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‘On life’s vast ocean diversely we sail,
Reason the card, but passion is the gale.’
Alexander Pope





Contents

  1

  2

  3

  4

  5

  6

  7

  8

  9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Acknowledgement





1

1968

It was a warm, gin-clear July day. The wooden fishing boat bobbed gently on the low swell of an ocean that looked as thick as treacle. Under a blue sky unburdened by cloud, the dome of Ailsa Craig shimmered in the haze, framed by the dark line of the Ayrshire coast, which appeared to be distantly floating on the still air.

All was quiet, save for the gentle lap of the waves on the side of the clinker-built hull and the occasional plop as a seal surfaced before diving back into the torpid depths in search of fish. The creature would reappear every time with no sign of a wriggling silver herring clasped between its jaws and, if such a thing were possible, a rather disconsolate look on its face.

The stout old mariner surveyed the scene with dismay, his pipe clenched between his teeth. ‘Och, even the creatures o’ the deep canna get a bite,’ he observed, addressing the spotty youth at his side. ‘That beast is looking fair emaciated, and nae wonder.’ A cloud of pungent blue smoke spiralled into the air. ‘In fifty years o’ this, I’ve never seen the like. Mid July, and no’ a catch worthy of the name. It’s enough tae gaur ye greet.’

‘Is that a nautical term? ’ asked the boy, anxious to impress.

‘No, it’s not, young Peter. It means it’s enough tae make you burst intae tears.’

‘Is it really that bad? I mean, will the fish no’ jeest turn up when they’re ready?’

‘Och, aye.’ Sandy Hoynes took the pipe from his mouth and fixed the ship’s boy with a beady eye. ‘The herring are probably away on one o’ they new package holidays. A few weeks swimming in the warm waters o’ the Mediterranean, before coming back here tae surprise the hell oot o’ us by fair jumping intae the nets. We’ll no’ need tae bother putting tae sea at all. Likely, the silver darlings will jeest launch themselves intae the fish boxes on the quay, and tell auld Erchie Keacheran the fish buyer tae get on his bike and come up the hoose and let us know how big the catch is.’

‘I canna work oot whoot’s wrong,’ said Peter, desperately trying to retrieve the situation.

‘Noo, you’re less than a year oot o’ school. Jeest you tell me: whoot would we normally expect tae see when we’re plying oor trade here?’

Peter bit his lip, deep in thought. ‘Water, we always see plenty o’ water, skipper.’

‘My, but you’re a bright spark, right enough. It’s easy tae see how I spotted your fine intellect and offered you a half share aboard this fine vessel.’

‘Dae you mean that?’

‘No. The only reason you’ve been given the chance tae learn your trade aboard a state-o’-the-art craft like this, is that I owed your aunt Ina a wee favour.’ Hoynes tapped his pipe on the hull and searched in the front pocket of his bib and braces for his pouch of tobacco. He wore an almost beatific expression as he stared out to sea.

‘I didna know you knew my auntie Ina.’

‘Clearly there are a multitude o’ things you don’t know aboot. Your auntie an’ me have been freens for a long number o’ years. A clever, bonnie lassie she was in the school. I’m mair than sad tae note that none o’ that intelligence has managed tae fight its way through the family tae you. Have you ever heard the like, Hamish?’

A round face appeared through the wheelhouse window. ‘The answer you were looking for was gulls, Peter. We’d be in a poor state right enough if we were oot here and there was nae water,’ chided Hamish. He looked to be in his late thirties, though it was hard to tell under the olive tan of his skin. Certainly, there wasn’t a fleck of grey to be seen in the dark quiff he’d constructed from what was left of his hair. It rose from his head like a small edifice. Had it not been for the bright blue of his slanted eyes, he would have had an almost oriental appearance. ‘No’ a gull tae be seen – I’ve never known it like this. They’re usually fair mobbing the boat. I canna think it’s anything less than the worst sign.’ He craned his head further out of the window and looked heavenward. ‘We’ll have another seven hours o’ light anyway. Maybe we’ll hit a proud shoal yet, skipper.’

‘You’re like your faither, Hamish. Never saw him wae an attack o’ the glums in all the years I knew him. Quick wae the premonitions, tae.’

‘He looked pretty glum the last time I saw him,’ remarked Hamish ruefully.

‘Och, how so?’

‘He was laid oot on auld Kennedy the undertaker’s slab in his best Sunday suit.’

‘Well, anybody can be forgiven for looking a wee bit glum under they circumstances. I wouldn’t hold that against the man. A natural optimist, he was – right cheery when he’d a few drams on board, tae. But I tell you this, even he’d be crying in his whisky by now.’

‘Nae herring, and you with your Maggie getting wed, tae,’ said Hamish, leaning on the wheelhouse windowsill, lighting his own pipe.

‘Me and the wife have been waiting thirty-five years for that – I’m buggered if the lack o’ a fish or two will put paid tae the exercise. Aye, even if I’ve got tae dip intae my own nest egg.’

‘She’s been a while settling,’ observed Hamish, a coy look on his face.

‘Och, you know yoursel’, the Good Lord didna see fit tae adorn her wae the keenest o’ looks,’ replied Hoynes. Beside him, young Peter raised his eyebrows, out of sight of his skipper. ‘But she’s got a big heart.’

‘And a fair-sized arse, tae,’ said Peter, thinking out loud then regretting it when his skipper caught him a clip behind the ear.

‘That comes from her mother’s side o’ the family – nothing she can dae aboot it. The women canna all be as svelte as your auntie Ina . . .’ His musings as to the feminine qualities of Ina Blackstock were cut short by a low rumble followed by a distinct boom.

‘There it’s again,’ shouted Hamish. ‘That’s the sonic boom o’ that jet they’re testing.’

Hoynes relit his pipe, a look of distaste spreading across his face. ‘Noo, Hamish, you’ve been at the fishing since you were a boy.’

‘You have the right o’ it there, skipper,’ he agreed.

‘And in all that time, have you ever known a spell like this wae hardly a herring tae box?’

‘No, I have not. I mind fifty-seven wisna such a good year, but it was nowhere near as bad as this.’

‘Man, fifty-seven was like a bumper compared tae this, man. I’ll tell you why I think it’s happened, tae.’

‘You mean you know?’ asked Peter excitedly, keen to restore his skipper’s faith in him after his ill-advised comment as to the size of his daughter’s backside.

‘It’s that bloody plane. All this sonic boom stuff. When did they start they flight tests, Hamish?’

‘Och, aboot the end of April – jeest as the nights wir getting longer.’

‘Aye, and jeest as oor wee silver freens were getting busy spawning. I’m telling you, that racket’s fair frightening the fish. It’s no’ natural, and that’s a fact. I’m no’ the only man who thinks so, neither.’

‘But whoot can we dae aboot it?’ asked Hamish.

‘We’re having a meeting on Friday night – all the skippers, aye, and anyone else who’s interested.’

‘Whereaboots?’

‘In the County Hotel. Seven thirty, on the dot. We would have had it at McGinty’s, but the way things have been, half the boys are barred until they can pay off their tick.’

‘There’s loyalty for you,’ remarked Hamish. ‘The McGinty sisters have nae shame – when you think o’ the money that gets spent in there by the fishing community.’

‘I know fine. This crisis wae the herring, it’s the kind o’ thing that tears communities apart, and no mistake. Aye, an’ forbye that, the McGinties sell the cheapest dram in the toon.’

‘They dae that,’ Hamish agreed, ‘but fae very small glasses.’
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The function room of the County Hotel was thick with smoke, as sweet, blue pipe tobacco mixed with the bitter tang of unfiltered cigarettes. A young waitress manoeuvred through the crowd of fishermen bearing a tray of drams, which she placed on the long table in the centre of the room, then fought her way back through the throng of seafarers as they descended on it like a pack of hyenas.

Sandy Hoynes took his seat at the head of the table. Since he’d called the meeting, he reserved the right to chair proceedings. By his side, his first mate Hamish took a sip of his whisky and grimaced. ‘I’m no’ jeest sure whoot distillery this came fae, but they’ve a lot tae learn aboot the art of making a good dram, and no mistake. I’ve cleaned my kitchen floor wae mair appetising fare.’

‘Whoot dae you expect for two shillings a heid?’ replied Hoynes. ‘In any case, we’re no’ here for the whisky.’ He tapped the side of his glass with the stem of his pipe, and soon the room came to order. Though there were only thirty seats around the table, as many again stood leaning on the backs of chairs, looking expectantly at Hoynes.

‘Can I make a point of order before we start?’ said an old man sporting a cavernous yellow Sou’wester despite being indoors. Spare flesh hung from his throat beneath a sparse grey beard, and His voice was rasping and weak, though his dark eyes were keen.

‘Aye, you can that, Johnny,’ replied Hoynes with a sigh.

‘I’m no’ sure that you’re the right man tae be chairing this august body of mariners. I’m the auldest skipper in the fleet, and as such the honour should be mine.’

‘Well, if you’re so old and wise, why didn’t you call a meeting yourself?’ piped up Hamish in defence of his shipmate.

‘Och, Hamish, but you’re a loyal wee dog, so you are. Your faither must be proud, looking down and seeing that you’ve replaced him wae Sandy Hoynes. The heavenly tears will be spilling doon his face, I’ve nae doubt. It’s jeest a pity he couldna keep a hauld o’ his own boat, then you’d be a skipper in your ain right noo.’

‘Don’t worry, Johnny,’ intervened Hoynes. ‘If he’s looking tae replace his great-great-grandfaither, I’m certain sure he’ll be at your door in jig time. Noo,’ he changed the subject quickly, not giving the old man time to upset Hamish further, ‘we all know whoot a perilous position we’re in wae regards tae the fish – or lack o’ them, mair accurately.’ There was a murmur of agreement around the room. ‘The question is: why is it happening, and whoot can we dae aboot it?’

‘My mother says it’s tae dae wae the telly and radio, and suchlike,’ offered a tall, thin youth in a black pea jacket. ‘She reckons the signals is fair going through the fish and sending them off in the wrong directions – you know, confusing the poor buggers.’

‘Aye, aye. Noo, I can see that being a valid notion. If they’re as confused as me when I listen tae thon pop music, I’m quite sure the buggers are driven tae distraction. But somehow, I canna think she has the right of it there, Wullie.’

‘How no’?’

‘Well, I’ve seen many things in my life – once you’ve been at the mercy o’ a German U-boat, the rest o’ the world seems a gentler place – but I’ve yet tae see a fish showing any interest in the television. And even if they had, it’s unlikely they’d get a decent signal doon there in the depths.’

Amidst the chuckles, Hamish said, ‘You’re right, Sandy. My poor mother gets nothing but interference, an’ she’s only at the top end o’ the Glebe Row.’

Sandy Hoynes waited for the mirth to subside, then leaned forward in his chair. ‘The truth of it is, the wireless and television have been around for long enough noo and they’ve made nae difference tae oor catch o’er the years. There’s something new, something different that’s tae blame. Something oot o’ the ordinary . . . no’ natural.’ He looked around the room to see if anyone would come up with the correct answer.

‘Is it something tae dae with that daughter o’ yours getting hitched?’ asked Johnny, a gleam back in his eye. ‘If you’re asking me, there’s naethin’ natural aboot that.’

‘You’re lucky you’re an old man, right enough, Johnny, or I’d jump o’er this table and give you the hiding o’ your life,’ replied Hoynes, his face beetroot. ‘I’m telling you, her backside is hereditary, there’s no’ a thing she can dae aboot it.’

‘Hereditary like a stately home, and no’ much difference in size.’ Johnny sat back in his seat and enjoyed the laughter.

A young man stood up. Beneath a mop of curly hair, his face was a mask of concern. ‘I’m thinking it’s something tae dae wae that plane, Sandy. If things go on the way they are, I’ll have tae sell the boat – and whoot’s going tae happen then? Mind, I’ve two young children and another on the way.’ He looked around the roomful of fishermen. ‘Do you no’ all think the same? It’s that bloody plane, and all the antics it goes through – thon banging and everything.’

‘Well said, Paddy Meenan,’ roared Hoynes. ‘The very thing – the only thing it can be. We’ve never had bother like this before – no’ even in the war, when there was all sorts o’ craft, explosions and other goings-on. This plane, and that noise – well, it gies me the creeps. It’s enough tae wake the deid.’

‘That’s likely how auld Johnny made it here the night,’ said Hamish, relishing the opportunity to get back at the acid-tongued old fisherman.

Hoynes stood up. ‘The question is, whoot are we going tae dae?’

‘We could contact oor MP, Sandy,’ said one of the fishermen.

‘Och, that article. He’s mair at hame doon in London than he is here. I canna mind the last time I saw him in Kinloch,’ sniffed Hoynes.

‘Whoot aboot the Fishery Office?’ asked Paddy Meenan.

The room fell silent.

‘Mind now, young Paddy,’ said Hoynes, his tone serious. ‘You give the Fishery Officer one chance and before you know it he’ll be up at your house for tea, fair grilling you aboot nets and catches and how much money’s in your bank account, and whether you bought new underpants recently. The very Devil, they are. Much better they know nothing about it, and that’s a fact. Agents o’ the state they are – and the very worst kind.’

‘Well, in that case, all we can do is go oot tae the airbase en masse and confront the buggers,’ said Meenan. ‘Tell them tae take their plane somewhere else.’

‘Och, they’ll no’ listen,’ said Hamish. ‘Big company – even the French are involved, so I’m told. They’ll nae mair listen tae us than fly in the air.’

‘Mind you, Hamish, that’s kind o’ whoot we don’t want them tae dae,’ said Hoynes.

‘No, we have tae be fly cute wae this one,’ Hamish continued. ‘The big thing these days is protest. Sure, they’re never done marching doon in London. I even hear that women are burning their knickers oot o’ protest.’

‘For any’s sake,’ observed Johnny. ‘Sheer desperation. Mind you, I can think o’ a few lassies, who, if they decided tae set fire tae their undergarments, wid cause a fair conflagration.’

‘They burn their brassieres, no’ their knickers,’ said Hoynes, eyeing Johnny vengefully.

‘No, whoot we need is publicity,’ persisted Hamish. ‘If we march up and doon the Main Street, nae bugger’ll ever hear aboot it – aye, no’ even if we were tae burn oor oilskins. We need something tae attract the attention o’ the papers an’ that.’

‘The pilots are nice blokes,’ said Meenan.

‘How do you know that?’ asked Hoynes.

‘Och, if the weather’s rough – too much wind or rain – they canna fly. They head intae the Douglas Arms for a few drams. Ex-RAF pilots, good lads. No’ slow tae put their hands in their pockets, neither.’

There was silence for a moment, then Hamish looked around the room with a smile. ‘Wait a minute. In that case, I’ve an idea . . . And all we need’s a right bad day.’
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By the time the meeting was over, Hamish and Sandy had consumed more than their fair share of the two shillings a head whisky. They were lighting their pipes outside the hotel, looking absently down Main Street.

‘You’ll come a wee wander wae me o’er tae the hoose, Hamish. There’s nae point in wasting a Saturday night, and I could dae wae a wee alliance against all these clucking women I’ve tae deal wae these days. Forbye, I’ve a fine bottle of malt on the go.’

‘Where did you get that fae? I’ll wager you didna buy it yoursel’.’

‘The new son-in-law to be, anxious tae please, if you know whoot I mean. Like him, it’s fae Skye, but no’ a bad drop for all that.’

‘Could he no’ have bought you a decent bottle fae one o’ oor distilleries?’

‘You know how it is. He’s got tae be seen as being even-handed in his profession. If he was tae buy a bottle fae one, I daresay he’d have tae buy one fae the rest, tae. An expensive exercise, as you can imagine.’

‘But mair whisky for you, Sandy.’

The old skipper thought for a moment or two, then smiled. ‘You’ve got a keen mind, Hamish. I’m fair lucky tae have such a canny first mate, right enough. Would you look at that,’ he said, momentarily distracted by a young woman in a mini-skirt crossing the road towards them.

‘Any shorter and they’ll no’ need tae bother wae a skirt at all,’ said Hamish, shaking his head.

‘How ye, Hamish, Mr Hoynes,’ shouted the young woman as she approached. ‘A lovely evening.’

‘Nice, right enough,’ said Hamish. ‘Is this you off on a wee night oot, Jenny?’

‘I am that. Getting some practice in for your Maggie’s big wedding, Mr Hoynes.’

‘Well, I widna be setting my sights too high,’ said Hoynes. ‘I daresay we might manage a glass o’ thon Babycham and that. Of course, you canna beat the fish and chips they dae up here for functions. I must say, the County have done us proud.’

‘I’ll have the chips, but I canna have the fish.’ Jenny was standing in front of them now, playing with a strand of her blonde hair.

‘Why ever not?’ enquired Hamish.

‘I’m a vegetarian noo. I started a week past on Thursday. It’s all the rage doon in London.’

‘Och, they say all sorts doon in London. They telt me I’d never had it so good a few years ago, but the bank manager didna seem tae agree.’ Hoynes took a contemplative puff of his pipe. ‘Anyhow, fish isna meat, so you’ll be fine.’

‘Dae you think no’?’ Jenny’s face brightened. ‘I must admit, I’m no’ enjoying my dinners jeest noo. No’ much tae look forward tae when you’re having cauliflower cheese and vegetable broth every night.’

‘No’ dae much for your wind, neither,’ observed Hoynes.

