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Knock, Knock,
You’re Dead!
A Hamish Macbeth Short Story
M.C. Beaton
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It was a glorious autumn day in the highlands and the normally lazy Police Constable Macbeth was moved by conscience out of the deckchair in the front garden of the police station in Lochdubh to make some overdue calls on some of the outlying croft houses.
He periodically checked on the old and the single to make sure they were not in need of any help. He put his cat, Sonsie, and his dog, Lugs, into the back of the Land Rover and set out from the village of Lochdubh in Sutherland and up into the hills.
The sky was clear blue, turning the loch behind him to sapphire and the soaring mountains of Sutherland ahead of him into ranges of blue, from light to dark stretching into the distance. His first call was on Mrs. Morag McPhie, a widow, who worked as a crofter. As he drove up to the low croft house, her sheep were cropping at the thin grass and her two sheepdogs were basking in the sun outside the front door.
The door was open. He called Morag. She appeared wiping her hands on her apron.
Morag McPhie was a small, round, sturdy woman in her fifties. She had rosy cheeks, black hair flecked with grey and light grey eyes. She was wearing a T-shirt over a long black skirt and serviceable boots.
“It’s yourself, Hamish,” she said. “Come ben. I’ll be glad of an excuse to put the kettle on and sit down. Unless you want a dram?”
“Not when I’m driving,” said Hamish, removing his peaked cap. “But tea would be grand.”
As Morag seemed to be in the best of health, Hamish felt he really ought to move on, but golden days like this were so rare in the highlands, and the stone-flagged kitchen, gilded with sunlight, was so welcoming that he decided to stay for a little.
Morag came back with a laden tray. “Help yourself to some of my fairy cakes,” she said. “My, that hair of yours is like a beacon.”
Hamish grinned and ran his hand through his fiery red hair.
“So how are you getting on?” asked Hamish.
“I’m fine. I got a letter today from Elsie.” Elsie was Morag’s daughter, who had moved to Australia. “I wish I could go and see her, but I can’t afford the fare. There’s not much money in sheep these days.”
“Hardly worth the work,” agreed Hamish, who had sheep of his own.
“I was thinking,” said Morag, pouring tea, “that maybe I might have something in the parlour worth selling. Alistair Menzies over in Rogart, he got five thousand pounds for an old teapot.”
“I cannot help you,” said Hamish. ”I don’t know about antiques. Why don’t you call the auctioneers in Inverness and ask them to send up a valuator? He’d soon let you know if you had anything worthwhile. By the by, if you think you might have anything valuable, you shouldnae be leaving your door open.”
Morag laughed. “Oh, nobody comes up here.”
* * *
Two days later, Hamish was on his road back from Cnothan, a sour town which had been added to his extensive beat, when he saw a young man standing beside a dusty Ford Escort, looking helpless. He braked and got down from his Land Rover. “What’s the matter?”
“I don’t know,” said the young man. “The damn car just stopped.”
“Let me have a look.” Hamish climbed into the car, turned the ignition and studied the dashboard. Then he climbed out again. “You’re out of petrol. Didn’t you see the sign lit up?”
“It’s an old car. There always seems to be some sign or other lit up.”
“I’ve got a can in the back,” said Hamish. “I’ll give you a couple of gallons and then you’d better drive into Lochdubh to the garage. Have you far to go?”
“Back to Inverness. This is very kind of you. I’m Harry French. I’m a valuator for the auction house, Berhams, in Inverness.”
“Hamish Macbeth,” said Hamish. He emptied two gallons into the tank of the Ford.
“I’ll be glad to get back,” said Harry. “It’s that teapot over at Rogart, the one that got all the money. Ever since the story got in the papers, everyone in the highlands seems to think they’ve got a valuable antique. I’m new to the job, so I get all the work.”
“There’s a lady up outside Lochdubh that might have something really good,” said Hamish. “I tell you what, follow me to the village and get petrol and then I’ll give you directions.”
“That’s good of you. I’m really tired and I’d just like to get home,” said Harry.
Hamish studied him. He was a tall, thin young man with a pleasant open face topped with a mop of fair curly hair. “Tell you what, I won’t charge you for the petrol if you call on this woman. It won’t take you long, and you’d be doing me a favour.”
“Oh, very well,” said Harry reluctantly.
* * *
In Lochdubh, Hamish gave Harry his mobile phone number and asked him to call him if it turned out Morag had anything valuable.
But he waited and waited and there was no call.
