whitefish berth the Steadfast III lay settling against her fenders, and he slacked her after spring to swing her shoulder off the wall, and worked the load down onto the second landing of the quay steps, two feet above the high-water mark, where a tired man who had missed his footing on a frosty night would come to rest; and he arranged what had to be arranged, and stood a moment, breathing, in the great silence of the ebb.
Slack water. The sea at the turn of its breath, the whole harbour hanging between going and coming, ten minutes when nothing in the world pulls any way at all. He looked at it, the black glass of it between the hulls, and for one moment the office inside him stood empty, and something else stood in it, and he made the sound a man makes lifting a weight and put it down again, wherever he kept it.
Then he took up the spring line and made her fast, properly, because a line is made fast properly or not at all, and his hands did what his hands had done since he was eight years old at his father’s side, a bowline, drawn snug, the seaman’s knot, the king of knots, and he coiled the fall and hung it and never once looked at what he had tied, because no man looks at a knot he has tied ten thousand times.
That was at seventeen minutes past two in the morning, and the frost recorded it, and the tide recorded it, and the little machine inside the market door that nobody thought of as a witness recorded its own small part; and the man walked home up the white quay through the ringing cold, put his boots to dry, and slept without dreams, and in the morning shaved and dressed and went to the Fishermen’s Mission committee, where, under item four, condolences, he would be the first to propose a wreath.
Chapter One: The Winter Concert
Detective Inspector Cormac Buchan spent the last innocent evening of his November in the second row of the Old Parish Kirk in Peterhead, listening to his wife play Schubert to four hundred fisher folk, and reflecting that of the two of them Rosalind had always drawn the better crowds.
The concert was the Rose Fund’s, the first of what Netta Strachan had announced would be an annual fixture, in the tone she used for announcing weather. The fund’s winter concert, in aid of the welfare of fishermen and their families; and if anyone in the North East had been minded to stay home, the knowledge that Netta would notice their absence, and file it, had carried the tickets out the door in a week. The kirk was full to the galleries. Half of Peterhead was there in its good coats, and a fair sprinkling of the Broch, and Buchan sat with his hat on his knee between Joan Cassie, ninety-three now and straight as a stanchion, and a man from the lifeboat committee who wept quietly through the slow movement and blew his nose like a foghorn between items.
Rosalind’s quartet played the Schubert, and then carols early enough in the season that singing them felt like getting away with something, and at the end Netta stood up at the front and thanked everyone in strict order of usefulness. Buchan was thanked somewhere in the middle, below the tea committee, which he thought about right.
Afterwards there was tea in the hall, and the particular roar of a fishing town enjoying itself indoors in winter, and Buchan stood at the edge of it with a cup and saucer and watched his wife being passed from table to table like good news. Davie Buthlay found him there, the way Davie found everyone, sideways, with a plate of shortbread held out first as credentials.
‘They tell me,’ Davie said, ‘ye’re a detective.’
‘I’ve heard that.’
‘Only there’s a mystery wants solvin.’ Davie nodded gravely at the urn table. ‘Fa ate the last o’ Netta’s millionaire’s? For there’ll be a fatal accident inquiry, min. There’ll be an FAI.’
He was forty-four, Davie Buthlay, and built like the deckhand he had been, and he had a way of standing that gave his whole attention to whoever he was with, as if the room behind him had been switched off. The right hand holding the plate was short two fingers; the Girl Karen had taken them off him in a winch eighteen years ago, along with the trade he had, and the Mission had picked him up, as it picks men up, and in the fullness of time had given him a job doing the picking up himself. Welfare officer, Fraserburgh and district. Buchan had known him a year, since the Mission dinners had become a fixture of his own calendar, the second Friday of every month, soup under Mungo Petrie’s painting; and he had learned that Davie’s daftness was a working tool, the way his own slowness was, a door held open so that folk in trouble could come through it without ceremony.
Tonight, though, there was something running under the daftness, some current. Buchan aimed his good ear at it.
‘Ye’re thrang the noo,’ he said. ‘At the wark, I mean. Ye’ve the look o’ a man cairryin something.’
