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Prologue: The Prep Room
The premises of Strathdee & Son, Funeral Directors, Mintlaw, established 1931, were cleaned to a schedule, and the schedule hung, laminated, on the preparation room wall, and the man who had written it followed it now, item by item, because the schedule did not know what the work had been, and there was a mercy in that which he did not examine.
The trade has a language for everything, which is the trade’s whole gift to the living, and he worked inside the language the way other men work inside overalls. The deceased was received onto the table at seven minutes past eleven. The deceased was treated with dignity at all times. Care was taken with the personal effects, which were set aside, itemised, into a clear bag: one watch, leather strap, worn; one phone, switched off; one set of keys on a fob lettered R; and the itemising hand did not pause at the lettering, because the hand had itemised effects for forty years and knew better than to read them.
He had struck one blow, in the office, at the end of the shouting, or not the shouting, neither of them had shouted, at the end of the QUIET, which had been worse; and the blow was not in the language, so between the office and the table he had set it down somewhere and not carried it through the door. What was on the table now was work. The trade received the dead without questions; it was the one profession on earth built entirely for afterwards; and he moved through the afterwards with unhurried competence, doing what his father had taught him and his grandfather had taught his father, thinking, in so far as the record of that night can be reconstructed, about coffin furniture.
Because the arithmetic had arranged itself before him the way a rota arranges itself, and it was this: Wednesday was Hamish Beel. Eighty-seven, seven stone at the end, a farmer from Clola with no near kin but a niece in Fife, a plain man who had pre-paid, in 2016, for a plain funeral, and who would go to Parkgorse on Wednesday morning in a coffin with, as the trade’s discreet phrase has it, capacity. The measurements were in the book. The book was on the desk. He consulted it the way he consulted it for any fitting, and the figures did what figures had always done for him: they held the world still while he worked.
There would need to be an email, and he composed it while he washed down the table, in the voice that had been speaking in his head for a fortnight anyway, the voice of the nephew who was leaving: the grievance, the poke at the old ways, the money mentioned lightly, the Spain. He knew the voice. That was the thing no one would ever be able to take from him, and the thing no one afterwards would be able to forgive: he knew all their voices, the whole parish’s, living and dead. It was his trade to know what people would say, and to say it for them when they could no longer say it themselves. He had written half the district’s death notices, translating grief into the phrases grief could bear. Tonight there was simply one more piece of writing to do for a man who could not do his own.
He did it at the yard computer, at 23:47, in eleven minutes, working around the sticking ‘e’ the way everyone in the office had worked around it since the spring, and read it twice, and sent it; and the sending, the record shows, cost him nothing observable, the keystrokes steady, no draft abandoned; and this, more than the table, more than Wednesday’s arrangement, is the fact the reader is asked to hold on to for two hundred pages: the man could write in a dead boy’s living voice within the hour, in the same building, with the work not yet finished through the wall.
Towards one he did the finish: the room restored to schedule, the instruments to their trays, the drainage trap changed and the change logged in the hygiene book, initialled, dated, because the code required it weekly and the code did not know what week this was; and he stood at last in the doorway with his hand on the light switch and surveyed the premises of Strathdee & Son as his grandfather had surveyed them nightly through the Depression, when the firm had buried the parish’s paupers at cost and never once posted a late payment, and found everything in order, and put out the light.
Then he washed his hands, thoroughly, at the office sink, as, in this trade, one always does; and went up the inside stair to the house, where Deborah had left the lamp on for him; and if there was a moment on the stair, a tread where something in him stopped and stood in the dark between the two floors of his life, between the firm below and the marriage above, the record does not show it, and the man himself, asked afterwards by professionals of several kinds, could not supply it.
‘I gaed up the stair,’ is all he ever said of it. ‘There was naething on the stair.’
Wednesday came, and was conducted, as all the firm’s funerals were conducted, beautifully. The minister remarked afterwards, to her own surprise, that Norman Strathdee had wept at the committal, which in thirty years she had never seen; and the mourners, there were eleven, for a man of eighty-seven has outlived his crowd, agreed that it did him credit, and that Hamish Beel, who had trusted the firm with his arrangements fourteen years before, could not have been in better hands.
