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Prologue: The Walled Garden
The haar came up the Dee valley at dusk, the way it always did in June, a grey tide that had nothing to do with weather anywhere else in Scotland. In Banchory the evening had been warm enough for shirtsleeves. Four miles east, at the gates of Altmore House, the world ended at thirty feet.
He drove the last half mile with his lights off.
It was not a decision he remembered making, killing the lights. It was simply that the beams made two solid white bars in the fog and the bars felt like evidence, like something that could be seen from the road and remembered, and so his hand had gone to the stalk and turned them off, and the Discovery had crawled up the estate track by feel, the way a man walks through his own house in the dark. He had been driving this track for thirty-one years. He knew where the potholes were before the wheels found them. He knew the smell of the place through the open window: wet spruce, cut silage from Mains of Altmore, and under it the cold salt breath of the haar itself, which had come fifty miles inland off the North Sea to stand in this garden on this night, as if it had been sent for.
He parked at the old slip road by the kennels, where no one parked anymore, and sat for a moment with his hands on the wheel.
There was still a version of this evening in which nothing happened. He made himself look at it, the way you look at a photograph of someone dead. In that version he walked up through the yew arch, and Gregor was waiting in the walled garden as he’d said he would be, and they talked, and Gregor was persuaded. In that version there was time. A phased thing. A quiet arrangement between old colleagues, handled the way everything at Altmore had been handled for three decades: discreetly, decently, between the two of them, and no need for lawyers or auditors or memoirs.
He got out of the car. The haar took him like water takes a stone.
Sound behaved strangely in fog. He could hear the burn running under the track, very close, very loud, and then nothing at all of his own footsteps on the gravel. Somewhere above the grey ceiling there was still daylight, it was June, it would barely get dark at all, but down here the light was the colour of dishwater, and the house, when it loomed, was just a granite darkness with one lit window. The study. Gregor kept the lamp on the desk lit whether he was in the room or not. Elspeth had liked to see it from the garden, and Elspeth had been dead twelve years, and the lamp still burned every night. That was the kind of man Gregor Mowat was. Sentimental about lamps. Sentimental about widows. Sentimental, now, at the end of his life, about the truth, as if the truth were a thing you could suddenly afford at seventy-four, like a boat, like a foundation, like forgiveness.
The door in the garden wall stood open.
Gregor was at the far end by the sundial, a big shape in the fog with a dram in his hand, and, this was the detail that would come back, in the nights afterwards, more than any other, he had come out in his slippers. Tartan slippers on the wet flagstones, no coat, because it was June and because he was only stepping out to his own garden to have a civilised conversation with the most trusted man he knew.
‘Aye, aye,’ Gregor said. Not angry. That was the terrible thing. ‘Come away in by. There’s a glass for you on the tray.’
There was. He’d poured two. Even for this, he’d poured two.
They stood by the sundial in the smoking fog and Gregor talked, and it was all exactly as bad as it could possibly be. He knew about the painting. He’d known for a week; the lassie from Edinburgh had found the sale, some catalogue in some archive, she was thorough, oh, she was thorough, that was what he’d hired her for. And because Gregor was Gregor he had not gone to the police and he had not gone to a lawyer. He had spent the week thinking, and walking the garden, and he had arrived, he said this with his hand on the other man’s shoulder, with kindness, with that unbearable Deeside kindness, he had arrived at a better idea.
‘We’ll pit it a’ in the book,’ Gregor said. ‘The hale thing. The Rose. The papers Tam signed. The forecast I kent fine aboot and sent them oot intae onywye. And the fund, Neil.’ A pause. The dram going round and round in the glass, catching the lamplight from the study window. ‘The fund an’ a’. Every penny accounted, every penny pitten back, I’ll pit it back masel, ye ken I can, and yer name in there wi’ mine, twa auld men that did wrang and said so afore the end. There’s a mercy in that. Ye’ll see it, when ye’re by the shock o’ it. There’s a mercy in gaun first tae the door and chappin on it yersel, afore they come chappin for ye.’
And the fog stood in the garden and listened.
He tried. Afterwards he would want that written down somewhere, on some ledger no one would ever audit: he tried. He talked about Ellen, about what the care home cost in a year, about how it had started as a loan, it had, in the beginning, in his mind it had genuinely been a loan, and Gregor nodded and nodded with tears standing in his eyes and said aye, aye, he understood, he understood fine, and that was why it had to be in the book, because everything that had ever gone wrong for either of them had gone wrong in the dark, and he was done with the dark. He was seventy-four. The book was going to the publisher at the end of the summer. The auditors were coming Thursday, no, not the police, Neil, auditors, friendly ones, it was to be done gently, but it was to be done.
Thursday.
The word was still in the air when his hand found the astrolabe.
