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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The loose horse scrambled out of the canyon and swung round to face down the slope. A hornet homed in and stung. The horse went plunging across the mesa, startling a jay which took off with alarm calls that could be heard over a mile away. 
 
    Two thousand feet above, on the peak called Angel’s Roost, the commotion alerted a solitary mountaineer who focused her binoculars and, finding the horse and seeing that it was saddled, started to search for the owner. A riderless horse meant that something was wrong, at the least that its rider would have a long walk home. That is when the horse runs back to its stable, thought Melinda Pink, lowering the binoculars in favour of the naked eye – but this horse was standing still. She guessed that it had been tied and had broken loose because it had been stung, or bitten by a rattlesnake. Now it looked as if it might stand until its owner caught up with it. There was another possibility: that it had already thrown its owner. 
 
    She raised the binoculars again, using them at random, panicking because she didn’t know where the horse had come from, then, getting a grip on herself, she came back to the animal and saw that it was staring, head up, towards trees in a shallow canyon: Rastus Canyon; she had contoured round its headwall on her way to Angel’s Roost. There was nothing for it; she would have to go down there, a man could be lying in the bottom with a broken leg, or worse, and he wouldn’t last long on an August afternoon in New Mexico. 
 
    She started to gather up her belongings. She had been here only an hour but the shade under the little pinyon pine looked like a campsite, a touch of humanity on a summit that commanded a view down a canyon to the Rio Grande and beyond, to the desert ranges stretching east to Texas. 
 
    She fastened her rucksack and, straightening her back, she considered Slickrock Canyon below. No cows had ever been there; it was a box canyon and apparently inaccessible. On either side of it long red walls stretched south-east, decreasing in height to a notch like a gunsight that was no exit but the top of a great escarpment above a village called Regis. Slickrock was a true box canyon; at its head, under Angel’s Roost, its walls started from a rock amphitheatre. There were gullies in the walls of course, but they were full of vertical steps and overhangs. It was no place for cows, not even for people, but it must be a sanctuary for wildlife. There was water, that was obvious from the wide ribbon of woodland in the bottom. Momentarily side-tracked, Miss Pink, always eager to explore new ground, studied the canyon walls for a means of descent and to her amazement she found one. There was a system of ledges that might be linked, and a pale speck about halfway up: a lump of quartz? Lime from an eagle’s nest? It was moving. Too pale for deer, and there were no bighorn sheep here. She reached for the glasses and gasped, and smiled. She sat down slowly, no longer in a hurry. 
 
    A figure was walking up the great wall, not climbing but ascending easily on a diagonal line that had to be a rake. This must be the rider, and small wonder that he had left his horse; his progress was easy only on the diagonal. As she watched, his course changed and he went straight up, using his hands and reaching high. He didn’t hesitate so it couldn’t be that hard but despite the lack of technical difficulty the whole route must be extremely exposed. There was no natural parapet, she could see the man’s feet, in orange trainers: curious footwear for a ranch-hand, if he was a ranch-hand. The faded blue jeans were uniform but he wore a white shirt and no hat, and his hair seemed to be long and tied back. He could be a hippie and might have no association with the horse, and this meant she must still go down and look for an injured rider. 
 
    The horse was standing in the shade. The man came out on the rim of Slickrock and started to cross the mesa towards Rastus Canyon. His route would take him quite close to the animal which may have whinnied. She saw them come together, almost like two people, then she lost them in the shade. After a while she glimpsed the man, mounted now, moving steadily along the mesa towards the trail that would take him down the escarpment to the village. No one was injured. She could relax. 
 
    A new perspective opened for her. She had approached her peak by a wide loop to the north which she now saw might not be necessary on the return. If she could get down to the place where the man was reunited with his horse – Midnight Mesa, she saw from her map – she could cut a corner and see new ground. 
 
    At seven thousand feet Angel’s Roost was only a small peak as peaks go in America but the trees were ponderosas with plenty of space between the big trunks. The descent to Midnight Mesa was steep and smooth with nothing more for an aged mountaineer to bother about than the lack of friction occasioned by pine needles. After a thousand feet or so the angle lessened and the ponderosas gave way to stunted oaks and juniper: low but dense enough to block the view. Miss Pink wasn’t worried; the canyons ran south-east and since the most awesome of them possessed an escape route she knew that her only problem, with the temperature well above a hundred, would be dehydration. She went slowly, conserving energy, feeling some trepidation as she looked around her and saw no sign that anyone had ever come this way before, yet knowing that the trail, the long way home from Angel’s Roost, was less than a mile behind her. There was even a highway a further mile or so to the north, probably empty of traffic, but it was always a comfort in a wild place to know that there was a proper road within walking distance, provided you could find it. 
 
    The immediate ground was bedrock interspersed with fine gravel. Rock and gravel were white, reflecting the sun. She swallowed and wished that junipers grew closer together or cast longer shadows. She caught a glimpse of rock on her left, higher than her own level. She glanced right and saw more rock looming. The junipers thinned out and came to an end and she found herself looking down a long and totally unfamiliar canyon to the hazy ranges beyond the Rio Grande. 
 
    She stepped forward warily and took stock. She had come out on a low point with miniature gorges on either side. There was no way she would risk climbing down a vertical wall even if, as here, it was only twenty feet high; you could die as the result of a broken ankle if no one knew where you were, and she hadn’t told the people at her motel of her destination. 
 
    She peered over the edge to see what the watercourses were like. Both gorges looked reasonable, once you were down there, unlike the big retaining wall on one side, the north-east side, which was massive, and undercut above its base. Working it out from the map and what she had seen on her approach to Angel’s Roost this morning she decided that this canyon must be Rastus. There were aspens not far below and their tops were fairly level. That should mean that there were no big drops and she would be able to walk down the creek. 
 
    She retreated for a hundred yards or so, clambered into the little ravine on her right and made her way carefully down the rocks, trusting that as soon as she reached the trees the ground would be easier. 
 
    There was fallen timber under the point, bleached white by sun and snow, and wedged in the rocks below the overhanging wall was a rifle. 
 
    She froze, open-mouthed, seeming to hear the sound of her last footstep echo back from the wall. Even the birds were silent, but the stillness was in her mind because after a while she heard water talking in the stones. She picked up the gun, which had bright patches of rust on the metal parts. 
 
    There was a slope of sand and flaking scree below what she now saw was a cave under the overhang and there, protected by the rock ceiling, was a stone wall with windows, and a doorway. She had come on the ruin of a cliff dwelling used by the Mogollon Indians, the people who lived in these canyons before the arrival of the Apaches. 
 
    For a moment she gloated over masonry which had stood for centuries without change. Eight hundred years and there were the same joints and angles in the shaped stone, the same window apertures and doorway, even the same approach – although not quite, the scree was unstable and strewn with detritus: twigs and dead cactus pads and bits of bone. Some carnivore could be in occupation now. 
 
    She put down the gun, picked up a stone and said loudly: ‘Come out!’ – feeling silly until the embarrassment was superseded by a sense of déjà vu. Earlier there had been a horse without a rider and here was a rifle as eloquent of its missing owner as a loose and saddled horse. 
 
    Articles in stream beds have often been carried there by water; not always, but the knowledge gave her the excuse to stare thoughtfully up the gorge and postpone her next move. The rifle was heavy; it couldn’t have been carried far by water and it couldn’t be thrown any distance, only dropped. She had been on the rocky point directly above, she had come down the bed of the creek; the second place she must visit was the top of the big overhanging wall. But the first place – reluctantly she brought her gaze back from the rocks in the gorge – the first place was the ruin. 
 
    She plodded up the scree. There were a few shrivelled cacti on the slope and a curved bone had come to rest against a prickly pear. It was the shaft of a rib. Near the top of the slope were several vertebrae, still attached to each other, their size indicating a large mammal; not as big as a cow or horse, an antelope perhaps, except that this wasn’t antelope country. Mule deer then, and that implied a powerful predator, like a lion. ‘No lion,’ she said aloud, fingering the stone in her hand, ‘would be waiting inside for me.’ She listened for movement, her eyes wide with apprehension, and not without cause. Mountain lions, shyest of the big cats, would certainly have slipped away when they heard her on the point above; coyotes too, but there could well be rats come in to feast on the predator’s leavings and where there were rats there were snakes. 
 
    She reached the ruin and studied a patch of sunlight inside the doorway. All she could see was droppings, possibly those of a ringtail cat. She stamped her feet but she didn’t throw the stone; the gesture seemed aggressive, even paranoid. There was no sound, no reaction to her stamping, and a rattlesnake would have given its warning by now. A thought struck her and she smiled in sudden relief. There was no smell. This place hadn’t been occupied for a long time, the bones on the slope were old. 
 
    She stepped over the threshold and stood aside, concentrating on the gloom. After a few moments the interior became apparent: bulges catching reflected light, bone splinters, a branch, an old boot. 
 
    It was a riding-boot but so worn it could have come from a rubbish tip; the upper conformed to the shape of the wearer’s foot and the sole flapped. She shook it gingerly. Nothing fell out and there was only the faintest suggestion of odour, as one might expect with very old footwear. There was no sign of its companion. 
 
    Looking around, wondering how the branch came to be here, she saw pale nodules near one end, like a fungus. She carried it to the doorway for a better look and nearly dropped it. What she had taken for fungus was the bones of a hand, picked clean of flesh, although not quite: there were brown shreds at the joints and, as she stared at it, a fly landed on a knuckle. There was a slight smell, a processed smell, like pemmican. 
 
    She put the branch back where she’d found it and then she searched the one-roomed dwelling as meticulously as was possible without a flashlight but she found nothing further: no more bones, no clothing, not even a belt. Nor, when she left the cave, did she find anything in the creek bed below the rifle, but she hadn’t expected to. The predators: bears and coyotes, lions, could have taken the rest of the body some distance. Packrats would have removed any rags of clothing to line their nests. Many people who disappeared in forests did so completely: she was surprised that anything had been left here but then she reasoned that, judging from the scraps of dried flesh on the finger bones, the victim had died comparatively recently, long enough for the rifle to rust but not so long ago that scavengers had quite finished with the body. She wasn’t greatly concerned. The lapse of time eliminated horror. And there was a more pressing factor; the incident reminded her that solitary travellers in the wilderness need to keep their wits about them. She intended to get out of this place alive. 
 
    She studied the physical features and fixed them in her mind: the confluence of the two streams, the rocky point and the big wall in shades of red, its rock streaked black with mineral stains and massively undercut. But even from a few yards away you had to look for the ruin although it was in plain view. People searching for the missing man would never have known it was there, let alone that their quarry was inside, unless he shouted, unless they had dogs. Hounds would have smelled him a mile away; further when the body decomposed. 
 
    She turned to the descent but as she started to clamber down a chaos of boulders she kept an eye on the banks, hoping for game trails. Within a hundred yards she came to the end of the big crag and before she entered the first grove of aspens she saw that the canyon broadened and became comparatively shallow. There were still outcrops of rock but they were isolated, giving the rift a more friendly feel than Slickrock. 
 
    The upper slopes were arid however, freckled with pinyon and juniper where even the shade would be hot. The animals had moved down to the creek where they dozed away the daylight hours, scarcely moving as Miss Pink passed by – but she knew they were there. In a place where there wasn’t enough breeze to stir a leaf she would sense the turn of a feathered head, a lift of wings and a settling again as she showed no overt interest, didn’t even look except out of the corner of her eye. At last she saw what she had been watching for: a glimpse of yellow flank as a deer got up and drifted downstream. She climbed the bank and found a game trail. 
 
    She was in mixed woodland, marshy in the bottom where the muddy little path led her through glades of rank grass vivid with lupins and scarlet paintbrush. There was a smell of sap and flowers, of trampled mud and, unexpectedly, the stench of fresh horse dung. She came to an accumulation of droppings about an alder, and stuck in crevices in the bark were coarse brown hairs and pale fibres. 
 
    The horse’s tracks were obvious, deeply indented as it plunged away, not breaking the halter but evidently pulling loose a badly tied knot. It looked as if the animal might have caught a whiff of scent from the ruin; more likely a vulture had carried a piece of flesh to a tree and dropped it to rot in an inaccessible crack. 
 
    The hoofprints led diagonally out of the canyon and she followed, leaving the lush woodland but still in shade because the swell of Midnight Mesa blocked out the light. After a while the angle eased and the sun came blinding through the junipers. Shading her eyes she saw Angel’s Roost above the headwall of Slickrock. The place where one might descend into the box canyon must be across the mesa from here. She resolved to come back: when she was fresh, and there was no necessity to report the finding of a body, or the remains of one. 
 
    She was no longer following a trail, had lost the horse’s track but it was immaterial; on the long whaleback of the mesa the ground was open enough that no one could be lost for long in daylight and the surface was fine for walking, composed of the familiar bedrock and gravel. She worked south-east between the stunted trees and prickly pear and shortly she came to a duck: one small stone balanced on another. Without pausing she turned left. 
 
    There was still no trail as such, only a line, the line of least resistance, sensed rather than seen. Occasionally she passed other ducks and then, at a steepening in the ground, a neat cairn of single slabs, stacked like plates, that marked the descent into Rastus Canyon perhaps two miles from where she had left it, where the horse had been tethered. The mud of the creek was deeply trampled by shod hoofs. 
 
    There was a mesa on the other side and then a drop to the dry bed of Badblood Wash where she picked up her trail of the morning. This wash led back all the way to the divide, and that in turn had brought her to the foot of the north ridge of Angel’s Roost. Looking up the wash now – a wide swath of sand between banks of scrubby vegetation – she realised that there was little more than half a mile between the head of Badblood and the body in Rastus and she wondered why it hadn’t been found sooner. If it was known that a man was hunting on these mesas the first place to look for him when he didn’t return would be under the cliffs. She frowned and turned to the trail, which was now marked with the signs of cows. She walked slowly down the sand of the wash, staring absently at a troop of gnatcatchers in the mesquite and thinking about closed seasons and poaching. Ahead of her rounded rocks on the skyline indicated the top of the escarpment. She came to it and stopped. 
 
    She had left the woodland behind in Rastus Canyon where it had made a delightful contrast to arid slopes but below the scarp was a contrast that was even more marked: acre upon acre of lush jungle with here and there a glint of water that showed the course of the Rio Grande. To the left loops of the river were lost in hazy infinity and to the south the view was obscured by a bulge in the escarpment, but straight ahead, beyond the hardwoods that resembled a rain-forest, the desert started. 
 
    There was a break in the cliffs, another system of ledges, and a dusty trail, graded for horses, threatened at intervals by leaning towers that seemed to be wedged in position only by debris, and that was constantly on the move to judge by chunks of scree on the path. The trail descended to a ranch. It was shaded by cottonwoods and only its corrals were visible. Miss Pink wouldn’t have known it was there but for having passed it this morning and noted the name on the gate: Las Mesas. 
 
    The village of Regis lay to the south and that too was an unknown quantity. She had come here on a whim, attracted by the name of Angel’s Roost, having seen from the map that the peak might be approached from Regis. The highway to the north was much closer to the mountain but in that direction there were two miles of forest and no trail: strenuous going and deadly dull; from Regis there was the escarpment, the canyons and the mesas. She had left Palomares, thirty miles away, and arrived here at eight o’clock with the sun high and no one stirring, or at least, no one showing themselves. Regis had impressed her as a place of brilliant light and deep shade, of blind windows and dust and one unpaved street. She had seen no human being since she left the interstate five miles away and it was only the few vehicles parked under trees that told her Regis wasn’t a ghost town. 
 
    Now, in late afternoon, as she came down from the plateau by way of the zigzag trail she felt a thrill of anticipation. She was about to enter a new world, however small and innocuous, the introduction to come by way of the first person to grant her the use of a telephone. For although she could have telephoned the police from her motel it was curiosity as much as courtesy that dictated she couldn’t leave Regis without informing the community of her discovery. Somewhere someone was waiting for a body to be found and it was possible that the missing man, if he didn’t actually reside in the village, was known to someone who did. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s not from this village; no one’s missing.’ 
 
    There had been no sign of life at Las Mesas apart from some steers in a corral so, having picked up her car at the foot of the zigzags, Miss Pink continued to Regis and in a window of the first house she came to saw a notice: ‘Hacienda del Sol Apartments to Rent’. Getting no reply at the front door she walked round to the back and found a middle-aged woman with some horses in a corral. 
 
    The basic report was contained in a sentence: there were human bones in a canyon. Knowing the West Miss Pink wasn’t surprised that this woman should seem more concerned with hospitality than with some old bones although she noted that when Pearl Slocum went indoors there was an irregular sound of conversation. She was telephoning. 
 
    Drinking iced tea under a walnut tree in the patio they took stock of each other, both surprised and both politely disguising the fact. Miss Pink saw a thin woman in her fifties, smelling of horses, sweat and a tangy scent. The southern sun had been unkind to her but under the papery skin she had good bones. Her hair could once have been a vivid red but it had dried and faded until it was no more than a frizzy bush, yet despite the effects of ageing and heat the first impression was of vitality; she had striking eyes, pale grey above high cheek-bones. 
 
    For Pearl’s part she saw an elderly and somewhat solid woman dressed like a hired hand but with expertly layered hair and designer glasses with thin mottled frames. She thought that what she could see of the eyes behind the thick lenses was kind but naïve and she was concerned that this old English lady should have been hiking alone in the back-country. 
 
    Miss Pink explained that her father had started her climbing in the Swiss Alps and that it was all right if you knew what you were doing, not nearly as dangerous as – sailing, she substituted smoothly. She had been about to say ‘riding alone in the high country’ but so far she had confined her story to the discovery of the rifle and the bones. As she hesitated, wondering why she didn’t mention the solitary rider, Pearl said thoughtfully, showing that her mind wasn’t on the danger to Miss Pink of solo hiking, ‘He wasn’t legal. Whoever he was, he had no right to be there. If there was still flesh on the fingers he hadn’t been dead long, and there’s been no hunting since March and that was for lion. Deer season ended in January. Your man was poaching.’ 
 
    ‘Does it make any difference?’ Miss Pink asked innocently. 
 
    ‘Around here it does. Who’s bothered about a poacher? He had to be either on Markow land or Avril Beck’s, and neither of them couldn’t care less. Regis folk are possessive about their boundaries. About most everything,’ she added darkly. ‘Funny thing though: he must have been working alone.’ 
 
    ‘I thought of that. There were no search parties? No one looked for him?’ 
 
    ‘I heard nothing. People could have looked and given up – I mean, looked unofficially. If several guys are poaching, even just two, no one’s going to call in the Search and Rescue when one doesn’t come back to camp.’ Miss Pink was silent. ‘Perhaps he wasn’t popular anyway,’ Pearl mused, catching the other’s eye and looking away. 
 
    ‘I should phone the police,’ Miss Pink said and Pearl, taking this for a request, stood up. ‘Phone’s in the kitchen. You’ll have to excuse the mess, no one’s cleaned the place today.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Actually I’m expecting my little maid to arrive at any moment.’ 
 
    Miss Pink followed her across the patio reflecting that the police were going to need her to show them the site of the remains. The prospect of driving up the valley of the Rio Grande this evening only to return first thing tomorrow was daunting. Maybe she could stay here? In the kitchen Pearl tapped out a number and asked for someone called Wayne. ‘They’re trying to contact the deputy,’ she told Miss Pink and glanced round abstractedly. There was nowhere to sit and scarcely room to stand; all the surfaces, even the floor, were cluttered with crockery and saucepans, odd shoes, clothing, mail, a recipe book on a wooden stand, a screwdriver and a broken stirrup on one stool, a saddle minus the stirrup on another. Pearl’s eyes sharpened. ‘Wayne, Pearl here; I have an English lady at my house. You should hear what she has to say …’ She held out the phone. 
 
    Miss Pink introduced herself and a loud male voice responded. She said that she had found human bones in Rastus Canyon. 
 
    ‘What makes you think they’re human, ma’am?’ The tone could be thought hostile but was probably only bored, suggesting that people were constantly reporting the discovery of bones. 
 
    ‘Because the hand was still grasping a branch,’ she said. ‘And there was a rifle near by.’ This elicited a puzzled: ‘No one’s been reported missing. How long had he been there?’ 
 
    Her eyebrows rose but she said gently, ‘I couldn’t say but there was only a very faint smell.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have to come out,’ he grumbled. ‘Will you be at Pearl’s place?’ 
 
    ‘At what time?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try to make it before eight; it’s going to be hot work climbing up that Beck trail. Put Pearl on, willya?’ 
 
    She handed over the phone and went to stand at the sink under the window just as a slight figure swept into the patio on a bicycle, her coltish legs bare to the crotch. As she propped the machine against the walnut tree it could be seen that she was not, as Miss Pink had supposed, wearing shorts but a flimsy red frock that clung to the gawky body as far as the navel where petal flounces formed the tiniest mini-skirt. The shoes were red too, with extremely high heels. Her straw-coloured hair was cut short and fitted the small skull like a cap. She was about twelve years old and looked like a little girl dressed up in her big sister’s party clothes. 
 
    ‘Here’s my maid,’ came Pearl’s voice, exasperated and amused at the same time. ‘And whatever has she got on? She can go straight back and tell her dad Wayne wants a horse for tomorrow. No way is that big lump going to get on one of my animals.’ The screen door opened and there was an eloquent silence during which they heard someone call from the front of the house: ‘You home, Pearl?’ 
 
    ‘In back, Kristen.’ Pearl smiled and the child in the red dress, whose mouth had drooped at the silence, perked up like a little dog. ‘My,’ Pearl exclaimed, ‘everything’s happening at once. Hi, Kristen.’ 
 
    A second girl appeared at the inner door, an older girl, although in the gloom common to southern houses Miss Pink could distinguish little more than a slim form in jeans and a white shirt, the hair pulled back, and bright orange trainers on the feet. She had to stop herself from gaping. 
 
    ‘This is Kristen,’ Pearl was saying. ‘And that’s Tammy, and this lady’s Miss Pink, a visitor from England. I’m going to ask her to stay the night, so we have to get this place organised—’ 
 
    ‘Hi,’ Kristen said and, lifting her hand, switched on a light, emphasising the kitchen’s squalor. She ignored it and stared at the child in the red frock. There was something in her startled eyes that was neither amusement nor exasperation, more like horror. Tammy looked frightened. ‘Don’t you like it?’ she whispered, fingering a flounce. 
 
    ‘It’s a neat get-up.’ Pearl rushed to the breach. ‘But it’s much too old for – old-fashioned. Minis went out with the dinosaurs—’ 
 
    ‘I saw these girls on television—’ 
 
    ‘You look like a hooker,’ Kristen said. 
 
    ‘Now, Kristy—’ 
 
    ‘My mom said—’ 
 
    ‘Your mom don’t know what she’s—’ 
 
    ‘Knock it off, you guys, we got company! And Tammy’s going home right now because she has to take a message to her dad, and I can’t get him on the phone’ – Miss Pink’s eyes flickered – ‘so she has to change anyway because you’re going to take the horses out soon’s it cools off. I have to clear up here, fix supper for us.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my job,’ Tammy said sulkily, then: ‘But I’ll ride for you.’ 
 
    ‘After you been home. You get on your bike, tell your dad Wayne Spikol’s going to be needing that old blue roan of yours early tomorrow, OK? Fact, what you do is bring the roan back with you; I’ll run you home tonight.’ 
 
    Tammy stared. ‘Why me? Jay Gafford can—’ 
 
    Kristen said quickly: ‘I’ll drive her home now, take your pick-up. Why’s Wayne coming here?’ 
 
    Pearl hesitated, glancing at Tammy. ‘Miss Pink found some old bones in a ruin in Rastus Canyon. The police have to see them, take them away.’ 
 
    ‘Human bones?’ Tammy breathed. 
 
    ‘Rastus?’ Kristen repeated on a high note. ‘Old bones?’ 
 
    ‘Very old,’ Miss Pink said quietly. 
 
    ‘And a rifle,’ added Pearl. 
 
    ‘How could you— What were you doing— I’m sorry.’ Kristen checked, biting her lip. 
 
    ‘I was hiking.’ It was uttered with finality as if no further explanation were needed. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know there were Indian ruins in Rastus,’ Pearl said. ‘Did you, Kristen?’ She turned to Tammy. ‘That’s Beck land, surely, not yours.’ 
 
    ‘We stop at Slickrock,’ Tammy said. ‘Mrs Beck and us both, we stop either side of Slickrock, but there’s ruins in all the canyons.’ 
 
    Kristen opened her mouth, closed it, then said weakly, ‘I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Everywhere,’ Tammy assured her loftily. 
 
    Kristen looked at Miss Pink. ‘You could have got the canyons muddled.’ She had rather plain features, redeemed by her youth but sullen when she was serious. Now, in the glare of the kitchen light she looked quite ugly. ‘That’s possible,’ Miss Pink said cheerfully. 
 
    Pearl laughed. ‘You’re going to have fun tomorrow, trailing in and out of those old canyons. I’d better come with you.’ She thought about it. ‘And why not? You’ll be taking one of my horses. Can you ride?’ 
 
    ‘Well enough.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think the bones are human?’ Kristen asked. 
 
    ‘There were fingers grasping a branch – and the rifle, of course.’ 
 
    The girl was fiddling with the broken stirrup, watched by the others. ‘How long had they been there?’ she asked, picking at a rivet with grubby nails. 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to say.’ Miss Pink considered the point yet again. ‘There’s snow at that altitude in winter? Yes, well I would guess that the accident happened since the snow—’ 
 
    ‘February,’ Tammy put in. ‘The last drifts melted in February, but if he was inside a ruin there wouldn’t be any snow. Unless a lion dragged him in there outa the cold.’ 
 
    ‘He got there under his own steam,’ Miss Pink said. ‘That’s obvious from the branch. He crawled out of the creek: up a slope and into the ruin.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell all that?’ Tammy asked, not in the least concerned that they were talking about a dead man. 
 
    ‘His rifle,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It was lying in the stream bed. He must have fallen from the top of the cliff.’ 
 
    ‘What cliff?’ Kristen asked. 
 
    Miss Pink thought: The one upstream from where you tether your horse, and then she reflected that there could be more than one person in Regis who owned orange trainers. Aloud she said, ‘At the head of the canyon two streams come together under a little point and there’s a cliff around a hundred feet high. As to when the accident happened’ – she shrugged, then committed herself – ‘perhaps three, four months ago.’ 
 
    Expressions changed fractionally although they hadn’t been illuminating even as they listened. She knew that Pearl and Kristen were thinking back three or four months, pondering, dismissing – but before dismissal she saw a spark of something like recognition. At that moment her eyes were on Pearl and, alerted, she turned to Kristen, but the girl had taken Tammy’s arm. ‘Come on,’ she said roughly, ‘I’ll drive you home.’ She turned back to Pearl. ‘Will they need a pack-horse?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Miss Pink said, adding as the girls crossed the patio and disappeared round a corner of the house, ‘a garbage bag will be adequate. I wonder what happened to the rest of the body?’ 
 
    ‘Coyotes. And Wayne Spikol won’t be looking for it, that’s for sure.’ 
 
    ‘Who went missing four months ago?’ Miss Pink’s voice sounded disembodied as she stared through the window screen. Pearl gaped at the broad back, then swallowed. ‘No one. I told you.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean from here.’ Miss Pink turned, her tone placating. ‘But someone has to be missing because there he is, what’s left of him: up in Rastus Canyon. No doubt the police will know something.’ 
 
    ‘We have to clear this mess,’ Pearl exclaimed, picking up the saddle and dropping it on a huge chest. ‘I guess you think Tammy’s too young to be helping out as a maid but school’s out for the whole summer and kids get bored, ‘sides, she likes doing it and her mom doesn’t mind. She won’t lift a finger at home so if it keeps her out of mischief it’s all to the good, isn’t it?’ Miss Pink, who was not above using such methods herself, knew that this was a smokescreen obscuring the subject of the missing man. 
 
    ‘She was only dressing up,’ she said, smiling. ‘So why did Kristen get upset?’ 
 
    Pearl blinked and tried to reorientate herself. ‘They’re too close in age, so Kristen doesn’t see it that way. It wasn’t right to say she looked like a – to say what she said, but she was shocked. Like you said. I mean, that dress was—’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Sexy?’ Miss Pink was cool. 
 
    Pearl swooped on a saucepan and dropped it in the sink with a clatter. ‘She’s spoiled,’ she said. ‘And she probably sneaked out of her home without her mother seeing her. She’s all right now; Kristen will take the frock away from her.’ 
 
    ‘But why did she get so cross?’ 
 
    ‘Why—’ Pearl was running a tap, pouring a flood of liquid soap on dirty dishes. ‘Girlish rivalry!’ she announced with a kind of triumph. ‘Tammy’s pretty, Kristen’s jealous.’ Her glance at Miss Pink was uncertain as if she wasn’t sure how this would be taken. 
 
    ‘Steamy place,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘What! How – steamy?’ 
 
    ‘Hot water. Would there be enough for me to have a shower?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, yes. I should have offered.’ She wiped her hands on a dish-cloth, her face suddenly relaxed and almost beautiful. And relieved, thought Miss Pink. 
 
    She telephoned her motel and took a shower and went to sit in the dim living-room. She was ensconced under a lamp with a carafe of wine at her elbow and a National Geographic on her lap when there was a gentle tap at the street door, a fluted ‘May I come in?’ and the screen opened to reveal a soft plump woman in pressed white slacks and a richly embroidered smock. Miss Pink’s eyes dropped to the magazine open at a feature on Polynesia. The woman who stepped across the tiles with outstretched hand and a smile of welcome had the flat features and the grey braided hair of a matron from the Cook Islands. 
 
    ‘I’m Marge Dearing,’ she said. ‘I live across the street.’ Pearl appeared in the doorway. ‘Miss Pink must be the first English visitor for decades,’ the newcomer said pleasantly, revealing the fact that the grapevine was working. 
 
    ‘Find yourself a glass.’ Pearl indicated her floury hands. ‘Let me finish the biscuits and I’ll join you.’ 
 
    ‘No hurry.’ The woman moved to a sideboard and returned with a glass. ‘You’ll be company for her,’ she said, as if Miss Pink were moving in for a protracted stay. ‘We don’t see many visitors in August, not till hunting starts.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Miss Pink said, ‘that ties in with my presence in a way. I’m staying at Palomares but I came on some old bones in a cliff dwelling. I have to show the police tomorrow.’ 
 
    Marge blinked once and slowly; everything she did was deliberate. ‘Bones,’ she repeated. 
 
    ‘Human bones. Fresh. I mean, not old, as bones go. Three, four months old perhaps?’ Miss Pink raised inquiring eyebrows. 
 
    The moon face was set. ‘What makes you think they’re human?’ 
 
    ‘A rifle in the creek below and a hand clutching a branch, presumably as a weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Then it wasn’t an accident? He was beating off a bear, or a lion.’ 
 
    ‘That must be it.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s reported missing,’ came Pearl’s voice from the kitchen. ‘I mean, not a local. Wayne doesn’t know of anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Gregorio?’ murmured Marge. 
 
    ‘He went back to Mexico.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘Who’s Gregorio?’ Miss Pink asked, making conversation. 
 
    There was no sound from the kitchen. Marge said coldly, ‘He was a hired hand at Las Mesas – Avril Beck’s place at the mouth of Badblood—’ 
 
    ‘She knows Las Mesas.’ Pearl appeared, wiping her hands on her jeans. ‘She went up that way. How else would she get to Rastus?’ 
 
    ‘He’s a Mexican.’ Marge spoke to Miss Pink but stared at her neighbour. ‘Gregorio Ramirez. He left suddenly.’ 
 
    There was another pause during which Pearl poured herself a glass of wine and Miss Pink sipped thoughtfully, and sipped again. 
 
    ‘When Kristen comes back,’ Pearl said, addressing Miss Pink, ‘don’t say anything about – you know – three months back? There was a tragedy in the family; her sister—’ 
 
    ‘A beautiful girl.’ Marge sighed heavily. 
 
    ‘She got into trouble,’ Pearl said. 
 
    ‘A baby. Four months gone.’ Marge looked across the street at her house which was bathed in evening sunshine. ‘Poor Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘They were very close,’ Pearl told Miss Pink: ‘Kristen and Veronica. And Ada Scott – the mother; she’s never been the same since, virtually an invalid.’ 
 
    ‘Had some sort of stroke,’ Marge contributed. 
 
    ‘What happened to Veronica?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    They were startled; they’d thought it was implicit. ‘She put an end to herself,’ Marge whispered. 
 
    ‘Threw herself in the river,’ Pearl elaborated. ‘Of course, it was in flood in May, not like now. You couldn’t drown in the Rio Grande in August, not till it rains.’ 
 
    ‘I see. And – the father – disappeared?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Pearl was astonished. 
 
    ‘She means the father of the baby,’ Marge pointed out, and smiled indulgently. ‘Gregorio disappeared but no one – no one – ever mentioned the two events in the same breath.’ 
 
    ‘Not publicly,’ Pearl corrected. ‘But everyone knew, and the awful thing was – the worst thing, it was all awful – Veronica was, well, a little immature.’ 
 
    ‘She was retarded,’ Marge said. ‘But so lovely. It was bound to happen, I guess. They couldn’t watch her all the time. They tried, God knows, but even Clayton Scott couldn’t be with her twenty-four hours of the day. That’s her father: a very upright man, it broke his heart, made him fiercely protective of Kristen, and she’s a girl won’t have anyone protect her, give her orders; always was the wild one, independent – there she was: riding alone today up to the mesas, she’s out of control, if her daddy was to know—’ 
 
    ‘She can look after herself,’ Pearl broke in roughly. ‘She’s a sensible girl.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that exactly, dear.’ They exchanged looks while Miss Pink stared somnolently at a picture of a boy on a donkey. ‘You’re very quiet,’ Pearl told her. 
 
    ‘I was thinking that if they don’t find the skull they’ll never know who that is in Rastus Canyon.’ 
 
    ‘How would the skull help?’ Marge asked. 
 
    ‘His dentist could identify him from dental records.’ 
 
    ‘Mexicans don’t have dentists,’ Pearl said, and stopped short. 
 
    ‘They could tell from the rifle,’ Marge said. 
 
    The silence stretched. ‘It’s a curious place to be poaching,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘Surely there’s only one trail into the high country. How could he be certain no one would see him riding up the escarpment – and what happened to his horse? He’d need a horse to carry out the carcass.’ No one responded to this. ‘The map does show a trail up a canyon to the south,’ she added diffidently. 
 
    ‘It goes up Scorpion Canyon from the Markow place,’ Marge supplied. 
 
    ‘You can’t get across Slickrock,’ Pearl said. ‘Rastus is north of Slickrock.’ Marge smiled. Pearl’s voice rose. ‘I’ve ridden all over the mesas but there’s no way you can get into Slickrock from either side; it’s a box canyon.’ 
 
    ‘There speaks the townie.’ Marge held the other’s eye. ‘I’ve hunted the high country all my adult life. I came here as a young bride,’ she told Miss Pink, ‘a child-bride, you might say: sixteen’ – there was a gleam in her eye – ‘and I was out hunting with Mr Dearing soon’s I arrived. We were married in the fall. Mr Dearing taught me all I know about the back-country. Many’s the time we shot our deer from the rim and he had to go down into Slickrock and butcher it and pack the meat out on his back while I stayed on top with the horses.’ 
 
    ‘Where’d he go down?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘The trail’s there if you know where to look.’ Marge nodded smugly and, having disposed of that argument, turned to Miss Pink. ‘It can’t have anything to do with the dead man because he’d no more have gone in past the Markow place than past Las Mesas. Like you said, he’d be seen. He had to go in from the top highway. If you’re interested in hunting you must come and see Mr Dearing’s heads: trophies, all of ’em. I got a barn out back with moose and a coupla old grizzlies and Lord knows how many lions and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll love that,’ Pearl said coldly. 
 
    ‘It’s not the heads,’ Marge assured Miss Pink, ‘but what they tell you about the hunter. Either Mr Dearing got his beast with the first shot or he followed up and dispatched it.’ 
 
    ‘How long have you been on your own?’ Miss Pink asked diplomatically. 
 
    The plump face sagged. ‘Sometimes it seems only a week, other times I can’t remember what he looked like.’ Pearl stood up and went to the kitchen. Marge sighed. ‘Six years, and here I’m still grieving. They say time heals all wounds but it gets worse. I cry a lot at night. He shouldn’t have died, he was only seventy. I blame myself.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘Why—’ Marge looked surprised. ‘Maybe I fed him wrong? It was bleeding into the brain, they said his arteries was coated with fat; there was a powerful build-up of blood and it leaked out in the brain. Well, I mean: all that fat, men love their steaks and fries, don’t they? Then there was the bourbon.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t blame yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I did what I could.’ A tear fell and glinted on the chubby wrist. ‘I tried all kinds of tricks with his feed: sunflower oil and oleo, and I’d invent commissions where he had to take a horse out, like find me some herb or shoot me a squirrel – anything to make him take gentle exercise because he carried a lot of weight, did Mr Dearing, otherwise if I didn’t force him out he’d be sat all day on the back porch there, drinking and smoking and watching television. And what does he do after his evening stroll but come home across the patio and drop dead at my feet.’ 
 
    ‘Mercifully quick.’ 
 
    ‘It shouldn’t never have happened. He had another ten years of life in him if he’d been more careful.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t live with what might have happened.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but it never happened to you. Or maybe it did?’ 
 
    ‘Few people get to our age without some kind of bereavement.’ 
 
    Marge stared at the other’s hands. ‘You were married?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked up. Pearl was back, grinning, her hands on her hips. ‘I’d make a guess,’ she said lightly, ‘that this lady never suffered for want of gentleman friends. Now we’re going to have a venison casserole. You’ll stay and eat with us, Marge?’ 
 
    ‘No, my dear; I have to walk Pedro.’ 
 
    ‘You be sure and take a flashlight.’ 
 
    ‘I promise you; I don’t want Pedro bit.’ 
 
    Pearl watched her cross the street and shook her head in exasperation. ‘She’s getting so careless in her old age.’ She shot an apologetic glance at the visitor. ‘Not that she’s really old, it’s just she’s aged so much since Mr Dearing – there, now she’s got me doing it – since Sam’s death. No one around here would go out in the dark without a flashlight, even when there’s a moon. You know what she did? Walked her dog along the Markow road with no light and the moon not up yet – and there was a diamondback in the dust. Only the dog warned her. Two nights later it was there again, Ira Markow ran over it. That snake was over six foot: seventy-four inches, can you believe that? I tell you, Marge Dearing walks her dog without a flashlight, she’s got a death wish.’ 
 
    ‘She was very attached to her husband.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again. Well, married going on fifty years, probably never known another man, what do you expect? And they had no children, just the two of them on their own: unhealthy, I call it.’ 
 
    ‘What did he do, I mean for a living?’ 
 
    Pearl shrugged. ‘A bit of ranching, and hiring himself out to the big ranchers: seasonal work. He got by – and he had the lease of some old mines: one-man shows, you know the kind of thing? Guys dig out a few ounces of silver, gold even sometimes: enough to keep them in tobacco and bourbon. Some men go fishing but when Sam wanted to get away from it all he went back in the canyons and shovelled dirt. It’s a hobby; sometimes one of these old miners will be found dead in his shack in the hills, but no one’s sorry for them, it was how they wanted to go. Never saw the point of it myself; women don’t. Marge put a stop to it, of course, but it didn’t do any good. He just drank more. The heart went out of him.’ Her tone changed. ‘Now you come and sit down and I’ll bring the food; you must be starving after your hike, and we got a long day ahead of us tomorrow.’ 
 
    They had finished the casserole by the time Kristen returned with the pick-up. Entering the living-room as if it were in her own home, she collapsed in an easy chair and eyed the women. ‘Miss Pink’s famous,’ Pearl told her. ‘She writes books and stories for magazines, and she’s a lawyer—’ 
 
    ‘A retired magistrate,’ Miss Pink corrected. Kristen stared. 
 
    ‘And she’s got a house on a cliff above the ocean in Cornwall,’ Pearl enthused, ‘and a housekeeper to cook and look after her; isn’t that neat?’ 
 
    ‘Cornwall is something like Big Sur,’ Miss Pink explained. 
 
    ‘What’s Big Sur?’ Kristen asked. 
 
    ‘This girl’s never been further than El Paso and Santa Fe—’ 
 
    ‘I have so! We go to Denver for Christmas shopping.’ Her voice dropped sharply. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sweetie. Did you see Ira?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did. Tammy’s on her way.’ 
 
    ‘It’s getting dark. It’s too late to take the horses out but that’s fine; they’ll have plenty of exercise tomorrow. Will Tammy be all right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not quite dark and she was right behind me. No one’s going to be curled up in the dirt waiting; I frightened ’em off, didn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you mean rattlesnakes!’ Miss Pink smiled at her own obtuseness. No one else smiled. They were intent on something else, their heads raised, and then she heard what they had heard already, and she marvelled at their hearing: the soft thud of hoofs on earth, a click of iron against stone. Kristen pulled herself out of her chair. 
 
    ‘Put the saddle in the wash-house,’ Pearl told her. 
 
    When the screen door closed Miss Pink said quietly: ‘It’s comforting to know that places exist where children can be out on their own in the dark – although, of course, people are still at risk from wild animals.’ 
 
    ‘Not really. Even kids are safe from rattlers providing they’re careful. You have to know that yourself; you’ve done a lot of travelling in the States.’ 
 
    ‘It’s like everything else, I suppose: the survivors have learned to be careful. How about yourself? Were you brought up in the back-country?’ 
 
    ‘For what are known as the formative years.’ Miss Pink was struck, not only by the formality but the hostility in the tone. ‘I like to think I’m from San Jose,’ Pearl went on: ‘in California. I had a beautician’s business, but I had this dream of a little place in the country and horses. I love riding. I was put on the back of a horse before I could walk.’ She looked away and her voice was distant. ‘I was raised on a ranch at the head of the San Joaquin Valley but I left there when I was younger than Kristen and went to the big city.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t want to go back there when you retired?’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ Pearl’s eyes were flat. ‘They were all dead; there was nothing left. Who wants to remember their childhood?’ She brightened. ‘And when I’d got enough cash together to retire I realised California ranches cost a fortune, and then someone told me about New Mexico. These old adobes sell for a quarter the price of a place in the Sierra foothills.’ 
 
    ‘It must have been a change: San Jose to the valley of the Rio Grande.’ 
 
    ‘I love it. I was sick of people and traffic and the rat-race and I’m allergic to smog. Aren’t we all? You got room to breathe here, you got air to breathe, not fumes. You have to feel the same way; why do you go hiking on the mesas?’ 
 
    Before Miss Pink could respond the two girls came in, Tammy now in jeans and a shirt. They stood in the doorway, watching her. 
 
    ‘Don’t stand there,’ Pearl chided. ‘Help me clear the table and we’ll have some dessert. Did you two eat yet?’ 
 
    ‘We had supper.’ Tammy moved to collect the plates. 
 
    When they were settled with pie and ice-cream Pearl returned to the subject, addressing Miss Pink: ‘I was asking, what attracted you to the mesas in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a free agent: just drifting and looking for material for a book’ – her eyes gleamed – ‘and for adventures. Angel’s Roost was marked on the Forest map and I liked the name, and I saw you could reach it by way of a trail from Las Mesas.’ 
 
    ‘You climbed Angel’s Roost!’ Tammy was astonished. 
 
    ‘Of course. That’s how I found the Indian ruin. I wasn’t wandering about up there without a purpose. What did you think I was doing?’ 
 
    ‘I’d assumed that looking for ruins was your hobby,’ Pearl said. 
 
    ‘No, it was the mountain that was my objective; finding the ruin was pure chance.’ 
 
    Kristen said: ‘I didn’t know there was a trail up Angel’s Roost. Not that I would know; I’m not a hiker.’ 
 
    ‘You ride on the mesas,’ Tammy pointed out. ‘Horses cover more ground than hikers do.’ 
 
    ‘The trail goes up Badblood Wash to the divide,’ Miss Pink said, ‘then it turns left and approaches Angel’s Roost from the north.’ 
 
    They looked bewildered. ‘So how come you were in Rastus Canyon?’ Kristen asked. ‘Did you see the ruin from the top of the mountain?’ 
 
    ‘To tell you the truth, I saw nothing from the top. It was very warm and as soon as I’d eaten my lunch I went to sleep in the shade. When I woke up and looked at the map I saw that I might save myself some miles on the way down if I could get into the head of Rastus. That’s how I came on the ruin.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it.’ Pearl was amazed. ‘You don’t know the country, you were all alone, no one knew where you were; suppose you’d sprained your ankle.’ 
 
    ‘I’m careful. You ride up there. Kristen rides on the mesas.’ She smiled to show no criticism was intended. 
 
    ‘I was up Badblood today,’ Kristen said. ‘I didn’t see you.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I saw fresh horse tracks. I guessed someone was around.’ 
 
    ‘We all ride up there,’ Kristen said, ‘Pearl and me, and Fletcher Lloyd.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the hand at Las Mesas,’ Pearl put in. ‘Avril Beck only has one man now …’ She trailed off, then came back with a rush: ‘Avril doesn’t ride so Fletcher has to do everything. You have to meet Avril – she’s English, did I tell you? She’s American now, of course; she married Herb Beck, then he died. This is a village of spinsters and widows.’ 
 
    There was one of those odd silences until Kristen observed airily, ‘So you saw no one all day?’ and Miss Pink, accepting it as a question, reassured her. ‘No one. Not even in the distance.’ If the girl maintained that she went no further than Badblood Wash, it was no business of a visitor to divulge the fact that she’d been seen climbing out of Slickrock. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    At six o’clock in the morning Pearl’s kitchen was unoccupied but there were mugs on the table and an enamel pot on the stove. Miss Pink poured herself coffee and stepped outside. The light in the patio was cold and grey but beyond the corral and the wooded creek the sky was flushed with the approach of sunrise. She became aware of movement and realised that the horses were tied to the rail of the corral. Carrying her mug she crossed the patio. 
 
    ‘Good morning. Can I do anything?’ 
 
    ‘Morning,’ came Pearl’s voice from the huddle of solid backs. ‘Isn’t it lovely and cool? I’m about finished here, thanks.’ A saddle was swung high and settled on a blanket. ‘I’ll be in directly and we’ll pick up something to eat. This must be Wayne now.’ Miss Pink hadn’t heard an engine but she did hear a door close. A bear-like shape ambled round the corner of the house and started for the back door. ‘Go in and introduce yourself,’ Pearl said. ‘I’m right behind you.’ 
 
    By the time she reached the kitchen the deputy had helped himself to coffee and was spooning sugar into the mug. He was, as Pearl had warned, a very large fellow and, where he had sounded unhappy last night on the telephone, this morning he looked positively morose. 
 
    ‘I’m not at my best at six a.m., ma’am,’ he confessed when they had introduced themselves. ‘And August’s not the ideal time to be riding in them canyons.’ He had removed his cap and his bald head shone with moisture. ‘It’s my day off,’ he explained, indicating his jeans and check shirt, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief that was none too clean. He had a clown’s face with heavy brows, a blobby nose and a wide mouth – a mobile face that would no doubt change with his mood. At that moment he looked mournful but there were laughter wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and those eyes, framed in fat, were shrewd. 
 
    ‘You look like death,’ Pearl said, entering the kitchen. ‘I got a good horse for you, he’s built like an elephant. I’m coming too so I’ll look after you, OK?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind who comes as long as we don’t have any problems, any extra problems I mean besides the heat. Are you sure you can find the place again, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t go wrong,’ Miss Pink assured him. ‘Rastus is the next canyon to Badblood Wash.’ 
 
    Spikol sighed and lowered his bulk into a chair. ‘We can’t hang around,’ Pearl said quickly. ‘The sun’s coming up; we should have been on the road half an hour ago. We’ll eat on the way.’ 
 
    They collected canteens and bags of muffins and plodded out to the corral. Miss Pink was amused to see that, far from locking her house, Pearl didn’t even close the door, merely latching the screen with a hook. ‘Stop the thieves getting in,’ she explained, noting her guest’s interest, ‘like skunks and stuff.’ 
 
    The sun was streaming through the cottonwoods now, showing three horses at the rail: a blue roan, a chestnut (a sorrel in the West), and Miss Pink’s mount: a large dark bay with bulging muscles and a phlegmatic eye. In view of that eye she relaxed, mounted, and followed the others out onto the Las Mesas road, the bay as sedate as an old cow. 
 
    Above the village the escarpment was without shadows, every crevice and gully naked in the light: a tiger wall of tawny rock and long black stripes where water poured over the lip in the rainy season. 
 
    ‘You brought slickers,’ Miss Pink observed, seeing that they each had a yellow roll behind the saddle. ‘Are you expecting rain?’ 
 
    ‘Any day now,’ Pearl said cheerfully. ‘August is the time for storms.’ 
 
    ‘We could do with it.’ Spikol squinted towards the river. ‘I never seen the water so low.’ 
 
    ‘There’s someone ahead of us,’ Pearl said. There were hoofprints in the dust. 
 
    ‘Early for people to be riding.’ Spikol was casual. ‘Only one way too. Is he bound for Las Mesas or the rim?’ 
 
    It was Las Mesas. From the road they could see a saddled horse tied to the fence outside the ranch house. ‘That’s Clayton Scott’s.’ Pearl smiled slyly. ‘Funny time to come calling.’ 
 
    ‘I have to speak to Mrs Beck; it’s her land.’ Spikol turned in under the crossbar and the others followed. At their approach two people emerged from the house: a well-built man and a plump woman in her forties. 
 
    ‘Good morning you guys!’ Miss Pink’s eyebrows rose fractionally at the woman’s tone which was so high as to sound false. ‘We have to go to Las Cruces and take delivery of a new pick-up,’ she went on, opening the gate, addressing Pearl. ‘Clayton’s coming with you.’ 
 
    Pearl nodded casually and introduced Miss Pink. ‘A compatriot of yours,’ she said. ‘She writes books – and she knows the West better than I do.’ 
 
    ‘Pleased to meet you.’ Miss Pink murmured a polite response as she tried to place the accent: Texas on a base of urban Sussex? Avril Beck had gone native with a vengeance, and was aiming at an image that was over twenty years too young. She had blue bows in her yellow hair, pink lipstick and too much mascara. She was wearing a frilled blouse, tight Levis and tooled boots. Her cheeks were flushed; she was obviously ill at ease. ‘We must get together at a more convenient time,’ she said, turning to the deputy before she’d finished, conveying the impression that Miss Pink was of minor importance. ‘I should really have someone along with you, Wayne, seeing as it’s my property, so I asked Mr Scott if he’d represent me – my interests. That’s in order – I mean, there’s no objection—’ It hung between statement and question. 
 
    ‘It’s your land, ma’am, you can send who you like to watch over your interests.’ Spikol eyed her companion who had unfastened his horse and mounted. Clayton Scott exchanged a nod with Miss Pink in lieu of introduction. He had an arresting face, what she thought of as a frontier face: a well-shaped mouth, a strong nose and pale eyes that looked as if they were accustomed to far horizons. Under the wide hat brim she guessed there would be a high forehead. She tried to recall what he did for a living: it was most likely ranching; his tack and his clothes were worn but serviceable. 
 
    ‘Don’t you have time for coffee?’ Avril asked, in the tone of one anxious to be on the road herself. 
 
    ‘Another time,’ Pearl said. As far as social graces were concerned, Spikol was leaving them to her. ‘It’s going to be a hot day for the horses,’ she pointed out. ‘All right for you’ – as a pick-up came round the corner of a barn – ‘you’ll have air-conditioning all day.’ 
 
    A gangling, bearded fellow in bleached jeans climbed out of the truck and stared at them, his arms hanging loose. ‘I’m about ready, Fletcher,’ Avril told him, not introducing anyone. ‘Do we have plenty of water for the truck?’ 
 
    ‘Enough.’ The group appeared to fascinate him. He ignored Miss Pink but regarded the others with something that was more than surprise, more like anger; he didn’t look like a comfortable man to have around. Spikol watched him impassively. It was Miss Pink who broke an awkward silence, and with her peculiar brand of chattiness. ‘It was quite a shock,’ she observed, ‘coming on human remains when one least expected it; not that there is any time when one might expect it, unless of course, one knows that a person is missing?’ 
 
    Pearl giggled nervously. The others registered various degrees of amazement. Fletcher Lloyd said quickly: ‘No one’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘As if—’ Avril began heatedly, then moderated her tone: ‘As if we wouldn’t know. He had to be from – well, some distance away. There’s no one local missing, is there?’ She looked from Pearl to Spikol. 
 
    ‘No one’s been reported,’ the deputy said. ‘Could be some guy disappeared and the wife hasn’t reported it.’ 
 
    ‘But she would! Oh, you mean a husband may be – there may be another woman.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, ma’am’ – he drew it out and Miss Pink stiffened – ‘I was thinking more in terms of the wife being responsible for his disappearance.’ The mobile mouth turned up and the laughter wrinkles deepened. 
 
    Clayton Scott said weightily, ‘It’s not a subject to joke about, particularly with ladies present,’ and Miss Pink remembered that Avril was a widow. Evidently Spikol remembered too. ‘Sorry ladies, it’s the policeman’s mind: always suspicious.’ The suddenly bland eyes met those of Miss Pink and conveyed nothing personal but she felt a charge, as if a connection had been made. Someone is missing, she thought, and guessed that sooner or later she would learn his identity, not that it had anything to do with her any more than the sighting of Kristen Scott climbing out of Slickrock Canyon, she was merely intrigued by these people’s behaviour. 
 
    They left the ranch and took the trail towards the escarpment, riding in pairs, Miss Pink with Scott. He opened the conversation. ‘How did you come to be in Rastus?’ he asked curiously, and once again she recounted how she had chosen to try a short-cut on the descent from Angel’s Roost, and he displayed the familiar astonishment laced with criticism that a foreigner – and an elderly woman at that – should have the temerity to enter the wilderness, let alone the ability to find her way around in it. 
 
    ‘You need to get high,’ she told him. ‘Once you have the structure of the area straight, you shouldn’t go wrong. These canyons and mesas run north-west to south-east. It’s a simple pattern. Of course,’ she smiled, ‘it doesn’t take into account the terrain, but apart from the rim’ – she glanced at the escarpment ahead – ‘there’s nothing you can’t retreat from, or circumvent. The timber isn’t dense and you can always scramble round the crags; they don’t go on for great distances.’ Excluding Slickrock, she qualified, but to herself; he had the hard look of a man who doesn’t relinquish an attitude easily, a man who thought women should know their place. 
 
    ‘You ran into my daughter,’ he said. 
 
    Her thighs tightened and the bay horse stumbled. ‘Pick your feet up,’ she snapped, playing for time. And: ‘Excuse me’ – pushing the bay in front. They had reached the first rise and the trail narrowed. ‘That’s right,’ she called back, ‘Kristen and Tammy were over at Pearl’s last night.’ 
 
    There was no response from the rear and she gave her attention to the trail, which seemed much more exposed when viewed from the back of a horse. On foot the walker sees his boots and tracks in the dust, the occasional lizard on a stone. Looking down from a point some eight feet above ground level there was nothing to be seen between her foot and a drop that increased with every stride. She slackened her reins, allowing the bay to see where he was going. 
 
    ‘You’ve done this before,’ Scott said as she rounded the first elbow. 
 
    ‘A little, but he’s a steady horse.’ With a most peculiar gait, she might have added; she was going to be saddle-sore after this ride. 
 
    Halfway up the slope the party stopped for a blow; the horses were big, powerful animals but the roan was labouring under Spikol. Pearl gave them time to calm down a fraction and then chivvied them upwards. People and horses were subdued. The sun was hot on wet backs and the only sound was the slap of hoofs on baked earth and the creak of leather. As they plodded towards the rimrock a bald eagle drifted by, its head as brilliant as new white paint, then they felt the thermal that had lifted the bird from the valley: a warm draught of air on the skin. The horses quickened their pace and the mood of the caravan changed as the angle eased and they stepped out along the level path that in a few yards brought them to the sand of Badblood Wash. 
 
    On Midnight Mesa Spikol stopped and addressed Scott. ‘Who’s been riding here? I seen no cows since Badblood.’ He didn’t miss much; on that ground hoofmarks were few and far between. 
 
    ‘I ride on the mesas,’ Pearl told him. ‘Kristen does.’ She glanced at Scott. ‘We all do; it’s too hot to ride down below in the summer time.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t come up here on your own,’ Scott told her. 
 
    ‘I don’t – usually. Often we’re all together: Kristen and Tammy and me.’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘The men come alone. Like Fletcher.’ 
 
    ‘Avril Beck will know where he’s at. I don’t know where Kristen is. She didn’t tell me she rides up here.’ 
 
    ‘Young girls need their own space, they can’t be tied to their parents all their lives. Anyways, the kids are safe with me; I know where I’m at.’ 
 
    Miss Pink eased her thighs gingerly, longing to dismount. Spikol stared glumly at the bright gravel between the junipers. The horses drooped with heavy heads. 
 
    ‘You saw her yesterday?’ Scott asked of Miss Pink. For the second time. He couldn’t leave it alone. 
 
    ‘Why, yes.’ She blinked and looked to Pearl for help. Pearl said: ‘He’s talking about up here.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. No. I met her at your place.’ 
 
    ‘You saw a horse here?’ Scott pressed. 
 
    ‘Did I? There were cows in Badblood, I remember, but a horse? No.’ 
 
    ‘She was riding yesterday.’ He was tight-lipped. ‘In the full heat of the sun. That’s no way to treat a horse ’less you have to.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think what your kid was doing yesterday had anything to do with a guy died months ago,’ Spikol said. He took up his reins and sighed. ‘So if you’ll lead on, ma’am, we’ll try to find these remains we’re supposed to be looking for.’ 
 
    Thus directed Miss Pink went ahead, pushing steadily up the mesa, seeing Angel’s Roost half-left, the big red cliff showing above the tops of pinyons on the right, and when she calculated that they were past the place where Kristen tethered her horse she diverged sideways until the ground started to drop away into Rastus Canyon. She stopped and the others ranged alongside. 
 
    ‘I’m not going down there,’ Pearl said. 
 
    ‘It’s all right on foot.’ Miss Pink implied that this was the way she’d come out of the canyon herself. 
 
    ‘We’ll leave the horses,’ Spikol said, and climbed down. 
 
    Miss Pink was comfortable in her walking boots but the others had trouble in their high heels and smooth soles, so much so that she felt guilty as Spikol crashed and slithered down the unstable talus and she thought about having to carry him out if he broke a leg. But he reached the creek without injury – although he must be badly bruised – and as he scrambled up the rocks the others held back, as if by rescinding the lead they acknowledged that they had moved into his territory. 
 
    They came to the confluence of the two streams. Nothing had changed. There was the rocky point, the talus slope and the ruin under its massive rock ceiling. 
 
    ‘Did you know it was here?’ Pearl asked Scott. 
 
    ‘I had no idea.’ He shook his head in wonder. ‘Herb Beck never mentioned it to me, but then they’re everywhere, these old cliff dwellings. Maybe he knew it was here and didn’t think nothing to it.’ 
 
    Spikol, advancing, had seen the rifle. The others stepped forward while Miss Pink studied the overhang, then they all moved slowly up the flaky scree to stop at the rib shaft curved round the prickly pear. ‘Well, well,’ Spikol breathed, and shook his head. They climbed a little further to the pitiful remains of the spine. No one spoke but Miss Pink caught Pearl’s sharp look of inquiry directed at the deputy. His face was wooden. No one suggested that the bones might be those of a deer. 
 
    They came to the doorway of the ruin and the others stood aside for Spikol to enter. Pearl turned to Miss Pink. ‘I’d have been terrified to go in there! How could you?’ 
 
    ‘I shouted, and I was carrying a rock. By the time I reached this spot I was virtually certain that there wasn’t even a snake inside.’ 
 
    ‘My God!’ She looked down the sun-drenched canyon and shuddered. ‘Poor guy; it must have been horrifying at night.’ 
 
    Spikol squeezed out of the doorway, the old boot in one hand, the branch in the other. Pearl’s breath hissed between her teeth. ‘I didn’t believe you,’ he told Miss Pink. ‘But I guess you’re right.’ He held out the branch and they stared at the skeletal fingers. ‘He wasn’t killed by the fall,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Unless—’ Pearl began, to be interrupted by Scott: ‘He coulda been; he coulda grabbed a branch as he felt himself start to slip, he coulda been holding the branch to look over the edge, and it broke.’ 
 
    Spikol glanced up but the overhang blocked the view. ‘Could be. We’ll look.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he?’ Pearl asked, and it wasn’t rhetorical; she was looking at Spikol. 
 
    ‘How many times—’ He didn’t trouble to finish. ‘They’ll have records in Santa Fe,’ he conceded. ‘But if he’s from out of state, and poaching – he had to be poaching, these bones ain’t been here since hunting season – then there’d be no record of him going missing—’ 
 
    ‘But if a woman didn’t know her husband was poaching—’ Pearl began hotly, and stopped as Spikol looked at her. ‘Didn’t know?’ he repeated sceptically. ‘Wives know everything.’ He transferred his attention to the boot. ‘This is old; it’s ancient. Was it old when he died, or did it get like this since?’ 
 
    ‘Not under cover,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And animals haven’t been tearing at it to try to get the foot out. He took it off before he died. People do that,’ she added in the face of their surprise: ‘take off all their clothes before the end.’ 
 
    ‘So it was already old before he died.’ Pearl spoke as if prompted, staring at Miss Pink. ‘No one wears boots as old as that. He couldn’t have walked in them, for Heavens’ sakes! So he rode. So where’s his horse?’ 
 
    ‘A horse came down without a rider?’ Spikol made a question of it. ‘But someone surely would have reported that.’ 
 
    ‘Not if he kept the horse and tack for himself and said nothing about it,’ Pearl pointed out. ‘A poor person – like a Mexican.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the trailer?’ Spikol mused. ‘A guy comes in from out of state, he don’t ride here; he has to bring the horse in a trailer.’ He looked down the slope. ‘I guess we better try and find the rest of him. We don’t have much to go on here.’ 
 
    They separated: Pearl and Scott searching the bed of the stream on the far side of the rocky point, Spikol and Miss Pink clambering up the gorge under the cliff. 
 
    ‘What are we doing?’ Miss Pink asked when they stopped for breath. ‘Looking for the skull is hopeless; the animal that carried it off could have crushed it anyway. And what with packrats and coyotes you can’t expect to find clothing.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t go back and report that I didn’t look at all. And maybe we’ll find something by accident.’ But his movements had an air of method about them and he was doing what she might have done herself but which now she realised was illogical, except from the point of view of elimination. Looking back at the profile of the cliff she confirmed that it was indeed close to a hundred feet high: convex at the top, then vertical as far as the overhang. 
 
    ‘If he’d come off that,’ she said, ‘he’d have been too badly injured to crawl up the slope into the ruin.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon? Are you a doctor?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ve seen the results of a lot of falls. Look at the landing, man!’ 
 
    The emphasis forced him to study the boulders. ‘You’re right,’ he said at length. ‘He’d have been killed.’ He looked at the rocky point and its twenty-foot walls. ‘And yet that don’t seem high enough.’ 
 
    ‘It depends on the fall. With the sole flapping on his boot he could have caught his foot in a crack on the edge and landed awkwardly, probably breaking his leg.’ 
 
    ‘There are no trees – neither on the big cliff nor on the point.’ 
 
    ‘Trees?’ 
 
