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Prologue: The Nicht Intake
The store at night was a country he owned. That was not a boast; it was an inventory. Every beam, every bin, every run of augered steel from the intake pit to the high conveyor had been paid for by his father or his grandfather or himself, and a man may walk in his own country in the dark without explaining himself to anybody.
He had not put the lights on. That was not a decision either, or not one he remembered making. The yard lamp threw a long orange lozenge through the gable window and that was plenty; he had walked this floor since he was seven years old, when his grandfather would set him to sweeping the spilled barley into cones with a soft brush and tell him that a merchant who wasted a grain would waste a firm. The dark was not a concealment. The dark was economy. You do not light a building to walk through it.
So he told himself, and he was a man practised at telling himself things in an orderly voice.
Alec Lovie was late, which was unlike him, and then he was there, which was worse. The wee door in the big sliding door opened and shut with its old sneck-click, twice, neat as punctuation, and the visitor stood a moment in the orange light with his bunnet in his hand, the way he always stood in other folk’s places, as if every building were a kirk. Seventy-one years old. A jacket the colour of a field in November. He had been in this store a thousand times across five decades, weighing in, sampling, walking the bins with his moisture spear and his wee brass scoop and his terrible, patient, cheerful exactness, and the firm had never once had a certificate queried in all his years of service, and there was a reason for that which only two men living understood, and one of them had just taken off his bunnet out of respect for a building.
‘Norval,’ Alec said. ‘Ye’re workin late for a man wi a foreman.’
‘The hairst disna keep office oors.’ He heard his own voice come out level and dry and ordinary, and marked it, the way you mark a beast that is behaving well in the ring. ‘Come awa up tae the loft. The auld ledgers is oot for ye.’
And they were. That was the thing nobody would ever understand, he thought, following the old man’s careful tread up the loft stair, watching the bunnet go back onto the white head to free both hands for the rail, exactly as he had known it would. The ledgers WERE out. He had spent the evening laying them open under the loft light like a museum: 1961, 1974, 1983, the great years, his grandfather’s copperplate and his father’s blunt pencil, the whole honest history of the firm that weighed the Howe. If the evening had gone another way, if Alec Lovie had been the man to let it go another way, they would have sat over those ledgers two hours and drunk a dram among the dust and it would all have been true, every page of it, and the one lie in the building would have stayed where lies belong, in the past, which cannot be audited.
He had even brought the dram. Two glasses, because you do not drink alone in front of a guest. They stood untouched on the ledger desk the whole time, and afterwards he washed both, because two used glasses is a conversation and two clean glasses is nothing at all.
What had happened instead was seventeen minutes of kindness. That was what he could not have explained to any man in the county: that Alec Lovie had climbed the stair and admired the ledgers and then, standing in the lamplight with his thumbs in the wee brass scoop he carried out of habit the way other men carry keys, had been KIND. He had laid it all out, the 1998 stocks, the generation that could not be there, the arithmetic of fields and tonnages that only a man who had inspected them all could ever have assembled, and he had done it gently, apologetically, giving him room at every turn to produce the innocent explanation, and his eyes had said what his mouth was too courteous to say: that there was none, that they both kent it, that the trade they had both served all their lives kept its own books and the books had spoken. And then he had said the sentence. ‘I’ll gie ye the week, Norval. Gang tae the Department yersel. It’ll be better comin fae you. I’d raither the firm lived and the labels dee’d, if there’s a wye.’
The week. As if a week were a mercy and not a fuse.
The beam from the old weighbridge stood against the wall by the ledger desk, four feet of Victorian brass, decommissioned when the electronic bridge went in, kept because his grandfather’s initials were stamped into the yoke and you do not scrap your grandfather. His hand had known where it was without looking, which afterwards he filed under economy as well: a man knows where things are in his own country.
One blow. The old man went down without a sound worth the name, and the store, which had heard eighty years of engines and augers and the roar of the intake, absorbed it and said nothing.