The coffin, the crematorium’s records show, was heavier than the estimate by a figure nobody read at the time.
The oven, which reads everything, made its chart.
Interlude: The Removal
Crown production 15: telephony schedule, the evening of Sunday 6 January, with the analyst’s note. The court is asked to hold this production against the account, given to police by the accused on 14 January and maintained until his plea, that his nephew remained at the yard that night ‘awaitin a removal fae oot Aikey Brae wye that in the event never cam, the faimly haein phoned tae pit it aff’.
19:22. Call, incoming, to the firm’s yard line. Duration 74 seconds. Origin: public payphone, Mintlaw square, being the box beside the war memorial, some ninety metres from the firm’s own door.
The call was answered at the yard. The firm’s practice, confirmed by the office diary and by Miss Nicol, was that Ross Strathdee took the evening line on Sundays. The diary, in Ross’s hand, carries the entry: ‘Removal poss. late eve, Aikey Brae direction, family to confirm. Wait on.’
There was no death that evening in the Aikey Brae direction, or any direction served by the firm. The registrars, the out-of-hours services, the neighbouring firms and the district’s care homes have been canvassed: no removal was required, requested, or performed anywhere in Buchan that night. The family who ‘phoned tae pit it aff’ has never existed for the police to trace, and, the schedule shows, never phoned again to rearrange, a silence which troubled nobody at the firm because by morning the firm had other matters.
The payphone by the war memorial takes coins and keeps no images; the square’s one camera faces the other way, toward the bank; and the analyst is unable to say who stood in the box at 19:22 for 74 seconds on a wet January Sunday, ninety metres from his own two telephones, and manufactured the errand that would keep a young man waiting alone at his desk past eleven o’clock at night.
The analyst can say only what the schedule says. The accused told police he left the yard at nine, and the door system agrees. The call that arranged for his nephew to still be there when he returned was placed at 19:22, before he left, from a box he would pass on his way home; and it was placed with the one piece of local knowledge no stranger and no fleeing thief would think to use: that a removal is the single summons a young undertaker of that firm’s tradition would wait all night for without complaint, without suspicion, and without telephoning his fiancée to say more than that the job had come in, which is, her phone confirms, at 21:47, exactly what he did.
He waited for the parish’s dead, as he had been raised to. The analyst has been asked to keep opinion out of the schedules in this case and has generally complied, and requests, this once, the court’s indulgence for a single sentence: whoever dialled that box knew that the boy’s sense of duty was the one appointment he would keep past midnight, and made of it a snare, and the schedule is therefore, in the analyst’s submission, not a record of a telephone call at all, but the first movement of the murder, conducted, like everything that followed, through the instruments of the trade.
Chapter One: The Teacher’s Freen
The case came to Cormac Buchan the way the best and worst of them had always come: sideways, through kitchens, along the private wiring of the North East, three weeks after the world had decided there was no case at all.
It was the last Saturday of January, and he was at the allotment doing the winter’s accounts, the seed order spread on the shed table and the paraffin heater ticking, when the gate clicked, and he looked out to see two women on the path: Kirsty Raman-Ogilvie, in her good coat, with the particular set of the shoulders he remembered from a Mintlaw kitchen; and behind her, being brought, in the way one woman brings another to a place she has vouched for, a stranger of about thirty, white-faced, holding herself together with both hands around a folder.
‘I ken it’s Setterday,’ Kirsty said. ‘And I ken fit I said at the gairden: that I’d never trouble ye but for marigolds. Weel, I’m troublin ye. This is Cara Nicol. She teaches P4 across the corridor fae me, and she’s been tellt by the polis, the paper, and the hale o’ Mintlaw that her man run awa tae Spain wi three hunner thoosan pound.’ Kirsty’s jaw set. ‘And she’s the only body in Scotland that kens he didna, and naebody’ll listen, and I sat wi her three nichts and syne I said: richt. There’s a polisman that listens. Get yer folder.’
He put them on the fish boxes and made tea on the primus, because the shed had hosted testimony before and the ritual mattered; and Cara Nicol told it, flat and fast, a woman who had rehearsed her evidence against the world’s patience.