    ‘For him to have grabbed a branch as he fell.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. The branch could be driftwood he picked up in the stream bed. That’s odd.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he take his rifle into the ruin with him? He needed that for defence against animals. Well, he could have been concussed’ – she was speaking her thoughts aloud – ‘not blinded by blood because he saw the ruin.’ Her glasses flashed as she turned to him. ‘Is it loaded?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    They stared at each other: fat man and elderly woman suddenly on the same wavelength. ‘Where are the shells?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He would have fired off all his ammo to attract attention? Yes, so where are the shells?’ 
 
    ‘Or – he was carrying the rifle unloaded – like a very correct sportsman – but this is a poacher. However – hypothesis: it was unloaded when he fell or otherwise came to grief; in which case, where is his ammunition now? How would a poacher carry bullets? In his pocket or on a belt?’ 
 
    ‘Either way the ammo’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘Now that is curious.’ She stopped, embarrassed, and shot him a look of apology. 
 
    ‘Let’s have a look at that point of rock.’ He was addressing her as an equal; he didn’t mind her expressing her opinion. 
 
    They had climbed to a higher level and they walked down to the point slowly, separating and studying the ground. There were no prints visible because they were back on the bedrock and it was only lightly scattered with gravel; there wasn’t even a sign of Miss Pink’s presence here yesterday. Arrived at the point they walked round its edge, paying particular attention to the spot immediately above the rifle, which Spikol had replaced in its original position. Pearl and Scott approached; they had found nothing that could possibly relate to the remains in the ruin. The party retreated to the shade and sat down. No one mentioned lunch, they had left the food and the canteens in the saddle-bags. 
 
    ‘We can’t do any more here,’ Spikol said, summing up. ‘We’ll take down what we found and that’s it. Some day a mother, some relative, will report a guy missing, but there won’t be no way of telling if this is him. No way. Hundreds of people go missing every year, probably dozens of bodies are found: drifters, junkies, wetbacks, you name it. No one claims ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he was poaching,’ Scott said, as if he’d suddenly been convinced. ‘This is a perfect look-out; you can see right down the canyon. He’d have been watching for the deer coming to drink.’ 
 
    ‘He could have shot himself,’ Pearl said. ‘Accidentally, I mean. Did you think of that? And the way he got here: he came in from the top road.’ 
 
    Everyone looked in the direction of the highway. ‘How far is it exactly?’ Spikol asked. 
 
    Pearl said, ‘I never rode it, there’s no trail. But it’s not big close timber like in the Rockies. You wouldn’t have much trouble.’ 
 
    ‘It’s over a mile,’ Scott said. ‘Mile and a half. He could have done it without a horse, easy: pack the meat out on his back.’ 
 
    ‘Then there’d have to be a truck up there, on the highway,’ Spikol said. ‘It’ll be well hidden, but we’ll find it if it’s there.’ 
 
    ‘Not if there was two of them,’ Scott pointed out. 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Spikol’s eyes came round slowly. ‘Now you’re putting a different slant on it.’ 
 
    ‘They could have quarrelled,’ Pearl put in cheerfully, and stopped. No one responded; they were all considering it. 
 
    Spikol collected the remains in a plastic bag but he had to carry the branch separately. Scott took the bag from him as they climbed out of the canyon. When they reached the horses no one felt like eating but everyone drank from the canteens, and then Miss Pink announced that she would walk down. Pearl admitted that the bay was a rough ride but that was all right, she said, Miss Pink should ride the sorrel. Miss Pink demurred, urging her to go ahead, leading the bay, she would follow at her own pace. ‘No way,’ Pearl said, ‘I’m not leaving you alone up here, not after what we found today.’ At this point Spikol swung himself into the saddle. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said with finality and, to Miss Pink: ‘You call me this evening, ma’am, tell me where you’re at; we’re going to need a statement some time.’ 
 
    Scott said, ‘You going to stay up here?’ The women looked blank. ‘It’s too hot for the horses,’ he said, with a touch of bluster. Miss Pink glanced at Pearl who smiled thinly. ‘You telling me to come down with you, Clayton?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just saying you don’t realise how hard this dry heat is on an animal—’ 
 
    ‘I’ll see you,’ Spikol said loudly, and moved away. 
 
    Pearl tightened her cinch with a jerk. ‘What we’ll do, Clayton,’ she said with exaggerated concern, ‘is we’ll put my horses in the shade where there’s a breeze and we’ll ride home after the sun’s lost some of its strength. We can’t come to much harm, the two of us together.’ 
 
    He gave a grim nod and, mounting, trotted after Spikol. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t trot in this heat,’ Pearl mocked. ‘Wants to have his hand in everything, that guy. Hell, no wonder Kristen—Ah, forget it! Come on, if you insist on staying up here, let’s get over to Slickrock, find us a breath of fresh air. Sorry, you’re sore; you want to ride this one?’ 
 
    ‘I’m all right.’ Defeated in her attempt to be left alone, Miss Pink mounted and followed her companion across the mesa to the rim of Slickrock Canyon where, if there was no breeze, there was space, and an illusion of cool shade imparted by the green canopy below. They tied the horses in a kind of cave formed by a grove of junipers and moved away from the flies to eat lunch under a pinyon. They were thoughtful, even subdued, until Miss Pink, closing her sandwich box and adjusting her back against the tree, returned to the subject of the Scotts. ‘He was pumping me,’ she murmured: ‘asking me if I’d seen Kristen yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Clayton! Know what I think?’ Pearl sounded sleepy. ‘He dreads a repeat, a re-run of Veronica’s trouble, what happened to her. Why can’t he see Kristen’s different, apart from being – well, you know: normal? Oh, she’ll probably get pregnant, but throw herself in the river? Never. She’d go ahead and have the baby, thumb her nose at her father.’ 
 
    ‘How was it she couldn’t persuade Veronica to do that: have the baby? You said the sisters were close.’ 
 
    Pearl was silent for so long that Miss Pink looked to see if she’d fallen asleep but she was staring down the canyon towards the valley, frowning. Aware of the other’s scrutiny she said, ‘Curious you should ask that question. She never mentioned the baby, and I didn’t ask. I don’t talk about Veronica to Kristen. She took it hard and that could be the reason: she didn’t know about the baby until after Veronica drowned. It didn’t show, no one knew; Veronica wore skirts, peasant style, you’d never notice. But probably Kristen thinks she ought to have known, and if she had she’d have done something about it, like you said: persuaded Veronica to go away maybe, have it adopted. Veronica wouldn’t have needed any persuading either – that’s the worst of it; she was a docile person – and so beautiful. Did I say how lovely she was? Like a Madonna, but thin. Too thin. The bastard!’ 
 
    ‘You mean the hired hand. Romero, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Gregorio Ramirez. He’s a dishy devil; you know the type: more Spanish blood than Indian, slim with small hands and feet, dressed in people’s cast-offs and he looked terrific in them: old straw hat, red shirt, torn jeans, boots coming apart – boots – coming – apart.’ They stared at each other, then Pearl relaxed and laughed. ‘No way. He’d never have dared come back. Not after what happened.’ 
 
    ‘How long after Veronica’s death did he leave?’ 
 
    ‘Shortly after they found the body, a few days, I think. Avril was visiting with friends in Santa Fe, and Fletcher had gone fishing in Colorado. Greg was left alone at Las Mesas to do the chores – they’ve got a few steers they’re fattening and they have to be fed twice a day, and then I guess he was supposed to go up to Badblood to make sure the cows were all right … When Avril came back the steers were bawling their heads off and Greg was gone. So was a diamond ring she’d left in a drawer of her night table.’ 
 
    ‘He’d taken his clothes?’ 
 
    ‘What he possessed, yes.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t own a horse or a pick-up?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t own a saddle! Avril won’t admit it but he had to be illegal, poor as he was. She’d be paying him starvation wages. She reported the theft of her ring to Wayne but she won’t see that again; it’ll have been sold in Mexico long ago, or given to a woman. It’s not important beside what happened to Veronica.’ She gave a twisted smile. ‘No, he wouldn’t come back; Kristen would kill him.’ 
 
    A hummingbird hovered for a moment before an Indian paintbrush, its throat more vivid than the flower, then with a flick and a trill it vanished against the glitter of the cottonwoods. Miss Pink said, ‘So her father thinks Kristen comes up here to meet a man.’ 
 
    ‘Gossip.’ Miss Pink waited. ‘Fact, actually,’ Pearl admitted. ‘No real harm in you knowing – everyone else does – including Clayton.’ 
 
    ‘And the man comes from the Markow ranch.’ 
 
    ‘Tammy talked? No, you just put it together: if she comes up this side of Slickrock then you guessed he comes from the other side – when Ira Markow thinks the guy’s putting out salt for the cows, or whatever. That’s right, he’s one of the Markow hands: Jay Gafford, thirty-seven, the dangerous age and as sexy as they come. Wouldn’t you believe it: the two Scott girls get the dishiest men in the county – and look how it served them, well, Veronica anyway, poor kid. You can imagine what Clayton Scott thinks of Jay – and there’s no way he can stop it.’ 
 
    ‘Has he tried?’ 
 
    Pearl opened her mouth, checked, and started again. ‘I was going to say: of course he has – because I can’t imagine him not trying every which way to stop it; he hates Jay Gafford, and small wonder – but then Kristen never said her father had taken any kind of action. What could he do anyway? Lock her in her room, sell her horse? He hasn’t. And he hasn’t laid a finger on her since she grew up. That surprises you? All the kids out in the boondocks know what their daddy’s belt felt like when they were little – and that goes for where I come from too.’ Pearl’s eyes were sombre in the shade of the pinyon. She went on coldly, ‘Clayton didn’t do anything drastic to put a stop to it but I guess he had plenty to say.’ 
 
    ‘What about Kristen’s mother?’ 
 
    ‘Poor Ada. She wouldn’t worry. She’s an invalid, you see: a lovely lady, so kind and gentle; and she adores her girls – adored, I should say. Veronica’s death broke her in little pieces. I think Kristen feels as much for her mother as for her sister. After all, Veronica’s suffering is over. Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘Just stretching my legs; they’re seizing up.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t go far, and keep away from the edge.’ 
 
    She moved along the lip of the canyon looking for the natural line that she knew must be there, and that she suspected was unmarked by cairns or even ducks. She discovered it by dint of peering over the crumbling rim until she could see ledges below. Looking back she saw that she was unobserved; Pearl was lying on her back, her hat over her face. 
 
    The top of the route was a kind of rock staircase on the wall and its start could be identified by a group of alligator junipers close to the edge. Now she realised that there could well be ruins in this canyon: unrecorded, perhaps as yet unseen by white men. It was an added inducement for exploration. She sat down to watch for birds. 
 
    Pearl was packing the saddle-bags when she returned. ‘I insist we change horses,’ she said. ‘It’s worse going down.’ 
 
    ‘I can walk, and lead the bay.’ 
 
    ‘No. It was my fault for putting you on that old mule; I’m going to sell him – heh, watch it, you guys—’ Back in the junipers there was a sudden commotion. Pearl had leapt to her feet. ‘Oh, it’s you, Michael.’ 
 
    ‘Michael who?’ murmured Miss Pink, glimpsing the figure of a man on foot and wearing a white cotton hat. 
 
    ‘Vosker. You’ll like him: the retired neighbourhood professor.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he doing up here on his own?’ She regarded the newcomer with resentment. He was thin and he carried a heavy pair of binoculars and a small haversack. She had an impression of the Middle East: dark eyes and a bony nose but a generous mouth that softened what might otherwise have been a predatory face. He had been, still was, handsome, but age showed in the folds of his throat and his finicky progress through the prickly pear. He acknowledged the introduction in a pleasant cultivated accent. 
 
    ‘Did you see anything?’ Pearl asked. ‘There was a hummer here with a red throat.’ 
 
    ‘That could be a broad-tail. Are you birding?’ Miss Pink’s binoculars were round her neck. 
 
    ‘I’m no expert. And I don’t expect to see much in the middle of the day.’ 
 
    ‘There’s always something to see. There was a whipsnake where I crossed Rastus Canyon.’ 
 
    ‘Did you meet Wayne and Clayton?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. You must have been surprised, ma’am, to climb up to a cliff dwelling and find human bones.’ 
 
    She nodded, thinking that surprise was something of an understatement. Pearl said, ‘What do you think, Michael? Michael is an anthropologist,’ she explained. 
 
    ‘What connection— Ah, think about what, Pearl?’ 
 
    ‘Why, how he died. Accident, suicide or – no, that’s wild. What kind of accident: was it the usual kind of carelessness like shooting himself with his own rifle when he slipped, or he fell and broke a leg, or d’you think he got lost in the canyons?’ 
 
    ‘What makes you dismiss murder?’ 
 
    ‘What! Hell, that’s way over the top.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the formula: accident, suicide or murder; you were about to say that yourself.’ 
 
    ‘My big mouth. Come on, Michael.’ 
 
    ‘If it was Greg Ramirez—’ 
 
    ‘Michael!’ 
 
    ‘Did Spikol suggest that?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No. What he did say was that no one was missing and I pointed out that Greg was. This was a Mexican hand working for one of the ranchers.’ 
 
    ‘She knows. It’s nothing to do with Greg. He went home.’ 
 
    ‘How do we know that? And the boot could be his. Spikol showed me, see if I recognised it. I’m surprised you didn’t think of it yourself. No one else we know has boots that old.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s not someone we know!’ Her tone changed. ‘We did think of it, and dismissed it because we – I said Greg wouldn’t come back after what happened.’ 
 
    ‘You mentioned murder,’ Miss Pink reminded him, and the dark eyes turned to her: liquid eyes, like a spaniel’s, nothing predatory about them. ‘He knew the area,’ Vosker said. ‘Maybe he didn’t go far, holed up with a buddy of his in the valley, or a gang of migrant workers, and came back with one, maybe with two fellows, to a place where he knew there were deer. Scott says it’s a good vantage point, above where you found him – and there was an accident or a quarrel, who knows? They abandoned him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ Pearl breathed. ‘They left him injured, alive?’ 
 
    ‘People commit appalling atrocities,’ Miss Pink said, and so quietly that they scarcely heard her, but they caught the gist of it because their heads turned to her slowly, reluctantly on the part of Pearl, but with interest where Vosker was concerned. After a long moment Pearl stooped to her saddle-bags and said gruffly, ‘C’mon, the horses’ll need a drink.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like you to meet my wife,’ Vosker told Miss Pink, and her mind lurched to a different plane. ‘Will you come to our house this evening for coffee?’ 
 
    She accepted weakly and they parted, leaving him on the rim. They rode away through the scattered woodland and neither said a word until they were well out of earshot. 
 
    Pearl broke the silence: ‘That is one very nasty mind.’ 
 
    ‘You had the same thought yourself,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘You were the first person to suggest that if the dead man wasn’t alone then there could have been a quarrel.’ 
 
    ‘I never suggested the guy was Greg Ramirez.’ 
 
    ‘What difference does it make?’ 
 
    There was another long pause. ‘None,’ Pearl said. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Two men were leaning on the gate of Pearl’s corral. They were tall and they wore battered straw hats, jeans and boots, but there the similarity ended; one was paunchy, the other built like a classical sculpture. They turned when they heard the horses and regarded the women with a kind of gentle amusement, a familiarity which disturbed Miss Pink until she realised that she was concentrating on the Greek god, and Pearl was ignoring him, introducing the other man. She blushed furiously and nodded to Ira Markow. 
 
    He held her horse and she dismounted. The other fellow had moved to Pearl’s horse. His back was an elongated triangle: wide shouldered and slim waisted with small buttocks under the thin denim. 
 
    ‘So what do you think of New Mexico?’ Markow asked, taking her reins. 
 
    She wrenched her attention away from that hard back. ‘Primitive,’ she said weakly, suspecting his courtesy was assumed, that he knew exactly why this silly old woman was blushing and was laughing at her. ‘Uncrowded,’ she elaborated. ‘Raw. Civilisation passed it by.’ She was aware of Pearl staring at her, of Markow’s large features registering bewilderment. She said quickly, ‘I’m talking about the country, the land.’ She smiled feebly. ‘No fences, those wild canyons’ – she gestured at the escarpment – ‘bears, diamondbacks, lions – why, I haven’t seen a tourist since yesterday morning! I love it.’ 
 
    Pearl gave her a hard look and turned to her saddle-bags. The hired man lifted her saddle as if it weighed a few ounces and strolled towards the wash-house where she kept the tack. At that moment Kristen came out of the house and intercepted him. They stood apart, not touching, probably saying something quite innocuous but the sun had left the patio and in the diffused light the girl’s posture appeared abandoned, even wanton. The observer was aware that the light was going and that when the afterglow faded night would come creeping in from the desert like a velvet cat, the frogs would sing and the night birds call, and old people remember what it was like to be seventeen and in love. 
 
    ‘So what did you think of Jay Gafford?’ Pearl asked as they prepared supper. Kristen had taken Pearl’s third horse and ridden to the Markow ranch with Gafford who was taking the blue roan home. ‘That’s what I thought,’ she went on, seeing that Miss Pink was having difficulty with words. ‘I told you he was sexy. I could see it got to you.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish.’ There was a pause. Miss Pink stared at the window. ‘He took my breath away,’ she admitted. ‘And the age gap! Twenty years. It must drive her father crazy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not deliberate.’ Pearl was laughing. ‘The poor guy can’t help having a gorgeous body and bedroom eyes.’ 
 
    ‘At your age,’ Miss Pink murmured, with just the hint of a question, and Pearl fielded it deftly. 
 
    ‘At any age – but we’re as discreet as nuns in Regis.’ Her eyes were veiled. ‘It helps that we have no street lighting,’ she added coolly. ‘And that the creek lies at the back of our properties. Kristen usually rides up the creek bed to the mesa road, and she’s not one of the discreet people.’ 
 
    ‘At night, without street lights, people run the risk of stepping on a rattler.’ 
 
    ‘Oh my!’ Pearl’s eyes were wide in mock consternation. ‘I never thought of that.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you were warning me not to go out in the dark.’ Pearl gave a feline smile. ‘I have to call Wayne Spikol,’ Miss Pink said, feeling that the conversation was out of control. 
 
    Spikol asked her if she would come to Palomares in the morning. When she put down the phone she suggested to Pearl that she might pick up her things at the motel and return to Regis for a few days. Pearl was delighted and gave her a shopping list. ‘Stay as long as you like,’ she urged. ‘You can ride either the sorrel or the pinto. I promise I won’t put you up on the bay again. I’d forgotten how rough he can be, although I’ll swear he’s got worse with age. He can go for bear-bait in the fall.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! Sell him as a pack-horse; he’s so quiet he’d follow without having to be led.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t carry eggs, that’s for sure. You are a soft-hearted lady, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘I guess the English are all the same: stiff upper lip for people but marshmallows where horses and dogs are concerned.’ 
 
    ‘I’m soft on people too.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I noticed.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like cadaveric spasm,’ Michael Vosker said. ‘He was dying and the coyotes moved in, he picked up the branch and lunged at them, and the effort killed him. On the other hand—’ 
 
    ‘More coffee, Miss Pink?’ 
 
    ‘On the other hand, his attacker could have been a man.’ 
 
    ‘Michael, you’re shocking our guest.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so. She’s had twenty-four hours in which to consider hypotheses.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had been in the Voskers’ patio for half an hour and the warm night, the initial exchange of small talk and a good brandy had lulled her into a comfortable state where violence was only a technicality; she was mildly surprised that Marian Vosker should find the subject offensive. But then Marian was a woman of taste. Her old adobe was beautifully furnished, the patio lush with mown grass, the garden chairs padded. She was a large plain woman who exuded hospitality as if her life was dedicated to making other people comfortable: a worthy partner for a busy professor. Retirement to their former holiday home in the back-country must have produced culture shock after social life on campus, and discussion of a man dying of terror might indeed seem offensive to her, particularly over coffee and liqueurs. 
 
    ‘Gregorio did leave,’ Vosker said, with just a hint of doubt. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Marian was soothing. ‘And he took Avril’s ring.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t worth much. Wouldn’t keep him for long.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not very kind, dear. It was a diamond.’ 
 
    ‘There was stuff lying around that was a sight more valuable. Herb’s good saddle, for instance.’ 
 
    ‘Gregorio had no transportation. A man walking along the road carrying a saddle would have been conspicuous. That’s the last thing he’d want when he’d stolen Betsy’s ring. I mean Avril’s.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s Betsy?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Vosker was pleased. ‘Something you don’t know. Betsy was Herb Beck’s first wife. When she died Avril married Herb. Avril had come to Las Mesas as the maid.’ 
 
    ‘Housekeeper,’ Marian corrected. Vosker glanced at her but all he said was, ‘So originally the ring was Betsy’s. That’s all.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked slowly, ‘Am I missing something?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see how it could possibly interest her,’ Marian said, in the face of Vosker’s silence. ‘English people don’t have class prejudices any longer any more than we do.’ 
 
    ‘Housekeepers often marry their employers.’ Miss Pink poured oil on the water. ‘I mean, in those circumstances. It’s a gesture to the proprieties.’ She smiled; an anthropologist should know all about that. ‘You can’t have an unmarried man and an attractive spinster living under the same roof unchaperoned.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t—’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t a housekeeper,’ Marian interrupted. ‘Not always. She came to the States when she was very young to work as a maid. But she climbed the ladder’ – she sounded indignant – ‘and she hasn’t had it easy: she had no experience of running a ranch. She can’t even ride.’ 
 
    ‘Ranch is a rather grand term for Las Mesas,’ Vosker put in. 
 
    ‘You have to give credit where it’s due. She manages to make a living. It’s a hard country’ – Marian turned to Miss Pink, her face earnest in the soft light from the house – ‘even the big ranchers like Ira Markow are having a difficult time in the recession. Local people have to buy in their hay and grain, did you know that? We were in Montana for a time and the ranchers there grow all their own cattle feed. I’m sorry for Avril; it must be a continual struggle to make ends meet.’ 
 
    ‘She was able to employ two hands,’ Miss Pink pointed out. 
 
    ‘Gregorio wouldn’t have got much more than his keep,’ Vosker told her. ‘I mean, look at his boots!’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure that was his boot?’ Marian asked anxiously. ‘Will Avril, be involved?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying it was Greg’s boot, not formally. I told Spikol he had boots like that because Spikol asked me. He can take it from there but he’s not going to follow it up; he’ll get a statement from Miss Pink, file a report, and that’ll be the end of it. It would be a different matter if Greg had gone missing from Las Mesas, but we know he left first and then went missing – I mean, if that is him, in the cliff dwelling.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know he left?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘This afternoon you were doubtful.’ 
 
    ‘I thought about it since. We know he left because the bunk-house was cleared of his gear, what there was of it, not to speak of the stolen ring – and then how could he have gone missing from Las Mesas? There was no way he was going to walk – what? – eight miles to the head of Rastus, not in those boots. He had to ride, and there are no horses missing from Las Mesas.’ 
 
    ‘All right’ – Miss Pink was unaware of Marian’s disapproval, caught up as she was in speculation – ‘it looks as if Pearl’s theory is the closest: that he reached Rastus from the top road, on a horse, but with a companion who removed the horse – and the truck and trailer which would have been left on the highway, or hidden near it.’ She frowned and added slowly: ‘That smells of premeditation.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Just that I don’t see the other man hanging around to kill a deer after he’d killed – no, after he’d immobilised Gregorio, so perhaps hunting was never the intention, only the stated motive for the trip.’ She paused, then added, ‘So the other man took Gregorio’s ammunition to prevent him firing his rifle to attract attention—’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute; what makes you think he took the ammunition?’ 
 
    ‘Spikol didn’t tell you that? The rifle was unloaded and there’s no ammo and no spent shells around, not that we could see.’ He regarded her thoughtfully. She went on, ‘Then this other man rode back to the truck leading Gregorio’s horse, or rather, the horse he had borrowed from someone. From the other man? Why do I think it was premeditated? It could have been a spontaneous quarrel.’ 
 
    ‘You could be thinking that way because people had it in for Greg.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s nonsense!’ Marian was incensed. ‘He was a charmer; he had beautiful manners. When he met a woman on the road he stopped his horse and took off his hat, just like a caballero. And he was always smiling.’ 
 
    ‘You talk about him in the past tense,’ Miss Pink remarked. ‘Who had it in for him besides the Scott family?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘So Pearl told you about that,’ Vosker interrupted. ‘Very unfortunate. I meant you might have the impression that people were hostile to Greg but when I think about it he had no rivals. All the men, that is, the others, they were circumspect with Veronica. She was ethereal, like a flower or a moth; she looked as if she would shrivel up if she got too near a flame—’ Marian’s jaw dropped as she stared at him. Miss Pink was fascinated. He was unaware of them, looking into the shadows beyond the light. ‘She was in another league from Kristen and Tammy and Pearl; they’re healthy animals with healthy appetites. And then, of course, no one wanted to mix it with Clayton.’ 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down,’ Marian whispered. 
 
    ‘Someone’s not much bothered now,’ Miss Pink murmured, ‘about mixing it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ Vosker grinned. ‘But if you knew Jay Gafford and you’d known Veronica, you’d realise that a relationship there was most unlikely. Jay needs an alpha woman, and he’s got one and Kristen’s more than enough for any man to deal with at one time, I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘Nice evening?’ Pearl asked, turning off her radio. ‘Have fun? You missed Avril, she called in on her way back from Las Cruces to find out what happened. She’s quite sure it’s not Greg Ramirez up there in the ruin but then she would say that, she doesn’t want trouble. Avril’s a very respectable lady.’ She was deadpan. 
 
    ‘She can’t get into serious trouble for employing an illegal alien.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that she’s thinking of. And trouble’s the wrong word, embarrassment is more like it. Avril comes from a good family in England, her father’s a Sir Something or other; she’s not used to our rough ways. She never gossips, not with anyone, least of all with Fletcher or me. I never heard her say a word about Veronica’s death, except she visited with Ada, of course, that was only polite, but then everyone acted like she died of something, like cancer. Avril’d die of shame to think that one of her hired hands was responsible for Veronica’s baby, and then the drowning and all. That kind of thing doesn’t happen where she was raised.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not the drowning part,’ Miss Pink conceded. ‘Avril seems very refined,’ she added, and left it hanging. Pearl looked at her sharply but the eyes behind the thick spectacles were expressionless. Pearl’s mouth twitched. 
 
    ‘She has her position to think of: rich rancher’s widow. Did I say rich? There are only two ranches here and she’s not in the Markows’ league but as I understand it, money isn’t as important in England as breeding. Thelma Markow may be wealthy but she’s got no background – and her kid works as my maid.’ 
 
    ‘Michael Vosker says Avril was in service.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Domestic service: an old-fashioned term for servants, never used nowadays unless one is disorientated.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not!’ 
 
    ‘I’m groping a little. As I see it Avril has worked her way up from skivvy to rancher. That seems very American: the rags-to-riches syndrome.’ 
 
    ‘That may be what you and I think, but not Avril. She can’t forget it, and she’d love to do just that: block it out and start over as the rich widow lady.’ 
 
    ‘You said her father was titled.’ 
 
    ‘She’s illegitimate. Her mother was a lady but she was brought up by a housemaid who’d been fired because she was pregnant, and then she lost her baby so the lady’s mother, Avril’s real grandmother – who was a countess – she gave Avril to the housemaid, make up for the dead baby, see? I got all this from Betsy Beck; they were quite close, her and Avril. Apparently Avril’s natural mother is still alive, she married into a family that’s related to Queen Elizabeth. What are you smiling at? You don’t believe it?’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a romantic story. Live and let live, I say, and Avril never did me any harm. I don’t think she’s very happy; she never seems able to get her act together somehow. Her first husband was a Texan; she got her American nationality through him, but she paid for it. He knocked her about. I guess he drank too. Eventually she landed here; Betsy Beck had broken her hip and it never healed right so Herb had to advertise for someone to cook and clean, and take care of Betsy. And when Betsy died Avril up and married Herb, but she never got much joy of that neither; Herb was an alcoholic and drank himself to death. Some women are always attracted to the deadbeats. I don’t know if there was any money, but if there was he musta left it to his two sons, out in California someplace. He did leave the ranch to Avril so in the end she got to call herself a rancher, even though all she owns is a few hundred acres of desert with a creek that’s dry most of the time, and a tacky old house, another sheet of iron blows off the roof with every storm. And talk of the devil—’ the screen door had opened and – not Avril but her man Lloyd stood on the doorstep. ‘Had trouble?’ Pearl asked, rising smoothly. ‘You look like you could do with a beer.’ 
 
    He sat down without removing his hat. 
 
    ‘Good evening.’ Miss Pink was pointedly polite. 
 
    He blinked. ‘Evening.’ Pearl brought him a can of beer and he thanked her in the same tone of surprise. ‘You run into any bother?’ he asked, fixing her with those eyes which appeared the more intense for his obvious fatigue. 
 
    ‘That was my question, Fletch. Not that it matters, but I can’t abide folk who answer questions with one of their own. It’s bad manners.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. No, I didn’t have trouble. She came home fast because she had the new truck, and my radiator was leaking. Had to stop and top it up, and then I had to eat.’ 
 
    ‘There. I could have fed you.’ 
 
    ‘No sweat. What happened up there?’ He jerked his head, indicating the plateau, and Miss Pink had a sudden image of pale gravel and solid little trees under the brilliant stars. She drew in her breath sharply. 
 
    Pearl said, ‘Nothing, and we learned nothing we didn’t know before.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t tell me much.’ He glanced at Miss Pink. ‘Just these bones had been found, like human bones, and a rifle.’ He was painfully shy; not only unable to pronounce his employer’s name but having difficulty in deferring to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘There was a boot too,’ Pearl pointed out. 
 
    ‘She says it’s not Greg’s but she can’t know that. I doubt she’d recognise it. I might.’ 
 
    ‘The sole was coming off Greg’s boots.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he stuck it with duct tape.’ 
 
    ‘There was no tape on this boot.’ 
 
    ‘Only one, his other boot were all right.’ 
 
    The women exchanged glances. ‘He could have ripped the sole when he fell,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Now if we found the other boot and that was mended with duct tape, identification is conclusive.’ 
 
    ‘What’re you talking about?’ It was startling in its harshness. Miss Pink stiffened but Pearl said calmly, ‘Most of us think that it’s Greg, what’s left of him.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s most of us?’ 
 
    ‘Fletcher,’ Pearl said to Miss Pink, as the tone got to her, prompting her to make some kind of apology for him, ‘is very possessive about his ranch and his boss—’ now his eyes were troubled rather than angry. ‘Most of us, sweetie, is me and Michael Vosker and Spikol, maybe Clayton— Did Scott think it was Greg?’ she asked of Miss Pink. 
 
    She cast her mind back. ‘He suggested two men could have come down from the highway, and quarrelled. He didn’t recognise the boot, not to say so.’ 
 
    ‘What made him think there were two men?’ Lloyd asked, and Miss Pink, pondering, starting to feel fatigue at the end of the day, dismissed the subject of a rifle without ammunition and stated the obvious: ‘There was no horse. But’ – she caught herself – ‘Scott did suggest that, after all, the dead man might have been alone because he could have come down from the highway on foot, meaning to carry out a deer on his back. In that case there has to be a truck somewhere. Spikol means to look for it.’ 
 
    ‘A truck means it can’t be Greg.’ Now Lloyd was so subdued that he could have been talking to himself. ‘He didn’t own one.’ 
 
    ‘And that,’ Miss Pink said, equally softly, ‘was when Scott pointed out that no truck would be found if two men had been poaching – and then someone’ – she didn’t look at Pearl – ‘put forward the notion of a quarrel, and we arrived at the traditional formula of accident, suicide or murder.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Lloyd said in a perfectly normal voice, ‘I been thinking along those lines myself.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s no vehicle on a five-mile stretch of that top road,’ Spikol said. ‘And there’s nowhere that you can get a truck off the pavement, either the pines are too close together or the ground drops away too steeply. If there ever was a truck it’s gone, and that means two men were involved – or more than two.’ He leaned back in his chair and regarded Miss Pink doubtfully. ‘That is, if he went in that way,’ he added. 
 
    Miss Pink sipped coffee from a Styrofoam beaker and wondered who laundered policemen’s shirts; did they send them to some superb Chinese establishment or had their wives trained as laundresses? And how did bachelors manage to look so clean and pressed, at least at the start of each day? 
 
    They were sitting in the diffused light of an office in the sheriff’s building, the glare of sunshine muted by plastic blinds. 
 
    ‘Is it possible,’ she asked, ‘that he was on a long trip: staying out for days, working his way through the forests, not using trails? No’ – she answered her own question – ‘not a back-packer: wrong boots, and hikers don’t carry rifles. And he wasn’t on horseback because there’s no horse – ’ 
 
    ‘Unless, as Pearl Slocum said, his horse came down and was quietly appropriated.’ 
 
    She studied his face. ‘You favour that theory?’ 
 
    ‘It seems the most reasonable, except we know he isn’t a local so he had to bring the horse in by trailer, and we’re back where we started. No vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘Gregorio Ramirez is a local,’ she said slowly. ‘In a sense. He lived locally. And he wore very old boots. He could have ridden up from Las Mesas without anyone being the wiser … No, when he left he took his possessions, and we keep coming back to the horse.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a stranger,’ Spikol said, with a hint of desperation. ‘You found some old bones and a rifle. It’s a hunting accident – as in poaching. We’ll circulate the information, wait for someone to claim the remains, or at least say they’re missing a husband or a son, whatever. Nothing else we can do.’ 
 
    ‘Understaffed and overworked,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘The story of my life. Fine for – er, you retired, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. I write stories for women’s magazines, and travel articles, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    He nodded; he had guessed it was something like that. ‘So, you going to leave us now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m staying in Regis for a day or two. I like the people and I love the country. I shall go out with Pearl.’ 
 
    ‘If you find anything else, like more bones, you’ll call me?’ 
 
    ‘Or the other boot. Of course.’ 
 
    He looked startled. As she walked across the bright car park she thought: if the other boot is mended with duct tape he’d like me to put it down a hole. A few anonymous bones he can forget about, but Gregorio Ramirez means problems. 
 
    She shopped for Pearl and paid her bill at the motel and by eleven o’clock she was heading out of town for the interstate. Palomares had been quiet; what traffic there was drifted gently along the wide streets, and there was always room to park, and as she crossed a bridge that gave access to the slip road she was amazed to see an almost empty interstate. Some two miles distant one vehicle was approaching down the ribbon of concrete. She turned left, picked up speed and joined the interstate at fifty miles an hour. She reached fifty-five, flicked the cruise control and the stereo and settled back to revel in the warm breeze and Paganini. 
 
    ‘Ada Scott wants to meet you,’ Pearl said, unpacking the groceries. ‘You’ll be good for her, she sees no one in this place; no one ever comes except hunters, and Ada’s not a lady who’s into killing. We’ll go along there after we’ve eaten if that’s all right with you.’ 
 
    ‘I shall enjoy it. Is she confined to her bed?’ 
 
    ‘Depends. Sometimes she’s in bed for days, others she’s as right as rain, cooking and stuff – and in case you’re thinking she drinks, it definitely isn’t that, I promise you. We got our share of alcoholics here, or we have had: Herb Beck and poor old Sam, but that’s it. Not too bad a percentage actually, just two drunks in a community of fifteen souls.’ 
 
    The Scott place was down the street from Pearl’s and on the same side. Between them were two houses on bushy plots stretching back to the creek. Both houses were unoccupied, one being for sale (‘Fat chance they have of selling,’ Pearl observed), the other used by the owners for hunting in the fall. On the other side of the street and beyond Marge Dearing’s adobe was a sagging barn with the just discernible legend: Regis Hay and Grain Store. The building stood on several acres of wasteland. ‘Probably full of rattlers,’ Pearl said. ‘It hasn’t been used for years, but the snakes’ll keep the rodents down. You don’t see many rats in Regis.’ 
 
    After the barn came the Voskers’ neat frame-house in its well-kept garden, and opposite was the Scotts’ adobe backing on the street. An ochre-coloured wall was set with small windows and a wooden door. This was slatted in its upper half and between the slats sunlight was visible at the end of a dark passage. 
 
    Pearl and Miss Pink went along the passage to emerge on a patio of baked earth. A thicket of bamboo cut off any view from the house which on this, the intimate domestic side, consisted of a shaded veranda with rooms opening onto it. The veranda itself was used as a room with tables and chairs and chests, and here they found Ada Scott, sitting in a rocking-chair with Kristen behind her, evidently putting the finishing touches to her mother’s hair. The girl palmed the comb smoothly and stood back while Pearl made the introductions. 
 
    Miss Pink saw a woman who initially impressed her as being singularly beautiful, yet later she was unable to recall one remarkable feature, except for her hair which was thick and long, drawn back to a high chignon encircled by a narrow band of beads like pearls. Ada smiled at Miss Pink as if she had been waiting a long time for the pleasure of meeting her. She had large eyes with heavy lids; the effect was patrician: serene and elegant, and Miss Pink relaxed in an ambiance that bore no relation to the fierce August heat. 
 
    ‘You’re looking great today,’ Pearl observed, in the cheery tone used for invalids. 
 
    ‘Kristen likes doing my hair.’ Her upward glance was proud and Kristen was obviously embarrassed. ‘I’ll bring the tea,’ she muttered, and went into the house. ‘It’s feminine,’ Ada explained, ‘dressing hair – and Kristen’s a tomboy. I am glad you came to see me,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Pearl says you write stories. That must be exciting.’ 
 
    She had been prepared to be agreeable but now Miss Pink found herself admitting that, yes, it was exciting, and feeling that this was truly so, not merely an effort at politeness. She started to talk about field-work, about travel, locations, the concept of allowing stories to find her rather than probing in dark corners to find plots. Kristen came back with glasses of iced tea and, glancing at Pearl, said diffidently that she wanted to take her horse out: just an hour, would that be all right? 
 
    ‘You don’t have to be back in an hour,’ Ada said. ‘Away you go and have fun.’ 
 
    They watched her cross the patio and enter the bamboo thicket and no one suggested that it was too hot for horses. ‘I’m getting better every day,’ Ada said, staring at the place where Kristen had disappeared. ‘She always was too protective.’ She changed the subject. ‘I would like to read something by you,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Are you realistic or traditional?’ 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated, stumped for a moment. ‘Can you be more specific?’ 
 
    ‘Ada doesn’t like violence,’ Pearl explained. ‘Me, I don’t read much but there’s this guy Elmore Leonard, you heard of him? I got a book of his from the thrift store and it’s pretty steamy. Ada’d hate that.’ 
 
    ‘I have some of my mother’s books,’ Ada said. ‘Do you know Gene Stratton-Porter? I love Laddie. I was raised on that book and I read it over and over.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t write like either of them,’ Miss Pink admitted. ‘But I don’t shock gratuitously and I’m all in favour of keeping private acts behind closed doors.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right too,’ Pearl said. 
 
    Ada, politely attentive, asked, ‘Is your home village like Regis? Or maybe you don’t live in a village?’ 
 
    ‘Outside one, actually, but it’s a world away. And yet’ – she pondered – ‘people are the same wherever you go; the same emotions: love, hatred, fear, jealousy. Rural Cornwall and New Mexico will be no different beneath the surface. Isn’t that odd?’ She was asking them to share in this revelation. 
 
    ‘Behaviour will be more extreme here,’ Ada said. ‘Space makes a difference. Remoteness. People turn in on themselves.’ 
 
    Pearl swallowed. ‘You’re thinking of people like Marge Dearing.’ 
 
    Ada’s eyes were shadowed. ‘I was speaking generally. I wasn’t thinking specifically of Regis.’ 
 
    ‘The West is still frontier country?’ suggested Miss Pink. 
 
    Ada was considering that, and Miss Pink was wondering if perhaps it was not frontier country but something other, when Tammy Markow flashed out of the passage on her bicycle, her long brown legs extended as she braked. She got off and dropped the bike on the ground. Her bare head gleamed like gold in the sunlight and she was wearing skimpy shorts and a tank top that exposed bony ribs. She looked amusing and delightful: half-child, half-woman. ‘Hi,’ she called. ‘Where’s Kristen?’ 
 
    ‘She’s in the corral,’ Ada said. ‘You’ll just catch her.’ 
 
    Tammy whirled away and Pearl shot a helpless look at Miss Pink who said easily: ‘Does your husband ranch, Mrs Scott?’ 
 
    ‘We have a farm on the river and a man looks after it. He lives there, and we employ seasonal labour when we need it. That’s where Mr Scott is this afternoon. We don’t have any animals up here, just the two horses.’ 
 
    Pearl said quickly: ‘Clayton’s one of the workers. We’re mainly retirees in the village: out to grass.’ 
 
    ‘We’re evenly divided,’ Ada corrected. ‘The Markows have two hands, and Avril has – one.’ Her eyes clouded and the visitors cast about for something to say that would avoid delicate subjects like ranch-hands and daughters. So far they hadn’t touched on Miss Pink’s gruesome discovery in the Indian ruin, and she was increasingly aware that the bones could be those of the man responsible for the death of Ada’s daughter. God, she thought, why on earth did I agree to come here? 
 
    ‘Those remains you found in the canyon,’ Ada said calmly. ‘Do you think they belonged to Gregorio, the man who worked for Avril Beck?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s mouth opened but it was a moment before the words came. ‘I can have no idea,’ she said, her tone almost treacly in an effort at reassurance. ‘Wayne Spikol is inclined to think it’s a stranger.’ 
 
    Pearl’s features were set in a glare; nothing she could say would alleviate the situation. Miss Pink licked her lips. 
 
    ‘Poor Greg,’ Ada said. ‘I was fond of him.’ 
 
    ‘We all were,’ Pearl said, and closed her eyes in horror at the slip. 
 
    Tammy came through the bamboos and loitered across the baked earth. The visitors regarded her eagerly: an interruption. 
 
    ‘She’s gone,’ she said dolefully. ‘Where’d she go?’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ Pearl was lugubrious. ‘You got nothing to do? You can come out with me and Miss Pink later. We’re going up Scorpion,’ she added wildly, improvising. 
 
    ‘Kristen will be back soon,’ Ada said. ‘She just took Jack out for a while. Go fetch yourself a Coke.’ 
 
    ‘Jack’s in the corral,’ Tammy said. ‘She wouldn’t ride in this heat.’ She pouted and looked as if she would like to say more but was intimidated by numbers. She slouched indoors and the others exchanged indulgent smiles and resumed the investigation of the guest’s background. 
 
    The effect of Ada’s interest was first to stop Miss Pink dead, and then to divert her into new channels. She was no longer describing her journeys but investigating motivation. When Ada asked her what kind of people she respected and she cited old women living alone, in particular a rancher in Arizona, Ada wondered if she had remained mentally stable. Miss Pink recalled that the woman had shared a boundary with a man who had murdered his neighbour fifty years ago; everyone knew but there was no proof, and the woman sustained neighbourly contact with the killer all that time. ‘There was nothing else she could do,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘She could move away, go mad, or accept him. She was a survivor so she stayed there, and stayed sane.’ 
 
    ‘Why did she tell you?’ Ada asked. 
 
    ‘Because she had to tell someone and she knew no one would believe me, they’d dismiss the story as a traveller’s tale.’ 
 
    ‘You’re full of surprises,’ Pearl said. ‘Shocks, is more like it. You were visiting with a woman lived next door to a murderer!’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t add that she’d stayed the night there. 
 
    Ada said, ‘You weren’t curious enough to invent an excuse to call on the man?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink fidgeted in her chair, intrigued and disorientated. ‘Curiosity has to stop somewhere. There’s a point where you ask no more questions and you move on.’ 
 
    ‘What do you do with what you’ve found out?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes you use it, heavily disguised and with the location changed. Sometimes’ – Miss Pink bit her lip, remembering instances – ‘sometimes you forget.’ 
 
    ‘Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘What I mean is: you lock it in some kind of mental back-room and throw away the key. The secret will die with you.’ 
 
    ‘Does it affect you? Do you dream about it?’ 
 
    ‘You learn to deal with it, like grief. Like the old rancher did.’ 
 
    ‘What is Tammy doing?’ Pearl exclaimed in a flurry of concern. ‘I better go and see if she’s trying on Kristen’s clothes—’ 
 
    ‘I have to read your stories,’ Ada said as the younger woman went in the house. ‘Will you send me something when you go home?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that. You never thought of writing yourself?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked away, disturbed at what she saw in the other’s eyes, something powerful, like passion, or terror, but knowing that eyes are only coloured tissue and a black hole, incapable of expression, of reflecting emotion. There was nothing in Ada’s eyes; they were like windows: screened and hiding what appeared to be an empty house. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. 
 
    Ada inclined her head and Miss Pink remembered her mother who employed the same grave gesture when she accepted an apology. Then the woman’s face softened. Kristen was crossing the patio. 
 
    The atmosphere was heavy as the earth relinquished the stored heat of the day and as the girl approached slowly, her arms loose, her body languid in the bright sun, she was a dream figure. Miss Pink wondered how she could ever have thought the child plain. 
 
    Ada said quietly: ‘Tammy’s here.’ 
 
    Kristen was suddenly alert. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Inside. Pearl’s with her.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the time?’ Neither wore a watch. 
 
    ‘It’s a quarter-past four,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Kristen went quickly indoors. ‘It’s hot today,’ Ada said. ‘We’re building up for storms. We should have had rain before now.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Miss Pink was listening for voices but what she heard was the sound of an engine. Ada had heard it too and started to struggle in her chair. ‘Can I help you?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Do you want to get up?’ 
 
    ‘No. I – I’m just wondering—’ The dark eyes observed the windows along the veranda. ‘Nothing.’ She sank back, now staring at the entrance to the street passage. Clayton Scott appeared and strode across the patio. 
 
    ‘No!’ came Tammy’s voice, loud and clear. ‘My bike’s out back.’ 
 
    A curious little struggle was taking place in a doorway: Tammy trying to shake off Kristen who held her by the arm, Pearl stepping back with a yelp as someone trod on her foot. In the patio Scott picked up the bicycle and leaned it carefully against a tree. The figures on the veranda were momentarily still, then Kristen pushed past Tammy and, still holding her arm, pulled her towards the bike. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Tammy.’ Scott was stern. 
 
    The girls halted. ‘Hi, Mr Scott.’ Tammy dimpled. Kristen dropped her arm and waited, looking sullen. Scott’s face darkened and Miss Pink’s heart sank. She heard someone sigh. 
 
    ‘That’s no way to dress when you come visiting,’ Scott said. 
 
    Tammy appeared astonished. ‘My dad didn’t say nothing. My mom bought me this top. What’s wrong with it?’ She was teasing him. 
 
    ‘When you come to this house you cover yourself.’ His voice had risen and there was a shake in it. ‘You cover yourself, you look respectable, d’you hear?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ The child was grinning. ‘You expect me to wear a skirt? I’m only twelve. If you—’ 
 
    ‘And time you stopped rapping and got down to work,’ Pearl shouted. ‘You got three horses to groom, there ain’t no free lunches at Slocum’s, miss. We’re going to show Miss Pink Scorpion Canyon,’ she announced generally. ‘Tammy has to go and get the horses ready. You too, Kristen: away you go.’ 
 
    Clayton Scott advanced to the veranda while the girls picked up the bicycle and disappeared through the passage. 
 
    ‘No problems at the farm?’ Ada asked. 
 
    ‘No. I wouldn’t expect any. That child’s getting out of hand, coming here like that when you got company. You’ll have to speak to her mother.’ 
 
    ‘Kristen has everything under control.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure. Good day, Miss Pink, Pearl. My, we could do with rain.’ He sat down. ‘I must apologise,’ he told Miss Pink, ‘I can’t abide the way of raising kids these days. Our problem here is that there aren’t enough folk who can have an influence on the youngsters. Only two families, and you can see what kind of parental control there is in the other one.’ He stared moodily towards the passage. 
 
    ‘Maybe you’d fetch Clayton a glass of lemonade,’ Ada suggested to Pearl, who got up with alacrity. 
 
    ‘Dusty work,’ Scott told Miss Pink. ‘We’re hay-making. Did Ada tell you we have a farm on the river? Some of the best land in the county, we get top prices for our hay. You don’t look comfortable, honey; can I fetch you another pillow?’ 
 
    ‘I have to go indoors.’ Ada was plainly embarrassed and Miss Pink stood up, knowing she had stayed too long. ‘Oh, don’t go,’ Ada protested, and Scott smiled warmly. ‘Sit down, ma’am; you can’t leave just as I come home. I’ll be back directly.’ 
 
    With practised ease he helped his wife to her feet and supported her to the doorway. She hesitated at the sill and, ‘Watch the rug,’ Miss Pink heard him murmur. 
 
    She sighed and leaned back in her chair. She’d outstayed her welcome but Ada had appeared to enjoy the visit. She wondered what Scott wanted from her; surely he couldn’t revert to an inquisition concerning the whereabouts of his daughter on that afternoon two days ago? It was possible; the man was unpredictable, he’d been knocked off-balance by Tammy’s dress which, after all, was no more revealing than any child might wear on a hot day and, as Tammy said, she was only twelve. 
 
    He came back. ‘Pearl’s taken over,’ he said, smiling down at her. ‘Can I bring you another glass of tea?’ 
 
    ‘No thank you; we have to be going as soon as Pearl’s ready.’ 
 
    ‘How are you liking Regis?’ He sat down: affable, even charming, and as if to emphasise the benign mood, his social sense, he had removed his hat revealing thick grey hair and, as she had suspected, a high forehead. 
 
    ‘I’m used to small communities,’ she said. ‘I live in one myself, and basically I don’t find Regis very different.’ 
 
    ‘English villages are as small as Regis?’ 
 
    ‘This would be called a hamlet in England, but then it would have been much larger at one time, when the mines were operating. Do you lease any mines, Mr Scott?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not interested in mining. All my time’s occupied with the farm. You must come and see it; there’s a lot of wildlife on the river banks.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine. Water and sunshine – and there’ll be plenty of shade with all those cottonwoods: ideal conditions.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a birder, I take it.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes I am.’ Where was he trying to take this stilted conversation? ‘You’re interested in wildlife yourself?’ 
 
    ‘I do a bit of duck shooting in the fall and I used to hunt with Herb Beck when he was alive; I still look forward to getting a buck come November. I’m partial to a good roast of deer meat. My wife’s a great cook, but I’m afraid the girls – Kristen don’t take after her in that respect.’ 
 
    ‘How does she take after her?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Kristen’s a good daughter to me; you mustn’t go by appearances. There’s not much for a young girl to do in a place like this, and she won’t leave her mother. That would be one answer to the problem: go and take a job in town, come home weekends. She won’t do it. You see, Ada’s not been herself since our tragedy – you know about that? We none of us is over it yet, but maybe you can’t – can’t go back to where you were before it happened. How can you, nothing can bring her back, you have to start over, make a new life without her, but there’s this gap. No matter what we do, you can’t fill the gap.’ He glanced furtively at the open windows and lowered his voice. ‘I hope she’s better,’ he murmured, but the tone was full of doubt. ‘And Kristy,’ he went on, ‘she says the wildest things. Sometimes I’m not sure but what it unsettled her mind.’ 
 
    ‘We all have to go through it,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘What!’ 
 
    ‘Everyone has to cope with grief some time.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, but not like this. Not that way.’ His eyes implored her to appreciate the peculiar circumstances, the depths of their tragedy. 
 
    ‘No, that was thoughtless of me. There’s always shock and guilt, of course, but violence intensifies it.’ He stared at her. There were tears in his eyes and her heart gave a lurch. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered, glancing at the windows herself. ‘I’m sorry for all of you.’ 
 
    ‘Exhausting!’ she exclaimed, entering Pearl’s living-room and dropping into a chair. ‘Raw emotion. We shouldn’t have gone. Why did you take me?’ 
 
    ‘You agreed to come, and you knew their daughter had committed suicide. Anyway, Ada enjoyed visiting with you, I’ll swear she did. I wasn’t to know Clayton would choose to come home early; Ada didn’t expect him back till supper-time. You need a drink; we both need a drink. My,’ she went on, handing Miss Pink a stiff Scotch, ‘but didn’t he get uptight about Tammy’s shorts? God help us if he’d ever seen her in that red dress – remember: the one she had on the day you arrived?’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with him?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s wrong.’ Pearl turned and stared out of the window at Marge’s house. ‘What can you expect: he sees Kristen going the same way as Veronica: he must be out of his mind with worry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he said about Kristen.’ Leaning back, savouring the whisky, Miss Pink was relaxing. 
 
    ‘Kristen?’ Pearl turned. ‘Kristen – worried?’ 
 
    ‘No, unhinged – with grief. “She says the wildest things,” was how he put it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. Kristen’s as sane as you are.’ Pearl snorted with amusement. ‘Except where Jay Gafford’s concerned but, you ask me, she’d never let her father see her like we saw her this afternoon. Made me go queer inside, you could see she’d been with him, couldn’t you? Blatant. Outrageous, I call it,’ but she was smiling, admiring and condoning. ‘Of course,’ she added seriously, ‘if Clayton means she acts wildly, that’s true in a sense, I mean: from his point of view what she’s doing is dangerous, could be fatal.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand his concern about Kristen, but taking it on himself to criticise the way someone else’s child dresses is way over the top. Kristen’s not going to start wearing hot pants and a see-through blouse because a child five years her junior does.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t see-through.’ 
 
    ‘A manner of speaking. On Kristen it would be pretty revealing, a tank top. It would be on Tammy if she had anything to reveal.’ 
 
    ‘And she will have, she’s got fabulous legs already. I see your point, but it’s all part of the same picture. Tammy’s spoiled, she cheeks her father, she’s a bad influence on Kristen.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. Of the two of them Kristen’s the dominant character by a long chalk; you saw how she took Tammy away. And incidentally, how do the Markows take Scott’s criticism of their daughter?’ 
 
    ‘For my money they ignore it. You can ask them. We’ll call on the way up Scorpion; have to anyway, can’t pass the ranch without stopping by. I see the girls saddled the horses. Now they’ve gone off someplace. You never know with those two what they’ll be up to next. If Tammy don’t come back we’ll leave her the old bay and go ahead on our own.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The escarpment decreased in height towards the south and there the Markow ranch was situated at the mouth of a shallow canyon. As they approached the buildings the main divide came into view at the head of the canyon, its timbered spurs side-lit by the low sun. 
 
    ‘Amazing,’ Miss Pink exclaimed, ‘I’m constantly astonished in this country at the gap between appearances and reality.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ 
 
    ‘The forest looks exquisite: soft and benign when really it’s appallingly rough – when there’s no trail, even dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Why do I have the feeling you’re not talking about trees?’ 
 
    Before Miss Pink could answer the sorrel threw up its head and slewed to confront a bunch of young horses which came charging up to the other side of the fence. ‘Who lives here?’ she asked, glimpsing a mobile home nestling in the shade of big trees. There were roses on a patch of bare earth that was set with small plastic windmills in an effort to deter ground squirrels. A girl came round the side of the house carrying a plastic basket loaded with washing. She walked with the deliberate gait of the heavily pregnant. On seeing them she put down the washing and wiped her forehead. 
 
    ‘The Harpers,’ Pearl murmured. ‘Hi, Maxine,’ she called. ‘Meet my friend from England, Miss Pink. You all right? You look shattered.’ 
 
    The girl shrugged. ‘It’s not so bad now the sun’s going down, but the heat is awful. Pearl, you got no idea; I just laid on the bed all day. Thelma come over and did the wash for me.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind, soon be over.’ 
 
    ‘The baby’s due in about three weeks,’ she told Miss Pink as they rode on towards the big house. ‘The way she looks it’s enough to make you swear off men for ever.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t go for babies.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think you do either. It’s like young animals: blind and helpless and dependent on their mothers – yuk, you can keep them and the hell of carrying them: nine months feeling like Maxine looks? No thank you. I like them though when they start to think for themselves; puppies, colts, kids: that’s when they’re fun to have around. And now you’re going to meet Thelma Markow who thinks the opposite: likes babies but can’t for the life of her cope with ’em once they’re out of diapers. Reminds me of an old cat I had once: wonderful mother until the kittens were weaned and then she didn’t want to know. Violent, she was: boxed their ears when they wanted to nurse. Poor little things; if it hadn’t been for me they’d all have grown up deprived. Surrogate mother I was.’ They stopped at a garden fence and she stared at the house on the other side. ‘Ira makes up for it though,’ she muttered. 
 
    They dismounted and hitched their horses to the rail. A dirt path led to a wooden house like an overgrown cabin, all nooks and corners under the ubiquitous sheet-iron roof. The screen door opened on a dim kitchen with a low ceiling and tiny windows. A light was burning, without it they would have seen nothing. A figure turned from the stove and for a moment Miss Pink, prepared for a middle-aged ranch wife, thought that Tammy had a sister whom no one had mentioned. At first sight Thelma Markow looked about twenty-five. She was slight with bobbed hair and delicate features that were too fine for the big glasses she wore. She welcomed them pleasantly and sent them to the living-room while she put the finishing touches to a pie. 
 
    The living-room faced north, its windows draped and netted so that very little light entered and furniture was lumbering dark pieces cluttered with framed photographs and silk flowers in dull vases. Miss Pink knew it was logical in a hot country to exclude the sun but to shroud windows with a northern aspect seemed paranoid and she sighed for higher latitudes and pale walls and pictures and ornaments that were meant to be seen. 
 
    Thelma came in with the inevitable iced tea and Pearl inquired after Maxine as if she were family. ‘She’s going to her mother in Taos next week,’ Thelma said. ‘We could manage if there was no complications but we can’t risk anything. She’s not strong.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a doctor nor a hospital nearer than Palomares,’ Pearl explained to Miss Pink. ‘So where’s Tammy?’ she asked of Thelma. 
 
    ‘She went out hours ago. Didn’t you see her?’ 
 
    ‘We saw her; she saddled my horses and then vanished with Kristen.’ 
 
    There were footsteps in the kitchen and Ira Markow appeared in the doorway. ‘Evening, ladies! What’re you drinking? Tea? You don’t mind if I have a beer?’ He came in and sat down, quite at his ease with three women. ‘Tammy with you?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I think she’s with Kristen,’ Pearl told him. ‘She may follow us; she was to ride with us this evening.’ 
 
    ‘So why didn’t she come with you?’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink and me, we were at the Scotts’, and the girls left to saddle up, and when we went home they’d done that but they’d disappeared so we came on and left a horse for Tammy. Why’re you worried?’ 
 
    ‘She’s all right,’ Thelma said. ‘She’s just off somewhere with Kristen.’ 
 
    Markow was staring at the doorway, rubbing his chin with a large hand. ‘Can’t come to much harm,’ he muttered, ‘not in Regis.’ He addressed Miss Pink: ‘I couldn’t bear to live in a place like New York,’ he explained, as if in extenuation. ‘I’d go out of my mind with worry.’ 
 
    ‘He would that,’ Thelma assured them with a kind of pride. 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine any rancher being able to tolerate New York,’ Miss Pink remarked with a smile. 
 
    He looked absently at his wife. ‘You’d never be able to allow her out the front door.’ 
 
    ‘They survive,’ Thelma said. ‘And we don’t live in New York so we don’t need to borrow trouble. Where’s Jay Gafford?’ 
 
    ‘He’s away somewheres. It’s Saturday. I woulda thought Kristen’d be with him.’ 
 
    ‘And Tammy will be tagging along—’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that—’ Pearl said drily, and at that point a telephone started to ring in another room. 
 
    As his wife went out Markow turned to Pearl. ‘You left her that big bay to ride,’ he protested. 
 
    ‘You don’t expect folk our age to ride that brute? Tammy’s young enough not to care if a horse is a bit rough.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got her own pony here, she wants to ride.’ 
 
    ‘You spoil that kid like you were her grandpa! It never hurt anyone to find out what a rough ride is like. Miss Pink here rode the bay over eight miles the day we went up Midnight.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I wanted to ask you were there any new developments, like—’ 
 
    Thelma was back. ‘It’s for you,’ she told Markow. ‘Your daddy’s bad and it’s your mom on the phone.’ 
 
    He pushed past her and she closed the door behind him. 
 
    ‘Serious?’ Pearl asked, full of concern. 
 
    Thelma nodded. ‘We been expecting it. He’s been suffering for months. Cancer.’ She touched her abdomen. ‘Ira’ll have to go.’ She was abstracted. ‘His mom’s in a state; they can’t get hold of my sister-in-law, she’s in Hawaii.’ 
 
    ‘Um’ – Pearl threw a glance at Miss Pink – ‘anything we can do—’ Feeling superfluous they made movements to rise. 
 
    ‘Don’t go,’ Thelma said automatically. ‘I’m thinking what we have to do. Is that Tammy?’ Above the thudding of hoofs they heard horses neigh. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and went in to her husband. 
 
    A screen door crashed and Tammy appeared from the kitchen, breathing hard. ‘Caught you!’ she exclaimed. ‘You coming now?’ 
 
    ‘We have a problem,’ Pearl said. ‘Your Grandpa Markow’s sick. Would that be the one in Texas?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, way over in Big Thicket. You fly to Houston—’ 
 
    Her parents came out of the inner room. Thelma hesitated, staring at Tammy as if trying to place her in the scheme of things. ‘We going to Houston?’ the child asked eagerly. 
 
    ‘Sweetie, you can’t come,’ Markow told her. 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ It was a wail. Miss Pink stood up, taking the initiative. ‘If we could run any messages?’ she prompted, looking down at Pearl. 
 
    Thelma said, ‘We both have to go. My mother-in-law’s not well herself and she’s all confused and there’s no knowing whether they’ll reach Ira’s sister in time. We been expecting it – Tammy, you go down to the Harpers and you help Maxine, you hear? She’s got the spare room you can sleep in.’ 
 
    ‘I can go to Kristen’s; why do I have to—’ 
 
    ‘Maxine needs help—’ Thelma began but was over-ridden by her husband. ‘Why don’t you call Ada Scott? She’d be happier with Kristen.’ 
 
    ‘I will! I’ll call her!’ Tammy rushed away. 
 
    ‘Where’s Daryl Harper?’ Pearl asked. ‘You going to leave him and Jay to run the place on their own?’ 
 
    ‘They have to. Shouldn’t be for long. Providing they feed the stock and don’t turn a tractor over on theirselves, there’s no problem. Gafford’s experienced enough. Harper was putting a bunch of heifers up in Scorpion. He shoulda been back by now. You might keep an eye out for him if you go that way, and if you see him tell him we had to leave in a hurry. I got time to do the chores before we go; that way I’ll be sure the steers have one good feed inside ’em. Maybe I can get Clayton Scott over—’ 
 
    ‘The men can manage,’ Thelma chided. ‘Stop worrying.’ 
 
    ‘We were going up Scorpion,’ Pearl said. ‘We’ll look for Daryl.’ 
 
    Tammy returned, furiously angry. She glared at her father. ‘That Kristen Scott!’ she blurted. ‘She’s seeing too much of Gafford!’ 
 
    ‘Not now, Tammy.’ Her mother was firm. ‘I want you to—’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear what I said?’ She was shouting at her father. ‘She’s going with him! They’re – they’re shacked up!’ 
 
    ‘Gafford’s down at Scott’s?’ Markow asked, surprised. ‘Right, I’ll have a word with him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant. And he’s not there. What I’m telling you is they’re having it off together.’ 
 
    ‘Now that’s no way for a young lady to talk—’ 
 
    ‘You old fool! Don’t you listen to what I’m saying? I’m telling you that Jay Gafford—’ As her voice rose to a shriek Pearl stepped forward and slapped her face. Tammy stopped as if choked, her hands flying to her cheeks. Thelma blinked, Markow was horrified and bewildered. 
 