Davie looked at him a moment, and the plate came down an inch, and the room went on roaring around the two of them.
‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Weel. Ye ken fit like. Ye cairry a thing till it’s ready tae be pit doon. And I’m near, Cormac. I’m awfu near. Twa mair papers and I’m ready.’ He straightened, and the grin came back up like a light. ‘And syne I’ll tell ye a’ aboot it ower yer soup, and ye’ll say Davie, ye’re haverin, and I’ll say aye, but LOOK at the haverins.’ He pressed the last of the shortbread on Buchan as a parting gift. ‘That’s fit ye dae, is it no? In yon notebook. Ye write doon the haverins till they stop bein haverins.’
‘That’s the hale trade,’ Buchan said. ‘Dinna tell a’body, or they’ll be at it themsels.’
He watched Davie work his way down the hall, table to table, and be glad at every one of them, and at one table he stopped longer, beside an old skipper on the harbour board, Sandy Sim, and said something with his hand on Sim’s shoulder; and Buchan, sixty feet away in the din with a cup and saucer, thought nothing of it whatever, and would remember it for the rest of his life.
They stayed the night with Netta, because refusal had not been offered as an option. Netta’s spare room was hung with photographs of boats, and Buchan lay listening to the wind get up and then die away to a great stillness, which on that coast in November means the sky has cleared and the cold is coming down like a lid; and Rosalind said, out of the dark, in the voice she kept for the ends of days: ‘Yon Mission man. Davie. He asked after you before the concert, did you see him? He said: is Cormac’s ear aye guid, and I said, the right one, if you stand to windward, and he laughed and then he didn’t.’ A pause. ‘He wanted you for something, Cormac.’
‘He kens far I bide,’ Buchan said. ‘Second Friday o’ the month.’
‘Aye,’ said Rosalind, unconvinced, and went to sleep before him, as she always did, leaving him the watch.
The phone went at ten past eight, over Netta’s porridge. Buchan saw the name and took it into the lobby, among the coats.
‘Shona.’
‘Sir.’ DI Napier now, eight months an inspector, running her own board out of the north office; she had not called him sir since March, except when it was one of the real ones. ‘Whaur are ye? Ye’re in Peterheid, Netta’s, is that right? Guid. I need…’ She stopped, and he heard her take the breath that squares a thing away. ‘There’s a body at Fraserburgh harbour. Fund at the fit o’ the quay steps at ten tae seeven, aside the whitefish boats. It’s gaun roon as a fa’. Frosty nicht, auld steps, man in the water gettin grund against the wa’. Division’s content it’s naething.’
‘But,’ Buchan said.
‘But it’s Davie Buthlay,’ Napier said, and the lobby with its coats went very quiet and very small. ‘And sir, I was doon at yon quay at half seeven, and I’ve stood on thae steps a hunner times when I was a bairn waitin on my da, and there’s frost aneth him, Cormac.’ The name getting through at last, like water through a wall. ‘I liftit the tarp and I lookit. He’s lyin on tap o’ a white step. A man that fell at midnicht sud hae a black shadow o’ himsel aneth him. There’s nae shadow. The frost got there first.’
Buchan stood among the coats. Through the kitchen door he could hear Rosalind and Netta, and the wireless doing the fish prices, and the ordinary morning going on in the ordinary world, one room away, the way it always is.
‘Naebody moves him,’ he said. ‘Naebody moves onything. Ye’re SIO?’
‘Voss is SIO. She’s on the road fae Aiberdeen and she says, her wirds: tell him tae come as fast as yon disgrace o’ a car can cairry him, and nae faster.’
‘Twinty-five minutes,’ Buchan said. ‘Shona. Ae mair thing. Davie’s locker, at the Mission. Seal it noo. Afore onything else, afore the tent’s even up. Naebody’s tae open it, no the superintendent himsel.’
A beat on the line. ‘Fit wye?’
‘Because Davie Buthlay was cairryin something,’ Buchan said, ‘and he telt me last nicht he was twa papers aff pittin it doon.’