Ross Strathdee. Thirty-three, junior partner in his uncle’s firm, the undertakers at Mintlaw. They were to be married in June; the kirk was booked; Moira Findlater was doing it. On the sixth of January he had worked late at the yard, a removal expected, and had never come home; and at eight the next morning his uncle had telephoned, gentle and broken, to say there had been an email in the night, and that she should sit down. The email said Ross was away. It said he was sorry. It said the plan fund would be found short, and that he would not insult anybody by explaining, and that Spain was warm, and that she deserved better; and within a fortnight the auditors had confirmed the shortfall, three hundred and ten thousand pounds, siphoned over years through entries under Ross’s own login; and the financial unit in Aberdeen had opened a fraud file with Ross Strathdee’s name in the subject line, and a marker at the airports, and no great urgency, because a man who steals from the dead and runs to Spain is a man the system knows how to wait for.
‘And a’body believed it,’ Cara said. ‘That’s the bit I canna… His ain AUNTIE believes it. The toon believes it. It’s a guid story, ye see: the young ane, the modern ane, aye on aboot transparency and eco-coffins and pittin the accounts online, and a’ the time he’s… ’ She stopped, and mastered it, and opened the folder on her knees. ‘Sae here’s fit I ken, that naebody wid pit in a file. Three things.’ She laid them out like exhibits, and her voice found the schoolroom’s steadiness, and Buchan, watching her over the tea, thought: the trade keeps sendin me teachers, and thank God for it.
‘Ane. His passport.’ She laid it on the shed table, navy and dog-eared. ‘In the kist in oor lobby, whaur it aye bides. The polis said: fowk get false papers. ROSS? He couldna get a false LIBRARY caird. Twa. His boots.’ A photograph: walking boots, worn, by a car’s open tailgate. ‘His hill boots, in the back o’ his car, that they fund at the airport. He was awa tae SPAIN, they say, for AYE, and he left his boots. Ross wid leave me afore he’d leave thae boots, he’s had them resoled three times, and I ken foo that soonds, and I dinna care. And three.’ Her hands flattened on the folder. ‘The sixth o’ January was a Monday. Ross shaved Hamish Beel every Friday for twa year. Aul fairmer at Clola, nae faimly near, hands ower shaky tae shave himsel: Ross gaed oot ilka Friday efter his wark, his AIN time, and shaved him, and niver telt me for a month for he thocht it wid soond like boastin. Hamish Beel deed on the Setterday. His funeral was the Wednesday.’ She looked up, and delivered it, the small fact she had been carrying alone through three weeks of Spain. ‘Ross’s supposed tae hae run aff tae Malaga on the Sunday nicht. Twa days afore aul Hamish’s funeral. Mr Buchan: the man I’m tellin ye aboot wid nae mair miss Hamish Beel’s funeral than he’d miss oor waddin. Whativer thon email was, whaiver’s siller’s awa: Ross Strathdee didna write it, and Ross Strathdee’s no in Spain.’ The folder shut. ‘And naebody will LOOK at me when I say the next bit, sae I’ll say it tae a shed: if he’s no in Spain, and he’s no here, whaur is he? It’s been three weeks. WHAUR IS HE?’
He asked her, then, before anything else procedural, to give him the man, because the file had given him only a thief’s silhouette; and Cara Nicol sat up straighter and gave him Ross Strathdee the way a teacher gives a reference: specifically, and on oath to herself. A Mintlaw loon, the brother’s son, orphaned at eleven by the Skye road and raised between his gran and the firm; grown up among coffins the way other bairns grow up among creels, and come out of it not morbid but MERCIFUL, ‘and there’s a difference, and he’d explain it tae ye till yer tea gaed cauld.’ Trained away south with a big corporate chain and come home appalled: ‘he said they’d turned grief intae RETAIL, and he’d raither dae it richt for less in a place that kent fowk’s names.’ The willow coffins, the woodland burials, the transparency: not fashion, she said, but the same old firm’s decency translated: ‘he’d say: granda Strathdee buried paupers at cost and never telt a soul: weel, the modern version o’ that is shawin yer prices and yer books, sae naebody need be feart tae ask.’ And the uncle: and here Cara Nicol paused, and chose her words with the care of a witness who knows the difference between what she felt and what she saw. ‘Ross loved him. I’ll say that plain, for it’s true and it maitters. And Ross was FRUSTRATIT by him, the wye ye’re frustratit by a wa’: ilka modern thing gaed intae Norman and cam back oot as “the trade’s discretion”. But there was nae FEAR in it, Mr Buchan. Yon’s the thing I keep gaun ower at three in the mornin. Ross gaed tae his wark on the sixth o’ January tae hae it oot wi his uncle aboot the accoonts, and he wisna feart, no ae ounce: he thocht the warst that could happen was a sair argie and his uncle’s silence for a fortnicht.’ Her hands stilled on the folder. ‘He thocht he was SAFE. He was gaun tae see his UNCLE. Fit kind o’ warld is it, whaur I hae tae sit in a shed and say that sentence tae a polisman?’