‘If folk were meant tae eat plants and naethin’ else, then how come they made a Sunday roast so tasty? If I was you, Jenny, I’d put a’ that nonsense oot o’ my mind and go and get yoursel’ a pie fae Blue’s. You’ll be needin’ tae keep your strength up if you’re courting. Who’s the lucky boy, anyhow?’ asked Hamish.

‘Here he is coming up the street noo,’ she replied. ‘No stranger tae the pair o’ yous, anyway, I’m thinking.’

Sure enough, a slim young man in a suit that looked at least a size too big for him was making his way up Main Street towards them, clutching a small bunch of flowers.

‘Skipper, Hamish,’ said Peter, his face flushing. ‘I hope your meeting went well.’

‘You sly young dog, Peter,’ said Hoynes. ‘But did you no’ keep your romancing close to your chest.’

Peter shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. ‘Oh, this is oor first date, isn’t it, Jenny?’ He smiled bashfully at the young woman who nodded and threaded her arm through his.

‘And if we don’t get a move on, we’ll miss the film, Peter.’

‘Aye, you’re right. I’ll see you bright and early on Monday morning, skipper,’ said Peter as Jenny dragged him down the street.

‘Aye, see you’re in good fettle, tae. Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, young man,’ said Hoynes. ‘And tell your faither we’re asking for him, Jenny.’

They watched as the pair walked arm-in-arm down Main Street.

‘There’s no justice, Hamish.’

‘No, you’re right there – none at all.’

‘How a miserable bugger like Watson the Fishery Officer can produce a bonnie wee lassie like that, I’ll never know. If Maggie was as ship-shape in the beam as young Jenny, we’d have been rid o’ her years ago.’

‘But then you might have a boy like Peter for your future son-in-law, not a police sergeant, Sandy.’

‘You’ve the right of it again, Hamish. Auld heid on young shoulders, right enough. Come on, you, and let’s get a dram o’ this poison fae Skye.’

‘I daresay I’ll manage tae force one doon, skipper,’ replied Hamish with a grin.





4

Hoynes lived in a neat, two-storey, semi-detached council house on the outskirts of Kinloch. Despite the time of year, there was a crackling fire in the grate; on the mantelpiece sat an ornamental ship’s wheel flanked by old black-and-white photographs and a pair of brass candlesticks. The three-piece suite was old but comfortable, and as Hoynes went to fetch the whisky Hamish felt his eyelids grow heavy. A small television in the corner of the room flickered silently to nobody in particular.

‘I don’t know why they insist on leaving that thing on when there’s nobody in the room. Instead o’ turning the sound down, why dae they no’ jeest turn it off,’ complained Hoynes, brandishing a bottle in his large right hand. ‘I’m fair crippled wae they electric bills. In the winter you can see this hoose fae miles aboot – lit up like the Ardnamurchan lighthoose, it is – every light in the place on. Aye, and us all sitting in here by the fire. Fair profligate they women are.’

‘A waste o’ electricity,’ muttered Hamish, looking absently at the television screen, where Andy Stewart was busy mouthing the words to a song they couldn’t hear.

Hoynes switched off the set, then slid open the glass door of the display cabinet which sat next to the television. ‘Since you’re no’ jeest anybody, you can have your dram oot o’ a crystal glass.’

‘What’s the racket upstairs, Sandy?’

‘Aye, you wid think there was a herd o’ baby elephants up there, no’ jeest the wife and daughter. They’re having the show o’ presents next week, so they’re busy getting the hoose ready.’

‘Surely folk won’t be parading aboot in your bedroom?’

‘That’s where you’re wrong. The bloody presents are tae be in oor bedroom – three nights o’ it. I’m going tae sleep on the boat. I canna be footered wae all this upheaval.’

Marjorie Hoynes looked on as her daughter admired herself in the wardrobe mirror. Maggie had chosen a plain white wedding gown. At thirty-five, she was far too old to be flouncing about in a fancy big meringue.

‘We’ll maybe get a shawl for you, Maggie.’

‘A shawl? It’s July, Mother. I’m already worried that I’ll melt.’

‘Och, sure you know, a good shawl can hide a multitude o’ things,’ said Marjorie, her eyes drifting to the back of the dress again.

‘You mean it’ll hide my rear end.’

‘Now, I never said such a thing. A shawl would complete the outfit. You could drape it o’er your shoulders, like so . . .’ Marjorie mimed the action.

‘And then I could drape it further over my big backside.’

‘No, no, not at all. That’s not what I meant. I could knit one – there’s still time.’

‘Aye, and you can maybe knit me a bikini for my honeymoon while you’re at it.’

Marjorie thought for a moment or two. ‘I widna recommend bathing in a knitted swimming costume, dear. The wool would just get waterlogged, and . . .’

‘And then Duncan would get a right good look at my arse.’

‘Och, there’s no reasoning with you, Maggie. You’re just as stubborn as your faither.’ She folded her arms and looked away from her daughter.

‘What’s that I’m hearing?’ said Maggie eventually.

Her mother cocked her head. ‘It’s your faither doonstairs. He must be back fae his meeting.’

‘I bet he’s guzzling that good bottle of whisky my Duncan brought him last week . . . I can hear another voice too.’

The women both looked into space and listened more intently.

‘That’s Hamish,’ confirmed Marjorie. ‘Ye canna mistake the drawl. If you ask him nicely he’ll likely tell you if you’ll have a boy or a lassie when the time comes. He’s got the sight, the same as his faither and grandfaither afore him.’

‘Well, that’s the end of the whisky, then. I was hoping Faither would keep it for raising a toast at the reception.’

‘Maggie Hoynes! When have you ever known a bottle o’ whisky last mair than a few days in this hoose? It’s like sitting a monkey doon in front of a banana tree and expecting it tae take a look and say, “Och, I’ll just leave them until next week”. Your faither lacks willpower when it comes tae a dram, and that’s a fact.’

‘Would you say they’re whispering?’

The Hoynes women strained to hear the muffled conversation coming up through the floorboards.

‘They’ve definitely lowered their voices – and that’s never a good sign. Aye, an’ maist unusual tae when they’ve had a few drinks.’

‘They’ll be planning something devilish for my Duncan’s stag night,’ said Maggie, slipping out of her wedding dress. ‘I warned faither aboot it. Duncan can’t be seen to be up to any high jinks, not with him being the police sergeant.’

‘Dae you mind whoot they did tae poor Johnny Souter? Och, it was a sin.’

‘Well, if they think they’re going to set Duncan adrift on a raft in the Atlantic, they can think again. The poor bugger nearly got washed all the way to Donegal.’

‘An’ him dressed as the Queen Mother, tae.’

Maggie pulled a housecoat over her shoulders. ‘I’m going to have a wee look at what’s going on. I’ll soon put that pair’s gas at a peep. Duncan’s got a position in society to think about. They’ll not be plotting their wicked schemes on my fiancé.’ She tiptoed out of the room.

Marjorie picked up her daughter’s dress and looked it up and down. I better get those knitting needles oot, she thought to herself.

‘So, have you got it, Sandy? Once an adequate sufficiency has been consumed, we’ll suggest taking the session elsewhere.’

‘Tae Geordie McCallum’s bothy, am I right?’

‘A hell o’ a trip, but Geordie will lend us his Land Rover. It’s damn near the only way tae get there along they auld tracks.’

‘Agreed.’

‘It’s easy for a man tae disappear for a long while away oot there. Especially wae a good cargo o’ booze aboard. When they’re merry, we can make oor excuses and head back tae Kinloch. When they don’t turn up for work the next day, there will be a right stink. We can take advantage o’ the publicity tae draw attention tae oor plight wae the fish.’

‘And nobody can accuse us o’ kidnap, or the like. They came along willingly, and could’ve left at any time. Well, Hamish, it’s genius. Pure genius, man. If you hadna been a fisherman, you’d have made a fine master criminal, and no mistake. They’ll have a job on their hands making it back fae Geordie’s on foot, and no mistake.’

‘Aye, we’ll sort that plane, Sandy.’

The pair chuckled and clinked glasses to toast their scheme.

On the stairwell, Maggie shook her head. If they thought they were getting her Duncan pissed and on a plane, they could think again.
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Sergeant Duncan Grant sat behind his desk in Kinloch Police Office, the black Bakelite telephone receiver clamped to his right ear. He was conscious of the fact that it was late on a Saturday evening, and he should be out checking all was well in Kinloch’s many pubs, but the Chief Constable of Argyll Constabulary was on the phone, so that would have to wait.

‘Yes, sir,’ soothed Grant in his soft Highland lilt. ‘But you know how it is in these wee places. They see that kind of thing as their birthright.’

‘Birthright be damned,’ replied Chief Constable Semple. ‘This illicit trade in clear whisky has to stop, and stop now. I’ve had my opposite number in Ayrshire on the phone twice this week about it. They’re taking lemonade bottles full of the stuff across there from distilleries in Kinloch. Bloody fishermen. It’s modern-day smuggling – nothing more, nothing less.’

It was true that a certain amount of newly distilled spirit made its way out of the distillery of its birth and into glasses across the town, but that was the way it had always been in communities where the distilling of whisky was entrenched. Indeed, workers were given a quarter bottle of ‘the clear stuff’ twice a day, as part of their contract of employment. This clear spirit, too young to be called whisky, was like the oil that lubricated the industry – as far as Duncan Grant was concerned, anyway.

Despite his feelings on the matter, he had to act. ‘So, what do you suggest, sir?’

‘I suggest you catch the buggers, Sergeant. I’ve spoken to Customs and Excise, and they’re sending a special investigator down to Kinloch. Let me see, yes, a collector named Marshall. I want you to work hand-in-glove with him and his men.’

‘Yes, sir. Of course. I’ll make it a priority.’

‘And I don’t need to tell you who the main culprits are. Every stillman in Kinloch has false pockets, with these . . . these devices.’

‘Dookers, sir.’

‘Dookers?’

‘That’s what you call them. Usually a bottle, tied at the neck to a piece of string. They dunk them in the casks and fill them up, screw on the cap, and away you go – down the leg of the dungarees, and off home.’

‘You seem remarkably well informed, Sergeant,’ replied Semple with a sniff.

‘Well, sir, it’s common practice. I’m sure the distillery owners turn a blind eye. A perk of the job, I always thought.’

‘Not any more it’s not. We’re a kick in the arse away from the seventies – we can’t have this lawlessness going on. It’s theft, no other word for it. Now these damn fishermen are exporting the stuff all over the west coast! Well, not with my force on the case. Have you got that, Grant?’

‘Yes, sir, absolutely.’ Grant could hear the Chief Constable breathing heavily on the other end of the line.

‘I hear you’re to be married, Sergeant Grant.’

‘Yes, sir. A week on Friday, actually.’

‘And to the daughter of Sandy Hoynes, I believe.’

‘Yes, sir. Mr Hoynes is to be my new father-in-law,’ replied Grant with a grimace, suspecting more was to be made of this.

‘I was his lieutenant in the RNR during the war, you know. On minesweepers.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know that, sir. I’ll tell him you were asking for him,’ said Grant, considerably encouraged by the fact that his boss knew Maggie’s father so well.

‘Oh yes. He was made a petty officer because he knew the coast so well.’ Semple let out a long, slow breath. ‘But I tell you this, Grant. A more devious, ingenious, scurrilous mind I have yet to encounter – especially when it came to insubordination and whisky.’ He paused. ‘Now you’re at the very heart of the family, you’ll be well placed to keep an eye on things. This transportation of illicit spirit is just the type of caper I would expect from Hoynes, especially since the fishing has been so bad this year.’

‘Sir, you surely don’t expect me to spy on my in-laws?’ protested Grant.

‘That, Sergeant, is exactly what I expect you to do.’

The summer light was fading into starlight as Peter and Jenny stood at the front gate of the neat little cottage by the shore of the loch. The views across Kinloch and to the hills beyond reflected the mood as the couple took in the scene, hand in hand. Over on the pier, Peter could see a cart being loaded with provisions from a steam puffer. The whinny of the impatient horse at its head carried on the still night air.

‘Did you like the film, Jenny?’

‘Aye, I did. It wisna the maist romantic effort, but I enjoyed it.’ She looked up at him and smiled.

‘Who would’ve thought The Charge of the Light Brigade would be so . . .’ He held her gaze for a moment, their faces moving closer together, as she angled her lips up towards his. They were about to kiss when the front door of the cottage swung open and a beam of electric light illuminated the garden and the young couple at the gate.

‘That will be enough of that!’ thundered Watson. ‘Where have you been, Jenny? It’s nearly half past ten.’

‘Oh, Dad. It’s nineteen sixty-eight, not eighteen sixty-eight. We went to the pictures and then walked back.’

‘Well, you couldn’t have been walking very fast. You should’ve had my daughter back here as soon as the film was finished, Peter,’ he scolded the young man.

‘S-sorry,’ Peter stammered in reply. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you, Mr Watson.’

‘Oh, don’t be scared of him, Peter,’ said Jenny, letting go of her beau’s hand and opening the gate. ‘Give as good as you get – I do.’

‘Just get yourself indoors, young lady,’ said Watson. ‘I want to have a wee chat with Peter.’

Jenny stopped in front of her father and glared at him. ‘Don’t you be nasty to him,’ she muttered under her breath.

‘Get inside!’ shouted Watson. ‘This minute! While you’re under my roof, you’ll follow my rules.’ He watched his daughter stomp up the path and into the house, then winced as she slammed the door.

Watson walked to the gate, where Peter waited, trembling slightly now that the sun had faded and the night air had cooled. The smell of the sea, cut grass and flowers was heady as the dusk turned into night under a full moon.

‘Now, Peter,’ said Watson, remaining on the other side of the gate, his voice almost friendly. ‘How are you enjoying life with Sandy Hoynes?’

‘Oh, fine, Mr Watson. He’s a good skipper – fair instructing me in the ways o’ the sea an’ that,’ replied Peter, hoping to sound as though he was making the best of his new career.

‘Aye, well, that’s commendable. Just commendable, indeed.’ Watson paused. ‘You’ll be asking my Jenny out on another date?’

‘Well, I’d like to – if she wants to go.’

‘Or if I give her permission.’

‘Yes, sorry . . .’ mumbled Peter, gulping as he did so.

‘I want you and me to be friends too, Peter.’ Watson smiled.

‘Aye, me tae.’ Peter smiled back. Things were going better than he’d expected.

‘And would you agree that friends help each other, Peter?’

‘Aye, aye, I wid, Mr Watson.’

The Fishery Officer stared silently at the moon for a few moments. ‘Glad to hear it. So, with that friendship in mind, here’s what I want you to do for me . . .’
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‘Well, would you look at that. An octopus. You don’t see many o’ them in these waters, eh, Hamish?’

‘No, that you don’t. It’ll fetch a pretty penny fae auld Keacheran. They tell me he sends exotic stuff like that to Glasgow, and it ends up on the best tables in London.’

‘Poor recompense for the lack o’ herring.’

‘Och, but at least we caught something, Sandy.’

The Girl Maggie was sitting on a gentle swell south-east of the Isle of Arran. The day had been milky warm – even out at sea. They had fallen upon a small shoal of herring and picked up other bits and pieces, including the unfortunate octopus, in a catch that would have seemed on the slim side only a few months ago, but was now enough to raise spirits on the vessel.

‘Whoot are you up tae, Peter?’ asked Hamish. ‘We’ve no’ had a peep oot o’ you all day.’

‘Nothing, jeest taking notes,’ muttered the young fisherman.

‘Notes on whoot?’ asked Hoynes.

‘Och, you know, places we fish and where we get the best chances o’ a catch. I’ve tae go tae college in Glesca for a whiles in November, so this is the kind o’ stuff they’re after. Jeest tae make sure you’re learning on the job.’

‘A college for the fishing – whootever next,’ remarked Hamish. ‘They’ll be sending nurses tae university before you know it.’

‘You’ll likely need letters after your name tae empty the bins, the way things are going,’ added Hoynes. ‘Still, at least you’ve got something tae write doon the day, so that’s a bonus – for us all.’

‘Can you tell me the weight o’ they fish, skipper?’

‘My, you’re the keen one, right enough, Peter. If you hang on until we get back, you can take the weight from the scales on the pier. It’s good tae see a young man so involved in learning his trade.’ Hoynes smiled and sent a puff of pipe smoke heavenward.

‘The weather’s tae break on Wednesday. Did you hear it on the wireless there?’ said Hamish.

The two older men exchanged a glance.

‘Well, that will be as good a day as any,’ said Hoynes.

‘A good day for what?’ enquired Peter, sensing there was something afoot.

‘Och, ne’er you mind. Jeest you keep your nose in that jotter. And while you’re at it, you can leave oot any mention o’ that octopus. I’m sure me and Keacheran can dae a wee sale on the side wae that creature,’ said Hoynes, rubbing his hands.

‘A sale on the side? What’s that when it’s at home?’

‘That’s fae the advanced course they’ll likely no’ teach you at college, Peter. Time enough for you tae learn that. Whoot do you say, Hamish?’

‘As the bard would say himsel’, there are more things in heaven, earth and fishing boats than are dreamt o’ in your philosophy,’ replied Hamish sagely.

‘My, but was he no’ a clever one, thon Shakespeare. Though I’d nae idea he’d been at the fishing,’ said Hoynes with a wink.

As his crewmates laughed to themselves, Peter carefully jotted down the word ‘octopus’ at the back of his jotter, alongside the date and time.