* * *
Dusk was turning the surroundings violet and grey when Hamish, back in his front garden with his animals at his feet, heard the phone inside the police station send out its shrill ringing.
He reluctantly ran in and answered it. Morag’s voice came on the line. “She’s dead!” she wailed. “It’s murder!”
“Quiet, now, Morag. Who’s dead?”
“Sarah Parkinson.”
“Where?”
“In my parlour!”
“Don’t touch anything. I’ll be right there.”
Hamish phoned police headquarters and then ran out, jumped into the police Land Rover, and set off.
* * *
Morag was waiting for him outside her croft house. Her normally rosy face was paper white.
“What happened? Were you there?” asked Hamish, as he pulled a forensic boiler suit out of the back of the Land Rover and began to struggle into it.
“No,” wailed Morag. “I was up with the sheep at the communal grazings. I came back. The door was standing wide open. The dogs ran into the house afore me and began to howl. I looked in the parlour and there was Nosy Harrison, dead on the floor.”
Sarah Harrison was an elderly resident of Lochdubh who had gained her nickname by prying into everyone’s affairs.
She lay in the middle of the little parlour floor. Someone had struck her a savage blow on the front of her head, and her face was a mask of blood.
The parlour, like most parlours in the highlands, was hardly ever used. It was kept for occasions, such as for weddings, funerals, or a visit from the minister. A little two-seater sofa and an armchair were still covered in the shop’s plastic wrappings. The mantelpiece and two small tables were laden with framed photographs and china ornaments. A painting of highland cows, mountains, and loch hung over the fireplace. A chest of drawers was covered by a lace cloth. On top of the lace cloth a china lady in a pink dress held a brown Alsatian on a lead.
Hamish went back outside and joined Morag, who was sitting on a bench outside her house.
“Did a young man from the auctioneers in Inverness call on you?”
“I wouldn’t know,” said Morag. “I just got down from the grazings, walked in, and saw that.”
The first evening star pricked the sky overhead, and in the distance Hamish could hear the wailing approach of police sirens.
He got up, went to the Land Rover, and took out a powerful torch. He shone it on the heathery track leading up to the croft house, but the weather had been dry recently and it was hard to tell if a car had approached the house.
He went back and joined Morag. “What was Mrs. Harrison doing in your house?”
“Oh, I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, but she was a menace. She was always dropping in at odd times of the day with her malicious gossip.”
“Start locking your door when you go out. I warned you.”
“Too late now,” said Morag, and she began to cry.
* * *
Soon the whole paraphernalia of a murder investigation had arrived: forensic team, pathologist, procurator fiscal, ambulance, and the bane of Hamish’s life, Detective Chief Inspector Blair.
Hamish described the finding of the body. ”Aye, well,” said Blair, “the experts are here now, laddie, so move your arse down to that hick village of yours and start banging on doors. See if anyone’s seen strangers.”
“I met a valuator earlier,” said Hamish. “From the auctioneers. Mrs. McPhie was anxious to find out if she had anything valuable. I told him to call on her.”
“Name?”
“Harry French.”
“Right, I’ll get Inverness police on to it. Off with you.”
But Hamish went instead to the nearest croft house, owned by Sandy Sinclair. Sandy and his wife and four children were watching television when he arrived.
They listened in horror when Hamish told them of the murder.
“So did you see anyone strange around?” asked Hamish.
“There was one of thae knockers around here yesterday,” said Sandy.
Hamish’s hazel eyes gleamed. Knockers were men or women who went around houses looking for antiques, usually with the purpose of cheating innocent house owners out of valuable pieces.
“Description?”
“A tall, gypsy-looking woman. I sent her packing, but she left her card.”
“Have you got it?”
Sandy went to the sideboard and rummaged through some papers. “Here it is,” he said at last.
The card bore the inscription “Sheila Fraser” and an address at a caravan site in Lochinver.
He went outside and phoned Detective Sergeant Jimmy Anderson, Blair’s sidekick, and gave him the news.
“Good work,” said Jimmy. “We’ll get on to it.”
Hamish checked other croft houses in the area but no one had seen the knocker.
He then moved back to Lochdubh and called at various addresses but with the same lack of success.
* * *
When he returned to the police station, he found himself wondering why Harry French, the valuator, had not called on Morag. He had seemed a pleasant young man.
He looked up the Highlands and Islands phone directory and found an H. French listed at an address in Inverness and dialed it.