‘The ane we’ve got, quine,’ Buchan said. ‘And the ane we’re for mendin, ae case at a time.’
The paraffin ticked. Outside, the January dark was coming down over Summerhill, and the first sleet of the evening touched the shed window, softly, like a thing wanting in.
Buchan set down his cup, and was quiet a moment, and then did the thing that Kirsty had brought her for, the thing the folder and the passport and the boots had earned: he took out the notebook, and licked the pencil stub, and began, at the top of a clean page, with the date.
‘Richt, quine,’ he said. ‘Fae the very stert. And dinna leave oot the wee things.’ The lost-dog face came up, and there was nothing lost in it at all. ‘It’s aye the wee things.’
Interlude: The Plan
Crown production 8: brochure, Strathdee & Son Pre-Paid Funeral Plans, as issued from 2015. The jury were invited, as in a previous case concerning terms of engagement, to read it twice: once as it reads, and once as it operated.
* * *
STRATHDEE & SON, MINTLAW. Serving the district since 1931.
PEACE OF MIND, SETTLED IN ADVANCE.
There are two gifts you can leave the folk you love. The first is a life well lived, and that part we must leave to you. The second is a day without worry, and that part, if you will trust us with it, is ours.
A Strathdee Pre-Paid Plan settles everything now, at today’s prices, in your own words, over a cup of tea: the service you want, the music you want, the road you want to travel by. Your family will make no decisions in the fog of their grief, because you will have made them all in the clear light of an ordinary afternoon. Many of our neighbours tell us the afternoon itself was a comfort: things said out loud that families never quite say, with somebody kindly taking notes.
Your money is held safely against the day it is needed. The plan is guaranteed by the firm: and the firm, as Mintlaw kens, has never in ninety years broken its word to a family, in daylight or in dark.
Call by the office on the square. The kettle is usually on.
N. Strathdee, Funeral Director
* * *
From the report of DS Osei appended to the production:
Six hundred and eleven plans were sold between 2015 and 2029, average value a little over £3,900. I ask the court to note three things.
First, the sentence ‘Your money is held safely against the day it is needed’ was, when the first brochures were printed, true: a trust account existed, properly separated. The account was first breached eight months later, and the brochure was never reworded, which means that for fourteen years the firm’s most-read document contained one lie, load-bearing, surrounded entirely by truths.
Second, the plans were sold almost exclusively across the firm’s own tea table, by the principal personally, to people who had known him all their lives. The industry calls this distribution channel ‘trusted intermediary’. The court has now seen four cases from this team, and may by now agree with the investigating officers that ‘trusted intermediary’ is the north-east’s most dangerous job title.
Third: the afternoons were real. I have interviewed forty-one plan-holders and the recollections are consistent and warm: the tea, the kindness, the things said out loud at last. Several wept in the retelling and not one, even now, regrets the afternoon. The product this man sold was genuine peace of mind; he manufactured it skilfully for fourteen years; and he financed the manufacture from the one account in the parish that nobody, by definition, would ever ask to see in their own lifetime. The scheme did not merely rob the dead. It borrowed against the living’s certainty of dying, which is the only certainty the trade is given, and the only one it exists to honour.
Chapter Two: Three Weeks
Voss heard him out on the Monday morning in her office in Aberdeen, with the fraud file open between them and the sleet going sideways past the window, and when he had finished, the passport, the boots, the Friday shaves, she sat back and delivered the speech he had known was coming, because it was the speech she was for.