Duncan and Maggie were strolling along Kinloch’s esplanade. It had been a hot day at the police office, with the narrow gaps under the crumbling old sash windows letting in little of the scant breeze. The evening was mercifully cooler, and Duncan was enjoying being out in the fresh air, the waft of Maggie’s perfume adding a pleasing note to the tang of the sea.

‘Not long now, love,’ he said, glancing at his intended.

‘No,’ said Maggie. ‘Just the show of presents to get through. And then there’s your stag night . . .’

‘A few drinks with your father, Hamish and some of the boys – I wouldn’t exactly call it a stag night, Maggie.’

She stopped and looked up at him, holding both of his hands in hers. ‘You don’t know what they’re like, Duncan. It’s a kind of tradition here – amongst the fishermen – when one of their own gets hitched. Oh, they have a bit of a carry-on, all together.’

‘I’m not one of their own, though. Don’t worry, they’ll not get up to any high jinks with me.’ He smiled reassuringly.

‘That’s what they all say.’ Maggie was chewing her lip. ‘They shaved off Norrie Maclean’s eyebrows. He looked like something out of a waxworks on his wedding day. And big Tommy McMichael nearly missed his big day altogether.’

‘How?’

‘They tied him to a lamppost – he was there all night, and it set off his pleurisy. He looked like a ghost in front of the minister. They had to have oxygen on standby. Poor wee Sheena was bawling all through the service.’

‘Maggie, trust me. Nothing like that’s going to happen to me. I’m more than a match for your father and his cronies. In any case, there’ll be a squad of my men there, so relax.’

She looked away. Across the loch the throaty putter of the Gardiner diesel engine heralded the arrival of her father’s boat as it made its way into harbour. ‘There’s the old bugger there,’ she said.

‘Oh aye. And trailing some gulls – they must have a decent catch for once.’

‘They’re up to something, Duncan.’ She grabbed his hands again. ‘Something to do with a plane. I wouldn’t be surprised if you ended up on Islay, or maybe even darkest Africa. That lot are capable of anything!’

‘What do you mean, a plane?’

‘Just that. I heard Hamish and my father on Saturday night. They were plotting something, no doubt about it. I know them better than you, remember.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ said Duncan. Then he remembered his conversation with Semple. ‘Surely they’re not sending the stuff out by plane,’ he said out loud before realising it.

‘What are you on about?’

‘Nothing, nothing at all. Just thinking about a case. It was when you mentioned a plane.’ He stared across the loch. Sure enough, there was Sandy Hoynes at the prow of the Girl Maggie, puffs of pipe smoke billowing out behind him.
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As it turned out, the following Wednesday was exactly as forecast. Rain pelted Kinloch, aided and abetted by a strong westerly gale, which kept mariners and aviators alike away from their toil.

Sandy Hoynes was standing beside Hamish and a slightly built man with a squint at the bar of the Douglas Arms. The hostelry was busy, with a fair number of land-bound fishermen taking advantage of the day off to enjoy a dram or two.

‘No’ a sign o’ they pilots, Hamish. Isn’t it jeest typical – the way oor luck’s been playing o’er the last while, and no mistake.’

‘Och, Sandy, but you’re a right pessimist. I telt you, I had that dream last night – we’ll meet them today, right here. There’s nae doubt aboot it.’

‘Fortunately I have faith in your prescience, Hamish. But I could still do wae another wee sensation – jeest tae keep the spirits up. Is it no’ your round, Geordie?’

The man with the squint turned; he appeared to take in both Hoynes and Hamish at the same time before reaching into his pocket. ‘Is it no’ enough you’re commandeering my wee bothy and my Land Rover? You want me tae buy drinks, tae.’

‘We’ve filled her up wae diesel, Geordie. Aye, and this wee scheme will be an advantage tae you as well. You’ve caught less than us o’er the last few weeks,’ noted Hamish.

‘I don’t deny it. If I hadna kept they sheep an’ that oot at Glen Brackie, I don’t know how we’d have made ends meet.’

‘It’s a hell o’ a trek, mind,’ said Hoynes. ‘I’m no’ sure I’d want tae dae that every day, especially efter a hard day at sea. Off tae look efter sheep and the like. You’ve got a big heart, Geordie.’

‘You know fine I widna manage it mysel’. Beth does a lot o’ that – unless the weather’s the way it is today. She doesn’t like running the risk o’ the Piper’s Pass in heavy rain.’

‘The Piper’s Pass is as safe as hooses. I canna mind the last time there was a landslide,’ said Hamish.

‘Easy for you tae say. Her grandfaither was crushed under it in nineteen forty-seven. Every time there’s any heavy rain, she’ll no’ go anywhere near it. Jeest as well we’re on this mission the day. I’d have tae have gone oot in any event.’

‘Ten miles o’ rough tracks, then a pile o’ auld sheep for company. As I say, you’ve got a big heart, Geordie.’

Geordie paid for the drinks and sighed. ‘It’s no’ all bad. The wee bothy is cosy enough once you get the fire set. Everything you need. I’ve even got a wireless, so it’s no’ much different fae being in the wheelhoose. I get a brew goin’, get a bite on the wee stove, and sit back. Not a soul tae bother you, herself back in the toon, the gas lamps flickering wae the firelight – it’s fair relaxing.’

‘No’ if the Piper’s Pass comes doon on your heid,’ remarked Hamish, taking the first sip of his fresh dram.

‘It’s happened once since I had the place – well, since I’ve been married tae Beth, it coming fae her family.’

‘Was that in fifty-six, Geordie?’ asked Hoynes.

‘Aye, it was that. Fortunately, it was Davy, Beth’s brother who’d gone oot. We’d had tae put in at Sanda, if you mind. Hellish weather, all together. Beth widna consider it, so he stepped intae the breach.’

‘An’ him busy at the bank all day, tae,’ said Hamish.

‘But the crofting’s still in his blood. Mark you, he hasna offered since.’

‘Are you surprised?’ said Hoynes. ‘Was he no’ stranded for near a week?’

‘He was that. It was the worst week o’ gales anyone can remember. We managed tae get the lifeboat intae the wee bay at Caribeg and got him hame. He’d been eating limpets, the poor bugger. Near lost the will tae live.’

‘At least it didna fall on his heid,’ said Hamish.

‘No, but he didna miss it by much. Maybe aboot half an hour. He heard the roar as the hillside collapsed, mind. Aye, and the piper, tae.’

‘That’s jeest an auld wife’s tale,’ scoffed Hoynes. ‘It was likely the wind whistling through the eaves o’ that bothy o’ yours.’

‘Indeed it was not,’ said Geordie indignantly. ‘He even named the tune – “The Flooers O’ The Forest”. You can ask him to this day.’

The three of them stood in silence, contemplating the plight of the stranded man. Their musings were interrupted when the door burst open to reveal two men, rain running off their slate-grey raincoats in rivulets.

‘A pint of your very best, landlord!’ shouted the taller of the two, as they shrugged off their soaking garments. ‘And a drink for the bar, while you’re at it,’ he added, spreading his coat over a radiator.

Amidst the clamour of orders, Hoynes winked at Hamish. ‘No’ slow wae a dram, right enough. The game’s on, my freens.’

Watson the Fishery Officer and Marshall, the stony-faced Collector from Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise, sat opposite Sergeant Grant in Kinloch Police Office.

‘My information is that it’s to be today. Whatever they’re up to, that is,’ said Watson. ‘We have to strike while the iron’s hot, Duncan. I know this is difficult for you, under the circumstances, but the law is the law, and I’m sure you’re more than aware of the seriousness of all this.’

‘Difficult – why so?’ queried Marshall.

‘The sergeant here has a personal connection to Mr Hoynes . . . sir,’ replied Watson obsequiously.

‘The fact that I’m just about to marry Sandy Hoynes’ daughter makes absolutely no difference, Mr Watson. If a crime is being committed, my duty is clear. I’ll not flinch from it,’ said Grant.

‘And it better had remain that way, Sergeant,’ replied Marshall. ‘There’s a lot of interest in this case at Customs House in Glasgow. Make no mistake, everyone is taking this smuggling issue very seriously indeed. Careers may depend upon it. I hope I make myself clear?’ He raised his eyebrows for emphasis.

‘You needn’t worry about me,’ replied Watson. ‘I’ve been after Sandy Hoynes for a long time. I’ve never been able to pin anything on him – slippery as an eel – but we’ve got him this time. Dealing in octopuses now, would you believe.’

‘I’m less worried about the creatures of the deep and more about other matters,’ said Marshall.

Watson stood. ‘I have it on very good authority that Hoynes and his sidekick are meeting with someone today. A plot is on the go. This very afternoon.’

‘They are currently holed up in the Douglas Arms. I have one of my officers making discreet observations, as you requested, Mr Marshall. But I need to know more.’

‘If our information is correct, they are meeting people with access to a plane. We can only assume that this is with a view to transporting Plain British Spirit out of bond, illicitly, to another destination. We already know that this stuff has made its way to Ayrshire.’ Marshall looked the policeman in the eye. ‘This is where it ends.’

Grant thought for a moment or two. Did he suspect that his prospective father-in-law may not exactly adhere to the rulebook when it came to fishing? Yes. Did he think he was smuggling large quantities of illegal booze? No. He thought about Maggie, the wedding, and just how difficult this was likely to make their nuptials. He had no choice. ‘Of course, my resources are at your disposal. I’ve already talked to my chief constable about this, so Argyll Constabulary is ready to participate in any way you see fit.’

‘Excellent, Sergeant,’ replied Marshall, a gleam in his eye. ‘Now all we have to do is watch and wait.’

Hoynes and his first mate, followed by Geordie, sidled up to the bar and introduced themselves to the pilots.

‘They tell me you both served in the war. I’m privileged to say I did myself,’ said Hoynes, his chest swelling.

‘I was in Spits, but Bertie here was part of the lumbering squad.’ He winked at his colleague.

‘Lumbering, Ralph? Remember the parable of the tortoise and the hare, my friend,’ joked Bertie. ‘All very well for you chaps looping the loop and showing off with victory rolls. When it came to beating Jerry in his own backyard it was left to us.’

‘Touché.’

‘But things must be very different noo,’ remarked Hamish. ‘I mean that great beast you’re flying jeest noo – can you imagine whoot they Nazis wid have done wae such a contraption?’

‘Doesn’t bear thinking about. If Jerry had managed to get a march on us with jet fighters – and they damn nearly did – the war would have had a very different outcome,’ said Ralph, suddenly looking very serious.

Hoynes puffed at his pipe thoughtfully. ‘I’m a seafarer, as you know. Served wae the RNR as a petty officer. I’m no’ much good when it comes tae science, an’ that.’

‘Spit it out, Sandy,’ said Bertie. ‘Another dram?’

‘Och, I don’t mind if I do. Very kind, very kind, indeed.’

‘Me too,’ said Hamish, raising his glass.

As Bertie got the drinks in, Hoynes addressed Ralph. ‘I was wondering how come that aircraft of yours makes such a bloody racket?’

‘No magic to it. As we go past the sound barrier – the speed at which sound can travel – that barrier breaks on the nose of the crate. That’s putting it simply, of course. It’s a wonderful piece of engineering.’

‘It would be mair wonderful if they could shut it up a wee bit,’ observed Hamish.

The little group of drinkers savoured the first sips of their whisky before the conversation resumed.

‘So how long wid it take you to get to New York?’ asked Geordie. ‘I’ve got a cousin there I would love tae visit one day.’

‘From here? Oh, if we were going full tilt and given a decent wind we could be there in four hours,’ said Bertie.

‘Four hours tae New York?’ spluttered Hoynes. ‘It takes six hoors on the bus tae get tae Glesca!’

‘They’ll never fly it that fast with passengers, mind you,’ Bertie continued. ‘But our job is to test it to the limit.’

‘There’ll come a day when folk will be stayin’ here in Kinloch an’ working in America, or even Australia. It’s all mapped oot, if you care tae think aboot it,’ said Hamish.

‘You boys must be remarkable pilots, right enough.’ Hoynes tapped his pipe out in a glass ashtray. ‘I’m thinking there won’t be very many of you about?’

‘With supersonic experience? I should say not,’ replied Ralph. ‘A dozen, maybe fifteen.’

‘Are they all oot at the base at Machrie?’

‘No, not at all. I meant in the whole world. We’re a rare breed, aren’t we, Bertie?’

‘That we are.’

Hamish looked at Hoynes and winked. Rare breeds like these would be sadly missed – even if it was only for a short while. Time enough to attract the world’s attention to the plight of Kinloch’s herring fishermen.
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The three women sat in the Hoynes’ living room, nursing cups of tea. The fuller figures of Marjorie and Maggie bookended a birdlike woman, with a tiny face and hair scraped back in a scraggy bun.

‘He canna hauld his drink. The least wee tipple an’ he’s singing like a bird,’ griped Geordie McCallum’s wife Beth. ‘You jeest have tae be careful how you go aboot getting any sense oot o’ him.’

‘If they think they’re going to spirit my Duncan off they can think again. That’s not going to happen.’ Maggie lifted her chin and stared from one woman to the other. ‘He’s finishing early today, and we’re going to get him a suit for the honeymoon.’

‘You better hope he’s no’ finished already and doon the Douglas Arms wae that faither o’ yours.’ Beth shook her head to emphasise the seriousness of their predicament. ‘They’re taking someone tae oor wee bothy – who else could it be, Maggie? Aye, an’ whoot’s goin’ tae happen afterwards?’

‘And how can we stop them?’ pondered Marjorie. ‘I know my husband – he’s like a dog wae a bone. He never gies up. If he sets his mind on something, he’ll go hell for leather tae make it happen. As soon as I got him interested in fridges, there was no stoppin’ him.’

‘That was a good piece of logic, Marjorie. How on earth did you manage that?’ asked Beth.

‘Dead easy. I jeest telt him a’ the money we’d lose whoot wae food going off in the pantry. Did he no’ go oot and do something that very day. Ordered the contraption and everything.’

‘He doesn’t like it, though,’ said Maggie. ‘Swears blind it makes the cheese lose its flavour.’

‘It doesna improve it any, right enough,’ said Marjorie. ‘I always put a wee dollop o’ mustard in wae a cheese sauce. Try it, Beth, gies it a great flavour.’

‘Mother, we’re losing the thread here. Beth’s not interested in making a cheese sauce, when her man’s about to be caught up in the machinations of my father and his trusty assistant.’

‘Well, whootever it is, they canna dae it waeoot a Land Rover. That’s where oor Geordie comes in.’

‘Is that no’ it sittin’ at the front gate, Beth?’

‘No, that’s the auld yin. I cut aboot in it maist o’ the time. It’s a wee bit temperamental, but I nurse her through. The only way tae get oot the road. Geordie bought yin for himsel’. It was only second-hand, but he wishes he’d no’ bothered noo, whoot wae the fishing goin’ tae the dogs. Mark you, it’s always stinking o’ fish.’

‘So they think they’re going to imprison my Duncan then send him goodness knows where. It’s time to get down to the Douglas Arms and put a stop to it all.’

‘Aye, but we’ll have tae ca’ canny, Maggie,’ said her mother. ‘Think, once we’ve caught them, we’ll have them that guilty, they’ll no’ stray for weeks, right through the wedding and beyond. We can put all this nonsense o’ my Duncan’s stag night behind us. Jeest gie them enough rope.’

‘We need to keep a watching brief, Sergeant,’ said Marshall the Customs Officer. ‘I don’t want us going off half-cocked and them getting off on some technicality.’

‘I have Hoynes banged to rights with that octopus. But I agree, we need to bide our time. Just give them enough rope,’ whispered Watson.

Grant, Marshall and Watson were in the back of a police van, staring across the road at the Douglas Arms through a gap between the front seats. Though it was July, lowering cloud and a downpour of rain darkened the scene.

‘Could you not go and issue some parking tickets, Sergeant. I can see at least three candidates from here. It’ll distract attention from the van,’ muttered Marshall.

Grant ignored him. ‘So, the plan is, when they move – if they move – we decamp into the Customs vehicle and follow them at a discreet distance. Is that agreed?’

‘I’m up for it,’ replied Watson, a gleam back in his eye.

‘All we have to do is wait,’ said Marshall. ‘This will be a feather in all of our caps, gentlemen.’

Grant stared gloomily at the Douglas Arms. Arresting his father-in-law might improve his prospects for promotion, but it certainly wouldn’t make for a good start to married life.

Stay in there and get drunk and prove this pair wrong, the police sergeant prayed to himself, just as the pub’s front door swung open and the distinctive blue cloud of pipe tobacco wafted out onto the street and was carried away on the wind.

‘There! Father’s there!’ exclaimed Maggie. She was at the mouth of the close opposite the Douglas Arms. ‘Who’s that with him? That’s not Hamish.’ Sure enough, a tall man with a neat haircut was shrugging on a grey raincoat in the pub doorway. He and Hoynes were laughing at something, both looking somewhat unsteady on their feet.

‘Did you ever,’ said Beth, peering over Maggie’s shoulder. ‘The pair o’ them are three sheets tae the wind.’

As the three women, remaining hidden, looked on, more figures appeared in the doorway.

‘There’s Hamish. No show withoot Punch, right enough,’ said Marjorie. The first mate was with another man in a gabardine raincoat, slightly stockier, but just as smart as the other stranger. ‘Whoever their freens are, I don’t like the look o’ them. Is there no sign o’ Duncan, Maggie?’

‘No. I’ve not seen him yet.’