Harry came on the line. “This is Hamish Macbeth here. Did you call on Morag McPhie?”
“Oh, I am sorry, Mr. Macbeth,” said Harry. “The police have been round this evening taking my statement. I was so tired. I tried to follow your directions but kept getting lost, so I gave up and went straight back to Inverness.”
* * *
Hamish was just getting ready for bed when his mobile phone rang. It was Jimmy. “That knocker has been arrested,” he said.
“Has she confessed?”
“No, she said she hadn’t been there, but thank God folks watch all those forensic programmes on the TV. We told her we could find out if she’d been in the cottage if she’d even breathed inside it. People don’t know our drunken, rugby-mad forensic team will probably take a year to come up with anything. She said she’d walked in because the door was open. She looked in the parlour, saw the body, and got the hell out of there.”
“I suppose that was enough for Blair.”
“Curse it was. Sheila Fraser’s a gypsy, and Blair hates gypsies. The very fact she’s a gypsy makes her guilty.”
“And what do you think?”
“Don’t know. She’s got a record but minor stuff: shoplifting, drunkenness, disturbance of the peace, that sort of thing. I have an uneasy feeling she was telling the truth.”
* * *
Hamish went back to Morag’s cottage the next morning. She was sitting outside on the bench, a stricken look on her face. He ducked under the police tape and joined her.
“Where’s everyone?” he asked.
“They’ve got someone for the murder. I can clean the parlour now but I cannae face it.”
“I’ll just be having a wee look.”
Hamish went into the little parlour and looked around. It had only one small window, and the room was dark. He switched on the light. He went carefully round and round, examining everything, and then stooped down and examined the floor.
The floor was stone flagged. “There was a carpet here, wasn’t there?” he called.
“They took it away to examine it,” came Morag’s voice.
Hamish was about to turn away when he saw a small scrape on the stone beside the chest of drawers.
He got down on his knees and studied it. It looked as if the scrape had been made by someone trying to pull the chest of drawers forward.
He stood up and removed the ornament from the top and then the lace cover. It looked like a plain chest with four drawers.
Hamish went out and joined Morag. “That chest of drawers. Where did you get it?”
“Oh, that was my granny’s. She was in service at Brom Castle as a lady’s maid, and Lady Nethers told her when granny was going to get married to take a piece of furniture so she took that.”
Hamish went to the Land Rover and came back with a digital camera. He took several pictures of the chest of drawers.
“I’ll call back as soon as I can,” he said. “Don’t let anyone take anything out of the house, no matter who they are. Phone me first.”
* * *
He drove down to Inverness. He was confident that Blair would not be looking for him, as he would consider the case closed.
At the auction house, there was a young man at the reception desk, not Harry French.
Hamish introduced himself and showed the photographs of the chest of drawers, which he had printed off at a machine in a chemist’s shop in Inverness.
“I wonder if this piece of furniture is of any value?” he asked.
“I’ll get the expert,” said the young man.
“Harry French?”
“No, he’s off today, romancing the boss’s daughter. Not much hope there.”
“Why?” asked Hamish.
“Oh, father and daughter are the same. If you haven’t any money, you’re of no interest, but Harry’s fair besotted with the girl. I’ll get Mr. King.”
He returned after a short time with a tall, languid man. He shook hands with Hamish. He studied the photographs and let out a low whistle.
“Anything?” asked Hamish.
“If this is real,” said Mr. King, “it’s a George the First burr walnut chest of drawers. God, look at that patina!”
“How much?” asked Hamish.
“You could be looking at eighty thousand pounds. Where can I get my hands on it?”
“I’ll tell you, but I’ve got to phone the woman first and say you are coming.”
* * *
After Hamish had made the phone call, he caught Mr. King by the sleeve of his jacket as that man was rushing out of the door. “A minute. Where can I find Harry French?”
“Day off.”
“Where does he live?”
“Ask Malkie at the desk.”
* * *
Harry French lived in a flat in a Victorian villa, which had been divided up into flats on the banks of the River Ness.
Hamish pressed the bell to Harry’s flat and waited. At first he thought the valuator might not be at home, but then the door opened and Harry French stood there. He turned white at the sight of Hamish.
“Can I come in?” asked Hamish.
“The place is a mess and—”
“I don’t think you’ll want what I have to say to be heard out on the street.”
Harry backed away. Hamish walked past him and into a cluttered living room. Empty beer bottles were lying on a low coffee table, and the remains of a pizza lay in its box.