‘Let me give you the institutional view, so that you know exactly what you’re asking me to overrule. A man discovers his own thieving is about to surface: his firm’s accounts were going to the new accountants at the year end, that’s minuted, the nephew himself arranged it. He empties what’s left, writes a farewell note, drives to the airport in the small hours, abandons his car, and vanishes into the one continent where a fit young man with cash can vanish. His fiancée cannot believe it of him. Karen, no fiancée in the history of absconding has ever believed it of him. The passport: false papers, or a ferry, or a lorry, the file lists three routes that don’t want one. The boots, God help us. The old man’s funeral: a man fleeing arrest recalibrates his sentimental diary, Cormac, that’s what fleeing IS.’ She closed the file. ‘That is a coherent story, supported by an email from his own account, a shortfall under his own login, and a car at his own airport. It is believed by the financial unit, the auditors, the papers, and his own family. Now tell me what you’ve actually got against it, because “the quine’s sure” has never yet moved a fiscal.’
He had sat up the night before with the fraud file, at the kitchen table, with Rosalind marking scales on the other side of it, and had read it the way he read everything, twice: once for what it said and once for what it assumed; and the second reading had filled three pages of the notebook. The file assumed the email was Ross’s because it came from Ross’s account. It assumed the login entries were Ross’s because they were Ross’s login. It assumed the car at Dyce meant a flight because cars at airports mean flights, and had, on that assumption, sieved passenger lists and stopped, and never once asked who came BACK from the airport that morning. It assumed, above all, and nowhere wrote down, the thing every document in it leaned on like a load-bearing wall: that the respected elder partner was a source, and the absent junior was a suspect, and that information flowed accordingly: every fact in the file about Ross Strathdee’s character, habits, debts and state of mind, Buchan traced each one to its footnote, had come from a single interview, conducted with sympathy, over tea, with Norman Strathdee.
‘The hale file’s got ae author,’ he had said to Rosalind, cross-checking the last of it. ‘Ilka “fact” aboot the loon gings back tae the uncle’s kitchen. The polis didna investigate Ross Strathdee. They took DICTATION aboot him.’ And Rosalind, entering a mark, without looking up: ‘Then somebody sud speir fa’s guid at dictatin.’
‘I’ve got the shape o’ it,’ Buchan said. ‘It’s ower GUID, Karen. Ilka loose end’s been tied afore we ever lookit: the email that explains, the login that blames, the caur that says airport, the story that arrives, ye’ll mind the phrase fae Greenbrae, LOADED. Real absconders leave a sotter: they lee tae somebody, they phone somebody, they tak their beets. This ane’s a funeral, Karen. A’thing arranged, a’thing peyed, a’thing dignified, naething for the faimly tae decide.’ He let that sit. ‘And there’s ae mair thing, and I’ll gie ye it plain, for it’s no evidence ava. The email says Spain’s warm. Ross Strathdee was a MINTLAW loon. A Mintlaw loon on the run wid mibbe ging tae Spain: but he wid never, in his fareweel tae the wumman he loved, mention the WEATHER. Yon’s no a young man’s goodbye. Yon’s an auld man’s idea o’ ane.’
Voss looked at him for a long moment, and then out at the sleet, and Buchan watched her do what she had done at a garden gate and a quayside and a show park and a moss: weigh the institution against the itch, with the full cost of each in the scale.
‘Here’s what you can have,’ she said at last. ‘Three weeks. You and Napier, quietly, alongside the fraud file, not instead of it: I’m not writing MURDER on anything on the strength of boots. If in three weeks you can show me one piece of physics, one thing the world wrote down that contradicts Spain, I’ll stand it up properly and take the fiscal myself. If you can’t,’ she handed him the file, ‘the fraud runs its course, the warrant sits at the airports, and you’ll accept, in writing, that the quine’s sure was wrong. Because there’s a version of this, Cormac, where the kind explanation is the true one: he’s a thief, he’s alive, and he’s in the sun. You’ve spent four years teaching this division that towns believe comfortable stories about kent men.’ Her eyes came back from the window. ‘Make sure ye’re no believin ane aboot a bonny couple.’
‘Aye,’ Buchan said, taking the file. ‘That’s fair, and I’ll sign yer paper if it comes tae it.’ At the door he paused. ‘Karen. Ae question, atween us, no for the record. Fit wye three weeks? Ye could hae said na.’