It stood on the plinth beside the sundial, a bronze ring-and-armature thing the size of a dinner plate, some Victorian laird’s toy that had been in that spot longer than either of them had been alive. He had lifted it a hundred times over the years: to point out the maker’s mark to visitors, to wax it against the weather, because looking after things was his job, looking after all of it was his job, and his hand knew the weight of it the way it knew the potholes in the track.
Gregor had turned back towards the house. Towards the lamp. Saying something about how they’d take a look at the wording together, the two of them, over the week…
One blow. He was a big man still, and the bronze was four pounds of it, and there was thirty-one years of terror in the swing. Gregor went down onto the flagstones with a sound the fog swallowed whole, the glass ringing away unbroken across the stones, and then the garden was the quietest place on the earth.
He did not remember the next several minutes and was never able to reconstruct them honestly, even for himself. What he remembered was after: standing with his back against the cold wall, breathing, listening to the burn run and run under the fog, and the lit study window hanging in the grey like a held breath, and the slow understanding arriving that no one had heard, that no one would come, that Mrs Third was away to her sister’s in Alford until morning, and that he was, therefore, in the horrifying position of a man who has time to think.
So he thought. God forgive him, he was good at it. Thirty-one years of quietly arranging things.
The ladder came from the bothy by the glasshouse. Gregor had been on at the gardener all week about the gutter over the garden door; that was true, that was checkable, that was real, and the realness of it steadied him. He set the ladder against the wall above the body, and if he had been a different kind of man he might have noticed that the feet of it sat proud and light on the soft wet lawn, that a ladder that has actually borne a climbing man leaves its signature in the ground like anything else that carries weight. He noticed the flagstones instead. He was a man who checked ledgers, and the scene balanced: old man, wet stone, dusk, gutter, ladder, fall. It balanced.
The astrolabe he wrapped in his jacket to take to the sea.
Then the study. In through the garden door in his stocking soles, and here was the second thing, the thing that had been waiting for him for seventeen years like a debt: the painting. Because the lassie from Edinburgh had found the sale in a catalogue, but a catalogue was paper, paper could be argued with; the copy could not. The copy hung where it had always hung, between the bookcases, a harbour scene, boats at Kirkcudbright, and it had passed under the eyes of insurers and dinner guests and Gregor himself for seventeen years, but it would not pass under the eyes of the men who came after a death. It had to be a burglary. A burglary explained everything: the painting gone, the old man disturbed outside… no. The old man on a ladder, and the burglar finding an empty house. Better. Simpler. Ledgers should be simple.
He took the copy down and the wall behind it was a shade darker than the room, a clean rectangle of unfaded wine-red paper, and some faint voice in him said the shape’s wrang, the frame he had made in 2009 was two inches shy of the original all round, and he stood for a full half minute looking at it before deciding that no one alive would ever measure a shadow on a wall. He washed his glass at the pantry sink, dried it, put it back on the shelf, the wrong shelf, though he would not learn that for a month, and at twenty past eleven, from inside the darkened study, he broke the window above the flowerbeds with a poker wrapped in a tea towel, and the glass went out into the night and fell where it fell, on top of soil that the rain had finished darkening two hours before, and lay there shining, every shard of it a little clock he could not read.
He drove back to Banchory with his lights on, like an honest man.
The quiz at the Douglas Arms had reached the picture round. He’d been gone, what, he checked in the mirror, checked his eyes, checked his hands: an hour, a bit more. Bladder trouble and a phone call, if anyone asked. Nobody asked. His team had held his seat and his pint had gone flat and warm, and he sat down among the laughing faces of people he had known his whole life, in the warm yellow light, and someone said, ‘Neil, min, ye’re back, Scottish inventors, we need ye,’ and he heard his own voice say, quite steadily, ‘John Logie Baird,’ and it was the right answer.
Out on the Dee the haar thickened towards midnight, filling the walled garden to the brim, standing patiently over the shape on the flagstones the way it had once stood over a small ship going down off Rattray Head, thirty-five years before, with five men aboard her, and no lights showing at all.
Chapter One: The Slopefield Leeks
Detective Inspector Cormac Buchan was on his knees in the dirt when the murder found him, which Rosalind would later say was at least thematically consistent.
Monday morning, twenty past seven, Slopefield allotments, Aberdeen. The haar had sat on the city all night and showed no sign of lifting; from Buchan’s plot you could normally see the grey spread of Summerhill and, on a clear day, a slice of sea the colour of gunmetal beyond the rooftops. This morning the world was forty feet wide and smelled of wet earth and someone’s bonfire that had given up in the night. Buchan liked it. A haar was honest weather. It didn’t pretend you could see further than you could.
He was trenching leeks. The leeks were Musselburghs, started in January on the spare-room windowsill in trays that Rosalind had objected to on the grounds that the spare room was for her sister at Easter and not for what she called his wee green pensioners, and they had reached the stage where they wanted earthing up, and Buchan had reached the stage of life where he understood that a man should do the thing in front of him properly before the day got its hands on him. So when the phone went in the pocket of his wax jacket he finished the row first. Whoever it was would still be dead.