Hamish decided to take a leaf out of Jimmy’s book and baffle the young man with science. “I will need a sample of your DNA,” he began.
“Why?” asked Harry. “I never went near that woman.”
Hamish took out a long Q-tip and a plastic bag. He prayed it looked like the real thing. “Open your mouth,” he ordered. “You left some hairs at the scene, and although you wore gloves, you sweated through them.”
Harry sank down on the sofa and buried his head in his hands.
Hamish sat next to him. “Out with it,” he said. “We’re going to get you with the forensics so you may as well come clean.”
In a muffled voice, Harry began to talk while Hamish rapidly made notes. He had gone to Morag’s cottage. There was no one at home. He had looked in the windows and, as he had looked in the parlour window, a shaft of sunlight had shone straight on to the chest of drawers. “It glowed like a jewel,” whispered Harry.
He took a tyre iron out of his car to jemmy the door but found it unlocked. He decided to steal the chest of drawers and sell it as his own. He needed money. He wanted to marry Fiona, the boss’s daughter.
He was just edging it out from the wall when a voice behind him demanded, “What are you doing?” He said this old woman had crept up behind him.
“I was just making a call,” he said.
Mrs. Harrison said, “I haven’t seen you around here before. Something fishy. I’m calling the police.” He shouted, “No, don’t!” and hit her hard with the tyre iron.
He thought he had just stunned her, but he had hit her harder than he had meant. He panicked and fled.
Hamish charged him with the murder of Mrs. Harrison and then phoned Inverness police.
Harry was now sobbing brokenly. Hamish had heard before that valuable antiques could drive people mad, but he’d never really believed it. Well, Morag would be able to go to Australia after all.
He heard police cars screech to a halt outside.
“On your feet,” he ordered Harry. He slid his hand inside Harry’s jacket, took out his wallet, and extracted a ten-pound note before putting the wallet back again.
“That’s for the petrol,” said Hamish. “I am not paying you for petrol to go and commit murder.”
Harry began to laugh hysterically and was still laughing when he was dragged out to the police car.
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I wish I loved the Human Race;
I wish I loved its silly face;
I wish I liked the way it walks;
I wish I liked the way it talks:
And when I’m introduced to one
I wish I thought What Jolly Fun!
—Sir Walter A. Raleigh
Police Sergeant Hamish Macbeth was in a sour mood, despite the sunny, windy weather. His new sidekick, policeman Charlie Carter, was giving him claustrophobia. Admittedly Charlie was kind and amiable and worked hard. But he was big, very big. Hamish was tall but Charlie was taller and broader, and he was clumsy. He fell over the furniture, he broke china and glass, and when Hamish shouted at him, he looked so miserable that Hamish immediately felt guilty.
Hamish’s odd-looking dog called Lugs walked at his heels as did his wild cat, Sonsie. Wild cats are an endangered species and Hamish was always afraid that Sonsie would be taken away. As if sensing his master’s bad mood, Lugs looked up at Hamish with his strange blue eyes.
The breeze sent sunny ripples dancing across the sea loch. The village of Lochdubh in Sutherland looked like a picture postcard with its row of small eighteenth-century whitewashed cottages facing the sea loch. Hamish was leaning on the seawall, thinking dark thoughts about getting Charlie transferred back to Strathbane, that ghastly town full of drugs and crime.
He turned away from the wall, and that was when he saw a vision. A nurse came tripping along with a shopping basket over her arm. From her jaunty cap to her candy-striped dress and her black stockings, she looked like a fantasy nurse. She went into Patel’s grocery store and Hamish followed. He waited outside until she emerged with a basket full of groceries over her arm. He swept off his cap. “May I carry your messages for you?”
She smiled up at him from a perfect oval of a face. Her large eyes were grey and fringed with heavy lashes. Her hair, under the cap, was fair and glossy.
“Thank you,” she said. “But my car is right there.”
“I’ll put them in the boot for you,” said Hamish. “Do you work near here?”
“Yes, I am a private nurse. I take care of old Mr. Harrison.”
“He lives in that old hunting lodge out on the Braikie road,” said Hamish. “But he had a nurse, a Miss Macduff.”
She laughed. “He fired her and employed me. So you’re the local copper.”
“Hamish Macbeth. And you are?”
“Gloria Dainty.”
He put her basket in the boot. She bent over the boot to arrange something and the frisky wind lifted the skirt of her dress, revealing that those stockings were held up with lacy suspenders.