‘Och, he’s likely incapacitated in oor new Land Rover,’ said Beth. ‘Likely tied up, or drugged, so they can spirit him off, the poor soul.’

‘Steady on, Beth. My man’s no’ a monster. I can see him fillin’ big Duncan full o’ whisky, but I don’t think they’ll get tae the druggin’-and-tyin’-up stage jeest tae make him compliant.’

‘You’ve great faith, Mother,’ said Maggie, clearly not convinced that her father wouldn’t resort to such means.

A small man in a cap was last to leave the Douglas Arms. He was searching in the pockets of his shabby overcoat.

‘And there’s my Geordie. I don’t know how many times I’ve telt him tae bin that bloody coat. No’ fit tae grace a tattie-bogle.’ Beth looked on as her husband produced something from his pocket. ‘Aye, that’s him found the keys noo.’

‘I can’t see any sign of your Land Rover, Beth,’ said Maggie.

‘They’re fly buggers. They’ll have it parked in the backyard o’ the County, oot the way. My Geordie won’t take too much drink if he’s tae drive, but he widna pass wan o’ they new breathalyser tests the polis is using noo. They’ll have parked up oot o’ sight.’

‘In that case, we better get going. If they’re parked at the County, they’ll need to pass here. If we sit in the motor, up the Well Close, we can follow when we see them.’ Maggie shook her head. ‘If they’ve done anything to my Duncan . . .’

‘Received, Constable,’ said Grant into his radio. ‘They’re getting into a Land Rover in the car park of the County Hotel, five of them. We can identify Hoynes, Hamish and Geordie, but no idea who the other two are.’

‘That’ll be their contacts,’ said Watson. ‘Smooth-looking operators, if ever I saw them. Not from around here, at any rate. And certainly not fishermen.’

‘We have to be careful not to be spotted,’ said Marshall. ‘Will you take the wheel, Sergeant? You know the area better than me.’

As Grant started the engine, a battered old Land Rover puttered past, turned right and headed up the Glebe Brae. ‘That’s our men,’ said Grant. He waited for a few moments then followed.
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‘Great idea, gentlemen,’ said Bertie from the back of Geordie’s Land Rover. ‘We don’t get to see much of the countryside.’

‘I daresay it jeest flies past in a flash – and a bang,’ said Hamish who was sitting in the back with the pilot.

‘We can take the top off one of these.’ Bertie fished around the inside pocket of his raincoat and produced a lemonade bottle.

‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘“The clearrr schtuff”, as you call it,’ replied Bertie, adopting a Scottish accent. ‘I’ve grown quite fond of it. Blows your cares away, eh, Ralph?’

‘It does, indeed,’ replied his fellow pilot. He was squeezed in between Hoynes and Geordie, who was gripping the large steering wheel and squinting through the windscreen at the heavy rain. ‘Reminds me a bit of that scrumpy we used to get in Somerset. You know, with the bits floating at the bottom. A couple of those and you were set for the evening, and no mistake.’

‘Och, but it’s fine you like a drink or two. The price of whisky in that Douglas Arms – damn near daylight robbery,’ said Hoynes. ‘Once we’ve got tae the bothy we’ll make a right good night o’ it. We’ve a few bottles of our own.’

‘Hear, hear,’ said Bertie. ‘Time for a bit of a song, I reckon.’ He cleared his throat then launched into ‘One man went to mow, went to mow a meadow’. Everyone joined in, apart from Geordie, who shook his head and concentrated on the wet road.

‘That’s not oor Geordie’s Land Rover,’ said Beth. ‘He’s got a crack in his rear light, and there’s no sign o’ anything like that. Anyway, it’s too new.’

‘Maybe he got it fixed,’ suggested Maggie.

‘No, nor fixed. We’re following the wrong folk!’

‘But they’re going the right way, Beth,’ said Marjorie. ‘Surely that’s a good sign.’

‘They’ll be accomplices, Mother. You better stay back a bit, Beth. You’ll just make them suspicious. I tell you, this is getting murkier and murkier by the minute.’

As the rain got heavier, and the wind gusted to gale force, the three-vehicle convoy travelled on. About seven miles outside Kinloch, Geordie turned his vehicle onto a single track road marked ‘Glen Brackie’. The engine strained as it took the steep hill.

‘Heading well into the hinterland, are we not?’ said Ralph, taking the bottle from his lips.

‘It’ll be well worth the wait, you’ll see,’ said Hoynes, a broad grin spread across his flushed face. ‘Och, I’m fair enjoying oor wee jaunt, right enough.’ He took a swig of whisky from the bottle in his hand. ‘Whoot song will we murder noo?’

‘Wid you mind no’ murdering anything,’ replied Geordie. ‘I’ve tae keep my wits aboot me. This road’s mair like a burn.’

Steep hills rose on either side of them, shimmering in the sheets of rain pushed along by the wailing wind. The sky was a dark grey, and seemed to hang over the landscape in heavy curtains.

‘You wouldna think it wiz July,’ said Hamish. ‘It reminds me o’ a story my faither used tae tell me when I was a boy.’

‘Is it the one aboot the Raglin shepherd and his horse?’ asked Hoynes, his voice slurring. ‘If so, I know it off by heart.’

‘We don’t, though,’ piped up Bertie. ‘Come on, Hamish. It’ll break up the journey. The speed we’re going we’ll be lucky to get where we’re going by Christmas.’

‘I’m goin’ as fast as these conditions will allow. If you’ll note, there’s great drops either side o’ us. We’re heading onto the Piper’s Pass.’

‘And that’s jeest where my story begins,’ said Hamish. ‘The Raglan shepherd – och, a way back in the last century – was comin’ back fae an evening in Kinloch. It was a summer night – no’ like this one – warm, great big sky, a beautiful day.’

‘Aye, it’s certainly no’ like this one,’ muttered Geordie, his windscreen wipers at full tilt.

‘Anyhow,’ said Hamish, frowning at his story being interrupted. ‘The Raglan fella wisna worried in the slightest. He had a wee cottage jeest past the Piper’s Pass, an’ his horse – Jessie wiz her name – knew the road that well that the only reason he’d tae hauld the reins was so he’d stay on board, so tae speak.

‘Everything was going jeest dandy, but then they came upon the Piper’s Pass. Jessie fair whinnied, though she’d been there a hunner times afore.’ Hamish’s voice lowered to a whisper. ‘The Raglan shepherd didna take any notice. He wisna a very sensitive man when he was sober, an’ wae the drink he could be wile an’ ignorant.’

‘I’m sure you’ve never telt me that bit before, Hamish,’ said Hoynes.

‘Being here’s fair making the story come tae mind mair vividly, skipper. Noo, if you don’t mind . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘He was near nodding off – the whisky bottle near copin’ oot o’ his grip – when he heard it. Distantly at first, then quite clear . . .’

‘Was it Geordie’s windscreen wipers?’ joked Hoynes. ‘They’re screechin’ fit tae burst here.’ The driver scowled at Hoynes.

Hamish soldiered on. ‘The pipes make the hair on the neck o’ any Scotsman worthy o’ the name stand up at the best o’ times, but this pibroch . . . man, it was fair ethereal. The tune echoed off the hills, in and oot. And then . . . he saw it!’

Ralph jumped in surprise.

‘Whoot did he see?’ asked Geordie, despite himself.

‘A figure swathed in tartan – in a philibeg no less – walking calmly doon the steepest part o’ the pass, pipes slung o’er the shoulder, the tune fair deafening him.’

‘And what happened then?’ gulped Bertie he took a glug of the clear stuff from the lemonade bottle.

‘Well, Jessie had seen enough. She reared up, and, of course, her normally being a cuddy o’ sublime temperament, the Raglan shepherd wisna ready for such an event,’ said Hamish. ‘He coped off the back o’ her and landed wae a crack on the groond.’

‘I’m guessin’ he didna spill his whisky, though,’ remarked Hoynes dryly.

‘Ne’er a drop. Aye, an’ he was fair glad o’ it, tae. Jessie jeest bolted – ran back doon the pass, her mane fleein’ oot behind her like the hair o’ a wraith, leaving the Raglan shepherd pinned tae the groond; the fall having fair incapacitated him. He could see the figure blawing at the pipes advancing on him in a steady, relentless march . . .’

‘Bloody awkward position to be in,’ said Ralph.

‘Och, there was naethin’ else for it,’ Hamish continued. ‘He took a right good charge o’ his whisky and shouted tae the piper: “You, you’ve frightened my guid cuddy and left me here no’ able tae move. Dae your worst, for you can hardly better the damage you’ve done tae me already.”’

‘Aye, he was brave, right enough,’ said Hoynes, raising an eyebrow.

‘The pipes stopped. Jeest stopped deid. The piper, though, kept on coming.’ Hamish drew in a deep breath. ‘It was only then that the Raglan shepherd got really feart . . .’

‘He wisna too canny, then, if it took him a’ that while tae realise things wisna goin’ very well,’ said Geordie, his face a mask of concentration as he drove up and into the pass proper.

Hamish ignored the driver. ‘The piper wiz standing above him. The Raglan fella jeest screwed up his eyes, no’ at all anxious tae see whoot wiz in front o’ him. It was then he heard it – a voice, a familiar voice.’

‘Was it Jessie the horse?’ asked Hoynes.

‘No, nor Jessie. It was the voice o’ his mother . . .’

‘No’ much o’ a story that, Hamish,’ said Geordie. ‘My mother could get a passable tune oot the pipes. She didna go for the full philibeg costume, right enough, but when it came tae her interpretation o’ “Major MacLeod Leavin’ Harris”, there were few better.’ He started to hum the tune.

‘Aye, but there was one difference. The Raglan shepherd was a man in his sixties. He’d lost his mother many years before – tae consumption, no less.’

‘Och, this jeest gets better and better,’ said Hoynes.

‘What did she say to him?’ asked Bertie.

‘She stood there, a’ white an’ ghostly under the tartan, an’ looked him right in the eye. “You’ll mind taking they few coins off the mantelshelf,” she said, a’ matter-o’-fact, like. The shepherd jeest nodded his heid – sheepishly, whoot wae the profession he wiz in, an a’. “Aye, weel,” said she, “that wiz the rent money for the factor, as you well knew. It’s time tae make amends. If you’re to be spared, every year, on this day, you’ll pay the rents o’ some poor soul in need. The day you don’t is the day you’ll die.” And wae that she jeest vanished, pipes an’ all.’

‘And did he dae whoot he wiz telt, Hamish?’ asked Geordie.

‘Aye, he did that. Every year for ten years until he was a bent old man and could work no more, he saved his coin an’ paid the dues o’ some poor unfortunate soul. He forswore the whisky an’ the baccy in order tae be able tae manage it.’ Hamish looked at the floor of the vehicle and shook his head.

‘And whoot aboot Jessie the horse?’ asked Hoynes.

‘I’m no’ right sure o’ whoot happened tae her. But the story’s no’ finished.’

‘Carry on, Hamish,’ insisted Ralph.

‘This was the days afore the dole an’ that kind o’ thing. The Raglan shepherd had had tae gie up his toil. He wiz in fine fettle, though. Sitting one night wae one o’ his freens enjoying his hospitality.’

‘I thought he’d gied up the whisky.’ Hoynes snorted.

‘He’d gied up buying it himsel’, so he could keep his word tae the ghost o’ his mother. But he wisna beyond accepting a dram when it wiz offered,’ said Hamish with a sniff. ‘Suddenly, oot o’ nowhere, there came the sound o’ the pipes. “Oh!” shouts the Raglan fella. “I’ve nae money tae pay the debts o’ some poor soul. I canna toil any mair. You have to forgive me.” But no, the pipes jeest got louder an’ louder. The Raglan shepherd sat bolt upright in his chair, his eyes jeest staring . . .’

‘And then?’ urged Ralph.

‘That was it, he jeest died on the spot. But the real issue is: do you want tae know how I know how it went?’ Not waiting for a reply, he carried on. ‘The man – his freen sittin’ wae him – was none other than my auld great-grandfaither. Hamish, too, as it turns oot.’

‘You’ve no’ gied them the moral o’ the story,’ said Hoynes.

‘Right enough, neither I have. The moral is this: the piper comes for you and you alone. He, she, it is the moral compass o’ oor souls. The piper is different for everybody. For the Raglan shepherd it wiz his ain mother, but who will it be for you?’

As the windscreen wipers screeched and the engine complained, the looming hills shrank the world until the grey sky was all but obscured. They had entered the Piper’s Pass.
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‘Looks as though we’re heading for the edge of the bloody world,’ said Marshall, as he wiped the steamed-up windscreen with the back of his hand. ‘I hope you know where we’re going?’

‘Just about on the Piper’s Pass,’ Grant replied. ‘I’ve been here a couple of times, but that’s all. Do you have any idea what they’re doing here, Mr Watson?’

‘Aye, I have that. Geordie McCallum has a croft jeest a bit further on. Keeps some sheep, chickens and the like, grows neeps and cabbages. He’s got a lobster boat, too, down in the bay. I’ll tell you this, you couldn’t find a more isolated spot on the whole peninsula to be up to no good, and that’s a fact.’

Marshall grinned. ‘Looks as though we’ve struck lucky here. This could well be their base of operations. I wouldn’t be surprised if those two strangers were prospective clients come to sample the wares before they buy. This is just what we were after.’

Sergeant Grant said nothing as they drove on between the steep hills. He watched a swollen burn charge into a culvert below the road, a riot of white froth and peat-stained water. He’d heard stories about the Piper’s Pass, and though he wasn’t a particularly superstitious man, a shiver ran down his back, making him flinch at the wheel. He’d been dubious about Hoynes’ involvement in an alleged smuggling operation, but he had to concede that something wasn’t right.

‘Can you hear that?’ said Marshall, his head cocked to one side. Despite the rain, he cracked open the passenger window.

‘Will you close that!’ shouted Watson from the back. ‘I’m getting soaked here.’

‘Who would be playing bagpipes in this weather?’ Marshall frowned.

Looking in his rear-view mirror, Grant caught a look of apprehension cross Watson’s face. ‘I never heard a thing,’ he said nervously.

Marshall persisted. ‘I know the skirl of the pipes when I hear them.’

They carried on along the narrow pass in silence.

All of a sudden the road dipped. They were heading into a broad valley now, the single-track road snaking into the distance under the glowering sky.

‘Nearly there,’ said Geordie. ‘Jeest a few hundred yards now.’ Between a gap in the hills, the grey waters of the North Channel were visible.

‘I widna be happy being oot on the ocean the night,’ said Hoynes, spotting the red corrugated-iron roof of Geordie’s bothy in the distance.

‘We’ll be fine once we get a fire going,’ said Hamish.

Geordie slowed the vehicle and turned onto a rough path, at the end of which sat a small stone building, abutted on both sides by small wooden structures – barns would have been too grand a name for them.

‘Right, gentlemen,’ he said, pulling up outside the bothy. ‘Here we are, a home fae home.’

Rather unsteadily, the passengers got out of the vehicle and waited, shivering, while the small man pushed open the door. In the gloom he made his way to a windowsill upon which sat an oil lantern. After fiddling in his pocket for a lighter, he managed to put flame to the wick, and soon the cottage was bathed in a pale, flickering light.

‘It’s a bit gloomy whoot wae these tiny windows. If you give me a couple o’ minutes, I’ll get the other lanterns lit and put a match tae the fire. We’ll be fair toasty in no time.’

‘I see you’ve peat in the fire already, Geordie,’ noted Hoynes.

‘Aye, I always leave it set – even in the summer. You canna beat a peat fire.’

‘It’s just like Brigadoon,’ said Ralph excitedly, making himself comfortable on an old couch. ‘Exactly what the doctor ordered. We’ve been up in Scotland for months now, and all we’ve seen is the inside of the plane and the barracks.’

‘And the Douglas Arms,’ said Bertie.

With another two lanterns lit, Geordie busied himself lighting the fire with scrunched-up pieces of old newspaper. The heavy rain beat a tattoo on the iron roof. The bothy appeared to be a one-room affair, with various old chairs and the couch gathered around the fireplace. In a corner of the room a flimsy-looking camp bed was covered by a grey blanket, while on the other side of the dwelling sat an old pot-bellied stove and a tiny basin.

‘No’ much in the way of home comforts,’ observed Hamish. ‘Where’s the cludgie?’

‘Och, I jeest pee in thon bucket while I’m here. But if it’s the secondary function you need to oblige, there’s a dry closet oot the back. It can be a bit breezy in the wind, mind – I keep meaning tae get that hole in the wall fixed,’ said Geordie as he got to his feet and lit his pipe.

‘Damn near the Savoy, my bonnie lads,’ said Hoynes, producing two bottles of whisky from a duffel bag. ‘Here, I’ll put on the wireless.’

Amidst a crackle and a high-pitched whine, the sound of twanging guitars backing a distinctive baritone could be heard. The five men listened in silence for a while, as drams were handed round in chipped mugs. The fire began to smoulder.

‘Whoot on earth is that racket?’ asked Hamish, his face screwed up.

‘That’s the Rolling Stones,’ replied Bertie. ‘My boy plays them all the time on a little Dansette record player his mother was stupid enough to buy him.’

‘The Rolling Stones, eh?’ said Hoynes, sounding as though the words were something new to him.

‘As far as I’m concerned, they can jeest keep rolling – as far away as possible,’ said Hamish. ‘For me, you canna beat Jimmy Shand. Have a fiddle aboot wae that wireless and get us some proper music on, skipper, before thon wailing drives me mad.’