He went back into the kitchen. Rosalind looked at his face and set down the teapot, and Netta Strachan, who had buried a brother to the sea and a case to the courts and could read a polisman’s morning at a glance, was already wrapping rowies in a paper bag, hard and fast, like a woman coiling down a line before weather.
Interlude: The Quiet Philanthropist
From the Press & Journal weekend magazine, two years before the events of that November. The photograph shows a big silver-haired man on the quay at Fraserburgh, holding a coiled rope, laughing.
* * *
THE QUIET PHILANTHROPIST: AT 60, THE BROCH’S MR FIXIT IS STILL KEEPING THE KEYS
You will not get Gilbert Watt to talk about himself, so here is what the town says instead.
Ask at the harbour office and they will tell you about the keys: the cabinet on Shore Street where half the fleet’s shore keys hang, kept, sorted and safe these thirty years, a free service nobody remembers starting. Ask at the Mission and they will show you a minibus and decline, smiling, to tell you who paid for it. Ask the coxswain, the kirk session, the college. Ask the two graduate engineers, Broch loons both, who only learned at their own graduations who had been quietly topping up their bursaries for four years.
‘A’body asks fit Gibby’s FOR,’ says one skipper, who like most of the harbour will be quoted on the subject only with laughter in his voice. ‘And the answer is: a’thing. He’s for a’thing. Ye brak doon, ye phone Gibby. Ye’re short a hand, ye phone Gibby. It’s like speirin fit the tide’s for.’
The engine of it all is Watt Crewing (Broch) Ltd, the agency he built in the nineties when the local lads went to the oil and the boats were, as he has put it in one of his rare public speeches, ‘tied up for want o’ hands in a toon fu’ o’ hands’ fathers’. Today his crews, Filipino and Ghanaian mostly, are as much a part of the harbour as the gulls. He meets every man personally at the airport. He is famous for it.
‘People talk about integration like it’s a policy,’ says the Mission’s superintendent, Alan Skene. ‘Gibby just DOES it. Every man of his has a bed he’s stood in the room of, a wage on the day, and Gibby’s own number. Christmas morning, he’s got them roon his ain table. You show me the policy that does that.’
Critics? This reporter tried to find one, and got as far as a retired auctioneer who observed that Mr Watt ‘liked a meenit taen doon richt’, and then telephoned the paper twice to make sure the remark would not be printed unkindly.
He is a widower, these seven years. He lives alone in the granite villa on the Strichen road, and the light in his office over the chandlery burns late, seven nights a week. What is he doing up there, at his age, at that hour?
‘His books,’ says the skipper, with the laughter again. ‘The man’s aye at his books. The Broch could sink in the nicht and Gibby Watt wid hae the loss adjusted by brakfast.’
The town has a word for what he is, and uses it without irony, the last place in Scotland where the word still works: a worthy. Fraserburgh has been unlucky in much, this past half-century. In Gilbert Watt, the Broch knows exactly how lucky it has been.
The feature was framed, it was later noted in evidence, and hung in the agency’s front office, where every newly arrived crewman waited, beneath it, to sign.
Chapter Two: The Gap at the Quay
The Broch in hard frost was a town cut from its own granite: white roofs, white ropes, white quay, and the harbour water lying black and smoking gently in the early sun like something poured. Buchan came in past the kirk and down Shore Street with the Volvo’s heater roaring its one note, and at the harbour the day had already divided itself into the two crowds a fishing town produces at bad news, the one at the tape, looking, and the one further back, not looking, which is the older crowd and the one worth reading.
Napier met him at the cordon. She had her collar up and her hands jammed down and the particular stillness she had grown into since March, and she walked him along the quay top without a word wasted.
‘Fund by the crew o’ the Steadfast III comin doon tae her at ten tae seeven. He’s on the second landin o’ the steps, atween the boat and the wa’. Tide was near the tap o’ the flood when they fund him, so a’body’s assumed he’d been grund on by the boat through the nicht. Doctor’s been: Dr Ferry, Peterheid. She wouldna certify.’