    ‘Now,’ Pearl said coldly, ‘we’ll have some order here. Your Grandpa is very sick and your ma and pa are trying to think; they can’t do with your temper on top of everything. They gotta pack and they have to catch a plane. You come with me and we’ll call the airport, you write down the times as I tell you. Miss Pink can help with the chores, your ma will pack – and that’s everything organised—’ She was edging the child towards the room with the telephone. 
 
    Tammy held back. ‘I’m not staying in this house on my own while they’re away.’ Her voice broke and tears spilled down her cheeks. ‘You hit me,’ she sobbed. 
 
    ‘Why can’t you stay with Kristen?’ 
 
    ‘They won’t have me! She says her mom won’t neither. They don’t want me! It’s that Gafford, she has him there—’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. They just don’t have the room – and Mrs Scott’s an invalid. Kristen’s trying to spare her. Now you pull your weight, miss, in a family disaster—’ She lowered her voice. Thelma had left the room but Markow lingered. ‘Come on’ – she was impatient, starting to run out of steam – ‘come and find the airport number, I can’t see that small print. Miss Pink, you go and help Ira with chores.’ 
 
    In the stack yard Markow shovelled barley. ‘She’s jealous,’ he said indulgently, placing full buckets before Miss Pink. ‘Kristen Scott has taken a shine to one of our hands – the one was with me when you came down from Rastus two days back – and Tammy idolises Kristen. She’s still just a little girl.’ 
 
    ‘But growing up.’ Miss Pink took a couple of buckets and trudged across the yard to a trough under a fence, and a line of waiting steers. All the same, she thought, it was a pity Ada Scott couldn’t agree to help out, particularly in the circumstances. 
 
    Tammy sulked. It was understandable. Probably she didn’t realise that her grandfather was dying so the trip to Texas was more important to her than its objective. Rejected (as she saw it) by her parents and the Scotts, scolded by Pearl, she shifted her allegiance to Maxine Harper and refused to go for a ride. Nor would she say goodbye to her parents but trudged down the road carrying her overnight bag. ‘Oh dear,’ muttered Pearl as they stood at their horses’ heads. ‘We have to change that mood. You start up the trail; I’ll overtake you.’ 
 
    And so for a short while Miss Pink knew perfection: mounted on Pearl’s smooth sorrel and riding alone into the wilderness. Never mind that it was only for a few minutes, time was relative; it was the sensation that was important, not its duration. Like sex, she thought: people are obsessed by it for years, society is obsessed, and its perfection is momentary and – now why on earth, surrounded by beauty and the purest air, with a thrasher calling and a cactus glowing with plummy blooms, did sex have to raise its head? There was one answer, she thought, smiling to herself, sex was the serpent in the Garden of Eden and her subconscious was reminding her that she should be on the look-out for rattlesnakes. ‘So watch your step,’ she said aloud. The sorrel flicked his ears and she glanced sideways, startled by the sound of her own voice. 
 
    The horse breasted the easy gradient and from close at hand a great horned owl cleared its throat and delivered its sonorous call. A clump of asters trembled and was still. The sorrel stopped and Miss Pink held her breath. At the top of a pinyon the owl sat motionless. Nothing moved on a slope that was dreaming in the pale shade. Out in the valley the cottonwoods of the Rio Grande blazed with green fire and all the desert on the other side: the plains and the crumbling ranges were brazen in the last rays of the sun. 
 
    There was a drumming of hoofs and the sorrel lifted his head. A mile away a flash of white was moving fast through the Markow property and making for the slope: Pearl on her pinto pony. Miss Pink turned back to the pinyon but the owl had gone, quiet as a floating feather. 
 
    Pearl arrived and stopped with a slither. The sorrel backed and filled. ‘You didn’t expect this on an evening ride,’ Pearl said. 
 
    ‘It’s hard on the Markows. Did they get away all right? I saw a car leave.’ 
 
    ‘They’re fine. And I left Tammy helping Maxine prepare supper. My, that was some temper-tantrum, wasn’t it? Actually, Maxine says Jay went to town, probably felt like a drink with his pals. I guess he went on there after he saw Kristen in the village. Did you see any sign of Daryl yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. You don’t think he’s met with an accident?’ 
 
    ‘Not in this canyon. If he’d been thrown his horse would have come down. Don’t borrow trouble, as Thelma says. See what I mean about Tammy’s parents? Daddy spoils her rotten and Mom’s got a blind spot. Remember the red dress? Can you imagine anyone letting a kid go out in that? Tammy told me she got it in the thrift store.’ 
 
    They reached the top of the slope and traversed sideways above a wash that was the dry bed of Scorpion Creek. A horseman was coming down the wash. ‘Here’s Daryl,’ Pearl said. ‘You see, nothing happened to him.’ 
 
    Harper was a good-looking young fellow but not all that bright. He accepted the news of the family illness phlegmatically and showed no particular pleasure on learning that he wouldn’t have to do evening chores. No doubt he was thinking that with the boss gone there would be that much more work for the two hands. Nor did he seem bothered by the information that the Harpers had a house guest for an indeterminate period, and when they parted, unlike most Western men in the circumstances, he didn’t tell them to take care. He didn’t even watch them go. 
 
    ‘Does he think we’re following him down?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t attempt a guess at what Daryl thinks.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t tell us to be back before dark.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, cowboys: all they think about is one thing – well, two; the other one’s hunting. They’re all the same: Harper, Ramirez, Gafford. Next thing we know, Kristen’ll be pregnant.’ 
 
    ‘I wondered.’ They were pacing through the coarse sand. ‘Could it be,’ Miss Pink mused, ‘that Ada thinks the atmosphere at the Scotts’ is a little too heated for Tammy? That’s why she doesn’t want the child there, she feels she has to act in loco parentis.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Substituting for her mother. Her father too, for that matter. Would you say Ira is permissive or unworldly? He doesn’t seem bothered by the relationship between his man and Kristen.’ 
 
    ‘Why should he be? There’s nothing wrong with it. To hell with the age gap; girls grow up far more quickly than boys. Jay’s not taking advantage of that girl; she knows where she’s at.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the way Clayton Scott looks at it.’ 
 
    ‘Fathers are all the same. Look at Ira and his little girl—’ Pearl stopped suddenly and Miss Pink, glancing sideways, saw that her face had darkened, although it could have been a trick of the light. For a moment Pearl closed her eyes under the scrutiny then, opening them, said coolly, ‘I would have chosen a good man for my kids—’ She grinned and now she was certainly flushed, but that could have been at the memory of a specific man. ‘I never found him,’ she went on, ‘so – no man, no kids. I like Michael Vosker,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘but that’s the story of my life, probably yours too: when you find the right guy it’s too late; someone else got there first. And I’m not into breaking up marriages; never was.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stared at her horse’s ears and wondered what was making Pearl garrulous. ‘Have you planned anything special for tomorrow?’ she asked casually. 
 
    ‘I told Tammy I’d take her and Kristen to the fiesta in Palomares. Now I guess it’ll just be Tammy. Would you care to come?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you but I would like to do some birding. I’ve not had the change yet.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great.’ Pearl sounded relieved, making Miss Pink feel ancient, too old for a fiesta. ‘You can take the sorrel,’ she added, observing the other’s seat. ‘You have a good relationship with him. Where will you go?’ 
 
    ‘I shall go no further than Badblood and I shall keep to the trail.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So long as I know where you are. Not that there’s anything to worry about, but everyone has to come off some time, don’t they?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Early next morning, before Pearl was up, Miss Pink breakfasted, saddled her horse, and took the mesa trail to Badblood Wash. From there she crossed the higher ground to Rastus, climbed in and out of the canyon and followed the line up Midnight Mesa until she came to a jumble of rocks and junipers. She tied the sorrel to a tree, loosened the cinch and, putting a full canteen and sandwiches in her pack, she walked towards Slickrock Canyon. 
 
    She came out on the rim a few hundred yards from the clump of alligator junipers. Below her the cottonwoods were brilliant in the sunshine and she could hear a chorus of birdsong from the trees and from rocks and gullies. Visibility was perfect, the peak of Angel’s Roost with its lone pinyon so clear that she realised she would have been visible had Kristen chanced to look that way three days ago. Now she saw, on the opposite side of the canyon, a break where small trees had rooted. That implied cracks and ledges, and she guessed that the route of descent would be there. She could see no cairns at the top but at this distance they would be indistinguishable from boulders. It was immaterial, she was here for the wildlife, not to discover how Jay Gafford reached Slickrock. It was Kristen’s route she was proposing to use – and in the knowledge that no one else would be on it today. From a flurry of telephoning last evening it transpired that Gafford and Kristen were going to the fiesta together, leaving Harper at the ranch. Maxine was in no shape to go to town and Tammy, evidently still sulking, had elected to stay with her. Miss Pink had Slickrock and its animals to herself. 
 
    She came to the alligator junipers and looked over the edge, feeling all the trepidation of someone about to abseil from a Dolomite tower. In the event, the descent of the pink wall depended on route-finding, not on technical ability; what had appeared vertical from a distance was nothing more than a scramble, the handholds large and incut, and the pitches connected by slanting rakes. These diagonal stretches were quite wide and not nearly as exposed as she’d thought; there were pockets of gravel and prickly gardens of cacti, and wherever the sun’s rays touched the rock lizards sprawled with lifted heads trying to warm their blood and watch for hawks at the same time. 
 
    Below her the cottonwoods thrummed like a distant city and there were movements in the canopy as birds flitted from tree to tree. She beamed with pleasure, felt a handhold crumble, and brought her mind back to essentials; one could meet disaster only a few feet above level ground. Even when she came to the bottom of the wall she kept a check on herself, alert for loose rocks underfoot. If she didn’t return to the village they would search for her first in Badblood Wash, and that was two miles away as the vulture flew. 
 
    She paused on the talus slope outside the first trees and studied the ground. There were indentations in the loose surface and a tread-mark in firmer soil. She followed the tracks into the cottonwoods and found herself on a game trail where any human traces had been overlaid by the prints of deer. She took a closer look. The deer had fawns, one good print was little more than an inch in length. She pushed on, the vegetation forcing her to keep to the path, stooping stiffly under alder branches where Kristen would have ducked and the deer would have passed unhindered. 
 
    She came to the creek, which was low but still running. She assumed that all the canyons had water in their upper reaches; it was when they reached permeable rock towards the escarpment that they disappeared underground to emerge in the line of springs along the foot of the cliffs. The water in Slickrock must support a host of animals. Those deer; if they were resident in a canyon no more than five miles long, how was it their population didn’t explode? There must be predators, and that meant lions. She followed the creek upstream, walking on its miniature sandspits, looking for the mark of big paws. 
 
    Her excitement died when she found a boot-print; she’d be unlikely to see a lion where a man had been. It was the print of a small heel and a smooth sole and she should have been ready for it; she was convinced Gafford had been here three days ago. Damn, she thought, staring at the print, if there are lion they’re in the opposite direction, downstream. She became aware, above the chatter of water, of faint sounds that were different from what she was accustomed to in the wilderness. She held her breath, listening, sweat running into her eyes. 
 
    The sounds intensified. They were the reverse of stealthy; whatever was making them wasn’t bothered about intruders. Vegetation rustled loudly, so loudly it sounded as if it were being trampled. Miss Pink’s eyes widened, her grip on reality slipping as the mind recalled images, of rhino, water buffalo: big dangerous beasts. It – they – snorted, slashed, screamed – no, not screamed … Out of the bushes: squealing, red-eyed, bristling, an animal came charging, a brute so startling it was a chimera. ‘Ho!’ shouted Miss Pink, her body galvanised with shock, waving her arms as if this were a charging bull: ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ 
 
    It stopped, pivoted and bolted back the way it had come. Frenetic squeals and the sound of a stampede told her that they had all gone, fleeing down the canyon. Her hands were pressed to her heart like a heroine in a melodrama. It was her first encounter with peccaries. 
 
    When she recovered she left the creek to find out what they had been doing. There was a kind of glade where a tree had fallen leaving space for the sun to penetrate, and evidently something had been growing here which pigs enjoyed. It looked like a bed of catnip after cats have wallowed in it. The squashed plants had a strong smell, vaguely mint-like. 
 
    An obvious trail led out of the glade and she found the print of the cowboy boot again. The path took her through a grove of willows to a crag of friable yellow rock with weeds at its base. For a moment she thought she had come to the end of the canyon but then she remembered that the headwall was a great amphitheatre with slabby rock and caves; this was merely an isolated outcrop. 
 
    The path contoured the edge of the weeds to a pile of brushwood at the foot of the rock, a pile such as a packrat makes at the entrance to its nest. She prodded it with her toe and a clutch of twigs toppled and fell. She started back; there was a gleam in the depths. She listened for a rattle but heard only the bees in the willows. She looked for a stick, couldn’t see one, and stamped. The gleaming thing didn’t move. She kicked the brushwood aside to reveal a plastic bucket and a watering-can. 
 
    She was utterly bemused. She picked them up, turned them over, studied the ground where they had been standing, but she could find no clue as to their purpose. She turned, blinking at the sunshine. What were watering-cans used for? You might use one to rinse off a car or a horse, but horses couldn’t be brought into Slickrock, or if they could she had seen no traces. What else, where else, how could a watering-can be used? She sat down, her elbows on her knees, and stared at nothing, her mind blank. 
 
    Something caught her eye, something to do with the plants, but for a moment she couldn’t identify it and when she did she failed to grasp its significance. The plants were clones. In all the riotous growth in the bottom of the canyon, with its range of species and every gradation of age and size, this colony, no more than ten feet square, was not only uniform, it had eliminated every other species. It dawned on her that this was an alien plant, probably brought in by birds, and now she realised that another stand had been growing where the pigs had been feeding. The herd must have just discovered it and not yet reached this patch. A kind of mint, she’d thought, getting to her feet and crushing a leaf. It felt sticky and the plants were curiously tall. She stared at a growing point level with her eyes, or where the growing point should be; the main shoot was bent in a curve. And so were all the others, every one of them. She looked closer, parting the long green leaves – flowers appearing, she noticed: drab, like nettles. The growing shoot was fastened to the stem with a plastic tie: green, like the plant. She had stumbled on a marijuana garden. 
 
    She replaced the bucket and watering-can and rebuilt the brushwood pile. Her tracks were distinctive: the cleated print of a walking boot. She pondered the difficulty of erasing every print without making more, and decided against it. The peccaries would probably discover the second plot before the growers returned, and the destruction of the crop, obviously by pigs, would outweigh other considerations. All the same she thought it prudent to leave the canyon without hanging about. This place, she recalled, was a box, and the discovery had induced in her a definite feeling of claustrophobia. 
 
    She retraced her steps down the creek until her incoming track was obscured by a mass of those small cleft hoofprints which she had mistaken for those of fawns. The peccary herd had crossed the creek heading towards the opposite wall of the canyon, in fact towards that break which must provide access from the Markow property. She took to the bank which she had been following initially, found a game trail and continued down it, catching glimpses of that right-hand wall, brilliantly side-lit but, looking up it and with the pinyons throwing black shadows, no route was obvious. At least, she thought, there was no one on it, no one coming down to water his garden. 
 
    She came to a marshy patch bright with red and yellow columbine. She’d seen no columbines on the way in. A hummingbird hung at her shoulder, attracted by her red neckerchief, then swooped away to a twig where its plumage caught the light, ruby and emerald. She strolled on happily and when her mind returned to the worrying subject of drugs, of the significance of this canyon, its remoteness, it occurred to her that she had been walking downstream for a long time. 
 
    She left the trail and plunged through undergrowth towards the side of the canyon. The belt of woodland was less than a hundred yards wide but the under-storey was dense. She stumbled and sweated and tore her shirt, and emerged at the foot of the slope leading up to the wall – to find that the wall itself was a long way above, and the intervening space was occupied by extremely steep chutes and huge pinnacles of what looked like yellow clay. Some of the pinnacles had table-slabs tilted rakishly on their summits. 
 
    She cast about in panic. She had seen no sign of this weird landscape from Angel’s Roost nor from the rim of the mesa. She recognised nothing. She was too low to see the flood-plain of the Rio Grande, even to see the mouth of the canyon. Angel’s Roost was hidden and the far wall of the canyon, the one on the Markow side: all obscured by the tall cottonwoods. Midnight’s rim was hidden by the nearest pinnacles, and what made the situation even more frightening was that the pale clay reflected the sun, and the heat was intense. She must have passed the foot of the exit route a long way back. There was nothing for it: she must return up the canyon until she intersected her tracks of the morning – and she must stay in the sun where she had a wider view of her surroundings. 
 
    She found a stick and started the slow return. Soon her way was obstructed by a ragged reef with trees at its base. Now there were not only rocks and crevices to contend with but vegetation too, much of it thorny. She worked her way round the foot of the obstacle, parting plants with the stick, terrified of spraining an ankle. Several times, as she lowered herself carefully down the far side of a boulder, she heard scurrying and faint squeaks: rodent noises. 
 
    A canyon wren burst into song, the notes fading on a dying fall; pigeons erupted from a tree and clattered downstream. Poised on a rock, Miss Pink followed their flight and became aware of a hole in the rock, and a tip below. It was an abandoned mine. 
 
    There were baulks of timber scattered about, dried and splintery, but there were no tracks so far as she could see. She wasn’t tempted to explore; climbing down into an isolated canyon was a calculated risk but entering an old mine was madness; she knew her limitations. Besides, she wasn’t interested in mines. 
 
    She turned back to the canyon, glanced at the trees hoping for a game trail at the edge of the woodland, and saw more timber: upright and angled. The miner had built himself a cabin – and he would have cut a trail to provide access. 
 
    There were brambles right up to the back wall of the cabin, which was in fairly good condition. There was an unglazed window looking down the canyon and a door facing upstream. The door was closed by a metal hook that fitted a staple on the jamb. She lifted the hook and the door swung inward silently. 
 
    There was a bed under the window against the far wall. It was a double bed with a mattress. Straws protruded from holes in drab hessian. In the middle of the mattress, sunk heavily in a hollow, was a coiled snake. It was cream with black blotches like a leopard and it looked as big as a python. The head was towards her, the eyes open but the only movement was the delicate flick of the tongue. 
 
    Miss Pink regarded the dark head and the thick neck – no bulging cheeks, so no venom sacs – and she stepped back carefully and waited. 
 
    The snake uncoiled slowly and lowered itself to the floor, the length of it seeming to go on for ever, the tail flipping down to raise a spurt of dust, then sliding with infinite grace to vanish without haste into a large hole. She thought it was about eight feet long, decided that had to be an exaggeration but when she entered the cabin and saw the hollow in the mattress at close quarters and considered its weight she thought eight feet was probably correct after all. 
 
    She explored the cabin. No rattler would remain in proximity to a gopher snake of those dimensions. She thought the place hadn’t been used by men for a long time. There were old rat droppings on the floor and the mattress and on top of shelves in a corner. On the shelves there were some open rusted cans, one containing nails and tacks, another something wrapped in rag which turned out to be a lump of hard putty. There was a cupboard with dusty mugs and plates and old-fashioned billy-cans, blackened with soot. There was a screw-top jar full of large kitchen matches. Behind the cupboard was a sheet of glass; the miner had been intending to glaze the window. 
 
    She sat on the edge of the mattress and eyed the hollow left by the snake. She retraced events. The miner had died – Herb Beck? Sam Dearing? – and the rats moved in, or had been there all the time scavenging his scraps; they were followed by snakes, and this big gopher inherited the territory. When she left she latched the door, amused to think that the gopher, having accounted for the rodents in the cabin, must now forage abroad for food, and yet it still returned to the cabin to sleep. 
 
    There was no trail leading to the cabin, or if there was it had been overgrown. She had to go back to the open ground, and as she resumed the tiresome progress up the canyon she thought that a snake’s territory would be restricted, that she could soon pass into a rattler’s sphere of influence. She sighed, she was having a hard day: interesting but wearing. She looked ahead and saw that she was coming to the end of the yellow towers. The big cliffs were in view again coming down to the canyon floor, and at last she could see the rim. Excited, she searched for the alligator junipers but from below she couldn’t distinguish them from the common variety; she would have to continue until she found the tracks: Kristen’s and her own. She gave one more glance at the skyline and stepped forward, and stopped. Something had moved on the rim. 
 
    She focused the binoculars, praying that it wasn’t the sorrel, so close to the edge, realising in the next breath that the horse, if it had broken loose, would have run straight home. Deer then, probably deer, or one of those ridiculous pigs. Whatever it was, it had gone and she forgot it in the renewed need for caution as she started forward again. 
 
    She found the escape route quite easily, her tracks obvious on the slope. She was tired now and she took the climb slowly. It was also excessively hot, the wall getting the full force of the afternoon sun, the rock painfully hot to the hands. The lizards were gone and the occasional cactus flower drooped like tired tissue-paper. 
 
    She staggered over the rim and into the shade of the junipers. She drank some water, reserving a few spoonfuls for emergencies (if the horse had gone she would have to walk back to the village) and then she strolled slowly across the mesa to the boulders where she had left the sorrel. From some distance away she saw a glint of red where the sun was catching his hide and she sighed with relief. ‘Good boy,’ she called, picking up speed. The sorrel whinnied but she ignored it. She was staring at a drift of white sand in the lee of a prickly pear, a drift which, side-lit as the sun declined, held the clean mark of a boot, smooth-soled and narrow-heeled, and she remembered that she had chosen to leave the horse at this spot simply because it was secluded, unvisited. There had been no tracks here this morning. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    ‘Marijuana?’ Pearl said. ‘Grass? I don’t believe it.’ It was a great joke. 
 
    ‘I’m serious,’ Miss Pink insisted. ‘There were two plots, about twenty plants in each, I’d say, but the peccaries have destroyed half of them already.’ 
 
    ‘Javelinas. Wild pigs are javelinas here.’ 
 
    ‘Who d’you think is growing it?’ Miss Pink asked, and Pearl sobered, peering intently at a lettuce leaf. They were preparing supper. 
 
    Miss Pink had reached home first, had come back to a village that appeared as abandoned as the mesas. She had seen no further sign of the person who left the print of a cowboy boot, the person who may have been on the rim looking into Slickrock. ‘There was someone on Midnight Mesa,’ she told Pearl now. 
 
    ‘Fletcher Lloyd. Why not? It’s Beck land.’ 
 
    Pearl had come home about an hour after Miss Pink who’d had time to attend to her horse and take a shower at her leisure. She was drinking beer at the kitchen table when Pearl came in to report the fiesta a success: ‘Ada enjoyed it. Funny how her turns come and go; maybe it’s the change, she was fine today. You ate already?’ She eyed the bread-board that was smeared with jam and something brown. 
 
    ‘No, I’m starving; I was about to start cooking.’ 
 
    Pearl took the bread-board to the sink and rinsed it rather ostentatiously. ‘Peanut butter and jelly,’ she observed. ‘You’re becoming quite American.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned but she was too tired to protest and too much intrigued by the marijuana. ‘So presumably Lloyd is growing it,’ she observed lightly. 
 
    ‘I doubt that. Why don’t you forget you saw it: two little plots, obvious it’s just being grown for his own use, whoever.’ 
 
    ‘Someone from the Markow place then.’ 
 
    ‘Naming no names.’ 
 
    ‘And if that was Lloyd on Midnight Mesa?’ 
 
    ‘So? He found your horse – it would have whinnied when he was near – and he was looking for me; he wouldn’t know you were riding the sorrel.’ 
 
    ‘Either he or Avril would have seen me riding past Las Mesas.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily, but if they did then he was looking to see what you were up to. Nothing sinister about that; out in the sticks we have to know everything that’s going on, not just on our own property but the neighbour’s as well.’ She was smiling. 
 
    ‘What would he have been doing up there in the first place on a Sunday afternoon? Another poaching expedition?’ 
 
    ‘Another—? Oh, like Ramirez, you mean.’ Pearl fell silent, abstracted. Miss Pink watched her, wondering if they were both considering those remains in the next canyon to Slickrock, quite close really. She was. ‘There’s no connection,’ she said. ‘The grass wouldn’t have been planted when he died – or would it? How long does it take to mature?’ 
 
    ‘If there was a connection, then the marijuana isn’t a joke.’ 
 
    Pearl thought about that and then: ‘Ridiculous!’ she exclaimed. ‘Of course there’s no connection.’ She smiled and relaxed. ‘But Fletcher Lloyd now: I might guess what he was doing up there on a Sunday afternoon. Planning a rip-off.’ 
 
    ‘A rip-off? Oh, of the marijuana.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s an occupational hazard. He’d steal it just as it’s ready for harvest. He could have gone up there to see what stage the crop was at, particularly since he knew Jay and Kristen—’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Were safely out of the way at the fiesta,’ Miss Pink completed. 
 
    ‘Oh dear. I shouldn’t have said that.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear.’ 
 
    ‘And the pigs will destroy the whole crop anyway. A shame, I enjoy an occasional joint. They should have fenced it.’ Miss Pink pursed her lips. ‘Did you never smoke?’ Pearl asked. ‘Tobacco?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged and changed the subject. ‘Whose cabin is that in the canyon? Was it Sam Dearing’s or Herb Beck’s?’ 
 
    ‘I believe Sam’s mine was in Slickrock.’ There was a pause. ‘Of course it was! So many old mines about, one gets confused. You found his cabin? What’s it like?’ 
 
    ‘Just a cabin with a bed and cupboard, and some crocks. There was a gopher on the bed.’ 
 
    ‘A gopher? Oh, a gopher snake! Yes, there would be. I mean, he used to stay there before Marge put a stop to it. So the place would be swarming with rodents. What else did you find in Slickrock?’ 
 
    Miss Pink enthused about the woodland and the yellow towers with their tilted tables, and Pearl listened with a smile that seemed a trifle wistful, as if she were enjoying the canyon vicariously. Miss Pink made no mention of her moments of panic when she thought she was lost, in fact, in retrospect she hadn’t been lost, had merely missed the trail. She admitted as much to Pearl, adding that had she not done so she would never have seen the snake nor that fantastic lunar landscape of yellow clay. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Pearl agreed, her eyes soft, ‘they—’ and the screen door opened to reveal Kristen looking tired and tense. ‘Hi, sweetie,’ Pearl said. ‘Had fun?’ 
 
    The girl nodded. ‘Yes thanks. A good day. Can I come in?’ 
 
    ‘When did you ever have to ask? There’s Coke in the fridge, Miss Pink stocked up for us. She had a fun day too.’ Pearl was slicing tomatoes on the draining-board. ‘She climbed down into Slickrock.’ 
 
    ‘Neat.’ Kristen perched on a stool and popped a can of Coke. 
 
    ‘D’you know what she found there, Kristy? You’ll never guess.’ The girl blinked and frowned. ‘Grass!’ Pearl exclaimed. ‘Two plots of grass all ready for harvest.’ 
 
    Kristen nodded. ‘Everyone grows a few plants.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I told Miss Pink. Who’s bothered about the odd joint? It’s not as if we’re pushing crack here in Regis. She agrees.’ Pearl scrubbed a radish carefully. ‘Unfortunately,’ she went on, ‘there’s a herd of pigs got into Slickrock, musta got in from the Markow side, and they’ve trampled one plot. They’ll have found the other by now. A shame, I call it.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s cool! Someone’s going to be mad as hell.’ The tone was loaded. 
 
    ‘Jesus! What’s a few plants of grass? I’m not bothered. When will Ira be back, d’you know? Did you hear anything?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, they only just got there. What’s with Ira?’ 
 
    Kristen was staring at her Coke can. Pearl had turned, unable to hide her surprise. Kristen said suddenly, ‘Tammy hates it up there, she’s climbing the wall. Can’t you have her here?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I— That would be rough on Maxine; she’s not fit, and the baby could come early.’ 
 
    ‘She can cope. Tammy can’t.’ 
 
    ‘That’s different! What d’you mean, Tammy can’t cope?’ 
 
    Kristen hesitated. ‘Why don’t I go up there?’ she asked, and answered her own question: ‘That means leaving Mom.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you have Tammy?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘No room.’ 
 
    ‘You have a spare room—’ 
 
    ‘We don’t. And Mom can’t look after her—’ 
 
    ‘Tammy looks after herself – and other people. She’s my maid!’ Bewilderment turned to anger. ‘For God’s sake, you’d think the kid was retarded—’ She clapped her hands to her mouth and her eyes were wide with the horror of what she’d said. 
 
    Kristen stood up. She said evenly, cool in the face of histrionics, ‘She’s never been without someone to take care of her, so now she feels abandoned and she’s scared. She’s not retarded of course, but she’s very young. Someone has to be responsible for her with Ira so far away.’ 
 
    ‘Is she frightened of something in particular?’ They turned to Miss Pink as if a piece of furniture had given tongue. They had forgotten her. 
 
    ‘What would you expect?’ Kristen asked. There was a pause. ‘She’s scared of the dark—’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Pearl exclaimed. ‘She rides this track at night all the time and she never said a word to me about being scared.’ 
 
    ‘Her folks were here then.’ Kristen moved to the door. ‘Maybe she infected me with her panic.’ She shrugged, as if relinquishing the problem. ‘She’ll be OK. I’ll see you in the morning, right?’ 
 
    ‘Storm in a teacup,’ Pearl grumbled as the screen door slammed. ‘What a fuss to make: Tammy, I mean, not Kristen. The kid’s trying to attract attention because she feels she’s been rejected. She wanted to go to Texas – who wouldn’t – but there was no way they could take her: an old man dying, probably a funeral and all.’ 
 
    ‘Kristen was bothered,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘Very bothered if she and Gafford are responsible for those plots in Slickrock. She didn’t turn a hair when you said the pigs had destroyed half the crop, let alone the fact that I’d stumbled on it.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t smoke. I mean, she doesn’t use grass.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but’ – Miss Pink was impatient – ‘she showed no interest. Tammy was far more important.’ 
 
    ‘Before Kristen fell for Jay, she was like a big sister to Tammy – oh God, why did I have to say Tammy wasn’t retarded, and remind her of Veronica?’ 
 
    ‘Because Tammy does remind you of Veronica?’ 
 
    ‘No–o! There’s nothing about Tammy is a bit like Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘Youth? Innocence?’ 
 
    ‘So?’ It was belligerent. 
 
    ‘I should think that’s enough.’ 
 
    She had a corner bedroom with windows on two sides, wide open day and night. In her dream she was galloping hard across a mesa on a straight trail through the pinyons. At the end of the trail was the rim of a canyon, and space. As she plunged towards the abyss the hoofbeats grew louder, the sound mounting with her panic. She knew she should throw herself from the saddle but she couldn’t do it. Perhaps, she thought, since it’s a dream I’ll survive, I always do; there wouldn’t be any pain, and a dream-horse couldn’t die. But she was overwhelmed by compassion and woke in a sweat to hoofbeats that thundered, faltered and took up again to fade in the distance. Her eyelids drooped and she was over the edge and falling. 
 
    She woke to the song of the mockingbird but even as she revelled in the sunshine and tried to identify the species that the bird was imitating, she remembered the dream: one of those odd times when she dreamed that she was awake. The content, of course, was predictable, she had correlated riding on the mesa with the dangers of a canyon rim. 
 
    ‘We’ve got trouble,’ Pearl said as she entered the kitchen. ‘That kid Tammy: didn’t sleep in her bed last night, would you believe it. Have some coffee; you’re still half asleep.’ 
 
    Still standing, Miss Pink drank and came to life. ‘Kristen was worried,’ she remembered. 
 
    ‘I guess so. I don’t know about that. She called me earlier to say Tammy didn’t sleep at the Harpers’, and was she here by any chance? She’s not in her own home neither. Daryl went to look.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sat down. ‘Have they tried all the other houses: the Voskers, Marge – who else is there?’ 
 
    ‘Only Avril Beck. And the bunkhouses; there’s two of those but she couldn’t be in ’em because Fletcher occupies one and Jay’s in the other. They’re searching the barns. Oh, my God, how does that sound? You think of the river – and Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘Veronica was pregnant!’ exclaimed Miss Pink, and they stared at each other. ‘Ridiculous,’ she added. ‘Impossible.’ 
 
    ‘Twelve,’ Pearl whispered. ‘She’s only twelve.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning, girls!’ Miss Pink tried to orientate herself as Marge Dearing entered, immaculate in pink and smelling of talcum powder. ‘Something wrong?’ she asked lightly. 
 
    ‘Tammy,’ Pearl said. ‘She’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Marge pulled out a chair and sat down. ‘May I have some coffee?’ Miss Pink reached for a mug and Pearl filled it in silence. ‘What do you mean, missing?’ Marge asked, her tone flat. ‘When did she go?’ She knew about the sick grandfather, everyone did. 
 
    ‘Last night,’ Pearl said tightly. ‘This morning, who knows? She was supposed to be sleeping at the Harpers’ and her bed – the bed in Maxine’s spare room – hasn’t been slept in. They can’t find her anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Odd,’ Marge conceded. ‘So that’s why Kristen was up with the dawn.’ 
 
    ‘Was she?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘And in a hurry. She galloped past here as if the devil was after her. You must have heard her. I saw her; she went round the corner of my house like she was competing in a rodeo.’ 
 
    ‘What time was that?’ Miss Pink remembered her dream. 
 
    ‘Before seven.’ 
 
    ‘Maxine called Kristen,’ Pearl explained. ‘She couldn’t sleep – Maxine, I mean – so she got up early to get a drink and she peeked in the spare room just to see Tammy was OK and she wasn’t there. She sent Daryl up to the ranch house and she wasn’t there neither. She hasn’t taken her pony nor her bike.’ 
 
    ‘She went for a walk,’ Marge said with finality, but then she thought better of it. ‘Kristen doesn’t think that. What does she think? Why was she in such a tearing hurry?’ 
 
    ‘She holds herself responsible,’ Miss Pink ventured. ‘She was here last evening and she was worried then.’ 
 
    Marge said slowly, ‘Tammy was here yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Here?’ Pearl asked. ‘In the village or in this house?’ 
 
    ‘In the village.’ Marge was vague. ‘You were at the fiesta.’ 
 
    ‘What was she doing here? I don’t have her Sundays.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Marge was affronted. ‘I didn’t come across to see.’ 
 
    ‘Eating,’ Miss Pink said, enlightened. ‘She was eating peanut butter and jelly. It was on the bread-board,’ she reminded Pearl. ‘You thought I’d left the board dirty and I was too tired to argue. In fact, I thought you’d left it like that.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Pearl shrugged. ‘So what? The kid was hungry and came in and fixed herself a sandwich. It doesn’t help us find out where she is now. And who’s going to tell her folks?’ 
 
    ‘I think we should go up there,’ Miss Pink said firmly. ‘To the Harper place, I mean. There may be some indication as to where she’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘If there is, Kristen will have found it. What makes you think you can do better?’ 
 
    ‘A fresh eye? Age, experience? It can’t do any harm and we can lend moral support; they’re all young people up there. She’s probably not far away, just – er – calling attention to herself, like you said, Pearl. It would put people’s minds at rest. You don’t have to worry her parents unduly. Yet.’ 
 
    ‘You forgot Jay Gafford,’ Marge said. 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ Miss Pink was sharp. 
 
    ‘You said everyone up there was young.’ 
 
    Pearl said, ‘She didn’t forget him.’ 
 
    They drove to the Markow ranch, the three of them on the bench seat of Pearl’s pick-up. Miss Pink wondered what was in the minds of her companions. They were silent, preoccupied, forgetful of the visitor between them although she had the feeling that they would have been no more communicative in her absence, which was odd in the light of their being not only neighbours, but friends. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ she asked Marge. 
 
    ‘My mind’s a blank, dear. Let’s wait to hear what Maxine has to say.’ It was a reproof. 
 
    ‘And you?’ She turned to Pearl and saw slim fingers tighten on the wheel. 
 
    ‘She’ll be all right,’ Pearl said. ‘She’s just playing up: like runaways, you know?’ 
 
    ‘She hasn’t gone far,’ Marge said. 
 
    ‘She couldn’t; she’s on foot.’ 
 
    Every comment carried an unspoken qualification, like: ‘Unless someone picked her up,’ or ‘She could have hitched.’ Miss Pink, reflecting that her experience was liable to suggest a sinister element more often than was justified, contracted her mind, withdrew antennae concerned with vibrations and allowed the morning dominance: sunshine, air and naked rock. 
 
    At the Harper home they found Maxine drying dishes and in a bad mood. ‘It wasn’t fair on the kid,’ she protested. ‘They shoulda took her with them; any normal father would. I was taken to see my Grandpa when he was dying. Ira’s not doing that kid any favours, trying to protect her. Now look what’s happened – and she was left in my charge!’ 
 
    ‘No one’s blaming you,’ Pearl said as the others murmured agreement. ‘You put your feet up, and I’ll make us a pot of coffee.’ 
 
    On the other side of the living-room, beyond slatted blinds and screened French doors the valley trembled in the heat and the desert mountains were insubstantial as mist. ‘They have a good view,’ Marge said with a proprietorial air as Miss Pink, unable to resist, parted the slats and surveyed the scene. She turned, her face expressionless; a loop of the river came within a mile of the ranch. 
 
    ‘Where’s Kristen?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ Maxine subsided on a chintzy sofa, her face drawn with fatigue and worry. ‘They’re all riding, looking for her: Daryl and Jay and Kristen. They’ll be in different places.’ 
 
    ‘They searched the barns?’ 
 
    ‘I guess so, and we called everybody: Avril and the Voskers besides you guys, so they’ll be looking too. But where do you look? I mean, the professor said he’d go in the old grain store but she’d never go there, she’s scared of snakes. And I guess you looked in your place, Marge, and why should she be in an old barn anyways?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t look in my barn,’ Marge said coldly. ‘I didn’t know she was missing until I went across to Pearl. No one called me.’ 
 
    ‘I did. You didn’t answer.’ 
 
    ‘Then I was across the road.’ 
 
    Miss Pink coughed. They turned to her as Pearl came in with mugs on a tray. ‘Who saw her last?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Us, of course,’ Maxine said, ‘Daryl and me. We watched a game show and then we all went to bed. I saw her go in the guest-room – it’s the nursery really but there’s a bed besides the crib. That’s the last time I saw her.’ 
 
    ‘Did Daryl see her again?’ Marge asked sweetly. ‘Can he tell us more than you?’ 
 
    Maxine’s jaw dropped. ‘What in hell are you suggesting?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not suggesting any—’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not,’ Miss Pink put in firmly. ‘Can you recall what she was doing yesterday?’ 
 
    But the change of subject touched another nerve. ‘How can they expect me to watch her all the time?’ Maxine protested. ‘So she was here all morning, helping me, and we had something to eat and watched TV but you can’t expect a kid her age not to be bored with staying indoors, and she went up to her own home. Was I meant to stop her? She’s the boss’s daughter! Should I have locked her up?’ 
 
    ‘She only came to the village,’ Marge said comfortably. 
 
    ‘I know. I saw her go by. On her bike.’ Maxine was frowning. 
 
    ‘I saw her too.’ Marge pursed her lips. 
 
    ‘Where?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I told you! In the village of course. She went past my bedroom window. I was lining a drawer in my dresser and she went by.’ Again that disapproving look. 
 
    ‘Is that when she came to my place?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know. I didn’t watch where she went. I don’t even know if she continued to your back entrance or turned down the street. It wasn’t my business.’ 
 
    Pearl, thoughtful, her chin on her hands, said suddenly, ‘But this was the afternoon! It was hours later that she went missing.’ 
 
    ‘Is it possible’ – Miss Pink was diffident – ‘that her leaving was influenced by something that happened earlier, like meeting someone?’ 
 
    ‘If there were strangers in the village,’ Pearl said, ‘like a boy, or a family, they’d have been noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Not a stranger, but someone she knew who made a suggestion, put an idea into her mind.’ Silence. ‘Such as telling her it didn’t cost much to fly to Houston?’ 
 
    ‘It costs a sight more than she could lay her hands on,’ Pearl said. ‘Unless she knew where there was some cash in her own home. Then how’d she get to the interstate? She wouldn’t walk, she’d have taken her bike, and her bike’s still here.’ 
 
    Marge said reluctantly, ‘I guess I’ll go and look in my barn, not that I think she’s there for one moment; she’d have come to me for a bed, she wanted somewhere to sleep—’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with my home?’ Maxine asked angrily. 
 
    ‘We have no idea why she left,’ Miss Pink put in. ‘All we can do is look everywhere. May we see your guest-room?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because it was the last place she was seen. By you.’ Miss Pink tore her eyes away from the girl, afraid that she would interpret the statement in a way that was extremely unpleasant. 
 
    ‘Pearl can show you.’ She was ungracious but, fortunately, not discerning. She felt she was being blamed but as yet, only for irresponsibility. Miss Pink wondered how long it would be before someone suggested to her that something more sinister could be involved. 
 
    The guest-room was at one end of the mobile home. It was scarcely more than a cubicle and furnished only with a camp bed, a cot and a chest of drawers. There were windows on two sides and a built-in closet that contained winter clothes. The room was clean and neat except that the cot was piled with baby clothes and packages in gift wrapping which had probably been moved from the bed. The bed itself was unwrinkled and covered with a patchwork quilt. One window was open, nylon net moving in the draught. Miss Pink parted one set of curtains, lifted the next and saw that the screen was firmly in place. The second window was closed and unscreened but the bottom half lifted easily and with hardly a sound. ‘This was how she went,’ she said. 
 
    ‘And closed it behind her.’ Pearl lowered her voice. ‘What you were asking in there, about meeting someone in the afternoon? Who did you have in mind?’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t answer the question. What she did say was: ‘She must have left voluntarily, there was no sound of a struggle or a cry for help. That’s a good sign.’ 
 
    They went back to the living-room. ‘Didn’t she have an overnight bag?’ she asked Maxine. 
 
    ‘Yes, she took it. Did you discover anything?’ Maxine was sarcastic. 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head. ‘We’ll go up to the ranch house. Do you have a key?’ 
 
    She wasn’t surprised to learn that the place wasn’t locked. Leaving Marge with Maxine they walked up to the main house. Pearl wanted to take her truck but Miss Pink said that if there was anything to be seen they could miss it if they were in a vehicle. On the track Pearl looked around her helplessly: at the corrals and barns, at the steers in the feed-lot. ‘You think the answer’s here,’ she said, and it was an accusation. ‘But she’s so young! I know these two guys, they’re not like that.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘They’re straight. Look—’ She stopped and Miss Pink halted and turned to face her. Behind Pearl was the mobile home and the distant jungle on the banks of the river. She frowned, her eyes on the trees, but she was listening. ‘Even suppose Jay wanted novelty,’ Pearl said, ‘and Daryl – with Maxine – er – inactive – no way would they touch the boss’s kid. It’s not just their jobs, it’s the penalty! Think of it: they’d get life! Besides, she’s not here, so how could it be either of them?’ Miss Pink had started to walk on. Pearl hesitated and then hurried to catch up. She seized the other’s arm. ‘Why don’t you believe me? Come on, if you know something the rest of us don’t, we have a right to know.’ Her nails dug into Miss Pink’s flesh, she was losing control. ‘After all, you’re a stranger! What did you say?’ as Miss Pink muttered something. ‘I didn’t catch that.’ 
 
    ‘I said I don’t like the silence.’ 
 
    Pearl glanced round wildly. ‘Of course it’s quiet, there’s no one about—’ 
 
    ‘I mean, there’s no sign or sound of her. Why doesn’t she contact someone?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t want to. She’s being naughty.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so.’ 
 
    In the house they found Tammy’s room without difficulty: a young girl’s room that at first sight looked as if burglars had been there, tapes and clothes on the floor and bed, the bed itself, under the clutter, made up, not slept in since it was made. Pearl picked up a black sweatshirt with cartoon cats on the front. ‘The little bugger,’ she breathed, her gaze going to a pair of jeans. ‘Those don’t even fit her! She’s much smaller’n me.’ 
 
    ‘Those are your clothes?’ 
 
    ‘The shirt is, and – yes, the Levis are mine. I can’t believe it. I give her things she takes a fancy to but this shirt is new, and it cost a fortune. She just walked off with it. Ah, well.’ She threw it on the bed in disgust. 
 
    They searched the rest of the house even though Maxine had told them that Kristen had done so. ‘Kristen was expecting this,’ Miss Pink said in the living-room. ‘That business about Tammy being scared of the dark and so on, it was a cover for something else. She wanted Tammy at your place last night. We have to find her.’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking. What else can we do?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, find Kristen. She knows something about this.’ 
 
    There was a pair of field-glasses on a sideboard. Taking them, Miss Pink went outside and studied the valley flats and the rim of the escarpment and the trail that led to Scorpion Canyon but there was no sign of the searchers. They walked back to the mobile home, picked up Marge and returned to the village. Marge went to her barn, Miss Pink walked down the street to the Voskers’ house. Marian met her at the door, her face expectant, then anxious. 
 
    ‘You haven’t found her? Michael’s driving all the tracks between here and the interstate.’ 
 
    ‘Why there in particular?’ 
 
    ‘It’s something to do.’ She took Miss Pink to her living-room. ‘We can’t sit and do nothing. Clayton’s searching the creek and Fletcher Lloyd’s riding between Las Mesas and Pearl’s place. The ditches are overgrown.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the thinking behind that?’ 
 
    ‘Rattlers. Michael says that if she trod on a big diamondback, if she panicked – and she hates snakes – she could – er—’ 
 
    ‘Die of shock.’ Miss Pink was blunt. ‘True, but if she loathes snakes that much she wouldn’t go in the creek bed in the dark or in the early morning. But quite right,’ she conceded, ‘one has to look everywhere. What I came to ask you was, did you see anything of her yesterday afternoon – either you or Michael?’ 
 
    ‘Michael was out birding. No, I didn’t see her. But she was with Maxine last evening. What makes the afternoon important?’ 
 
    ‘She was here in the village. She could have said something, given a hint as to what she intended to do, even borrowed money to fly to Houston.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you think she’s gone to her parents.’ 
 
    ‘If she has done, everything’s fine, and perhaps there’s nothing wrong if she’s only gone to Palomares, but we ought to know. It’s possible she told someone she was going to town and that person doesn’t know she’s missing, or that we think she’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘I never thought of it that way – but no—’ Marian shook her head decisively. ‘Everyone’s been contacted. They’d have said.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s been asked if they saw her – or spoke to her – yesterday afternoon. She may have said something that no one thought was important at the time. It may only have been a passing word in the street. She was on her bike. Marge saw her pass but didn’t see if she took the road to Las Mesas or came down this way. It was in the afternoon,’ she added vaguely. 
 
    ‘I was on the porch after lunch. I didn’t see her.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t the road screened by your acacias?’ 
 
    ‘Come and see for yourself.’ 
 
    They went out on the porch where there were rocking-chairs and an iron table. The acacias screened the road to some extent but no one could have passed by the gate without being seen. ‘In a place like this,’ Marian said, ‘you’re more likely to hear people anyway, it’s so quiet, particularly on Sunday afternoon. I’d even have heard her tyres.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t doze off in the heat?’ 
 
    ‘I may have cat-napped but I’ll swear I heard every sound. The jays were a trial, no one could sleep through their racket. There had to be an owl about, or maybe a snake robbing a nest. And Kristen – oh dear, Kristen! Always quarrelling with her father, no wonder poor Ada takes to her bed.’ Marian lowered her voice. ‘You don’t expect to retire to the country and have neighbours who act like it’s a ghetto.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was thoughtful. ‘Tammy went to Pearl’s place,’ she mused. ‘She made herself a sandwich there. I wonder—’ 
 
    ‘She went on to Avril’s?’ Marian was intrigued. 
 
    ‘Possibly. Where was your husband?’ 
 
    ‘I told you – birding: down on the river. He usually leaves his car at Clayton’s farm and then walks downstream. There’s a trail in the woodland. It’s one of his favourite places. Even now.’ 
 
    ‘You mean, in the heat of the day?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t mean that. I mean – since Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘Is that where they found her?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, miles downstream; the river was high and it swept her down, but that’s where she’d have gone in the water: from their own property. It was the only place she knew. They didn’t allow her out on her own.’ 
 
    ‘How did she get away that time?’ 
 
    ‘She walked.’ 
 
    ‘Someone saw her?’ 
 
    ‘No, but she must have done; she couldn’t drive and she didn’t take a horse or a bicycle.’ There was a long silence. ‘It sounds like history repeating itself, doesn’t it?’ Marian said uneasily. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    ‘I think Tammy went to town,’ Ada said, ‘to Palomares. She called some friends and they came and fetched her. She walked down the road to meet them.’ 
 
    Miss Pink considered this. She was in a room which was gloomy in contrast with the bright patio. When Ada had called to her to come in from the veranda, she hadn’t been able to see the woman until she moved. She was sitting in an armchair wearing a sombre dressing-gown. Only her face was discernible and that was shadowed. 
 
    ‘Would you like me to turn on a light?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Please don’t.’ Ada laughed apologetically. ‘I’m sensitive about my appearance. I should be dressed but I didn’t get around to it yet. I must have done too much at the fiesta, although I did enjoy myself. I think Pearl had fun too. You should have come.’ 
 
    ‘Another time. Tell me, did your husband see anything of Tammy yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘No, he would have said.’ There was a faint movement of the lips, like a grimace; Miss Pink wondered if the woman was in pain. ‘He’s worried,’ she said. ‘He’s thinking of snakebite, you see.’ 
 
    ‘Is he still searching the creek?’ 
 
    ‘No. He’s gone to the Markow place, see if he can be of any assistance there.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was surprised. ‘We didn’t pass him. We came down from there.’ 
 
    ‘That’s where he said he was going.’ Ada sounded tired. ‘Did you see Kristen?’ 
 
    ‘No, the three of them: Kristen, Daryl and Jay, are out searching. We talked to Maxine. She’s worried because she feels Tammy was her responsibility.’ 
 
    Ada nodded. ‘She mustn’t take on; she has to think of the baby.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Tammy who’s being irresponsible.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t think – and she’s very young. Her folks should have taken her with them.’ 
 
    ‘I must go back and see if there have been any developments. May I go out the back way?’ 
 
    Ada stared. ‘Of course. Was there something you wanted?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to walk up the creek.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, don’t do that. There are rattlesnakes.’ 
 
    ‘I thought people used the creek as a trail.’ 
 
    ‘On horseback, not on foot. That’s what Scott was worried about: that Tammy trod on one of those big old diamondbacks. They’re deadly poisonous, you’d never stand a chance.’ She stopped short. ‘There, I don’t want to alarm you. Most likely you’ll never see one in the heat of the day but there are boulders and burrows where they lay up—’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right.’ Miss Pink was reassuring. ‘I’ll go home by way of the street, the last thing I want is to meet a rattlesnake.’ 
 
    She walked up the street, past the two unoccupied houses – stopping to study each one – and the old grain store on the opposite side of the road. She’d forgotten to ask Marian if Michael had found anything in the building but of course he hadn’t or she would have said. 
 
    Beyond the grain store was Marge’s house: an L-shaped adobe on a corner lot with a weedy drive running from the street to her barn. Miss Pink turned aside and walked along the end wall of the house to find the patio on her right beyond a sagging fence. Marge was on her back porch watering fuchsias in pots. At the sound of Miss Pink’s voice a fat grey poodle appeared, yapping hysterically. Marge shouted at the dog to no effect and directed the visitor to a gap in the fence. For the sake of quiet Miss Pink, who detested small poodles, gave the animal her attention, a proceeding which Marge observed with approval and then offered tea. Miss Pink declined, admired the fuchsias and remarked casually, ‘No one saw Tammy yesterday afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Come and sit down,’ Marge said, and subsided on a garden chair. She sighed heavily. ‘Another hot day,’ she breathed, fanning her flushed face and staring at the barn. 
 
    ‘What’s worrying you?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Marge licked her lips. ‘What a peculiar question.’ The tone was too light, contrived. Miss Pink said nothing. ‘I’m not worried,’ Marge said. 
 
    ‘You were bothered about Tammy yesterday afternoon. What she did, who she was with—’ 
 
    ‘She was alone—’ 
 
    ‘Well, when she rode past your bedroom window—’ 
 
    ‘Heavens, what have I done?’ 
 
    ‘Both you and Maxine: you didn’t like her being out alone.’ 
 
    ‘She always is. It was that dress. And heels four inches high: at her age!’ 
 
    ‘Not the red dress?’ 
 
    ‘You saw her in it? I forgot. Do you think it’s right? I tell you, if she’d been wearing that dress when she went missing I wouldn’t have been surprised one little bit!’ Miss Pink was silent for so long that Marge began to fidget. ‘If it had been a larger size I’d have thought it was an old dress of Pearl’s,’ she said. 
 
    ‘It’s a tacky dress; Pearl is elegant.’ Miss Pink was neutral, stating facts, and Marge’s response was startling. 
 
    ‘Elegant! You’re talking about my neighbour, Pearl Slocum?’ 
 
    ‘She has style.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ Marge’s eyes were snapping. ‘In a certain way.’ 
 
    ‘Are you upset about Tammy – Tammy wearing that dress, or because she was in Pearl’s house yesterday afternoon?’ Miss Pink paused, thinking. ‘While Pearl was away,’ she added. 
 
    ‘It’s what she was doing there!’ Marge had lost the last vestige of her serenity and was furiously angry. 
 
    ‘She was eating—’ Miss Pink prompted. 
 
    ‘And the rest. What I don’t understand’ – Marge started to speak rapidly – ‘is why she comes down here wearing that dress which in the normal way of things wouldn’t be seen outside of a brothel and she comes straight to Pearl on a hot Sunday afternoon, like a bitch coming home. How long was she there? What was she doing?’ Miss Pink was immobile. Marge’s shoulders dropped and she started to breathe deeply. After a while she said in a hollow tone, ‘I don’t feel so good. This heat. Old people are old-fashioned. That dress puts you in mind – well, it’s no dress for a little girl.’ She grimaced and blinked, as if trying to relax her facial muscles. 
 
    ‘What could a little girl be doing in an empty house?’ Miss Pink was fully aware of how disingenuous was the question, but Marge rose to the bait. 
 
    ‘How do you know it was empty?’ 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting she met someone there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not suggesting anything. You said the house was empty. I asked how you knew, is all. Of course,’ she added offhandedly, ‘Pearl is in a far better position to tell you who has the freedom of her house than me. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.’ 
 
    She rose, wheezing with the effort and, as she passed, again serene with a smile on her lips, Miss Pink caught a strong smell of brandy, which told her something about Marge’s mood, but didn’t explain everything, by any means. 
 
    There was a note on the kitchen table: ‘Gone to Avril’s. I saddled the sorrel for you. Leave word which way you go. Pearl.’ 
 
    Miss Pink changed into boots, walked across the corral, climbed through the rails, and paused on the bank of the creek. A narrow path descended the bank which was at an easy angle, with widely spaced trees and rampant undergrowth. A bronze butterfly wafted through the sunshine but no birds called. It was too hot. 
 
    She dropped down the path to the creek bed which was composed of varicoloured stones with pockets of mud, and water gleaming in the cracks where it was free of a spongy green scum. She started to move downstream, her feet scrunching the stones. Weeds had sprung up as the water level dropped but the depression seemed devoid of animal life except for insects – and tracks. On larger patches of mud there were the prints of a shod horse and of a riding-boot. She didn’t relate this last to the print in Slickrock Canyon because this must be Scott’s track made as he searched for Tammy, whereas the one in Slickrock was presumably Jay Gafford’s, and there was surely no connection between a print in a canyon five miles away and Tammy’s disappearance from the Markow ranch. 
 
    Shrieks stopped her in her tracks, and her heart continued to thud even when, a moment later, she knew it was only scrub jays shouting their alarm. She should have been prepared for that – and if she was so preoccupied that she could be shocked by jays, would she have noticed a diamondback in the shade of a clump of arrow-weed? She went on, edging round bushy plants like a nervous horse. 
 
    She had followed the creek for about two hundred yards when she came to a break in the vegetation on the right bank, the village side. Here old horse tracks were indented in dried mud and there were rails at the top of the bank. She climbed the slope and looked across an empty corral to a wall of bamboo. She had reached the Scott property. 
 
    She retreated to the creek and continued downstream for some distance. There were no more tracks, which was what one might expect. The Scotts’ was the last house east of the village and the creek bed was used by no one other than Kristen, except in abnormal circumstances, such as when people were looking for a missing child. She thought about this, loitering on the return, considering the other villagers. Michael Vosker could well come here because there would be birds to watch in the cool of evening, and small mammals and snakes, but no one else would be interested. She had been thinking of the dry creek as a thoroughfare but it was nothing of the kind, except for the animals which needed to come and go without attracting attention to themselves. Her pace quickened. She returned to Pearl’s house, ate a sandwich, mounted the sorrel and rode along the track to Las Mesas. 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t come here, and I haven’t laid eyes on her for weeks. We’re isolated at this end; I got no idea what goes on in the village.’ 
 
    Avril stood stiffly at her front door giving the effect of barring access to the house. Miss Pink said quietly, ‘People are concerned; she’s been missing for over twelve hours.’ 
 
    ‘So why come to me?’ In the face of the other’s cool regard Avril swallowed and her eyes shifted sideways. ‘I mean, if I haven’t seen her – I mean, what could it have to do with me – us?’ The last word was whispered, her eyes fixed on a point beyond Miss Pink who turned, but saw nothing more than the escarpment. ‘What are you afraid of?’ she asked curiously, turning back. 
 
    Avril gasped, then her face set. ‘I don’t believe this. You wouldn’t act like this where you come from. How dare you!’ She gave a furious laugh. ‘You’re forgetting your manners. You all make the same mistake, English tourists, you reckon ranchers – people owning thousands of acres – they’re no better’n farmers back home: lower class. Let me tell you: a rancher in this country is looked up to, they got their own clubs in town, they’re like – like gentry! This country was built on cattle ranching, it still depends on people like us, never mind the depression, we’re doing all right. I got eighty-five cows up on the mesas and I own all my land and my house, and that’s a sight more than you own, I’ll bet, with all your high and mighty airs.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said pleasantly, ‘It’s an achievement to emigrate and work hard and end up with your own ranch. You can be proud of yourself. But suppose you tell me why you’re so upset about Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘You got no right to talk to me like that, coming here asking questions—’ 
 
    ‘I’m asking everyone about Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘She has to be found.’ 
 
    ‘Why you? Why you poking your nose into something as don’t concern you? You got no right—’ 
 
    ‘A missing child concerns everyone. Including you.’ 
 
    ‘It don’t, it don’t, it’s got nothing to do with me!’ Her arms were clutched defensively across her chest. Her eyes wouldn’t remain still, darting from the escarpment to the visitor, rolling sideways as if she wanted to turn her head but daren’t. 
 
    ‘Let’s sit down and have a cup of tea,’ Miss Pink suggested. 
 
    The eyes were still. Avril stared at the skyline. ‘I don’t know nothing,’ she muttered. Miss Pink took a step forward and the woman turned and walked along a passage to a neat kitchen. ‘Fill the kettle,’ Miss Pink ordered, and automatically Avril did so and switched it on. She took cups and saucers and a silver teapot from a cupboard, switched off the kettle, warmed the pot, switched on again, reached for a tea caddy. 
 
    ‘Where can you buy loose tea?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Safeway’s.’ 
 
    ‘And the teapot?’ 
 
    ‘I brought it from home last time I was over.’ 
 
    Miss Pink drew out a chair and sat at the table. Avril made the tea and sat on the opposite side. 
 
    ‘Of course it has nothing to do with you,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s not on your land.’ 
 
    ‘What are you on about?’ It was listless. 
 
    ‘The marijuana.’ 
 
    Avril showed no surprise. Her elbows were on the table, her chin on her fists. She stared at the teapot. 
 
    Miss Pink poured the tea. ‘Milk?’ 
 
    ‘In the fridge.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a narcotics agent,’ she said when Miss Pink sat down again. ‘I knew you weren’t a tourist. No one’d ever come here, there’s nothing to see.’ She sipped her tea and her expression sharpened. ‘I didn’t even know it was there. Like you said: Slickrock isn’t on my land.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s land? But Lloyd’s in a different position, you could be held responsible for him.’ 
 
    There was a tense silence. ‘I’m not responsible for what my hands get up to,’ Avril said tightly. 
 
    ‘Not for Ramirez?’ Miss Pink mused. 
 
    Avril stared at her without subterfuge. ‘You reckon Ramirez was growing it?’ 
 
    It was Miss Pink’s turn to be silent. Avril recovered some poise and said carelessly, ‘I’m not bothered who’s growing it; Lloyd, Ramirez, Gafford, you can’t involve me if it’s not on my land. What’s a few plants anyway? There’s far more people die of alcohol poisoning.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think the grass is important either – unless there’s some connection with Tammy’s disappearance.’ 
 
    ‘How could there be? And why are you interested in Tammy? Oh, I get it: there is a connection.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not with Narcotics.’ 
 
    ‘You said – you tried to make me believe you were! What are you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink put down her cup. ‘Which way did Lloyd go?’ Avril’s eyes were jumpy again. ‘Up to Badblood,’ Miss Pink stated. ‘Why would he think she went up there?’ Avril stared at the table. ‘Pearl too,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘What sent her up there?’ 
 
    ‘Pearl Slocum didn’t go after him this time,’ Avril said viciously. ‘That makes a change. She went to the cabin out by Massacre Canyon.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘She said as how we should look everywhere there was shelter. The kid wouldn’t have stayed out in the open at night, she said.’ 
 
    ‘Tammy wouldn’t walk to Massacre, it’s over six miles. Was she on a horse?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ 
 
    ‘Why did Lloyd go up Badblood?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask him. He’s a cheeky sod, that Lloyd; I’d sack him but it’s difficult to get experienced labour these days. He can do his job and he doesn’t drink but he’s a surly bugger when all’s said and done, no respect for who’s paying his wages. This time he never even gave an excuse like going to move the cows into Rastus. He acts like he owns the place. Even the horse he’s on is mine.’ 
 
    ‘You ride?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, I own it. I have three horses.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t ride.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nothing to be ashamed of! I can go anywhere in a pick-up a horse can go.’ 
 
    ‘Not on the mesas, surely.’ 
 
    ‘I pay a man to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Did you send him up there yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘He took some salt up to the cows.’ 
 
    ‘On Sunday afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Ranchers work all hours. Why, did you see him? I knew you were up there; I saw you pass.’ 
 
    Through the open window came the sound of a horse’s hoofs. They looked up and saw a pinto turn in under the crossbar. Pearl pulled up at the hitching rail and slid down. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ she said, entering the kitchen. ‘No sign of her at the Massacre cabin. What about this end?’ Miss Pink shook her head. ‘What do we do now?’ Pearl asked. ‘I guess at some point we have to call Thelma and Ira. And what about the police?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t call the police before the parents are told,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Let’s go back to the Markow place. Kristen and the others must be back by now.’ She looked meaningly at Pearl and stood up. ‘You’ll let us know if Lloyd discovers anything,’ she said to Avril. 
 
    ‘Lloyd’s gone up to Badblood,’ she said as they rode towards the village. 
 
    ‘I know; Avril told me. Probably gone to look at that grass in Slickrock. He wouldn’t go down there yesterday with you there.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see him going halves on the crop with Avril.’ Pearl stared in astonishment. ‘It crossed my mind,’ Miss Pink added. ‘She’s so hostile; she seemed to think I had something on her, she even thought I was from Narcotics. She knew about the grass.’ 
 
    ‘I told her that you found it, but she knew already – that it was there, I mean. Fletch must have told her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not bothered about the grass itself.’ Miss Pink was following her own tack. ‘It’s not even on her land.’ 
 
    They continued in silence for a few moments then: ‘It can’t be to do with Tammy,’ Pearl stated as if clinching an argument. ‘You must have stroked her fur the wrong way.’ 
 