Then, for a long moment, the merchant stood in the lamplight and did the thing he had done all his life at moments of consequence: he took stock. And it is the truth about him, and the whole of the truth about him, that the stock he took was accurate. He saw what he had, what he owed, what the position was, what fell to be done. He did not see, because it was in no column he had ever kept, what he had just become.
The rest was work, and he was good at work. The bunnet, which had come off on the stair when the old man fell, he retrieved and set back on the white head, snug, the way its owner wore it, because a man’s bunnet belongs on his head; it did not occur to him until five weeks later, in an interview room in Aberdeen, hearing a mild voice ask its one wee question, that a man who climbs into a pit after his dropped bunnet does not climb in wearing it. He took the body down the loft stair with the terrible gentleness of a man who has carried hundredweight bags all his life and knows how weight moves. He chose the intake pit because the intake pit was where an old inspector might daunder, and daunderin men fall; and he drew barley over him from the overhead hopper, a decent covering, a smothering depth, so that the finding would say what he needed it to say: that Alec Lovie had climbed down where he should not, in the gloamin, after some dropped thing or some inspector’s fancy, and had brought the grain down on himself, and had been, at seventy-one, too slow to swim clear of it. Grain does that. Every farmer’s wife in the Howe has feared it since her loons were wee. It is the country’s own accident.
The hopper he drew from was bin three, because bin three’s slide ran sweetest and made least noise at night. Bin three held last Tuesday’s intake, dried to fourteen per cent and cool as a cellar. The pit where the old man lay was the wet pit, half-charged that afternoon with a load off the Mains of Cotburn at nineteen and a half per cent, warm as a beast. The merchant knew grain the way Alec Lovie had known fields, which is to say better than any man alive, and if you had stopped him in the yard and asked him whether a sample would show the difference between a wet intake and a dried store, he would have told you to the half per cent. He did not think of it. It was in no column that night. There is no ledger for the thing he was doing, and so, for seventeen minutes, the most meticulous man in the Howe kept no books at all, and that is the only time it ever happened in his life, and it was enough.
He washed the two clean glasses again, dried them, set them back. He put the beam where the beam went, and then, because his hands were his grandfather’s hands, he cleaned it first, properly, with the oiled rag from the desk drawer, and hung it on the second hook, and it would be a month before anyone understood that the second hook was wrong, and that nobody cleans one tool in a building full of honest dust.
He walked home through the toon at half past eleven, over the Idoch Water, past the dark shops, and the toon, which had trusted three generations of Raeburns to tell it what its crop was worth, heard his step on the brig and thought nothing, because it was his step, on his brig, in his country.
In the morning the intake foreman found what was to be found, and the firm’s yard filled with quiet men, and the merchant stood among them with his bunnet in his hand and grief on his face, and the grief, God help him, was real. That is the last thing to be said of the nicht intake, and it should be said, because it is the truth: he mourned the man he had killed, sincerely, as a firm mourns a good customer, and saw no contradiction, because the loss was entered in one book and the deed in no book at all, and in fifty-eight years it had never once occurred to Norval Raeburn that there might be an auditor for the books a man does not keep.
Chapter One: The First Monday
Detective Sergeant Cormac Buchan had held the rank for seventy-four days, and this was the first morning it had felt like his.
The feeling arrived, unannounced, somewhere on the A947 between Fyvie and Birkenhills, at twenty to eight on the seventeenth of September, in a 1996 Volvo 240 the colour of cold tea. It was not triumph. It was more like the moment a borrowed jacket warms through and stops being borrowed. He had left Aberdeen in the dark with Rosalind’s toast in his hand and the usual low hum of fraudulence in his chest, the new sergeant driving north to a country office to be found out; and then past Fyvie the sun had come up red over the parks, and the stubble had steamed, and a man at Birkenhills had been moving cattle across the road with two dogs and a stick and had lifted the stick to him, one working man to another on a working morning, and something in Buchan had settled the way milk settles.
Eight years he had been in the polis, and twenty-eight before that being something else: a loon at Cyaak, a grandson on a peat bank, a young man doing farm work with hands that were better at it than his heart was. He had come to the job late and quiet, and the job had never quite known what to do with a man who wrote everything down and raised his voice at nothing, and then in July the job, in the person of a board of three tired officers in a warm room, had made him a detective sergeant and posted him to Turriff, and men in Aberdeen whose opinions travelled had said, not unkindly, that Turra would suit him, by which they meant that nothing happened there.