That was an allotment joke he’d been making for fifteen years. He stopped making it that morning.
‘Buchan.’
‘Sir, it’s Shona.’ DS Napier, and her voice had the particular flatness she kept for the real ones. ‘Sudden death at a big hoose on Deeside, oot by Banchory. Altmore House. The occupier. Uniform’s there, duty doctor’s been, and sir, it’s Sir Gregor Mowat.’
Buchan sat back on his heels. A woodpigeon went over invisibly in the fog, its wings creaking like a pram.
‘The oil mannie,’ he said.
‘The oil mannie. Found at the fit o’ a ladder in his gairden by the hoosekeeper half six this mornin. Heid wound. Could be a fa’. Doctor wouldnae certify; he didna like something, he wouldna say fit. Control’s screamin for a DI and the on-call’s at that stabbin in Tillydrone.’
‘Aye,’ Buchan said, getting up the way you get up at fifty-eight, in instalments. ‘Aye, fine. Pick you up at the shoppie on Rosemount in, say, twenty minutes? And Shona…’
‘Sir?’
‘Fa’s the doctor?’
‘Dr Okafor.’
‘Then it’s nae a fa’,’ Buchan said. ‘Chidi Okafor would certify a fa’ in his sleep and be right. If he didna like something, there’s something. Tell scenes o’ crime to stop drinkin their coffee.’
He cleaned his dibber, because you clean your tools, and locked the shed, and stood for one moment looking at the trench of leeks in the fog. Then he walked down to the Volvo.
* * *
The Volvo 240 was twenty-nine years old, estate-bodied, and painted a colour that the brochure in 1996 had called Sahara but which three decades of Aberdeen had revised to the colour of cold tea. The heater was stuck on. The radio received Radio Scotland and, in certain weather, a Norwegian station that Buchan had grown fond of without understanding a word. On the passenger seat there was a tartan flask, that morning’s rowies in a paper bag gone translucent at the corners, and a spring-bound notebook with a pencil stub through the coil.
Napier was outside the shop on Rosemount Place with two coffees, wearing the expression of a woman who had already read everything there was to read on her phone and hadn’t liked it.
‘It’s ganna be a circus,’ she said, getting in. ‘It’s already on the P&J website. “Tycoon found dead at Deeside estate.” Nae details. Voss is SIO, she’s comin oot ahin us.’
‘Fit do we ken aboot him?’ Buchan pulled out into the fog. ‘I ken the name, I ken the face fae the papers. Gie me the man.’
Napier gave him the man, scrolling as she talked. Sir Gregor Mowat, seventy-four. Born Peterhead, 1952, son of a fish merchant. Started Mowat Marine in 1978 with one converted trawler and a partner, Tam Rennie: standby vessels, the wee ships that sat out by the platforms in all weathers waiting for the day nobody wanted. Built it through the eighties into the biggest emergency-response fleet in the northern sector, went into subsea services in the nineties, sold the lot in 2019 to the Norwegians for a figure the papers still argued about. Knighted 2012, services to the offshore industry and to charity. Widower: Elspeth, 2014, cancer. One son, Ewan, who ran a renewables outfit down the harbour. And since the sale, the Mowat Trust: lifeboats, fishermen’s missions, a chair of safety engineering at RGU, half the harbour charities in the North East. The papers called him the Grand Old Man of the North Sea. The obituary, Napier said, was going to write itself.
‘They aye do,’ Buchan said. ‘That’s fit obituaries is for. Fit aboot the memoir?’
Napier looked up. ‘Fit memoir?’
‘Rosalind reads the Herald books pages. There was a wee bittie a fortnicht ago: a publisher in Edinburgh’s payin a daft sum for the Mowat memoirs, oot next spring. A Life Offshore.’ He changed down for the Milltimber lights, the fog swallowing the outside lane. ‘A man that’s spent fifty year no speakin tae the press, and a’ at once he’s writin a book. I mind thinkin: fa’s that book for?’
Napier typed a note. ‘Ye think it matters?’
‘I think it’s a wee thing,’ Buchan said, ‘and we’re nae far enough in tae ken which wee things matter. Drink yer coffee.’
Deeside opened out invisibly around the road, fields and birches and the river somewhere to the left, all of it under the same grey lid. Past Drumoak the haar thinned to a bright pearl smirr, and by Crathes there were tatters of blue above the trees, the way there often were: the coast could be blind all day while Royal Deeside sat in sunshine, and folk on the phone to Aberdeen would say ye should see it oot here and be disbelieved. Altmore House was signed discreetly off the north road two miles short of Banchory: a granite gatehouse, rhododendrons gone feral, and a police cordon of one damp constable, who visibly relaxed at the sight of Napier’s warrant card and visibly un-relaxed at the sight of Buchan.