    ‘I asked her if she’d seen Tammy, of course, but she was hostile before I arrived, or frightened; I mean, before she opened the door, and she fought so hard to distance herself from Tammy that it was obvious, as if she were disengaging herself from some other situation. In doing that she appeared to be callous about Tammy but she didn’t care. Something else is more important to her.’ 
 
    Pearl grinned. ‘A time like this people’s skeletons start to rattle in their closets. She was very rude about you when I called earlier: new money, she said, jumped up. Back home you’d be a cleaner.’ 
 
    ‘How curious.’ Miss Pink was fascinated. ‘Could it be the mix of two cultures? Upwardly mobile people are usually proud of their achievements; does she think she’s sneaked in by the back door, or that other people think that of her? So what?’ Miss Pink shook herself and the sorrel laid back his ears. ‘It’s immaterial how she worked her way up, what puzzles me is why she was scared when she opened her door.’ 
 
    ‘If it’s not the grass and it’s nothing to do with Tammy, and if you made it clear you knew about her background and didn’t care, what else could it be? Maybe she has a lover?’ 
 
    ‘Lloyd?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not! Didn’t you realise? Fletch took a shine to me.’ She laughed. ‘But it sure ain’t physical. I’m just a mother-figure.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly not sex. Poor Fletch, if he ever touched me it was by accident. Times I wonder if he’s gay.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How interesting.’ 
 
    ‘You say the weirdest things.’ 
 
    ‘But – oh, never mind. Did you see anyone else on your ride – besides Avril?’ 
 
    ‘No, did you? Where is everyone? You were going to the Voskers when we came back from Maxine’s.’ 
 
    Miss Pink told her about her visits to Marian Vosker, to Ada and to Marge. ‘Fruitless,’ she commented, ‘so far as last night is concerned, and we still don’t know where she went yesterday afternoon. Those women swear it wasn’t to their houses – Ada was with you anyway, but she says Tammy didn’t go to the Scotts, so after Marge saw her pass we know nothing more except that she came in your kitchen and had something to eat.’ 
 
    ‘I guess she came to see me and forgot I’d gone to the fiesta, if she ever knew.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute.’ The sorrel halted. The pinto stopped and turned. ‘Was that where she was going, in the red frock and the high heels?’ 
 
    ‘What! She was wearing that rag? I thought Kristen took it off of her. You think she went to Palomares: rode to the interstate and hitched to town? But she was at the Harpers’ in the evening so she came back safely. You don’t think she met someone there, at the fiesta – oh my God, is that what you’re thinking?’ 
 
    ‘We have to find Kristen,’ Miss Pink said grimly. ‘As quick as we can.’ 
 
    The sorrel leapt away and the pinto followed. They slowed at Pearl’s place only because the horses wanted to turn in there, but the riders pushed them on and they didn’t check again until they saw a solitary horseman riding towards them on the Markow track. 
 
    ‘Clayton Scott,’ Pearl grunted but Miss Pink had already recognised the horse. ‘Any news?’ Pearl called as they drew near. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘This is a bad business. We have to contact Ira; I don’t think there’s any question of it now.’ 
 
    ‘We were just wondering if she could have gone to the fiesta,’ Pearl said eagerly. ‘She was dressed up, you see; Marge saw her go by in the afternoon, and she didn’t visit with anyone so she has to have gone down the street to the interstate, and she was on her bike.’ 
 
    He eyed her speculatively. ‘She was back at Maxine’s last evening.’ 
 
    ‘She went and came back. But she coulda met someone there at the fiesta and he brought her back and then she went out again at night and met him outside the village.’ 
 
    He was staring at her. ‘Do you realise what you’re saying?’ He shifted to Miss Pink. ‘Do you, ma’am? This is a little child!’ She shrugged helplessly. ‘You mean, like a schoolfriend?’ he asked, with a glimmer of hope. 
 
    ‘We hadn’t got that far, Clayton.’ Pearl was embarrassed. ‘We only just thought of the fiesta angle because of the clothes she was wearing, like party things.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it.’ He shook his head. ‘I would prefer to think she’s just being mischievous because she couldn’t go to Texas: deliberately stirring up a hornets’ nest. I’m praying she’s holed up somewhere. I’m sure she is. Maybe she did meet a schoolfriend, even called one to come and fetch her, another little girl maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Little girls don’t have cars, Clayton.’ If he was trying to reassure them he was failing miserably. 
 
    ‘Have all the barns and cabins been visited?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Jay Gafford was up to an old shack in Scorpion. I’ve done the buildings at my farm.’ His face set and he stared stonily towards the river. ‘Michael Vosker was down there too,’ he added dully. 
 
    ‘We’ll ride on and talk to the Harpers,’ Pearl said. ‘And then I guess we have to call Thelma and Ira.’ 
 
    He sighed heavily and nodded. 
 
    ‘Do you know where Kristen is?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen her. Did you want her for something special? I’ll tell her if she’s home when I get there.’ 
 
    ‘Tell her to give us a call. And there’s Daryl, he might have some ideas.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t. He found nothing in the river meadows.’ 
 
    ‘He’s obsessed with the river,’ Pearl murmured as they rode on. ‘Do you wonder? Hell,’ she burst out, ‘why is all this happening in one place: Veronica, Gregorio, now Tammy?’ 
 
    ‘Tammy’s only missing. What makes you think otherwise?’ 
 
    Pearl glowered, her hat brim shielding her eyes. ‘Because he does?’ she ventured, jerking her head, indicating Scott. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    ‘Kristen, can we have a word?’ 
 
    ‘For Heavens’ sakes, she only just got in! Let her eat.’ 
 
    Maxine glared at Pearl across the kitchen table where Kristen sat before a plate of steak and chips. The girl was drawn with fatigue; she had been on the go for twelve hours, by now she must be running on nervous energy. 
 
    ‘What d’you want?’ she asked listlessly. 
 
    Pearl hesitated and glanced at Miss Pink. The men had come back before Kristen and were sprawled on the sofa in the living-room, drinking beer. 
 
    ‘You got something private to say to her?’ Maxine asked coldly. ‘You want me to go?’ 
 
    Kristen sighed and pushed her plate away. Pearl’s eyes widened. Miss Pink asked pleasantly, ‘Where’s Tammy?’ 
 
    ‘Safe,’ Kristen said. ‘I hope she’s safe in Palomares. That’s where I think she is – or on the way to Texas.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we reckon.’ Gafford had approached silently and was leaning against the door jamb. ‘She’s nowhere here,’ he added, his eyes on Kristen. ‘We looked everywhere: between the cliffs and the river, up Scorpion – why, we searched much further than she could go on foot, and we was calling all the time. She’s not here.’ 
 
    Harper appeared at his elbow. ‘If she was hurt,’ he said, ‘like in a fever ’cause of some bite, she couldn’t call out. And we couldn’t look in all the draws and arroyos, the weeds is so thick. If she was laying in one of them places—’ His frightened eyes sought Maxine’s, shying away from the responsibility which had suddenly descended on them. 
 
    Gafford was putting up a better front, all the same he was on edge; they were all on edge but where the Harpers were frankly terrified, Gafford and Kristen seemed to be in control, alert and purposeful – which was remarkable in the case of Kristen who was plainly worn down with fatigue. 
 
    ‘You gotta eat,’ Maxine said desperately as the girl picked at her food. 
 
    ‘I’m not hungry. I’ll put it in a bag.’ 
 
    ‘You’re coming back with us,’ Pearl said. ‘You need some sleep.’ 
 
    Kristen’s eyes narrowed and her mouth set. She stood up and went to fill her glass at the tap. ‘Look at you,’ Pearl scolded, ‘you’re dehydrated: out in the sun all day—’ 
 
    ‘Everyone was. So what?’ 
 
    ‘Something I don’t understand’ – Miss Pink was persistent as a terrier – ‘last night you said Tammy was terrified, that she was frightened of the dark—’ 
 
    ‘It was true.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish,’ Pearl said hotly, while Maxine gaped. ‘I said so then, and I say so now: Tammy was not—’ 
 
    ‘What was she scared of?’ Maxine asked, her eyes going to her husband. 
 
    ‘It was what she said,’ Kristen shouted. Gafford’s eyes were like a wolf’s: watching, careful. ‘She wouldn’t tell me why,’ she said more quietly, staring at her plate. ‘I get the picture now, she was planning it already, planning to run away, try and get to Texas.’ 
 
    ‘Why would it be easier to run away from my place than from here?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, for God’s sake! I can’t see into the kid’s mind. If I could, I’d know where she was now.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon she’s in Texas,’ Pearl reminded her. ‘There’s one way to settle that’ – she looked round in triumph – ‘we call Ira.’ She realised what she’d said and frowned. ‘Do we?’ she asked Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘I think you should,’ Maxine said stoutly. 
 
    ‘And me,’ Harper said. ‘Her folks have to be told.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Gafford was watching Kristen. ‘I’m all for that.’ 
 
    ‘Where’d she get the money for the plane ticket?’ Pearl asked. ‘And how did she reach the interstate? Her bike’s still here. Would she call a cab?’ Her voice rose. 
 
    ‘It’s easy enough to find out,’ Maxine urged. ‘Either she’s arrived and she’s with her folks in Big Thicket, or she’s still on the plane. Wayne Spikol can ask at the airport if a kid of twelve flew to Houston early this morning, no one could miss her in those clothes.’ Heads turned slowly and she looked thoughtful. ‘Maybe she wasn’t wearing them, she was in jeans when she went to bed.’ 
 
    ‘What clothes?’ Kristen asked. 
 
    ‘Well, sweetie’ – Pearl remembered Kristen’s disapproval – ‘she seems to have hung on to that frock, remember, the one we all thought was so unsuitable? And the heels?’ 
 
    Maxine said doubtfully, ‘I don’t think she’d have worn it to go to Texas.’ 
 
    Kristen said, ‘What is this? When did she wear it?’ 
 
    ‘It was nothing.’ Pearl was playing it down. ‘She probably went to the fiesta is what we think. She was wearing it when she went out on her bike – both Maxine and Marge saw her – but she was home again for supper-time, wasn’t she, Maxine? She must have gone to her own home and changed.’ 
 
    ‘So who’s going to call Ira?’ Maxine said loudly. 
 
    Pearl looked at the attentive faces. ‘I guess it has to be me,’ she said. 
 
    The call was painful, particularly as the listeners guessed what was being said at the other end. Pearl asked to speak to Ira, not Thelma, and it was obvious, when he came on the line, that he had no idea where Tammy was, moreover she hadn’t contacted her parents. Pearl’s tone became increasingly artificial as she tried to be reassuring. She told him they had searched everywhere, or everywhere that was a likely place to find a child, but the corollary hung in the air: a child who was incapable of calling for help. There was a chair by the telephone and she sat down suddenly. Ira must have mentioned the police. ‘I’ll call Wayne now,’ she said weakly, ‘if that’s what you want.’ She cleared her throat and repeated it loudly. The morose mood of the listeners deepened. 
 
    Miss Pink leaned towards Harper. ‘Would you have any whiskey? Or brandy? She could do with it.’ 
 
    Pearl put down the receiver. ‘He’s going to talk with Thelma and call us back. He flipped. How awful for him; his old dad’s sinking, he says, and now his kid – it doesn’t bear thinking about. Why, thanks, Daryl’ – as he handed her a shot glass – ‘sweet of you. I need it.’ 
 
    ‘That was difficult.’ Miss Pink was admiring. 
 
    ‘I felt so sorry for him.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I’ll ring Spikol. It’s my turn – ’ as Pearl made to protest. ‘If he wants to speak to you, then you can fill in the gaps. I’ll do the groundwork.’ 
 
    To her surprise no one else protested but had anyone done so, then he would have been forced to inform the police himself – or herself – and no one seemed inclined to do that. The Harpers were blatantly expectant as if, having relinquished responsibility, it was of no account to them whether Miss Pink was a resident of Regis or a country ten thousand miles away. As for Gafford, he was concentrating on the whiskey Harper had poured for him. Only Kristen looked doubtful but she made no move to speak. Too young, Miss Pink thought; all of them: they were relieved that the adults had taken over. 
 
    Spikol’s initial reaction was predictable: Tammy was with a schoolfriend. When Miss Pink pointed out that a friend’s parents would have insisted that she call home, that her bicycle was still at the ranch so either she had left on foot or been picked up – the implication being by an adult – there was silence at the other end of the line. At length he asked what they had done so far to try to find her. She told him, and told him that Ira had asked for the police to be informed. 
 
    ‘Have you called the hospital?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ She was surprised; in this case it hadn’t been the first thing they’d thought of. ‘I don’t think she could drive’ – she mimed inquiry at the others – ‘they’re dubious, but no vehicle is missing anyway.’ There was no sign of contradiction in their faces. 
 
    ‘I’ll make some inquiries in town,’ he told her. ‘Who were her friends here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll put Kristen Scott on.’ 
 
    The girl came to the phone and took the handset. ‘She didn’t have any friends in town, sir, living way out here … ’ She listened, and started to list Tammy’s teachers. 
 
    ‘He’s going to try to contact the parents of girls in her grade,’ she said when she replaced the phone. ‘And the hospital. He’ll come out in the morning. He doesn’t think she’s here, he reckons she’s in Santa Fe.’ 
 
    ‘Why Santa Fe?’ exclaimed Pearl. 
 
    ‘Because that’s where runaways go.’ 
 
    The telephone rang. It was Thelma saying that she would return tomorrow, just as soon as she could get connections. She had persuaded Ira to stay in Texas. 
 
    Kristen was upset. ‘It’s her dad that Tammy needs,’ she said. ‘She’s his princess, everyone knows that.’ 
 
    Pearl said gently, ‘It’s Ira’s father is dying, Kristy; he can’t leave right now.’ 
 
    Kristen bit her lip. Harper, apparently needing something to do, poured whiskey for everyone. 
 
    Pearl and Miss Pink guessed that Spikol’s inquiries in Palomares would take a long time – not the hospital, he would ascertain almost immediately whether Tammy had been admitted – but tracing teachers and other children in her grade during the summer vacation. They decided to go home. Kristen elected to stay with the Harpers. ‘Then I’ll be on hand in the morning,’ she said flatly. ‘I’ll call Mom, tell her where I am.’ 
 
    They rode home in the shadow of the cliffs. Miss Pink regarded the bright desert mountains thoughtfully. Large birds were wheeling above the river. 
 
    ‘What are you thinking?’ Pearl asked, turning to see what the attraction was. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Vultures,’ Pearl said idly. After a moment she gasped and shivered. 
 
    ‘No,’ Marge said. ‘I’ve heard nothing. Have a glass of wine and tell me what happened at the ranch. I saw you come home.’ 
 
    Miss Pink related the bare facts of her day, including the recent developments: the contact with Tammy’s parents and with Spikol. 
 
    ‘Good,’ Marge said with satisfaction. ‘Now something’s being done.’ 
 
    ‘Can you think of anything we left out?’ Miss Pink was curious rather than tart. 
 
    ‘You missed some people who could tell you a thing or two.’ She nodded sagely and poured herself another glass of wine. 
 
    Miss Pink, at the right stage of perceptiveness, knew that the old lady was well past it. ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she was airy, ‘I spoke to you and the Scotts. And there was Avril and Marian. We’ve been everywhere, seen everyone.’ 
 
    ‘You missed Fletcher Lloyd.’ 
 
    ‘I saw Avril. Same thing. What he knows, she’d know.’ 
 
    ‘He’s just the hired hand. Now if you was to ask Pearl, that’s a different matter. She’d tell you what Lloyd was doing and thinking. Avril Beck couldn’t.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyelids drooped and snapped open. ‘Lonely bachelors need a motherly soul to talk to; what’s the term: letting it all hang out? They talk to me too.’ She nodded solemnly. 
 
    ‘Fletcher Lloyd don’t visit across the road to talk, my dear. He has animal appetites, same as all the men. Pearl is’ – she smiled sweetly – ‘she provides accommodations, as the English would say.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Miss Pink was nonplussed. ‘Well, no harm done. Live and let live.’ 
 
    The silence stretched. ‘He was across there Sunday afternoon,’ Marge said wildly. 
 
    ‘Sunday afternoon. Yes?’ 
 
    ‘So was Tammy, remember?’ 
 
    ‘There’s some connection?’ The question was sharp but the speech was slurred. 
 
    ‘She’s disappeared, hasn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘What time Sunday afternoon was he in Pearl’s place?’ 
 
    ‘The same time as Tammy. I saw her.’ Marge’s eyes were like pebbles. ‘She was undressed.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t get any more out of her; she becomes increasingly wild, trying to convince you of her argument, until she goes too far and then she retreats, pretends she’s drunk.’ 
 
    Pearl strained the spaghetti and laughed. ‘She never got over Sam’s death. All the same, that’s way over the top: suggesting Fletch and Tammy were in here together. D’you mind opening that can of tomato paste? She’s going senile’ – she returned to her theme – ‘sitting there all day brooding … I guess the thought crossed everyone’s mind but to name someone – and Fletch at that! I wonder’ – she stared out of the window – ‘was he here, did he call?’ 
 
    ‘Good Heavens no! It was fantasy on her part—’ 
 
    ‘How can you know?’ 
 
    ‘He was on Midnight Mesa, looking for me in Slickrock.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he was. Poor old thing, she’s going out of her mind.’ 
 
    ‘Why does she suddenly turn on you? It’s not so much that she’s crude about you and Fletcher, what’s more unpleasant is that she’s hinting this is, well, a brothel, really: saying Tammy met Lloyd here.’ 
 
    ‘Surely you’ve come across this kind of thing before: old women living alone, younger women close by, neighbours. And then – senility; they’ve always gossiped, it puts a bit of spice in their dull lives. I just hope I don’t go like it, is all, but I don’t think I will, I enjoy myself too much.’ 
 
    They were drinking coffee on the veranda when Michael Vosker arrived and Miss Pink realised that here was another person whom she hadn’t seen today. ‘Marian told me you were driving the tracks between here and the river,’ she said, after they had told him about their own day. 
 
    He nodded. ‘And I was along the river bank, about a mile in each direction. I’m glad the police have been informed; after twenty-four hours there was no more we could do. We’re only amateurs.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-four hours.’ Pearl sighed. ‘I guess it’s about that since she must have gone as soon as she went in the bedroom. What do you think happened, Michael?’ 
 
    He was silent. Miss Pink rephrased it. ‘What do you think is the most likely explanation?’ 
 
    ‘I think she holed up somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘You mean, voluntarily?’ 
 
    ‘I hope so.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked out at the dark patio and lowered her voice. ‘If it were not voluntary, would you be thinking in terms of a stranger or a local person?’ 
 
    ‘That’s wild,’ Pearl said. 
 
    He ignored her. ‘There are only six men in Regis,’ he said, ‘including me; four when you exclude Ira and me. There are the three ranch-hands and Clayton Scott. So it has to be someone who’s not from Regis, and since she left the Harpers’ place voluntarily – it has to be voluntary, doesn’t it?’ Miss Pink nodded. ‘Then I’m inclined to think she’s holed up with a friend, like a schoolfriend. She’s not a stupid child and not particularly adventurous, not like Kristen, so I don’t see her running off with a boy. I reckon she’s with another young girl.’ 
 
    ‘What about the kid’s parents?’ Pearl protested. ‘Why don’t they call the Harpers to say she’s with them?’ 
 
    ‘There’s an obvious answer: parents could have gone away – on a vacation, or been called away, like the Markows, and they left the other little girl with relatives or friends. But the kid’s house is empty, locked up. She takes Tammy there and agrees not to tell anyone. Bound to be food in the freezer and canned stuff.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t work,’ Pearl said. ‘She’d be bored stiff.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility.’ 
 
    ‘You’re thinking in terms of a house in town, or at least some distance from here,’ Miss Pink said. ‘How did she get there after she left the Harpers?’ 
 
    ‘She walked down the road and the friend met her in a car’ – the women were shaking their heads – ‘they learn to drive early here,’ he persisted. ‘They learn in the desert. It’s not an impossible hypothesis.’ 
 
    ‘I just hope you’re right,’ Pearl said gloomily. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to take a shower. You stay, Michael, visit with Miss Pink a while.’ She went in the house but was back immediately with a bottle of Drambuie and glasses. 
 
    When they could hear the shower running Miss Pink said conversationally, ‘There are two plots of marijuana in Slickrock Canyon.’ 
 
    ‘There are? Who’s growing it?’ When she didn’t respond he answered the question himself. ‘Jay, I guess; maybe with a hand from Kristen. Small plots, of course?’ 
 
    ‘There were no more than twenty plants in the bit that was left. Peccaries had trampled the other; they’ve probably destroyed the second by now.’ 
 
    ‘You were up there yesterday? Birding? I envy you. I’ve no head for heights so I’ve never been able to go down into Slickrock. What did you see?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a cabin in the bottom.’ 
 
    ‘Is there indeed! Now what would that be for? You can’t get cows into that canyon.’ 
 
    ‘It was Sam Dearing’s place. His mine is close by.’ 
 
    ‘Sam. Of course. How did you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Pearl told me.’ Now it was his turn to be silent. She went on: ‘Relationships are extraordinarily intricate in a village: like onions; one is constantly peeling away layers. If you’re a social anthropologist you know all about that. And the top layer is this skin of convention. Pearl and Marge: next door neighbours, ostensibly old and tried friends – and Marge, somewhat drunk, implying Pearl is a whore.’ He started, stared, and reached for his drink. ‘Pearl employs a child as a maid,’ she went on. ‘Why is she allowed to work here? Thelma may be careless, but Ira adores his daughter.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not suggesting Pearl knows something about Tammy’s whereabouts?’ He smiled, almost teasing. 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re back to that—’ 
 
    ‘You mentioned Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘By accident. Incidentally, but then everything comes back to her. No, I don’t think Pearl knows anything – about Tammy. I was pondering relationships.’ 
 
    ‘But not idly, I’m sure. How does Pearl explain Marge’s hostility? I’m sure you asked her.’ And now he was definitely teasing. 
 
    ‘As an old woman’s fantasy.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. There are people like this in every community: widows, spinsters, you name it. Marge was too dependent on Sam; no children either. And she had no interests. He had his mine, and hunting; Marge had nothing to do except keep house for him. She used to go out with him when she was young, a lot of young wives hunt but as they get older, eat too much, don’t take exercise, they seem to stiffen up.’ He looked surprised, as if something had just occurred to him. ‘I mean, mentally, I guess; they lose their sense of enjoyment.’ He nodded earnestly at her. ‘That’s what Pearl never lost: her sense of fun.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t? So what?’ They turned at the sound of her voice. She was standing in the doorway, wearing a pale silk robe and holding a red rag. ‘What d’you make of this? I found it pushed down the back of a drawer.’ 
 
    Vosker didn’t react, he merely waited for an explanation, but Miss Pink stared in dawning recognition as Pearl held out that part of the rag which was still whole: two overlapping flounces. The bodice hung down, ripped from neck to flounce. ‘It’s her frock.’ Pearl stated the obvious. ‘Thank God she was seen afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not with you,’ Vosker said. ‘Whose frock?’ 
 
    ‘You never saw Tammy wearing this thing? Well, she did; Kristen said it made her look like a hooker and she wasn’t far wrong. She wore red heels with it too. What I’m saying is, if she’d disappeared wearing this, and we’d found it ripped, what would you have thought?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know she wasn’t wearing it when she went?’ 
 
    Pearl gasped and turned to Miss Pink who said slowly, ‘She was wearing it on Sunday afternoon, and you found your sweatshirt and Levis in her bedroom at the ranch. So she changed here. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because this got ripped.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    The women stared at each other. Vosker removed the drinks and they spread the dress on the table. ‘There are no stains,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘Just a clean rip as though she’d torn it off in a great hurry. The zip is still closed. If she’d hurt her arm she wouldn’t be able to undo that. No one said anything about her arm being hurt.’ 
 
    Pearl said quickly, ‘This can’t have anything to do with her disappearance; she was alive and well in the evening.’ 
 
    Miss Pink wondered if she realised what she’d said. ‘The point is, we can’t find any explanation for her disappearance, apart from her just wanting to make trouble, so we have to consider any unusual behaviour before she went missing, because there could be a link. And this’ – she fingered the rent in the dress – ‘is the most unusual thing yet.’ 
 
    They stared at what remained of the dress. ‘God!’ Pearl breathed. ‘I hope she just ran away.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Vosker insisted. ‘She was all right hours later.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Wayne Spikol arrived in the village at eight o’clock the following morning. He went to the Harpers first and then came down to talk things over with Pearl. Miss Pink was present, eating breakfast in the kitchen, and it was obvious to her that the deputy looked on Pearl as an important source of information, although in this case she could tell him little more than he had gleaned from the Harpers. She did tell him about the discovery of the red dress and the theft of her clothes but as soon as he realised that this must have occurred hours before Tammy vanished he dismissed the incident. For his part he told them that inquiries in Palomares had come to nothing. There were no young girls in the hospital, no reports of accidents, or of a twelve-year-old being picked up by police, and those children in her grade whom he’d managed to trace had seen or heard nothing of her. He was flummoxed and he was looking to Pearl, even to Miss Pink, for inspiration. 
 
    ‘But you’re the professional!’ Pearl protested. ‘We thought as soon as the police were called in things would start moving. Where are the rest of them: forensics, fingerprint guys and that? Where’s the sheriff?’ 
 
    He was amazed. ‘You reckon there’s been foul play?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not! Well, I hope not. What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve had too long to speculate,’ Miss Pink put in. ‘By now the possibility of foul play has occurred to all of us.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘She went voluntarily, ma’am. Either Harper or Maxine would have heard if there’d been a struggle.’ 
 
    ‘Granted, but did she stay away of her own free will? Suppose the person she went to meet turned out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing?’ 
 
    ‘You got someone in mind?’ She sighed. ‘Kristen Scott is riding back in the forest,’ he went on. ‘She says Tammy could be using the old cabin up the head of Scorpion Canyon. She coulda hid in the woods when the men was there yesterday but at night she’d go back there for shelter. So they’re in Scorpion this morning: her and Gafford and Harper, when they done the chores.’ 
 
    Pearl looked at Miss Pink. ‘Kristen knows how Tammy’s mind works,’ she conceded. ‘And when you think: the Scorpion cabin is the most likely place if she never left the area; we picnic there sometimes so it’s familiar country to her. It’s around five miles to walk but if she was mad with everyone – you know, like feeling rejected, she coulda rushed up there in a temper. If Kristen thinks so that’s good enough for me. Why don’t we ride up to Badblood and work our way across in case she makes a break for it? If she runs ahead of them we might catch her on Midnight, or see her in Slickrock. Give us something to do. If Wayne’s going back to town we can’t sit here all day doing nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You in back?’ came a harsh shout from the front of the house, and Marge appeared in the doorway: an angry Marge in crumpled slacks and a blouse with food stains down the front. ‘Saw your car,’ she flung at Spikol. ‘I been robbed! Someone was in my house last night. He took around three hundred dollars!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Pearl said flatly. ‘Pedro would have barked.’ 
 
    Marge hesitated, then came back furiously. ‘So it was someone he knew!’ Her face was dangerously flushed. 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Pearl said. ‘Have a cup of coffee.’ 
 
    Marge said through gritted teeth, ‘Who’s so short of cash they gotta rob their neighbours?’ 
 
    Pearl drew in her breath sharply but Spikol got there first: ‘Maybe you mislaid it.’ 
 
    Marge snarled. Miss Pink said brightly, ‘Tammy?’ They were silenced. ‘Tammy needs money,’ she went on. ‘She doesn’t know Thelma’s coming home today; she could be taking money in order to buy a plane ticket to Houston.’ Marge subsided a little. ‘If your dog didn’t bark,’ Miss Pink prompted. 
 
    ‘Had to be someone the dog knew.’ Spikol picked up his cue. ‘Dog’s all right, is he? Not drugged nor nothing?’ 
 
    ‘He’s all right.’ Marge was grudging. 
 
    ‘Little devil,’ Pearl said thoughtfully. ‘I wonder if anyone else suffered. Better look in your billfold,’ she told Miss Pink. 
 
    But their cash seemed to be intact, at least, no large sums had vanished. They rang round. Marian, who had left her handbag in the Vosker living-room, had lost a hundred and fifty dollars. The Voskers hadn’t closed their patio door and the thief had only to unhook the screen and walk in. Ada had lost nothing. She told them incidentally that Scott had gone up on the mesas today; both Kristen and her father thought Tammy could be hiding out in the forest. She seemed relieved to hear that Pearl and Miss Pink proposed to go on the plateau as well. ‘She needs to be found,’ she said, ‘before any harm comes to her.’ 
 
    ‘Were you thinking of something in particular?’ Pearl asked carefully. 
 
    ‘I was thinking of the dangers up there, and of Gregorio. Accidents happen so easily.’ 
 
    ‘If Tammy did steal that money – and it has to be her, who else could it be? – did she come all the way down from Scorpion and go back there to sleep?’ Pearl was incredulous. ‘That doesn’t sound like Tammy. No one round here hikes – all except Michael Vosker, and you. Everyone else rides.’ 
 
    They were on the Las Mesas road, the horses moving slowly as the riders talked. ‘Perhaps she didn’t go back.’ Miss Pink looked about her as if she might catch sight of Tammy dodging behind a bush. ‘With such a huge expanse to search, so many places where a youngster can hide, she could be anywhere, and moving around at that.’ 
 
    ‘You think we’re wasting our time going on top?’ Pearl looked up at the sunlit rim. 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t say anything for a few moments but when she spoke her voice was firm. ‘No, I don’t think we’re wasting our time.’ 
 
    ‘So who else was robbed?’ Avril asked, coming to meet them as they approached her house. They had telephoned her earlier but after the theft of her diamond ring she locked her doors when she went to bed. She had lost no money. 
 
    ‘Only Marian and Marge,’ Pearl said, looking round. ‘What happened to Fletch?’ 
 
    ‘He’s up in Badblood again. He left about an hour ago. And Clayton Scott went up after him. What’s with this sudden interest in my land? I take it you’re going up there too. Lloyd said he had to go and see if there was pink-eye among the cows. Herefords don’t get pink-eye, do they?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’ Pearl was staring absently at the trail climbing the escarpment. ‘People are more interested in Markow land than yours; Kristen thinks Tammy’s holed up in the old cabin in Scorpion.’ She looked at Miss Pink, hesitated, then went on lamely, ‘We’ll cut her off if she makes a break for it this way.’ 
 
    ‘You sound as if you’re hunting the kid!’ Avril protested. ‘And she’s on foot, she can’t cross Slickrock; there’s a precipice on my side.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon?’ Pearl grinned. ‘The only way she can cross Slickrock is on foot.’ 
 
    ‘That woman don’t know where she’s at,’ she observed once they were out of earshot. ‘If anything happened to Fletch she’d have to sell up.’ 
 
    ‘She could get Mexican labour.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t trust ’em. She thinks all Mexicans are out to rip her off.’ 
 
    ‘Why did she employ Ramirez then?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Greg was all right; she got on well with him. Everyone loved Gregorio. There I go again! Suppose I’d said that to Ada!’ 
 
    They were crossing Midnight Mesa when Pearl remarked that for all the signs they could be alone up there. ‘Do you think we missed the men?’ she asked. ‘They went up Badblood or Rastus?’ 
 
    ‘You reckon they’re together?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, if Clayton caught up with Fletch? I’d expect them to stay separate: they’d cover more ground that way.’ 
 
    ‘How do they get on usually: Lloyd and Clayton Scott?’ 
 
    ‘Fletch keeps clear of him; he had a very strict daddy himself. Ask me, Clayton frightens Fletch, but then Fletch is frightened of most people, except me maybe. Funny thing,’ she mused, ‘so is Clayton. What a lot of fear there is around.’ 
 
    ‘What’s Scott frightened of?’ 
 
    ‘Women.’ 
 
    They parted at a grove of pinyons and when they came together again Miss Pink said, ‘Yes, that makes sense, but how did you discover it?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Pearl was surprised. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have said so. It wasn’t obvious to me, but you know him much better than I do.’ 
 
    They rode on, through the glaring sunlight and the deep shadows. The heat seemed to shrivel the brain and their thought processes were slowed down as they conserved their mental energy. 
 
    ‘Why do I keep thinking Tammy is his daughter?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Whose daughter?’ 
 
    ‘Clayton Scott’s. Who are we talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Tammy’s Ira’s kid. Tammy Markow.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘It’s because I told you Kristen acts like she’s Tammy’s big sister. You think of Tammy as being family: Scott family.’ 
 
    ‘But Ada doesn’t like her.’ 
 
    Silence. Click, went the hoofs on bedrock, slap, went big feet in the sand. A scrub jay watched them from a pinyon, too somnolent to move. A lizard scuttered from one patch of shade to the next. 
 
    ‘It’s because of Veronica,’ Pearl said. ‘Tammy’s childish, so Ada sees Veronica in her. That makes her miserable so she discourages Tammy. Kristen’s different – and they’re very close: Ada and Kristen, like Kristy was grown up. Of course she is, she’s seventeen. But she never was a kid, never childish.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Find her if she’s here, bring her home. Tammy will come down with her.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, what’s she want to be? Is she going to college?’ 
 
    ‘Kristen? All she wants is Jay Gafford – oh, and horses, nothing else, except for her mom to be happy.’ 
 
    ‘She’s that serious? She means to marry Jay?’ 
 
    ‘Marriage or whatever. She’s still passionately in love; once she calms down a bit, she’ll find a house, move in with him. That’s what she wants and that’s what she’ll have, and no one’s gonna stop her.’ 
 
    ‘Not her father?’ 
 
    ‘Least of all her father—’ 
 
    A horse neighed. The sorrel threw up his head and answered. They came on two horses tied in the shade. ‘Clayton and Fletch,’ Pearl said. ‘You know where they are?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve climbed down into Slickrock. Are you game? Shall we follow?’ 
 
    Pearl dismounted and tied her horse to a branch. ‘I’ll have a look at it,’ she said grimly, loosening her cinch. 
 
    They stood on the rim and looked down the line of descent into the canyon. So far as they could see there was no one on the wall, nor anywhere else. They could see much of the mesa on the other side but there were innumerable depressions where horses and people might be hidden. As for the canyon, Miss Pink regarded the green canopy absently, not expecting it to reveal any secrets. ‘All the same,’ she murmured, commenting on her thoughts, ‘you should be aware of them; birds would take fright, or those pigs.’ She looked upstream to where she thought the marijuana plots must be. The cottonwoods were bright and immobile and oddly sinister. Pearl licked her lips. She seemed tense. ‘Yes?’ Miss Pink asked gently. 
 
    ‘I was wondering who was down there.’ 
 
    ‘We hope it’s Tammy. Don’t we?’ Pearl shook her head stiffly. ‘Shall I go down?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No, we’ll stay together.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the problem?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately and her eyes wandered. ‘I’m scared of heights,’ she said. 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t believe her. ‘How curious’ – she was looking at the ribbon of woodland below – ‘there may be five people down there, six if you were to count Tammy, and not a sign nor sound of them.’ 
 
    ‘What bothers me,’ Pearl said tightly, ‘is are there more, like one or two strangers?’ 
 
    ‘Poachers?’ 
 
    She shrugged and stepped towards the edge, then held back for Miss Pink to show the way. Whatever was bothering her it wasn’t the descent; she climbed down the wall almost as nimbly as a mountaineer, hampered only by her smooth-soled boots. 
 
    As they approached the level of the trees Miss Pink noted again how the canyon, which had seemed so quiet and unpopulated from above, was in fact full of life. Sound increased with the heat, which was steamy where it had been dry, and if you looked closely, there was movement in the canopy, but only in the canopy. If there were people on the ground they were as quiet as deer. 
 
    They reached the bottom. ‘Now what?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘We’ll go to the cabin first.’ Miss Pink stooped to tighten a bootlace, aware that Pearl turned automatically and glanced down-canyon, but as she straightened, the woman said casually, ‘You lead on, you’ve been here before.’ 
 
    Miss Pink started to work down the canyon outside the trees where the going was rough. After a few yards Pearl said, ‘I wish I’d worn trainers now; surely there must be game trails in the trees?’ 
 
    ‘There was a proper trail once but it’s overgrown.’ There was no response from the rear. 
 
    They came to the yellow towers and Pearl’s pleasure was obvious; she might have forgotten the reason for their presence in Slickrock. ‘Fabulous,’ she observed as Miss Pink looked back to see why the other had stopped. ‘Is the cabin near?’ 
 
    ‘Keep your voice down; she may be here.’ 
 
    They approached the cabin from the side so it wasn’t until they were almost at the entrance that they saw the door was open. Miss Pink stopped short and heard Pearl catch her breath. Nothing moved inside. They could see a corner of the interior; Miss Pink could even see the dark patch that was the gopher’s hole. She couldn’t see the bed or the cupboard, only a shelf with cans on it. There was a flash of reflected light on the wall. She tensed, and knew that Pearl had seen it too. The silence was palpable. Something else was showing now, halfway up the opened door: something long and slim and black. Their eyes were fixed, then Miss Pink exhaled on a long breath and said loudly, ‘It’s Melinda Pink and Pearl. Who’s that?’ 
 
    Clayton Scott stepped into view, lowering his rifle. 
 
    ‘Clayton!’ Pearl gasped. ‘Who did you think we were?’ 
 
    ‘You could be anyone.’ He emerged from the cabin, his gaze shifting from one to the other. ‘You seen her? You heard anything?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stepped forward. ‘May I?’ He was in her way. He stood aside, opened his mouth, and closed it again. Pearl moved up. 
 
    ‘You’re blocking the light,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Pearl slipped inside and looked round in silence. Miss Pink stared at the bed which no longer held the hollow made by the big snake. Someone else had been there and left the print of a different shape: long but shallow, and at its head was a carton that had contained chocolate-chip cookies. 
 
    ‘She must be just ahead of you,’ Miss Pink told Scott. ‘Think back: did you hear anything, like an animal in the undergrowth?’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘You’re imagining things.’ He indicated the carton. ‘That’s been here days; it was left—’ His face changed. ‘Poachers,’ he spat out. ‘Like that Ramirez. His kind used this cabin.’ He glared at Pearl. 
 
    She ignored him. ‘It wasn’t here before?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink turned to Scott. ‘Have you seen anything of the others? Kristen and Gafford are about.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen no one except Lloyd, he’s somewhere down here. Are you saying you been in this cabin by yourself – before today?’ His eyes bored into hers. 
 
    ‘This packet wasn’t here two days ago, and someone’s slept on that mattress, a person who doesn’t weigh much.’ She turned to Pearl. ‘It has to be Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘Then she couldn’t have stolen the money, not and got back here in the time; I mean, Tammy’d never walk and climb in the dark, she’s only—’ 
 
    ‘What money?’ Scott interrupted harshly. ‘Who’s stole money?’ 
 
    ‘Last night someone broke into Marge’s place and the Voskers’, stole several hundred dollars.’ 
 
    ‘Not broke in,’ Miss Pink demurred, ‘but entered, certainly.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ He was vehement. 
 
    ‘Why, we thought it was Tammy.’ 
 
    He blinked. ‘We have to find her,’ he muttered. ‘Someone’s about—’ Standing in the doorway now, blocking the light, his eyes were fixed on the mattress. ‘Alone?’ he asked. ‘Was she alone here? Or’ – he stared at Miss Pink – ‘was she with someone? That little kid?’ He turned away and looked at the trees. ‘He’s got her down here,’ he muttered. ‘He can’t get out, he’s trapped.’ 
 
    ‘And her,’ Pearl pointed out. ‘You guessed, didn’t you, Clayton? That’s why you came armed. What made you think a man was involved?’ 
 
    His gaze returned to her. He looked demented. ‘If you was the father of young girls and one of them was violated … after a time, lying awake there in the dark, when another’s gone missing, you remember, you can’t help but recall the other time, fearing the worst: where is she, who’s she with … ? Is he—’ He turned away again, unable to meet their eyes. They stared at his profile. ‘Last night,’ he went on, ‘I thought, there’s another monster at work in the village. This morning I said it was only my imagination, but I felt it was better to bring my rifle. Men like that should be – they’re like rabid dogs, they infect everything they touch.’ He wiped his mouth with his hand. ‘And now’ – he looked at them almost carelessly and his lips stretched in a thin smile – ‘if I find him with her, I’ll ask questions after I fire.’ 
 
    ‘Now wait a minute,’ Pearl protested. ‘Jay Gafford’s out there, searching, and Fletch, maybe Daryl, any one of ’em coulda found her and be taking her home. You could shoot the wrong guy.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ 
 
    ‘Look! Clayton—’ but he was gone, striding into the woodland as noisy as a bull in the undergrowth. ‘My God,’ Pearl exclaimed. ‘What a mess!’ 
 
    ‘And Tammy’s in there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, to hell with him. He doesn’t mean it. He’s thinking about Veronica, not Tammy.’ She ran her fingers over the hollow in the bed. ‘It’s odd about that money all the same; I don’t see how she could have stolen it.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps a stranger came in from the interstate – oh no, Pedro didn’t bark. Anyway, it’s not important. We have to find Tammy, she can’t be far away.’ 
 
    ‘Where do we start?’ 
 
    ‘We start with the premise that she was here last night. And she’s frightened of snakes, so the gopher wasn’t here, or it left quietly when she approached the cabin, but it came back – when she was asleep? She must have been terrified.’ They were outside now. She peered in the open door. ‘I’ll swear she was here alone; that depression was made by a small, light body. There wasn’t a man—’ Pearl gasped. Miss Pink ignored her and continued to voice her thoughts. ‘Surely she knows we’re here? Maybe not, if she’s in the trees; the sound of running water could drown voices. There’s more noise down here than you’d think: birds, insects … but she doesn’t shout, she’s not trying to attract attention. Is she still hiding, after all this time?’ 
 
    Now she did address Pearl who said grimly, ‘Maybe she is with someone, and he’s forcing her to keep quiet.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t bring her here. It’s too far.’ 
 
    ‘They do! They take their victims miles into the forest; you don’t know these mountain men: there were two killers in Montana kidnapped a girl out jogging—’ 
 
    ‘I know about that,’ Miss Pink said shortly. ‘Here we have to assume we’ve found Tammy, at least where she was until recently. Now, which way would she go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Scott went upstream, but then he doesn’t know any better than us; he’s only guessing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the way she’d go. She came downstream to here. And which way did she enter the canyon?’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy. She’d come in from the Markow side; she’s used to riding over her own land.’ 
 
    ‘So I suppose she’d go back the same way if she wanted to get out again.’ But Miss Pink sounded doubtful. 
 
    ‘Of course she would. Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well, in which case we’d better follow.’ 
 
    They looked wryly at the dense undergrowth. ‘At least he’s made a trail,’ Pearl said. ‘More or less.’ 
 
    ‘The thing to do is force our way to the creek and work up its bed. We’ll see tracks too; she has to cross the stream to get back to Markow land.’ 
 
    Evidently Scott had had the same idea; he had trampled a path through the vegetation to the creek which was quite close. There were the marks of a man’s boot in the fine gravel under the bank and there too, when they looked carefully, were the tracks of a small foot in trainers. 
 
    ‘You were right,’ Pearl said. ‘Here are prints going down to the cabin and coming back, and here’s a different trainer; that will be Kristen.’ 
 
    ‘So she’s here already. Well, why not? They’d come on here from Scorpion.’ 
 
    The going was rough with rocky rises and long pools, and fallen timber where they had to make wide detours. Scott was moving faster than them; they were still on his track but there was no sign of him ahead. It was a narrow creek, and the cottonwoods interlaced above their heads so that they moved through chequered sunlight, and visibility was confusing. There was a current of air in the depths and the foliage was in continuous motion, giving the impression that others were keeping pace with them. Despite the proximity of the water – and much of the time they were splashing through it – the air was sticky. Miss Pink was considering whether to leave the creek and look for a passage close under the canyon wall when they heard a scream. 
 
    They stopped. It wasn’t one scream but a prelude. Shrieks rose: uninhibited, terrified, startling jays and doves. It was a young girl’s voice. Without a word they plunged up the creek bed only to halt again as a shot rang out, and another. 
 
    Pearl moaned and went to leap forward. ‘No!’ Miss Pink hissed, grabbing her wrist and holding on. ‘Wait! Listen.’ 
 
    Something was hurtling through the woods. Pearl clung to Miss Pink. They heard squealing then, and above the squeals, shouts: ‘Tammy! Tammy!’ The peccaries were racing downstream in the direction of the cabin, and behind them a man continued to shout urgently. 
 
    ‘That’s Jay,’ Pearl gasped, relinquishing her hold on Miss Pink’s arm. ‘And we found Tammy, thank God! Was that Clayton shooting? Of course, he shot at the pigs. They musta charged him, took him by surprise. He’s trigger-happy.’ She gave a sickly grin. ‘At least we know he didn’t shoot Jay.’ She lifted her voice. ‘We’re coming, Clayton, don’t shoot us. Jay! Where are you? Tammy! We’re here!’ 
 
    Gafford came plunging down the stream bed. ‘Did she come your way?’ he called. 
 
    ‘We didn’t see her,’ Pearl said. ‘Is she all right?’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘Not much wrong when she can yell like that.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she got to say for herself?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t even see her, only heard her. Who’s doing the shooting?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Clayton Scott.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he shooting at?’ Miss Pink asked, adding meaningly, ‘Tammy’s stopped screaming.’ 
 
    ‘He shot her?’ Pearl’s voice rose. 
 
    ‘No.’ Gafford looked bewildered. ‘I thought the pigs – yes, that had to be it: he shot at the pigs. I was at the foot of the trail there’ – he seemed embarrassed – ‘over there,’ waving vaguely towards the Markow side of the canyon. ‘I’d agreed with Kristy I’d wait there, stop Tammy if she came that way. But those pigs come out of the creek and they didn’t see me till they was right on me. I was sitting quiet and they sees me and they up-tailed and went charging back into the trees and then Tammy starts screaming. I saw the last brutes swerve off the trail and dive into the wood so I knew Tammy had been coming towards me. And then the shooting starts. Clayton – starts – shooting.’ He stared at them. They said nothing. ‘He didn’t hit her,’ he said. ‘I went along the trail. So where did she go? And what happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘There he is,’ Pearl said. ‘Listen! He’s shouting to her.’ 
 
    Again they heard Tammy’s name being called. Pearl shouted: ‘Clayton, where are you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not Scott,’ Gafford said. 
 
    People converged, guided by voice, but before they met they knew it was Fletcher Lloyd who had been calling. They met on a game trail and Lloyd looked hot and angry and confused. The first thing he wanted to know was who was doing the shooting, and the second: the whereabouts of Tammy. He’d taken up the call himself after he heard Gafford shouting to her. He wasn’t surprised to learn that Scott was armed and, once he was satisfied that Tammy had been frightened only by peccaries, he didn’t seem bothered that she had run away again. ‘She’s tired and hungry,’ he said, ‘and someone starts shooting. I don’t blame her.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t shooting at her.’ Pearl was tart. ‘And where did you come from anyway? You weren’t down the canyon or we’d have seen you.’ 
 
    ‘I was upstream. The pigs were running ahead of me. Know what they were doing? They found some plots of grass; they been eating it. It’s ruined.’ 
 
    ‘Why tell me?’ Gafford’s eyes were slitted. 
 
    Pearl sighed and started to speak when her eyes focused beyond him. Daryl Harper was coming along the trail from the direction of the creek. He had been coming down into the canyon when he heard the commotion below and thought it prudent to wait until he thought the shooting was over. 
 
    ‘Why were you coming here?’ Miss Pink asked, when events had been explained to him. 
 
    ‘Kristen told me to come once I’d finished chores.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Gafford put in quickly. ‘We’re searching the high country today and it was her said we should come and look at Sam’s old cabin.’ 
 
    ‘And did you?’ 
 
    ‘Did we what, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Look in the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Kristen did.’ 
 
    ‘Was Tammy there?’ Harper asked, while Miss Pink and Pearl exchanged looks; they’d been right about the tracks in the creek bed. 
 
    ‘If she was in the cabin she’d be with us.’ Gafford was cutting. ‘She musta been in the woods someplace. She’s in the canyon. That was her screaming.’ 
 
    ‘So where is she now?’ 
 
    Gafford glared at him. 
 
    ‘And where’s Kristen?’ Pearl asked brightly. ‘Come to that, what happened to Clayton, him and his hair-trigger gun?’ 
 
    They started to move along the trail in the direction of Midnight Mesa but very soon the path diverged sideways, heading downstream. They took to the undergrowth at a place where it had been trampled by someone ahead of them. 
 
    They were working their way round a tangle of brambles when they heard the rifle again. It seemed to come from higher up the canyon but in that place, with people crashing about, they couldn’t be sure of the direction. 
 
    ‘Did he follow the pigs?’ Pearl wondered, looking downstream. ‘And he’s shooting at them again?’ 
 
    ‘Why would he kill a pig when he’s searching for Tammy?’ Gafford asked. ‘He’s not interested in pigs.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he shooting at then?’ 
 
    ‘Or who,’ murmured Miss Pink, but the men were gone. 
 
    ‘You’re still thinking she isn’t alone?’ Pearl asked. ‘But who – who could she be with?’ 
 
    Miss Pink made no response. They moved after the men. 
 
    It was very hot and their discomfort was intensified by their emotions. They had lost control. Events were moving of their own volition. It was as if the canyon was no longer background but a participant in the drama, and the people were no more than puppets. As they approached the fringe of the woodland and saw the bright rock wall through the trees, they came on young Harper slumped like a doll against a tree trunk – but his face was rigid. He was staring at something on the ground. 
 
    They crept forward and stood beside him. A body lay at the foot of a tree. It was hatless, the hair clotted with blood, the face pressed into blood-soaked grass, a rifle close to his hand. It was Clayton Scott. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    ‘He’s alive,’ Pearl whispered. ‘Look.’ The fingers of one hand were curling. They pressed forward. 
 
    Lloyd said, ‘There’s someone else around.’ It was a warning. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Harper agreed. ‘He’s been shot in the back of the head, like an execution. Could be the Mafia.’ 
 
    The women ignored him as they knelt beside Scott. Parting his hair gingerly, feeling the skull, Miss Pink looked up and caught them unawares. Harper and Lloyd were staring at each other, Gafford was studying the skyline, only Pearl was concerned with the injured man. Miss Pink’s eyes fell on two branches lying by the rifle, one branch really, broken in two pieces. 
 
    Scott groaned, reclaiming everyone’s attention. The fingers clawed the ground. ‘Can we get a helicopter in here?’ Miss Pink asked generally. 
 
    ‘They can fly anywhere,’ Harper said. ‘You think he’s going to live?’ He sounded disappointed. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t been shot, and I can’t feel a fracture. I think he’s just been knocked out, probably by that branch.’ 
 
    Lloyd picked up the pieces. ‘Who hit him?’ 
 
    Scott was mumbling. ‘Don’t—’ he said clearly, but the rest was incoherent. He scraped his face on the grass and groaned again. 
 
    ‘We don’t need a chopper,’ Gafford said. ‘We can’t get a horse down here, but if he’s only knocked out he could maybe walk after a while. Fetch some water, Daryl.’ 
 
    ‘How will I carry it?’ 
 
    ‘In your hat. That’s what they do in the movies.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at him sharply, and then she remembered that this was Kristen’s father, there wasn’t much love lost between Gafford and Scott. 
 
    He was trying to raise himself so they propped him against the tree and waited to see if he was going to vomit. After a minute he did, and they got him to his feet and moved him to a more salubrious spot. Harper returned with a little water in his hat and carrying his dripping shirt. Scott stayed on his feet to drink, and Pearl wiped his face but left the scalp alone. Awareness was returning to his eyes as he looked at them in turn, concentrating on Gafford. Miss Pink handed him his hat. He put one foot in front of the other. ‘Rest a while,’ she urged. ‘You had a nasty knock.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll walk out.’ He was still staring at Gafford. ‘But not with him.’ 
 
    Gafford gave a tight smile. 
 
    ‘We were all together,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘I don’t—’ He stopped. ‘Were you?’ His eyelids drooped and he winced. They edged forward to catch him as he swayed but he put his hand on a tree trunk and after a moment he stiffened and said calmly, ‘You had to’ve seen the guy. Didn’t he come past you?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve seen no one,’ Pearl said. ‘No one else. Who was here? Who attacked you?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see. He got me from behind. I knew someone was around and I had my finger on the trigger. I sensed something, a movement – someone behind me, and that’s the last thing I remember, except – there was a noise.’ 
 
    ‘That was your own rifle. You fired a shot.’ 
 
    ‘Did I? Yes, I suppose I would have. I was ready for him but I wasn’t quite quick enough.’ He tried to smile and winced again. 
 
    ‘We’d better get you to a doctor,’ Miss Pink said. ‘We’ll take it slowly, and once you reach the rim you can ride.’ 
 
    Gafford stayed in the canyon – they still had to find Tammy – and Harper said he would go as far as the rim and then return to help look for her. The party moved slowly up the scree to the foot of the wall, Lloyd and Harper on either side of Scott, the women following. 
 
    ‘Who hit him?’ Pearl whispered, holding back. 
 
    ‘God knows. It’s weird.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again. And where is the guy? Still in the canyon or up on the rim?’ 
 
    ‘At least he isn’t armed; no one else is doing any shooting.’ But where was Tammy, and why did she keep running? And why was Scott attacked? Because he was searching for Tammy and someone had to stop him finding her? 
 
    The wall rose above them, baking in the sun. Miss Pink gave her mind to the climb, thankful that there were two able-bodied men there to assist Scott; she wouldn’t care to be the person shepherding him across those unprotected ledges, or below his heels as he climbed the vertical pitches. She watched from a distance; he seemed to be fully recovered, neither stumbling nor wavering, and apparently unaffected by the heat. 
 
    ‘Watch it,’ Pearl said, treading on her heels as she stopped. ‘You all right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. I was looking at Scott.’ 
 
    ‘He’s fit for his age.’ The tone was grudging. ‘But I guess he lives a clean life, so far as drink and drugs are concerned anyway. I thought he was dead, all that blood!’ 
 
    ‘Most of it was from his nose – but he’ll need some stitches and he should have a tetanus jab.’ 
 
    They crawled over the rim and trailed after the men, bumping into each other as if their legs were made of rubber. Tension had been high in the canyon and on the wall; on the level mesa they felt it was safe to relax. So it came as quite a shock to realise that one of the horses was missing and that the flaps of the saddle-bags were unbuckled. 
 
    It was the sorrel that was missing. Pearl started to swear. Lloyd said, ‘He’ll look after it; he has to, going down that trail, or he’ll be off—’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you believe it. If he can ride well he’ll whip it down that old trail.’ 
 
    ‘Whipping won’t hurt it,’ Harper said. ‘Funny thing: how’d he get here if he didn’t come on a horse?’ 
 
    Scott seemed uninterested, he was leaning against his own mount, waiting to move on. 
 
    ‘What did he take from the saddle-bags?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘He couldn’t have got anything from mine,’ Pearl said. ‘I didn’t bring any cash, only a sandwich.’ She lifted the flap on the nearer bag and felt inside, then walked round and felt the other. ‘The bugger’s taken my sandwich!’ 
 
    Lloyd stared at her, did a double-take and looked in his own bags. ‘I had a coupla buns and a sausage. They’re gone.’ 
 
    They looked at Scott’s bags but his were still buckled. 
 
    ‘He was hungry,’ Pearl said superfluously. ‘God, I hope he doesn’t hurt the sorrel.’ Then she remembered and looked at Miss Pink with contrition. ‘I’m terribly sorry. You ride the pinto.’ 
 
    Miss Pink started to protest but Lloyd said his horse could carry two riders, and the four of them set off across the mesa on three mounts, leaving Harper to go back and rejoin Gafford in Slickrock. 
 
    There was no sign of the horse thief on the mesa but crossing Rastus Canyon they saw the deep prints made by a horse in a hurry. Pearl’s face set. At the escarpment she slid down from behind Lloyd, saying that she could move as fast as a horse on the steep descent. But she stopped on the edge and Miss Pink reined in beside her. They studied the ground below. No horse was visible on the zigzags and nothing was moving on the road to Regis, and there was only one vehicle between the village and the interstate so far as they could see. Las Mesas seemed abandoned; there were no trucks in the yard and the only living things were the steers in the feed-lot. 
 
    When the zigzags ran out at the foot of the scarp Pearl mounted again and the horses, scenting water and feed, stepped out on the home stretch. As they approached Las Mesas the sorrel came trotting to meet them. He trod on a rein and snapped it but no one was bothered. Pearl jumped down and ran to the animal which was dark with sweat. ‘He’s all right,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that great? Oh, my God, just look how he’s been ridden! But he’s undamaged far as I can see.’ 
 
    The others were looking beyond her, at Las Mesas. She sobered and went to pick up the severed rein. She knotted the ends absently and stared at the ranch where nothing stirred. Even the steers were hidden from this angle. 
 
    Scott rode forward and the others followed, Pearl leading the sorrel. He turned in at the big road gate and walked up the drive. No one came to meet them and the house door remained closed. He dismounted at the garden gate, took his rifle from its scabbard and loaded it with shells he took from his pocket. Pearl gaped. Miss Pink got down and after a moment so did Lloyd. They stood at their horses’ heads while Scott opened the screen and tried the door. It was locked. He turned and looked past them. The others turned and surveyed the empty yard. 
 
    Lloyd said coldly, ‘He’s taken the pick-up.’ 
 
    ‘And Avril’s out in the new one?’ Pearl ventured. 
 
    ‘That’ll be it. He jumped off the horse and took the truck. Keys would be in the ignition.’ He didn’t seem concerned. 
 
    A pick-up came along the road from the village and turned in at the ranch. It stopped and Avril got out, glaring at Lloyd. ‘Who’s driving the old Ford? I thought it was you! Who did you lend it to, without asking permission?’ 
 
    ‘Where did you see it?’ Scott asked. 
 
    ‘In the village. He – whoever it was, was going like a madman. He couldn’t drive neither.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ Pearl asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m asking. Don’t you know?’ 
 
    Scott went to push past the others, moved too fast and staggered. They grabbed at him before he fell. His face was yellow. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Avril asked. 
 
    ‘We have to get him to hospital,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Will you take him?’ 
 
    Avril looked bewildered. ‘I’ll come with you,’ Pearl said. ‘I’ll tell you about it as we drive, OK?’ 
 
    ‘But – who’s in my other truck?’ 
 
    ‘God knows. Never mind about that now; Clayton’s been hurt. I’ll tell you soon as we get on the road. Will you take our horses home, Melinda? Fletch will see to Clayton’s.’ 
 
    Scott was helped into the pick-up, Pearl squeezed in beside him and Avril drove away. ‘Well!’ Miss Pink breathed and, walking across the yard, pulling the sorrel and the pinto after her, she sank down on the ground in the shade of the barn. 
 
    ‘Let me see to these,’ Lloyd said, ‘and I’ll give you a drink. Or you can go in the bunkhouse and fix one yourself. Fridge is on the porch.’ 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, unaccustomed to Lloyd’s being solicitous, but she didn’t move. He took the other horses into the barn. 
 
    ‘You ought to be rubbed down,’ she told the sorrel. ‘I don’t suppose it’ll matter, it’s far too hot to catch cold.’ She leaned back against the planks and closed her eyes. 
 
    She dozed, still holding the reins, vaguely aware of footsteps as Lloyd unsaddled, of the clump of hoofs passing and fading as he turned the horses out. She woke with a start as the reins were eased out of her fingers. ‘You’ve had a hard day,’ he said. She realised that he was making overtures and wondered what he could want from her. 
 
    He took her through the barn to a frame bunkhouse. The door and window were open wide and the building was shaded by trees so that, with curtains drawn against the sun, the interior was marginally cooler than the air outside. She looked round the neat and folksy room: patchwork quilts on two beds, a plastic check cloth on a table, Remington prints on the walls. ‘You’d better look at your cash,’ she said. ‘And the food. Did he take any food?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t here. I looked while you were asleep.’ 
 
    He went out. She sat on a bench and stared in surprise at a plate and mug, knife, fork and spoon set neatly on the opposite side, and sparkling clean. At the other end of the table was a pressure lamp with a box of matches beside it, and a book: Beryl Markham’s West with the Night. He came in with a pitcher of iced tea. She indicated the book. ‘You’re interested in flying?’ 
 
    He sat down slowly, seeming to need time to orientate himself. ‘In the author,’ he said. ‘She was great. Did you read that? I’ll lend it to you.’ He didn’t wait for a response, his eyes were alight with enthusiasm. ‘She was a free spirit.’ He stopped as if suddenly switched off. 
 
    ‘We all admire free spirits.’ She took a long draught of tea. ‘What can Tammy be frightened of?’ She wasn’t looking at him but, drowsy with heat and fatigue, she could have been talking to herself. ‘She likes Pearl; the child’s not really a maid, Pearl’s befriended her, she understands her – probably a lot better than her own mother does, and there has to be some antidote to Ira’s spoiling. And yet she ran away when Pearl approached the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘There was a snake – but you knew that! You told Pearl.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but Tammy knew we were in the canyon; why didn’t she come to us?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘The kid’s got her own reasons. Pearl’d know more about that than me.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think Tammy being in Slickrock could have had anything to do with the marijuana?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He showed no surprise that she should raise the subject. ‘She’s too young to be mixed up in anything like that.’ 
 
    ‘But if she’d seen the plots and Gafford knew she’d seen them?’ 
 
    ‘By the time she got there the pigs had ruined that crop. Besides, Jay would never touch her. Kristen’d kill him.’ 
 
    She regarded him blandly and he fidgeted with his glass. The words hung between them. ‘Pearl told you about the red frock?’ she asked. 
 
    He raised his eyes slowly. ‘And that Marge Dearing said I was in that house around the same time as Tammy Sunday afternoon. Prove it!’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘Prove you were there?’ 
 
    ‘Prove I go after kids.’ 
 
    The sweat was trickling down her ribs. She fingered the edge of the tablecloth. ‘Of course,’ she said, ‘we all had the thought. Marge merely put it into words—’ 
 
    ‘You all thought it was me?’ It was said quietly, with a hint of curiosity; there was no anger, no bluster. 
 
    ‘You couldn’t help but think of a man, a deviant, but no one discussed it, at least to my knowledge.’ She raised innocent eyes. ‘But Tammy seems unharmed – and yet terrified. You think there’s a man in this somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t believe Marge.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ She shifted impatiently. ‘You were on Midnight Mesa at that time. Marge is jealous of Pearl.’ 
 
    His face softened. It was a remarkable transformation and she looked away to hide her astonishment. 
 
    ‘One of your free spirits,’ he said, and glanced at the book. ‘Like her.’ 
 
    ‘No, not like Beryl Markham. Pearl has principles.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she has’ – indignantly – ‘so did she!’ He snatched up the book as if it were a child in need of protection. 
 
    ‘She was fearless,’ Miss Pink conceded, ‘a fine aviator, but totally amoral.’ 
 
    He was speechless. She could have dealt him a personal insult. 
 
    ‘She was like an animal,’ she explained pleasantly, ‘without—’ 
 
    ‘We’re all animals!’ It was a shout of rage. 
 
    ‘Pearl is in a different league.’ It was the tone she would use to a fractious horse. ‘I like Pearl; I wouldn’t have any time for Beryl Markham. May I have some more tea?’ 
 
    ‘Help yourself.’ 
 
    He turned the pages of the book, not reading, just doing something with his hands while he tried to make sense of what had been said. ‘Pearl’s a very special person,’ he muttered. ‘She’s young and pretty and she can ride, and she’s great company. You see the problem?’ 
 