The Turriff office kept a kettle that predated the building and a detective inspector who predated the kettle. Buchan had been ten weeks in the place and had formed, so far, the following file on DI Jean Sangster: fifty-five; Methlick; a farmer’s daughter and a cattleman’s widow; drove a Subaru estate full of baler twine and evidence bags in roughly equal proportion; grew leeks that had taken the industrial section at the Turra Show more years than not, including, five weeks since, this one; and was watched, when she walked down the main street, by every face in every shop, not with fear and not quite with love, but with the particular attention a toon pays to the person who will be told its worst thing next. What she made of her new sergeant Buchan did not know. She had given him tea, a desk that rocked, the office’s history in forty minutes of unbroken Doric, and, since then, paperwork.
This Monday she was standing in the yard when he pulled in, which had never happened before, and she had her coat on.
‘Leave the caur runnin,’ she said, getting into the passenger seat with the ease of a woman half her age and the grunt of one ten years older. ‘We’re for Raeburn’s. The grain store on the Banff road. Ye’ll ken it.’
‘A’body kens Raeburn’s.’ He turned the Volvo out of the yard. ‘Fit’s happened?’
‘Alec Lovie’s happened.’ She said the name and then looked out the window for a moment at the shops going by, and Buchan, who was learning her, kept quiet and drove. ‘Retired seed inspector. Secretary tae the show society. The foreman fund him this mornin in the intake pit, in aneath a fit and a half o barley. Doctor’s been; he’s deid lang syne; nicht sometime. SOCO’s comin fae Aiberdeen.’ A pause. ‘Ye’ll no hae met Alec.’
‘I’ve seen the name. On the show schedule.’
‘Aye.’ Another silence, longer. The toon ended and the parks began, hairst going on in every second one of them, combines crawling their slow lines with the dust hanging gold behind. ‘Seeventy-ane year auld. He inspectit tatties in this county thirty year. There’s men fairmin the day that he taught tae tell blackleg fae wet feet when they were at the schule. And I’ll tell ye this for naething, Sergeant, afore we’re oot o the caur: yon man walkit roon grain a’ his life. He kent fit a pit is. He kent it the wye you ken a stair in yer ain hoose.’
Buchan indicated, slowed, let a livestock float come through the narrow bit by the mart road end. ‘Ye’re sayin auld men dinna fa’ doon their ain stairs.’
‘Auld men fa’ doon their ain stairs a’ the time,’ Jean said. ‘That’s fit maks it sic a guid stair tae be fund at the fit o.’ She looked at him then, sideways, and he understood two things at once: that she had already decided what this was, and that she had not said so to a living soul and would not, and that the whole shape of the next month would be the distance between what Jean Sangster could feel in her wame and what could be written in a report and sworn to in the High Court in Aberdeen. ‘We’ll say nae mair the noo,’ she said. ‘I’ve nae evidence and you’ve nae opinion, and that’s the richt wye roon for a Monday. But Cormac.’ It was the first time she had used his first name. ‘When we get there. Dinna help. Dinna sort. Dinna tidy naething, dinna hurry naething. Staund at the edge and read it, like it wis a page. Yon’s the ae thing this job’ll gie ye that naebody can tak aff ye: the first look. Ye get it ance.’
Raeburn’s o Turra stood where it had stood for ninety years, on the rise by the Banff road, a long grey range of stone store and steel shed with the firm’s name in white on the tarred gable and a brand-new weighbridge gleaming by the office like a bought tooth. The yard should have been roaring; it was hairst, and half the Howe’s barley came over that bridge in a September. Instead there were eleven vehicles parked with the special carefulness of bad mornings, and a knot of men by the intake shed standing the way men stand at a mart when the beast in the ring has gone wrong, and a length of blue and white tape, and past the tape, in the intake pit, under the patient supervision of a uniformed constable who looked nineteen and green at the gills, a modest mound of good malting barley from which protruded, decent and terrible, one tackety boot.