‘Fit did she nae like?’
‘She said, and I wrote it doon,’ Napier said, ‘the tide’s been up and doon this man aince and mair, and the injuries is wrang for it, and I’m nae pittin my name tae a story the sea’s contradictin. She’s awa tae her surgery. She said Skea sud see him the day.’
‘A’body keeps books,’ Buchan said. ‘Even doctors.’ He stopped at the head of the steps. ‘Richt, Shona. Afore I look. Tell me the story I’m supposed tae believe.’
‘The story,’ Napier said, ‘is that Davie Buthlay, ha’in taen a dram or twa efter a lang week, comes doon here in the sma’ oors for nae reason onybody kens, misses his fit on the frosty steps, cracks his heid, and lies deid or deein on the landin while the tide comes up and the Steadfast surges on her fenders and grinds him against the wa’. Auld steps, cauld nicht, a man on his ain. The hale harbour’s sayin it already. Puir Davie. Fit a wye tae ging.’
‘And fit’s wrang wi it?’
‘A’thing,’ Napier said, and led him down.
The steps went down the quay wall in two flights with a broad stone landing between, and the landing stood a couple of feet above the high-water line, greened at its lip, white with rime everywhere else. The tent sat over it awkwardly, guyed to ringbolts. Inside, Davie Buthlay lay face down along the outer edge, one arm under him, dressed for the cold, boots, the good jacket, the scarf; and the side of him that faced the sea had been used terribly, the work of a fifty-ton hull breathing against stone through six hours of tide. Buchan stood his full minute at the tent door, hat off, and nobody hurried him.
He was reading, and the landing read wrong, and it read wrong everywhere.
‘Frost,’ he said at last, quietly. ‘Elaine’s seen this?’
‘Photographed afore the sun got roon,’ said Elaine Petrie, from the steps above, in her paper suit, with the voice of a woman who had been up since five and intended to be precise about everything for the rest of the day. ‘You’ll want it in order. One: the frost formed fae aboot eleeven, the met office will gie us the curve. Two: aneth the body, whaur we’ve liftit him at the edges, the rime’s intact on the stane. Unbroken. Under him, Cormac. Three: his claes. Frost had formed on tap o’ him, on the folds, richt eneuch, he’s been here a guid while. But there’s nae melt aneth. A leevin man, or a man new deid and warm, lyin doon on frostit stane, leaves his shape. He melts his ain silhouette and it refreezes black. There’s nae silhouette. He was cauld when he cam here, and the frost was aulder nor his arrival.’
‘Fower,’ Napier said, ‘and this is mine, so haud my jaicket. Look at the steps. Frost on ilka step, tap tae boddom, and no ae skitemark. No a heelmark. A sixteen-stane man losin his feet on thae steps wid leave the story o’t written the hale wye doon. There’s naething. Naebody fell doon thae steps last nicht. No him, no onybody.’
Buchan crouched by the body, a long way past the age where crouching was rhetorical, and looked at what the sea had left of a man who had held out shortbread to him fourteen hours before. He looked a long time. When he spoke it was to Davie, which the others pretended not to notice, being from that coast themselves.
‘Ye telt me ye were twa papers aff, min,’ he said. ‘Some man thocht ye were nearer nor that.’
Then he was working. ‘His torch. Davie aye cairried a wee torch on his rounds, the Mission’s a’ up closes and stairs. Far is’t?’
Elaine had it bagged: in the jacket pocket, switched off. ‘And it works,’ she said. ‘First thing I tried.’
‘A man crosses a harbour at midnicht in the pit mirk,’ Buchan said, ‘on frostit stane, wi a guid torch in his pooch, and never taks it oot.’ He straightened. ‘Because he wisna here at midnicht. He cam here in some ither wye, efter the frost was doon, and no on his ain feet. Fit’s on the quay abune? Elaine?’