    ‘Jealousy and resentment.’ 
 
    ‘You got it.’ He nodded eagerly. 
 
    ‘So Marge made a wild insinuation about you in order to involve Pearl in Tammy’s disappearance and – to drag Pearl down? Incriminate her?’ 
 
    ‘She fantasises.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ And not the only one to have fantasies, she thought. The conversation ground to a halt. She looked round with simulated interest and focused on the beds. ‘Of course,’ she murmured, ‘you shared with Gregorio.’ 
 
    He followed her gaze. ‘Yeah, that was his bed.’ He was casual. 
 
    ‘He was something of a lady’s man.’ 
 
    ‘Not really. No more’n any other hand. He was engaged to a girl from Casas Grandes.’ 
 
    ‘Pearl didn’t tell me.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Maybe she kept quiet about it ’cause she was fond of him. But that’s why he left. He wanted to get married and he couldn’t live here with his wife. He asked Mis’ Beck would she bring in a mobile home for ’em, but she wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘So you knew he was planning to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Eventually, yes. Not sudden though, while we was away. The cattle was left without food.’ 
 
    ‘Where did Veronica fit into this? Are you telling me he was engaged to marry a Mexican girl, and he seduced Veronica?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ He was angry again. ‘He wasn’t the kind of guy would boast about women, just the opposite.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of guy was he?’ 
 
    ‘Very polite to women; he always called ’em “ma’am”, and he’d open the door for Mis’ Beck when she got in the pick-up and like that.’ 
 
    ‘How did he treat other women?’ 
 
    ‘Pearl and the kids, he’d hold their horses for ’em when they got on and off; he seemed to enjoy doing things for folk.’ He thought about that. ‘I liked the guy,’ he said defiantly. 
 
    ‘So you must have been shocked when you learned the truth.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t steal that ring. I’ll tell you what happened there: it rolled down a crack in the floorboards and she didn’t know. She only discovered it missing after Greg took off, so she blamed him. She’s like that; always blaming people for something.’ 
 
    ‘And Veronica?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well’ – he was embarrassed – ‘she was a sweet kid but – you know – defective? And Greg, he’d go out of his way to be kind, see what I mean?’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying she made the running.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all I can think.’ 
 
    ‘But he never said anything about her to you.’ 
 
    ‘Never, but it need only have happened the once – just a chance meeting in the creek or somewheres. Come to that, he never mentioned a friend in the locality neither. I knew he’d worked in Arizona before he come here, but he never told me he’d met up with someone locally, a guy I mean.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think he did?’ 
 
    ‘After he left here he had to stay with someone – because he came back, didn’t he? He wasn’t alone up in Rastus, we know that.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up to stretch her legs. She walked to the doorway and stared through the screen at the corrals. ‘Has it occurred to you that he could have had someone staying here while Mrs Beck and you were away, and that they went up to Rastus from here; there was an accident and Gregorio was shot, and his companion came back with the two horses?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see it matters how he was killed.’ She said nothing and he blinked, thinking it through. ‘If they was poaching,’ he said slowly, ‘as they had to be – it was out of season – then it could happen that way, particularly if this other guy was illegal, like a wetback. But then’ – he swung round and surveyed the cabin – ‘he took all of Greg’s gear too!’ 
 
    ‘Pearl said he didn’t own much. No saddle for instance.’ 
 
    ‘All he had went in one old backpack. It were gone when I come back. I was fishing in Colorado. That other guy musta been dirt poor if he had to steal Greg’s stuff. But then probably he was.’ 
 
    ‘He had a vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘One assumes he had. How did he arrive and leave otherwise?’ 
 
    ‘Greg coulda picked him up – no, wait! We only had the one pick-up at that time, and I’d taken it to Colorado after I dropped Mis’ Beck off in town. There was no truck left behind. You’re right; if Greg had someone staying here, that guy had to have his own wheels.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    ‘You’ll look after her?’ Lloyd had his hand on the sorrel’s neck detaining Miss Pink, who said diffidently, ‘Pearl?’ Then, more firmly, ‘Pearl can look after herself.’ 
 
    ‘She’s scared.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s she scared of?’ 
 
    He ran his hand over the sorrel’s shoulder and studied its leg. 
 
    ‘Who’s after Tammy?’ she pressed. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s it! Who is it?’ 
 
    The man was a mass of emotions interwoven with this prickly anger, the latter accentuated by his fierce stare. ‘Anybody’d be scared,’ he said. ‘Someone putting the fear of death into little kids, like having a mean bull running loose.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it, Mr Lloyd?’ 
 
    Her quiet persistence reached him and his face set. He stood back. ‘You all got to be on guard,’ he told her, and stopped, and stared at the escarpment as if he saw something, but not there on the skyline; he was contemplating something a long way back: in space or time or the recesses of his own mind. 
 
    She started home, leading the pinto. As she turned south on the dirt road the world darkened, and she was so preoccupied, so accustomed to the continuous day-long sunshine that she cringed. But the sorrel merely flicked an ear and she glanced up and saw it was only a cloud that had reached the sun. 
 
    Eastward the desert mountains were washed with a deeper gold than was usual in late afternoon. The sky beyond them was still clear and bleached by the heat but above her, boiling forward above the cliffs, still very high, rose splendid thunderheads: grey deepening to graphite in the depths, and the leading edges dazzling as clotted cream. Far back in the high country there was a growl and a crack. It was the crack that alerted her and sent a chill down her spine. Her thighs tightened and the sorrel broke into a sharp trot. 
 
    By the time she had attended to the horses, had showered and changed, she had recovered from her initial relief that Pearl was absent and that no one came visiting, and she had started to wonder where everyone was, particularly Marge. It was gloomy now and no light showed in the house across the street. At long intervals there were claps of thunder but as yet there was no rain. She went to Marge’s front door, opened it and called. There was no reply. 
 
    She stood on the front step looking down the street where nothing moved except dust lifted by a vagrant breeze. From the creek came a sound like rain but it was only a current of air stirring the cottonwood leaves. 
 
    She moved into the road. There were vehicles outside the Scott house and there were lights in both the Scott and Vosker places. She relaxed; it had been disturbing to realise that no one was about – and the storm coming, and the situation unresolved … What situation? Which situation? And there was Lloyd’s warning that kept returning to puzzle her: to look after Pearl. Surely it was Tammy who needed protection? 
 
    ‘Did you find her yet?’ Thelma cried as Miss Pink entered the Scotts’ crowded living-room. Belatedly she remembered that Thelma had intended returning from Texas this morning. 
 
    Tammy’s mother looked older than she did three days ago, which was hardly surprising considering what she’d been through emotionally, not to speak of the plane journeys which must have been a strain in themselves, not knowing what awaited her at either end. 
 
    The Scott place wasn’t really crowded, it merely appeared so after the emptiness of the rest of the village. Marge was there, and Ada, of course, but only the three of them. It transpired that Thelma had reached home, talked to Maxine and come rushing back to the village. Marge couldn’t tell her anything so the two of them had come to Ada. They knew nothing of the events in Slickrock Canyon and all they had seen of activity down here was Avril’s old pick-up go past, the driver grinding the gears. Avril had been with them at that moment and she’d been furious; it was only afterwards that they wondered why Fletcher had come down from the canyons. 
 
    Miss Pink told them what had taken place in Slickrock. Thelma was bewildered, Ada was shocked. ‘The good news,’ Miss Pink said, stretching the truth, ‘is that Tammy’s safe and well, and that Clayton’s just got a flesh wound. They’ll release him as soon as they’ve stitched him up and given him a tetanus jab. Oh yes, and the person responsible has left the area. The old pick-up you saw go past: he was driving that.’ Still dehydrated, even after pints of tea, now drinking beer and eating nothing, she was in a state of euphoria. She beamed at them. ‘Tammy will come down now,’ she assured Thelma. ‘Kristen will tell her the man’s gone.’ 
 
    Ada telephoned the hospital. When she put the phone down she said quietly, ‘They’ve released him; I guess that means he’s coming back with Pearl and Avril, so he’ll be here soon.’ She smiled weakly. ‘All’s well that ends well.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have Tammy,’ Thelma said meaningly. 
 
    Marge, who had kept quiet until now, perhaps feeling that, with no dependants, she was outside the drama, suggested that the police should be told of the attack on Scott. 
 
    ‘But he’ll have told them himself,’ Miss Pink exclaimed. ‘Or the hospital will have done so.’ 
 
    ‘We should report it,’ Ada put in firmly. ‘He may be suffering from concussion, he could just forget; everybody could leave it to someone else. Maybe you should do it,’ she told Miss Pink, ‘since you were there.’ 
 
    Put like that, Miss Pink had no alternative, but when she got through to the police she was relayed to an excited woman who told her that she could speak to Spikol when he was free. At the moment he was with the doctor and Tammy Markow. 
 
    ‘With—’ Miss Pink checked and turned her back on the company. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked, with as much deviousness as she could summon at short notice. ‘Why the doctor?’ 
 
    ‘What would be wrong?’ came the voice – ironic now. ‘You mean: was she raped, drugged, whatever? That kid’s got nothing wrong with her a good spanking wouldn’t cure, ma’am; she’s just a naughty little girl wants to join her daddy in Texas, never mind they got a death in the family; all she thinks of is herself. She knows her mom’s home but no way can they get her to come back to Regis. You ask me, she’s scared of a whipping. Ah, here’s Wayne now—’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink?’ came his gravelly voice. ‘I can’t do nothing with this kid. Where can I find her mom?’ 
 
    Thelma took the telephone as if uncertain that it was the right thing to do. ‘Tammy’s all right,’ Miss Pink hissed, and pushed a chair forward. Thelma sank into it, her expression changing from wariness to intensity as she listened. ‘I’ll come,’ she said, adding quickly, ‘You keep her there, Wayne; lock her up, don’t you let her go again.’ 
 
    A pick-up stopped outside the house and Kristen got down from the passenger seat and walked towards the passage. The truck turned and went back up the street. Jay Gafford was driving. 
 
    ‘Tammy’s safe,’ Ada said as her daughter came in from the patio. Kristen sighed. Her mother regarded her benignly. ‘She’s in Palomares with the police. You look hot; you got time for a shower before your dad comes home. They’ve released him from hospital so he’ll be coming back with Pearl and Avril. They took him there.’ 
 
    Kristen looked at Miss Pink. ‘Who hit him?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t see his attacker. We missed you in Slickrock. Did you hear the shots?’ 
 
    ‘Distantly. I was looking for Tammy in some old caves at the head of the canyon. I started back when I heard the shooting, thought you were trying to attract my attention, but by the time I got down you were all nearing the top of the wall, except for Jay. I found him eventually and he told me what happened.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had sat down at the table and now, looking up at Kristen, she tried to visualise the head of the canyon. There was the marijuana that had been trampled by the peccaries, but were the caves at ground-level, accessible? Her chin was in her hands, her elbows on the table, and she became aware of a tense silence broken by Marge: ‘Why are you staring at Kristen, Melinda?’ 
 
    She sat up, blinking. ‘I’ve had too much to drink, and no food since breakfast.’ Immediately there was a bustle of activity: ‘Why didn’t you say?’ ‘I’m so sorry. Marge, come and give me a hand, we’ll fix some sandwiches … ’ 
 
    Thelma said, ‘I have to fetch Tammy.’ She sounded a little lost. 
 
    Miss Pink caught the wistful note and started up. ‘I’ll come with you if you’ll wait a moment.’ She turned to Kristen. ‘It was Tammy,’ she said clearly – and the women stopped what they were doing in the kitchen. ‘She climbed out of Slickrock ahead of us,’ she went on, ‘and rode away on Pearl’s sorrel and then she took Avril’s truck. She took the food from the saddle-bags too; the child must have been starving.’ She beamed. ‘More proof that she’s fit: yelling like a banshee when the pigs came charging along the trail, stealing all our food – and of course she was fit enough to gallop out. We saw the tracks. There’s not much wrong with Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ Kristen said. ‘So when you pick her up, watch she don’t go again.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need you telling me how I’m to look after my own daughter, miss.’ Thelma was snappy. ‘You coming?’ she shot at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘I’ll come—’ Kristen began. 
 
    ‘You stay here,’ came Ada’s voice from the kitchen. ‘Your father’ll be home any minute.’ It sounded like a warning. 
 
    ‘I’m at the end of my rope,’ Thelma confessed as they drove out of the village. ‘Wayne Spikol said Ira’s father died this morning so I’ll need to go back for the funeral, and here’s Tammy – what do I do about Tammy?’ 
 
    ‘Take her with you,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘You mean I should give in to her!’ 
 
    Miss Pink sketched a shrug. Ahead of them the desert was grey under a dark slate sky and the cottonwoods were a black ribbon across their road. There must be a window in the cloud and through it the sun came slanting to light one patch of trees which shone, achingly brilliant, like emeralds in a pit. ‘There’s nothing to Texas,’ Miss Pink said, and then adjusted it a little: ‘It has nothing to do with Texas.’ 
 
    ‘Her behaviour?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, her terror.’ 
 
    ‘She’s never been left on her own before.’ 
 
    ‘She had Kristen and Pearl. They weren’t enough. You have to talk to her.’ 
 
    ‘Now it’s you telling me how to raise my child.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’m drunk.’ 
 
    It was a neat withdrawal and Thelma was unable to handle it so she lapsed into silence and allowed Miss Pink to enjoy the scenery. When they passed through the woodland the cottonwoods were as sombre as a cathedral and the river was a leaden lake shattered by sooty terns fishing the evening rise. The patch of sunshine moved ahead of them, lighting the desert as it went: yellow sand, glittering quartzite, a cactus flower richer than claret. 
 
    They came to the interstate and a pick-up stationary in the creosote bushes. ‘I guess that’s Avril’s,’ Thelma said. 
 
    ‘Where did Tammy learn to drive?’ 
 
    ‘Her dad lets her drive in our pastures.’ 
 
    The interstate was almost clear of traffic. ‘They’ll be broadcasting a Storm Watch,’ Thelma said. ‘Our radio’s broken.’ 
 
    There was a flash in the west and a spiky range was silhouetted like a theatre set. Long curtains of rain were drifting across the valley of the Rio Grande and as the weather moved eastward storms engulfed successive ranges, striking their peaks with white fire that ran along the ridges to be drowned in gloom. Wind rocked the car and the windscreen spotted, was momentarily obscured by mud as Thelma switched on the wipers, then battered by hail. ‘I hope we can get home again,’ Thelma shouted. 
 
    The first fury of the storm passed and by the time they reached the sheriff’s office in Palomares the rain was a thin drizzle but the back streets in the town were flooded and the storm drains were running red with mud. 
 
    ‘No way,’ said Wayne Spikol, ‘no way could I convince her to come home, but her mother won’t stand no nonsense.’ 
 
    Tammy and Thelma were alone in an office behind a closed door and he was talking to Miss Pink in a large room dominated by computers. Miss Pink was in an office chair, the deputy perched on the edge of a desk, his thighs straining his uniform trousers. 
 
    ‘Did she say why she won’t go home?’ 
 
    ‘Because she insists on going to her daddy in Texas.’ He lowered his voice. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that family?’ It could be taken as a statement but she knew there was a question mark at the end. ‘I guess some girls are their daddy’s favourite … ’ She said nothing. He tried again. ‘It was the same at the airport. They were on watch for her, of course, so there was no problem about holding her. Just between us, and no witnesses, they had to lock her in – and who cares about the law, she’s only twelve.’ 
 
    ‘You mean they had to restrain her, they forced her into a room?’ 
 
    ‘No other way. One of the staff went in with her: big powerful lady. No one hurt her, they just held her arms. She was screaming. Something got to that kid.’ 
 
    ‘They did right. She couldn’t be allowed to escape again. She hitched up the interstate. Eventually she was going to meet someone who wasn’t a friend.’ 
 
    ‘You’d think she did already. Who was this guy knocked out Clayton Scott? And if Tammy was the one took Pearl’s horse, then that guy is still in Slickrock canyon, except he’ll have come out by now. He’ll have gone in and left by the top road.’ 
 
    ‘The top road? And who told you about the attack on Clayton? I meant to when I called you earlier but your telling us that Tammy was here put it right out of my mind – and then you asked to speak to Thelma—’ 
 
    ‘Pearl called me from the hospital. I didn’t see Clayton yet because I had to go to the airport and fetch Tammy, but I’ll have to see him, take a statement. Pearl says he didn’t get a sight of the guy who hit him, and none of you did neither. Why do I think this guy went in by the top road? We had that same argument when we were up to Rastus last week and we found the bones. There’s only two ways into that high country from the bottom: past the Markow place and at Las Mesas, so anyone up to mischief has to use the top road.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of mischief would anyone be up to in Slickrock?’ 
 
    He was fiddling with a stapler. She wanted to tell him to put it down before he injured himself. ‘Pearl says you came on some old marijuana plots,’ he said. ‘All destroyed now by pigs,’ he added hastily. ‘There’s an occupational hazard to growing that stuff: getting ripped off by your competitors – like guys who can’t be bothered to grow it themselves. That guy who hit Scott coulda been after the grass and he thought Scott were the grower.’ 
 
    ‘How does Tammy come into it?’ 
 
    ‘Coincidence. She holed up in Slickrock at the same time as this guy comes in to steal the crop. Of course, he wouldn’t know the pigs had destroyed it. You don’t believe that? Look, ma’am, it had to be a stranger attacked Scott. There was no way it coulda been anyone else. There’s – what? – five men in Regis not counting Scott himself, and you’re not going to suggest he hit himself on the back of the head! Now one of those five is in Texas, and three was under your eye, so Pearl says. There’s only one guy, we don’t know where he was: Professor Vosker. You going to tell me it was the professor attacked Scott? Now what’s on your mind?’ 
 
    She wouldn’t be rushed. After a pause she said, ‘You’re right, it couldn’t have been any one of those four – assuming Ira is still in Texas – and Michael Vosker is so obvious, I can’t believe … apart from the fact that he has no head for heights – although that’s only on his evidence. Why does it have to be a man?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! How could—’ There was a thunderous explosion. The lights flickered and went out. ‘Oh, shit! Excuse me, ma’am!’ The first hail hit the windows like bullets. Through the gloom Miss Pink saw a door open. Thelma and Tammy approached. 
 
    ‘We’re staying,’ Thelma shouted above the racket. ‘We’ll book in at a motel and fly to Houston tomorrow. I have my bag in the car and Tammy can buy clothes in Houston. You take my car back, Melinda, if you’re happy to drive it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded absently, her eyes on Tammy who was so close to her mother as to give the impression that she was clinging to her. Then there was a fresh clap of thunder and Thelma flung an arm round the child. ‘Use your phone?’ she cried to Spikol, and moved to a desk, Tammy shadowing her like a dog at heel. Miss Pink took a step forward and was blocked by Spikol. ‘I’m glad to see you safe, Tammy,’ she shouted into an unexpected lull. Tammy’s eyes were like a terrified colt’s; Thelma, dialling, regarded her bemusedly. ‘I’ll be on my way,’ Miss Pink said, moving towards the door. 
 
    ‘Go and fetch my bag.’ Thelma addressed Tammy but the girl shook her head vehemently. 
 
    ‘I’ll get it.’ Spikol advanced between desks, giving the appearance of driving Miss Pink before him. 
 
    By the time she was back on the interstate the rain had stopped and she looked down on a town blazing with lights although it was only a little after sunset. Westward, beyond the badlands that fringed this stretch of the Rio Grande, the mountains were shrouded in night except for one torn patch of palest lemon. 
 
    The lull was temporary. Before she reached the Regis turn-off, another storm was crossing the valley and her wipers were finding it difficult to cope with a deluge sluicing down the windscreen. Occasionally she was aware of lights creeping by on the northbound carriageway and she felt a peculiar kinship with these other travellers, all of them united in a struggle with the elements. 
 
    The rain eased a little by the time she came to her exit and now, with the desert and the river ahead, she thought about real bad floods, and flash-floods, and then she thought that the flash-floods might have passed by now, water would have found its level. She drove on, forgetting to see if Avril’s truck was still in position; it hadn’t shone in her lights but it wouldn’t show up in the creosote bushes, and no way was she going to drive over and look, the desert would be a quagmire. 
 
    The old dry arroyos were now brawling torrents and where they crossed the road (beyond the signs telling motorists not to proceed if flooded) she edged forward gently, careful not to swamp her engine. 
 
    She came to the woods on the river bank; here the wind that drives ahead of the storm had taken its toll and dead branches lay shattered on the road. The rain was heavy again and twigs were hitting the roof of the car, making her think of whole trees coming down. Headlights passed – it was only the second vehicle that she’d encountered since she left the interstate; she wondered who could be abroad on such a night, and then remembered that this was only evening, it was not yet nine o’clock. 
 
    She crossed the river bridge but her lights showed only the parapets; there was no way she could judge the level of the water, except to know that it wasn’t over the road. Then came more arroyos, more shallow floods, and the gentle rise to the village, and lights showing under the escarpment. The rain had stopped. 
 
    There were no vehicles in the street other than the Voskers’ car. There was a note on Pearl’s kitchen table saying she’d gone to fetch Avril’s pick-up from beside the interstate. That explained one of the cars she’d passed on the highway. She called Maxine to bring her up to date with events only to learn that Thelma had phoned from a motel in Palomares. Maxine told her to keep the Markows’ car until the morning; she shouldn’t attempt to reach the ranch tonight, there had been flash-floods everywhere and there was water over the road. Miss Pink was relieved not to have to make the journey; she could hear the creek at the back of the corral. She thought she should go and see how close the water was to the top of the bank. The horses could be at risk. 
 
    Taking a slicker and a powerful flashlight she squelched across the patio and through the corral. The torch beam found the horses, their coats gleaming wet, sheltering under a walnut tree. She approached the far side of the corral, treading gingerly although it was obvious that the rails were still firm. The noise was awe-inspiring, not loud, not a roar but a menacing rush. She shone the light through the undergrowth and could see nothing but movement, as if an enormous throng of animals were hurtling past. She looked down and saw water shining very close, among the vegetation, about two feet down. She thought about snakes leaving their flooded holes and threw the beam round wildly like a weapon. Shadows danced on the periphery and sent her hurrying back to the house. 
 
    Pearl came home late: breathless, apologetic. ‘No damage so far,’ she announced, shrugging out of her slicker. ‘Did you eat? Good. My God, what a day – and night! No trouble on the way back? So Tammy’s safe; if they’d only taken her to Texas in the first place, none of this would have happened.’ 
 
    ‘You got it out all right?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘What? Got what out?’ 
 
    ‘The pick-up. You left a note saying you’d gone to collect Avril’s pick-up. I must have passed you on the road.’ 
 
    Pearl stared and blinked. ‘Oh, that was you? Of course – yes; we were on our way to get the pick-up: several of us, make sure no one got stuck. Coulda been there all night if we had to drag it out and got bogged down ourselves. Fletch came. Well, he had to, didn’t he? I couldn’t drive two trucks back.’ Seeing Miss Pink’s expression she gave a high peal of laughter. ‘Imagine: like riding two horses in the circus, one foot on each back. God, I’m dying for a drink; do you realise we were on the mesas all day, climbed down into Slickrock, out again, all in that blazing heat, and then: the hospital, and the storm – what a day! Are you sure you’re feeling all right? Don’t you want to go to bed?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine. You were gone so long I was worried.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, nothing happened. I mean, apart from getting it out of the desert: the pick-up. It was mired a bit; we had to put a rope on it, drag it free. Everything takes longer in bad weather. I’m soaked. Shall I have a shower, or am I too exhausted? I think I’ll just fall into my bed. We both should. You’re asleep on your feet.’ 
 
    It was the second time that evening that Miss Pink felt she was being driven away. It had been reasonable of Spikol to assume that she would want to question Tammy – he had Miss Pink’s measure and was aware of her insatiable curiosity – and he could feel that, in default of her father he should protect the child – but if Pearl was driving her to bed, was she too protecting someone, and why? 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The mockingbird was singing his heart out but the morning light was pale and watery. Miss Pink parted her curtains and saw dim rock rising into cloud. But for the mockingbird she could have been in Scotland. 
 
    She showered and dressed and went along to the kitchen. The coffeepot was on the stove and through the window she could see Pearl in the corral. She stepped out on the veranda and saw that the cloud had retreated until it lay in a long band below the rim of the escarpment. Above the cloud the cliffs rose like fairy castles touched here and there with gold, and glittering wet. The sun was breaking through the overcast. 
 
    ‘Come and see!’ shouted Pearl. ‘Look at the waterfall!’ 
 
    White water was pouring over the rim from the mouth of Slickrock, vanishing behind the cloud, reappearing below it to come tumbling down the screes. 
 
    ‘Great, isn’t it?’ Pearl’s face was streaked with dirt and there were ragged plates of mud on her boots. The horses stood stiffly as if stuck to the ground. ‘Monsoon weather,’ she said. ‘I love it.’ 
 
    ‘Does this happen every year?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘As bad as this?’ 
 
    ‘As good as, you mean. Where would we be without it? What’s a bit of dirt? “Listen to the mockingbird”,’ she sang. 
 
    Miss Pink thought she was a little hysterical. ‘There’ll be no riding today,’ she said in a calming tone. ‘A good thing we were searching the canyons yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Pearl sobered suddenly. ‘This is clean-up day. We seem to be all right but I have to call people, see if anyone needs help. Marge first, I guess; she’s on her own. Ha, someone’s about.’ They heard a truck pass down the street. ‘Markows,’ she said. ‘From the Markow place anyway.’ 
 
    On the phone Marge said that she had suffered terribly: all her fuchsias smashed flat, the four o’clocks ruined, Pedro had to be washed before he could be let back in the house … ‘She’s all right,’ Pearl said. ‘And everyone else has men around, so that’s our duty done. Now folk’ll start calling us, see if we need any help. It’s great fun, living in a small community; everyone helps everyone else. Why is it I have this feeling you’re not with us this morning?’ 
 
    Miss Pink poured herself a second cup of coffee and took her time replying. She sighed and blinked, aware that she was spoiling the mood but unable to do anything about it. ‘Difficult to say,’ she murmured. ‘Something appears to be not quite in order: out of synch, as they say. How did we change so suddenly – was it too sudden? This time yesterday we were searching for a missing child who – let’s face it – could have been injured, raped, even dead—’ 
 
    ‘But we found her—’ 
 
    ‘I know, and everything’s all right. The child’s safe and well and with her parents, or one of them at least, so all the terrible hypotheses were just that, and can be forgotten. I saw Tammy, I know she’s all right.’ 
 
    ‘Well, don’t sound so doubtful about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting old. At my time of life it takes time to recover from traumatic events. And you Westerners, you’re much more accustomed to high drama – like that storm. You have resilience. I thought the storm was terrifying. You liked it.’ 
 
    ‘Not all the time. Thunder terrifies me. But it’s over now, no trees fell on the house, the horses weren’t struck by lightning, the creek didn’t top its banks and flood the corral; we’re back to normal.’ 
 
    She spoke too soon, and although an hour went by without further communication with the neighbours, when it came it was disturbing. Pearl was tying up damaged plants when the telephone rang and Miss Pink answered to find Kristen on the line. She sounded subdued and apologetic. ‘I don’t want to bother you but I wondered: could Pearl – and maybe you – come down and – er – give me a hand here? I could do with some advice.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Miss Pink glanced out of the window but she couldn’t see Pearl. ‘I’m not sure where she is, but I’ll find her. Is someone ill?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I don’t even know if it’s urgent, but the pick-up’s here and not him. We can’t find him. I mean, what could have happened?’ 
 
    ‘Who are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I wish you’d come!’ It was distraught. ‘The road’s clear; you won’t have any trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘At the farm of course. Didn’t I say that? My dad didn’t come home all night and I can’t call Mom and tell her I haven’t found him—’ 
 
    ‘Here’s Pearl.’ She was working off her boots on the step. 
 
    ‘Just come!’ The line went dead. 
 
    ‘Who was that?’ Pearl asked, opening the screen. 
 
    ‘Kristen. She sounds frantic. She’s at the farm and can’t find her father. His pick-up’s there but he didn’t come home last night.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus! What does Casey say?’ 
 
    ‘Casey?’ 
 
    ‘The hired hand. He lives on the place.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t mention him. She wants us down there: for advice, she says. And she doesn’t want Ada to know.’ 
 
    Pausing only to put on their boots they piled into the truck. ‘But Ada must know,’ Pearl said, as the pick-up slid crabwise round the corner and started down the street. ‘She’d know if he didn’t come to bed all night. Or would she? Maybe not.’ She pursed her lips. ‘Road’s slick,’ she added superfluously. 
 
    There was no sign of life as they passed the Scotts’ house but one could never tell who was watching from behind the screened windows. 
 
    The farm was close by the river and approached along a track that was marked by recent traffic and the hoofs of a horse. It was a small farm, Pearl said, less than two hundred acres, under corn and alfalfa except for a pasture which Scott sometimes let for grazing. The whole place was nothing more than a clearing in the riparian woodland, and so enclosed by trees that for all that could be seen of the desert and mountains, it might have been in an Eastern state. 
 
    At the edge of a cornfield, dwarfed by the trees, were a barn and a cabin with a smoking chimney. Outside the cabin stood a pick-up and an old Army jeep. A man appeared, aged about forty and clean-shaven. He was large and powerful with the blurred features of an old boxer, and he looked nervous. 
 
    ‘Hi, Casey,’ Pearl called, climbing out of the truck. ‘Where’s Kristen?’ 
 
    ‘Down by the river, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘What happened? Where did he go?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t here!’ It burst out of him as if he’d been harbouring a grievance. ‘I never saw him, I was in town. I come home this morning and there’s his pick-up, and that’s all I know. I didn’t even know he’d been here all night until Kristen come and told me! I left before the storm—’ 
 
    ‘OK!’ Pearl checked the flow. ‘We’ll find Kristen.’ Miss Pink said nothing. There was nothing to say. 
 
    A track led round the edge of the cornfield and a ragged pasture to a wire gate in a fence. ‘This is his boundary,’ Pearl said. ‘Between here and the river is a kind of no-man’s-land.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder why she’s looking here.’ There were prints of shod hoofs in the mud. 
 
    ‘Poor kid, looking for him all on her own.’ 
 
    They unclipped the gate and walked along a low dike following the hoofprints. The sun was hot now and the swamp steamed. Vultures were perched in a dead tree, all facing west, warming their backs. At water level black and yellow turtles basked on a log. 
 
    ‘This is where Michael Vosker comes,’ Miss Pink said suddenly. 
 
    ‘That’s right; the river banks swarm with wildlife.’ 
 
    ‘Why would Scott come here?’ 
 
    ‘I guess Kristen has looked in all the likely places.’ Pearl stopped and stared at her companion. ‘It’s Tammy all over again, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I was more concerned about Tammy. She was vulnerable.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. Clayton can look after himself.’ But the glance she threw at Miss Pink implied doubt. 
 
    They continued until the track ran into water. ‘She turned back,’ Pearl said, glancing sideways. Willows stretched across their line as far as they could see in both directions and beyond the willows the river slid by very fast carrying branches and rafts of sedges and unidentifiable rubbish. A bulging sack swept past and they followed it with their eyes but made no comment. Pearl swung round suddenly. A horse was splashing towards them with Kristen on its back, her jeans soaked to the thighs. She looked drawn and wary. 
 
    Pearl said when she came up, ‘What did he tell you when he left home?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t there. He told Mom he had to come down, see if anything was wrong. He called Casey after the storm started and couldn’t get any reply. So Dad left to make sure everything was all right: you know, if Casey had gone to town – which he had – to see all the doors were closed and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘What time was this?’ 
 
    ‘Around seven. I was up at the Markow place.’ 
 
    ‘And you heard nothing since. So why didn’t he call you – Ada anyway – from the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘Why should he? He’d just make sure the barn was closed and nothing left loose to blow away, then I guess he meant to come straight home.’ 
 
    They thought about this. Pearl looked at Miss Pink who said, ‘I suppose you tried the pick-up to make sure it would start?’ 
 
    Kristen was surprised. ‘I didn’t, but if it wouldn’t run, he’d have phoned for someone to come and fetch him. The cabin was open and the phone’s working because Casey called us soon’s he got home this morning. After he looked around for Dad, I mean.’ 
 
    They went back to the cabin and tried the pick-up. It started at the second attempt. Miss Pink proposed that they search the corn but Kristen said that both she and Casey had been round all the crops, herself riding, and if anyone had walked into the corn or the alfalfa their track would have shown. 
 
    Pearl telephoned Wayne Spikol. He was putting out diversion signs where a bridge had been carried away so she was put through to the sheriff. She didn’t like that because it implied that the situation was serious and as yet no one wanted to admit that it was. The sheriff said that he would send someone down, and had they thought of snakebite or a knock on the head and amnesia? 
 
    ‘A snake?’ Pearl repeated, replacing the phone, turning to Miss Pink who was waiting in the doorway of the cabin. 
 
    ‘No. He’s a healthy fellow; at the least he’d have been able to get to the phone and tell someone. Amnesia?’ She turned and looked across the cornfield. ‘I can’t imagine a man losing his memory and just walking away from an empty truck.’ She looked at the ground. ‘Yesterday’s tracks have been washed out by the rain. A pity. What did he do when he got out of the truck?’ 
 
    Kristen rode round the side of the barn and stopped in front of the cabin. ‘Did you cover all the boundary fence?’ Pearl asked, staring fixedly across the corn. 
 
    ‘I said: I rode right round and there’s no one, not even a deer, been in the corn, or the alfalfa.’ 
 
    ‘You were looking inwards. Is it my eyesight or is that fence broken on the far side there, at the break in the trees?’ 
 
    ‘Could be.’ Kristen was casual. ‘But there’s no way out there, the river’s immediately below and it’s cutting the bank away—’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Get down!’ Pearl ordered harshly. ‘Give me your horse.’ She moved but she was too slow. Kristen’s horse leapt away and was galloping round the corn towards the gap in the trees. ‘Oh, God!’ Pearl gasped, her hand to her mouth. 
 
    The horse stopped but Kristen didn’t dismount, and she didn’t return. Without speaking they started to run. They came up to her and saw what she was staring at. Two old posts hung down the eroded bank, held there only by strands of wire. 
 
    Casey approached. ‘That’s been like it for months,’ he said calmly. ‘Clayton, he were going to bring some new posts and fix it.’ 
 
    They looked at him and back at the river, so close below that they daren’t approach the edge. ‘We drug that fence back twice already,’ he said with a kind of satisfaction. ‘That old river cuts the bank away more every season; it’s not safe to bring a tractor down here no more, the whole lot could fall in.’ 
 
    Pearl said, ‘No way would Clayton come down here to move a fence during the storm. This is a cornfield; it’s not like stock in a meadow that are going to fall over the edge if the fence isn’t fixed. We should go home now.’ She glanced at Miss Pink and saw agreement. ‘Ada has to be told,’ she went on. ‘Don’t worry about it, Kristy; your mother’s a lot tougher than you give her credit for. Casey can handle things here; ’fact, there’s nothing for him to do, he just tells the police what he told us. You start back and we’ll overtake you on the road. Do you want me to tell your mom?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Kristen swallowed. ‘I guess I ought to.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like that broken fence,’ Miss Pink said as they drove away. ‘How reliable is that fellow?’ 
 
    ‘Casey? He’s speaking the truth, because Wayne told me he reckoned Veronica could have gone into the river at that point. The fence was already broken at the time she died so Clayton never got around to moving it back. I guess Kristen had that in mind when she galloped over there. What made you think he wasn’t telling the truth?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t – necessarily, but why was he away—’ 
 
    ‘He said he was in town.’ 
 
    ‘The police can check that. It’s a coincidence though, that he should be away, says he was away when Scott disappears.’ 
 
    ‘You know something? You have a very suspicious mind. Anybody’d think you were a detective. Clayton came down because Casey was away. Ask me, Casey’s often away nights; who’d spend the evening down here on his own when he’s got wheels, and a town close by? And no way is Casey going to push his employer in the river and do himself out of a job.’ 
 
    ‘Ada could be a better employer than her husband.’ 
 
    ‘Ada would sell—’ She didn’t complete the sentence. 
 
    ‘Which reminds me,’ Miss Pink was smooth, ‘why would Ada not know that Scott was out all night? Do they have separate bedrooms?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know? I assume so, with Ada being sick. Sick people like to sleep alone, don’t they? None of my business.’ It was a mutter. 
 
    Miss Pink stared through the windscreen at the steaming road. There was no sign of Kristen, who was moving fast to judge by the widely spaced prints in the drying mud. They came to the village and only glanced at the Scotts’ house, not wanting to appear inquisitive. No one was abroad in the street. They turned the corner and turned again, stopping the pick-up under the gable-end of the house. The telephone started to ring as they were removing their boots. 
 
    ‘I’ll go,’ Pearl said quickly as Miss Pink opened the screen door. She went back to the bench and started to peel off her socks. 
 
    ‘So what?’ came Pearl’s voice. ‘I’m not responsible for— Oh, come on, Wayne, it floated down from Santa Fe— Albuquerque then, the river’s running high enough— What? You’re out of your mind; she’s a sick woman and to ask her to identify— You do that, Wayne Spikol, and you’ll never set foot in this house again, never!’ 
 
    The receiver was slammed down and Miss Pink’s jaw sagged as the screen door crashed open and Pearl stood there, livid and speechless with fury. 
 
    ‘He’s found a body?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘In the river?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the point. He’s going to fetch Ada to identify it. Head blown – well, that’s an exaggeration maybe – gunshot wound in the face. I’m going to speak to the sheriff!’ She swung round and the screen crashed to. Miss Pink listened, her face stony, her eyes bright as a bird’s. ‘You’ll connect me, Tessy Silver,’ Pearl hissed, ‘if it’s the last thing you do— Then I’ll speak to a deputy – any deputy— But I was speaking to Spikol this very minute! He can’t be— Listen Tessy, Ada Scott’s a sick woman—’ She stopped and listened, interjecting: ‘You sure of that?’ and, deflated, sullen: ‘He should have said.’ A few more grumbling remarks and long silences and she rang off. She came out to the veranda and sat down with a sigh. ‘That girl says they’ve gone to pick up the body, but they wouldn’t be asking Ada to identify it, she says, without the head was covered, or they’ll clean it up first. It’s an entry wound in the mouth apparently, and it’s the back of the head is blown’ – she grimaced – ‘isn’t there any longer. Someone who brought it out of the river recognised it as Clayton. Of course it can’t be; why should Clayton commit suicide?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if he’s done it at the same spot that Veronica threw herself in the river, there could be a connection.’ 
 
    ‘You think so? Anyway, there’s a watch so they won’t be asking Ada to see the body; they’ll take the watch to her first. There’s no other means of identification; his billfold must have been washed away. I reckon it’s a body floated down from Santa Fe. Wayne said it wouldn’t have come as far in the time. That’s rubbish; you saw how fast the river was moving.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he found?’ 
 
    ‘At San Juan. That’s about five miles downstream. It got caught in a tree at high water. A farmer saw the vultures. Should we warn Ada and Kristen?’ 
 
    ‘Spikol meant you to do that or he wouldn’t have called you first. He was probably exceeding his duty; perhaps it was a good thing you didn’t speak to the sheriff.’ 
 
    ‘Now why would Wayne do that?’ 
 
    ‘As I said: meaning you to warn Ada.’ 
 
    ‘Then why couldn’t he say so?’ She went back indoors and Miss Pink followed to change her clothes. In her bedroom she reflected that she’d automatically accepted that she should accompany Pearl to the Scott house, which was curious since she was only a visitor but then, she shrugged, maybe she was a supportive presence. 
 
    While she was sponging her face she heard a screen door slam and thought nothing of it. In five minutes she was ready but Pearl had gone, had left the house without another word to her. She stood in the living-room that was full of muted sunshine and stared through layers of net at the shadowed façade of Marge’s house. A supportive presence? She had been rejected. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink drove the Markows’ car to the ranch and walked back without seeing anyone. She was trying to interest herself in the local paper when a horse snorted and she looked up to see Michael Vosker lowering his binoculars. He peered into the willows at the creek’s edge, then straightened and came towards the veranda. ‘I thought it was a pygmy nuthatch,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t understand it; we’re too low for pygmies. It was a white-breasted, of course, an optical illusion on my part. Are you all alone? Shall I join you?’ 
 
    ‘Do. I was about to make coffee.’ 
 
    He sat down, his expression that of an enthusiast about to indulge in shop-talk. There was silence as she busied herself in the kitchen, a pregnant silence. ‘I gather you haven’t heard the news,’ she said, emerging and handing him a mug. He regarded her with interest, as if she were a strange bird. 
 
    ‘Marian did remark on an unusual amount of activity this morning. Did something happen – other than storm damage?’ 
 
    ‘A body’s been taken out of the river at San Juan. There’s a gunshot wound in the mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ He looked wary. ‘Out here suicides prefer shooting to hanging, it’s more reliable. This – can’t have anything to do with Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘No, no. She’s on the way to Texas now with Thelma. It’s a man’s body, and Clayton Scott went down to his farm during the storm and he never came home. His pick-up’s there, outside the cabin but he’s not on the farm. We searched.’ 
 
    ‘Good Heavens! What does Casey have to say?’ 
 
    ‘He was in Palomares last night. When he came back this morning he found the pick-up. He alerted the family.’ 
 
    He sipped his coffee. He seemed to have forgotten his companion. After a while she said, ‘You’re not unduly surprised.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a favoured method,’ he repeated. 
 
    ‘He’s guilty?’ His head came round slowly, his eyes intent. ‘He feels guilty for Veronica’s death,’ she explained. 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ He looked back at the patio and eased his legs. 
 
    ‘And Tammy could have brought things to a head,’ she added. 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘As it turned out Tammy’s adventure was just a childish escapade, but until she was found everyone must have had the same thought, as the time passed and we became more frantic: that a man was involved. The sexual element must have reminded Scott of Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘It could have.’ 
 
    ‘He was very strict, particularly so for these days. He’d have been all right with sons; he couldn’t handle young girls.’ 
 
    He looked at her again and now she realised that he was deeply shocked. He saw her surprise and he stiffened, spilling his coffee. ‘I have to tell Marian,’ he said. ‘She’ll want to go to Ada.’ 
 
    ‘Pearl’s down there. We don’t know that it’s Clayton.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s the implication.’ 
 
    ‘Someone in San Juan is said to have recognised the body. There’s been no confirmation.’ 
 
    ‘Unpleasant though.’ He smiled, more or less in control again, and stood up. ‘It’s been nice talking to you. We must go birding some time. I’ll look forward to it.’ 
 
    Marge came over, clean and casual in apple green, her eyes flicking into corners as if Pearl’s veranda held secrets. ‘Such a coming and going,’ she breathed. ‘I called Marian Vosker and she’d noticed it too, it wasn’t my imagination. She said Michael was out birding but he wasn’t, was he? He was here.’ 
 
    ‘He had coffee with me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s no sin, dear, no need to be on the defensive.’ She paused for protest but Miss Pink only smiled politely. ‘Where is everybody?’ Marge snapped. 
 
    ‘They’ve all gone into huddles – like us; that’s my guess. A body’s been taken out of the river.’ 
 
    Marge sat down carefully on the chair vacated by Vosker. ‘Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘Someone said it was Clayton Scott.’ 
 
    ‘Clayton.’ A pause. ‘How did it happen?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a gunshot wound in the mouth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ She exhaled on a long sigh. ‘Suicide.’ 
 
    ‘What else could it be?’ 
 
    The woman’s gaze shifted sideways to the kitchen, her body seeming to soften where it had been stiff. Again she took time to reply. ‘With anyone else,’ she said at length, ‘and a night like it was last night – drinking, working in an arroyo, it would have been an accident, like caught in a flash-flood. But Clayton didn’t drink – and then shooting: no accident there, it had to be deliberate; unless he leaned his rifle against a bank and it fell down and fired. It happens.’ 
 
    ‘It could have happened here.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ She considered this. Miss Pink had the impression of wheels turning. ‘He had more than his share of problems,’ Marge went on: ‘two wild daughters, one of them defective; an invalid wife who—’ She checked and pondered, ignoring Miss Pink. ‘Where is Pearl?’ she asked sweetly. 
 
    ‘She went down to Ada.’ 
 
    ‘She would. Always the first to offer comfort. She’s got a lot to learn, we’re not quite so outgoing in these little communities as they are in a San Jose ghetto. Mind you, I don’t hold it against her for what she was: where there’s a demand there’s always someone around to supply it – just so long as she leaves it behind. There’s a time and a place for everything.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see that a beauty salon could hurt Regis,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘Might do some good.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so she tried it on you too? Said she was a beautician. That’s a little wide of the mark. A massage parlour wouldn’t have her. Miss Pearl may know how to fix her face to hide the wrinkles but she never did an honest day’s work in her life.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! She put enough by to purchase a nice old house and a few acres—’ 
 
    ‘Not as a beautician, dear.’ The tone was honeyed but the eyes glittered. ‘Pearl Slocum walked the streets, that’s how she made her money.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘And living right opposite’ – the tone was rising – ‘I couldn’t entertain; imagine: Marian Vosker or Ada or Thelma sitting at my table, seeing ’em going and coming. Why you looking at me like that? They was coming in off the interstate! Why, in no time at all we’d have had truck drivers here, parking overnight! You don’t believe me? I see you don’t. Wayne Spikol used to come, still does.’ 
 
    ‘Who else did?’ 
 
    Marge stopped as if she’d been hit. Standing up, she smoothed her slacks and nodded. ‘I have to take Pedro for his walk now. I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    Miss Pink poured herself a brandy. She needed it. A vehicle with a good engine went by but she couldn’t see what it was because the house blocked her view except for a section of the Las Mesas road. The car didn’t go to Las Mesas, but very shortly it returned. She assumed its destination had been the Markow ranch. 
 
    It was past noon when Pearl came home, full of information and apologies. ‘But I knew you weren’t on your own,’ she said. ‘Michael came down and told us he’d visited with you and I saw Marge cross the street while I was talking to Wayne. You should have come down – or maybe not, some of it was morbid. Did you eat? Good. I had a salad at Marian’s.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were with Ada.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, backwards and forwards, you know. Come out in the patio and I’ll tell you.’ 
 
    ‘It is Clayton,’ she said as they settled themselves under the walnut tree. ‘It’s his watch. Wayne brought it out on his way from San Juan to the morgue, and Ada and Kristen identified it. Ada’s gone to town to identify him formally. Michael went along for moral support and he’ll be bringing her home. Kristen’s gone to the Markows – oh, did you know Thelma and Tammy were back?’ 
 
    ‘I heard a car.’ 
 
    ‘They hired a cab from the airport. Thelma called Ira this morning and he said they weren’t to go all the way to Texas for a funeral – and Thelma flying this way only yesterday. Ask me, he won’t have his princess being exposed to all the horrors of a burial. Tammy had hysterics – just like yesterday again – refusing to come home; she said they’d have to rope her to get her here. She refused to leave the motel to go anywhere except to Texas. Then Kristen stepped in, talked to her on the phone and she agreed to come home.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that? How did Kristen manage to persuade her?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea.’ Pearl was airy. ‘Kristen did agree to go and stay with her; she’s there now, at the Markow place.’ 
 
    ‘What about Scott? Do the police have a theory? Was it accident or suicide?’ 
 
    ‘Suicide, Wayne reckons.’ 
 
    ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I would think it was suicide; it’s classic: gun in the mouth, hook the trigger with the toe.’ 
 
    ‘Was he barefooted when he was found?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. He couldn’t put his boot back on afterwards, could he?’ Pearl laughed angrily. ‘Sorry, it’s not funny. Graveyard humour. Anyway, one boot’s missing, and his rifle. They’ll have gone over the edge with him and been swept down by the river.’ 
 
    ‘What was his man doing in Palomares?’ 
 
    ‘Casey? Drinking. I didn’t know he drank, and Ada says Clayton wouldn’t have employed him if he’d known. She’s not bothered about it; she’s keeping him on for the present.’ 
 
    ‘How is Ada?’ 
 
    ‘Shocked of course, but she says she shouldn’t be surprised; he’s never been the same since Veronica died and – you see – he chose the same way to go.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the river. The water must have been hypnotic for him, but it’s more in character for a man to stand on the edge and shoot himself than to walk out into the stream like Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what she did?’ 
 
    ‘Either that or threw herself in from the same spot – Heavens’ sakes, what are we talking about? Tell me about your visitors. What did Marge have to say?’ 
 
    Miss Pink, who had been about to ask after Kristen, was taken aback by this sudden change of direction, and Pearl’s eyes sharpened. ‘Marge has a theory?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think she’s interested in Scott’s death but she’s certainly got her knife into you. There’s something very wrong there, Pearl; she couldn’t have been more spiteful.’ 
 
    ‘What was it this time?’ 
 
    ‘The same, only worse. Sexually orientated, of course; she’s bothered about truck drivers coming in from the interstate and parking overnight.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess that’s her fantasy: truck drivers. Poor old Marge. I suppose she said I’d laid every man in the village.’ 
 
    ‘I think that was the implication.’ 
 
    ‘Did she mention Sam? Her husband?’ 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t mention him.’ 
 
    Pearl smiled wryly. ‘That fits. He was a very macho guy: loved the outdoors, hunting, his little mine – I told you. We used to meet up there, on the mesas. I know that cabin in Slickrock like I know this patio. I think Sam was a little in love with me. I didn’t encourage that, it could be disruptive; all right to meet up there’ – she glanced at the skyline – ‘keep it discreet, but not down here.’ She grinned. ‘I never had Sam in my bedroom except the once and I wouldn’t have had him then but she’d stopped him going up on the mesas and he came over and told me he didn’t care to go on living if all he could do was sit in the patio all day and look at the cliffs. That’s why he was drinking heavily. So he spent a while with me here’ – she gestured at the house – ‘and went home and dropped dead. She’ll never forgive me.’ 
 
    ‘She knew about it?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t think so. I like Marge and I’d never have let on I was a comfort to her old man. She must have found out somehow. Maybe she knew all the time.’ 
 
    ‘So now she’s having her revenge by accusing you of – loose morals.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll have picked up some gossip. Someone could have seen me in Santa Fe and recognised me. I ran a house in San Jose, that’s how I made my money, such as it is.’ She grinned. ‘I was what you’d call a madame. Are you shocked?’ 
 
    ‘No. I think you must have made a good one.’ 
 
    Pearl stared, then laughed. ‘You mean it as a compliment! You’re something else, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘We’re getting a long way from Scott’s suicide.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? It’s over, we don’t want to stay with it. You got reservations? I can see it in your face.’ 
 
    ‘I’m bothered about Marge: so vindictive.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll blow over. You can’t afford to be on bad terms with your neighbours in a place as small as this.’ She stood up and stretched. ‘You should go out this afternoon, it isn’t too hot to take a horse, the storm cleared the air. Why don’t you take the trail to Massacre Canyon, out beyond Las Mesas? Call on Avril as you go by.’ 
 
    ‘For the funeral,’ Avril said, tossing a sheet of macaroons on a cake rack. ‘And how’s everyone bearing up in the great metropolis?’ 
 
    ‘As you might expect.’ Miss Pink was vague, thinking of Marge’s outburst. ‘When did you hear?’ 
 
    ‘After the police came and showed Ada his watch. She said she hadn’t called me until she knew for sure. Terrible thing to happen.’ She tested the oven with her hand and opened the chimney damper. ‘Coffee?’ she asked without enthusiasm. 
 
    ‘No, thank you. I’ve had so many visitors, I’ve been drinking coffee all day.’ Avril licked her lips. ‘A troubled man,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘It was to be expected.’ 
 
    ‘Who’ve you been talking to?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shifted her feet. ‘Sit down,’ Avril muttered, but it was a reflex, not a courtesy. 
 
    Miss Pink pulled out a chair and seated herself at the table with a sigh. ‘People talk to strangers,’ she said apologetically. ‘The assumption is that they’ll never see you again; they unburden themselves and – could it be that there’s some feeling that, with someone else to share it, the other person has lifted some of the burden? A trouble shared is a trouble halved?’ Her eyes were childlike behind her thick lenses. 
 
    ‘All they got to do in a place like this is gossip,’ Avril said contemptuously. 
 
    ‘I know. I live in a village myself.’ 
 
    ‘England was never like this. You don’t know the half of it.’ 
 
    ‘People are happy to inform me though.’ 
 
    ‘Not me; don’t you go classing me with them.’ 
 
    ‘No, you brought your English reticence with you. It must have been a shock when you realised that people gossip even more in rural America.’ 
 
    ‘If you been listening to that Ada Scott you need your head—’ Avril stopped, her mouth slack, then started again. ‘Not just Ada,’ she said shakily. ‘All – several of those women: they gossip like old hens. A younger person, a widow, on her own up here with an unmarried hand.’ She shrugged. ‘They can think what they like, see if I care.’ 
 
    ‘Ada doesn’t gossip.’ 
 
    ‘You picked up some tittle-tattle from someplace.’ 
 
    ‘You found your ring.’ 
 
    ‘My—’ Avril sat down suddenly, her face blank then, as a thought struck her, she flushed and her eyes went to the door. ‘That Fletcher Lloyd,’ she grated. ‘The ungrateful sod! Where’d he get work if I didn’t employ him?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t him,’ Miss Pink said, stretching the truth. 
 
    ‘Then who? Pearl. He’d tell her anything.’ 
 
    ‘Women are careless with their jewellery. If Gregorio hadn’t been missing at the same time you’d have searched until you found it, but as it was, you jumped to conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘I did nothing of the sort! It was Clayton Scott who asked me was I missing anything and when I told him, it was him said Greg stole the ring, not me.’ 
 
    ‘He would, wouldn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you mean. It is Ada Scott, isn’t it?’ Avril spoke slowly, watching Miss Pink’s eyes. ‘He talked it over with his wife. He was a worse gossip than any woman, and yet, you know’ – she looked puzzled – ‘I wouldn’t have thought Ada would believe him.’ 
 
    ‘She’d never have stood for blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t blackmail!’ Avril gave an angry snort of laughter. ‘What use would that be? He knew Herb never had any cash in the bank, all he left me was land. Scott just made accusations, is all, and not even that but inno – inn – what’s it called?’ 
 
    ‘Innuendoes.’ 
 
    Avril nodded morosely, then glanced up and flinched, recognising compassion when she saw it. ‘It’s just the kind of thing a creep like that would think of,’ she said fiercely. ‘No one had any idea what he was like – ’cept Ada, she had to know, living with him all them years. My mother was the same as Ada: strong but not strong enough. He had a filthy soul, that man.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t the only person to suffer.’ 
 
    ‘No, everyone as came into contact with him.’ She fingered a piece of dough on the table, rolling and stretching it. ‘I was fond of Herb – and I nursed Mrs Beck right up until the end, and it wasn’t easy, I can tell you; cancer of the bowel it was, and she was in terrible pain. Had a spell in hospital but they brought her home to die and then she lingered on. Herb – that was when he had to drink – he couldn’t stand to see her like that. No more could I sometimes. I tell you, it would have been a favour if I’d – if I done what that bugger said I done. And then what was more natural than Herb should marry me? Not immediately, we waited six months; it wouldn’t have been right, marry right away so soon after Mrs Beck was buried. But Herb couldn’t stop drinking; he was a born boozer, his liver musta been all rotted to bits, the doctor said. He died of a heart attack. She died of cancer, him of heart failure; it says so on the death certificates. Listen, I worked hard to get where I am now and look at me: I got a cattle ranch and I own my own house but what life is there here for a woman my age? I’m not old, I’m only forty-two! Would I have poisoned two people just so I could spend the rest of my life out here in the boondocks? I’d have been better off married to a trucker with a nice home in Santa Fe, and I could have done, I tell you now.’ 
 
    ‘What did Scott get out of these silly accusations if it wasn’t blackmail? Was it emotional?’ 
 
    ‘What d’you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Why, holding it over your head to try to force you to go to bed with him.’ 
 
    ‘Scott! Go to bed with me! You’re out of your mind. I wouldn’t give him the time of day. Hell, if he wanted women none of this would have happened.’ 
 
    ‘Someone else said that.’ Miss Pink frowned, thinking back. ‘No, it’s gone.’ She stood up and Avril pushed back her chair. ‘Did you ever dare to retaliate, like questioning him about Gregorio?’ 
 
    ‘Why – what would I say?’ 
 
    ‘He was your employee, you had a right to know.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I woulda felt embarrassed about that. I still do.’ 
 
    ‘Embarrassed?’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you be? Your own hand gets a girl into trouble and she goes and drowns herself? Hell, you’re not going to talk about it with her father, are you?’ 
 
    ‘You never had any doubt that Gregorio was responsible for her pregnancy?’ 
 
    Avril returned the other’s stare for a long moment and then looked away. ‘I think this subject better be dropped; it can’t do any good to rake it up again.’ 
 
    ‘But you did find your ring.’ 
 
    ‘It was in a box of papers, musta fallen off the night table.’ 
 
    ‘So Gregorio wasn’t a thief.’ 
 
    ‘No, give him that.’ 
 
    ‘And perhaps he wasn’t the father of Veronica’s child.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, forget it.’ 
 
    A difficult thing to do, she thought as she rode on: three violent deaths in as many months, and the victims intimately connected in life. And in death? Oblivious to her surroundings she rode until her horse stopped of its own accord and she looked up in surprise to see that the trail was rising towards the mouth of a broad canyon that must be Massacre. She had ridden more than three miles from Las Mesas and couldn’t recall one feature. 
 
    She turned and retraced the route through foothills where arroyos were edged by crimson rock that was spiky with yucca and prickly pear. Coveys of quail were feeding in damp washes and a buck with magnificent antlers, all furred with velvet, glanced idly at the horse and went back to browsing on the willows. Quail and deer must have been there as she passed the first time but her mind had been busy – except that her subconscious may have registered a buck in velvet, and that had led her along a trail where the fixed points, the pointers, concerned hunting regulations and poaching and accidents involving loaded rifles. 
 
    There was no sign of life when she passed Avril’s house and there was no one on the mesa trail. She wondered if anyone was trying to salvage the remains of the marijuana and who that might be: Gafford or Lloyd or even Kristen. She shook her head and walked on, reflecting that her horse hadn’t had much exercise today, starting to trot – to check almost immediately as she caught sight of movement on the scree above the road. At first she thought it was a porcupine strayed from the woods but then she saw it had longer legs, and that what she had taken for quills was fat. It was Pedro. 
 
    Marge came hurrying round a bend in the road calling anxiously, worried about rattlers. Pedro ignored her and now he was circling something among the stones, giving little yelps of excitement. Above this point Rastus Creek dripped down the escarpment to fall on its own scree fan. The stones were in pale shades of red and as the women converged on the poodle the focus of its attention emerged from its background like the subject of a surreal photograph: a cracked old cowboy boot, the sole secured to the upper with strips of silver duct tape. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Marge was scolding Pedro. ‘Coulda been a scorpion inside that old boot; one of these days you’re going to get bit so bad it’ll be too late to learn.’ She clipped the leash to his collar and tried to pull him away. ‘You been visiting with Avril?’ she asked Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘And riding. I’ll take the boot. Would you hand it to me?’ 
 
    ‘What do you want with an old boot?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Gregorio’s.’ 
 
    ‘Never!’ It was an expression of astonishment rather than denial. She stared at the boot and from that her gaze travelled up the course of the shrinking waterfall to the rim. Her eyes were thoughtful when they came back to Miss Pink. ‘So now we know,’ she said heavily. 
 
    ‘Hadn’t people always assumed that it was Gregorio – his remains – in Rastus Canyon?’ 
 
    ‘Some folk might have preferred to think it wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Which folk?’ Marge said nothing, her flat features inscrutable. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Miss Pink said, then added, ‘You were mistaken about Fletcher Lloyd being in Pearl’s place on Sunday afternoon. Have you realised since who it might have been?’ 
 
    ‘Why wasn’t it Lloyd?’ 
 
    ‘He was on Midnight Mesa. I saw him.’ 
 
    Marge looked away. ‘So I made a mistake; she put a light on and I thought she was a man, with her short hair.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t see her undressed either.’ Miss Pink was stern. She was surprised at Marge’s reaction to this: embarrassment changing to a hard triumph. 
 
    ‘Didn’t I? And how did she get out of that red frock and into jeans and a sweatshirt without undressing? Ask Kristen. They saw her, they had to have passed her between here and the interstate because I saw Jay drive by not long after Tammy went down on her bike. Did I say something?’ 
 
    ‘Was he alone?’ 
 
    ‘Jay? He was then. He musta dropped Kristen off at her place. They went to the fiesta together, remember: him and Kristen? But they had to pass Tammy so they’d know she was wearing jeans. Like I said, she changed in Pearl’s.’ 
 
    The sound of hoofs brought Pearl out to the corral. ‘Something happened,’ she said. ‘I can see it in your face.’ She unbuckled the bridle and Miss Pink pulled off the saddle. ‘What’s that?’ Pearl asked, catching sight of the boot on the ground. 
 
    ‘Greg’s boot.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find it?’ 
 
    ‘Marge did, or rather, Pedro; it was washed down Rastus Creek and over the rim, I assume, to end up only half a mile from his home.’ 
 
    ‘Except it wasn’t his home. He left.’ 
 
    ‘Not voluntarily.’ 
 
    Pearl untied the sorrel and opened the gate to the corral. She loosened the halter and pulled it over his ears while Miss Pink trudged across the patio with the saddle. Pearl followed her into the old wash-house and hung the bridle and halter on their pegs. Miss Pink settled the saddle on a buck and spread the blanket to dry. They left the door open and walked to the house. ‘I’ll get the drinks,’ Pearl said, and Miss Pink waited for her, seated at the table on the veranda. 
 
    She came back with glasses and frosted bottles. She passed a glass and a bottle across, the cap already loosened. She sat down and gave a deep sigh. 
 
    ‘How long have you known?’ Miss Pink asked, but this brought no response. ‘You knew it was Greg when you saw the bones in the ruin.’ 
 
    ‘I guessed. That boot could have been his, the first boot, and the timing fitted.’ 
 
    ‘So you knew what happened?’ 
 
    Pearl shrugged. ‘I don’t expect I was the only one, but Veronica had died, so there was sympathy for the Scotts, not just for him but for Ada and Kristen. No one was going to talk – but I don’t know anything; so far as anyone knew, Greg had just gone away, and we were forgetting, putting it out of our minds – until you arrived. You wouldn’t let sleeping dogs lie.’ 
 
    ‘I merely precipitated events—’ 
 
    ‘If you hadn’t gone into Rastus—’ 
 
    ‘If Jay and Kristen hadn’t been cultivating grass in Slickrock, I wouldn’t have seen her climb out of the canyon. All I was after was a short-cut to the village, that’s how I came to find the bones.’ 
 
    Pearl changed tack. ‘There’s no way you can prove he didn’t die by accident.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no point when his killer is dead.’ 
 
    ‘You’re guessing. And why are we having this conversation anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Because when I leave here you’re going to ask yourselves how much I know and what I’m going to do with it, if anything.’ 
 
    Pearl stood up and went indoors. Miss Pink listened for the telephone bell but all she heard was the opening and closing of the refrigerator door. She returned with more beer. 
 
    ‘So,’ she said, with contrived gaiety, ‘tell me what you think you know.’ 
 
    ‘If Scott shot Greg then he collected the shells, but he could have hit him with his gun butt and pushed him over the edge. Whatever he did, Greg wasn’t killed by the blow or the fall, because he crawled up into the ruin. Then Scott—’ 
 
    ‘Wait. How do you know it was deliberate? It could have been an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Then Scott would have brought him down.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve no proof he was there.’ 
 