Norval Raeburn came across the yard to meet them before the engine was off.
Buchan took his first look at the merchant through the windscreen, at the edge, reading it like a page, as instructed. Fifty-eight or so; tweed the colour of the county; a big clean man with a big clean face made for the front pew and the show ring, and grief on it, real grief, Buchan would have sworn to the grief in any court in the land. Raeburn opened Jean’s door for her, which nobody did, and said, ‘Jean. God, Jean, fit a thing. Fit a black affront o a thing, on my ain place,’ and his voice broke on the last of it, and Jean Sangster took his hand and held it a moment and said the right things, and over her head, for half a second, the merchant’s eyes went past them both and checked, with one flick, the position of the tape and the constable and the boot, the way a man at his own roup checks where the auctioneer has got to.
Buchan stood at the edge and read the page, and said nothing, in a voice he would spend the next twenty-seven years not raising.
Interlude: Cuttings I
From the Press and Journal, Turriff and District page, Saturday 7 August 2004:
TURRA SHOW DELIGHTS DESPITE SHOWERS
The 140th annual show of the Howe o Turra Agricultural Society was held on Saturday and Sunday in fine spirit and mixed weather, with the committee reporting a gate of upwards of eleven thousand over the two days. The champion of champions went to a Charolais cross bullock from Mains of Cotburn, with the reserve to the Delgaty pens.
In the industrial section, the leek class was again taken by Mrs J. Sangster, Delgaty, whose exhibits the judge described as ‘a lesson tae the county’, Mrs Sangster’s eleventh win in the class in fourteen years. Baking and preserves were keenly contested, the WRI trophy going to Cuminestown.
The society’s secretary, Mr Alec Lovie, retiring this year after nineteen years’ service of minutes and schedules, was presented with a barometer by the president, Mr Norval Raeburn, who told the beer tent that Mr Lovie was ‘the only man in the Howe that’s niver ance been wrang aboot the weather, for he writes it doon efter’. Mr Lovie, replying, said he would now have leisure to finish his history of the seed potato trade in the district, ‘a book,’ he said, ‘that a’body in this tent is in, whether they like it or no,’ which was well received.
A secondhand waxed jacket, size XL, was purchased from the Cancer Research stall on the Sunday afternoon by a big quiet man nobody could just place, who wore it out of the field. The stall took £4 for it. This detail did not appear in the Press and Journal, or anywhere else, and is recorded here because history is what gets written down, and somebody should have written it down.
From the same page, Saturday 18 September 2004:
TURRA MOURNS ‘MR SEED TATTIES’
The district was stunned this week by the sudden death of Mr Alec Lovie (71), retired seed potato inspector and for nineteen years secretary of the Howe o Turra Agricultural Society, whose body was discovered on Friday morning at the premises of Raeburn’s o Turra, agricultural merchants, in what police describe as an incident at the grain intake. Police enquiries are continuing, and the procurator fiscal has been informed.
Mr Lovie served the Department’s seed potato certification scheme across Aberdeenshire and Banffshire for over thirty years, and was known the length of the county for his exactness, his kindness, and his bicycle. Mr Norval Raeburn, whose family firm Mr Lovie had weighed in at for half a century, said the Howe had ‘lost its memory and its conscience in the ae nicht’. Mrs Sadie Lovie thanked the community for its support and asked that donations in lieu of flowers go to the show society’s schools prize, which her husband founded.
Reporting: R. Gillan, Turriff correspondent. This was the third byline of Rhona Gillan’s career and the first on a story that mattered, and forty minutes after the paper hit the shops she was standing in the Raeburn’s yard asking the intake foreman whether the pit had ever needed a guard rail, a question it had taken the Health and Safety Executive until Tuesday to think of. She was twenty-two, and the notebook was new, and the shorthand in it was flawless.
Chapter Two: The Intake Pit
The SOCO van came up from Aberdeen at half past ten with its heater broken, and out of it, blowing on her hands, came a young woman with red hair scraped under her hood and an expression of settled disapproval that Buchan would come to know across three decades and would learn to read as its owner’s form of joy.