‘Och, you’re no’ like a young man at all, Hamish. You should be up there gyratin’ aboot like these young folk I see wae Pete Murray every Saturday on the television. If I was young you widna be able tae keep me back. There wiz nae such thing as the permissive society when I wiz a young buck. And it’s still no’ arrived in my hoose tae this day,’ Hoynes observed, somewhat ruefully.

‘Can’t you get no satisfaction then, mate,’ said Ralph, making his fellow pilot guffaw. The three fishermen were bemused. ‘Oh, never mind,’ he said with a smile.

‘Wait the noo,’ said Geordie. ‘There’s another Land Rover at the road end. Who the hell can be oot on a night like this?’

‘They’ll see us, Sergeant Grant,’ said Marshall, a note of panic in his voice.

‘Aye, well, they’ll have to sometime,’ replied Grant, turning the vehicle onto the track that led down towards Geordie’s bothy.

‘What if they’re disposing of the evidence?’

‘That would be a neat trick,’ chortled Watson. ‘There’s no such thing as plumbing away out here.’

‘Is that a crown on the side?’ asked Hamish, peering through the tiny window, Hoynes at his side.

‘It’s no’ the Fishery Officer, is it?’ said Hoynes, his nose pressed to the glass.

‘Whoot would it matter if it was, Sandy? There’s no’ a fish tae be had in the place.’

‘I’ve got a couple o’ tins o’ sardines in the press thonder,’ said Geordie.

‘Och, you widna put anything past that Watson,’ replied Hoynes. ‘He’d likely find an excuse tae impound them, no matter that they’re fae Spain and got tinned before the auld king died.’

‘Are you worried aboot oor freen wae the eight legs, skipper?’

‘Wait,’ said Hoynes, relief in his voice. ‘Is that no’ oor Duncan?’

‘Aye, but look who he’s wae,’ groaned Hamish in dismay.

Sure enough, Duncan Grant, Iain Watson the Fishery Officer, and a smartly-dressed man whom neither of them knew were out of the Land Rover and making their way to the front door.

‘Turning into quite a party,’ quipped Ralph. ‘The more the merrier, I say.’

‘Gie me another gulp o’ that whisky, Hamish. I don’t like the look o’ this at all,’ said Hoynes as three businesslike knocks sounded at the door.

‘Sandy, Hamish, Geordie, open up!’ shouted Grant. ‘We need to have a word with you.’

‘Och, I knew fine I should have got that light fixed on the motor. I’ve been meaning tae dae it for ages,’ moaned Geordie.

‘They widna come all this way tae pull you up aboot a tail-light, Geordie. Oor Duncan’s straight as a dye, but even he’s no’ that keen,’ said Hoynes.

‘An’ how wid he bring Watson wae him?’ said Hamish.

‘I’d better open the door,’ said Geordie. ‘We’ll soon find oot.’

‘Just stay here for a minute, Beth,’ said Maggie. ‘Look, they’re all away into the cottage now. My poor Duncan all unsuspecting, likely, not realising he’s about to be spirited out of the country to bugger knows where.’

‘And there’s thon snake, Watson,’ said her mother. ‘Your faither won’t be happy at the sight o’ him hoving intae view. The Piper’s Pass was fair busy the night, an’ no mistake.’

The women looked on as the door closed behind the three new arrivals. ‘I canna think Iain Watson wid be part o’ any caper,’ said Beth. ‘I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile – that poor wife o’ his has got a terrible life. She must be fair miserable sitting in that cottage while he plots tae bring doon another decent fisherman trying tae make a living.’

‘Well, one thing’s for sure,’ said Marjorie. ‘We’ll not learn anything sitting away back here. We’ll park up behind these whin bushes, Beth. Then we can sneak over and surprise them before they get a chance to overpower my Duncan.’

‘Overpower’s a wee bit strong, dear. This is your faither and Hamish we’re talking aboot. The last thing they overpowered wiz a fish or two – aye, an’ no’ that recently, neither.’ Marjorie pursed her lips.

‘And forbye that, we’ll get drenched,’ declared Beth.

‘It’s all for the greater good. Come on. It’s taken me long enough to find a husband. I’ll be damned if he’s whisked off to the Levant before I get a ring on his finger.’

‘Och, jeest your faither a’ o’er,’ said Marjorie.

‘Where the hell’s the Levant?’ asked Beth as, pulling her raincoat over her head, Maggie jumped out of the Land Rover and into the rain.
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‘Well, well, a pretty parcel of rogues here,’ said Watson, a look of triumph on his face.

‘You there!’ shouted Marshall. ‘Put that bottle down – it’s evidence from now on.’

‘You what, mate?’ slurred Ralph, taking the lemonade bottle from his lips. ‘I paid for this fair and square. If you want some, go and buy your own.’

Marshall reached into the pocket of his coat and removed an ID card. ‘Alistair Marshall, Senior Collector, Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise. That spirit you’re drinking is stolen – from both the distillery and the Revenue. You, all of you, are breaking the law, and I’ll make sure you’ll pay for your crimes.’

‘For goodness sake, son, whoot’s this all aboot?’ remonstrated Hoynes.

‘I’m sorry, Sandy. We had information that you were shifting cases of the clear stuff. I had my doubts, but here we are.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, man,’ said Hamish. ‘We’re jeest having a wee dram. That stuff doesn’t even belong to us. Does it, boys?’ He addressed his question to the airmen, who now looked thoroughly perplexed by the whole situation.

‘And then there’s the matter of an octopus,’ said Watson. ‘Not declared in the catch, but I have proof positive that you profited from it, Sandy Hoynes.’

Hoynes looked sidelong at Hamish. ‘Noo, come on, men. Let’s sit doon and talk aboot this like civilised folk. I’ve no’ seen a bottle o’ the clear stuff since Adam was a wean, and that octopus was a squid. We jeest slung it back intae the sea, didn’t we, Hamish?’

‘Aye, we did that, Sandy. And in any event, Iain Watson, I’d like to know how you got to hear aboot such a small event. Aye, and manage tae blow it oot o’ all proportion, tae.’

Watson held his ground. ‘It was an octopus! I have a witness!’

‘Sergeant, I want you to arrest these men on suspicion of smuggling,’ said Marshall. ‘I’ll take the evidence we need.’ He made a lunge for Ralph’s bottle, just as the door swung open and Maggie rushed to the side of her fiancé.

‘The first one to try to get my Duncan onto a plane will have to get past me first!’

‘Maggie?’ said Hamish.

‘Marjory?’ shouted Hoynes.

‘Beth?’ said Geordie.

‘What on earth is going on here?’ enquired Grant.

‘Haven’t the foggiest, mate,’ said Bertie, looking on as his friend Ralph wrestled determinedly with the Customs Officer over the bottle of illicit spirits. ‘One thing’s for sure, you Scotch know how to throw a party.’

Before anyone else could speak, a low rumble interrupted the pounding rain. In a few heartbeats, the ground began to shake.

‘Whoot that?’ yelled Hoynes, as everyone froze.

‘It’s the Piper’s Pass,’ cried Geordie. ‘It’s a bloody landslide!’

Hoynes raced outside. Sure enough, he could see a great sheet of earth sliding down the mountainside like warm icing off a cake. Hamish and Duncan Grant were right behind him.

‘Well, that’s us stuck here for a while,’ said Hamish. ‘Did it no’ take them the best part o’ a week to clear this the last time?’

‘It did that,’ confirmed Hoynes.

‘Father! Duncan!’ shouted Maggie, poking her head out of the front door. ‘You better come quick. The Customs man is out cold.’

Marshall was lying on his back on the stone floor, his eyes closed. A small pool of blood was congealing under his head.

‘For any’s sake,’ screamed Marjorie. ‘I think he’s deid.’

Grant leaned over the injured man and checked the pulse in his neck. ‘His heart’s beating, but he’s out cold. We’ll have to try and stem the flow of blood. What on earth happened?’

‘I was just trying to stop him whipping my bottle,’ replied Ralph sheepishly. ‘I stood up, and he went flying onto the floor. Must’ve cracked his head when he landed. Will he be all right?’

Beth turned on her heel, yanked the sheet from the camp bed and ripped a narrow strip. ‘I’ll use this as a bandage. At least it should stop the blood.’ As Grant held up the unconscious man’s head, she wound the impromptu bandage around his skull and tied it gently with a knot at the back.

‘Dae you mind Erchie Boyd, Sandy?’ asked Hamish. ‘He fell o’er in Main Street one Hogmanay. Never recovered. He was deid afore the second o’ January dawned.’

‘Oh, you’re a ray of sunshine, Hamish,’ snapped Maggie, her hand on her fiancé’s shoulder as he cradled Marshall’s head in his lap. ‘I’m sure he’s just knocked out – he’ll likely be fine in a minute or two.’

‘I’m not so sure, Maggie,’ said Grant. ‘We have to get him help.’

Watson the Fishery Officer looked at Ralph in disgust. ‘I don’t know what schemes you’ve been cooking up with Hoynes here but you’ll spend the rest of your days behind bars if this man dies. And him a representative of Her Majesty, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if they brought back the gallows for this. Do your duty, Duncan.’

‘Wait a bloody minute,’ said Ralph indignantly. ‘He attacked me, remember.’

‘He was doing his job protecting the Revenue. Crooks like you have no place in a quiet, law-abiding community like ours. Sandy, you’re for the high-jump as well, bringing such desperados to Kinloch. You’ll likely swing too.’

‘Iain, will you be quiet,’ demanded Grant. ‘We need to get this man some medical help. We’ll take a look at the pass and see if there’s any way through.’

‘I wouldna be holdin’ oot too much faith in that,’ said Geordie. ‘You’ve seen yoursel’ how narrow the roadway is – a few boulders are enough tae make it impassable.’

‘Nonetheless,’ said Grant. ‘Two of you can take one of the cars and have a look.’

‘I’ll go,’ volunteered Hoynes. ‘I canna bear seeing this poor wretch lying there. If there’s any chance o’ a way through, I’ll get back here pronto, and we’ll carry the gentleman aboard.’

‘I’ll come wae you, skipper,’ said Hamish.

‘No, no, no. You’re not making a break for it as easy as that,’ said Watson. ‘If there’s anyone going with Professor Moriarty here, it’s me. You’ll not escape my clutches, Sandy Hoynes.’

‘Whoever’s going, go now!’ Grant urged. ‘If there’s no way through the pass, we’ll have to think of something else.’

Reluctantly, Hoynes made his way out of the bothy with Watson in tow. ‘And no fancy business, either,’ said the Fishery Officer. ‘I’ll not be more than an arm’s length from you at any time.’

Hoynes pulled his cap down over his forehead in an attempt to shelter from the rain. ‘Do you know something, Iain Watson? I think you’re as mad as a March hare.’ He ducked into the driver’s side of Geordie’s vehicle. Soon the pair were making their way steadily back up towards the Piper’s Pass.

Hamish, looking down at Marshall, shook his head. ‘I knew I should’ve paid attention tae that nightmare I had the other night.’

‘What nightmare?’ asked Marjorie, biting her lip at the sight of her husband leaving with Watson.

‘The Walls o’ Jericho were tumbling doon. Folk were fair scattering everywhere – a dreadful sight, a’ the gither.’

‘Right,’ said Maggie. ‘I daresay it wasn’t a trumpeter that brought the stones down. Would it be a piper, by any chance?’

‘See you, Maggie,’ replied Hamish. ‘I’ve always thought you had the sight. Now I’m sure. You’ve got it bang on.’

‘Jeest a pity you hadna the sight tae see how this wee caper wid end in such tragedy, Hamish,’ said Geordie. ‘I’d be at hame having a right good snooze noo, if I’d no’ been foolish enough to join in wae your little plot.’

‘I think it’s time I knew just what’s going on, Hamish.’ Grant looked up at the fisherman.

‘Scheme? What’s all this?’ said Bertie. ‘What scheme?’

Hamish lit his pipe. ‘Well, now, you see, when there’s nae fish, there’s nae joy in the world, and that’s a fact.’

Geordie shrugged. ‘If they two canna find a route out the pass – and they’ll no’ – we’ll have tae take the Customs man on my lobster boat.’

‘Roon’ the Mull in this weather? You’ll never make it,’ wailed Beth.

‘We canna jeest let him bleed tae death. No, nor turn intae a vegetable, because of his injuries.’

‘And what about my wedding? Just tell me that,’ said Maggie. ‘I could strangle you, Hamish.’

The fisherman took a puff of his pipe and stared enigmatically at the ceiling. ‘Do you know, I think we’re aboot tae dae something quite exceptional.’ A blue cloud of smoke wafted above his head as the rain continued to batter off the roof.
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The rain began to ease as Hoynes pulled up the Land Rover near a pile of slick mud and boulders that now blocked the roadway onto the Piper’s Pass. He shook his head and sighed. ‘Naebody’s gettin’ through this in a hurry.’

‘It’s still passable on foot,’ said Watson sharply.

‘Only a fool would attempt that, Iain. And whoot good wid it do? This Marshall fella wid still be lying spark oot on Geordie’s floor, stuck behind this accumulation.’

‘But it would raise the alarm. They could arrange for one of the helicopters to airlift him out. I know fine it would suit you to string this out as long as you can so that you can devise some way out of the mess you’re in. Well, I’m here to tell you, it’ll not work. I’ll make sure you answer for your crimes, Sandy Hoynes.’

Hoynes looked at the Fishery Officer and scratched his head. ‘You know, Iain, I’ve known for a very long time that you’ve had it in for me. Aye, an’ I think I know fine why.’

‘It’s not hard to work it out. You stole that boat from under his nose. Fair cheated him. By rights, I should be a skipper, not . . .’ He left the rest unsaid.

‘I bought the Girl Maggie fair and square fae your faither. I liked the man. It’s no’ my fault he snuggled up tae John Barleycorn that much he couldna be bothered gettin’ oot o’ his bed tae take up arms against the fish.’

‘But you took advantage of it, and forced him to sell at a knockdown price. You were his first mate, and you fleeced the man who taught you everything!’

‘Man, oh man, but you’re so wrong. I can see this has been eatin’ away at you for near thirty-five years. Nae wonder you scrutinise my catch so closely. But you don’t have the right o’ it, Iain. Not only was your faither tight tae go oot on a wave, he didna lift a finger tae help wae the upkeep o’ the vessel. Och, we tried oor best tae keep her in fettle, but it was jury-rigged at best. I gave your faither too much money, and that’s the truth of it. It cost me a small fortune tae make her seaworthy again, and you know it.’

‘Just enough money to make sure he lasted long enough to die of a broken heart.’

‘Your arse, a broken heart. Though it pains me tae speak ill o’ the deid, aye, an’ my auld skipper, he died starin’ oot the bottom o’ a whisky bottle. You know it fine yoursel’.’

Watson stared belligerently at the fisherman. ‘And you changed her name. Called her after your wee girl, Maggie. Do you know that ended up making you the laughing stock of the fleet?’

‘How so?’ asked Hoynes, temporarily thrown.

‘She’s a neat wee craft, but she’s always been broad in the beam – just how your Maggie turned out.’ Watson laughed harshly.

‘I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again: it’s a family thing. All the women on her mother’s side o’ the family have big arses . . . Eh, where are you going?’

The Fishery Officer slammed the passenger door of the Land Rover and began picking his way through the debris left by the landslide.

Winding his window down, Hoynes shouted, ‘Don’t be daft, Iain. Get back in here. We’ll take Marshall tae Kinloch in Geordie’s lobster boat.’

‘I’d rather take my chances up here on the pass than navigate the Mull with you at the helm, Sandy.’ He stormed off, tripping over a small boulder, but managed to keep his feet. ‘The McKinnons’ farm is just on the other side, and they’re good folk – unlike you.’

The fisherman watched him clamber over a large boulder, and soon he was out of sight. ‘You’re a braver man than I gied you credit for, Iain Watson. Who wid have thought you’d bear a grudge a’ these years. I hope you don’t hear the skirl o’ the pipes before you get tae safety – or a boulder doesn’t land on your heid,’ he said to himself. He turned the vehicle round and headed back to the bothy.

Marshall mumbled incoherently as Hamish and Grant carried him out of the back of the Land Rover and down the beach towards a small stone jetty where Geordie’s lobster boat was moored. Though the rain had eased off, the sea was still angry, whipped into white-horse waves by the strong wind.

It took the help of the two airmen as well as Hoynes, Hamish, Grant and Geordie to manhandle the injured man aboard the small vessel safely, as the three women looked on anxiously.

‘Are you sure about this, Sandy?’ asked Grant, a worried look on his face.

‘As sure as I can be. Your man here’s lost a lot o’ blood. I learned in the RNR never tae take a blow tae the heid lightly. In any event, between me, Hamish and Geordie, we’ve damn near a hunner years o’ seafaring under oor belts. If we canna get him tae the Cottage Hospital in Kinloch, who can?’

‘I’d be happier coming, too,’ Grant replied.

‘Oh no, you’re not! You’re staying with me!’ yelled Maggie. ‘It’s bad enough losing my father in a mission of mercy, without waving a hearty goodbye to my intended.’

‘See, there’s an example o’ loyalty for you, skipper,’ said Hamish. ‘Jeest typical o’ the wimmen, tae. Fair calculated that you’ve done your bit bringing her up, and noo that there’s somebody else tae take the strain, you’re expendable.’