“I’ll follow you,” said Hamish. “I haven’t said hullo to Mr. Harrison.” He had actually visited the old man, ignoring the fact that Mr. Harrison had said sourly that he did not want visitors. But he was determined to further his acquaintance with Gloria.
Charlie Carter knew in his bones that Hamish wanted rid of him. He could not bear the idea of leaving Lochdubh. He was trying to make a cup of tea without breaking or spilling anything when there was a knock at the door. When he opened it, he found Priscilla Halburton-Smythe smiling at him.
“I’m afraid Hamish is out,” said Charlie. “I’m about to make tea. Like some?”
“Yes, please.” Priscilla sat down at the kitchen table. Various pieces of china, recently mended, stood on a piece of newspaper. “Have you been breaking much?” she asked sympathetically.
“Hamish gets so mad at me,” said Charlie. “And that makes me worse. Fact is, it is a wee station and we’re two big men.” He poured tea carefully and then sat down gingerly opposite her. Even sitting down, his head was near the low ceiling. The kitchen chair creaked alarmingly under his weight. His normally pleasant face looked so miserable that Priscilla was touched. Because of her beauty, until Charlie came along, Priscilla had never been able to have a male friend.
“I’ve just remembered something,” she said. “In the basement at the castle, there’s a little apartment which used to be the butler’s place before we turned it into a hotel. It has high ceilings.”
Charlie brightened and then his face fell. “I’m supposed to live in police accommodation.”
“Nobody would know, apart from me and Hamish. Oh, maybe the villagers, but they won’t talk. Let’s go now and have a look.”
Hamish, as he followed Gloria into the dark hall of the hunting lodge, remembered again that Mr. Harrison was a nasty old man who had sneered at him when Hamish had visited. He carried the shopping basket into a cavernous kitchen. “Just put the basket on the table,” said Gloria, “and come through to the drawing room and say hullo.”
“Isn’t there a housekeeper to do the shopping?” asked Hamish.
“Yes, but this stuff is for me. Mr. Harrison has a Latvian couple to look after him, Juris and Inga Janson. I prefer to cook my own food. Must look after my figure.”
Oh, let me look after it for you, thought Hamish dreamily.
“Come along,” she said briskly.
As he followed her through a dark stone-flagged passage and across the shadowy hall where only weak light filtered through the mullioned windows, Hamish reflected that the hunting box had probably been built at the end of the nineteenth century when there was a craze for Gothic architecture. Stuffed animals’ heads looked down from the thick stone walls. A stone staircase with a stone banister led upwards.
Gloria pushed open a heavy oak door, stood aside, and called, “Here is our local bobby to see you, Mr. Harrison.”
An old man with his knees covered in a tartan rug was seated in a wheelchair by a French window overlooking a terrace where a few dead leaves skittered along in the breeze.
He swung his chair round. “He’s already said hullo. Where the hell are the Jansons? I want a drink.”
“I’ll get it,” said Gloria. “Your usual whisky and soda? What about you, Hamish?”
“Too early for me,” said Hamish.
“Sanctimonious prick,” commented Mr. Harrison.
He had a thick head of hair and bushy eyebrows. His eyes were small and black.
“You see this copper here, Gloria?” he demanded. “This is just the sort of chap you want to avoid. If he had any guts or ambition, he would have risen in the ranks instead of being stuck in the back of nowhere.”
“Like you,” said Hamish.
“Here’s your drink, my dear,” said Gloria soothingly. “Aren’t we a bit cross this morning?”
Mr. Harrison took the glass from her and his face softened. “What would I do without you? Push off, copper.”
Hamish smiled. “If you ever need my help, forget it.”
“I’ll see you out,” said Gloria.
Hamish hesitated at the front door. “Any chance of taking you out for dinner one evening? There’s a very good restaurant in Lochdubh.”
“I’m allowed a day off a week. Every Sunday. Maybe that would be nice.”
“What about next Sunday? I’ll drive so you can have a drink.”
“If Mr. Harrison saw you, I don’t think he would approve. I’ll get Juris to run me there. What time?”
“Say eight o’clock?”
“Fine.”
“You’re not going to bring those creepy animals with you, are you?”
“No, not at all,” said Hamish, her attractions dimming a little like a faulty lightbulb. “See you there.”
He climbed into the police Land Rover. Sonsie was in the passenger seat and Lugs in the back. “You’re not creepy, are you?” he said. Sonsie gave a rumbling purr.
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