‘Elaine Petrie,’ she said, to the yard in general, and then, to the constable at the tape: ‘Fa’s been in my pit?’
The answer, established with some pain, was: the intake foreman, who had climbed down at ten past seven believing he was recovering a live man; two store men, who had helped shift grain off him with their hands and a plastic shovel; the doctor, who had done his office from the ladder like a sensible man; and nobody else, because Jean Sangster had arrived at eight and turned the yard to stone.
‘Weel,’ Petrie said, looking down at the trampled barley the way a teacher looks at a jotter, ‘we’ll dae fit we can wi fit we hae. Fit I want is a’body’s beets. Every man that’s been doon that ladder, beets aff, bagged, labelled, and I’ll hae their prints the day, elimination. And naebody’ she raised her voice without raising her head ‘touches yon hopper slide, or the ladder, or the rail, or onything made o metal in this shed, till I say.’
The work of the day was slow and cold, and Buchan stood at the edge of it and read.
The intake shed was a high dim building, older than the steel range beside it, and it worked the way such places work: lorries and trailers tipped into a grated pit at floor level, and an auger in the pit’s throat carried the grain up and away to the driers and the bins. The pit was maybe ten feet by eight and eight deep, concrete, with a fixed ladder in one corner. The grating that should have covered it was off, stacked in three sections against the wall, which the foreman said was usual through hairst, the sections being lifted for the wet loads that came in with straw and stones in them. Above the pit, the overhead conveyor ran the length of the shed with slide gates that could drop grain from any of the storage bins back into the pit for outloading. It was, Buchan thought, standing at the tape with his hands in the pockets of a secondhand waxed jacket, a machine for moving weight, and everything in it could be innocent, and everything in it could be otherwise, and the difference would not be found in the steel. It would be found in the paper.
They lifted Alec Lovie out at one o’clock, when Petrie had photographed the mound from the ladder and taken her samples in labelled tubs, layer by layer, like a woman potting jam. Buchan looked at him once, carefully, from the pit edge, because Jean had told him the first look came once. A small neat man, white-haired, tackety boots, the November-coloured jacket, and his bunnet on his head, snug, with barley in the folds of it.
He wrote in his notebook, in the small hand that fitted more words to a page than any sergeant before him: bunnet ON. Grain in fauld o bunnet, on tap. Boots laced. Wee brass scoop in richt-haund jaicket pooch. Nae stick. Specs in breist pooch, case shut.
Beside him, suddenly, Jean. She had a way of arriving at a man’s elbow like weather. She looked where he was looking, at the bunnet going into Petrie’s bag, and said, ‘Aye,’ and nothing else, and moved away, and Buchan understood that he had passed something, or begun to.
The foreman, Wattie Angus, gave his account in the weighbridge office with his hands round a mug he never drank from. The story had a shape by then, and the yard had agreed it without a meeting, the way yards do: Alec had been in about the place all week, for the show society’s papers were kept in a press in the loft, him being retiring secretary and the president being Mr Raeburn, and he’d been sortin them oot for the handover; he had a key to the wee door, had had one twenty years; he must have come in by the gloamin, and daundered, and the pit grates off, and his age, and his een no fit they were; and maybe he’d drappit something, his scoop or his bunnet, and gaen doon the ladder for it, and coupit, and the grain had come doon on him. The slide gates, Wattie allowed, could be chapped open by accident. He didn’t believe it himself, you could hear it under the words like a stone under a carpet, but a yard’s first duty is to make the world make sense by Friday, and this was the sense to hand.
‘Fit gate was open when ye fund him?’ Buchan asked, mildly, from the corner. It was his first question of the case.
‘Bin three,’ Wattie said. ‘The slide wis aboot a haundbreadth open. I shut it afore I gaed doon. I ken, I ken, I shouldna hae touched it, but there wis grain runnin on him, div ye see, a trickle like, and ye canna staund and watch that.’
‘Nae man could,’ Buchan said. ‘And the pit itsel. Fit’s in it, the noo, in aneath him? Fit load?’