‘Just you make sure he’s not expendable, Hamish,’ said Maggie.

‘Och, you wid think we were heading intae Corryvreckan the way you’re all lamenting oor early deaths. A couple o’ hours and we’ll be sitting wae a dram, fair getting warmed up,’ remarked Hoynes. ‘I’d like tae take you all, but as you can see, there’s precious little room aboard as it is, whoot wae this Exciseman floppin’ aboot the deck, an’ all.’

‘You’ve made the right decision, skipper,’ said Hamish. ‘I canna see your pair making it aboard. Beth, nae bother, there’s hardly a picking on her . . .’ He stopped when he caught Hoynes’ eye. ‘Och, I’m jeest meaning they’re fine figures o’ wimmen,’ he continued, with a cough.

‘We’ll send a bigger vessel back for you. Wish us luck,’ shouted Hoynes, as Geordie fired up the boat’s diesel engine in a flurry of smoke and clatter. Slowly, against the swell, they made their way out to sea, leaving Grant, the airmen and the three women on the shore.

‘I can see us having the wedding here, Duncan,’ groaned Maggie, as she watched the small boat set sail.

‘Your father knows what he’s doing. He’ll be fine,’ he replied confidently, biting his lip all the same.

Iain Watson was making better progress than he’d hoped for. He was already more than halfway down the Piper’s Pass. The highest section had been the worst. He’d had to climb over a pile of slippery rocks and mud on his hands and knees, but now he was at the other side, the obstacles he faced were of an altogether less challenging nature. The rain had stopped completely now, and he felt a wave of confidence that, if he was being honest, had been utterly absent when he parted from Hoynes.

‘Push on, Iain,’ he told himself. ‘Just a little while and the MacKinnon farm will be in sight.’

As he uttered those words, his foot caught on a boulder. He fell forwards, landing on his side and winding himself badly. As he sat up, trying to get his breath back, he heard a distant sound. It was barely discernible at first, but after a few seconds it rang clearly, echoing around the high hills that hemmed him into the pass.

‘You’ve banged your head, you daftie,’ he muttered, pulling himself to his feet. ‘There’s nothing there – it’s all in the mind.’ But as he took a few faltering steps, something made him look up.

There, on a small rise up ahead, stood a figure standing stock-still.

‘Bugger me,’ he gasped. ‘It can’t be . . .’





13

Out at sea, the swell was greater than the fishermen had expected. Though they were trying to stay as close to the coast as possible, an offshore wind, combined with an ebb tide was proving too much for the tiny engine of Geordie’s lobster boat, meaning their progress was slow: three lurches to the side, one forward.

‘If we carry on like this, we’ll be taking Marshall tae the hospital in Newfoundland, Geordie,’ said Hamish, as an unexpected wave sent a shower of seawater into his face and extinguished his pipe with a gentle hiss.

‘This old girl’s jeest designed tae go oot in the bay and collect creels. She’s no’ an ocean-going liner. Once we’re roon’ the Mull, the conditions should improve.’

They had wrapped Marshall in woollen blankets taken from the bothy, under which he mumbled and moaned. His bandage was now stained a deep red.

‘This fella’s still bleeding, though it’s no’ as bad as it was,’ said Hoynes. He had put on an oilskin jacket and a Sou’wester he had found under a bench seat on the boat. The garments stank, but at least he wasn’t getting soaked by the spray like Hamish, who was cursing as he frantically tried to relight his pipe.

‘There’s the Cat Rock,’ shouted Geordie. ‘Once we’ve weathered that, it’s plain sailing.’

The little boat was caught by a wave, cresting the top of the swell and then plummeting down into the trough it had created. There was a sharp clunk, then what sounded like a dry piece of wood being broken in two.

‘I hope that’s no’ whoot I think it is,’ shouted Hoynes.

‘It’s the bloody rudder,’ said Geordie. ‘Look at this.’ He spun the boat’s wheel, to no effect.

‘I’m betting there’s no radio aboard this craft, neither,’ said Hamish.

Geordie shrugged. ‘I told you I jeest potter about in the bay. There’s never been the need for a radio. If you lift the lid on that chest, you’ll find a flare or two.’

Hamish did as he was asked, and the bright orange flare rent the dark sky above them as they drifted out to sea like a cork in a bath.

‘We should be thankful for small mercies,’ remarked Hoynes. ‘At least we’re not being driven ontae the Mull.’

‘But the Barrel rocks are no’ that far off,’ countered Hamish. ‘And if we’re lucky enough tae avoid them, we’ll no miss the coast o’ County Antrim.’

‘My, but you’re the cheery one, Hamish. Every craft within ten miles o’ here will have seen that flare. I’d be surprised if the Ballycastle lifeboat isn’t preparing tae make way, as we speak.’ His words were lost as a wave crashed over the vessel, drenching all aboard.

‘Well, they better get here quick,’ shouted Geordie, ‘or we’ll be having oor supper wae Davy Jones.’

‘The next time I’m foolish enough tae listen tae one o’ your schemes, Hamish, be sure tae gie me a skelp in the chops an’ tell me tae brighten up,’ said Hoynes, huddling down beside the recumbent figure of Marshall.

‘Och, you can hardly blame me! How was I tae know the forces o’ nature an’ the state were going tae unite against us?’

‘Aye, well, they sure have. Not only are we in the midst o’ one o’ the worst seasons for fish that anyone can remember, we’ve been accused o’ smuggling whisky, almost killed an officer o’ the Crown, and now we’re in danger o’ sinking.’

‘No tae mention that octopus,’ said Hamish. ‘I should’ve known that landing a creature like thon wid mean bad luck.’

‘Bad luck’s something we’ve a sufficiency of, that’s for sure,’ said Hoynes, as the boat plummeted into another trough. ‘Time tae start sayin’ oor prayers, I reckon.’

‘I started saying mine as soon as the polis, the Excise man, and the Fishery Officer came knocking at the door,’ confessed Geordie.

‘Wait!’ shouted Hoynes as they were propelled back up by the swell. ‘There’s a vessel on the horizon. Quick, Hamish, launch another one o’ they flares.’

Jackie MacKinnon was about to tuck into a plate of lamb chops and mashed potatoes when an insistent knocking sounded on the farmhouse door.

‘Jean,’ he yelled to his wife, who was still in the kitchen, ‘can you see who on earth’s at the door at this time? I’m no’ wanting tae eat cauld chops.’

He heard his wife making her way along the hall, grumbling as she went, and then the familiar creak as the old front door was tugged open.

A scream from his wife sent Mackinnon to his feet, cutlery crashing down on his plate with a clatter. ‘What the . . . ?’

The door to the room was flung open, to reveal a wide-eyed man covered from head to toe in mud.

‘Jackie, for the love o’ all that’s holy, you’ve got tae help me!’

It took MacKinnon a few moments to recognise Iain Watson the Fishery Officer as the man who had just collapsed face down on the floor.

‘If you’re in disguise looking for an illicit catch, you’ll no’ find it here,’ Jackie said, before resuming his place at the table and lifting his knife and fork. ‘Jean, will you come and see tae this man afore these chops congeal.’

The vessel was huge and painted scarlet. Too big to be a fishing boat – even a trawler – it steamed towards them at a rate of knots that left the fishermen aboard the stricken lobster boat scratching their heads.

‘I’ve seen some o’ they big trawlers oot o’ Hull and Grimsby, but they’re like skiffs compared tae this monster,’ said Hoynes.

‘I widna be bothered if it was the Queen Mary,’ said Hamish. ‘They’re getting us oot o’ a pretty pickle, and no mistake. Whoot flag is that at her prow, I wonder. I can make oot that it’s red, but that’s jeest aboot all.’

‘It’s no’ one o’ they new boats oot o’ Oban, is it?’ asked Geordie.

‘If it is, there’ll no’ be room for another vessel in the bay,’ opined Hoynes. ‘The Mull ferry wid look like a rowing boat moored next tae that. Aye, and as far as that flag goes, I recognise it only too well – it’s the hammer and sickle.’

‘You don’t mean the Bolsheviks, dae you, skipper?’ Hamish peered out to sea.

‘There’s no’ been Bolsheviks since thon Lenin was at the helm. They’re Communists noo, an’ a brave band o’ brothers they are, tae. We’d be well under the Nazi jackboot if it wisna for their heroics at Stalingrad, an’ the like. They gave Adolf pause for thought,’ concluded Hoynes fervently.

Geordie looked at the Russian boat and stroked the stubble on his chin. ‘I’ve got two questions. Will they take my vessel under tow, and if they do, whoot on earth will the salvage amount tae? I’ll likely have tae get doon and ask the bank manager tae gie me roubles.’

‘I widna worry aboot salvage or the like. These boys are a’ aboot sharing and equality. Commendable stuff it is, tae,’ said Hoynes.

‘You’re no’ tellin’ me you’re a red under the bed, skipper,’ said Hamish, a look of horror on his face. ‘I never had you doon for anythin’ o’ the kind.’

‘No, don’t be daft. But I mind in the war, the boys fae they Russian convoys wid come back wae tales o’ how the folk survived jeest by boiling the odd turnip and quaffing some snow. Hardy buggers – they’d have no time for Iain Watson or his like. And even less for this poor unfortunate doon here.’ He glanced across at Marshall whose face had taken on an even more pallid hue.

The Russian vessel now towered above them.

Hamish stared up, open-mouthed. ‘How are we going tae get up thonder? I hope I’ve no’ got to scale one o’ they rope ladders. I’m no’ keen on heights. That’s how I went tae sea in the first place – nice an’ near the groon’, if you know whoot I mean.’

Without warning, a door opened about halfway down the side of the craft and a head popped out. The man was wearing a black peaked cap above dark eyes and a darker beard. ‘You will want rescue, no?’ he shouted across the swell.

‘Aye, rescue wid be jeest fine,’ returned Hoynes.

‘Ask him aboot salvage,’ insisted Geordie.

‘Aye, and if he says it’s goin’ tae be a thousand pounds, dae we jeest tell them tae sail on? I’m telling you, salvage will no’ be a problem for these boys . . . Yes, we need rescue,’ shouted Hoynes. ‘Workers o’ the world unite!’ he added, for good measure.

Hamish took in the Russian boat with a jaundiced eye. ‘She’s big, but she’s a trawler, right enough. Are you thinking the same as me, skipper?’

‘That it might no’ be thon plane and its booming that’s frightened the fish, after all?’

‘This beast could pull mair oot the water in a day than oor whole fleet, an’ she’s no ring-net vessel, neither. I’m betting she’s got a sister somewhere oot tae sea.’

‘We’ll soon find oot, of that there is no doubt,’ said Hoynes. ‘For better, or for worse, Hamish. I hope they’ve got some Bolshevik baccy aboard. I left my new packet back at the bothy.’
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Aboard the USS Newark

Captain Walter P Rumsfeld scanned the sea with an enormous pair of binoculars. A lookout on the old destroyer had spotted a flare near the Kintyre coast, and they were steaming in that general direction, ready to assist. Though his hair was iron grey now, being back in these waters off the coast of Scotland brought the dark-haired young lieutenant he’d been more than twenty years ago to mind.

Being on friendly exercise with the Royal Navy over the last two weeks was somehow like a pilgrimage, a nod to those days that now seemed so far off. The ragged convoys of merchantmen – easy prey for German U-boats – were under their care. The long, long hours searching the waves for any sign of a periscope. The fear, the joy, the exhilaration of being young – of being a seaborne warrior, of living life on the edge – had miraculously returned, as though the feelings had never been away.

He felt his fingertips tingle at the memory – almost forgot that he now operated in a very different world, one where the enemy came from further to the east.

But how could he forget? He, his crew, in this very warship, had shadowed the ships from the Soviet Union, stowed with their cargo of nuclear warheads, only a few years before as they neared Cuba. That was the last time he had felt the thrill he felt again now – of being on the edge as the world held its breath.

His eyes sparkled as his lieutenant spoke. ‘Sir, we have a visual, fourteen degrees to starboard.’

Rumsfeld swivelled his binoculars in the general direction he’d been given. Though they were a few nautical miles distant, he could make out a tiny vessel, probably wooden in construction, dwarfed by a red ship many times its size.

‘Lieutenant, confirm or deny, do we have the flag of the Soviets?’

‘Yes, sir, we do.’

‘Does that look like a fishing trawler to you?’

‘Yes, sir. Roger that.’

Rumsfeld let the binoculars hang on his chest by their leather strap, and rubbed his hands in anticipation. ‘Gentlemen, I need not remind you of the dual function of the Soviet fishing vessels.’

‘Spy ships, sir,’ piped up a young ensign behind him.

‘Good, Palliser, very good.’ He turned to the young man. ‘And what are our standing orders?’

‘To intercept and investigate such vessels, sir,’ the young officer replied immediately.

‘Correct.’ He leaned over a speaking tube and spoke with a commanding tone. ‘Helm, steer fourteen degrees to starboard – full steam ahead!’

‘Sir, if I may make an observation?’ asked his lieutenant tentatively.

‘Ask away.’

‘Sir, we are about to enter UK waters. I mean, do we have the mandate to intercept the Soviet vessel under these circumstances?’

‘Mandate? Mandate, Lieutenant?’ He gave the man a withering look. ‘We are entering the waters of our closest ally. The country we fought for in World War Two. The country that, alongside the United States of America – our fine nation – saved the world from the tyranny of the oppressor.’ He paused, looking into the distance. ‘Did Dwight D Eisenhower ask for a mandate to defeat our enemies, to preserve our way of life? If JFK – may the Lord rest his soul – had asked us to enter Cuban waters to save our country from the horror of nuclear annihilation at the hands of the Soviets, would we have questioned his mandate?’

‘No, sir,’ came the reply, as USS Newark’s Lieutenant stood to attention, as though he was on parade.

‘We are, and will always be the beacon of freedom. Mandate or no, full steam ahead!’

The warship turned and the bow wave rose at her side as she made her way towards the Russian vessel.

Hoynes sat in the Russian captain’s spacious cabin, a large glass of vodka in his hand. He looked across at Hamish who was draining his glass. ‘Well, if you’re in peril at sea and in need of rescue, these are the very boys tae oblige, eh.’

‘I’ve never been a fan o’ this vodka stuff,’ said Geordie. ‘But this fair hits the spot tonight. Nectar, sheer nectar.’

‘But whoot aboot oor fish?’ lamented Hamish. ‘Did you see the size o’ they nets on the deck? You could scoop up half o’ Kinloch in they bloody things.’ He lowered his voice. ‘It’s nae wonder we’ve hardly landed a herring this year.’

‘Och, but these boys are no’ interested in plowtering aboot oor wee bit shoals, Hamish.’ Hoynes puffed at his pipe, which emanated a cloud of deeper blue smoke than normal. He spluttered, eyes watering. ‘The vodka might be like nectar, but the baccy fair tears your throat oot.’

‘Dae you think oor wee silver freens jeest hang aboot the coast waiting for us tae entice them intae a net?’ said Hamish sceptically. ‘They’re deep-sea creatures. They’re no’ going tae turn their noses up at a net jeest cos it’s a Ruskie one.’

‘Dae fish have noses?’ asked Geordie, smacking his lips as he emptied his glass. ‘I’ve never been o’er sure.’

‘But you’re being a right Jonah, Hamish,’ said Hoynes. ‘Here we are getting a five-star passage intae Kinloch, wae their doctor looking efter Marshall, an’ us downing the tsar’s best vodka, and you’re still no’ happy. Dae you no’ think there’s hunners o’ boats oot in the broad Atlantic, and have been for years? No’ jeest the Russians, neither.’

‘Well, I’ve never seen them so close tae hame, and that’s a fact. And forbye, I’ve a feeling o’ impending doom – an’ that’s never a good thing.’

With that remark the cabin door swung open and the rotund figure of Captain Vladimir Pushkov strode into the cabin with two large bottles of vodka clasped in his meaty fists. ‘Good for you, gentlemen,’ the Russian seafarer boomed. ‘I am thinking we are needing some more vodka.’ He smiled beatifically as Geordie held out his glass. ‘And your friend – this Marshall – he will be living very well. I am speaking to doctor. So, my friends, a tragedy no more. Let us have toast!’ He unscrewed the top of one of the bottles and, one by one, poured the vodka so generously it spilled over the edge of each glass.

‘Aye, here’s tae you, Vladimir,’ said Hoynes, clinking glasses with the Russian seafarer. ‘And tae the brotherhood of the sea – slainte!’

‘The brotherhood of the sea . . . Sandy.’ He said the name tentatively. ‘I am thinking your name is Alexander. Am I right?’

‘Aye, you have the right o’ it there,’ confirmed Hoynes.

‘So, in the tradition of Mother Russia, I will call you Alexei.’ Pushkov drained his glass and reached once more for the bottle of vodka.

‘You better watch your eye, Alexei,’ said Hamish pointedly. ‘You’ll need tae work oot how we’re going tae get everyone back fae Geordie’s bothy when we get back tae Kinloch. You’ll be in no condition tae organise a rescue the way you’re downing that stuff.’

‘Och, they’ll send oot the lifeboat. But the way the swell is noo, and it no’ being an emergency, it’ll no’ be until the morrow, I’m thinking.’

‘Does that mean you’ll be in charge o’ the show o’ presents?’