Buchan got that a lot. The wax jacket did it, and the car did it, and the general air he had, Rosalind’s word, of a man looking for a dog he’d lost amiably some years before. He’d stopped minding around the turn of the millennium, roughly when he’d noticed how useful it was.
The drive ran half a mile through old spruce. The house arrived all at once: Scots baronial, grey granite gone silver where the morning caught it, crow-stepped gables, a tower with a conical hat, and before it a gravel sweep now hosting two marked cars, the doctor’s Audi, a scenes-of-crime van, and a woman in her sixties sitting on the front steps with a constable crouched beside her and her hands around a mug she wasn’t drinking from.
Buchan parked the Volvo at the humble end of the sweep, where it looked at home.
‘Hoosekeeper,’ Napier said quietly. ‘Bella Third. Found him.’
‘Then she’s the maist important body here and I’ll want her when she’s able. But first…’ he was already moving, notebook out, that shambling walk that ate ground faster than it looked, ‘the gairden afore the day gets at it. And Shona, ging canny wi that gravel. Gravel taks tyre marks like a huff. Ye can hae the young loon there…’ a nod at the damp constable: ‘walk ye the edges.’
The walled garden lay east of the house, its granite wall shoulder-high and topped with a doocot at the corner, and through its open door Buchan could see the white shapes of the SOCO tent and the paper suits moving like the fog given purpose.
At the door he stopped, as he always stopped, and stood a full minute doing nothing at all.
A younger officer had once asked Napier, out the side of his mouth, whether the old boy was all right, standing there gawping. Napier had said: he’s readin it. The same way you’d read the first page of a book, before anyone tells you what they think it’s about.
The garden read like this. A rectangle maybe forty yards by twenty, box hedges, roses staked and tied, a glasshouse against the south wall with a bothy at its end, everything kept; kept the way things are kept when the keeping is somebody’s pride and not just their job. A sundial on a plinth at the far end, and beside the plinth an empty stone base a foot across, a shade cleaner in its centre than at its rim, as though something had stood there a long time and now didn’t. Below the wall by the garden door: a ladder, aluminium, lying now to one side where the paramedics had moved it, and the tent, and inside the tent Sir Gregor Mowat with the back of his head broken, in his cardigan and his tartan slippers on the wet flagstones, one glass of whisky standing composed and hardly touched on the tray on the garden table, in the fog, thirty-five miles from the sea that had made him.
‘Slippers,’ said Buchan, to nobody in particular, and wrote his first word in the notebook.
Dr Okafor came over, peeling gloves. ‘Cormac. You’ll want what I wouldn’t put on the form.’
‘I want exactly that, aye.’
‘A fall from a ladder onto flagstones can kill an old man stone dead. It happens every week. But it happens on the crown, the temple, the face: the geometry of falling.’ Okafor held up his hand, tilted it. ‘This is a depressed wound, back of the skull, left of centre, and there’s a shape to it. A curve. A narrow, hard, curved edge, and there is no edge like that within twelve feet of where he lay. I looked. And there’s one lividity finding the pathologist will confirm that I’ll not gossip about in a garden. He wasn’t certified as a fall because he didn’t fall.’
‘He was fell,’ Buchan said.
‘That’s not English.’
‘It’s Doric,’ Buchan said. ‘It’s got a wird for it because it happens.’ He looked down the garden, at the roses tied to their stakes, at the empty stone base by the sundial, at the single glass on the tray, and tilted his head, deaf ear away, the way he did when the world had started, very quietly, to say something. ‘One glass,’ he said. ‘On a tray that’s got room for twa. Ach, weel.’ He clicked the pencil stub against the notebook, once, and started up the path towards the tent.
The haar was lifting off Deeside by mid-morning, brightening the garden by degrees, as if the place were only now being told what it had held all night. Down on the coast, at Peterhead and Rattray Head and all along the granite edge of the country, it did not lift at all.
Chapter Two: Fit Lies Beneath a Ladder
The crime scene manager was a broad, unhurried woman called Elaine Petrie who had worked more Aberdeenshire deaths than anyone north of the Tay, and who greeted Buchan the way she always did.
‘Look fa it is. Touch naething.’
‘Elaine. Wid I?’
‘Aye. In 2011 ye lifted a deid man’s bunnet tae see fit was under it.’
‘There was a betting slip under it,’ Buchan said mildly, ‘and it solved yer case. Fit hiv ye got for me?’
What she had was laid out with Petrie’s usual severity, and Buchan took it in the order she gave it, writing small in the notebook, asking her to say the difficult parts twice; his left ear, he explained apologetically, though Petrie had known him thirty years and knew fine there was nothing wrong with either ear that suited him.