Wattie looked at him for the first time as if the question had weight. ‘Cotburn’s barley, aff the wet park. Cam in Thursday efterneen. Nineteen and a half. It wis tae gyang tae the drier first thing Friday.’
‘And bin three?’
‘Last Tuesday’s. Dried. Fowerteen, mebbe a shade under. Sat cool a week.’ The foreman’s hands went still on the mug. He was a grain man; he had felt the question arrive before he understood it; Buchan watched the arithmetic happen in his face and watched him decide it was beyond him, and file it, with relief, under things the polis had asked for their own reasons.
Buchan wrote: pit = weet (19.5, warm, Thu). Coverin fae bin 3 = dry (14, cauld, prev Tue). Speir at Petrie: can the lab tell weet barley fae dry in the layers? Fit wis ON him against fit wis IN ANETH him.
Then he went out into the yard, where the light was going the colour of the season, and found Petrie loading her van, and asked her, and Elaine Petrie stopped with a box in her arms and looked at him, a long look, the first of thirty years of them.
‘Layer by layer’s foo I took it,’ she said. ‘Moisture, temperature gradient, admixture. If the grain that smoored him didna come fae the load he wis lyin in, the tubs’ll say so.’ She slid the box home. ‘That’s a bonnie question, Sergeant. Fa telt ye tae ask it?’
‘The pit,’ Buchan said. ‘It keeps books.’
He heard the sentence come out of his own mouth and did not know, yet, that he would be saying it for the rest of his life, in one form or another, to sergeants of his own who would roll their eyes and then, years later, say it to theirs. Petrie snorted, which he would learn was approval, and drove her cold van south.
Interlude: The Drying Log
Raeburn’s o Turra Ltd. Grain Store Daily Record, September 2004. A foolscap book, ruled by hand into columns by a dead grandfather and kept the same way ever since, hanging on a nail by the drier control panel. Later Production 14.
Tue 14 Sep. Intake: Backhill 22.4t @ 16.1. Greens of Idoch 18.9t @ 15.8. Drier run 09:40 to 18:15. Into bin 3 off drier, 14.0 and cool. Fan on bin 3, 2 hr, off 20:30. W.A.
Wed 15 Sep. Intake: nil a.m., rain. Sample lorries only. Drier serviced, filters. N.R. in store p.m. with Mr Lovie re society press, loft. W.A.
Thu 16 Sep. Intake: Mains of Cotburn 26.2t @ 19.5, into wet pit, to dry Fri first thing. Pit grates off. Drier shut down 17:50. Yard locked 18:10, N.R. has keys. W.A.
Fri 17 Sep. No working. Police.
The page for Thursday carries, in the top corner, in a different pencil, a note in the foreman’s hand made at some later date: ‘Fan hours bin 3. See electric.’ Nobody asked Wattie Angus to make that note. He made it because the young sergeant’s question about wet and dry had sat in him all weekend like a stone in a boot, and on the Monday he had gone to the fan panel and looked at the hours-run counter, which the firm logged monthly for the electric, and done a subtraction, and the subtraction said the fan on bin three had run one hour and forty minutes more than his book could account for. A fan runs to condition grain, or it runs because a slide is open and a man is drawing grain and wants it flowing sweet. Wattie Angus stood at the panel a long time with his pencil in his mouth, and then wrote his four words and put the book back on its nail, and told nobody for nine days, which he regretted, out loud, in the witness box, the following February.
It is worth recording what the drying log is, because the case came to turn on it. It is not evidence of anything, by itself. It is a firm talking to itself: tonnages, moistures, hours, initials. It has no opinions. But it is written every day by men who will be contradicted by it if they lie, and so it is that rarest of documents, one that nobody has ever thought worth corrupting; and when the reckoning came, the wee foolscap book on the nail outweighed, on its own, every kind word the Howe could muster for the man whose grandfather ruled its columns. The world keeps books. The trick, as a new sergeant was then in the process of learning, is only to find out which of them cannot lie, and read those first.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Girnal. Thank you for reading.
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