Voss straightened the file that was no longer there, an old habit of her hands when a thing wanted saying that the rank discouraged.
‘Because of the retirement forms,’ she said. ‘Mine came through in the same post as yours; the Chief Super board sits in May; they’re measuring me for a bigger hat, and you for a gold watch, and there’s maybe eighteen months left of whatever this,’ a small gesture, encompassing the office, the sleet, four cases, twenty years, ‘has been. And I find I’m no wantin oor last file tae be the ane whaur the institution was comfortable and the quine was richt.’ She pulled the next folder towards her, terminating the exchange as she terminated all exchanges that had gone one sentence deeper than planned. ‘Three weeks, Inspector. Awa and find the physics.’
Interlude: Cuttings
From the Press & Journal, January.
* * *
FUNERAL FUND PROBE AS PARTNER SOUGHT
Police are seeking to trace a junior partner in a long-established Buchan funeral firm after auditors identified a substantial shortfall in the firm’s pre-paid funeral plan fund. Ross Strathdee, 33, of Mintlaw, is believed to have left the country. The shortfall is understood to exceed £300,000.
Norman Strathdee, 59, principal of Strathdee & Son and the missing man’s uncle, said in a statement: ‘Our first duty is to the six hundred families who trusted us with their arrangements. Every plan will be honoured in full if it takes the rest of my working life and everything the firm has. I have no comment to make about my nephew, except that his aunt and I loved him, and love him yet, and that the door will be open when he is ready to come back and face what he has done. Mintlaw has stood by this firm for ninety years. It will not find us wanting now.’
The Federation of Burial and Cremation Authorities said the case underlined the need for the tighter regulation of plan funds now being phased in.
* * *
COMMUNITY RALLIES ROUND ‘BETRAYED’ UNDERTAKER
Mintlaw has responded to the crisis at its funeral firm with what the community council chairman called ‘a wall of support’. A crowdfunding page opened by local businesses to help guarantee the pre-paid plans reached £11,000 in its first week, though Mr Strathdee has asked for it to be closed, saying the firm’s obligations were ‘no the toon’s tae cairry’.
The Rev. Moira Findlater, who has known both men all their lives, appealed for restraint in public comment: ‘Two families in this parish are grieving: the one that lost its savings and the one that lost its son. I would ask folk to mind that grief is not improved by certainty, and that nobody here knows the whole of anything yet.’
Miss Cara Nicol, Mr Ross Strathdee’s fiancée, declined to comment, beyond a single sentence which this newspaper prints at her insistence and without alteration: ‘Ross Strathdee has never run away from anything in his life, and I will be saying so to anybody in authority who will sit still long enough to hear the evidence.’
* * *
LETTERS: THE PLANS
Sir, Amid the dismay over events at Mintlaw, a word for perspective. My mother’s funeral plan, bought at the firm’s own table in 2018, was honoured last month to the letter, down to the piper she had asked for and the road by the loch she wanted travelled. Whatever has gone wrong in that office, and it is clearly much, the family that dealt with us dealt honestly, and I will not join the stone-throwing until the courts have spoken. Grateful, Maud.
Sir, ‘Grateful, Maud’ has had her piper and I am glad of it. But I note the logic of her letter, because it is the county’s logic and it needs saying aloud: the service was kind, therefore the books must be sound. We have now had four convictions in this county in five years teaching us that these are two different columns. I have no view on the Mintlaw case, which is for the courts. I have a settled view, at my age, on the general principle, and here it is: kindness is what folk show you. Books are what they keep. Audit the second, and be grateful for the first, and never, ever let the one stand surety for the other. W. Gauld, formerly New Pitsligo.
* * *
Beneath this cutting, in the case file, an annotation in DI Napier’s hand: Note the uncle’s statement. Read it the way HE reads things: every plan honoured, the firm’s duty, the door open, the toon’s regard. Six sentences, and the nephew’s guilt is load-bearing in every one of them. He never says Ross took the money. He just builds the hoose whaur Ross took the money, and leaves the toon tae move in. Same trade as the wreaths and the alibis: he disna state. He FURNISHES.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of The Quiet Trade. Thank you for reading.
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