
Mystery at Ardfuar
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Dad put down his cup and looked at Amy,
who was still wearing her pyjamas and
dawdling over her toast. ‘Have you

decided whether you’re coming with us?’ he
asked.

Amy looked out of the window at the grey
clouds scudding across the sky and then back at
the nice warm kitchen. ‘I don’t know. What are
you going to be doing, Mum?’

‘I’m going to light a fire and spend a lovely
cosy day doing cross stitch. I don’t think a cold
day at Easter in the north of Scotland is the
right time or place for me to start cycling again.’

Amy had made up her mind. A day trying to
keep up with Dad and Mark on the bikes would
certainly be better than a day alone with Mum if
she was working on her cross stitch. ‘I’ll come,’
she said, ‘but you mustn’t cycle too fast.’

‘And you mustn’t cycle too slow,’ said Mark.
He was already dressed and itching to get going.
There was a ruined castle in the area he was
especially eager to see.

Half an hour later Mark opened the front door
of the cottage and called up the stairs. The three
bikes were lined up against the garden wall, and
he had already stowed the food, the drinks and
the raincoats away in the saddlebags. He
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couldn’t wait much longer! Amy came bounding
down the stairs, but she had forgotten her hat
and had to run back up again. Then Dad came
out of the kitchen with the Bible in his hand and
ushered them in for their daily reading. This
morning it was Psalm 139. Mark found it hard
to concentrate, but Amy listened carefully. It
was amazing! God knew everything about every
single person, right down to when they stood up
and sat down. No one could ever have a single
thought that God didn’t know about, or go
anywhere without God being there too. 

At last they were off! Mum stood at the cottage
gate and waved until they had turned round the
first bend. The morning had brightened up.
There was still a cold breeze blowing, but the
clouds were white now instead of grey, and the
sky in-between was blue. The plan was to cycle
towards the sea and then follow the coast road
to the castle, which was perched on top of a cliff.
Mark had planned the route. He was cycling at a
reasonable speed, and Amy had time to look
around her at the lambs on the hillside and at
the stunted trees buckled over by the winds.

When they reached the coast everyone stopped
to admire the view. Near the shore the sea was
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heaving and tossing, and breaking in foamy
waves against the steep cliffs. Further out the
dark, ruffled water stretched on and on until it
met the horizon. Amy watched the gulls as they
dipped and soared above the sea and then
disappeared into the distance. She had a drink,
and then they set off again. This road was all
uphill, and Amy soon felt her legs getting tired.
She would have liked to get off and push, but she
knew that would only make Mark cross, so she
struggled on. At least the wind was behind
them.

About a mile further on Dad stopped and
waited for her to catch up. ‘Are you OK?’ he
asked. Amy was too breathless to answer. ‘Just a
little further. We’re going to stop at Ardfuar for
lunch.’

Bravely Amy remounted. ‘How can you be cold
and hot at the same time?’ she wondered. Her
fingers and nose were freezing, but her body
was warm with all the effort she was making.
‘“Just a little further”,’ she snorted after a
while. ‘Where is this Ardfuar place? I really
can’t go on.’ A few tears of exhaustion and
frustration trickled down her cold cheek. In the
end she had to push her bike up an especially
steep hill. Round the next bend she was relieved
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to see Dad and Mark waiting for her beside a
gate on the sea side of the road.

‘You made it,’ said Mark. ‘This is Ardfuar.’ He
led the way along a track to a grassy headland
high above the sea. 

Amy threw her bike onto the grass, flopped
down beside it and looked around her. The
headland was dotted with ruined, stone
cottages. It seemed to be the remains of a
village. Mark had read about it in a guidebook.
‘They built this village for the people who were
cleared off the land when the landowners
wanted to make way for their sheep. The men
fished for herring from the harbour below the
cliff, and the women had to carry the full creels
up 236 steps. The book says the steps are still
there.’

He wanted to have a look, but Dad said that
the slope was far too steep, and the grass too
slippery with last night’s rain. 

‘The villagers had to tie up their children like
animals in case they slipped or were blown into
the sea,’ Mark informed them.

‘I can well believe it,’ said Dad. ‘Now, what
about something to eat?’

As soon as lunch was over Mark was ready to set
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off for the castle. Amy was not. She had seen
how the road climbed higher and higher and she
knew she would never make it. ‘Let me wait
here,’ she begged.

Dad was torn in two. He knew how much Mark
wanted to see the castle and he couldn’t let him
go alone, but was it safe to leave Amy here? ‘All
right,’ he said at last. ‘I know I can trust you,
Amy. Wait for us here. Don’t go beyond the last
cottage. Promise.’

Amy promised. After they had gone she
wandered among the ruined cottages,
imagining them with thatched roofs and peat
smoke coming out of the chimneys and tethered
children playing in front of them. The last
cottage, the one nearest the sea, was bigger than
the others. It was also less tumbledown and had
the remains of a slate roof. Amy went to have a
closer look. That was strange! There was a
bicycle leaning against the wall. It was an old-
fashioned, upright bike, but it wasn’t rusty. In
fact, it looked as if someone had put it there
today. Amy’s heart missed a beat. Was there
someone here? A completely deserted village
seemed quite safe. A deserted village with just
one other person in it was terrifying!

‘What do you think you’re doing here? Don’t
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you know you’re trespassing?’
Amy’s heart missed two beats. She swung

round to face an angry-looking woman. It would
have been hard to say what age she was. Her
long, dark hair had only a few streaks of grey.
Her face was weather-beaten and leathery, but
her cheeks were rosy and her blue eyes were
very bright. She wore several layers of clothes
and a pair of men’s boots.

‘I—I’m sorry,’ stammered Amy and took a
couple of steps backwards. 

‘Don’t you know who this village belongs to?’
Amy shook her head.
‘It belongs to us. The Murrays. Don’t let

anyone tell you otherwise. Wasn’t my father the
last man to live in Ardfuar? In this very house.’

The strange woman gently stroked one of the
stones in the wall of the old house as if it was a
favourite pet, and went on.

‘I was born here, you know? In 1950. The last
of fifteen children.’

Amy forgot to be so scared and began to be
interested. ‘Fifteen children! Were there any
twins or triplets?’

‘No, no twins or triplets. Just one after the
other. “Steps and stairs,” my father said. He was
a good man, my father. Alexander Murray, a
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good man. No one could say otherwise. And my
mother, Anna, she was a good woman, too.
Think of the work she had looking after fifteen
children on the edge of a cliff! My father built
that wall round our cottage to keep his children
from being swept into the sea. With his own
hands he carried every stone from the ruins of
the other cottages. Oh, yes, we Murrays were
here long after everyone else had deserted
Ardfuar. And what thanks did we get? When my
father was an old, frail widower they told him he
couldn’t live here any more and they carted him
off to some modern house in town. He didn’t last
long there, I can tell you. Now where is the
justice in that?’

The woman was becoming angry again. Her
eyes flashed at Amy. ‘And now people come
wandering about here as if Ardfuar belonged to
them. Well, it doesn’t. It belongs to me, Ina
Murray. Who’s the only one who comes back to
the old home? Who’s the only one who
remembers all the birthdays and death-days?
Ina Murray! Who does it belong to?’

‘To Ina Murray,’ repeated Amy. 
‘Be off with you, then, or I’ll call the police,’

screamed Ina Murray and she waved her arms
around.
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