    ‘What are you, devil’s advocate?’ Pearl looked away. Miss Pink continued, ‘Someone was there: to bring Greg’s horse down and remove his gear from the bunkhouse. And I suspect it was Scott who put the story about that Greg was the father of Veronica’s baby.’ 
 
    ‘At the time it fit. Greg disappeared after Veronica drowned.’ 
 
    ‘Actually not soon enough. If he’d been the father he would have left immediately after the autopsy if he was going to leave voluntarily, even before. No way would he have waited several days before leaving.’ 
 
    Pearl shrugged but her eyes were alert. They drank in silence until she put down her glass with a crack and said, ‘So Clayton talked Greg into poaching in Rastus. How could he do that if Greg was—’ She stopped, disconcerted. 
 
    ‘There you are! He couldn’t. If Greg would go into a remote canyon with Scott, an armed Scott, then Greg had to be innocent. If he’d had anything to do with Veronica, let alone been the father of the baby, he’d never have gone poaching with Scott.’ 
 
    Pearl’s eyes moved and Miss Pink turned to see Kristen approaching the veranda. The girl looked from one to the other. ‘I’m interrupting something. Do I go away?’ Pearl was hesitating. ‘I stay.’ Kristen grinned. She went in the kitchen and Pearl stared at the table. Miss Pink said nothing. 
 
    Kristen took her time and came back with a Coke. ‘You’re embarrassed,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Tell me the worst.’ 
 
    ‘Would you answer some questions?’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ It was said lightly but with a glance at Pearl that conveyed an element of doubt. 
 
    ‘About Tammy,’ Pearl said. 
 
    ‘I haven’t talked to Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You knew some of what was happening and you guessed the rest.’ 
 
    ‘She knows why your daddy shot himself,’ Pearl said. ‘She pieced it together: about Greg. She just said that Greg would never have gone poaching with your dad if he was the father of Veronica’s baby. We were starting to speculate who the father was.’ Miss Pink stiffened. ‘My guess,’ Pearl went on, ‘is your daddy discovered he’d made a tragic mistake, taking justice into his own hands, and he shot himself out of remorse. It’s the kind of thing Clayton would do; he had such strong views on sin and punishment.’ 
 
    ‘I think we should forget about my sister,’ Kristen told Miss Pink. ‘Someone made a mistake with her as well, and even if we knew who it was it wouldn’t do any good. I want my mom to forget, and certainly I’m not after revenge. This thing only concerns my family.’ 
 
    ‘I agree.’ Miss Pink was quite composed. ‘I understand that, but there are loose ends where Tammy is concerned.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘You said I knew some of what happened?’ Kristen was polite. 
 
    ‘You didn’t know everything that was going on because Tammy ran away twice and took you by surprise. She disappeared from the Harpers’ guest-room and then from Sam’s cabin.’ 
 
    Kristen glanced again at Pearl who said sharply, ‘I haven’t talked to her about Slickrock.’ 
 
    ‘It started when you met Tammy on Sunday afternoon,’ Miss Pink said, watching Kristen. Seeing no denial, not even surprise, she went on, ‘She was on her bike, riding down towards the interstate and she was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.’ Kristen frowned. ‘She didn’t tell you the whole truth then, she said that your father had taken her to task’ – the girl’s eyes were veiled – ‘she was lying.’ The eyes widened. Miss Pink continued, ‘But she told you enough for you to think it best to send her home with Jay. You put her bike in the back of the pick-up, and she crouched down on the floor of the cab so that your father wouldn’t see her if he happened to be looking out, wouldn’t know where she was—’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s simple. Marge saw Jay go by in the pick-up but she says that he didn’t have a passenger. You weren’t concerned about your father seeing Tammy but she was terrified. That says volumes. It means you couldn’t have known what happened. She was too shocked to tell you.’ Kristen was stiff, her knuckles white on the Coke can. ‘Did he rape her?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Down in the bed of the creek the jays were mobbing an intruder. Miss Pink listened and nodded. ‘Marian Vosker heard jays that afternoon as Tammy went down the creek and back, and she heard you quarrelling with your father, although some of that could have been Tammy shouting.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know then,’ Kristen said dully. ‘I didn’t know for ages. But it wouldn’t have made any difference. The harm had been done.’ 
 
    Pearl shifted in her seat. ‘Tammy wasn’t raped,’ she said. ‘But what did happen blew his mind, which is another reason why he had to put an end to his life. For a man of his calibre it was just as bad; he knew how his neighbours would look at it.’ She was speaking to Miss Pink, seeming to exclude Kristen. ‘This strict attitude with the girls: he used to whip them, did I tell you?’ Kristen was watching Miss Pink’s face. ‘Both Veronica and Kristen were beaten,’ Pearl went on. ‘So was I, come to that; I’ve been there too.’ She had told Miss Pink this, she was talking for the girl’s benefit. ‘What happened that Sunday afternoon was, he whipped Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘Whipped her?’ 
 
    Pearl bit her lip. ‘He slapped her about.’ No one spoke. ‘All right! He handled her too – but there was no penetration.’ 
 
    ‘That makes a difference?’ Kristen asked. 
 
    ‘Well, she won’t have a ba—’ Pearl stopped short. 
 
    ‘And he tore her dress.’ 
 
    ‘He said it was a whore’s dress.’ Pearl was staring at Kristen. 
 
    Miss Pink turned to the girl. ‘You didn’t know this at the time?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Like you said, she was in jeans when we met her. She still thinks it was her fault, because of that dress. He told her that, he even said—’ 
 
    ‘Tammy was full of guilt,’ Pearl interrupted. ‘She knew Kristen was at the fiesta, you see, and she was bored. I guess she wandered down to the Scott place just for something to do—’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘She had no idea of the danger,’ Kristen said earnestly. ‘How could she, at that age?’ 
 
    Pearl threw her a glance. ‘He said that if she told anyone he’d say that she approached him and everyone would believe him because of the way she was dressed. He probably said other things that she don’t understand, and I guess we’ll never find out because she’ll block them out.’ 
 
    ‘I see why your mother wouldn’t have her in the house,’ Miss Pink told Kristen. 
 
    ‘That was before,’ Pearl said quickly. ‘It was me wouldn’t have her here on Sunday night, when Kristen came and asked me to take her in—’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ the girl said. ‘I didn’t know myself what was behind it, I thought she was just playing up because she couldn’t go to Texas. When you wouldn’t have her, I let it go. I thought she was all right with Maxine and Daryl. What happened, her nerve broke; she was terrified he’d come and get her in the night and she knew Daryl and Maxine were only kids compared with him. They couldn’t protect her. I guess she wouldn’t go to Jay because he’s – well, sexy, and that was the last thing she wanted.’ 
 
    ‘She’d only feel safe with women,’ Pearl put in. 
 
    ‘So she went to the cabin at the head of Scorpion,’ Kristen went on, ‘and that’s where I found her in the morning, and I convinced her to let me take her to Slickrock, to Sam Dearing’s old shack. On the way she told me more, but still not all of it, and anyway – you know – I wasn’t sure if it was true?’ Suddenly she looked very young and helpless. ‘But I thought it best to get her out, get her away to her folks, so I said I’d find money for the plane fare and I’d come up next morning and we’d take her to Palomares, Jay and me. She stayed in Sam’s cabin overnight but in the morning she saw a big snake and she split. She got lost in the woods and when I arrived I couldn’t find her, and I went up the head of the canyon, see if she was in those caves.’ 
 
    In the ensuing silence Miss Pink knew they were waiting. ‘By then you knew about the dress,’ she said. ‘You didn’t know until the previous evening when we were all in the Harpers’ kitchen. And that made a difference. So you hit your father?’ She couldn’t help but end on a query. 
 
    ‘I hit him because he was about to shoot Tammy. He’d fired at her already.’ Kristen was grim. ‘In the woods, remember, when you thought he was shooting at the pigs? She guessed he was in the search party so she didn’t dare show herself. She was lost and in a panic. She came out on the Beck side of the canyon and started up the wall and he would have got her then but I’d been following him a ways and – yes, I hit him. Then I ran after her and we were both climbing the wall when you reached him. Jay saw us but you were too concerned with reviving him to look up.’ Miss Pink was frowning. Kristen rattled on, ‘I gave her the money for the plane fare and sent her down on Pearl’s horse, told her to see if she could find a pick-up at Las Mesas and take that. You know the rest. I hung about in the pinyons until you’d all gone down and then I went back to Slickrock.’ 
 
    ‘So Jay knows everything. And Daryl?’ 
 
    Kristen shrugged. It wasn’t important. 
 
    ‘We all know now,’ Pearl said, and there was a trace of reproof in her tone, as if there was nothing left to conceal. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    At nine o’clock that evening Ada sent for Miss Pink. Pearl was obviously uneasy when she delivered the message. Kristen had gone to the Markow ranch and the two of them were alone. ‘I think,’ Pearl said, not meeting Miss Pink’s eye, ‘that she just wants to know what’s going on.’ 
 
    ‘I shall reassure her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? You haven’t reassured me.’ 
 
    ‘Kristen didn’t want to talk about Veronica.’ 
 
    ‘You think Ada does?’ 
 
    ‘This is Ada’s party.’ Miss Pink smiled. ‘She’s calling the shots; you don’t have to worry about her.’ Pearl went to speak and stopped. ‘Or me,’ Miss Pink added, and hoped it was true. 
 
    Ada was wearing a yellow dress and a string of amber beads. She wore a touch of lipstick too and her hair was in a chignon as it had been when they met for the first time. Death had invested her with dignity and she received Miss Pink’s condolences with poise. They sat in the dimly lit living-room with a coffee-table between them and a tray with cups and saucers, a china coffeepot and a plate of chocolate-chip cookies. 
 
    ‘You’ve been baking,’ Miss Pink observed as Ada poured coffee. 
 
    ‘Funerals are busy times. For the women.’ 
 
    ‘So Avril said.’ 
 
    ‘Was it Avril who told you about Gregorio?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the way you mean. She found her ring so she admits he wasn’t a thief. Otherwise she’s willing to accept that he’s guilty. It makes things easier all round.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘The accepted story is that Clayton killed Gregorio because the man was the father of Veronica’s baby and so he was also responsible for her death. Then Clayton’s mind became unhinged and he committed suicide.’ 
 
    Ada had listened carefully. ‘But you have another version; you say Gregorio couldn’t have been the father.’ 
 
    Miss Pink realised that this wasn’t telepathy; if Kristen had gone straight from Pearl’s house to the Markow ranch, she could have telephoned her mother from there. She spread her hands. ‘The identity of the father is important? Pearl says everything is out in the open; by that she means it’s confined to a small circle, to the village – and Kristen says that the family, that is, you and herself, want to forget. “It’s a family matter,” were her words.’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t trust you.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, she doesn’t know me as well as she knows Pearl, but you don’t have to trust me; all the evidence is circumstantial. The police couldn’t build a case on it, and why should they? Murder was committed and the killer committed suicide. And Veronica’s pregnancy? There’s never been any suggestion of rape there; the police aren’t going to look for a crime where there’s no indication of one.’ 
 
    Ada licked her lips very delicately. ‘But there was Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s over. She’s safe. You’re all safe.’ Miss Pink smiled. ‘Circumstantial evidence: your attitudes have changed completely, your own appearance has changed since he died. You’re all overwhelmed with relief. The clincher was Tammy’s terror, her adamant refusal to come back to the village, and her complete change of mood when Kristen spoke to her on the telephone. Of course, Kristen told Tammy that Clayton was dead.’ 
 
    ‘It was all my fault,’ Ada said. ‘We should have – Kristen should have taken that silly dress away from her. I shouldn’t have gone to the fiesta.’ 
 
    ‘If it hadn’t been the dress it would have been something else. After all—’ 
 
    ‘He was very strict,’ Ada interrupted. ‘He wasn’t balanced where some things were concerned and after Veronica he became even more obsessed.’ She sighed. ‘And there was Kristen and Jay, he was going mad with anger; he lost sight of the fact that Tammy wasn’t his own daughter, she was just a – just any little girl, flaunting – what he thought was flaunting her, her—’ 
 
    ‘Sex?’ 
 
    Ada’s jumpy eyes became fixed. ‘You know what happened. Kristen says you know.’ 
 
    ‘And then he had to kill her to silence her.’ 
 
    Ada thought for a moment. ‘That seems to be right,’ she said cautiously. 
 
    ‘Kristen says he was firing at Tammy.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you believe her?’ 
 
    ‘I do. It was you who hesitated.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a terrible thing to admit: that your husband tried to kill someone.’ 
 
    ‘It’s more terrible to know why he needed to kill her.’ 
 
    ‘You know that! To silence her.’ 
 
    ‘But when he told Tammy she had to keep quiet after he – attacked her, he said it would be her word against his.’ 
 
    ‘He must have thought better of it; he was afraid Ira would believe Tammy if she told him.’ 
 
    ‘In court, if it had come to a court case, Clayton would maintain that Tammy teased him. We all know she did, she thought it amusing to make him angry; why, Pearl and I were witnesses to that, when we were visiting you shortly after I arrived here. But if Kristen were to back Tammy’s story, people would believe the two of them.’ 
 
    ‘Kristen didn’t know everything that happened that Sunday afternoon, not till much later.’ 
 
    ‘She knew quite enough.’ Ada stiffened. ‘She didn’t have to know much,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘only that Tammy had come in this house when there was no one here except him, that something had happened to frighten Tammy, she didn’t have to know specifically what it was, it was enough to confront him—’ 
 
    ‘He told Kristen—’ Ada stopped. 
 
    ‘How Tammy was dressed?’ 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t know that until she learned it from you. What he did say was Tammy asked him to – to—’ 
 
    ‘I know. He put all the blame on Tammy. They do that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. So – they quarrelled: Kristen and her father. Kristen was afraid of what might happen – not knowing that it had already.’ 
 
    ‘She’d been afraid of it for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She told you that?’ 
 
    ‘And he repeated to her that it was Tammy’s word against his, and Kristen said she could, would confirm Tammy’s word. Because Kristen had always known he was obsessed with young girls.’ 
 
    The hooded eyes closed and opened again. ‘It was all in the past,’ Ada said, adding, fighting to the last, ‘whatever happened.’ 
 
    ‘It’s happening now.’ 
 
    ‘How can it be? He committed suicide. Can’t you let it go?’ 
 
    ‘I accept that’s the official version.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you saying?’ 
 
    ‘If it wasn’t for the fact that Kristen has alibis all over the place, I’d say she shot him, although Jay had to help her get the body in the river.’ 
 
    ‘That’s pure fantasy – but it’s clever. You’re a clever woman. Tell me why you’d think Kristen would shoot her own father.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked thoughtful. ‘Everyone – except Clayton – seems to have liked Gregorio. Perhaps he was kind to Veronica – I mean kind,’ she added sternly, ‘I’m not for one moment suggesting that there was any sexual relationship. But Gregorio had been chosen for the fall guy and Kristen knew it. She shot her father because he was mad, and he was dangerous not only to Tammy and any other child who attracted him, but to you, because you knew. The reason why Kristen was helping Jay produce marijuana was so that they could get you away from here. She would do anything for money so that you could move right away, and growing grass was an easy way to get it. Why wouldn’t you go anyway? Why didn’t you – I’m sorry.’ She’d lost her cool and tried to retract. 
 
    ‘People always ask those questions,’ Ada said. ‘“You knew what he was like; why didn’t you leave him?” And the wives, the ones who stay, can’t answer – but they feel, they feel guilty. I did think it was all over, once she got older.’ 
 
    ‘But Veronica was immature,’ Miss Pink said quietly. ‘So being older in years didn’t count with her.’ 
 
    ‘She was like a child.’ There was a world of sadness in that. ‘How did you know all this?’ It was said without much curiosity but Miss Pink answered it all the same. 
 
    ‘I didn’t. You asked me to come here so that you could find out how much I knew. It was just enough to be dangerous, and now you’ve told me the rest, but we’re agreed: it’s fantasy, women’s gossip.’ 
 
    Ada nodded. ‘Like you said: there’s no evidence, what I told you was the ramblings of a bereaved widow with a history of nervous complaints. But you don’t know everything.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know anything; it’s all guesswork. I do know that for a girl to shoot her own father she’d need more compelling reasons than what she thought he might do in the future, and if she’d known about incest all along why didn’t she act before? What brought things to a head at this time?’ 
 
    ‘You did. And she didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘They forget what happens when they’re very young, or maybe they forget deliberately. Kristen was a feisty child and he had – there was Veronica to turn to and she never talked, not until near the end, and then Kristen didn’t believe her. You have to understand that Veronica had all kinds of fantasies – and dreams; she thought her dreams were real. So Kristen didn’t – couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and she never told me; she tried to spare me trouble always. But when Veronica was taken out of the river and the doctor told us about the baby, then she knew that some of it, at least, was true, and she wondered about the rest. When you arrived and found what was left of Gregorio, I think at that stage she knew everything: knew, suspected, it doesn’t matter.’ Ada slumped in her chair. 
 
    ‘Veronica didn’t drown herself.’ It wasn’t a question. 
 
    ‘I have to say this’ – Ada was listless – ‘although it sounds dreadful with what we know now, but she seemed to be a happy girl, and she couldn’t hide much.’ 
 
    ‘But she did, didn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘No, she told Kristen!’ The fine eyes closed in pain. ‘And she didn’t believe her.’ She went on, in a voice drained of emotion, ‘We never let her go out on her own, only way she could have reached the river was with one of us taking her, one night when Casey was gone to Palomares. She had to be killed because when it was seen that she was pregnant, he knew we’d find out who the father was.’ The eyes rose to Miss Pink’s. ‘So now you know everything.’ Slowly she seemed to regain strength. ‘I’m not pleading,’ she said calmly, ‘and no way would I threaten you – not that I don’t think killing can be justified. But the way I look at it is laws were made by men, and here was a man used his own child worse than a beast, and drowned her when his sin was about to be discovered, and then he killed another innocent to make that dead man take the blame. Then he starts over with the next victim and he tried to kill her when she became a threat. If someone kills that man before he can do more harm, that’s justice. And who should take the responsibility except his own kin? But we’re all in it,’ she assured Miss Pink, ‘Pearl, Jay and me, like you said: we’re Kristen’s alibis. And now you do know everything, what will you do?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Lock the door and throw away the key. Although I shall remember some things.’ 
 
    ‘Loyalty?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and confidence.’ Miss Pink looked surprised. ‘You all know where you’re at.’ 
 
    ‘Some of us do.’ 
 
    The dust was soft and the street showed pale in the starlight. Under the brilliant canopy and the black bulk of the cliffs the lighted windows looked like sanctuaries in the wilderness. Frogs were chattering in the creek bed, an owl called in the rocks, and behind the insect screens the women could be seen working in their kitchens, going methodically about their business of baking cakes and cookies for the funeral of Veronica’s daddy. 
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    By July the water had sunk so low that the remains of the drowned village had started to appear. The field walls had been visible for some time but they always showed in a dry summer and this was the driest for forty-five years. 
 
    The dam was built in the fifties, five miles below the village. The people were relocated elsewhere, most of them preferring to stay in the county. Some accepted other hill farms, a few moved into town, two families emigrated to Canada. The authorities breathed a collective sigh of relief when the evacuation was over; Orrdale had always been a headache, isolated as it was at the end of a minor road, difficult to administer, impossible to supervise adequately. Doctors and the Church, Highway departments and the police, all considered it for the best that the village should pass out of existence. Some even welcomed it unreservedly, trusting that the waters of the new reservoir would erase the memory of little Joannie Gardner as effectively as they covered her remains, wherever they were. 
 
    Memories stirred with the reappearance of the village. As the water continued to recede Orrdale’s old residents were fascinated by the image on their television screens. All the same no one went up there — with the exception of Isaac Dent who grazed sheep on the fells above the reservoir. There wasn’t much to do with the sheep after shearing but he drove to the head of the dale several times a week to keep an eye on things. The drowned village was proving a tourist attraction. Tourists broke down walls and their dogs chased the sheep. Isaac kept a shotgun in his Land Rover. 
 
    In this corner of the Lake District farmers were rumoured to shoot loose dogs on sight. The ramblers knew that, so the party setting out from the dale to the south of Orrdale were critical of the lone girl who’d caught them up. She was accompanied by a collie, running loose. They pointed out that it made no difference that the dog was fat and scared of sheep, but they’d needed to come on quite heavy before she put him on a length of baler twine. She slipped it off as soon as she left the hikers. She could grab the dog if a farmer appeared. Now that was a joke. Once the others had gone the world was empty of people. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed at first. What with getting away from the Mondeo guy and racing after the hikers the background had been just that, background. It had stayed that way for a time even when she was alone again; she’d taken one glance at the view, such as it was — a skin of thin grass and all the rest sky — and she’d shut it out. A couple of miles, they’d said: keep to the path and she’d come out above Orrdale; she’d see the reservoir below, she couldn’t miss it. 
 
    At least the path was level, but dead boring; there was nothing to do but think. She was used to that, it was the only occupation when you were alone in a barn or a squat and you had to go to bed early because there was no one to talk to, and no light, no warmth either except in the sleeping-bag. 
 
    She didn’t travel much at night, the cops were liable to pick you up and the end of that would be another foster home, another Uncle Bill. The world was full of Uncle Bills, even the cops had their share. She cultivated the hard look: the hair-style, the climber’s rucksack, the Nikes (the last two spoils from a brief liaison with a ram-raider who specialised in outdoor equipment) and yet that bloke in the Mondeo had come on to her before she’d been in the car five minutes. Waited for the clincher till he’d got her in a lonely valley though. Scared of Aids but drooling. They all were. Safe sex was a blow job? You could have fooled Perry. His money was good though: twenty quid. She could live on that for a fortnight, throw in a few free meals. And she might meet more like the Mondeo driver, she could handle the type, she could run faster. 
 
    ‘What was he like?’ one of the girl hikers had asked, fascinated by her story. 
 
    ‘Weird,’ Perry responded glibly. With hindsight he’d been totally predictable but she was acting the injured party here and she needed the protection of this group. She had to go on; he could be waiting for her if she turned back. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘what kind of guy is it that picks up a girl, as good as rapes her, and he’d said this was a short-cut to the motorway? Then he throws her out of the car.’ 
 
    ‘Why should he send you over the pass?’ one of the men asked. ‘Why not tell you to go back down the dale?’ 
 
    ‘He meant her to get lost,’ a girl said. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ Perry raised thin eyebrows. ‘He had a new Mondeo. He was some kind of inspector, he wore a tie. I’m — vulnerable.’ She’d been about to say she was under-age. ‘He wouldn’t want me alive to testify. He wanted me dead.’ 
 
    ‘What did he do exactly?’ 
 
    She could kill the suspicious sod, he wasn’t believing a word of it. She made a move to lift the Ray Bans but remembered in time that the shiner was too black to be recent. She touched the side of her head and winced. ‘Banged me skull against the window, didn’t he? That’s assault, apart from the rest.’ 
 
    Actually she’d been lucky to escape unmarked this time; pick up a girl with a black eye and you guess she’s used to violence, that’s how his mind would have worked. Perry knew men. But she’d snatched his money, nicked his shades and scarpered. He’d had the last laugh though; brought her up the wrong valley, told her there was this short-cut over the top of the hill. Why did he tell her that before he came on heavy? Drifting across the pass, her eyes on her Nikes but not seeing them, visualising the well-fed sweaty face of him, the little eyes wet with lust, she knew that the bastard meant to dump her right from the start. Well, of course — he had to call on the locals; he wouldn’t want her with him. 
 
    Alone on the pass she looked back but there was nothing to see, not even the path. She turned frantically, searching for it, but there was only the interminable frieze of grass, and the light, and silence. Even the sky looked hostile, bleached out by the sun like in those western movies where men stagger through the desert and the screen goes glaring white and you know those men are going to die of thirst. 
 
    She started to panic. This was England — the Lake District where pensioners came on coach trips, for God’s sake — and here she was: Perry the loner, the tearaway, lost and so scared she felt like crying, and she was the one who never cried. Uncle Bill used to belt her till the blood came, shouting he’d make her cry, but she never did. 
 
     She tried to breathe deeply but the first breath was a sob. Bags licked her hand. She didn’t even know which way was forward now; in turning around she’d lost all sense of direction. If she did find the path again she wouldn’t know which way to go. The sun was glaring; thank God for the fat man’s Ray Bans. A glimmer of amusement meant a lift of spirit, a spark of common sense. The sun was in her eyes. On the climb out of the valley and as she’d started across the pass, it had been behind her; she’d felt the heat on the back of her neck. What she had to do was keep walking away from the sun. Tentatively she started to move. 
 
    The ground was rougher now, tussocky with the odd bright green patch which Bags investigated, looking for water and not finding any. She felt terribly sorry for him, he wasn’t a farm dog — too well-fed; he was a pet who had followed her when she had been walking through a village back in the spring. He’d lost weight since then but he was still plump and he would always be a bit stupid. ‘We’ll find some water soon,’ she promised him, longing for a drink herself, treating him as if he were a kid brother, but she always did that. He was all she had; he was family. 
 
    An object broke the skyline but it was only a stone. As she approached she saw that it wasn’t one stone but several set carefully on top of each other. Human hands had done that. She hurried forward, glanced sideways for more evidence that someone else had been here and gasped. There was a path: a wide earthy track with prints of trainers — boots, shoes, it didn’t matter — prints that had been made when the earth was mud. 
 
    Now, which way to go, left or right? She looked left and saw what she’d missed as she searched for a second marker: that the ground was starting to break up. The path vanished round the base of a small knoll with stones on top, and beyond were more swells and dips. Through a gap the hazy bulk of a mountain showed and there, just visible in the gap, was the top of a tree. She turned left. 
 
    They came round the knoll, both walking better now, and below them, seemingly quite close, a little blue pool shone in a waste of heather. Perry started to run. 
 
    They stayed at the pool for an hour: drinking, lying in the shallows. After a while they shared the last of the granary loaf which was all the food left. No matter, there was the twenty pounds. ‘You can buy a lot of bones with twenty pounds,’ she told Bags. ‘Hell, we could have steak tonight!’ 
 
    Once she got down to the dale it was eight miles to town according to the hikers, but there was a road. She’d thumb a ride. 
 
    She dressed and pushed back through the heather to intercept the path at an angle. The pool lay in a depression and the ground was squelchy, the walking rough again with high clumps and holes. Once she stopped on some bright green moss and ahead of her the ground quivered like a water-bed. She inched back, horrified; she had the impression that the moss was no more than a thick crust over something liquid and bottomless. She retreated in a panic, casting about desperately for the path, for those piles of stones that marked its course. None showed but leftwards she could still see the big grey mountain, which was some comfort because by now she’d lost sight of the tree. 
 
    She made for the mountain. A big bird flew up and started to circle, calling like a lost soul. She drew a shaky breath, feeling not just a return of her terror when she was lost but an enhancement of it, as if, nearing the end of this fraught journey, something — her fate, the curses of the Mondeo driver — was going to catch up with her. To cap it all Bags was leaving, making for a long bank that looked man-made so the path could be that way. She followed, shouting at him to wait. Without him she’d be the last living being in a hostile world. 
 
    The dog drew away from her, not in a straight line but moving this way and that, checking, head raised, nose up. There was a breeze here: slight but blowing towards them. He’d smelled something. 
 
    She reached the bank: a kind of wall of crumbly black soil overhung by heather. She moved along the foot of it following the dog. They came to a maze of deep ditches below dikes. Sometimes there was a skim of water in the bottom with gravel and surprisingly pale sand. She didn’t like it, felt hemmed in and, some six feet below the level of the moor, she couldn’t see the beacon of the mountain. She found a break and scrambled out with relief. There was the mountain, and there — quite close — was a pile of stones. 
 
    Bags was barking. To hell with him. She staggered to the path, resolved not to leave it again until it came out on a tarred road. She could see the dog as she walked down the track — down, she noted exultantly — and the top of that tree was in sight again and quite near. Bags was way behind her now, barking frenziedly at a black bank. She shouted. He heard and turned his head. She kept walking and he erupted again. Rabbit, she thought, he’d chased one down a hole. He’d come, eventually. 
 
    The tree marked the top of a steep wooded incline. More mountains were showing now, enclosing the head of a valley, and then suddenly the trees ended, there was a turfy shelf and a ruin. Far below was a stretch of water like a big brown puddle in an expanse of pale mud. Lines of walls ran down into what remained of the lake and on the far side cars glittered in the sunshine. She was back in the real world. 
 
    The path seemed to end at the ruin but, wiser now, she scouted about the tumbled walls until she picked up the trail which descended in wide zigzags. Half-way down Bags came galloping after her, a bone clenched in his jaws. So it was a dead sheep that had sent him crazy. She sniffed suspiciously. At least he hadn’t rolled on it. 
 
    * 
 
    Rick Harlow composed his picture to his satisfaction and pressed the button just as the dog burst into view. He swore, then saw that the collie made some kind of statement: a sheepdog on ground that had been under water for forty-five years. He was a friendly animal, bouncing up to the stranger — he’d have been grinning if he hadn’t had a bone in his mouth. Rick snapped him again, thinking that if the bone had been human, the animal might have picked it up in the old churchyard. They’d exhumed the bodies before the village was submerged but unmarked graves could have been overlooked. A story might be made out of it, although an item about a dog robbing graves wouldn’t go down well with the local paper, and it wasn’t strong enough for the nationals. However, the picture might find its niche one day, nothing was ever wasted. 
 
    ‘I could charge you for taking photos of my dog,’ Perry said, coming up. 
 
    He studied her with interest. Bones too sharp, they gave her the look of an inquisitive rodent, what he could see of her face behind the big Ray Bans — which were obviously not her own, she’d had to pad the arms with sheep’s wool. The bristling yellow haircut was striking, it would come out well in colour against the background of grey hills and beige ruins, but he was using black-and-white film. 
 
    ‘You can prove you own the dog?’ he asked idly, and was surprised to see her jaw drop. ‘I’m not a professional,’ he added quickly, ‘I’ll not use it, I’m just practising. Come far?’ Why should she be bothered about his photographing the dog? 
 
    Perry was assessing him but poised to walk on. Smart Levis and shirt, casual but clean, not a hiker. Designer glasses: an egghead. She’d taken fright at that cool question: proof she owned Bags? He sounded just like a pig, but he wasn’t, he spoke too nicely and his eyes weren’t hard. He would have a car and she needed a lift; the expensive camera meant cash and if she could cadge a meal she could save her own money. But he wouldn’t be a walk-over, he was youngish, laid-back, and he was taking her measure — and probably getting it right. She sighed, feeling suddenly very tired; there’d been too much hassle today. 
 
    ‘We come over the top,’ she said, gesturing limply. ‘What is this place?’ 
 
    They were standing on what might have been a cart track but the walls, the ground between them and a little humpy bridge ahead were uniformly brown: a light fawn without a blade of grass in sight. 
 
    ‘This is the original Orrdale,’ he told her. ‘Don’t you carry a map?’ 
 
    ‘What would I do with a map? I’m none the wiser; what’s all this dirt? It looks like a desert.’ 
 
    He shook his head helplessly and his eyes went to her trainers. Like her jeans they were splashed with the black peat mud. ‘You must have had a rough trip. You came over the top on your own? Weren’t you scared?’ 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. It was the tone he’d use to a kid, but there was an odd comfort in it; he understood what it had been like up there in that empty world. ‘It was a bit spooky,’ she admitted. ‘If I’d known what it was like I’d never have started out but then —’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I had to, didn’t I? There was this inspector bloke who give me a ride and — and he beat me up and threw me out in the middle of nowhere. I met some hikers and I come with them part-way. I couldn’t go back because of that bastard. He was bad news.’ She was explaining too much — and he didn’t look as shocked as he should. 
 
    ‘What do you expect?’ he said. ‘Getting in a car with a strange man. How old are you?’ 
 
    ‘Eighteen.’ 
 
    He raised an eyebrow but he didn’t dispute it. ‘So,’ he said, starting to move towards the bridge, ‘where did you spend last night?’ 
 
    That was a new one. Usually they asked where she proposed to spend this one. ‘You with the Social?’ 
 
    ‘Being nosy is my job. I write stories for the newspapers.’ 
 
    She relaxed a little. She watched TV when she had the chance so she knew there was no limit to reporters’ questions. ‘We slept in a field last night, me and Bags here.’ 
 
    ‘Put him on the lead. The farmer’s coming and he’s an awkward old devil. And take that bone away from him.’ 
 
    A Land Rover was advancing past the parked cars. Perry slipped the baler twine through Bags’ collar but he wouldn’t give up his bone. The Ray Bans fell off and she cursed. Rick handed them to her, staring. 
 
    ‘Where did you get that shiner?’ 
 
    Her face set, then cleared like magic. She sparkled and was suddenly captivating. ‘You should have seen the other guy!’ 
 
    He wasn’t amused. ‘That didn’t happen today. Someone else did that, not the bloke you said threw you out of the car.’ 
 
    She glared at him. She was like quicksilver: down, up, down. ‘That was why. The second one, the old man today, he saw the shiner, thought I was used to it. It gave him a kick, you know?’ 
 
    A born victim, he thought, but she had some pluck; she’d crossed the pass on her own, and she was obviously not a fell-walker, too young for starters. She couldn’t be more than sixteen. 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell me about this place,’ she pointed out, watching his eyes, needing to change the subject. 
 
    He glanced round absently. ‘It was a village, a hamlet really; you can see what’s left of the houses, and the church; you must have come through the old graveyard.’ He didn’t look at Bags, didn’t want to imply that the dog could be carrying a human bone. ‘The dale was flooded in the fifties,’ he added. 
 
    ‘They were all drowned?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. A dam was built and a reservoir formed slowly. People moved out long before the water reached the houses.’ He stopped and looked back, trying to relate the waste of mud and fallen stones with old photographs of whitewashed cottages under towering sycamores, the church, grazing cattle, families hay-making on a soft June day. ‘They lived here for two thousand years,’ he mused. He turned back to her. ‘If you came over the Corpse Road you passed an old hill-fort.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I didn’t see no fort.’ She was more interested in the present. They were coming to a gate in the road wall. ‘Where are all the people from these cars?’ There were a few brightly clad tourists exploring the village, fewer than you’d expect from the number of vehicles. 
 
    ‘Those will be looking for souvenirs, not that anything will be left. Under the stones perhaps. A lot of people will be fell-walking and — What’s wrong?’ 
 
    She’d gasped and clutched his arm. The Land Rover had stopped at the gate to the fell and an elderly fellow was releasing several collies from the back. 
 
    ‘You’re all right,’ Rick said. ‘Your dog’s on a lead.’ 
 
    ‘No. The grey car, see? Is it a Mondeo? The driver’s getting out. That’s — I’m with you, right?’ Her fingers dug into his flesh. 
 
    ‘OK, you’re with me. You’re not telling me that’s the guy —’ 
 
     ‘Yes, the one who tried — who raped me — sent me over the mountains — to get lost — to die —’ She’d lost all her poise. 
 
    Rick considered how to handle the situation. The driver was standing beside the Mondeo watching them intently. He didn’t have the air of a man who’d raped a young girl a few hours ago; he was a middle-aged, middle-management type carrying too much weight and at this moment rigid with what could well be anger. Rick thought the girl was lying, or at the least exaggerating, but she was scared and she was only a kid. And then he thought that the guy could have tried something if he’d thought he could get away with it, the bastard. He felt a rush of adrenalin. He noticed that the farmer, old Isaac Dent, was quite near, not going about his business but watching. They wouldn’t have much to brighten their existence in this part of the world. 
 
    ‘You can give me the shades for a start,’ the Mondeo driver said as they approached. His voice shook a little. He was furious. 
 
     Rick’s car was further down the road. He urged the girl forward, turning a bland face on the fat man as if someone else were being addressed. 
 
    ‘You!’ It was a shout. The man stepped forward as Rick shouldered Perry away and, raising his camera, took a shot of the guy, head lowered, an angry bull. He stopped. ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing? You stay out of this!’ 
 
    Rick swung neatly and snapped the Mondeo’s number plate. ‘Hey! Give me that camera!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t make it worse for yourself,’ Rick said, with the kind of cool arrogance designed to make the other do just that. ‘There’s a witness.’ He nodded towards Isaac who had moved closer. ‘I’m Harlow,’ Rick said loudly. The fat guy looked as if he might be about to have a stroke. ‘From The Sun,’ he added. ‘Crime. I’m taking the kid to hospital for a DNA test. You’re not going to get away with it.’ 
 
    The fellow hesitated and Rick saw his mistake. ‘No,’ the other said tightly. ‘If she’s saying I raped her a DNA test is just what I want.’ 
 
    Rick started to follow the girl. ‘Listen,’ the man said, coming after him, glancing at Isaac, lowering his voice to a hiss. ‘That little slag has got twenty quid of mine and a pair of shades that cost a hundred and thirty. And she says I raped her!’ His voice rose. 
 
    ‘Tried, couldn’t get it up, so what?’ Rick shrugged. ‘Save it for the police. And your wife —  when she sees the front page of The Sun.’ 
 
    The other came after him and Rick turned to face him, trying to look like a hard man, bothered about the camera which wasn’t insured. However, there were witnesses. Evidently the fat man realised that too. Whatever he’d intended, he thought better of physical contact. ‘She took my money,’ he grated. ‘Picked my pocket, must have slipped the notes out of my wallet, let her fucking dog out of the back — I thought she just meant to let it out for a run, but she grabbed her rucksack and took off: chasing after some hikers, screaming. I’m known in these parts, I’m a — it’s as much as my job — I drove away. Then I found my shades had disappeared. She’s wearing ‘em. You think that little tart can afford Ray Bans?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got kids?’ Rick asked. 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Kids her age?’ 
 
    ‘Hell no! My girls are children.’ 
 
    ‘Fourteen, thirteen? How would you feel if a rapist broke into your —’ 
 
    ‘Mine are kids! She’s a full-grown whore!’ 
 
    ‘She’s fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Christ!’ 
 
    She was waiting further up the line of cars. ‘Come on,’ he urged. ‘Keep moving before he recovers.’ He pushed her towards his Escort, unlocked it and opened the doors. Bags got in the back, dropped his bone and climbed on the seat. Rick reached in, picked up the bone and threw it over the wall, slamming the door before the dog could jump out and retrieve it. 
 
    ‘What did you say to him?’ Perry asked as they drove down the road. ‘He looked as if he’d been hit by a bullet.’ 
 
    ‘I said you were fifteen.’ She giggled. He threw her a sideways glance. ‘That guy never raped you.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘He’s respectable.’ The tone was ironic. ‘A family man. What did he do?’ 
 
    She looked sulky. ‘You nicked his shades,’ he persisted. ‘They cost a fortune. You hurt his pride as much as anything. And there’s that twenty quid.’ 
 
    His tone stung her. ‘That was for a blow job! He paid up front, so there!’ 
 
    He gasped and drove for a moment in silence. After a while he said, ‘How old are you? Yes, I know what you said, but no way are you eighteen.’ 
 
    She sniffed. ‘You don’t think I’m experienced enough to be eighteen?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it. That’s it exactly. It’s girls like you get themselves murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on. I know how to look after myself.’ 
 
    ‘So how did you get that shiner?’ 
 
    ‘I got away, didn’t I? I been with that fellow for three months. I told him if he hit me again I’d split. He did and I went.’ 
 
    ‘Who was this?’ Rick was aghast at the violence and repelled by the sordidness of it but then he remembered that it was all grist to the mill: how the other half lived. ‘And where did it happen?’ Enlightenment dawned. ‘Oh, you were with the travellers on Low Kell Common.’ 
 
    ‘It was just temporary. I’m not a traveller, I’m a loner.’ The statement was automatic, her thoughts were elsewhere. ‘That what you said about The Sun. You’re not going to put me in the paper?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ He thought better of that. ‘You’re a very interesting person,’ he added gently, ‘but newspapers like sensational stuff: sex and violent death, you know? And I’m not with The Sun; that was said to scare the inspector. Now what would he be inspecting?’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was cows.’ 
 
    ‘Never. He’s not dressed for it. I’ll find out. It’s as well to know your enemy.’ 
 
    The drama pleased her and she flashed him a gamine smile. ‘You’re on my side?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that obvious?’ 
 
    ‘But — you’re not a reporter at all?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a free-lance. I sell items — that is, stories — to the highest — well, not exactly the highest bidder, but I get paid.’ 
 
    ‘You going to write about the inspector — no, you said you wouldn’t mention me.’ 
 
    ‘Besides, there’s a law of libel. At the moment we’ve got a stand-off: both sides know the other guy’s been naughty but neither’s going to the police, right?’ 
 
    She grinned and wriggled like a six-year-old. He would have liked to know her background: young offenders’ institution, foster homes? He wouldn’t ask. She was like a little feral cat, to be treated with circumspection. One wrong question and she’d make him stop the car and she’d leave with her rucksack and her dog, even, he thought ruefully, with something of his, like the camera. And he didn’t want her to go. But was it wise? Still, he didn’t know she was under-age. 
 
    * 
 
    Isaac Dent marked where the bone fell and moved unhurriedly to retrieve it. A tourist stopped in front of him. ‘What have you got there?’ 
 
    Isaac was disconcerted. On his own ground he wasn’t accustomed to being addressed with authority, and never so by a tourist. 
 
    ‘Old sheep’s bone,’ he growled. ‘One o’ my animals.’ His glare said, And what’s it to you? 
 
    The man held out his hand. ‘Give it to me.’ 
 
    Isaac’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘What right you got —’  
 
    ‘Hand it over, man!’ 
 
    Isaac did so. He was over seventy and his generation could still be intimidated by a classy accent. 
 
    ‘What is it, Charles?’ Now the wife was in on the act, ignoring Isaac, studying the bone. 
 
    ‘You’re a poor shepherd,’ the man said. ‘You don’t know what a sheep’s leg looks like?’ 
 
    Isaac’s mouth opened and closed. 
 
    ‘Why, it’s —’ The wife looked from the bone to her husband, and then she did stare at Isaac. ‘How did you come by this?’ 
 
    He blinked at them uncertainly. ‘Picked it up. Just this minute.’ He waited tensely. 
 
    ‘You do know what it is,’ the man said, and it wasn’t a question. 
 
    The woman said sternly, as if Isaac were a small boy, ‘My husband is a doctor. This is a femur — a human leg bone.’ 
 
    Isaac nodded slowly. ‘I thought you was just tourists. Wanted to spare you like.’ He looked across the razed village to the knoll where the church had stood. ‘The girl’s dog were carrying it and they come through the old graveyard.’ He looked to see if they followed his reasoning. 
 
    The doctor turned to his wife. ‘The graves were exhumed before the water reached them.’ 
 
    ‘It seems small, Charles.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s a child’s femur.’ 
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    ‘Why didn’t you tell someone what this Uncle Bill was doing?’ Rick asked, appalled. Everyone knew it happened, but coming direct from the victim it was brought home. ‘If you couldn’t tell his wife, there were your teachers.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon they’d have believed me? They never believe kids. I wasn’t the only one either; you don’t know the half of it. Most of my mates, boys as well, got screwed in the centres. Or the foster homes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, I can’t believe —’ 
 
    ‘You blind and deaf? Everyone sees the News. You can’t have missed all those blokes being sent down: been abusing kids for years and years.’ 
 
    She was right. Hardly a week went by without some revelation concerning paedophile rings and children’s homes. Perry didn’t seem heated about it, only scornful of his shock when it was laid out for him. 
 
    She lounged in an easy chair at the open window of his flat in Plumtree Yard, drinking Coke while casually filling him in on her background. Not recent developments (he guessed she’d been on the run when she joined the travellers) but her upbringing. It was the not unusual story of the mother who didn’t want her and the stepfather who wanted her too much, of thieving and expulsion from school, of foster homes and Uncle Bill: the man who could thrash and fondle in the same day, the same hour. ‘Plenty more where he come from,’ was her comment, and his anguished concern for her overrode the horror. He wanted to hold her, to convey, by physical contact, security, comfort, and he knew the last thing he should do was to touch her. Initiative must come from her. What initiative? The only affection she knew was for an old fat collie. Rick suppressed his emotions and tried to observe her objectively, pleased that she should be relaxed, trusting one man at least although alone with him in a secluded flat. 
 
    Plumtree Yard was indeed secluded. Only a short distance from the centre of Kelleth, it was approached by a tunnel between an estate agent’s and an Oxfam shop: a roofed alley that widened to a well between the back of an old mill and this eighteenth-century house that was now two flats. On this fine evening swifts were hawking the air above the roof-tops, their screams louder than the murmur of traffic in Botchergate and the sound of television from Edith Bland’s flat. 
 
    Perry hadn’t turned a hair when she heard noises coming from his fellow tenant. In her short life noisy homes had been the norm. Fortunately Edith, who was slightly deaf, kept the TV in her bedroom, along with the telephone. Her bedroom was above Rick’s, and since he worked in his living-room the noises from upstairs were no more intrusive than those of the distant traffic. 
 
    ‘I like it here,’ Perry said suddenly. ‘Can I crash on your floor?’ 
 
    He gulped. ‘Be my guest.’ He started to say that she’d find the floor hard but saw that that could be construed as an invitation to share his bed. He had no guest room. Now he was tongue-tied. 
 
    He’d brought her home — what else could he do? He could have put her on the road to Scotland, which she said she wanted to visit, stopping first at the supermarket to buy food for her and the dog. But any idea of her pushing across the border this night died in the supermarket. How could she cook steaks on the road, cook anything? And she was so thin. He’d watched indulgently as she filled a trolley in Safeway, he’d paid and he brought her home. He fed the dog and cooked the steaks while she showered, emerging from the bathroom in clean slacks and a black T-shirt that made her look like a biker’s moll. 
 
    At first she’d been disappointed by his home but it was only temporary, he told her, he had his own place in Manchester. His reason for being here puzzled her; he had come to the Lakes because it was reputed to be one of the few areas in the country that was relatively free of crime. ‘Let’s go for something upbeat,’ a features editor had suggested. ‘Try a series from the outback: remind our readers there are places where women can go out alone at night, where their kids come home from school unaccompanied, where people live normal lives — and all under a benign police dictatorship.’ It was the dog days when journalists scraped the bottom of the barrel for items to fill the void. 
 
    Rick thought he could turn his hand to anything — including fantasy — so he accepted the commission. He could turn a blind eye to the drugs and vandals, and thefts from cars at beauty spots, so he was looking for anything upbeat in this old sandstone town (‘a rose-red city half as old as Time’ — he’d have to work that in somewhere). In fact he’d been agreeably surprised by Kelleth’s secret yards, unlittered in his book, in the rough but friendly inhabitants whom he could idealise. 
 
    Rick was a good writer and an inquisitive journalist; he knew his own worth. He made enough from papers and magazines to keep body and soul together and run an eight-year-old Escort, but the big time, the big story, eluded him. He followed every thread, seized every opportunity but something was lacking. Today was typical. Alert for old-fashioned values, for nostalgia, he’d paid a second visit to the site of the drowned village but, like the first time, he’d seen only mud: a landscape without human interest. 
 
    There had been figures, passion even; there was the fat man’s rage, Perry’s panic, even old Isaac’s avid curiosity, but these had nothing to do with his series. What he needed — The telephone rang. 
 
    Startled, he saw Perry jerk awake. A fine host he was; how long had he been ruminating while she slept? 
 
    ‘Rick,’ came Harald Fawcett’s voice, ‘did you forget us?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He was disorientated. ‘Forget you, Harald?’ 
 
    ‘You should be here, dear boy. You were asked for drinks at eight.’ Gently disapproving. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God!’ Rick’s eyes slewed to Perry, who was suddenly wary and sullen. He swallowed and said pleasantly, trying to reassure her with his tone, ‘I’m so sorry, Harald; a guest turned up and I clean forgot —’ 
 
    ‘Bring him with you. We’re waiting. Melinda’s eager to meet you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure she feels — There’s a dog too.’ 
 
    ‘A lady? Splendid. What kind of dog?’ 
 
    When he replaced the receiver Perry was on her feet, wide-eyed. He knew she was about to leave. ‘We’re going to my landlady’s for a drink,’ he said wildly. ‘I promised and I forgot. You’ll like them.’ 
 
    There was no alternative. If he left her in the flat she’d be gone by the time he returned, and he had to go to the Fawcetts’ because they’d invited this Pink woman who Harald had said could open media doors for a young journalist. Ridiculous proposition; as Rick understood it Melinda Pink was an aged writer who probably still used a fountain pen. But Harald and Anne were his landlords and must be humoured, this apart from common courtesy. So he had to go, and Perry should go with him. 
 
    ‘I can’t leave Bags,’ she said. ‘And I’m not taking him; he smells. He always farts if you feed him too much, and you did.’ 
 
    ‘You were in the shower and he insisted. Put your sleeping-bag down beside him and he’ll know you’re coming back.’ 
 
    * 
 
    In Nichol House Anne Fawcett emerged from the cellar with a bottle of Moselle and held it under the cold tap. ‘That’ll have to do,’ she told her guest who was filling bowls with nuts. ‘Really, Harald is too exasperating: asking total strangers along on the spur of the moment. People who don’t know us go away from here thinking he’s mad and I’m domineering, but he does need supervision. You can’t have him talking about cutting up dead bodies at the table —’ 
 
    ‘This is only drinks.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean; half the time he’s in a fantasy world. He talks about crime as if it were real.’ 
 
    ‘It’s real enough,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘I meant the books he reads and, of course, his own novel.’ 
 
    ‘It keeps him occupied.’ 
 
    ‘Thank God. There’s so much to do with the properties, and this house — shopping, the garden; I really can’t find the time to take him for runs now he’s given up driving. Of course he couldn’t go on, concentration seemed to go at the same time as memory. It’s so good of you to take him out with you.’ 
 
    ‘But I enjoy his company,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘I can go along with the loss of memory — which isn’t that bad, and if his brain misses a cog now and again, it’s like switching channels: you can pick up the new subject if you listen.’ 
 
    ‘Friends can. People who don’t know him can be terrified, or they exploit him. Not if I’m around, of course. I only hope Rick had the sense to tell this woman that Harald’s showing his age.’ 
 
    Turned seventy herself but well-preserved in her neat jade pants suit and Gucci spectacles, Miss Pink reflected that her hostess wasn’t all that perceptive, and wondered about her background. A robust woman in her sixties, Anne was handsome but there was an air about her that suggested yeoman stock rather than landed gentry. 
 
    Miss Pink’s friendship with Harald Fawcett had never been close. Although she’d known him for decades, they had met only occasionally and that by accident at climbing centres. They had climbed together once or twice but until now she hadn’t visited him, had known little more of his home life than that he owned land in the Lake District. It was when she was asked to produce a new guidebook on the Border country that she had contacted him, thinking it possible he’d have a vacant cottage that she might rent for a short stay. 
 
    On the telephone Harald had been delighted, but curiously vague about accommodation, and she wasn’t surprised when his wife came on the line to explain that it was she who looked after the properties. Anne was polite but forceful; there was one vacant flat in town, she said: looking out on the churchyard. Miss Pink demurred, having anticipated some secluded cottage in a sylvan setting, even with a lake in view. Anne was dismissive; this was high summer, everything was booked, the best places were reserved a year in advance. Miss Pink thought of work, of money and the maintenance of her own house in Cornwall, now itself let to summer visitors, and she agreed to take the flat for three weeks. It turned out better than she’d expected. 
 
    The churchyard at Kelleth was a lush oasis in the centre of town, bordered by a pedestrian walk and buildings ranging from eighteenth-century cottages to the Victorian pile of Barclay’s Bank. The flat was above a bookshop and the outlook was green foliage and old tombstones. On the far side there was a glimpse of tall windows with white trim and the dull red walls of Nichol House, the Fawcetts’ place. 
 
    The Fawcetts’ family home was Orrdale House, familiarly referred to as the big house, and now occupied by their son, Bob, and his family who had opened it to the public. Harald had confided to Miss Pink that although he regretted leaving the house where he’d been born and brought up he was quite happy to have exchanged crowds of visitors for the peace of a smaller but private place and an overgrown garden. Manicured lawns and herbaceous borders weren’t Harald’s style, while running a large commercial enterprise would have been anathema. 
 
    Years ago he had published a novel on the spiritual aspects of mountaineering. It had some small success and then sank into obscurity. He had published nothing since but for some time he’d been working on a crime novel. He told Miss Pink that he found the research as exciting as the writing. She believed him, he was interested in everything. Unfortunately his grasshopper mind and the loss of memory meant that application was lacking. He saw plots and characters everywhere and could be distracted by a stone. 
 
    Miss Pink had been in Kelleth for three days and she’d taken Harald with her to the Roman Wall and a Bronze Age circle. Already she was familiar with the glazed eye, with the enthusiasm that would be appropriate to the moment but bore no relation to the exciting topic of a few minutes ago. Hadrian’s Wall suggested third-century crime with Picts in the heather and nervous mercenaries on the Wall. Excavations at a mile turret would make a grand setting for murder on a modern dig, he maintained, and kept that up until mesmerised by the potentially lethal antics of a motorist leap-frogging along a line of slower moving vehicles. 
 
    ‘What should be done with that road-hog?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing can be done before the event.’ 
 
    ‘Say he meets a charabanc and it plunges off the road to avoid him and catches fire, killing all the occupants. Schoolchildren. It would make a powerful story.’ 
 
    ‘Over the top. Let’s say two or three victims. The coach doesn’t catch fire, and the walking wounded escape through the emergency door.’ 
 
    He wasn’t listening. ‘I could be the judge,’ he mused. ‘In the days before capital punishment was repealed.’ 
 
    ‘Even then it wouldn’t have been brought in as murder. No intent.’ 
 
    ‘The families of the victims wouldn’t see it like that. A novel would give more scope: written in the first person. I’d be a father. I’d stalk him.’ Miss Pink shot him a sideways glance. He was seeing images inside his head. ‘There was a fire,’ he murmured. ‘A slow death? Poor, poor mites. So’ — harshly — ‘fire for him too.’ 
 
    ‘Suppose your road-hog were a woman.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ He returned to the present. ‘Difficult, that. Do you have lady murderers?’ 
 
    ‘I write romances, but yes, I’ve had the occasional murderess in a short story.’ 
 
    ‘Needs research. I haven’t met any bad women, d’you see. I can kill men with impunity but even there, when I come to think deeply, to concentrate, I cannot cope with a slow death. It would be the same as torture, wouldn’t it? No, a quick clean bullet’s best, or a stab straight to the heart with something long and fine. A stiletto or a poignard.’ 
 
    No wonder he terrified strangers, the more so because his voice was so sweet and gentle most of the time. For all his good manners and his vivid imagination he had blind spots, seemingly incapable of assessing the effect he had on his listeners, or maybe — she had considered this — maybe he was playing games, employing shock tactics for amusement. He was eccentric, not mad. This imagery, this other world where he came and went so easily, was no more than the creative world of any writer. The difference between herself and Harald was that where she recorded her observations like a reporter and never confused one world with the other, Harald lived inside his characters and their crimes and, it would appear, was close to a point where they would be crossing the divide between the imaginary world and reality. At the moment she thought he was using her as a sounding board, trying out a plot: Harald, who wouldn’t crush a beetle. 
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    Harald wasn’t shocked by Perry. On the contrary, and unfazed by the punk hair-style, he was delighted. Here was a strange species, and in his own drawing-room. He regretted the absence of the dog; his Jack Russell had died recently, he explained to her, he couldn’t face the idea of a replacement as yet but it would have been nice to talk to a dog again. Perry was totally disarmed. 
 
    She had been shy, inclined to hostility when she saw the drawing-room with its crowded bookshelves and pictures, its parquet floor and old thin rugs. She found the room intimidating and she glowered as Harald stood up to greet her. The remark about the dog transformed the hard little face, intriguing Miss Pink who was struck by the contrast between the mannerly Rick Harlow and his urchin friend. He was watching the girl intently and Miss Pink found this a trifle disturbing. She guessed Perry was under-age. Anne could have had the same thought, observing the girl with a disapproval that bordered on antagonism. 
 
    ‘I’ll bring Bags here tomorrow,’ Perry was saying. ‘I couldn’t bring him this evening because he smells.’ 
 
    ‘Put him in the bath,’ Harald said. ‘Bags?’ 
 
    ‘After that panther in The Jungle Book.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Bagheera. How old is Bags?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. We only met in March. He followed me when I was walking through some village.’ 
 
    Anne stared. ‘You didn’t try to find his owner?’ 
 
    A shutter came down over Perry’s face. ‘How could I? I didn’t know where he lived. Anyway he liked me better than where he came from. Why would he follow me otherwise? Obviously he’d been abused.’ 
 
    Ears were pricked at the term. ‘He’s fat enough,’ Rick said, smiling. 
 
    ‘Feeding a dog don’t mean you’re above thrashing him.’ 
 
    This was received in stiff silence; it seemed likely that even Harald guessed that she had more than dogs in mind. Anne glanced at Miss Pink. ‘Drink?’ she asked, trying to establish normality. 
 
    Perry asked for Coke but there was none. Anne was at a loss. Harald was interested. ‘You have to drink something,’ he pointed out, meaning it literally. 
 
    ‘I’d love a cup of tea,’ she admitted. ‘I’m still thirsty.’ Then, with a burst of bravado: ‘I come over the mountains to that drowned village.’ 
 
    Harald stroked his chin. His eyes went to Rick. 
 
    ‘We met at Orrdale,’ he explained. ‘At the old village, not the big house. She walked over from Birkdale without a map.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to,’ Perry protested. ‘Some bloke gave me a ride — ‘She stopped. This was not the kind of company that would be impressed by the episode with the Mondeo driver. 
 
    Rick rushed to the breach. ‘Harald, who is it that drives a grey Mondeo: some kind of civil servant or local government guy: fat, forty-ish, goes round Birkdale, probably all the dales?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Jonty Robson,’ Anne said. ‘He’s the VAT man; you know: Value Added Tax. He lives up by the golf course, here in Kelleth. Why?’ 
 
    ‘We had a confrontation at Orrdale — about parking. The fellow seems to be on a short fuse. Probably the heat. The water in the reservoir’s shrinking by the day. All the houses must be visible now, what’s left of them, just a foot or so of the old walls. I had the booklet with me today with that lovely photograph of the farm in high summer, shaded by huge trees, a walled track leading down to it. Now the trees are gone and all the rest is just piles of muddy stones.’ 
 
    Anne nodded. ‘That was my home.’ 
 
    Rick gaped. Harald looked concerned. Anne addressed Miss Pink. ‘Some of us didn’t move far. I went only five miles: from the head of the dale to the bottom, a cottage first, then the big house when we married.’ She regarded her husband fondly. 
 
    ‘You lived in that place?’ Perry asked, awestruck. ‘That drowned village?’ She turned to Harald. 
 
    ‘Not me,’ he said. ‘I was born lower down the dale. The house is still there, you must go and see it. There are ponies —’ 
 
    Rick left him enthusing about his old home and came over to Miss Pink, carrying his glass of whisky. 
 
    ‘What kind of books do you write?’ he asked, sitting down. 
 
    She liked that, no apology about not having read any of her work. ‘I write anything,’ she said. ‘Long or short, fiction or non-fiction, anything I’m asked to do, in fact. Popular stuff, you know, nothing technical. I’m lucky, I’ve carved out a niche for myself. It’s hard for anyone starting out today, but then the young can cope; you have terrific energy. And enthusiasm,’ she added as his face lit up. 
 
    ‘I can write about anything too,’ he assured her. ‘I could write a piece about this room.’ 
 
    That wouldn’t be difficult, it was full of character, not to speak of characters. ‘Writer’s block is another term for burn-out,’ he went on earnestly. ‘When I have nothing left to say I shall give up, do something else — like photography.’ 
 
    The trouble with that was once he lost enthusiasm for writing he’d be burned out for anything else. She didn’t tell him so, he wouldn’t believe her. Instead she asked him about his present job and was wryly amused when he declared that his editor had been right, there was a different atmosphere in the far north. The only crime he’d discovered was drunken brawls outside the town’s so-called night-club and thefts from garden sheds: lawn mowers, hedge trimmers, and really, you had to laugh, the thieves were probably unemployed chaps trying to keep their gardens neat. Miss Pink held her counsel, reflecting that lawn mowers and power tools (and mountain bikes and farm bikes, even the odd flock of sheep) would be sold on — and he had forgotten the cars that were broken into during the tourist season, but then she thought that he could be nurturing the theme to meet his editor’s whim: the clean simple life of the Border country. She could go along with that. 
 
    She asked if his flat were congenial for work, thinking with pleasure of her own living-room on calm summer evenings with the swifts screaming round the church tower — and he was off again, enthusing on those quaint hidden yards, his eyes on fire: another Harald. Anne approached with the Glenlivet. He stopped in mid-flight and blinked uncertainly. 
 
    ‘You’re not driving.’ Anne was indulgent and relaxed. Evidently she had decided that Perry was harmless. Across the room the girl was gesturing excitedly. Harald appeared enthralled. 
 
    ‘I’m not used to single malts.’ Rick blushed, embarrassed. 
 
    ‘You must let me see some of your work,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘And I shall come and see your yard.’ 
 
    ‘They tell me the yards were constructed that way to foil Scottish marauders,’ Rick rushed in. ‘Can’t you see them?’ His eyes shone. ‘Dark winter nights, a moon, swords flashing.’ 
 
    Anne shook her head, cradling the whisky bottle like a baby. ‘Sorry, Rick, but the town plan is later than that. The Act of Union was — oh, I forget, but before the yards were built, or rather, the houses round the yards. Towns much further south have yards too.’ 
 
    ‘All the same they are charming,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘There must be a great demand for the houses, I’ve seen no For Sale signs.’ 
 
    ‘We-ll,’ Anne drew it out, ‘they’re pretty primitive until they’re done up, and that costs a fortune. Rick’s place is a case in point. At some time it was one house, then Harald’s father had it made into two units, but it’s never been satisfactory. No sound-proofing.’ 
 
    ‘But you can scarcely hear the traffic,’ Miss Pink exclaimed. ‘The yards are like the churchyard: oases of peace in the centre of the town.’ She beamed at her own wording. 
 
    ‘I was thinking of neighbours,’ Anne said. ‘Fortunately Edith Bland, above Rick, she has her television in the bedroom, and the telephone, so it won’t bother him in his living-room?’ She raised an eyebrow for confirmation and he nodded. ‘Anyway, you’re the last tenant.’ She turned back to Miss Pink. ‘I’m going to gut the interior and then refurbish it, make it into a comfortable house again.’ 
 
    Rick, just a little under the weather, was amazed. ‘Does Edith know that?’ 
 
    Anne stiffened. He felt the drop in temperature and blundered on: ‘She was telling me she’s going to put up hanging baskets next summer. She was talking as if she’d be there for ever.’ 
 
    Anne breathed deeply. ‘My mistake,’ she said tightly. ‘Don’t mention it, whatever you do.’ She bit her lip and addressed Miss Pink. ‘Edith’s a farm widow and she whinges, you know? Everyone’s hand is against her, particularly her landlady’s. But she’ll be far better off in a new bungalow than at Plumtree Yard. It’s just that I have to be careful how I approach the subject. You won’t say anything, Rick?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ He took a gulp of his whisky. 
 
    Miss Pink said brightly, ‘The only snag with the yards is that the houses all seem to face inwards; they must be very dark inside. Now my flat is full of sunshine for much of the day...’ She rattled on and after a few moments Anne moved back to the others. 
 