Hoynes stared at his first mate for a while, then burst out laughing. ‘There’ll be green snow an’ yellow hailstones before there’ll be any show o’ presents at my hoose the night. Here’s me jeest been rescued by the pride o’ the Baltic fae a watery grave. No, no, no. I’m quite happy tae sink intae this vodka – especially efter the few hours we’ve had. Man, Hamish, but sometimes you’re fair strait-laced.’ Hoynes hiccuped loudly, making Pushkov roar with laughter.

A slight cough made everyone turn around. A man in an immaculate grey suit, white shirt and red tie stood framed in the doorway. His clothes, indeed, his whole demeanour couldn’t have made him look less like a fisherman. He stared at each man in turn.

Quickly removing his cap and standing up, rather unsteadily, Pushkov addressed the man as ‘Commissar’. There followed a flurry of Russian, which the fishermen from Kinloch could not understand but certainly got the gist of. It was obvious that, despite Pushkov being captain of the vessel, he was somehow in thrall to this individual.

‘Which one of you is in charge?’ the Commissar barked.

‘Him,’ said Hamish and Geordie in unison, pointing at Hoynes. This man bore none of Pushkov’s bonhomie.

‘You are British, yes?’

‘Of course I am,’ replied Hoynes, his hiccups even more frequent now. ‘Four years before the mast of Her Majesty’s Royal Navy, tae.’ He stood up and gave his interlocutor an exaggeratedly proud salute.

‘I see. So you are soldier of capitalism.’ The Commissar looked at Pushkov, who was fiddling with his cap nervously, and more Russian spilled from his mouth like gunfire, then he turned on his heel and left the cabin, without the slightest gesture of farewell.

‘He’s a nasty piece o’ work, is he no’?’ remarked Hamish.

Pushkov poked his head round the door, to make sure his visitor was out of earshot. ‘He is Commissar. He makes sure we remain good Russians when temptations of the West placed in our way.’

‘One o’ Stalin’s boys?’ said Hoynes.

‘No!’ said Pushkov. ‘Never mention Comrade Stalin. His memory . . . bad.’ He shrugged, having failed to find the correct words to use in English. He leaned towards Hoynes and whispered, ‘This man reports every move back to Moscow. He is eyes and ears of Politburo. You lucky such a man not in your country.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong, Vladimir, my friend,’ said Hoynes, patting the Russian gently on the back. ‘You’ve obviously no’ come across oor Fishery Officer, Iain Watson. He’d gie the KGB a run for their money any day.’

‘That’s if he’s still in the land o’ the living, and no’ lyin’ deid on the Piper’s Pass,’ said Hamish.

‘Aye. Wae a bit o’ luck . . .’ Hoynes sat down heavily, held out his glass with a beaming smile and belched loudly. ‘C’mon, Vladimir. Time we had another charge, comrade.’
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USS Newark

‘Sir, we’re gaining on them, but we’ll have to slow down. The charts show rocks ahead.’

Rumsfeld thought for a few moments. ‘Hand me the radio, Lieutenant . . . Chief, find me a frequency where I can speak to these Commies.’

The radio squeaked in protest as they searched for the Russian trawler’s communication channel. ‘Sir, I think we have it.’

‘Soviet vessel. This is Captain Walter P Rumsfeld of USS Newark. Stop immediately.’

On the other end could be heard a babble of Russian.

‘Stop your vessel immediately!’ ordered Rumsfeld.

Again, some incomprehensible Russian . . . and the Russian trawler kept on sailing, regardless.

Captain Rumsfeld turned to his lieutenant. ‘Prepare to send a warning shot over her bows.’

‘But, sir, I have to remind you we’re in UK waters. Shouldn’t we inform the Royal Navy?’

‘Are you questioning my orders? No? Well, fire that shot!’

‘And here’s tae Yuri Gagarin.’ Hoynes raised his glass.

‘And to your Winston Churchill,’ Pushkov responded in return. ‘But do not be telling my Commissar, no?’

Each man downed a measure of vodka.

Just as Hamish was about to propose a toast to the international brotherhood of fishermen , a loud whine could be heard through the open porthole in the captain’s cabin. It became louder – almost deafening – until it stopped for a few heartbeats, and there followed a massive explosion.

‘Whoot on earth was that?’ cried Geordie.

Hoynes blinked at him in surprise. ‘It’s a long time since I heard one o’ them,’ he said, his hiccups now gone.

‘Heard whoot?’ asked Hamish.

‘That was a shell – a big one, tae. I do believe we’re under attack, Vladimir. All hands on deck!’ he shouted wildly before falling back in his chair.

‘Quickly, my friends, let us get to the bridge,’ said Pushkov, dropping his glass to the floor. ‘What can this be?’

Hamish held a hand out to Hoynes to help his skipper up from his chair. ‘I’m hoping they’ve no availed Iain Watson o’ his ain gunboat.’

Shakily, the three Kinloch fishermen followed Captain Pushkov along the gangway and up a steep flight of steps.

On the bridge stood three agitated-looking sailors, dressed in dark blue jerseys and oilskin trousers. Alongside them was the Commissar, still in his suit and tie. He looked at the new arrivals with disdain and addressed Pushkov sharply, standing almost on his toes as he glared into the burly captain’s face.

‘Things is no’ looking good,’ surmised Hamish. ‘Who on earth can be firing on a fishing trawler? Aye, an’ us jeest a few miles fae the toon.’

Pushkov made his way across to the Kinloch men, shaking his head. ‘No crew here speak English. There have been messages. Surely Royal Navy would not fire on us?’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ replied Hoynes. ‘But I’m no’ sure the Fishery Officer wouldn’t.’

Amidst a shower of static, the radio burst back into life. ‘This is USS Newark. Bring your vessel to a stop immediately, or we will fire.’

‘How can this be? The American Navy? We’re in British waters,’ said Pushkov, grabbing the radio from a bewildered Russian fisherman.

The Commissar spoke up, this time in English. ‘I believe these men to be agents of the capitalist devil, America. You have been tricked, Captain Pushkov. This vessel must not fall into enemy hands. That is an order.’

‘This is Vladimir Pushkov, captain of the Kirov. We are fishing vessel on mercy mission, heading for Kinloch. Please explain your actions!’

‘Sir, they say they’re on a rescue mission,’ said USS Newark’s lieutenant.

‘I’m not deaf, Lieutenant,’ said Rumsfeld. ‘I have given them an explicit order, with which I expect them to comply. They are sailing in the sovereign waters of our ally. We shall not turn our backs on them and let these Commies spy with impunity. That, son, is no more a fishing vessel than I’m Abraham Lincoln.’ He put the radio to his mouth. ‘This is Captain Walter P Rumsfeld of USS Newark. You are in sovereign UK waters. I demand that you halt your vessel and let my men come aboard. This is non-negotiable.’

Pushkov listened to more orders from the Commissar before replying, his face blanching above his black beard. ‘You have no right to stop my vessel. This not your country. We continue to Kinloch. Mercy mission. Repeat. Mercy mission.’

Hamish looked at Hoynes who was stroking his chin. ‘Aye, this is a fair pickle, right enough. We set oot the day tae try and draw attention tae the plight o’ diminishing fish stocks and noo we’re aboot tae light the touch paper for World War Three. And forbye that, we’ve likely been responsible for the death o’ a Fishery Officer, as well as seriously injuring an officer of Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise.’

‘If these Yanks don’t blow us oot the water, we’ll hang for sure,’ wailed Geordie. ‘Whoot an end tae a life – deid and infamous for the destruction o’ the planet. It wiz bad enough wae thon Cuban missile crisis. This’ll tip the balance, for sure.’

Hoynes was about to reply when another deafening whine followed by an explosion and a huge plume of water indicated that the US Navy was not bluffing. ‘You men are right pessimists,’ he said, once the noise had cleared, and Pushkov and the Commissar had retired to the other end of the bridge to finger-point and argue. ‘This is just a wee misunderstanding – happens at sea all the time.’

‘A wee misunderstanding!’ replied Hamish incredulously. ‘Oor backsides have near been blown four hunner feet in the air – an’ wae the rest o’ us no attached – an’ you’re calling it a wee misunderstanding!’

‘Here, Vladimir,’ said Hoynes, heading towards Pushkov and the Commissar who were still arguing heatedly. ‘I’m an ex-petty officer of the Royal Navy. Let me speak tae this American captain – jeest tae put him right, you understand.’

The Commissar was about to object, but the big sea captain pushed him aside and addressed him in English. ‘This is my vessel. I decide what happens now we are being attacked.’ He called to his crewmate in Russian, who handed Hoynes the radio.

Hoynes grabbed the mouthpiece and cleared his throat. ‘How ye getting on? I’m Alexander Hoynes, skipper o’ the Girl Maggie fae the Kinloch fishing fleet. These brave sons o’ the sea were good enough tae pull us oot o’ a right tight spot a wee while ago. They’re jeest taking us back tae Kinloch. Will yous stop firing, and you can follow us intae port an’ we can sort this a’ oot o’er a dram?’ Almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘Over’ and clicked off. He winked at Hamish. ‘My radio etiquette’s a wee bit rusty, but they Yanks will get the message. Noo, where’s my pipe?’

‘They give us safe passage, Alexei?’ asked Pushkov.

‘Och, it’ll no’ be a bother. You jeest need tae talk tae them in their ain tongue. You Ruskies haven’t got the English jeest so – like a native, you understand. Full steam ahead tae Kinloch, I’d say.’

‘Who on earth was that?’ said Captain Rumsfeld, frowning at the radio speaker on the bridge of USS Newark. ‘Do you have any idea, Lieutenant?’

‘Didn’t sound like a Russian, sir. Possibly an Arab? Could just be a delaying tactic, trying to make us believe there are other nationals aboard.’

‘These Commies don’t know when they’re beat. It’s Cuba all over again. Full steam ahead and to hell with the consequences. If they think they can fool a captain of the US Navy, they can think again.’ He contemplated the Russian trawler in the distance. ‘They have left us no choice. Prepare to fire on that vessel.’
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‘Sir, for the record, I must register my objection to the action you are about to take. We have no right to fire on a vessel in UK waters. Even if it is the Soviets, sir.’

Captain Rumsfeld eyed his lieutenant. ‘Your concerns are noted. Now, remove yourself from duty and confine yourself to your cabin. Palliser, find the correct range for that Russian trawler and fire.’

‘Yes, sir!’ shouted the ensign enthusiastically, bending over his range finder.

Rumsfeld watched his lieutenant hurry from the bridge, then announced, ‘I want you men here to remember this day. It’s the day America took a stand. Took a stand against these Soviets, and in defence of our allies. We, the crew of this fine warship, have drawn a line in the sand. While we don’t want to take the lives of those Russians, we have to stand up for freedom and our way of life. This day will go down in the history of the United States of America.’

Captain Pushkov looked at the warship through his binoculars and frowned. ‘You are sure they understand message, Alexei? Guns moving . . .’

‘Have nae worries on that score. They widna fire on an ex-Royal Navy sailor like mysel’. Man, they wid go doon in history as brutes – and likely cause one major diplomatic incident in the process. Nae doubt, Her Majesty wid get personally involved, knowing that one of her seafarers had been cruelly treated. Anyhow, I’ve enough on my plate, whoot wae weddings, nae fish in the sea and the like, tae take up arms against a superpower.’

Hamish eyed the grey warship with narrowed eyes. ‘I’ve a wile bad feeling aboot this.’

Captain Rumsfeld was waiting for the trawler to rise to the top of the swell to give him the clearest possible target. He opened his mouth to give the order to fire, but before he could speak, he was interrupted.

‘Sir, ten degrees to port, looks like a minesweeper. Royal Navy, sir.’

Rumsfeld hesitated for a second, the silent command still on his lips. Eventually, he let out a long and heartfelt sigh. ‘Stand weapons down, Palliser.’

‘Aye, aye, sir!’

As the Russian trawler docked at Kinloch’s second pier, the Harbour Master rushed to the side of the vessel. ‘Ahoy there! Dae you have a Sandy Hoynes aboard?’

‘It’s yoursel’, Ritchie,’ greeted Hoynes, leaning over the rail of the trawler. ‘Wait the noo till I tell you whoot an exciting time we’ve been having.’ Standing beside him, Hamish looked heavenward.

‘Och, I know fine whoot’s been happening. There’s been a bit on the radio a’ aboot it.’ Ritchie Brown shook his head. ‘Damn near an international incident oot in the Sound. Some yachtsman called it in tae the Coastguard. Warships firing guns, and all sorts. We’ll have a’ the newspapers here by teatime – aye, an’ the television, tae, so I’m told.’

‘Whoot a stramash. These good men were good enough tae rescue us fae the Mull. That’s all there is tae it.’

‘That’s no’ whoot I’m hearing,’ said the Harbour Master. ‘And on top o’ that, that polisman Grant has gone missing, and Watson the Fishery Officer’s up at the Cottage Hospital.’

‘Oh, that’s good news, right enough,’ replied Hoynes, nodding at Hamish. ‘He’s a fine fella, that Watson. A wee bit highly strung, mind.’

‘He’s highly strung noo, by all accounts. Arrived at Jackie MacKinnon’s farm at the Pass thonder, covered fae head tae toe in glaur. He’s only spoken two words since.’

‘Was one o’ them “octopus”, by any chance?’ asked Hamish.

‘No, nothing aboot octopuses – jeest “Sandy Hoynes”. That’s a’ he keeps saying, over and over. “Sandy Hoynes”.’

Hoynes stroked his chin. Hamish had an infuriating I-told-you-so look on his face, while Geordie’s hands were shaking so much he was struggling to roll his cigarette. ‘As I say, fair highly strung, the man.’ He looked on as two brawny Russian seamen carried Marshall on a stretcher down the gangplank. ‘Good luck tae you, Mr Marshall. I’m sure that heid o’ yours will be jeest fine in a wee while. The ambulance is on its way.’

‘All oor geese are comin’ hame tae roost at the same time. And we’ve still no’ arranged tae rescue them back at the bothy,’ said Hamish.

‘It’s getting dark noo, Hamish. I’m sure they’ll be fine til the morning.’ Hoynes smiled. ‘It’s chickens, is it no’?’

‘The lifeboat’s away roon’ the Mull. Tae your bothy, Geordie. Watson telt MacKinnon there was a party of folk stranded there by a landslide at the Piper’s Pass,’ said the Harbour Master.

Hoynes thought for a moment. ‘You know, Hamish, the weather’s set fair the morrow. I think we should jeest have a wee nap on the boat, then get oot and get an early start tomorrow.’

‘You mean hide fae Marjorie and Maggie.’

‘Away ye go, nothing of the sort. We’ve got a hell o’ a lot o’ fishing tae catch up on.’

Hoynes and Hamish tried to settle down for the night aboard the Girl Maggie, but there was an unusual amount of activity in the harbour. At one point, Hamish swore that he could hear Marjorie asking about the whereabouts of her husband, but Hoynes said he was imagining things.

After a restless night, Hoynes shook Hamish out of his bunk, pointing to his watch. ‘It’s been light for half an hour. Time we got fired up and back oot tae the fishing. Young Peter will be here directly.’

The fishermen were readying the vessel for sea when they heard someone shouting from the pier above. ‘Is anyone on board?’ The voice was insistent.

Reluctantly, Hoynes poked his head out of the hatch and craned his neck up to the pier, shading his eyes against the early morning sun. ‘Whoot can I do for you?’

‘I’m Timothy Halley from the BBC in Glasgow. Are you Alexander Hoynes?’

‘Eh . . . aye, I am that,’ he replied. ‘But I’ve no time tae talk to the press. I’ve a fishing boat tae skipper.’

‘I hear you had rather an exciting time yesterday,’ shouted Halley.

‘Whoot’s he sayin’?’ asked Hamish from below, cleaning his teeth with an old wooden toothbrush.

‘Och, I widna say it was that exciting. Jeest another day for those o’ us that make oor living at sea.’ Hoynes gestured to his shipmate to be quiet.

‘But weren’t you caught up in some incident between the Russians and the US Navy?’

‘Like I said, nothing we’re not used tae on the ocean. Blown oot o’ all proportion, I’d say.’

‘Nearly like oor backsides,’ observed Hamish, spitting into a metal bucket.

‘I really hope you can share your experience with our viewers, Mr Hoynes.’

‘As I telt you, I’ve a vessel tae get ready for sea. Another time, perhaps. No’ that there’s anything tae talk aboot anyhow.’

‘Oh, that’s a pity, Alexander . . . may I call you that?’

‘You can call me anythin’ you want,’ replied Hoynes.

‘You can be sure everyone else will,’ said Hamish, under his breath.

‘I’ve been authorised to avail you of five pounds for your thoughts, Mr Hoynes.’

Hoynes tilted his head. ‘Five pounds, did you say?’

‘Yes, I have the money here.’ Halley pulled a fiver from his pocket and waved it in the air. ‘Look!’

‘I daresay I could describe the hardship that was put before us yesterday,’ said Hoynes, clearing his throat.

‘Dae you think you’re daein’ the right thing, Sandy?’

‘Wheesht, Hamish, there’s a fiver at stake here, man.’

Five minutes later, the two fishermen were standing in the early morning sunshine on the pier, while a technician fussed around a huge television camera and Halley looked at his notes.

‘So, Mr Hoynes. You’re the skipper of a fishing boat here in Kinloch, am I right?’

‘That’s a fact,’ replied Hoynes.

‘Now, can you tell me what happened to you yesterday? You were rescued by a Russian trawler when out on a small lobster boat with some colleagues?’