Item one, the deceased. In situ until the pathologist arrived from Aberdeen, which would be within the hour. Lying between the garden door and the wall, face down and slightly on his right side, head towards the house. Wound to the back of the skull, left of centre, as the doctor had said. Watch undamaged, still going. Signet ring, wallet in the cardigan pocket with cards and forty pounds. Whatever this was, it had not troubled itself to look like a robbery of the person.
Item two, the ladder. Aluminium extension type, from the bothy at the end of the glasshouse; the gardener confirmed by phone it was kept there, hanging on brackets. Found leaning against the wall directly over the body, extended to about fifteen feet, top resting a foot below the gutter of the garden-door pediment. The gutter, Petrie noted, was indeed choked with moss; there had apparently been words about it last week. The paramedics had moved the ladder aside to work on the deceased, but the first constable on scene, to his lasting credit, had photographed everything before touching anything, on the argument, Buchan intended to find the loon and tell his sergeant, that the doctor’s face had made him nervous.
‘Show me the feet o’ the ladder in the photographs,’ Buchan said.
Petrie brought them up on the tablet. The lawn ran to within a yard of the wall, ending in a strip of flagstone path; the ladder’s feet had stood on the lawn. In the photograph, taken at half seven with the dew still heavy, the two rubber feet sat on top of the grass, denting it the way a shopping bag dents grass.
‘Fifteen fit o’ ladder,’ Buchan said, ‘and seventeen stane o’ man at the top o’ it. Elaine, you’re a gairdner.’
‘Twa greenhooses,’ Petrie said. ‘Ye ken fine fit I’m gaun tae say. If yon ladder ever cairried a climbin man on grund as saft as thon, the feet wid be in it tae the ankles. Sunk. Slid, maybe, and slidin feet leave twa lang scars. There’s naething. It’s sat there like it was pit there. We’ll dae pressure tests, but.’
‘But,’ Buchan agreed. He crouched, knees in instalments again, and looked along the grass at ground level, deaf ear tilted to the turf as though the lawn might speak up. Then he stood and looked at the wound of sky above the wall, where the haar was thinning to bright gauze. ‘And he’s climbin it in the deid o’ nicht. In his slippers. Tae look at moss.’
‘Auld men dae daft things.’
‘They dae. I’m plannin on it masel.’ He turned. ‘The gless.’
Item three, and Petrie walked him round through the garden door, hard against the east range of the house, where the study’s tall window looked out over a border of flowerbeds onto the gravel path. The window’s lower pane was broken, a hole the size of a dinner plate with cracks radiating, and glass lay scattered over the flowerbed and the path below it. Inside, past the damage, Buchan could see a lamp still burning on a desk, bookcases, and between the bookcases a rectangle of dark unfaded wallpaper with an empty picture hook above it.
‘Hoosekeeper says there’s a paintin missin,’ Petrie said. ‘She’s ower shaken tae be sure fit else. So there’s yer story, if ye want it. Burglar breaks the windae, in aboot the hoose, aff wi the paintin. Auld man’s lyin deid roon the corner aff his ladder the hale time, or the burglar chaps him; either wye, the Fiscal gets a tidy tale.’
‘And ye dinna like it.’
‘I dinna like gless,’ Petrie said, ‘that canna tell the time.’
She crouched at the flowerbed and Buchan crouched with her, and she talked him through it with a biro for a pointer, not touching. The soil in the bed was dark, rain-darkened, wet through; it had rained, light but steady, from about half six the previous evening until about nine, and nothing after; the Met Office would confirm, but her own car had sat out at Kincardine O’Neil all evening and she’d driven home at half nine under a dry sky with the haar coming up the valley. The glass lay on top of that wet soil. Clean on top. Not a shard half-sunk, not a fleck of soil splashed up over a single fragment, no rain-pocking on the glass itself.
‘So the windae was broke efter the rain stopped,’ Buchan said. ‘Efter nine.’
‘And here’s the ither thing.’ She pointed the biro at the spread of it. ‘Look far it’s lyin. Hauf o’ this gless is sax, seeven fit oot fae the wa’. A windae panned in fae ootside draps maist o’ its gless inside the room, that’s just physics, and the bittie that fa’s ootside fa’s at the fit o’ the wa’. Tae thraw gless seeven fit oot ower a flooerbed…’
‘Ye’d hit it fae inside,’ Buchan said. ‘Somebody stood in yon study and broke their ain windae ootwards.’ He straightened up, and for a while he said nothing at all, looking not at the window but back through the garden door, the way a man might look who was trying to hold the whole of something in his head at once: the tray with its one glass, the ladder that had never carried weight, the slippers, the glass lying on top of the finished rain, the missing painting, the lamp still burning over the desk.
‘Elaine,’ he said at last, ‘fit time did the hoosekeeper leave last nicht?’
‘Six. Awa tae her sister’s at Alford, back this mornin at hauf six. He was fine at six; she left him his supper.’