‘Noo ye’re askin,’ Elaine said, with a certain grim relish, and took them back up. Along the quay top, past the tape, to where the market building turned its long flank to the berths, there was a ramped doorway, and on the ramp, under the second skin of frost that the small hours had laid down over everything, ran two faint parallel lines, close-set, wheel-width, in and out of the door’s shadow. ‘Barra tracks,’ she said. ‘A market trolley, rubber wheels. Made EFTER the first frost set, for they’ve crushed it. And syne the frost cam on again abune them, so: made in the deid o’ the nicht, atween say ane and fower. The market was locked at nine. Naebody had business through yon door.’
‘Somebody had business,’ Buchan said. He stood looking at the door, and then out over the harbour, where the boats lay quiet at their lines, each one white-roped, each one keeping its own counsel, and the gulls walked on the black water’s edge as if the tide were theirs. His breath hung about him. He took out the notebook and the pencil stub and wrote one word, and Napier, reading upside down out of eight years’ habit, saw that it was frost.
‘DCI Voss is at the tape,’ Napier said. ‘She’ll want a wird.’
Voss was at the tape, in a coat the frost respected, watching the further-back crowd with a professional eye. She turned as they came.
‘Buchan. My condolences; I understand you knew him.’ She nodded once at the harbour in general. ‘I’ve had the division commander on, and the harbour board’s convener, and it’s not nine o’clock. This town would like this to be an accident. It would like it very much.’
‘Aye,’ Buchan said. ‘Sae wid I. It’s a fine story and I ken men it’s true o’. It’s just nae true o’ this man, on this nicht, on thae steps. The frost’s contradictin it, the steps is contradictin it, his torch is contradictin it, and there’s a barra been through yon market door in the sma’ oors wi something on it.’
Voss looked at him for a moment, and at Napier beside him, her north DI, on her ground, and Buchan watched her make the same decision she had made once before in an office with haar on the window, only faster this time, having made it before.
‘Joint lead,’ she said. ‘Napier and Buchan, and I’ll square the paper. This one’s odd, and when it’s odd,’ she was already turning back to her car, ‘we count everything. Isn’t that the phrase.’
‘Something like it,’ Buchan said.
‘One thing more.’ Voss paused. ‘If it’s what you think it is, then somebody planned it on a tide table. Which means somebody local, somebody patient, and somebody the town trusts. You’ve done this once. You know what it costs a place.’ Her eyes went along the harbour front, at the folk not looking. ‘Be sure, before you say it out loud.’
She went. Napier blew out a long breath, frost in it.
‘Far div we stert?’ she said.
‘Far Davie sterted.’ Buchan turned his collar down, which was his way of announcing work. ‘The Mission. And Shona, mind on: yon locker stays sealed till Elaine’s fowk hae prents aff it. If oor man’s story is fa’in doon already, he’ll be tidyin. And a man that tidies,’ he looked back once at the tent on the landing, small and white above the black water, ‘is a man wi an inventory. We’ll get tae ken his inventory very weel.’
Interlude: Cuttings
From the Press & Journal, the Saturday and the days following.
* * *
MAN DIES IN FRASERBURGH HARBOUR INCIDENT
A man died in the early hours of Saturday at Fraserburgh harbour. Police Scotland said the death of the man, named locally as David Buthlay, 44, a welfare officer with the Fishermen’s Mission, is being treated as unexplained pending inquiries. The area around the whitefish quay remained cordoned off last night. Harbour users described conditions overnight as bitterly cold, with a hard frost.
* * *
‘THE PORT’S GUID SHEPHERD’: TRIBUTES TO MISSION MAN
Tributes have poured in for Davie Buthlay, the Fishermen’s Mission welfare officer found dead at Fraserburgh harbour on Saturday.
Mr Buthlay, a former deckhand who lost part of his right hand in an accident aboard the Girl Karen in 2009, had served the port’s fishing community for fourteen years. ‘He was the port’s guid shepherd,’ said one skipper’s wife. ‘There’s nae a hoose alang this coast wi a fisherman in it that disna owe Davie Buthlay a kindness.’
Mission superintendent Alan Skene said: ‘We are broken. That is all I can say today. The soup is at twelve o’clock, the same as always, because Davie would ask nothing else of us.’