‘Yes, yes, we were. And damned grateful we were tae oor Russian freens. A valiant effort, I must say.’

‘My information is that, before you reached the safety of Kinloch harbour, this trawler – your rescuers – was fired upon by an American Naval vessel. Is this true?’

Hoynes paused, then turned his focus from the reporter to the camera, which he fixed with a beady eye. ‘I’m no’ jeest sure where you’re getting a’ this from. But whoot should be being addressed is the disappearance o’ herring in these waters this summer.’

Halley tried to interject, but Hoynes raised his hand to silence him. ‘You see, ladies and gentlemen, a plane’s being tested in the skies o’er Kinloch . . .’
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The sun shone down on the wedding party as they made their way down the kirk’s long drive and headed towards the town centre and the County Hotel reception.

Duncan Grant, resplendent in his best uniform, complete with white gloves, walked arm-in-arm with his new bride. It was a warm day, and Maggie appeared rather flushed, although whether this was because of the summer temperature or the long shawl that was draped over her shoulders and down her back, it was hard to tell.

Next in line came Sandy Hoynes and Marjorie, alongside Grant’s parents, who had arrived the day before by ferry then bus from the Isle of Skye. Marjorie beamed as she watched her only child walk in front of her with the handsome policeman at her side. ‘She’s right bonnie, is she no’, Sandy?’

‘Aye, bonnie, right enough,’ he said, feeling naked out in public without his skipper’s cap. He patted down his Brylcreemed hair, before searching in the pocket of his best suit for his pipe.

‘Don’t you dare light up that smelly thing,’ said Marjorie with a scowl. ‘You know fine Duncan’s mother’s allergic tae pipe smoke on account o’ her asthma.’

‘But we’re outside, woman. I can understand a body no happy wae smoke at closed quarters in the hoose, but whoot’s the problem when we’re oot here in the fresh air?’

Marjorie fixed him with a stare, and the pipe remained in his pocket. ‘You’ve done a rare job running up that shawl, right enough. Does the job very well,’ remarked Hoynes.

‘Be quiet, you!’ his wife hissed. ‘You’ve nae idea how much persuasion it took tae get her tae wear it in the first place. I’m surprised you noticed anything in the church, whoot wae they puppy-dog eyes you were making at Ina Blackstock.’

‘Ina? Oh, I didna even see her.’

‘Aye, right. You should be payin’ attention tae your daughter on her big day.’

‘She’ll no’ be worried noo, anyhow. Now that the ring’s on her finger, she can let her arse grow, untrammelled. The way you did yoursel’, my love.’ Hoynes pursed his lips, missing the comfort of his pipe.

‘See if this wisna the day it is, Alexander Hoynes, I’d belt you roon’ the lug good and proper. I hope you brought your wallet. They’ll be expecting tae get paid at the County.’

‘They better serve up a better dram than they did the last time I was there.’

‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll see to it the local celebrity only gets the best,’ said Marjorie. ‘I don’t know how many times I’ve been stopped in the street in the last week by folk telling me how brilliant my man was on the telly.’

‘You’ve either got it, or you’ve no’. At any rate, they tell me that bloody plane’s away at the end o’ next week. That’s the power o’ the press for you. We’ll maybe get back tae some kind o’ normality at the fishin’ noo.’

‘We better, Sandy, or you an’ me will be as poor as church mice, whoot wae this wedding an’ a’ . . .’

They wedding party turned onto to Main Street, and were soon heading into the County Hotel for the reception.

In the County Hotel, Hamish was savouring his first glass of whisky at the bar, when he was approached by two men. One was dressed in a red shirt with wide trousers and black boots; the other wore a smart dark uniform, adorned with brass buttons and gold braid. ‘How ye daein’?’ he said as they joined him. ‘It’s a fine day for a dram or two.’

‘My friend, Hamish,’ said Pushkov, enveloping the fisherman in a bear hug. ‘I not recognise you with clothes you are wearing.’ He patted the sleeve of Hamish’s suit, a garment that had once belonged to his father, and was hopelessly old-fashioned, as well as being at least two sizes too big.

‘I don’t get the opportunity tae get dressed up much,’ Hamish said, patting down the quiff that was now plastered to one side of his head. ‘Och, but I fair enjoy it when I get the chance. And how are you faring, Captain?’ he enquired, turning to the tall grey-haired man in uniform.

‘I’m enjoying the company of a fellow sailor,’ Captain Walter P Rumsfeld replied. ‘In all these years, I’ve never met a Russian, but I have to say that Vladimir here is a good man. Here’s to friendship.’ Rumsfeld raised a small glass of whisky and clinked glasses with Hamish and Pushkov. ‘Here’s to friendship!’

‘That’s the way it should be. A’ brothers under the skin,’ remarked Hamish, his smile creasing his eyes. ‘Here, I might even get another in.’

Hoynes watched his first mate with a smile. They’d had dinner and, as was the tradition, had heard speeches from the groom and best man – a fellow policeman with whom Duncan Grant was friendly. Now, as was tradition in Kinloch, the father of the bride would say a few words and propose a toast once everyone was a bit more relaxed, the tables had been cleared, and a few drinks had been consumed.

‘Surely you’re no’ nervous,’ said Geordie. ‘A man that’s addressed the nation on the television is surely no’ worried aboot speaking tae his freens and family?’

‘No, no, not at all. I’m jeest taking it a’ in. Marjorie and I thought this day might never come.’

You weren’t alone there, thought Geordie, as he watched the bride and groom circulate among their guests. ‘She’s a lovely bride, right enough. Tell me, whoot’s happenin’ aboot them bottles o’ the clear stuff they pilots had. I hope they know it was nothing tae dae wae us?’

‘A storm in a teacup. Oor Duncan gied them a warning – nae mair than a slap on the wrists. Sure, they’ll be away hame next week, and probably no’ think aboot the whole episode again.’

‘No’ so much thon Marshall. I’m amazed he didna press charges.’

‘He knew fine where his bread was buttered,’ said Hoynes, lighting his pipe. ‘After all, he was the aggressor. He jumped on the man and tried tae get the bottle oot o’ his hands. In any event, there’s nae harm done. The man has a wee scar on his forehead – it’ll jeest make him look mair rakish, like thon Germans wae the duelling scars.’

‘Oh, here we go,’ said Geordie, nudging Hoynes in the ribs, almost making him drop his pipe.

‘Whoot on earth?’

Watson the Fishery Officer was making his way determinedly to their table.

‘This doesna look good,’ said Geordie.

‘Jeest you keep your hand on your ha’penny and let me dae the talking,’ whispered Hoynes as Watson stopped in front of them.

‘Gentlemen,’ he gushed. ‘My, but you’re looking like real gents in these suits.’

‘You’re no’ looking too bad yoursel’, Iain. Will you be having a dram wae us?’ offered Hoynes.

‘I have something to say,’ declared Watson.

‘Can you no’ leave the man alone on his daughter’s wedding day,’ Geordie said accusingly.

‘Now, now, Geordie, let the man speak.’ Hoynes took a hefty swig of his whisky and looked squarely at the Fishery Officer. ‘Spit it oot, man.’

‘I’d just like to say I’m sorry,’ said Watson, causing Geordie to choke on the pint of beer he was drinking.

‘Sorry? Sorry for whoot?’ asked Hoynes.

‘I’ve learned the error of my ways.’ Watson sighed. ‘Up there on the Piper’s Pass . . . I saw him.’

‘Saw who? The piper?’ asked Geordie, his eyes wide.

‘Aye. There he was, blowing away at the pipes, a lovely pibroch, too.’

‘Did you no’ want tae run a mile?’ said Hoynes.

‘No, I did not.’ Watson composed himself. ‘You see, I recognised him.’

There was a brief silence. Geordie’s mouth gaped, while Hoynes puffed furiously at his pipe.

‘The piper was my father, my own father. Dead all these years, but there he was piping away, plain as day.’

‘I didna know your faither played the pipes,’ said Geordie.

‘No, he didn’t. But, man, he was playing a fair tune up there on the pass. That is, before he stopped.’

‘Stopped? Whoot for?’ asked Hoynes.

‘He walked over to me and he said, “Iain, I’m fair affronted by you. For generations oor family went tae the fishing. Noo, you’re the man responsible for making these men’s lives a pure misery.” Well, I didn’t know whoot to say. I jeest sat there frozen to the marrow.’

‘And was that it?’ asked Hoynes.

‘No, it was not. “Make amends,” that’s whoot he said. “Change your life and make amends.” So, that’s why I’m here. I want to apologise to you all. I’ve given up the job – I’m just working a month’s notice, then I’m going to get a wee boat and I’m going to do the lobsters, or the like. A much more honest occupation than the one I’ve been toiling at these last few years.’

Hoynes was about to reply, when his wife tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Come on, you. Less o’ the gabbing. Get this speech o’ yours done, so folk can relax and enjoy the night.’

Hoynes moved to the centre of the bar and tapped his glass with the stem of his pipe. ‘The bride and groom, ladies an’ gentlemen, if I could have your attention for a moment or two. My good lady tells me it’s time I said my piece.’

‘On yoursel’, skipper,’ shouted Hamish. ‘And make it brief, mind.’

‘I’m the proudest faither in the world today. My lovely daughter’s found hersel’ a good, well-doin’ man.’ He looked across at Maggie, who was beaming at him. ‘You took your time – och, but no’ tae the swiftest the victory an’ a’ that.’ He saw Maggie’s smile fade, then cleared his throat. ‘No, no . . . We’ve folk here fae all pairts – Blaan, Machrie – aye, even Moscow an’ the US of A.’ He raised his glass to Pushkov and Rumsfeld. ‘If this day – aye, an’ recent days – reminds me o’ one thing, it’s this: we’re at oor best when we stand together.’ For this there was a smattering of applause. ‘Now, as many of you know, the fishing’s no’ been whoot it was this year. Och, we’ve blamed planes and the like, but I’ve been thinking on it for a while. They tell me there’s mair folk in the world than ever before. So, it stands tae reason that that’ll mean mair folk eating fish. Noo, jeest because there’s mair folk, it doesna follow there’s mair fish . . .’ There was a murmur of agreement. ‘When I started on the boats, we used the ring nets – aye, a battle between the silver fellows and the men who were tryin’ tae catch them – a battle, but a fair yin. Noo, och, they big trawlers – nae disrespect, Vladimir – and soon a’ oor boats will be at the same thing.’ There was silence in the hall. ‘So, I suppose this is a message tae you, Duncan, my new son-in-law.’ He raised his glass. ‘O’er the course o’ married life, you’ll come up against the rocks mair than once – I know I’ve had my fair share o’ rough water . . .’ He looked over at Marjorie, who shook her head with a grin. ‘But here’s whoot I’m saying, Duncan. Bear in mind whoot I’ve jeest said. Be happy wae the catch you’ve got, for even if you’re thinking there’s mair fish in the sea, you’re probably wrong.’ At this, everyone applauded. ‘Tae both o’ you – my beautiful Maggie and big Duncan – here’s tae you. The bride an’ groom!’

Hoynes was about to sit down when he heard a voice. Coming towards him, looking rather unsteady on his feet, came Keacheran the fish merchant, clutching what looked like a jar. ‘Sandy Hoynes, you’ve done Maggie proud – aye, and us all fine the night, wae a great spread and a few drams.’ A cheer ensued. ‘So, by way of thanks, I brought you the leg o’ that octopus you were good enough tae sell me the other day. Knowing how fond I am o’ the creatures, it was good of you. So I marinated a wee bit o’ it, an’ here you are!’

Iain Watson sat open-mouthed as Hamish shrugged and announced, ‘Here’s tae you, skipper! I telt you I’d a bad feeling aboot this.’
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Notes

One of my earliest memories as a small child in the late sixties was catching a glimpse of Concorde, the supersonic passenger jet then being flight-tested in the skies above Kintyre. If you missed the sight of the aircraft, you couldn’t fail to hear the loud sonic boom as it broke the sound barrier. In a way, this plane heralded the dawn of a new age in the decade that defined much of the modern world in which we now live. Though Concorde itself no longer flashes through our skies, new and faster ways to travel will continue to shrink our world.

Some may quietly opine that we were better off and more content in simpler times, but as is the way of things, the march of progress, welcome or not, is inevitable. The airbase at Machrihanish, then in the hands of the RAF, was the site chosen for this testing because of the length of its runway. Indeed, it is one of the reasons that Kintyre may yet find itself the location of the UK’s spaceport – another massive leap forward.

Again, back in the late sixties, you would have found a busy fishing port at Campbeltown, with small wooden boats crowded in the space between the town’s twin piers. Sadly, modern fishing methods, combined with almost inexplicable political interference, have led to a catastrophic decline in the numbers of fish in our seas, and the fishing fleet in Campbeltown, as elsewhere, now numbers only a handful of boats.

Andrew Robertson, the ex-Campbeltown fisherman mentioned above, looked back on this loss with much regret. He lamented the disappearance of the fair contest between fish and man, as larger vessels worked together trawling the sea, giving their quarry no chance of escape, or time to replenish.

Fishing became a massive industry in the eighties. Many of my former classmates made my eyes water with tales of the money they were making back then. It didn’t last, and the connection between the fishermen of Kintyre and the sea, which lasted for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years, has almost been lost. Hopefully, as modern and better informed attitudes prevail, sustainable fishing will again become the norm.

I have tried to capture a fictional taste of a life at the fishing, which – almost as a by-product – spawned such wonderful yarns, songs and poetry. For a more factual account of these days, and long before, please seek out the works of Freddie Gillies and Angus Martin, both great chroniclers of times past in Kintyre.





Also available from Polygon by Denzil Meyrick

WHISKY FROM SMALL GLASSES

http://amzn.to/1E1cKLP

When the body of a young woman is washed up on an idyllic beach on the west coast of Scotland, D.C.I. Jim Daley is despatched from Glasgow to lead the investigation.

Far from home, and his troubled marriage, it seems that Daley’s biggest obstacle will be managing the difficult local police chief; but when the prime suspect is gruesomely murdered, the inquiry begins to stall. As the body count rises, Daley uncovers a network of secrets and corruption in the close-knit community of Kinloch, thrusting him and his loved ones into the centre of a case more deadly than he had ever imagined.

The first novel in the D.C.I. Daley Thriller series, Whisky from Small Glasses is a truly compelling crime novel, shot through with dark humour and menace.

THE LAST WITNESS

http://amzn.to/1Jm4Xba

James Machie was a man with a genius for violence, his criminal empire spreading beyond Glasgow into the UK and mainland Europe. Fortunately, James Machie is dead, assassinated in the back of a prison ambulance following his trial and conviction. But now, five years later, he is apparently back from the grave, set on avenging himself on those who brought him down. Top of his list is his previous associate, Frank MacDougall, who unbeknownst to D.C.I. Jim Daley, is living under protection on his lochside patch, the small Scottish town of Kinloch. Daley knows that, having been the key to Machie’s conviction, his old friend and colleague D.S. Scott is almost as big a target. And nothing, not even death, has ever stood in James Machie’s way . . .

DARK SUITS AND SAD SONGS

http://amzn.to/1MLV86r

When a senior Edinburgh civil servant spectacularly takes his own life in Kinloch harbour, DCI Jim Daley comes face to face with the murky world of politics. To add to his woes, two local drug dealers lie dead, ritually assassinated. It's clear that dark forces are at work in the town. With his boss under investigation, his marriage hanging on by a thread, and his sidekick DS Scott wrestling with his own demons, Daley's world is in meltdown. When strange lights appear in the sky over Kinloch, it becomes clear that the townsfolk are not the only people at risk. The fate of nations is at stake. Jim Daley must face his worst fears as tragedy strikes. This is not just about a successful investigation, it’s about survival.

THE RAT STONE SERENADE

http://amzn.to/1LUr4GN

It's December, and the Shannon family are returning home to their clifftop mansion near Kinloch for their annual AGM. Shannon International is one of the world’s biggest private companies, with tendrils reaching around the globe in computing, banking and mineral resourcing, and it has brought untold wealth and privilege to the family. However, a century ago Archibald Shannon stole the land upon which he built their home and his descendants have been cursed ever since.

When heavy snow cuts off Kintyre, DCI Jim Daley and DS Brian Scott are assigned to protect their illustrious visitors. As an ancient society emerges from the blizzards, and its creation, the Rat Stone, reveals grisly secrets, ghosts of the past come to haunt the Shannons. As the curse decrees, death is coming but for whom and from what?

DALINTOBER MOON

http://amzn.to/1DsWTRy

When a body is found in a whisky barrel, buried on Dalintober beach, it appears that a notorious local crime, committed over a century ago, has finally been solved. D.C.I. Daley discovers that, despite the passage of time, the legacy of the murder still resonates within the community, and as he tries to make sense of the case, the tortured screams of a man who died long ago echo across Kinloch.

TWO ONE THREE

http://amzn.to/1LwqX9j

Glasgow, 1986. Only a few months into his new job, Constable Jim Daley is walking the beat. When he is called to investigate a break-in, he finds a young woman lying dead in her squalid flat. But how and why did she die? In a race against time, Daley is seconded to the CID to help catch a serial killer, under the guidance of his new friend DC Brian Scott. But the police are not the only ones looking for the killer . . . Jim Daley tackles his first serious crime on the mean streets of Glasgow, in an investigation that will change his life for ever. This is a stunning eBook only prequel to Denzil Meyrick’s critically acclaimed, best-selling DCI Jim Daley series.
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