‘And there’s a phone call,’ Napier said, arriving along the path with her own notebook and gravel dust on her knees to prove she’d walked her edges. ‘I’ve been on tae the son, he’s on his wye, he’s in an affa state, but he telt me straight aff: he spoke tae his faither on the phone at twenty tae ten last nicht. Usual Sunday call. Says his da was fine. Says he was gaun tae his bed.’
‘Twenty tae ten,’ Buchan said. ‘So the rain’s aff at nine. Mowat’s alive at nine-forty. And some time efter that, a man that’s awa tae his bed pits his slippers on, gings oot intae the haar wi nae coat, and stands in his gairden, far there’s a tray, Shona, wi room for twa glasses and only the ane on it, and the back o’ his heid meets a narrow curved edge that isna the flagstones. And syne a ladder that’s never cairried him gets laid tae his door, and a windae gets broke fae the inside oot, and a paintin leaves the hoose.’ He clicked the pencil against the notebook. ‘That’s nae a burglary. That’s a story aboot a burglary. Somebody stood in this gairden last nicht writin us a story.’
Napier said, ‘DCI Voss is here.’
‘Aye,’ Buchan said, without turning around. He was looking at the empty stone base beside the sundial again, the clean circle at its centre. ‘Elaine. Fit stood there?’
Petrie checked her tablet. ‘Hoosekeeper says a bronze astrolabe. Victorian. Aboot the size o’ a denner plate, on its ain wee stand. It’s nae in the gairden and it’s nae in the hoose that we’ve fund.’
‘A narrow,’ Buchan said, ‘curved. Edge.’ He wrote three words, and underlined nothing, because he never underlined; Rosalind said his notebook read like a man whispering. ‘A burglar taks a paintin. A burglar disna tak a lump o’ bronze aff a plinth in the gairden, and if he did, he’d tak the sundial an’ a’, it’s worth mair. Na. Yon went intae the Dee or the sea because o’ fit’s on it.’ He turned at last, and his face had its mildest look, the amiable lost-dog look, which Napier had learned meant the exact opposite of what it said. ‘Richt. Let’s away and tell the DCI she hisna got a burglary, and watch her be awfa pleased wi us.’
* * *
Detective Chief Inspector Karen Voss had set up in the estate office off the stable yard, was already on her second phone, and greeted the news the way a woman greets a leak in a new roof.
She was not stupid; Buchan never made the mistake of thinking Voss stupid, and quietly corrected juniors who did. She was a good administrator of investigations with a talent for the press and a superintendent breathing down her neck, and what she wanted, transparently, was for the death of the most beloved rich man in the North East to be a tragedy rather than a story. A fall was a tragedy. Failing a fall, a burglary gone wrong was at least a story with a stranger in it: some travelling team out of the central belt, up the A90 with a transit van, the kind of villain everyone could unite in deploring and nobody at the funeral had shaken hands with.
‘You’re telling me,’ she said, ‘on day one, before the PM, that it’s staged.’
‘I’m tellin ye fit the grund says,’ Buchan said. ‘The grund says the ladder’s a prop, the gless is inside-oot and past nine o’clock, and the deid man kent fine fa he was staundin in his gairden wi. Ye dinna pit yer slippers on for a stranger, ma’am. Ye pit yer slippers on for somebody that’s been in yer hoose that aften they’re nae worth shoes.’
‘Or he heard a noise and stepped out.’
‘Wi a dram poured? There’s a gless on yon tray wi twa fingers o’ Macallan in it and the rain’s nae got intae it. He poured that efter nine. Ye dinna pour a dram tae ging and investigate a noise. Ye pour a dram for company.’
‘One glass, Cormac.’
‘Aye,’ Buchan said. ‘One gless. And that’s the wee thing I like least in this hale gairden, because there’s a drainin board in yon pantry, and I’ll bet ye a fish supper there’s a gless on a shelf in there that’s been washed by somebody that disna ken far the glesses bide.’
Voss looked at him for a long moment. Outside in the yard, cars were arriving; somewhere a phone was ringing that would be the press office, and behind that another that would be the Fiscal, and behind that, faint and enormous, the whole granite weight of the North East establishment beginning to lean on the case like the haar leaning on the coast.
‘The PM’s this afternoon,’ she said. ‘Until it reports, the line is unexplained. Not suspicious, unexplained. You’ll not use the word staged outside this room. And Cormac, the family, the Trust, half the great and good of this county are going to come through that door in the next twenty-four hours. I need them handled.’
‘Ma’am,’ Buchan said, gathering his notebook, his flask, and his general air of amiable dishevelment towards the door, ‘handlin fowk is the only thing a’body’s ever agreed I’m good at.’
He was almost out when he stopped, hand on the frame, and turned back, and Napier, watching from the yard, saw Voss’s shoulders drop half an inch, because everyone learned the rhythm eventually.