Harbour board treasurer and Mission committee member Gilbert Watt, who proposed the wreath at Saturday’s emergency committee meeting, described Mr Buthlay as ‘the best appointment the Mission ever made, and the best man in this town.’
Police inquiries continue.
* * *
LETTERS: THE STEPS AT THE QUAY
Sir, Whatever the outcome of the present inquiries, the death of Davie Buthlay must surely end the scandal of the quay steps at Fraserburgh, which have wanted a handrail and lighting these ten years. I have raised the matter with the board on three occasions and been assured each time that expenditure was under review. How many more? G. Milne (Mrs), Broadsea.
Beneath this, in the file Rhona Gillan kept, her own pencilled annotation:
Kept for the record because it is the town in one letter: the Broch looking at a murder and seeing a maintenance item. Not stupidity. Self-defence. A handrail can be fixed. Note the assurance came from the finance sub-committee: expenditure under review. Everything on that harbour is under review by the same set of hands, and the town has decided the hands are the safest place for everything to be. Nobody here is lying. That is what will make this one hard, when it comes. Fit we kent was easy. Fit we widna LET oorsels ken: there’s the series, if I live to write it.
Chapter Three: The Mission
The Fishermen’s Mission in Fraserburgh kept its kettle on the way other institutions keep their lights: as a statement of first principles. By ten that morning the building had filled with the particular traffic of a port in grief, skippers in from the boats with their caps in their hands, wives with baking nobody would eat and everybody would take a slice of, and at the middle of it, holding the place upright by visible effort, the superintendent, Alan Skene, a wide quiet man who had been a missionary in three ports and buried men from all of them.
‘He was the best I ever had,’ Skene said. They were in his small office, with the door shut on the murmur of the hall. ‘And I’ll tell ye fit made him the best. Maist welfare men, guid men, they wait. They pit up the notice and they wait for the chap at the door. Davie went OOT. He kent every boat, every berth, every bothy and every damp flat in this toon wi a fisherman in it, and he went roon them like a lichthoose gings roon, regular, so naebody had tae be in trouble tae see him. That wye, when trouble cam, he was already in the hoose.’
‘And this past sax month,’ Buchan said, ‘fit was he in aboot?’
Skene looked at his hands.
‘Ye’ll understand,’ he said, ‘there’s confidences. Men tell the Mission things they dinna tell their skippers, nor their wives, nor you fowk, savin yer presence. If I kent the details I wouldna gie them lichtly. But I’ll tell ye the truth: I dinna ken the details, for Davie widna gie ME them. And that,’ he raised his eyes, ‘frichtit me a wee bit. For it meant it was big, and it meant he thocht kennin it was a weight, and he wisna for pittin the weight on me till it was ready. His wird. Ready.’
‘Ready for fa?’
‘For the fowk that could dae something. He said aince: Alan, this ane’s nae a food parcel and a fuel voucher. This ane needs the law, and the papers, and the unions, and it needs them a’ on the same day, for if it comes oot in dribbles it’ll just droon the men it’s meant tae save.’ Skene’s big hands closed on each other. ‘Foreign crews. That’s as far as I’ll guess, and it’s a guess ye’d hae made yersel by dinnertime. He’d been thick wi the agency boats a’ year. Him and Father Tadeusz atween them hae the langest visitin list in the north, and the ae half o’t disna speak English at hame.’
‘Father Tadeusz,’ Napier said. ‘Stella Maris?’
‘Lisowski. He’s in the hall the noo, he cam ower fae Peterheid the minute he heard. Awa and get him, quine, he’ll be pourin tea naebody asked for.’
Father Tadeusz Lisowski was sixty, grey-cropped, in a black fleece with the star-of-the-sea badge, and he came in carrying, as predicted, a teapot, which he set down on Skene’s desk as if completing a rite. He sat, and looked at Buchan with pale, direct eyes.