    ‘She’s going to have a problem there,’ Rick muttered. ‘Edith’s an awkward old cuss and the way she tells it she reckons she has security of tenure. She’s not going to take kindly to eviction, particularly from Anne?’ 
 
    ‘Why particularly?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later. I’ll bring some of my work over tomorrow morning. It’s no trouble, my place is only the other side of the church.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give you coffee. The grocer sells my favourite roast. Kelleth is quite sophisticated food-wise. It points to a high proportion of gourmets in the region.’ But he was lost in contemplation. She studied him blandly. ‘So you met Perry only today,’ she continued smoothly. ‘She’s very young — to be alone on the fells. And without a map.’ And now with a man twice her age. 
 
    ‘She’s eighteen.’ He’d read her thought and he was on the defensive. ‘I rescued her,’ he added, his face softening, and suddenly quite beautiful despite the aviator spectacles. 
 
    He’d met the child only a few hours ago — time enough for an episode of a carnal nature — yet there was a look of wonder about him that had nothing to do with lust. She was amused, realising that even in her seventies she hadn’t forgotten what it was like to fall in love. 
 
    * 
 
    Isaac Dent saw them come into Plumtree Yard, walking like pale ghosts in the moonlight. He retreated, closed the door quietly and went back upstairs to the bedroom. 
 
    ‘He’s brought her back with him,’ he hissed. 
 
    Edith was getting into bed. She paused, one knee on the mattress, the lamplight glinting on her plastic curlers. ‘What?’ 
 
    He came closer. ‘I said he’s brought her here. She’ll be staying. Didn’t you know?’ It was an accusation. 
 
    ‘I’ve got better things to do with my time than watch what he’s about.’ 
 
    ‘Then you better start watching. And keep your voice down. I reckon these two was with them this evening.’ 
 
    ‘You said she never suspected.’ 
 
    ‘I know she didna. Nor him. Likely, she’ll go shortly. We got nothing to fear, any road. The opposite. You talk to un, find out what’s toward. An’ watch it on the phone; you got a screech on you like an old hen.’ He stopped and listened. ‘Them’s quiet. But they didna see me, moon were in their eyes.’ 
 
    ‘See tha turn light out when tha goes,’ Edith said, easing down in the bed, pulling the sheet high, shutting him out. 
 
    There was a light in the ground-floor flat and the curtains were undrawn. Rick was on his feet looking down. Isaac halted in the shadow and watched. Suddenly the girl stood up. She’d been on the floor. Isaac remembered the dog then. They’d left it behind when they went to the pub, or to Nichol House. He waited a moment or two but Rick didn’t make a grab at her, instead they moved away, into the kitchen at the back. The window was open but they talked softly, he couldn’t make out the words. He went back to pick up his Land Rover in Doomgate. 
 
    ‘How old is Edith?’ Perry asked as Rick handed her a saucepan. 
 
    ‘Around sixty, at a guess. Big heavy type, wears curlers in bed.’ Perry gaped. ‘I know,’ he went on easily, ‘because she still has them in her hair in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine people that age —’ Perry stopped. 
 
    ‘The boy friend’s turned seventy if he’s a day. You saw him: the old shepherd who was so interested in the slanging match with the fat man.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding.’ She stared at him, then shrugged. ‘And this guy, this pensioner visits —’ She cast her eyes at the ceiling. 
 
    Rick took the milk out of the fridge and reached for a tin of cocoa. ‘Life doesn’t stop when you reach sixty,’ he told her, meaning sex. 
 
    ‘Well, why aren’t they married?’ 
 
    He smiled indulgently. ‘I seem to have missed something here. You’re disapproving of two old folk having it off?’ 
 
    She shook her head impatiently. ‘Hell, who cares? What I mean is, why does he have to creep in on the sly like? For God’s sake, in these days?’ 
 
    ‘He’s probably married. I don’t know, I’ve never spoken to the old chap; all I know is he’s got some sheep at the head of Orrdale. I’ve seen him there twice.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe he followed me today. I told Edith I was going up there to take some shots of the ruins. She didn’t like it, said it showed a lack of respect.’ 
 
    ‘Respect for what?’ 
 
    ‘I assumed she meant the people who were turned out of their homes, although they’d have been a lot better off: moving to modern houses. I mean, the farms they left looked idyllic but they’d have had no electricity and no public transport. I suppose Edith’s thinking that Orrdale was part of her childhood, of history; she’d sentimentalize it, forget the primitive lifestyle and remember the good times, you know how it is.’ No, he thought, turning back to the stove, this kid didn’t know much about good times, but, given the opportunity, he’d show them to her. This evening had been a good start. She’d met nice people. 
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    The dragon was guarding her lair this morning. That was how Perry thought of Mrs Fawcett although Rick said she was just over-protective where Harald was concerned. Perry didn’t think there was anything wrong with Harald, he was clever and happy (except for being sad about his Jack Russell) and he was very polite. And he liked her. When the dragon opened the door the look on her face meant she was about to be sent away but then Harald appeared and there was no question of her being dismissed. He could be stubborn. 
 
    They sat in the garden: like a bit of jungly wasteland but clean, with trees for shade and big white daisies in the tall grass. After Bags had explored he came and sat with his nose on Harald’s knee and gazed into the old chap’s eyes with that daft look of his. Harald scratched the dog’s skull where he liked being scratched. 
 
    ‘We’re going to take him along the river walk,’ he told Anne when she came out with coffee. 
 
    ‘No.’ She held Perry’s eye and said firmly, ‘We’re not free until after lunch. Then we can take him on the common where he can run loose.’ 
 
    Harald hesitated. Perry saw that he recognised some restrictions and that this was one of them. He wasn’t to be allowed out with just herself for company, the dragon would come too. She said pleasantly to Perry, ‘It’s a beautiful day. What are you and Rick proposing to do this morning?’ 
 
    ‘He’s with Miss Pink.’ Perry was sulking. ‘I didn’t have nothing in mind really.’ 
 
    ‘Kelleth has some interesting shops, and there’s a folk museum.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t let dogs in them places.’ The street grammar was deliberate, a gesture of defiance. 
 
    ‘Leave him with me,’ Harald said. ‘Much nicer for him in the garden than going round the town. You go off and enjoy yourself and this afternoon we’ll give him a good run, and we can come back here...’ He shot a glance at his wife. 
 
     ‘We’ll see you at one thirty then,’ Anne said smoothly, and Perry knew it was an order. Anyway, who’d want to stay where they weren’t wanted? 
 
    * 
 
    Miss Pink was filling a kettle at the sink when the girl drifted through the churchyard, the sunshine brilliant on her head. Rick had told her Perry was taking the dog to Nichol House and she guessed what had happened. There was such a forlorn air about the child that Anne must have turned her away. Really, there was no harm in her, and she amused Harald. What was wrong with Anne? 
 
    She returned to the living-room with the coffee tray. Rick was leafing through a copy of Place Names of Cumberland. ‘What did you mean,’ she asked, ‘when you said the woman in the flat above you wouldn’t take kindly to eviction, particularly from Anne?’ 
 
    ‘They’re both from Orrdale. They grew up together. Didn’t you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know nothing about her. I’ve known Harald for donkey’s years but I hadn’t visited him before this time, and even now he’s said nothing about his wife’s background.’ 
 
    ‘He’s her second husband. She was married to a farmer in Orrdale. But I didn’t know until last night that the farm pictured in the book about the flooding was her home, and I don’t know now if she means her married home or the place where she grew up. 
 
    ‘What happened to her first husband?’ 
 
    ‘He disappeared.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stared. Rick grinned. ‘Edith’s words — my neighbour. I asked her what she meant, what was behind it, but she just looked at me and said very deliberately: "No one knows." Couldn’t get another word out of her. Isn’t that frustrating? People drop exciting hints and that’s as far as it goes.’ 
 
    ‘What you do then is go to someone else and quote the last piece of gossip, which will lead on to the next. It’s a matter of continuity.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my! That’s brilliant. You do know your stuff, don’t you? I’ll try to strike up a conversation with the boy friend. There’s this old shepherd who visits Edith. It’s weird — ’ He stopped, abashed. Miss Pink could be the same age as the shepherd. 
 
    She saw his embarrassment and reverted to the original subject. ‘So Anne will have obtained a divorce eventually,’ she mused. ‘And then she married Harald. In the meantime she was running the farm on her own? But she’s a powerful woman, she’d have had no trouble.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that. Edith wouldn’t talk about why the husband went except that it was around the time that the water was rising and people moving to other farms. Anne never went to the one her husband had been allocated but went to live in a cottage on the Fawcetts’ estate. She was pregnant at the time.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Miss Pink drew it out. ‘So Bob Fawcett at Orrdale House isn’t Harald’s son; he changed his name by deed —’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Bob is Harald’s son, but the son by Anne’s first marriage is in California.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ She absorbed this, staring sightlessly at the shimmering foliage outside the open window. Pigeons were crooning in the church tower. From the walk immediately below the window came the murmur of people pausing at the bookshop. 
 
    ‘So you see,’ Rick was saying, ‘Edith is going to dig her heels in when Anne tells her she has to leave her flat, even if it’s to go to a modern bungalow. It’s a matter of principle — and she hasn’t got a good word to say... The fact is, I think she actually hates Anne. She can be venomous when she mentions her.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if they have the same background... And Anne married the squire.’ 
 
    ‘It goes deeper than that. Edith calls her a slut.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Miss Pink sighed. ‘I suppose it’s understandable: a remote dale, not many eligible young men. Land. The worst quarrels in the countryside are over land.’ 
 
    ‘Love comes a close second; well, sex. Edith is plain and heavy and almost certainly short of money.’ 
 
    ‘And Anne is a beautiful woman.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no comparison.’ 
 
    ‘But what you’re saying is that Edith draws comparisons.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Perry wandered among the tombstones trying to read the names, but this was the town’s old graveyard and the headstones were mostly of soft red sandstone, the lettering eroded and indecipherable. She made for the entrance to Plumtree Yard then, and was nearly run down by a young girl on a mountain bike. They swore at each other simultaneously. 
 
    Perry stared after the other as she skidded to a stop outside Nichol House, dropped her bike on the flags and rang the bell. Perry remembered Rick’s saying that Harald had a son at Orrdale House, so this could be a granddaughter: another person to make a ridiculous fuss of Bags. Oh God, thought Perry, not another to swell the party exercising the dog this afternoon! She crossed the walk fuming, looking for trouble, for someone to vent her resentment on. 
 
    Edith Bland was shaking a mat at her front door, which was on the ground floor but at the side of the building. She eyed Perry maliciously. 
 
    ‘I’m Mrs Bland,’ she announced. ‘You here to stay?’ 
 
    Perry hesitated, not sure how to respond to hostility in a strange country. ‘What’s it to you?’ she countered, feeling her way. 
 
    ‘How old are you?’ Edith’s voice was even higher than usual. She didn’t like strangers, least of all kids, and impertinence was something she would not tolerate. 
 
    ‘I’m eighteen,’ Perry said. ‘How about you?’ 
 
    ‘If you’re eighteen so’m I.’ It wasn’t often Edith found someone she could quarrel with openly; she had been raised in a village where bad blood festered in the dark places of the soul. 
 
    ‘Right, you’re nearer eighty.’ Perry was cheerful. ‘So what’s your problem? You fancy Rick?’ 
 
    This was no neighbourly quarrel, this kid was evil. ‘You’re out for what you can get.’ Edith’s voice climbed. ‘I know what you’re up to. I heard you come in last night, I hear —’ 
 
    ‘Bollocks. You don’t hear nothing. It’s us hear you.’ Perry grinned, remembering what Rick had told her. ‘You got the phone in your bedroom and you got a carrying voice; we can hear every word you say — why, we can hear you turn over in bed!’ She was carried away, triumphant. 
 
    Edith was beyond rational thought. ‘You stole off of Jonty Robson there: his sun-glasses, his money — now you’re after what you can get from Mr Harlow. You’re a trollop, that’s what you are.’ 
 
    Perry laughed. She was enjoying this; she always went up as an antagonist went down. ‘I’m young,’ she said calmly. ‘And Rick’s fun; he’s not a dirty old man what comes creeping in here in the middle of the night. What is it with old folk? You think people will jeer at you if they know you still try to screw?’ 
 
    The blood had drained from Edith’s cheeks. She held to the door jamb for support. Christ, Perry thought, she’s going to throw a fit on me. 
 
    ‘He’s my brother!’ Edith hissed. ‘You — you —’ Her mouth opened and closed like a fish’s, there were bubbles of spit at the corners. 
 
    ‘OK, OK.’ Perry tried to soothe but she had to laugh all the same. ‘It’s not going to do any harm.’ 
 
    ‘No harm?’ It was weak, uncomprehending. 
 
    ‘You aren’t going to get pregnant at your age,’ Perry said. ‘And I won’t tell on you, honest. I promise.’ 
 
    Edith turned blindly, closed the door and sat down on the stairs. She thought she could hear laughter. She swallowed, staring at the line of light round the letter box, waiting for the flap to lift and something else, something worse, called through it. They poured petrol through letter boxes and followed it with a match. She visualised a milk bottle being inserted — no, too big, a watering can then: one of those long-spouted sort like she was going to buy when she got the hanging baskets. 
 
    Something clicked in Edith’s brain: the pieces of a picture shifting to reassemble themselves. Not her front door but Rick’s, with that slut inside. A watering can filled with petrol from Isaac’s Land Rover, a match. It would be like hell: the flames, the stench of roasting flesh, the agony... She stood up shakily and started to climb the stairs. 
 
    She changed into her Crimplene trouser suit and was applying lipstick when someone called from below. Her hand shook and then she froze. The bitch had dared come back? 
 
    ‘Are you in, Edith? It’s me: Anne.’ 
 
    She descended slowly. Anne Fawcett stood on the step. She said carelessly, staring at Edith’s smudged lipstick, ‘I’ve been knocking for ever. When are you going to get that hearing aid?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on my way out,’ Edith said. ‘Can’t it wait?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Anne moved impatiently, poised to enter. They had never liked each other, they had nothing in common except the old days. They eyed each other and the air crackled. After a moment Edith turned and went back up the stairs. 
 
    ‘I won’t keep you long,’ Anne said, entering the front room that was monopolised by a huge round table covered with brown chenille. ‘We’re worried about you,’ she said bluntly, sitting down without being asked. Her lips stretched but her eyes stayed sharp. ‘We’re none of us getting any younger, and those stairs are a trial, aren’t they?’ 
 
    Edith sat on the other side of the table, the hostility no longer apparent, her face expressionless. ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘And what?’ Anne was affronted. When Edith continued to stare, she went on, ‘It’s not as if you were a stranger — and you’re a tenant in one of my — one of our properties. We feel responsible. This place is old and...’ She glanced round disparagingly. ‘It’s tacky. Not your fault,’ she added quickly: ‘ours. It needs new doors fitted, draught-proofing, new windows — double-glazed, central heating. In fact,’ she said brightly, into her stride now, ‘we’re considering making the two flats into one unit again; like it was before my father-in-law split it up.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have to think about it,’ Edith said slowly. ‘I don’t know as I’d want a house on two levels.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to sell.’ Anne was harsh, seeing how it was going. ‘It’ll make a nice little town house for a young couple. Have you seen those new flats being built at the back of Kwiksave? Be ideal for you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well suited here. I got glaucoma. You didn’t know that, did you? I’m going blind.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Anne paused, deflated, then saw her opportunity. ‘All the more reason to move into a modern flat: no stairs, all-electric —’ 
 
    ‘I know where everything is here! I been here twelve years. You sprung this on me, why couldn’t you give me warning?’  
 
    ‘Actually we’ve been considering it for some time —’ 
 
    ‘We? Who’s we?’ 
 
    ‘The family.’ 
 
    ‘The family,’ Edith mimicked, and Anne’s eyes widened. Edith said conversationally, ‘So what did happen to little Joannie?’ 
 
    Anne gasped. After a long pause in which she tried to control her breathing, she said coldly, ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘And Walter Thornthwaite?’ Edith’s plump face had softened. She was smiling, gently curious. ‘No one wants to be put away when they’re old,’ she said. ‘Least of all folk who can’t look after theirselves; they just pine away and die like old dogs. They don’t get treated too good neither, not always.’ Anne hugged her breasts, mesmerised. ‘You’re thinking of Mr Fawcett there,’ Edith said kindly, ‘so imagine how I’d feel: blind, being forced to leave my own home...’ She looked round the cluttered living-room. ‘You see how it is?’ 
 
    * 
 
    By the time Rick left Miss Pink knew it was too late to go on the hill. There would be a breeze on the summits but at her age and always, alas, more than a few pounds overweight, it was unwise to climb two thousand feet-plus on a cloudless July day. She decided instead on a visit to Orrdale House where rooms would be shaded and cool. 
 
    She kept her car in an old coach house in Doomgate, a narrow lane off Botchergate where the tar was softening in the sun. She wondered how you removed tar from dogs’ feet, and had a sudden image of Perry in the churchyard, without the collie. So she’d left him with Harald. A nice gesture. 
 
    The roads shimmered as she drove out of town. The trees drooped heavily but the air wafting through open windows was sweetened with honeysuckle and she regretted the mountain tops, now soft dove shapes beyond the heat haze. It would be crazy to climb in the sun but maybe a short walk — just a mile or so — to a north-facing crag where she might doze in the shade? 
 
    She passed Orrdale House with its elegant Georgian façade, its lawns scorched by the heat, black ponies somnolent under sycamores this side of a ha-ha. 
 
    She passed the dam and now the lake was on her left, the ugly tide-line obtrusive on the far shore, glimpsed only occasionally below the road. Here there were trees with little crags, and set back from the verge was an old wall, not always continuous. Where trees had fallen in winter storms the gaps had been repaired with fencing. 
 
     After a few miles the road ran out on the flat and there was no more water, only dried mud and the remains of the village. 
 
    There were not many sightseers as yet, hardly enough to warrant the presence of a police car, Miss Pink thought, slipping into the last slot in the small car-park. The heat was oppressive as soon as the car stopped. She sighed and got out, looking south to find some shadow below a north face, but the sun was too high and the only shade would be under trees. She considered the hanging woods beyond the old Corpse Road and knew there would be flies. 
 
    She started to apply insect repellent, idly surveying the scene, noting that there were figures on the knoll where the church had stood and they had an air of purpose about them. Two could be in uniform and all were quartering the ground like dogs. She reached for the binoculars. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘We should have brought a dog,’ the constable muttered to his sergeant. ‘I mean, it’s not here, is it? There’s no disturbance.’ 
 
    ‘It could have been lying on the top: been worked out of the ground by the water, then the heat. Something like frost heave.’ The sergeant, drenched with sweat, was suffering. ‘Wild-goose chase,’ he growled, glowering at the two detectives who were conferring at the far corner of what had been the graveyard. ‘If Dent was here he could tell us where he picked it up,’ he continued. 
 
    ‘I thought it was his dogs found it.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, that’s more like. The doctor said something about a dog. Where is the fellow?’ 
 
    ‘Here come the tourists,’ the constable announced with relish: anything for a distraction. ‘One any road. An old girl. Bird watcher.’ 
 
    The detectives had noticed her too and observed her approach with resignation untinged by interest: a powerful figure with large binoculars and a white cotton sun hat, wearing jeans and dusty boots. They knew the type: unfazed by authority and bloody inquisitive. Predictably she climbed the knoll towards the men in plainclothes and stopped, panting. 
 
    ‘Too hot,’ she breathed, looking past them to the uniformed men in shirt-sleeves. ‘What are the police doing here?’ Evidently she had mistaken these two for fellow tourists. 
 
    The older detective hesitated. ‘Making sure everything’s secure,’ he ventured, ‘now the water level’s dropped. This was the old graveyard.’ 
 
    ‘The graves are giving up their dead?’ She was going to be chatty. ‘Have they found anything?’ 
 
    The older man moved towards the others. The younger mumbled something. ‘What was that?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    ‘We’re together.’ The youngster was flustered. Miss Pink had that effect on some people. ‘We’re all police,’ he blurted. 
 
    She accepted it as an introduction of sorts. ‘Melinda Pink,’ she stated. ‘And you are?’ 
 
    ‘DS Mounsey, ma’am.’ 
 
    Her eyes shifted to his companion. ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Detective Inspector Tyndale.’ 
 
    ‘Why detectives?’ 
 
    ‘I — really couldn’t say.’ He remembered the boss’s words. ‘It’s to make sure everything’s intact like.’ He nodded and tried a smile — a ghost of the one with which he’d charm the girls — and walked away. Behind her dark glasses Miss Pink’s eyes were shrewd, the heat forgotten. She looked back at the cars. More vehicles were arriving at the dale head, finding spaces along the verge, disgorging tourists. 
 
    ‘Were you here yesterday?’ someone asked. It was the DI, who’d approached as quietly as a cat walking in dust. 
 
    ‘Yesterday. Let me think.’ She could switch moods with ease and it didn’t matter that she’d been authoritative before; that was with the other one. ‘Yesterday,’ she repeated, willing him to elaborate. ‘Did something happen yesterday?’ 
 
    He said nothing, stone-walling. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said brightly, ‘I was at Hadrian’s Wall, so I wasn’t here, no.’ She beamed at him. 
 
    ‘Thank you, ma’am.’ He moved away. 
 
    Keeping the inane smile in place she drifted down from the knoll, pondering who might have been here yesterday, what could have happened then to interest the police, suddenly remembering Rick and Perry. Her jaw dropped. Not Perry, surely they couldn’t be looking for the child? No, they were looking on the ground, searching for something: a weapon, some smallish artefact, not a person. In any event Rick had seen nothing. He’d have said. 
 
    A man approached from the direction of the cars. He greeted her politely and she responded automatically, then looked after him. He was middle-aged but he moved like a youngster and with total assurance, as if he owned the land. Bare-headed and blond, he wore old faded jeans, a blue shirt dark with sweat, and mountain boots. He carried no pack. Not a tourist, hardly a policeman — too fit. She blinked, trying to place him. He swung up the knoll and walked deliberately to the police who were now grouped together. Miss Pink returned to her car and headed for Orrdale House. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘How nice to meet you,’ Marina Fawcett exclaimed. ‘We’ve heard so much about you from my father-in-law and I was reading one of your books only recently. I’m afraid I can’t remember the title... Look, why don’t you come round the house with this party and then we’ll have some tea? There’s no one else about at the moment; my daughter’s with her grandparents and goodness knows where James is. And my husband’s with the —’ She threw a glance at the visitors who were waiting for the guided tour to start and pretending not to listen. ‘Bob’s away somewhere. You haven’t been here before? You’ll enjoy it, and the rooms are cool.’ 
 
    Having guessed that the blond man could be Bob Fawcett Miss Pink had to restrain her curiosity and join the group, not listening so much as absorbing images. Marina Fawcett was a strapping figure of a woman; it appeared that Fawcett men chose their wives with deliberation: wide-hipped north country types, matronly women who would produce worthy heirs. Marina was fresh and pleasant, not a beauty like her mother-in-law but attractive and with a good speaking voice, no doubt in demand as president or chairman on local committees. To complete the picture she was accompanied by a yellow Labrador. 
 
    Miss Pink trailed the party past fine furniture, meticulously polished, past faded Chinese wallpaper below a fretwork ceiling. They trooped through rooms panelled in oiled oak to a medieval kitchen floored with stone flags. Like many Border mansions Orrdale had evolved rather than been built all of a piece. It went back a long time although not as long as man had lived in the dale. In her casual digest of local history Marina told them that ancient Britons were here before the Romans invaded, that there was a hill-fort at the head of the dale. She caught Miss Pink’s unfocused gaze. ‘And now we head back to the main entrance,’ she said, with a hint of relief. Everyone was dying for tea. 
 
    The visitors were despatched to the café and Miss Pink was carried off to the private wing of the house. She sat by a window where she could feel a current of air while Marina retreated to make the tea. In contrast to the splendour of the rest of the mansion this was a homely room, a trifle shabby. A fine gate-legged table carried a film of dust, pages from The Times were scattered on a sofa and a coffee mug with dregs in the bottom had been left on a walnut sideboard. A Burmese cat was stretched like a dog on a threadbare prayer rug. 
 
    ‘I realise now that I spoke to your husband in the old village,’ Miss Pink said as Marina appeared with the tea tray. 
 
    ‘Oh, so you know all about it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure — we merely said good afternoon. We didn’t know each other, you see, didn’t identify, as it were. How intriguing. I saw him join the police. They’d been very cagey with me. Is something going on?’ 
 
    ‘They found a bone.’ 
 
    ‘A bone. Human? Of course.’ 
 
    Marina nodded, passing shortbread. ‘A child’s femur.’ 
 
    ‘So they’re looking for the rest of the skeleton. In the graveyard? That’s where you’d expect to find bodies. But why detectives? Why an inspector? That’s a high rank if a grave’s been disturbed.’ 
 
    ‘If it was natural disturbance. That’s the point. A child disappeared — oh, ages ago, before the village was flooded. The bone’s very old, the preliminary report suggests around fifty years, and it’s been buried. Well, it would have to be, wouldn’t it, it couldn’t have been lying on top of the ground all these years.’ 
 
    ‘In the woods perhaps, where no one goes?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. It was found in the old graveyard —’ Marina stopped suddenly. 
 
    ‘That’s where they were searching,’ Miss Pink prompted. When Marina didn’t resume, she tried again. ‘That’s where your husband joined them. I saw no sign of disturbed ground. Who found the bone?’ 
 
    ‘A doctor.’ Marina was abstracted. ‘A tourist. No, I’m wrong; he took it from a farmer — probably Isaac Dent, one of our tenants; he has the grazing up there. He must have told the doctor he found it in the graveyard, otherwise why look there?’ 
 
    ‘Obvious place. Unless — what is this about a missing child?’ 
 
    ‘It was before my time. You’ll have to ask Harald and Anne. It’s not unusual in this part of the world; small children lose their way coming home from school in a snowstorm —’ Miss Pink was staring. ‘It’s happened,’ Marina protested, ‘I mean, in the old days, before school buses and cars. Why, we even have to be careful nowadays; we have a rule that the children never go out on a pony or a bike without saying where they’re going. Old mountain rule: Harald insists on it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying the child was lost on the fells?’ There was a pause. ‘It’s odd Harald never mentioned it, but then we haven’t come this way. I’ve taken him driving but northwards, to the Roman Wall and the stone circle at Lazonby.’ 
 
    Marina wasn’t listening. ‘I doubt he would tell you about it, after all; it’s something they prefer to forget. You pick up the odd snippet here and there, and that’s probably invention.’ 
 
    ‘And they never found the body? One wonders where he was last seen.’ 
 
    ‘She, actually. There’s a rumour that she was last seen with a man. 
 
    Miss Pink was still. Sparrows chirped outside the window. ‘More tea?’ Marina asked brightly. ‘I must make a fresh pot’ — there was the sound of wheels on gravel — ‘that’s my old man.’ 
 
    Bob Fawcett was amazed to find the elderly tourist from the dale head ensconced in his drawing-room, and to realise who she was. He told her that there was a problem, a police problem. ‘I was telling Miss Pink that we have the police at the old village,’ he told his wife as she returned with more tea. 
 
    ‘She knows about the bone,’ Marina said comfortably. ‘It’ll be on the News this evening, that is, if the police see fit to release it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that they will.’ He sat down and accepted a cup. ‘If it’s from an old grave they’d rather not broadcast it: dogs running around with human bones — nasty that, they’d prefer to keep it quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Would the CID be there if it was a matter of an official grave?’ Miss Pink asked. He blinked at her. Not a very astute fellow, she thought. 
 
    ‘They’re concentrating on the graveyard,’ he pointed out, puzzled. 
 
    ‘What better place for an illicit grave?’ 
 
    ‘Illicit?’ 
 
    Marina said, ‘She means that the man who killed Joan Gardner could have buried her there.’ 
 
    His jaw dropped. ‘No one ever suggested —’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, sweetie! You’ve heard that story —’ 
 
    There was a scurry outside the room and the Labrador burst in, followed by a young girl in jeans and trainers: a pretty child in her early teens with taffy-coloured hair and green eyes. She paused at sight of the stranger and was introduced: the daughter, Deborah. She shook hands hurriedly, obviously brimming with news. 
 
    ‘They’re going to start a dig at the old village,’ she told her parents. ‘You’ll give permission, won’t you, Dad? Can I go and help?’ 
 
    ‘Dig — for what?’ Bob was staring at her. 
 
    ‘An archaeological dig, of course. They’re looking for artefacts.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Marina was decisive. ‘It’s not possible. Anyway it’s nearly fifty years since —’  She stopped, aware of her daughter’s bewilderment 
 
    Miss Pink guessed that there might well be a dig, but it would be the police doing the digging, not archaeologists. 
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    ‘We had a splendid day,’ Harald said. ‘We walked Bags and came back here for tea. That’s a fascinating child, Melinda, she’s had an incredible life — and at that Anne reckons she isn’t telling everything.’ 
 
     ‘I suspect she’s concerned not to shock you; youngsters think we’re too old for the raw under-belly of life.’ 
 
    ‘Dear me.’ Harald took this seriously. ‘You think it’s been so hard for her? That’s tragic.’ 
 
    ‘She’s weathered it pretty well.’ 
 
    ‘But so naïve, Mel, so vulnerable.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but we can’t adopt solitary teenagers in the same way that they adopt dogs. And she has Rick.’ 
 
    ‘Rick would be a broken reed,’ Harald said. ‘Oh, he’d fight for her’ — seeing her surprise — ‘but he’s not a street kid, he doesn’t know the rules.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about, Harald?’ 
 
    ‘Why, she’s an urchin, a Dickensian character, you must see that. Of course you do, you’re a writer. So if her past caught up with her, can you see Rick dealing with evil?’ 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed a smile, thinking that the worst evil Harald would have come across would have been poachers among his deer. 
 
    They were in the garden of Nichol House, the evening air fragrant with stocks and spiced with the smell of roasting meat. Miss Pink sighed; it was the wrong weather for roasts. 
 
    ‘You’re tired,’ he said, immediately concerned. ‘Did you have a strenuous afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Just Orrdale,’ she murmured. ‘I had tea with Bob’s family. Deborah says there’s a rumour about a dig, an archaeological dig at the old village now that the ruins are exposed.’ 
 
    It was as if a fine mask was drawn over his face. The features were visible but the skin tightened; it was the mask of the embattled landowner: blank and aloof. ‘It’s our land,’ he said coldly. ‘They have to come to me for permission.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only gossip. Deborah had met some students. It could have been no more than casual speculation, wondering what might be uncovered — if they were allowed to dig.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing there.’ 
 
    He was disturbed. She tried to reassure him. ‘It’s the same inquisitive urge that makes you feel above the lintel in an abandoned house to see if the last occupant left something there, like his pipe.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing more than a few stones at Orrdale. And they’ve been under water for nearly half a century; it’s impossible that anything could have survived.’ 
 
    ‘There was —’ she began, but at that moment Anne called them indoors and any reference to the bone was postponed. Moreover it occurred to her, as they moved into the dining-room, that if Harald didn’t know about the find already, it could be only because Anne hadn’t told him. And she must know because one of the younger Fawcetts would surely have telephoned her. So she left the initiative to her hostess; it was Fawcett land, their business. 
 
    Seated at the table she regarded her starter with a semblance of interest. An avocado was piled with tiny shrimps in mayonnaise; this was not a gourmet household. They sipped an uninspiring hock and Anne waited overlong before addressing her guest. 
 
    ‘So you had a good day.’ It sounded portentous and was superfluous, she’d already ascertained that when Miss Pink arrived. 
 
    Harald frowned at his shrimps. ‘She says they want to dig at the village,’ he said moodily. 
 
    Anne’s spoon clattered against her plate. She stared at him, obviously bewildered. 
 
    ‘An archaeological dig,’ Miss Pink explained. ‘Deborah heard some gossip. I had tea at the big house.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    Harald looked up sharply. ‘Bob called,’ Anne told him. ‘She says it’s only gossip, dear. Why should they dig? There’s nothing to find.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I say!’ The cool mask had gone and he looked wretched. Suddenly his face cleared. ‘The fort! Debbie’s confused: they want to excavate the British fort on the Corpse Road.’ He turned to Miss Pink. ‘That’s how we come into it — because that’s our land. Down below, where the old village stood: that’s Water Authority land now. I forgot.’ 
 
    Anne nodded. She said comfortably, ‘I expect we could give them permission to dig at the fort —’ 
 
    ‘Well, wait a minute,’ Harald protested, ‘it’s an ancient monument —’ 
 
    ‘Not officially, sweetie, not listed as such. Anyway, we can leave the negotiating to Bob.’ 
 
    ‘The negotiating perhaps, but I’m not having helicopters bringing equipment in, landing there above the wood, disturbing the wildlife. There are two badgers’ sets in there, Melinda… 
 
    The evening wore on, a little stiffly, not quite naturally, and not helped by the food, which was well cooked, plain and most unsuitable for a summer’s evening: saddle of lamb and bread-and-butter pudding. The conversation was concerned with Lakeland generally and its wildlife. No one mentioned Orrdale again and the omission was glaringly obvious. Miss Pink left early, pleading fatigue, and everyone was very polite. 
 
    Strolling home through the leaning tombstones, vaguely aware of bats flicking round the lamps, she was thinking that she had seldom been present at such a meal, where people talked competently on one level when their thoughts were on another. She guessed that the focal point was Orrdale but how did it figure? 
 
    It was not yet ten o’clock. In her flat she switched on the television to catch the News and fell asleep. Half an hour later the telephone rang. It was Anne, breathless and urgent, apologising. ‘You must have known something was wrong, but I couldn’t say anything in front of Harald. You do understand — he doesn’t know; it would be too — he’d worry…’ 
 
    The bone, thought Miss Pink, making conciliatory noises. 
 
    ‘I do appreciate your tact.’ Anne was overdoing it now. ‘You had to know, Bob said you actually talked to the police, and you never said a word to Harald... You didn’t, did you, before dinner?’ 
 
    ‘No, all I mentioned was the dig, and I made light of that.’ 
 
    ‘How perceptive of you. And Marina told you about the child who disappeared: Joan Gardner.’ It was a statement, not a question. ‘If any digging’s proposed, it’ll be to find the skeleton.’ 
 
    ‘The thought crossed my mind,’ Miss Pink admitted. ‘But are the police that concerned? They can’t identify a leg bone; teeth, yes, but not a bone. It could be legitimate.’ 
 
    ‘All the graves were opened and the contents reburied. If this bone can be dated to around the time of the flood, and no children died then, it could be — You see?’ 
 
    Miss Pink opened her mouth to ask why Harald was worried, remembered that he didn’t know, realised that Anne was concerned he shouldn’t know, and felt a touch of fear. 
 
    Anne said, as if telepathic, ‘He’s sitting in the garden, enjoying the bats. He doesn’t have to concern himself; he lived at the far end of the dale — but you’ll hear gossip, if you haven’t already.’ 
 
    ‘Not about Harald.’ Miss Pink put a smile in her voice but she waited for the response with interest. 
 
    ‘About my first husband,’ Anne said calmly. ‘Joan was supposed to have been seen with a man before she vanished — well, that’s innocent enough, there were numbers of men and youths about, hay-time in a farming community. But my husband — as he was then — he went too.’ 
 
    ‘He — left the area? At the same time?’ 
 
    ‘We’d considered emigrating to Canada. He proposed to find work and send for me and the baby. I was pregnant at the time. Well, then, d’you see —’ Fluency deserted her. She paused and resumed in a hard voice: ‘He went suddenly, without a word. I did have a postcard, from Liverpool. He said he’d be in touch but I never heard again.’ 
 
    ‘Is this public knowledge?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly, but the family knows, and the old people from Orrdale of course. And the police,’ she added, as if it were an afterthought. ‘They came and asked questions. I couldn’t tell them anything.’ 
 
    She would have shown them the postcard, thought Miss Pink, and she hadn’t mentioned the fact that, according to Rick, a farm had been allocated them — which was curious in view of her assertion that the couple had been considering emigration... Anne was apologising again, stressing that she didn’t want Harald worried, that his father had had an almost feudal attitude towards the villagers, and that the disappearance of the little girl had rocked the community. ‘It’s still there,’ she insisted, ‘the old horror. Finding the bone brought it all back.’ 
 
    If Harald didn’t know, she could only be speaking for herself. Replacing the receiver Miss Pink subsided in an easy chair, her thoughts returning to the first husband, puzzled by that reference to Canada. They could have considered emigration and rejected the idea and then, when he left — or was forced to leave, he had reverted to the original plan. He could have meant to lose himself in the wilds of North America — and perhaps he had done exactly that. Alternatively he could have met with foul play en route, or when he disembarked. There would have been criminals at the ports who’d anticipate that immigrants might be carrying quantities of cash. 
 
    There were two scenarios: he had disappeared because he wanted to abandon his wife, or he’d fled because he was involved with the disappearance of the little girl. It would seem that Anne suspected him, perhaps had always suspected — but no, murder wasn’t implied until the discovery of the bone — that is, if it were proved to be that of Joan Gardner. It was still possible that the child had been lost on the fells, but then the body would surely have been discovered by the searchers, or their dogs. It must have been hidden, and that meant murder. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So what else did you say?’ Isaac paused in the act of lighting a cigarette. ‘Tha didn’t by chance say as Harald Fawcett coulda had summat to do with little Joannie?’ The tone was insinuating. 
 
    Edith wasn’t listening. ‘Throwing me out like a bag of old rubbish,’ she muttered, staring through the windscreen at the sheen of water beyond the dry mud flats. The dale was deep in shadow but an airliner was dragging a sunlit trail across the sky. 
 
    ‘Tha brains is as addled as tha hearing,’ Isaac growled. ‘An’ if tha’d only keep tha voice down us wouldna have to come way out here to say owt.’ 
 
    ‘Little yellow-haired slut.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, now you got two women gunning for you. Tha’s been careful most of tha life, why can’t tha go on being careful? Tha’s got whip hand, even with the girl. Her could be feared of police but you’m going to lose it all if tha go threatening the Fawcetts —’ 
 
    ‘I never —’ 
 
    ‘Tha said tha sent her away wi’ flea in her ear — ‘ 
 
    ‘I never mentioned Joannie; I just said like folks could be put away when they got old, an’ she knew I meant him — Harald — and then I said I were meaning meself.’ 
 
    ‘You’m talking daft. What else did tha say to get rid of her? Musta been summat.’ 
 
    Edith turned on him viciously. ‘I asked were Mister Fawcett worried about the bone, and I said as how the police would be wanting to question all of us old uns what was living here when Joannie went missing. I said I might be able to keep them away from Mr Fawcett, seeing as she wouldn’t want him bothered, the state he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘Well now.’ Isaac leaned back in the driving seat and considered this. ‘Now we have everyone in some sort of trouble. There’s yon Harlow taken up with a lassie half his age, and here’s Jonty Robson who’d like fine to get his hands on her and have his glasses back and his twenty pound, and more, no doubt.’ He chuckled richly. ‘Now there’s a way to be rid of her: an anonymous phone call to police saying she’s under-age.’ 
 
    ‘No! I don’t want nowt to do wi’ police. I never done nowt.’  
 
    ‘They don’t have to come to you. ‘Fact, tha’s only got to mention ‘em to the girl and you’d be rid of her for good.’ 
 
    ‘S’pose she’s told Harlow?’ 
 
    ‘Find out. You found out with Anne Fawcett. Where’s yer brains? Think on, tha silly cow.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Miss Pink was wakened by the telephone. Blearily she pushed back the bedclothes and stumbled into her living-room. The graveyard below the window was cold and dewy in the shade — and here was Anne again, saying Harald had a yen to go to Liddesdale, Miss Pink had said she wanted to look at Hermitage Castle and he was an authority on Border history, so why didn’t they drive up there today, take a picnic lunch or continue to Teviotdale, have a bar meal at — 
 
    ‘Wait a minute!’ Miss Pink could take no more of this. ‘It’s eight o’clock, I’m still half asleep, I was asleep —’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. Come and join us for breakfast.’ 
 
    She couldn’t believe this was happening, even the apology was offhand. ‘I need my coffee —’ she began. 
 
    ‘Quickly then.’ Anne paused, then went on, lowering her voice, talking fast, ‘The police will surely be here today. They questioned me before. They’ll be back.’ 
 
    ‘It was forty-five years ago,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘What more can you tell them now than you could at the time?’ 
 
    ‘They might think he’d been in touch. And before, we didn’t know she’d been — I mean, now they’ve found the — part of the skeleton... It’s Harald: I can’t have him harassed, you know what he’s like. He’s an old man, Melinda, he’ll get confused, God knows what they might make him say. Please take him out of the way.’ 
 
    She was distraught. Miss Pink gave in, it was all one to her whether she went to Hermitage Castle today or sometime in the future. She did insist that she have breakfast before she left but it couldn’t be a leisurely meal, not with the knowledge of Anne stewing on the other side of the churchyard. 
 
    By ten o’clock they were over the Border and following a minor road above Liddel Water. Harald hadn’t seemed in the least put out by the early start; he was back to his normal self, making appreciative comments on the Southern Uplands, regretting that he had never found time to explore these lonely glens, so undramatic in comparison with the Highlands and yet, said he, Liddesdale had been at the heart of the Debateable Land, for centuries savagely disputed by English and Scots, even more fiercely by the Scots among themselves. ‘All gone,’ he said sadly, ‘every peel tower, every castle — destroyed after the Act of Union.’ 
 
    Miss Pink let him talk, and he was more voluble than ever this morning; it crossed her mind that he was talking in order to stop her from asking questions. Did he know about the bone? How shrewd was he? Definitely not the helpless old fellow Anne implied. Her eyes on the road, with fleeting glimpses of water among dry boulders below, of scorched slopes above, she set herself to manipulate the conversation, suggesting that the image of moss troopers and cattle raiders riding through the heather was glamorous but the reality must have been bleak. 
 
    ‘No doubt about that,’ he agreed. ‘Atrocities were rife: retaliation. They did take prisoners but captives were left to starve in dungeons, someone was even boiled — in a pot. There was a family who existed for twenty-five years on the flesh of travellers they attacked —’ 
 
    ‘No, Harald, you’re thinking of the Bean family over in Galloway, not this neck of the woods.’ 
 
    ‘It makes no odds, it’s all Border country, beyond the pale if truth were told.’ 
 
    ‘You relish it. You’re a bloodthirsty soul.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘It’s history.’ He was silent. She glanced sideways and saw that he had slumped in his seat, his eyes dull. 
 
    ‘A very long time ago,’ she prompted. 
 
    ‘We have long memories on the Border.’ 
 
    She stiffened and her gaze returned to the road. 
 
    ‘Rape and pillage,’ Harald intoned, and shuddered. 
 
    ‘What is pillage?’ she asked idly. ‘It’s one of those words you always mean to look up and never get around to it.’ 
 
    ‘It means plunder: from the French, piller.’ 
 
    There was a further silence which he broke eventually but as if talking to himself. ‘Rape, yes, but not followed by murder. No need: rape wasn’t a crime. A sin maybe. What was the Church’s view on that? Did they have ministers here?’ He regarded the bare slopes. ‘Doubtful. At all events the victims would be women: adults. Raping children has always been a crime, a sin, a horror. And to murder a child! Of course he had to, to silence her. He could be identified.’ 
 
    Where were they? With the moss troopers or closer to home, to now? ‘Quite.’ She spoke through dry lips. ‘The same motive: often with grown women, always with children.’ 
 
    He nodded jerkily. ‘That’s why she wanted me out of the way.’  
 
    ‘I don’t follow.’ 
 
    ‘In case the police insisted on talking to me.’ 
 
    ‘What harm could you have done?’ 
 
    ‘None, actually. But there I let her take charge. Walter Thornthwaite was her husband; it’s her territory, her responsibility. And she’s more than competent, she won’t let them rattle her. You know’ — he shifted in his seat and turned towards her— ‘despite what it looked like it could have been an accident: placing his hands on her throat and pressing too hard on the hyoid.’ He touched his own throat delicately. ‘If he did strangle her it’ll be broken but they’ll never find such a tiny bone now. The foxes and ravens will have been at work.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve known all along?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Everyone knew. Joan disappeared; a few days later he followed. It was obvious — although Anne’s always believed in his innocence. Ostensibly.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Perry and Rick were coming home through the churchyard. They had been walking Bags by the river and the collie was still shedding water. 
 
    ‘Miss Pink has something of mine,’ Rick announced vaguely, not wanting to admit that he’d handed over some of his features for a constructive opinion. ‘You wait here, I shan’t be a minute. Keep Bags on the lead.’ He’d bought one to replace the baler twine. 
 
    ‘No need,’ Perry said. ‘I’m training him. Stay, boy.’ She sat down on a bench. Bags dropped at her feet. She leaned back and closed her eyes, listening to the hum of insects in the trees, her head like fool’s gold in the sunshine. After a while she felt the dog move and opened her eyes. The Mondeo driver stood a few yards away, his mouth open, his eyes fixed. Seeing her flicker of panic his lips closed and stretched in the travesty of a smile. 
 
    Perry swallowed. On the next seat were two women with strollers, their kids playing on the dry grass. There was no sign of Rick. She stood up and approached the women. 
 
    ‘Have you got the time?’ 
 
    They glanced at her, transfixed by the haircut. ‘Twelve o’clock,’ one said, and looked meaningly at the church tower but the clock couldn’t be seen from here. 
 
    ‘Come on, boy, race you!’ Perry cried and dashed away, round the church, along the walk past Nichol House, glancing back to make sure he wasn’t coming after her. He’d be known locally: a tax inspector, he wouldn’t dare attract attention whatever he might intend on the sly. She made for Doomgate — and beyond the bollards that blocked access to the church walk a police car was parked, the driver behind the wheel, the windows down, a radio squawking inside. 
 
    She stooped and clipped the lead to Bags’ collar, straightened up, stared with her generation’s contempt at the driver and walked past, her eyes searching for a clear run, some yard where the car couldn’t follow, trying to remember if there was a back gate to Nichol House by way of its garden so that she could abandon the dog. But anyone with a back entrance would keep it locked these days. 
 
    She was frantic; if they caught her they’d put Bags in the pound, they’d put him down... She kept walking along Doomgate. There was no shout from behind her, no revving of an engine. Crossing the road she looked back. The police car hadn’t moved and that man, the Mondeo guy, would never follow her now, not with police about. She walked on, looking for somewhere to hole up until she could contact Rick. 
 
    * 
 
    Getting no reply when he rang Miss Pink’s doorbell Rick had wandered into the bookshop. Emerging with a copy of The Second Jungle Book, smiling as he visualised Perry’s reaction to it, he saw that the seat where he’d left her was vacant. Then he realised that the big fellow talking to two women on the next bench was the Mondeo chap, Jonty Robson. So she’d seen the guy coming and had scarpered — but had Robson seen her, or was his talking to the women merely a coincidence? At that moment the chap left them and strode down the flagged path towards Doomgate. Rick approached the women. ‘I’m looking for a girl with a collie,’ he said. 
 
    They regarded him knowingly. They’d have seen him leave Perry a few minutes ago. ‘She’s in demand,’ one said, elaborately arch, ‘he’s after her too.’ Nodding at Robson’s back. 
 
    Their eyes anticipated excitement. ‘Although he says,’ put in the other woman, ‘that it’s the dog he’s after: knows who it belongs to, says it went missing.’ 
 
    ‘Like she were one of them travellers and she stole it,’ the first woman suggested. 
 
    ‘Which way did she go?’ Rick was harsh. ‘Don’t tell me: he’s gone after her.’ 
 
    ‘Right, and maybe the police too.’ 
 
    He moved away, having no time to consider that last comment because there, to his astonishment, was Jonty Robson, strolling casually round the churchyard away from the exit for which he’d been making so precipitately. Their eyes met across the tombstones. Robson halted and stared at him. Puzzled, Rick looked from the fat man to the exit. A police car was parked on the other side of the bollards. He grinned, enlightened, and crossed the grass to Robson. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ he asked pleasantly, as if he stood on his own property. ‘Or would you care to ask a policeman?’ 
 
    Robson’s eyes flickered then his head tilted to one side so that he resembled an interested mastiff. ‘She’s still with you,’ he breathed. 
 
    Rick saw the danger and played for time. ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t give me that. She’s fifteen, you said so. And here she’s shacked up with you.’ 
 
    ‘Shacked up? Oh, you’re talking about the kid you abducted, right?’ 
 
    ‘Lies, all lies. And you’re not on The Sun neither.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t stoop to it,’ Rick said airily. ‘I’m a freelance. I sell my stuff wherever there’s a market. Sex and violence fetch a good price, particularly where Authority is concerned, like big fish in little ponds, respected family men, you know the kind of thing: blow jobs in the backs of cars.’ 
 
    ‘I know where you live,’ Robson said, his eyes slits above his fleshy cheeks. 
 
    ‘But only temporarily. Your home is here, you have neighbours, your girls go to school in Kelleth’ — a guess, but Robson didn’t deny it — ‘your wife will have status, married to the VAT man. You will have status.’ 
 
    ‘It’s her word against mine.’ 
 
    ‘You see,’ Rick said chattily, ‘when an item like this is broadcast —’ 
 
    ‘Try it! You just try it!’ 
 
    ‘— or appears in print, and you deny it publicly, it usually happens that other girls — women, schoolgirls, they come forward to point out that this isn’t the first time, it’s happened before — to them.’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ The scorn was overdone. Robson licked his lips. ‘Every slag in town will see her chance to make a few quid from the media.’ 
 
    ‘A few quid more? How much do you pay them?’ 
 
    Robson bared his teeth. ‘Watch your back,’ he grated. ‘I’m going to get you both.’ 
 
    Rick raised an eyebrow and walked away; he couldn’t counter that threat. Fortunately Robson didn’t appear to have noticed the Kipling; he’d surely guess that Rick didn’t intend to read it himself. But so what, the man knew Perry was staying in the flat, he’d been watching. Not a pleasant thought. Rick didn’t think she’d be waiting for him outside the flat but just to be on the safe side he walked round the churchyard instead of heading straight across for Plumtree Yard. Robson didn’t follow. 
 
    He started to consider what should be done. He didn’t think Robson would go to the police, he thought he’d come pretty close to the truth there when he’d suggested that Perry wasn’t the first youngster he’d propositioned, and if Robson tried an anonymous tip-off he’d know that Rick would guess the identity of the informant and retaliate. Robson had everything to lose. No, it wasn’t a charge of consorting with a minor that bothered Rick, he was worried about Perry’s safety. If Robson could hang around the churchyard in the daytime, he could do so in the dark. Perry ought to leave Kelleth, and at the thought his guts contracted. He’d known her for two days and already he’d lost sight of what life was like before he met her. He couldn’t remember being depressed, unfulfilled, bored, but he knew without a doubt he’d feel like that tomorrow, if he set her on the road to Scotland tonight. So why not go with her? He stopped in his tracks, grinning like a maniac, and then he sobered and glanced back, but there was still no sign of Robson. He headed for Plumtree Yard. 
 
    Two men were at Edith’s door. One was dressed conventionally: dark pants, shirt-sleeves and, of all things in this weather, a tie. The other was in baggy jeans and a shirt in blue plaid. Beyond them Edith stood in characteristic pose defending her castle, arms folded, alert, defiant, listening as if she were granting a favour. Her eyes slid past her callers to Rick and her lips tightened. She nodded curtly. Her visitors turned, glanced at Rick, and turned back. 
 
    Footsteps slapped softly as someone entered the yard behind him. It was a uniformed policeman. Rick kept walking to his own front door and took out his key. 
 
    As he let himself into the flat he realised that the police had nothing to do with Perry or himself. The bone had been mentioned on local radio this morning — and Edith was old Orrdale. They were questioning people who had lived there when that child disappeared. He sighed with relief, dismissed them from his mind and started to wonder where Perry was. She’d have seen the police car and would wait until the coast was clear before she came home. Home — God, he’d have to see Anne Fawcett to settle up — No, he’d paid in advance. But he must leave properly, say goodbye, particularly to Harald. He’d wait for Perry and go round to Nichol House this evening, see Miss Pink too; she had his clippings. 
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    The churchyard was a mosaic of moonlight and shadow, the leaves hanging motionless. Miss Pink, opening her curtains before she went to bed, recalled a weird movie of her childhood with vampires hauling themselves out of graves. A B-picture, probably accompanying a more appropriate film; her parents would have walked out had they suspected how long she would be haunted by those images of the earth giving up its dreadful dead... She stiffened. Something low crept across a path of light, turned back, nosed a headstone and moved on: Bags, dragging his lead. 
 
    She looked for Perry but there was no sign of her, nor of anyone else. Puzzled, she watched the collie appear and vanish without apparent direction. She sighed, aware of her responsibility. 
 
    He was still there when she emerged from the door beside the bookshop and he came to her immediately. Obviously he disliked being on his own. So what had happened? 
 
    She went to Plumtree Yard but the only light was in Edith’s flat and there was no answer when she rang Rick’s bell. She returned to her own place, Bags trotting happily beside her, accepting her as a friend. Miss Pink was more of a cat-person but she had nothing against dogs and this one was so amenable and well mannered it was a pleasure to be in his company. 
 
    She wrote a note: ‘Bags is with me. M. Pink’, went back and stuck it on Rick’s front door. ‘So we go home and talk while we wait for him,’ she told the collie, but as she walked across the churchyard again she was hailed by the man himself, hurrying across the grass. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ he gasped. ‘Where’s Perry?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea. I saw Bags from my flat, trailing his lead, so I came down and took him in charge. I left a note —’ 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ He looked away, throwing the question into the night. 
 
    ‘With the Fawcetts?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’ve just come from there, they haven’t seen her today. You know the police were here?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be making inquiries about the bone found at Orrdale.’ 
 
    ‘I think she saw them and thought they were after her — but that was this afternoon! She hasn’t left, all her stuff’s in the flat, but Bags: how did he get loose?’ He paused, scratching at moss on a headstone. Bags sat down and leaned against Miss Pink’s legs. ‘I saw her go,’ Rick went on, ‘well — virtually. I was here.’ He looked around. ‘She was on that seat there. I went to your flat but you were out so I went in the bookshop. Bags was all wet, he’d been in the river. I told her to wait. "Put him on the lead," I said, and she said she was teaching him to stay, you didn’t need the lead, I remember her saying that. And I came out of the bookshop and she was gone, and there was that fellow: Jonty Robson.’ Rick stared at the bench with wide eyes. ‘If he’s touched her I’ll kill him.’ 
 
    ‘This is the man you were asking the Fawcetts about: the one who gave Perry a lift up Birkdale?’ 
 
    ‘And raped —’ He stopped short. 
 
    ‘He raped her?’ She was appalled. 
 
    ‘No.’ He looked away, mumbling. She waited. ‘It’s — a bit complicated,’ he muttered. ‘There wasn’t a rape, he’s not that stupid — surely? But he did — er — make suggestions.’ He swallowed. 
 
    ‘Then it’s he who should be scared of her now.’ 
 
    ‘Ye-es, but you see, she reckoned he owed her: taking her out of the way, dumping her in the wilds... I’m afraid’ — he was terribly embarrassed — ‘she lifted his Ray Bans.’ 
 
    ‘His — oh, those pricey sun-glasses. I see.’ 
 
    ‘And twenty pounds. Apparently he was paying up-front, if you see what I mean.’ 
 
    She did. She saw what he had been skirting round, saw the possibility that Perry was a teenage prostitute, but that was immaterial at this moment except that it heightened the risks the girl had run, was running. ‘So he’s after his Ray Bans and his cash,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘And he can’t go to the police because he’s a family man.’ 
 
    ‘He threatened me — and her. We had a confrontation. He said he’d get us both.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked down at Bags. ‘If she saw the police —’ 
 
    ‘She must have done. There was a patrol car beyond the bollards. According to some women she went that way so she must have walked right by the car. She would have been scared stiff.’ 
 
    ‘You think she’s a runaway.’ 
 
    ‘She’s been horribly abused.’ 
 
    ‘And you want to protect her. Unfortunately, since she’s probably under-age’ — she paused hopefully but in vain, and his expression was truculent — ‘you’re laying yourself open to a criminal charge.’ 
 
    ‘You think I care?’ 
 
    ‘Ssh! Keep your voice down.’ 
 
    ‘I love her!’ It was an angry hiss. 
 
    ‘When she comes back, bring her over to me. Now you go back to Plumtree, take Bags with you... I think that if she thought that the police were after her, or Jonty Robson, or both, Bags would be an encumbrance. She probably tied him to your front door, or close by, and he worked himself loose.’ 
 
    ‘That would fit. She couldn’t put him inside the flat because I have the key.’ 
 
    ‘Go home, but bring her across whatever time she comes back. She’ll be safe with me.’ 
 
    She left the light burning in her living-room but otherwise she acted normally, undressing and going to bed. She wondered where Perry could be. She was less worried about the police than about Robson — although she couldn’t visualise the VAT man, the local Customs and Excise officer, as anything other than ridiculous in the circumstances. No doubt he had made overtures but it was himself who’d been taken for a ride, and if he recovered his expensive sun-glasses he should feel the score was even. As for the twenty pounds, she preferred not to dwell on that, whether it had been a transaction or a couple of notes slipped out of a wallet — and it was only twenty pounds anyway, when Ray Bans ran to well over a hundred. Here something snagged in the course of her waking dream; the Ray Bans were theft but the cash related to sex. The man had been ridiculed by a child, and the fact that she’d run when he reappeared suggested that she looked on him as dangerous. But if she’d told her story to other people — and Robson would assume that she’d told Rick — silencing her wasn’t the answer... 
 
      
 
    He would have to silence everyone she’d talked to... Silence? It was so quiet outside she could hear the bats. 
 
    * 
 
    A thrush sang a few notes. In the night? A blackbird was suddenly shouting full throttle, another thrush, then a wren. There was a rustle in the room. She opened her eyes to the grey light before sunrise, and the net curtain stroking the window frame in the dawn breeze. She lay still for a moment orientating herself and then she realised that Perry hadn’t come home, or that if she had then Rick had seen fit to keep her at Plumtree Yard. 
 
    He came across at eight o’clock, accompanied by the dog. He glared at her when she opened the front door; he was beside himself with some emotion. 
 
    ‘She phoned!’ 
 
    ‘Ah, good. Where is she?’ 
 
    ‘In Scotland. She wouldn’t say where exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Come up and have some breakfast.’ 
 
    He wouldn’t sit down but stalked to her kitchen window and stared out at the churchyard. ‘Why won’t she tell me where she is?’ he blurted. 
 
    She stopped breaking eggs in a bowl. ‘You dialled 1471?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Number Withheld. And she said she was in a call-box, had to hurry, had no change. But there wasn’t that echo effect you get in a call-box. I started to tell her to give me the number and the line went dead as she was saying something about Bags and hound meal.’ He laughed angrily. ‘That was why she called, to make sure Bags was all right, didn’t even say why she’d left him. She’d tied him to that knob on the front door like you thought. She did say she’d be back for him, just to make sure I wasn’t going to have him put down, I suppose.’ His anger had turned to bitterness. 
 
    ‘Did she say why she left?’ 
 
    ‘She said she saw Robson and then the police so she assumed they were together and he’d reported her after all. I said the cops weren’t after her, they were looking into that disappearance decades ago, and as I told her about the bone I remembered the craziest thing: that Bags was carrying a bone when I met them! So I said the police were searching the churchyard where he picked it up and she said he didn’t find it there, and then she changed the subject and started on about the amount of hound meal he should have, and then she insisted I keep quiet about her phoning and the line went dead without her even saying goodbye. She sounded scared.’ 
 
    ‘She would be,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Because she is involved. Wherever Bags found the bone, the skeleton could be close by. She’s realised that. The police will want to talk to her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Christ. What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Let me think.’ 
 
    ‘I know what we do,’ she said as she stirred the scrambled eggs. ‘We take Bags for a walk, reversing Perry’s hike from Birkdale to Orrdale. If he’s found one bone he can find the rest.’ 
 
    ‘So it’ll seem as if we come on it by accident? But the police will still want to speak to Perry. He’s her dog.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll tell the truth — more or less. She gave the dog to you and moved on. You’re in the clear, Rick; you don’t know her age —’  
 
    ‘I don’t know her name!’ 
 
    ‘You mean she didn’t tell you her surname?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t even know if Perry is her first name. She told me it was short for Peregrine but people don’t call girl babies Peregrine. I think she chose the name when she —’ He checked. 
 
    ‘— ran away.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know that she’s on the run.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not important. At the moment anyway.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Bags was in ecstasy to be on the fells again but he hated the lead. ‘We should have bought one of those extending contraptions,’ Miss Pink grumbled as she was jerked ungracefully up a rock step, the braid slimy in her sweaty hand. Behind her Rick had no rhythm either but that was because he had no experience of going steeply uphill. 
 
    They came to the lip of the escarpment and rested by the old ruin. 
 
    ‘Bags was running loose when I met them,’ Rick said. ‘And how can he find anything if you’re on the end of the lead?’ 
 
    ‘I thought of that.’ She leaned against the wall of what had been the gable-end of the ruin. ‘But I’m also thinking in terms of a burial. Where did you see any soil on this slope deep enough to cover a body?’ 
 
    ‘In the wood?’ He looked doubtfully at the tops of the trees. 
 
    ‘For my money it’s steep and rocky everywhere — oh!’ She moved forward smartly. ‘That wall moved!’ 
 
    They walked round the gable-end, studying the stones. Where there had been a fireplace boulders had fallen from the chimney breast leaving the mass of wall virtually unsupported. 
 
    ‘Someone should push that down,’ she said grimly, ‘but not us; you don’t know which way the top stones will fall. Come along, let’s set Bags to work. I’m going to risk letting him loose now we’re on top.’ 
 
    ‘If it rains won’t that destroy the scent?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. Rain might bring out more smells to confuse him, but it’s not going to rain.’ 
 
    She unclipped the lead. Bags plunged away, zigzagging excitedly about the ruin, lifting his leg at a clump of nettles, sniffing at sheep droppings. They watched him intently but he had no interest in any one spot and after a few moments he paused and glanced at them expectantly. Miss Pink sucked her lip and started up the Corpse Road, moving easily now as the path rose gently to the open moor. 
 
    Rick glanced back. ‘You could be wrong about rain.’ He was uneasy in this bleak place. ‘It looks very murky in the west.’ 
 
    ‘Summer storm.’ She sniffed. ‘Wind’s from that quarter but not to worry; the central fells will get it, not us.’ 
 
    ‘I’d hate to be up here in bad weather. You’ll be used to it of course, being a climber.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. Walking on peat is hell at any time. You have to keep to the tracks on this kind of ground; that’s why the cairns are so close together.’ 
 
    ‘So this is where they used to dig their peat.’ She blinked at him. ‘They burned peat in Orrdale,’ he explained, ‘It says so in the booklet.’ 
 
    ‘Of course! These are the old peat hags.’ 
 
    ‘What — that black bank over there?’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s too high but you can make out vague lines...’ Her attention returned to Bags who was running ahead but keeping to the path, showing no desire to leave it. Even animals took the easiest way if there were nothing to divert them. She frowned but she didn’t comment. 
 
    A curlew got up and flew south, uttering its lonely trill. When it faded nothing broke the bright silence but the plod of her boots on dried mud. Rick, in trainers, made no sound. A knoll showed ahead, the path creeping round its base. 
 
    ‘That has to be the British fort,’ Miss Pink said. ‘We should go and look.’ 
 
    ‘Bags isn’t interested.’ 
 
    ‘Wind’s blowing the wrong way — but he’s not interested in anything other than the walk. I’m starting to wonder if he picked up that bone on the path. It could have been carried some distance by a fox, even...’ 
 