‘Ach, sorry. One wee thing, afore I go. The memoir. He was writin his memoirs, there’s a ghostwriter or an archivist or some such been bidin oot here on and aff, an Edinburgh lassie, the hoosekeeper mentioned her. Dr Craig. I’d like her found the day.’ He patted his pockets absently, located the pencil behind his ear, and looked, for a moment, genuinely puzzled at it. ‘A man spends fifty year sayin naething, and the year he decides tae say awthing, he dees in his gairden. Likely it’s naething. But I aye like tae ken fit a deid man was aboot tae say.’
Chapter Three: The Missing Peploe
Mrs Bella Third had recovered enough by noon to be interviewed in her own kitchen, which Buchan insisted on, partly because kitchens made people human again and partly because he wanted to see the pantry.
She was sixty-three, from Lumphanan, and had kept house at Altmore for twenty-two years: first for Sir Gregor and Lady Elspeth, then, after 2014, for Sir Gregor alone, which she said had been like keeping house for a lighthouse: he was no bother, he was always where you expected him to be, and there was a light on somewhere in him at all hours that you learned not to remark on. She made tea without asking and set out shortbread on a plate with a doily, because there were standards even on the day the world ended, and Buchan ate two pieces and praised them accurately, and by the time the questions started she had stopped shaking.
She had left at six on the Sunday evening, as she did every Sunday, for her sister’s at Alford. Sir Gregor had his supper left ready: a bit of cold salmon, he never wanted much on a Sunday. He’d been in fine form. Better than fine: he’d been what she called lifted, this past month, like a man who’d made up his mind about something after a long time deciding. He’d stood in the kitchen door while she got her coat and told her the gutter man was never coming and he’d a good mind to see to it himself, and she’d told him he would do no such thing at his age, and he’d laughed and said, ‘Bella, the day I canna sort my ain gutter, ye can pit me under it,’ and that was the last thing he ever said to her.
She got through that with one press of the folded hanky and went on, and Buchan let her go on, because grief runs best downhill and there was gold in the gravel.
The morning: back at half six, in by the kitchen door, kettle on, and out to open the glasshouse vents as she always did first thing, and so through the walled garden, and so found him. She’d known at once he was gone. She’d been a first-aider forty years; she’d touched his neck and there was nothing to find and he was cold as the flags he lay on. She had not moved the ladder. She had not gone into the study until the police asked her to check the house, and that was when she’d seen the window and the wall.
‘Tell me aboot the paintin,’ Buchan said.
It was the Peploe. Boats at Kirkcudbright… well, that’s what Sir Gregor called it; harbour, boats, you know the kind of thing. It had hung between the bookcases since before her time. Lady Elspeth had bought it at auction in the eighties for a price that was a scandal then and a bargain now; it was the one valuable picture in the house, everything else was family stuff and prints of ships. Insured? Oh yes: Mr Duguid saw to all that, the factor, he saw to everything.
Buchan wrote the name Duguid in the notebook, as a man writes a name he expects to be writing again.
‘And forby the paintin: is there onything else oot o’ place? Onything ava. Ye ken this hoose better nor onybody livin, Mrs Third. Things naebody else wid notice.’
She was quiet for a moment. Then she said something that Buchan would replay many times in the weeks that followed.
‘It’s silly.’
‘The silly anes is my favourites.’
‘There’s a whisky gless on the wrang shelf.’
Buchan set down his shortbread.
She took him through to the pantry to show him: a small cool room off the kitchen, shelved to the ceiling, everything in ranks. The everyday glasses on the second shelf by the door. The good crystal: the Edinburgh crystal, the ones Sir Gregor actually drank his dram from, because Lady Elspeth had bought them and he was sentimental about lips where hers had been, though he’d never have said such a thing aloud and Mrs Third would deny having said it now. Those lived on the fourth shelf, right-hand side, above the trays. This morning one of the Edinburgh glasses was sitting with the everyday tumblers on the second shelf. Washed. Dried. Put away by somebody who knew that glasses live in pantries and did not know which shelf.
‘Sir Gregor?’ Buchan said. ‘Micht he hae washed his ain gless and pit it by wrang?’
Mrs Third gave him the look that housekeepers reserve for the suggestion that their employers wash glasses. ‘In twenty-twa year,’ she said, ‘yon man never washed sae much as a teaspoon. And if he had, he’d hae kent the shelf. He kent far awthing in this hoose bided; he just never touched nane o’ it.’
Petrie’s team bagged the glass within the half hour. It had been washed competently, no prints, no lip DNA on the rim, they’d find in due course, but the person who had washed it had put it away with their bare hand slightly damp, on a painted shelf, and paint holds what porcelain gives up, and Buchan, watching the powder go on, permitted himself the very small smile of a man whose fish supper was safe.