‘Inspector. I will save you the first ten questions. Yes, Davie was investigating. Yes, I knew. No, I do not have his papers. Yes, I know who they concern.’ He folded his hands. ‘And no, I will not tell you the name today. Not from spite; from arithmetic. Understand: I have maybe forty men on my list. Their contracts, their visas, their beds, in some cases their passports, are all in one pair of hands. If the priest whispers a name to the police in the morning, by night every one of those men knows the whisper happened, nobody knows what was said, and forty families in Manila and Accra and Riga feel the floor move. Fear does not need facts, Inspector; fear has its own postal service, faster than mine.’ He nodded, once, at the window, at the harbour beyond. ‘Do your work. Walk the harbour. You will have the name yourself before the shops shut, because the town has only one name to give you. And when you have got it yourself, from evidence, then come to me, and I will help you carry it. That is the right order of things. Davie would say the same.’ The pale eyes did not waver. ‘Davie DID say the same. Six months ago I offered him the name on a plate and he refused it. He said: Father, a name’s naething. A’body kens the name. I need the books.’
Buchan sat with that a moment, hat on knee.
‘A’body kens the name,’ he repeated. ‘Father, I’ll respect yer order o’ things, for it’s soond. But answer me ae thing that’s naebody’s name. Did Davie ken he was in danger?’
For the first time the priest hesitated, and the teapot sat cooling between them like a small mourner.
‘Ten days ago,’ Lisowski said, ‘he asked me to hear his confession. I said, Davie, you are not a Catholic. He said, aye, but you’re the only man in fifty mile that canna repeat it.’ A small, terrible smile. ‘So I heard him. And you understand I will not tell you what he said, not today, not ever, not to a judge. But I will tell you what I did after, because what I do is my own to tell. I went home, and I could not settle, and at midnight I telephoned the Mission’s headquarters and asked whether a welfare officer’s papers, his working papers, could be lodged somewhere outside his own port. Just in general. As a policy question.’ He looked down at his folded hands. ‘They said they would find out. And now it is not a policy question any more.’
Out in the hall, the second Friday table stood against the wall under Mungo Petrie’s painting of the Fourteenth o’ May, the folk streaming home along the sand like a line of geese, and someone had put a bowl of soup at Davie’s place, steaming, untouched, which on that coast is a whole liturgy. Buchan stood before it a moment with his hat in his hands.
By the door, in the crowd of caps, an old man was weeping without any noise at all, the tears going down into his collar, and being left alone with it in the way the town judged kindest. Sandy Sim, harbour board, fifty years a skipper. Buchan marked him, the way he marked everything, without appearing to look: a man greetin like a man at a graveside, aye; but also like a man doing sums, and getting, over and over, the same terrible answer.
‘Shona,’ Buchan said quietly, on the way out. ‘Yon’s Sandy Sim. Davie stood wi his hand on yon man’s shooder last nicht in Peterheid, and said something tae him, and Sim’s been greetin the day like it was him that fired the shot. I’ll want tae ken fit Davie telt him. But no the day. Let him cairry it a day or twa till it’s ower heavy, and syne we’ll offer tae tak it aff him. A confession’s like a kettle, Father Tadeusz wid tell ye.’ He put his hat on. ‘Ye just haud it near the heat.’
‘That’s an awfu wye tae speak aboot a puir auld man,’ Napier said, without heat, getting in the car.
‘Aye,’ Buchan said. ‘It is that. And gin I’m richt, yon puir auld man kens fa killed Davie Buthlay, and disna ken he kens, and the langer naebody asks him the langer he’s the only man in Scotland mair dangerous tae the killer nor us.’ He started the Volvo, which complained, and caught, and settled. ‘The locker the morn, when Elaine’s done. And Shona, away and find oot fa keeps the market keys, and fa’s fob opens yon through-passage door, and fitna committee’s been sittin on the repair o’ a deid camera. I want the names o’ a’thing on that harbour that keeps a record wi’oot kennin it. The cameras is deid.’ He pulled out into Shore Street, past the shuttered fish houses. ‘But the wee books is aye leevin. They just need somebody tae come roon and ask them.’
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Slack Water. Thank you for reading.
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