‘Twa drams poored,’ he said to Napier in the corridor. ‘Ane drunk or hauf drunk and washed and pit awa, because a gless wi somebody’s mou’ on it is evidence, and oor man kens that. But the deid man’s gless on the tray ootside, that’s left. Because that’s set dressin: the auld boy oot in the gairden wi his dram, fell aff his ladder, affa sad. He’s tidy, Shona. He tidies up efter himsel and he pits things awa. He just disna ken this hoose the wye the weemin that run it ken it.’ He tilted his head. ‘Or he kens it a wee bittie. Kens far the pantry is in the dark. Kens far the ladder bides. Kens the hoosekeeper’s awa on a Sunday nicht. It’s somebody in the faimly o’ the place, Shona. Nae a stranger. The hoose kent him.’
* * *
Ewan Mowat arrived at one o’clock, driving too fast up the avenue in a Range Rover with a Mowat Renewables decal on the door, and had to be intercepted on the gravel before he walked bodily through the cordon looking for his father.
Buchan’s first sight of him, and first sights mattered: a big man gone soft at the edges, mid-forties, good clothes worn badly, and a face doing several things at once: grief certainly, shock certainly, and underneath them, visible only in the way his eyes went to the house rather than the garden, something that Buchan filed without judgement as calculation. People calculated at deaths. It rarely meant murder. It always meant something.
They gave him the facts gently and incompletely, per Voss’s line, unexplained, investigations continuing, and he took them badly and sat on the same front steps where Mrs Third had sat, and cried the way big men cry, in short angry instalments, apologising throughout.
‘He was fine last nicht,’ he kept saying. ‘I spoke tae him, we spoke every Sunday, hauf nine, quarter tae ten. He was fine. He was better than he’d been in years. He was, ach, God.’ The heels of his hands in his eyes.
‘Fit did ye speak aboot?’ Buchan asked, sitting down beside him, uninvited, comfortable, like a man at a bus stop.
‘Naething. Awthing. The gutter. He was on aboot the gutter and I telt him tae leave it tae Callum, that’s the gairdner. The book, he was aye on aboot the book noo. I ripped him aboot it: a’ thae years he’d say naething tae naebody, we used tae beg him for stories when we were bairns and get naething, and noo he was gaun tae tell the hale country.’ A wet, broken laugh. ‘I said, Da, fit’s got intae ye, and he said…’ and here Ewan Mowat stopped, and Buchan watched the calculation come up through the grief like a shape under ice, and watched him decide, and heard him finish, flatly: ‘…he said it was time. That’s a’. He said it was time.’
That’s not all, Buchan thought, and did not say. He never said. He wrote it in the notebook instead, E.M. edits father’s last words, and beside it, in his small whispering hand: everybody edits. Find fit he took oot.
‘Mr Mowat,’ he said, getting up, ‘I’m awfa sorry for yer loss, and I’ll nae keep ye fae yer faimly. We’ll need ye formally the morn, and yer phone records’ll confirm the time o’ yon call, that’s just routine, ye understand.’ He was three steps away before he turned, patting his pockets. ‘Ach, sorry. One wee thing. The paintin in the study. The Peploe. When did ye see it last, I mean actually look at it?’
Ewan blinked at the swerve. ‘I… Christ, I dinna ken. It’s aye just been there. Christmas? Fit wye?’
‘Nae reason,’ Buchan said amiably. ‘I’ve never seen a Peploe in a hoose. Only in Kirkcaldy, in the gallery. Rosalind took me. Awfa bonnie blues.’ And he shambled off towards the Volvo, leaving Ewan Mowat staring after him, and Napier, falling in alongside, said quietly: ‘Fit was that?’
‘That,’ Buchan said, ‘was me learnin that the son couldna tell us if the paintin on that wa’ was a Peploe or a placemat. Naebody in this hoose looked at yon pictur, Shona. It was just there, like the lum, like the doocot. And somebody’s chosen it, oot o’ a hoose fu’ o’ siller and watches and yon Range Rover sittin there wi the key in it, somebody’s chosen tae tak the ae thing naebody ever looked at.’ He opened the Volvo door, and the smell of dog that was not a dog came out to meet them. ‘Fan a burglar taks the wrang thing, it’s because he’s feart. Fan he taks the ae richt thing, it’s because it’s nae a burglary. But fan he taks the ae thing naebody looks at…’ he tilted his head, deaf ear to the wind, listening to the shape of it: ‘that’s because the takin o’ it is the hale point. There’s something wrang wi yon paintin, and I want tae ken fit, and the man that’ll ken is the man that insured it.’
He started the engine. The heater came on, because it was always on.
‘The factor,’ Napier said. ‘Duguid.’
‘Mr Duguid,’ Buchan agreed, pulling away down the avenue, under the spruce, towards the lifting fog. ‘The man that sees tae awthing.’
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Under the Haar. Thank you for reading.
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