    ‘Even what?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer until they were climbing the knoll. She stopped and drew breath. Looking back she said, ‘There could have been a body in the wood all the time and the searchers missed it.’ 
 
    ‘They’d have had dogs, wouldn’t they?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. I forgot the dogs.’ 
 
    They reached the top and Rick collapsed on a boulder. ‘It was nearly fifty years ago,’ he said. ‘Does any of this matter?’ Plainly field-work on a hot day had changed his attitude to investigative journalism. 
 
    Miss Pink considered the question. ‘There’s the Law,’ she said heavily. ‘It’s still an open case: the body never found, no indication as to what happened to her — or where or how. Or why,’ she added softly. ‘Mysteries are fascinating, and one is compelled to know the answer.’ 
 
    ‘But even if we found the body — skeleton as it would be now — we’d be no nearer. Obviously the child died — the only alternative is that she was abducted, right? Could that be possible: carried off by — what? Travellers?’ 
 
    ‘You mean if that femur is not Joan Gardner’s. No, I don’t think she was taken away, either by a group of travellers or a solitary person. The police would have considered the possibility and traced them. There’d be some record — and rumours.’ 
 
    They were silent. Miss Pink regarded the surroundings. Nothing remained of the old fort but a circular raised dike and a few stones almost obscured by a rampant growth of bilberries. Bags, sprawled on a bare patch, caught her eye and pushed himself to his feet. She stepped up to the top of the dike and took the map from her rucksack. 
 
    The Corpse Road continued in an easterly direction, the line of it quickly lost in the heather. Southwards a dip in the skyline marked the head of Birkdale. To the west, behind them, a small tarn shone like a silver coin in a depression. 
 
    Bags pawed her leg. He’d settled now, he was no longer excited, just quietly happy but bored with the halt. ‘Where on earth did you find that bone?’ she mused. 
 
    ‘That must be the tarn she bathed in,’ Rick said dreamily. ‘She was dehydrated. She said it was like a western movie up here that day and she thought she would die of thirst until she found the water. She saw it from the path.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes traced the line. ‘She would, going west. We missed it coming east, the lie of the land was wrong. Now that could be the answer. Right’ — she was suddenly energetic — ‘we’ll go to the tarn and start again from there.’ 
 
    They scrambled down the knoll and set off through the heather, Bags bounding ahead. They shouted at him but he refused to stop and by the time they reached the water he was nowhere in sight although he’d left his tracks on the sandy margin. There were old tracks too: a dog’s and those of a small trainer. 
 
    ‘He’s run home,’ Rick said hopelessly. ‘He remembered being here with her and he’s gone to look for her.’ 
 
    Miss Pink doubted it although it was a romantic thought, not unexpected from a young man in love. She thought the dog fickle. Letting him off the lead had been a mistake; he hadn’t bonded to either of them. He was friendly with everyone but attached to no one. He’d stay for a while, would even hang around when off the lead, but then he’d leave, just like that. They’d seen the last of Bags — and how were they going to tell Perry when she came back for him? If she came back. 
 
    There was nothing they could do. A walk without a goal was pointless; she had no desire to follow the Corpse Road dragging the reluctant Rick who, she felt sure, was blaming her for suggesting this useless caper. 
 
    They trailed back the way they’d come. They could have taken a line further left to intercept the path but that would have brought them to the deep channels and the old peat cuttings, and rough as the heather was, it was better going than the peat. 
 
    They came to the Corpse Road again and turned left. Ahead of them a swathe of light showed above the fell called High Calva and below an umbrella of plum-coloured cloud. Very faint, so faint as to be imagination, came the murmur of thunder and then, sharp and unexpected, the barking of a dog. 
 
    ‘Bags!’ they exclaimed, and started to hurry. 
 
    It took an age to reach the collie. There was the heather, the peat, the sphagnum bogs on the banks of the beck that was the outlet from the tarn; there was the difficulty of locating the dog, but he never stopped barking. They knew he’d found something if only because of that, and the fact that he didn’t appear to be moving around. 
 
    He hadn’t touched anything, except probably to sniff. The leg bone must have been lying apart, the rest of the skeleton was set in a bank of black peat. Rain had washed the side of the pelvis clear and the point of one shoulder blade. The body would have been lying on its back and a tracery of ribs had started to appear but legs and arm bones on the left side were absent. 
 
    ‘Foxes,’ murmured Miss Pink, taking a Swiss Army knife from her pocket. Delicately she scratched at the crumbling peat above the shoulder bone to reveal the rounded arc of the skull. The man and dog watched her intently. She stood back. 
 
    ‘It’s a little skeleton,’ Rick ventured. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, it’s a child.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if there’s any evidence left of how she died.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter — much. She was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so sure? She could have been lost.’ 
 
    ‘She was buried. Look, there’s over a foot of soil above her. There’s a running stream here in wet weather. She was buried some distance back from the edge and the bank eroded over the years. The drought did the rest.’ 
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    The return was an anti-climax. Miss Pink refused to speculate, Rick did nothing else. Like many people confronted for the first time with violent death, shock made him garrulous. Where would the police investigation go now? Would it involve only the men who were living in Orrdale forty-five years ago, or others further afield? How reliable were people’s memories after nearly half a century? 
 
    Miss Pink refused to respond. ‘The water level’s dropping,’ she observed, halting at the first elbow below the ruin. ‘But of course it will shrink until we have some rain.’ She focused her binoculars. ‘The place is swarming with people. As the moor will be,’ she added grimly, ‘as soon as the word spreads.’ 
 
    ‘Isaac’s here.’ Rick had good eyesight. ‘That looks like his old Land Rover. He’ll graze his sheep up here, you know. It could have been Isaac.’ 
 
    She looked at him. ‘It could have been anyone.’ Hardly, but he needed damping down. She looked back at the village. ‘There’s only a handful of people in the churchyard.’ She was wryly amused. ‘If that’s the police they have a strenuous afternoon ahead.’ 
 
    ‘How are they going to find it? We didn’t mark the spot.’ 
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed. She guessed exactly how it would go, there was no alternative; Rick couldn’t be expected to cope with this climb again. 
 
    The police watched their approach with a lack of interest that sharpened as Miss Pink made for the one she remembered as an inspector: DI Tyndale. Rick lagged behind, his attention divided between their reception and the behaviour of Bags who was pushing against his legs, intimidated by Isaac’s dogs. Isaac made a group with the uniformed police, two of them resting on their spades, turned earth at their feet. Everyone was watching Miss Pink, edging closer as they strained to hear what she had to say. 
 
    She told Tyndale. He didn’t believe her. He looked beyond her to Rick. Miss Pink’s eyes strayed past Isaac to the Corpse Road. 
 
    ‘What did it look like?’ Tyndale asked. 
 
    She described it succinctly — after all, there was little horror about old bones. Pathos would come later when there was time to reflect on how they had got there. The others were now close, glancing from her to the inspector, waiting for his verdict: a crazy old woman who mistook sheep’s bones for human, or the genuine article? 
 
    ‘How far is it?’ Tyndale asked. 
 
    She shrugged. ‘A couple of miles?’ In the mountains you measured by altitude and time, not length. Two miles sounded innocuous to the uninitiated. 
 
    ‘You’ll need to show us.’ He sounded doubtful, glancing from Rick to Isaac. 
 
    Rick was appalled. Isaac said with finality, ‘I don’t know that place. My sheep graze this side’ — pointing to the fell above the road. ‘And it’s high time I were at me shepherding an’ all,’ he added, and stumped away, his dogs slinking round his heels. 
 
    Rick left for Kelleth, taking Bags. Miss Pink and the police started back towards the moor. 
 
    ‘How did you know where to look?’ Tyndale asked — before they reached the steep part and while he could still walk at her side. 
 
    ‘We didn’t.’ She opened innocent eyes. ‘The dog was loose and he ran off, then we heard him barking.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the dog’s owner?’ 
 
    She glanced back at the road, affecting to misunderstand. ‘Why, didn’t he say he was going back to Kelleth?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not the owner. Where’s the blonde girl?’ 
 
    Who had told him? Edith? Not important at this moment. ‘You mean Perry.’ She wasn’t rattled. ‘She’s gone to Scotland and she left the dog with young Harlow.’ 
 
    The path narrowed and started to rise. Miss Pink drew ahead and Tyndale was forced to fall behind. The two plainclothes men managed to keep up, breathing hard, but, looking down from the zigzags, she saw that the uniformed men were lagging. She didn’t pause at the ruin but kept going steadily until the long black bank appeared. She left the path then and struck across the heather, suppressing a smile. Tyndale was wearing light town shoes. 
 
    ‘I still can’t understand how you came to be here,’ he gasped, unable to believe anyone would walk on this kind of ground from choice. 
 
    ‘I told you: the dog was barking.’ She stopped. Mounsey, the DS, was a hundred yards behind, the uniforms still struggling on the Corpse Road. `Mr Tyndale,’ she said firmly, ‘forty-five years ago I didn’t know this place existed. Do you really think that my finding the body is suspicious?’ 
 
    He glowered at her, more put out by the heat and the rough ground than her attitude. He said tightly, ‘I think you know something we don’t. You knew the body wasn’t in the churchyard, not even near the village?’ 
 
    It was a question, and he was guessing. She saw a way to protect Perry, to avoid having to confess that the girl had been here, in a sense had been instrumental in guiding them to the remains. 
 
    ‘There is a story,’ she admitted. ‘I hadn’t given it much credit because there are always rumours in a case like this, but I heard that the child was seen with a man before she disappeared, that they were entering the wood — but the woods were searched. However, the book about Orrdale mentions the peat cuttings —’ Did it? Rick had said they burned peat, not where they obtained it. She plunged on, ‘I thought: peat cuttings, the ideal place for burial, and perhaps she wasn’t seen entering the wood but climbing the Corpse Road, going up beside the trees.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t mention any of this to us.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t interviewed me! We exchanged a few words two days ago but not since. You must have talked to Edith Bland,’ she added. ‘Now she’ll have information; she was living here when the child disappeared.’ 
 
    The sergeant was approaching. They started to move again. ‘They were friends,’ Tyndale said. ‘Her and Joan Gardner.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised. Presumably they were close in age.’ 
 
    They reached the black bank and moved along it until the pale bones appeared, reminiscent of dinosaur fossils in rock. He gauged the distance between the remains and the top of the bank. 
 
    ‘How long would it take for that much peat to accumulate?’ 
 
    She stared at him. Could he be joking? ‘Several hundred years?’ she hazarded. ‘But if she died by accident on top of the ground the foxes would have seen to the dispersal of the body, and ravens and so on.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. It was a silly question.’ 
 
    The man was human — no, crafty. That hadn’t been a silly question but a trap. He couldn’t rid himself of the suspicion that in some way, despite the lapse in time, she was involved. When he came to realise that, had it been so, she would never have led them to the skeleton, he’d abandon the suspicion. And by that time other features would be absorbing his attention and everyone could forget that Perry was here first, and that Perry was on the run from the police — or from someone. 
 
    Leaving Mounsey and the uniforms on the moor, Tyndale started back with Miss Pink. They were quiet until they reached the track, having drifted apart, each concentrating on the difficulties of the ground. They reached the Corpse Road and looked back to where the three policemen were visible, sitting on the bank. 
 
    ‘Who was the man she was with?’ Tyndale asked, as if voicing a thought. 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ She thought that if a man had been mentioned in the original statements none of the villagers would have named him. 
 
    ‘She’d be a light load for a farmer to carry,’ he mused. ‘She’d weigh less than a sheep.’ 
 
    ‘It was summer time. There’d be strangers about: ramblers, itinerants come in to help with the hay.’ 
 
    ‘Of course’ — turning bland eyes on her, speaking with apparent carelessness — ‘you’re friendly with the local people.’ 
 
    Only the Fawcetts, she thought, and sketched a shrug and resumed walking. 
 
    He fell in beside her. ‘Not many left now,’ he said. ‘Harald Fawcett, old Isaac... anyone else?’ 
 
    ‘The obvious one.’ She allowed her discomfort to show. It would be unnatural not to mention the name. ‘Was Walter Thornthwaite’s death ever registered?’ 
 
    ‘Not to my knowledge. But we mustn’t jump to conclusions.’ There was a hint of amusement in his tone. 
 
    ‘Only you were mentioning who was alive,’ she said tartly. When he didn’t rise to this she went on, ‘There will be a number of people who were young at the time and they’ve moved away. Some went to Canada.’ As Walter Thornthwaite may have done, but that was Tyndale’s department. 
 
    ‘We’ll trace them,’ he said, and then, alarmingly: ‘How senile is Harald Fawcett?’ 
 
    About to protest strongly, she hesitated and said slowly, ‘Senility is like virginity. Either you have it or you don’t. You can’t be part-senile.’ 
 
    ‘How much credit can we put on his statements?’ 
 
    ‘None. He confuses events, and crimes: historical and current, fact and fiction. He probably includes his dreams. His wife will be able to fill you in better than me.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t be objective.’ 
 
    He thought she was? No, another trap, he was fishing. 
 
    ‘What do you know about Edith Bland?’ he asked, disconcerting her again when she thought they were considering rapists and murderers. ‘Isaac’s sister,’ he said, as if reminding her. 
 
    ‘They’re siblings?’ She giggled. ‘Rick told me he visits her. I imagine Rick thought it a — romantic liaison. I don’t know anything about Mrs Bland. I’ve never spoken to her. Are you telling me the fact that they’re brother and sister is significant?’ 
 
    She was teasing him but he responded seriously. ‘Possibly. Who knows? Anything may be significant in a murder case.’ 
 
    They came to the ruin. ‘Don’t go under that gable-end,’ she warned as he made to cross the tumbled stones. ‘It’s ready to fall.’ 
 
    He turned away and they regarded the remains of the village several hundred feet below. ‘At the risk of sounding critical,’ she ventured, ‘aren’t there more important calls on your time than an ancient murder?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment, but I doubt that it’ll be pursued with the kind of enthusiasm we’d give a murder that happened yesterday. It’s a matter of resources. We’re not going to be able to trace all the possible suspects — unless something happened that would point us to one person.’ 
 
    She tried to think of a clue concealed among those fragile bones that might point them to the murderer, but even if the hyoid were found and it was broken, indicating strangling, that would only tell them how she was killed. 
 
    ‘The identity of the man may never be known,’ came his voice, ‘not without a witness coming forward — and who’s to say that wouldn’t be from spite? Either that or a confession.’ 
 
    She wouldn’t let him see that this last had struck home, wouldn’t say heatedly that confessions were often made by people who were mentally disturbed. She thought of Harald uneasily. 
 
    * 
 
    Surprises continued without remission, each one delivering a jolt that sent adrenalin surging through Miss Pink’s ageing system. This must be how vulnerable people suffered strokes, she thought, stepping into the hall at Nichol House at the invitation of a total stranger, a large tanned man with the suggestion of fine features discernible in the plump moon-face. He beamed at her. 
 
    ‘I’m Clive Thornthwaite,’ he announced, closing the door, extending a hand. 
 
    She tried not to gape, realising tardily that there was no reason why the son from the first marriage shouldn’t be visiting. He ushered her into the kitchen — the kitchen? Bemusedly she was wondering why he hadn’t changed his name, and then wondering why he should. ‘I’m holding the fort,’ he was saying. ‘They’re visiting with Bob and Marina and I’m cooking dinner. You’ll stay, of course; you came to see them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve come straight down off the hill —’ 
 
    ‘You look splendid: like a Valkyrie.’ 
 
    He threw a handful of almonds in a pan. Miss Pink was fascinated. On one side sultanas and onion rings drained on kitchen paper. A wooden chopping board was heaped with cubes of meat. 
 
    ‘I’m doing a biryani,’ he told her. A timer pinged. ‘Would you mind seeing to the eggs?’ 
 
    She removed a pan of boiled eggs from the stove and placed it in the sink. 
 
    ‘Cold water,’ he ordered, tossing the almonds. ‘Run the tap on them before they go black.’ 
 
    She did as she was told and leaned against the sink. She counted eleven little pots of spices beside the chopping board. 
 
    ‘My mother can’t cook,’ he said. ‘As you’ll know if you’ve eaten here. I grew up with that, of course, which probably explains me. Backlash.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t follow.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a chef. Didn’t she tell you?’ 
 
    ‘All I know is that you live in California.’ And I didn’t get that from your mother. ‘Do you have a restaurant?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment. I work for a movie director. We commute between Bel Air and his place on the coast near Pebble Beach. Where are my manners? What will you have to drink?’ 
 
    ‘Is there any lager?’ 
 
    He produced Budweiser and she realised he must have spent some considerable time shopping. Foreign beers and spices didn’t go with the Fawcett image. He sautéed the meat expertly, one hand cradling a large whisky, but his attention was flatteringly on herself — until she asked how long it was since he last came home. 
 
    ‘Quite a while.’ He peered at the meat, glanced at the clock, then doubtfully at the window which was open wide to the garden. ‘This smell is going to fill the house,’ he muttered. ‘Ah well, they won’t notice. You would, I’m sure. Tell me, how do you live when you’re home?’ 
 
    He didn’t want to know where she lived, but how; this man was more interested in people than in geography. She studied him: a few remaining wisps of hair, neither blond nor grey but something between. She’d put his age in the mid-forties, which would be correct, Anne had been pregnant when the reservoir was filling. A pleasant fellow, overweight but light on his small feet. He was wearing leather sandals and khaki slacks, a red T-shirt under his striped apron. She told him about Chrissie Clarke who was a fair cook, and who looked after herself and the house in Cornwall — and the cats. ‘Ah, cats,’ he said, and they were away. In California they had two Siamese and a Burmese who went everywhere with them. He talked as if the movie director were a friend rather than an employer. 
 
    Several drinks later, the biryani in the oven and themselves ensconced in the drawing-room, the french windows wide to the air, Clive still in his apron, there was a bustle in the hall. Anne and Harald were back and Miss Pink hadn’t even washed her face. Embarrassed, she struggled to her feet. 
 
    Anne stopped on the threshold, alert and uncertain. Harald pushed past her smiling, first at Clive, then at Miss Pink. ‘He’s made you welcome, I see. Where have you been? You’ve caught the sun. Let me get you — ah, you have a drink.’ He went to the sideboard. 
 
    Miss Pink saw the query in Anne’s eyes. Suddenly she realised that where Clive was concerned, her news could be terribly distressing. ‘I would love a wash,’ she said, staring hard at her hostess. 
 
    ‘Come upstairs,’ Anne said. 
 
    In a big cool bedroom, blinds slatted against the sun, Miss Pink said, ‘We found the body.’ Anne was silent. ‘Not a body,’ Miss Pink amended. ‘A skeleton, what remains of it: buried in the peat half a mile or so from the Corpse Road. Bags — the collie — found it; Rick and I were walking up there this morning. The police know.’ Still Anne didn’t react. Miss Pink said, ‘Are you that shocked? Didn’t you think she was dead?’ 
 
    Anne recovered with a gasp. ‘I’m shocked — yes. However much you anticipate it, it’s a shock when it comes.’ 
 
    Really, after forty-five years? ‘I thought I should warn you,’ Miss Pink went on evenly. ‘Tyndale — the inspector — implied all the men who were living in Orrdale at the time are suspect, but he only knows of three.’ 
 
    ‘Harald, Isaac Dent — who else?’ It was too cool. 
 
    ‘Your first husband.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, Walter. And since no one knows if he’s dead, it’s assumed that he could be alive.’ 
 
    Miss Pink dismissed that with a shrug. ‘Tyndale was asking whether Harald’s statements — his word — could be relied on.’ 
 
    ‘Harald had nothing to do with her. He wasn’t interested in little girls.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. What bothers me is that he might get real events confused with fictitious plots. He doesn’t think about what he’s saying. I mean, why did you ask me to take him to Liddesdale yesterday?’ 
 
    Anne didn’t answer. She was thinking. ‘It would be impossible to find any evidence against him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not saying — not that there was evidence!’ 
 
    ‘No. What I’m saying is that, with the weird things he comes out with, they could misinterpret: could think he was referring to Joan’s murder, or at least a murder, and then put pressure on, trick him into a confession. But a confession from Harald would be invalid, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘But you’re worried.’ It was Miss Pink’s turn to be thoughtful. ‘If it wasn’t Harald — and of course it wasn’t,’ she added quickly, ‘then who was it? You see, if we could fasten — no, I don’t mean that, but if the blame lies elsewhere, then Harald’s in the clear. D’you see what I’m getting at? If someone knows who did kill Joan and tells the police, you have nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    Anne stood at the window gnawing her thumb. It would be a difficult decision: to clear one husband by condemning the other. Miss Pink said comfortably, ‘No hurry. Incidentally, I said nothing to Clive about any of this. How much does he know?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ Anne seemed miles away. ‘He knows nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Do we — do you tell them?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. They have to be warned’ — she read Miss Pink’s expression correctly — ‘about a visit from the police. Let’s fill them in, shall we?’ Her tone was light, too light. 
 
    ‘I must go back to the flat.’ Anne regarded her doubtfully. ‘It’s a family matter,’ Miss Pink said firmly, at the same time realising exactly how much of a family matter it was. 
 
    ‘Come down and finish your drink.’ Now the tone was hard. ‘It would look odd if you dashed off after a wash.’ 
 
    ‘There’s just one thing,’ she said, when Miss Pink emerged from the bathroom. ‘It’s going to be tricky with Clive. I mean, Walter is — was his father.’ 
 
    ‘Needs delicate handling.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. So if I could ask you not to mention anything. Anything?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go as soon as I’ve made my excuses.’ 
 
    She reckoned without etiquette. ‘No way!’ Clive protested as she downed her lager and refused another, citing the need for a bath. ‘You were invited to eat with us. You’re going to sample a genuine Indian dish.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she’s staying,’ Harald echoed. ‘No question. Another of these alien beers, Melinda?’ 
 
    ‘Darlings!’ It was Anne. ‘Melinda’s been on the hill all day, she’s dying to change.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you wash?’ blurted Clive, and grimaced as he realised that washing could no doubt have been a euphemism. He was about to rush on when the doorbell rang. 
 
    Miss Pink caught Anne’s eye and mouthed ‘Police.’ Why hadn’t she anticipated it so soon? Tyndale had brought her down from Orrdale, dropped her outside the churchyard and driven away. Guessing that he’d be occupied with the murder scene — no, interment site — and the skeleton, the thought that he might find time to visit people this evening hadn’t crossed her mind. 
 
    The others were irresolute. Harald said doubtfully, ‘Shall I answer the door, my dear?’ Anne made a flustered flapping gesture and hurried out of the room. 
 
    Clive moved to Miss Pink, glancing at Harald. ‘What’s going on?’ he hissed. ‘Is there something I should know?’ 
 
    Harald had heard him. ‘They found a human bone,’ he said quietly. ‘Almost certainly from the child that went missing in the fifties.’ 
 
    There were voices in the hall. ‘We found the skeleton this afternoon,’ Miss Pink whispered. ‘Act ignorant. I haven’t told you.’ 
 
    Anne appeared with Tyndale. He focused on Miss Pink, stayed expressionless for a moment, then he smiled, but not with his eyes. He turned to acknowledge the introduction to Clive. Anne didn’t mention her son’s surname. 
 
    Harald came forward, the courteous host, pressing the inspector to be seated, bringing whisky, nodding affably when Tyndale explained that this was a social call, just to give them the latest news. He hadn’t expected Miss Pink to be here before him. 
 
    ‘They’ve only just come in,’ she told him. ‘I haven’t had time to tell them.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ He looked at their expectant faces. ‘You haven’t heard that we’ve found the remains, presumably those of Joan Gardner.’ 
 
    Harald cocked his head like a terrier. ‘Where?’ 
 
    Clive was massaging his mouth. He stared at his mother. Anne was frowning. 
 
    ‘On the Corpse Road?’ Tyndale glanced at Miss Pink as if uncertain of the topography. 
 
    ‘In the old peat cuttings,’ she supplied. 
 
    Harald’s jaw dropped. ‘She fell — fell in a hole, broke a leg maybe?’ 
 
    ‘She was buried,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘Oh. Well. Obvious, of course. I’ve done it myself: burial. Dogs aren’t going to smell it in the peat. It was either that or drop it in a crevice in the wood, but too accessible there — to the dogs. I thought about it a lot. Disposal is always a problem.’ His eyes glazed. The others hung on his words. ‘Killing is easy,’ he assured them, ‘too easy when it’s spontaneous, but even when it’s pre-meditated, when you have it all worked out: the weapon, opportunity, alibis — planned meticulously... I enjoy the planning — but then you have the body to dispose of. Because however careful you are about blood and washing, and plastic sheeting, you must leave some trace of yourself on the body. So above ground is out of the question, and water’s only marginally better... Concrete? Bridge foundations?’ His eyes lit up. ‘The dam? Even that’s not foolproof; there was a case recently where a body was found in concrete foundations — and they weren’t looking for it! No, there’s nothing, no perfect method of disposal, same as there’s no perfect murder.’ He was morose. ‘Eventually they’re going to catch up with you. Peat preserves tissues.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t. Only the bones are left.’ Tyndale could have been enjoying an academic discussion. ‘The hyoid bone will be there. If it’s broken, she’ll have been strangled.’ 
 
    ‘Could have been broken with the weight of the soil. Or an animal could have damaged it, or made off with it.’ 
 
    ‘No. The remains are set in the peat. Like concrete.’ 
 
    There was a heavy silence. Clive stood up. ‘If you’ll excuse me: I have to check the oven.’ 
 
    ‘Grand smell,’ Tyndale said. ‘Your son’s a cook?’ 
 
    ‘Chef,’ Harald corrected proudly, ‘for a cinema tycoon in Hollywood. We’ve got pictures.’ He hurried out of the room. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s distracted him,’ Anne said, with relief. ‘He does love a good murder.’ 
 
    ‘Is this a good one, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘It was so long ago,’ Miss Pink put in. ‘One views it objectively, like a report in a newspaper. Did you know the girl, Anne?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ She stared at the glass in her hand. ‘We all knew her. Silly child.’ She sighed. 
 
    ‘You think she went willingly?’ Tyndale asked, almost casual. 
 
     ‘That girl was nine years old.’ Anne was bitter. ‘She behaved as if she were twenty. She always went willingly.’ 
 
    ‘Like that, was it?’ Tyndale said. ‘Couldn’t her mother cope?’ 
 
    ‘She died when Joan was born. The father died years after the flood. He should have been put down at birth. We were a very isolated community, inspector.’ Her tone was loaded. 
 
    ‘Edith Bland was friendly with her.’ 
 
    Anne’s lips thinned. ‘Edith could tell you a great deal, but not necessarily the truth. People block out those times, others genuinely forget, some create fantasies.’ 
 
    Harald drifted back shuffling a stack of colour prints. He sat beside Tyndale on the sofa. ‘This is the house on the coast,’ he began eagerly. ‘And this is a telephoto of the sea lions on the beach below...’ Tyndale was all attention. 
 
    Anne exchanged glances with Miss Pink, both struggling to find an innocuous topic of conversation. 
 
    ‘We’re going over in the autumn,’ Anne announced, rather wildly. ‘Have you been to California, Melinda?’ 
 
    Miss Pink forced her face to relax. ‘One of my favourite states,’ she enthused, her eyes on Tyndale’s bent head. He was starting to go thin on top, she saw. ‘And so varied,’ she went on: ‘deserts, forests, that glorious coast; you’ll love it.’ 
 
    Clive came back. ‘Is the inspector dining with us?’ he asked politely. ‘I’ll need to set an extra place.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no thank you.’ Tyndale was startled. ‘I have things to do.’ He stood up, returning photographs to Harald. ‘We have to recover the skeleton before the rain.’ 
 
    ‘Rain!’ Anne glanced out of the window. ‘It’s going to rain?’  
 
    ‘There was a storm over towards Scafell today,’ Miss Pink pointed out. 
 
    ‘We’ve been getting long-range weather forecasts,’ Tyndale said. ‘It was essential when we were working in the old village; if the water had risen we’d have been forced to abandon the digging. It doesn’t matter now of course, not there, but it could hinder the recovery on top.’ 
 
    ‘What is the long-range weather forecast?’ Anne asked. ‘We haven’t been able to water the garden for weeks.’ 
 
    ‘We use the bath water,’ Harald said, smiling. 
 
    ‘It’s going to rain,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s too hot. The weather has to break soon.’ 
 
    Tyndale took his leave bemoaning the heat wave. 
 
    ‘Now tell us about this body,’ Harald ordered as they settled with fresh drinks. 
 
    There wasn’t much left to tell, only the peripheral details of how Bags had broken away, nothing more. Tyndale had covered the rest. Odd that he should have asked so few pertinent questions. 
 
    ‘Why did he come?’ Clive asked. 
 
    ‘To give you the news,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘And to see how we reacted.’ Anne smiled at her husband. ‘You ran true to form, darling. I loved the bit about the dam.’ 
 
    ‘Pity I didn’t suggest it sooner. They’d have been tearing it down with jackhammers.’ 
 
    ‘Not on your say-so. He knew you were teasing him.’ 
 
    ‘I was deadly serious. Haven’t I always maintained that disposal was the biggest obstacle for a murderer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes dear, repeatedly.’ 
 
    ‘Are we ready to eat?’ Clive asked, evidently accustomed to his stepfather’s flights of fantasy but not prepared to indulge them, at least tonight. 
 
    ‘What happened to Rick?’ Anne asked as Clive seated them bossily at the table with instructions not to move, except for Harald who was serving wine from a dumpy bottle. Miss Pink took an experimental sip and rolled it round her tongue. Spicy wine for spicy food; Clive had good judgement. ‘Rick came back to town with the dog,’ she said, and fell silent, thinking about that. 
 
    ‘Was Perry with you?’ Harald asked. ‘We haven’t seen her for days.’ 
 
    She stared at him. Anne said, ‘She did come back? Rick called last evening, looking for her. He was panicking, wouldn’t come inside.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t come home,’ Miss Pink said slowly. ‘She phoned him from Scotland.’ 
 
    ‘She left Bags behind?’ Harald sank into his chair, appalled. ‘She’d never do that!’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be back,’ Miss Pink soothed. ‘I imagine she’s a runaway and the police scared her off. She’ll lie low for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Who’ll lie low?’ Clive asked, entering the dining-room with a casserole. ‘Who’re you talking about now? I miss all the best bits in the kitchen.’ The room had darkened and he switched a light on. 
 
    They told him about Perry as he served the biryani. He didn’t seem much interested. Miss Pink explained that the girl had been introduced to them by Rick Harlow. 
 
    ‘Who’s her knight in shining armour.’ Harald chuckled and related how Jonty Robson had the tables turned on him by this yellow-haired waif who’d escaped with the fellow’s sun-glasses and twenty pounds. 
 
    ‘I never knew that!’ Anne cried. Harald pursed his lips and there was an impish gleam in his eye. ‘She stole his wallet?’ She was furious. 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ He was enjoying himself. ‘It was payment up-front. He took her for a loose woman.’ His tone changed. ‘So she’s gone to Scotland,’ he murmured, and then, brightening: ‘We were in Liddesdale yesterday, Clive. Do you remember Liddesdale?’ 
 
    There was a flash, the light flickered, and eyes glazed as they counted. The thunder was muffled. ‘A few miles away yet,’ Harald said. ‘I wouldn’t like to be on Helvellyn at this moment.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about Liddesdale,’ Clive said. 
 
    * 
 
    Thunder crashed above the town and the bats were going frantic among the moths. As yet there were only a few spots of rain. A body was stretched on a flat tomb, spectacles gleaming in the lamplight. The trees drooped listlessly. Miss Pink stared at the prone form; now she saw that it was Rick. 
 
    ‘Are you asleep?’ she asked, advancing. ‘Or merely drunk?’ His hand moved and he sat up. ‘Oh, it’s you. I was waiting for you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been a long day,’ she said heavily. ‘How about coming over for breakfast tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘I feel quite fresh.’ And indeed he sounded jaunty. 
 
    ‘You’ve been sleeping. I’ve been socialising and the drink has suddenly hit me. I need my bed. Are you implying that you’ve discovered something that can’t wait until morning? Is it Perry?’ 
 
    ‘Perry’s all right. She knows the cops aren’t interested in her. No, I’ve been learning things about Orrdale and — you know what? This is going to be my breakthrough: the story of Joan Gardner. The rural idyll shattered by a dreadful crime. Forget modern horrors: child killers, serial murderers and so on; it’s the background that makes this story: the fells, the drowned village, the body in the peat —’ 
 
    ‘— your landlady’s first husband,’ Miss Pink added coldly. ‘You can’t do it, Rick. I’ve been at Nichol House all evening. Walter Thornthwaite’s son is there, from California: a nice man who’s made a success of his life despite everything. He’s very fond of his stepfather. You can’t destroy that family. I won’t allow it.’ 
 
    ‘But Walter’s way in the past! Anyway, you can’t stop me.’ 
 
    She gasped. ‘How —’ She was about to ask how he dared defy her, and realised that this was histrionic. She sat down beside him. ‘Tell me what you’ve discovered,’ she ordered. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ It was ironic. She caught a stale smell of beer. ‘I went to the newspaper office first,’ he began chattily, ‘and with hindsight it’s not surprising that I didn’t learn much there: local paper, conservative editor in those days, I gathered — well, prudent might be a better term. There was no speculation in the accounts of the Joan Gardner case; even reading between the lines there wasn’t a hint of foul play. A parallel was drawn with a boy of nine who went missing on the fells in 1907. Four days lost in the mists and he survived; the difference being it was assumed that Joan Gardner had died out there: hypothermia, whatever.’ 
 
    ‘It was summer time,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘The man wasn’t mentioned,’ he went on as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘There was the usual guff about her being a happy child —’ 
 
    ‘For happy read friendly.’ 
 
    ‘What? I suppose so. Are you implying something? Yes, you are —’ 
 
    ‘Go on: a happy child...’ 
 
    He glanced at her suspiciously. ‘Motherless,’ he said slowly. ‘A masculine household: brothers, a father, all dead now... this is significant, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Editors of local papers are wise old birds. They have to be, they live among their readers. So you came away from the newspaper office empty-handed?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He was resentful, staring at her. ‘I learned that the guy who wrote the booklet The Drowned Village is the chap who runs the bookshop.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘So I went to him.’ 
 
    ‘You have been busy. 
 
    He ignored the sarcasm. ‘I wanted to know what he knew about Orrdale that he hadn’t put in the book. He said he didn’t put the rumours in, particularly the one about Joan being seen with a man, and Walter Thornthwaite disappearing shortly after she did.’ 
 
    ‘Incidentally, how long after?’ 
 
    ‘What? I don’t know. Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not. What else did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘That Edith Bland was Joan’s friend and that her tipple is cherry brandy. Dave Murray knows everything. That’s him: the fellow at the bookshop. He’s gay, not that that’s of any significance except it makes him a good informant. Gossipy, you know? So I talked to Edith.’ 
 
    ‘I see how you came to fall asleep on a tombstone. And what did Edith tell you after you’d got her drunk on cherry brandy?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, I had to work my guts out even to get inside her flat but once I’d convinced her that I was lonely because my girl had walked out on me —’ 
 
    ‘Yes, what did happen —’ 
 
    ‘Let me tell it my way.’ 
 
    She inhaled sharply but she was too tired to push it. ‘Once I was in,’ he went on, regardless, ‘she revealed everything. Actually it wasn’t much really, only confirmation. Come to think of it, she did point out that Joan lived with men — oh hell, that sounds so gross! What I mean is that the girl had lost her mother and was brought up in an all-male household. Brothers, no sisters. Oh yes, and she said Walter Thornthwaite was a sly lusty fellow, and she for one was never surprised how it turned out. Now what do you make of that?’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ 
 
    Walter Thornthwaite being sly and lusty was an unexpected slant on Anne’s first husband and food for thought. Miss Pink was also intrigued by what she was learning about Joan Gardner — but, she reminded herself, she wasn’t necessarily learning about the child, only hearing people’s opinions. Gossip was valuable less for what it told you about the subject than for what it revealed about the gossips. 
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    ‘Mr Tyndale!’ Anne was losing patience. ‘How can you expect anyone to remember a sequence of events that happened nearly half a century ago?’ 
 
    ‘I have to ask the questions, ma’am.’ Tyndale was sticking to his guns. He glanced round his bright little office that overlooked the bus station. ‘Try it this way: there had to be a moment when you realised your husband — your first husband — wasn’t only absent but missing.’ 
 
    Anne frowned, doing her best to remember. ‘They were searching for Joan,’ she said slowly, ‘so he was out every day. It could have been the third evening that he didn’t come home.’ 
 
    ‘What did he take with him?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, on the search or when he left for good?’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘On the search,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    She sighed. ‘This is too difficult.’ All the same she tried. ‘He’d have taken something to eat...’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘And his dog.’ 
 
    ‘They’d all have taken their dogs, all the men who were out searching.’ 
 
    ‘And on the last day, the day he didn’t come back: he took his dog then?’ 
 
    She hesitated. ‘He must have done.’ 
 
    ‘So did the dog come home alone or did it disappear with him?’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t disappear, but for the life of me I can’t remember when it returned. Dogs come and go; you don’t notice.’ 
 
    ‘But he took no clothes, no personal items?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ It was morning but she looked exhausted. ‘It’s all there in my original statement.’ 
 
    ‘Would it be correct to say that the last time you saw your husband was that morning, when he left to search for the child?’ 
 
    ‘He could have come in for his tea.’ She shifted in her chair. It was hot in the room; the night’s rain had freshened the air but the sun was shining through a window closed against the bus fumes. The door was open but the room was stifling. ‘At this distance I could have the days confused,’ she said. ‘He might have come home to eat and then gone out again. There’s always something to do on a farm. The police asked me at the time,’ she added pointedly. She nodded. ‘I remember now, all this was happening as we were packing up to leave. I’d been thinking I couldn’t remember because our days were so monotonous. Just the reverse: everyone was at sixes and sevens; the water was rising and we had to get out.’ 
 
    ‘How long after he left did Mr Thornthwaite send the postcard?’ 
 
    She stared at his tie: green with a motif of tiny golden retrievers. Was there a ruling that senior ranks must wear ties? ‘Some days later,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Did he send it to the village or to your new address?’ 
 
    ‘I have no — I can’t remember. It would have made no difference. The postman would know where we’d moved to. Look, inspector: I was asked at the time, there has to be a record —’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t produce the postcard.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. He’d walked out without telling me he was going. Why would I keep his card? He’d left me all alone with a baby on the way — I was angry.’ She’d lost her poise and now she had the look of a farm wife rather than the lady of Nichol House. 
 
    ‘Do you think he killed Joan Gardner?’ Tyndale asked. 
 
    She held his eye. ‘All these years I’ve refused to speculate. She could still be alive, they could both be alive’ — she made an expansive gesture — ‘in Canada, America. Anything could have happened; he could have abducted her, maybe she persuaded him to take her away. I told you she was much older than her years — and she’d do anything to get away from home — presumably. I refused to consider — violence.’ 
 
    ‘Now you have to.’ 
 
    She gave the slightest shrug. When she remained silent he continued, ‘There can’t be many people left alive from those days. We have to trace the survivors. I’ve seen the statements made at the time but I don’t remember any suspect being named in them. Mr Thornthwaite was mentioned but only because he was missing too. People were careful not to make connections. What do you think now, since the body was found — buried?’ 
 
    She said calmly, ‘I shall continue to think he’s innocent.’ 
 
    He nodded, noting the tense, accepting her attitude; Walter was her son’s father. He was depressed at the thought of trying to trace the man through the police on another continent. It wasn’t the distance so much as the ramifications of an information network going back to the days of filing cabinets and paper rather than computers. Resources would never stretch. And there was no guarantee that he went to Canada; he could have gone to South Africa, Australia, anywhere... 
 
    * 
 
    At midday Jackson and Carla Hoggarth were dropped by their cab at the bottom of Whelp Yard to stagger up the passage carrying their cases and duty-free spirits, and a pair of rugs, souvenirs from Guatemala. They were conker-brown from the tropical sun, exhausted from the flight, and bad-tempered, Carla insisting — as she always did — that if Jackson would only tip handsomely, drivers would carry luggage to their door. Jackson pointed out that they’d spent all their sterling at the airport. Carla said he couldn’t have done — ‘And will you look at my petunias!’ she shrilled. ‘That’s kids pushed that pot over. You can’t leave the place for a couple of weeks without —’ 
 
    ‘Here, hold these.’ Jackson thrust the rugs at her and fumbled for his keys. 
 
    The yellow front door opened to a smell of cooked food. Carla gasped. ‘This place stinks! Let me open some windows. You’d never believe a smell could last that long.’ She sniffed angrily. ‘That’s curry! When did we ever have curry?’ 
 
    Luggage was dropped in the passage. She rushed to the kitchen at the back. Jackson moved into the front room, glad to be home, thinking about the local pub, the wives, his tan, golf, English TV again... He snatched at the curtains and twitched open the blinds. He turned round and stared. 
 
    The room looked like a dump. She’d never left it like this. And then he heard her: a small sound at first, more of a whimper, then a high moan, a silence — ominous as a baby drawing breath — and then the full-throated screams. 
 
    He knocked over a coffee table as he plunged for the passage. She had raised the blinds at the kitchen window — her adored new kitchen in blond pine and apple-green counters, the floor of eau-de-nil tiles, the breakfast nook with its crystal cruet — and now the table listing under a chaos of smashed crockery and cans. The stench was nauseating: curry and butcher’s shop. Blood had splashed the ivory walls and the Swedish settle, dripping down its back to pool among the delicate flowers of Carla’s Liberty cushions. 
 
    * 
 
    Miss Pink was enjoying a gossip with Dave Murray when Rick stumbled down the step into the bookshop. 
 
    ‘Thank God I found you!’ he blurted, addressing Miss Pink. ‘I’ve been ringing and ringing. The police have got the yard sealed off. Those plastic tapes. Go and see what’s wrong, will you?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve sealed off Plumtree Yard?’ She was astonished. Murray — a handsome man running to seed — looked utterly bewildered. 
 
    ‘Not Plumtree. Whelp!’ It sounded familiar. 
 
    ‘Whelp Yard?’ Murray asked. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Rick swallowed. ‘Perry’s there. No one else, that’s why she’s there: no other occupants in the yard. The house was empty. She holed up in it. You have to go!’ He clutched Miss Pink’s arm. 
 
    She stood her ground. ‘Why didn’t you ask — There’s a man on duty, I take it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and cars, lots of cars. Something terrible’s happened. I can’t take this — I’m going back there —’ He turned to rush away. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ She moved to the doorway. Murray came after her and the three of them stared across the churchyard. ‘There’s no hurry,’ she said. ‘If the police are there —’ 
 
    ‘I have to know what’s happened. The reason I didn’t ask was because it doesn’t have to be connected with her, see? It could be that someone’s shot up — injected — in the yard, an overdose; could have been just a drunken brawl, a stabbing. I mean, in the open, nothing to do with the house.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you should stay clear.’ Murray was diffident. He glanced at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘It might be prudent,’ she said carefully, knowing it was definitely so. ‘Have you known all along that she was there?’ 
 
    ‘Only since yesterday. I really did think she was in Scotland before, but yesterday she called me again and wanted to talk.’  
 
    ‘You went there?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. After dark. There’s a way in at the back, a door in the garden wall. She unbolted it for me. She climbed in over the wall herself.’ He grinned, then sobered and was frantic again. 
 
    ‘Did you go inside the house?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    He nodded. So his fingerprints would be everywhere. If anything had happened to Perry — and suddenly she thought of Jonty Robson. 
 
    ‘I’m going across,’ Rick said. 
 
    ‘No. I’ll go.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your excuse?’ Murray asked, and she wondered if he knew more than was apparent. 
 
    ‘I’ve learned she was there, from Rick, and I’ve gone to see if she’s all right — in view of the activity. I’ll bluff my way in somehow.’ She didn’t know how but if this was the only way to stop Rick incriminating himself, she had to make an effort. Now why should he be incriminated? 
 
    * 
 
    ‘As if we didn’t have enough on our plate!’ Tyndale stared gloomily at an overturned garden pot spilling compost and wilted petunias. There was no shade in Whelp Yard and the Scenes of Crime people were taking their time getting here. 
 
    ‘We could stand just inside the front door,’ Mounsey pointed out. ‘Kitchen window’s open, there’d be a through-draught.’ 
 
    ‘Dream on, lad. This isn’t a domestic. He’s taken the body away, not to mention the weapon; no one else goes in that house till SOCO arrives. Now what?’ 
 
    A uniformed man had entered the yard from Doomgate. ‘There’s a Miss Pink, sir, says she’d like a word. She’s a bit — firm.’ 
 
    She was waiting in the sunshine on the other side of the tapes, looking cool in a pale blue safari suit and a straw hat. 
 
    ‘I’m looking for Perry,’ she said. ‘Is she all right?’ 
 
    Tyndale studied her face then motioned to an unmarked car, all its windows down. They sat in the back. 
 
    ‘You said she was in Scotland.’ he said. ‘What makes you think she’s in that yard?’ 
 
    ‘I thought she was in Scotland. She’s a runaway; she saw the police activity some days ago, thought you were after her, and bolted. Apparently this is where she holed up.’ 
 
    ‘Where exactly?’ 
 
    ‘In a house.’ She couldn’t conceal her anxiety. ‘Please tell me, Mr Tyndale, has something happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not there.’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you here?’ 
 
    ‘There’s been an accident in a house, and it’s the place where she — where someone was living. Squatting, rather. The owners came back from holiday today and discovered it.’ 
 
    ‘What did they discover? An accident? To whom?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know. There’s evidence of foul play.’ 
 
    ‘But no body?’ 
 
    ‘No body, ma’am.’ 
 
    She looked out at the brilliant Street. Small children with bicycles had collected in front of the garages on the other side of Doomgate. Behind her, had she looked over her shoulder, she would have seen the rear of Nichol House. Her thoughts were on Robson however. She wondered when Rick would remember him. 
 
    ‘When did you see her last?’ came Tyndale’s voice. 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Perry — What’s her last name?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ She saw his disbelief. ‘She didn’t say. She didn’t 
 
    trust anyone.’ 
 
    ‘And you saw her last...?’ 
 
    She had to concentrate. ‘I haven’t seen her for three days.’ 
 
    ‘How long was she living here?’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be more than three days.’ 
 
    ‘You came here, visiting her?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know she was here.’ 
 
    ‘Until when?’ 
 
    ‘This afternoon. Just now; I was in the bookshop...’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    She was making matters worse with her enigmatic responses, and not protecting Rick at all. Tyndale was going to discover his involvement in no time. 
 
    ‘Rick Harlow — the man who was with me when we found the skeleton — he told me she was here, in Whelp Yard.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he come himself?’ 
 
    ‘Because if the girl is on the run he didn’t want to attract attention to her. You could be here for some reason quite unconnected with her.’ 
 
    He didn’t believe her. What was worse, she wasn’t sure whether she believed Rick herself. She felt frustrated and depressed; she shouldn’t have come, but she hated to think how Rick would have acquitted himself, sitting in the hot shade of this car, staring at the entrance to the yard, tormenting himself with the thought of Perry injured or even dead, answering questions with wild abandon. 
 
    ‘Can’t you tell me anything of what’s happened?’ she pleaded. "‘Evidence of foul play"? What’s that? Blood?’ He frowned. ‘Blood,’ she said. ‘How much of it?’ 
 
    But more vehicles were drawing up and men emerging from them with bulky equipment. This looked like a murder investigation. 
 
    ‘I have to leave you now,’ Tyndale said. ‘Where can I find you later?’ 
 
    ‘I have a flat above the bookshop in the churchyard. I shall be there —’ She cut it short, having been about to say, ‘or at Nichol House,’ but remembering in time that if it were murder anyone could be suspect, but particularly men who had known Perry. 
 
    She started to get out of the car and, glancing towards the churchyard, saw Rick approaching. Tyndale, coming round the back of the vehicle, looked to see what had alerted her, and smiled thinly. ‘Saves me a journey,’ he said. 
 
    She thought of putting on a garrulous act, but if she did he could well dismiss her, and momentarily she was forgotten. He was focused on Rick. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ The man was breathless, addressing Tyndale, flicking an eye at Miss Pink who stared and said nothing. 
 
    ‘There’s been an accident,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘Who? Who to?’ 
 
    ‘Inside the house.’ 
 
    ‘Perry?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Tyndale asked. 
 
     ‘Why? She was there: squatting.’ Rick glowered, no longer bothered about misdemeanours. 
 
    ‘I meant, why kill her?’ 
 
    ‘No...’ It was a sigh more than an exclamation. He turned to Miss Pink, shaking his head in denial, pleading. 
 
    She took pity on him, cursing Tyndale. ‘There’s no body,’ she said firmly. ‘Merely evidence of an accident —’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Tyndale grated, furious. ‘I know where I can find you.’ 
 
    ‘So where’s Perry?’ Rick demanded of him. 
 
    ‘Tell me about her.’ 
 
    The fellow was a chameleon. Having dismissed Miss Pink in a temper, he was suddenly man-to-man, oily. She started to retreat. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Rick cried, scrabbling in his pocket. He produced a key and tossed it to her. ‘Look after Bags,’ he ordered, and turned back to the inspector with a grin like a snarl. She didn’t like that direction about Bags; he was anticipating a protracted session with the police. 
 
    She crossed Doomgate and entered the churchyard, casting a speculative glance at the closed front door of Nichol House but continuing to the bookshop. Dave Murray was alone but he’d seen her coming through the tombstones and was eager for information. 
 
    She told him what she’d learned, adding that she’d left Rick with Tyndale. ‘What’s your interest?’ she asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘A mystery a few yards away? Isn’t that reason enough, without me knowing the chap who’s keen on the girl — well, in love with her, judging by the state he’s in.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he wears his heart on his sleeve.’ 
 
    ‘What? How quaint, but true, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know her?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No. I saw her. He came in here — when was it? A couple of days ago, bought The Second Jungle Book. Said it was for his lady, would you believe! Looked like a dreamy poet. So I had to see this paragon. She was sitting on that seat under the maple there. That yellow hair! What is it, a crew-cut growing out? And thin as a rake, face like something peeping out of a hedge bottom. What’s she like?’ 
 
    ‘A street kid, but adaptable.’ She thought about that while Dave studied her face. ‘She can take care of herself — although this time she seems to have been caught out.’ 
 
    ‘You said there’s no body.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what Tyndale said. But he wouldn’t lie about a body.’ 
 
    ‘He could be keeping a lot back all the same. Cops aren’t exactly the soul of honesty — or virtue, come to that. They’re going to give Rick a hard time.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ She thought he was right but she wanted to know why he thought so. 
 
    ‘Why? He’s been there — that’s the Hoggarths’ house she was living in: a couple of ageing yuppies who were in Guatemala. Rick will have left his fingerprints.’ He paused. ‘What’s happened to her? I mean — how much blood is there? Enough to warrant —’ 
 
    The shop darkened as Clive Thornthwaite stepped inside. He nodded to Miss Pink and raised his eyebrows at Dave. ‘What’s going on? Doomgate’s full of police cars.’ 
 
    ‘You tell him,’ Dave said. ‘You were there.’ 
 
    Clive listened with a kind of wry astonishment. He wouldn’t know any of the people involved of course — at least, those known to be involved: Perry and Rick. There had to be at least one other. 
 
    ‘I’ll need to get back and warn the others,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Warn them?’ Miss Pink repeated. 
 
    ‘Some of our back windows overlook Doomgate. The cops will want to know if we saw anything.’ He pondered. ‘He’d have to carry the body down the passage to Doomgate.’ 
 
    Miss Pink gasped. ‘There’s an entrance into the garden at the back,’ she said weakly. 
 
    ‘It’s kept bolted,’ Dave said. She turned to him, speechless. ‘All back entrances are bolted or locked even in this town,’ he assured her. 
 
    ‘Rick said he went into the house that way.’ 
 
    ‘She’d bolt it after he left.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly she didn’t. She could have forgotten.’ 
 
    ‘He could have taken the body out that way then,’ Clive said. ‘He’d have had a car in Chapel Street.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said desperately, ‘We don’t know there was a body.’  
 
    ‘I was asking,’ Dave said, ‘how much blood there was. Enough to assume a death?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I didn’t go inside. I suppose we’ll know soon enough,’ she added miserably. ‘And before the police find me I must go and rescue Perry’s dog.’ 
 
    Bags was overjoyed to see her, although she suspected he would have welcomed anyone who would deliver him from an empty house. His lead was hanging on a hook in the tiny vestibule, half of which had been blocked by a rough wooden partition. Momentarily diverted she tried to guess its purpose and, moving to the side, fending off the excited dog, she discovered a cupboard door. Of course, this had been one house and the stairs had been blocked off. Edith Bland had her own entrance at the side of the building. 
 
    In the yard, where Bags was forced to relieve himself immediately, she glanced up and saw movement in the fold of a net curtain. Edith was keeping an eye on visitors. 
 
    They went down to the river where Bags paddled after the ducks and Miss Pink strolled from one end of the paved walk to the other, pondering Perry’s circle of contacts, recalled to her surroundings only when the dog emerged from the water. She put him on the lead and started back. 
 
    Rick had not come home. She would no more leave the collie alone for an indeterminate period than she would leave a child. She found some cans of dog food and a bag of hound meal in the kitchen and retreated, locking the front door. A heavy woman in Crimplene slacks and scarlet mules was shaking a mat at the side entrance. She paused and eyed Miss Pink’s load. 
 
    ‘Where’s Mr Harlow?’ she asked suspiciously. ‘You were in his house.’ 
 
    ‘He lent me the key.’ Miss Pink would say no more than was necessary at this moment. ‘You must be Mrs Bland. I’m Miss Pink.’ 
 
    ‘I hope he’s not been took sick.’ 
 
    ‘He was quite well last time I saw him.’ 
 
    Edith stared at Bags with dislike. ‘That dog come with the girl. Where’s she gone then?’ 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated. ‘I understand she left.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t she take the dog?’ 
 
    ‘They’re a nuisance when you’re hitch-hiking.’ Miss Pink smiled vacantly. 
 
    After a moment the woman said — blurted rather: ‘When’s he coming back? It’s not nice to be living upstairs and not know who’s moving about underneath.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got the key, so anyone in the flat has to be him or me.’  
 
    ‘Yes, but I don’t know you, do I?’ 
 
    Miss Pink opened wide eyes. ‘Do I look that suspicious?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know I’m sure. You could be anybody.’ 
 
    Miss Pink studied the woman. Recent events might account for this streak of paranoia. ‘Of course!’ she breathed. ‘You were Joan Gardner’s friend.’ 
 
    ‘That’s got nowt to do with it!’ Edith threw a frantic glance sideways towards Nichol House. ‘You want to be asking her about Joannie Gardner: her and her grand house forbye her man’s —’ She stopped and glared. 
 
    ‘You’ll have known Walter Thornthwaite,’ Miss Pink said pleasantly. 
 
    ‘Aye.’ Edith paused. ‘Everyone did. Who told you about him?’ She studied the older woman: her age and clothes, the load of dog food. ‘You’re a reporter,’ she ventured. Miss Pink raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t see why I should tell you.’ Edith was truculent. ‘It’s none o’ your business. Besides, I didna know the man.’ 
 
    ‘Really? It was a tiny village; a lot of people were related. One way or another.’ 
 
    ‘He were a neighbour, but not close.’ 
 
    ‘A sly lusty fellow.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’s what you told Mr Harlow.’ 
 
    There was a longer pause. ‘Maybe,’ Edith said grudgingly. 
 
    Miss Pink nodded and walked away, thinking that the difference between herself and Rick — his success, her failure — was that he brought a bottle of cherry brandy to the interview. 
 
    Dave Murray stopped her before she could reach her front door. ‘Message for you,’ he called. She waited for him to disengage himself from an elderly couple. 
 
    ‘From Anne Fawcett,’ he said, coming to the door. ‘Will you go over to the house?’ 
 
    She deposited her load inside her door and went back through the churchyard to Nichol House. Clive broke into a smile as he opened the door. ‘Ah, good! It’s her!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Mum’s concerned,’ he whispered. ‘Come and reassure her. So who’s this guy?’  
 
    Bags wagged his tail and grinned. Miss Pink was about to ask what kind of reassurance was needed when Harald appeared. Bags rushed at him in a frenzy of greeting. 
 
    ‘You’ve been in the river!’ Harald announced, all his attention on the collie. Clive chivvied Miss Pink past him and along the passage to the kitchen. Anne turned from the sink where she was washing lettuce. 
 
    ‘I’m so glad you’ve come. Clive, take Harald into the garden — oh, darling’ —flustered as he appeared in the doorway — ‘the dog — a bit damp, sweetie; he can dry off in the sun. Clive!’ It was an order. 
 
    ‘Come on.’ Clive looked resigned but he turned to his stepfather. ‘Woman-talk here; we’re in the way.’ 
 
    ‘Not on your life.’ Harald beamed at Miss Pink. ‘I’ve been on surveillance at a bedroom window all afternoon without being able to make head nor tail of it. Police HQ are mum, the chief constable’s unavailable, so what’s Tyndale up to, eh?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know anything really,’ Miss Pink said, looking to Anne for guidance. 
 
    ‘You were sitting in the car with him for long enough,’ Harald persisted. ‘What did he have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Darling! That’s between Tyndale and her. It could be personal.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. She’d gone over there to find out what was happening. As I would have done —’ He bit his lip. If you’d let me, trembled on the air. He raised his chin. ‘Admittedly I’m a trifle indiscreet on occasions but I was watching up there for hours. Now I need to know.’ 
 
    Miss Pink glanced at Clive who shrugged. ‘We don’t know any more than what you told me: an accident, signs of foul play.’ 
 
    ‘And Perry had gone to ground over there,’ Harald added, watching her. ‘And Tyndale’s taken Rick in.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know that,’ she said. ‘I anticipated it. He asked me to look after Bags, gave me the key to his flat.’ 
 
    ‘Good. We’ll share the dog. Of course they’ll have to release Rick.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not a killer.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no body.’ 
 
    Harald sat down, put his elbows on the table, his chin on his hands. He stared at her. Bags pawed his knee. ‘Where’s the body?’ he asked, scratching the dog’s skull. 
 
    Clive shook his head helplessly. Anne said, ‘That sounds awfully callous, sweetie; you liked the girl.’ 
 
    ‘So did Rick.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded. ‘I see what you mean but it would have to be a sudden rage: impulsive. He’s not impulsive.’ 
 
    ‘Passionate,’ Harald murmured. 
 
    ‘Let’s go out in the garden and dry Bags in the sun.’ 
 
    Bizarre events, unconventional behaviour. Ignoring Anne’s obvious disapproval Miss Pink led her host out to a seat under a tulip tree. 
 
    ‘What’s your theory?’ he asked as they sat down. 
 
    ‘Jonty Robson has an evil temper and he threatened Perry.’ 
 
    ‘How would he know she was at the Hoggarths’ place?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘There’s only one house in Whelp Yard, and anyway you told Clive. You’re slipping, Melinda.’ 
 
    ‘Not so much slipping as suspicious, suspecting everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Quite right too.’ He wasn’t in the least put out. ‘But how would Jonty know?’ he repeated. 
 
    ‘He saw her in the churchyard two days ago, he told Rick he knew where he lived; he could have followed Rick to Whelp Yard. He’s married, isn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Married with two daughters. He’d have an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Would his wife give him an alibi for murder?’ 
 
    ‘Wives do that.’ 
 
    Their eyes met. ‘Not completely mad,’ he said gravely. ‘I know a hawk from a handsaw.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    9 
 
      
 
    The day’s heat built up to another storm, its fringe sweeping Kelleth and disrupting outdoor activities. The Robson girls, Charlotte and Becky, soaked to the skin on their ride, had to be brought home early by their father because it was their mother’s night with the Operatic Society. The girls didn’t have their own ponies but rode regularly at the local school. When Christine Robson arrived home she found them in their bathrobes and fiercely accusing each other of spilling her Chanel talc. 
 
    ‘What were you doing in my bathroom anyway?’ she shouted. ‘You’ve got your own.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Dad’s bathroom as much as yours,’ Charlotte retaliated. ‘And no way was I going to get in a bath with her.’ Glaring at Becky. 
 
    ‘I told her to use ours,’ Jonty protested wearily. He found his daughters, aged twelve and ten, disturbing and uncontrollable. They knew it and took full advantage. 
 
    ‘Do you know how much that talc cost?’ Christine began ominously, but the doorbell chimes saved the girls from answering. Christine wiped the snarl from her face and went down to the front door. Two strange men stood on the steps. ‘Yes?’ she asked coldly. Acceptable callers telephoned in advance. The tie marked the first as a Mormon, but he was too old, and the retrievers were wrong. Salesmen then, and you only had to look at the house to see that the Robsons had everything. 
 
    ‘If you’re selling —’ she began. 
 
    The older man produced some form of identification. ‘Mrs Robson?’ At her fierce nod he pronounced ranks and names and looked past her. The girls had rushed downstairs and were blocking his view of the father. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Christine snapped, catching his drift but knowing this family was in the clear, and no way could it be a neighbour causing trouble, not in this neck of the woods. It had to be a mistake. 
 
    Jonty pushed the girls aside and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Mr Robson?’ Tyndale asked brightly. 
 
    Jonty peered to the side where his wife’s Fiesta stood in front of the garage. ‘We still have the cars,’ he said. ‘You had me worried there for a moment. Thought you’d picked up one of ‘em: joy-riders. What did you do, chuck?’ — to Christine. ‘Run a red light?’ 
 
    Tyndale considered the wife and girls and his eyes came back to Jonty. ‘Perhaps we could have a word, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Christine put in coolly. One co-operated with the police: attended their functions, mixed with senior ranks at the golf club; the Robsons were on speaking terms with the assistant chief constable. ‘Come in!’ She stepped back, bumping into the girls, turning to hustle them towards the stairs. Jonty stood aside and eyed the visitors doubtfully. He’d had more than one large whisky since bringing the girls home and he was suddenly alert to Tyndale’s rank. A warning bell rang distantly. 
 
    ‘We’ll go to my study,’ he said, meaning to be casual but sounding a trifle aggressive. 
 
    ‘What an idea!’ Christine was amused. ‘We’ll talk here, in comfort. Now girls, off to bed with you. Daddy and I have business.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Friday,’ Charlotte said, dropping on the sofa, her bathrobe falling apart. ‘We stay up on Friday.’ Eyeing her mother, daring her to countermand the privilege. Her sister settled beside her, grinning. 
 
    ‘Upstairs,’ Jonty ordered. ‘Take a video and be quick about it. What are you drinking?’ Turning to the visitors: ‘Glenlivet? Highland Park?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing for us, thank you,’ Tyndale said, not even suggesting that a cup of tea would be welcome. Behind his back Christine glared at the girls, her eyes directing them to the staircase. 
 
    ‘I shan’t say it again,’ Jonty told them tightly. 
 
    Charlotte’s lips thinned, the bathrobe now revealing that she was wearing purple briefs. ‘We’re staying,’ she said. ‘It’s Friday.’ 
 
    ‘You get to your room this minute or I’ll tan your hide so you won’t be able to sit down for a week, let alone ride a horse.’ 
 
    The girls gaped. Christine stared at him. Charlotte pulled her robe together and followed her younger sister who’d made a dash for the stairs. 
 
    Jonty released a deep sigh. ‘Girls!’ He glowered at his wife. ‘Spoiled rotten.’ 
 
    ‘Tea?’ Christine asked on a high note, and went out without waiting for a reply. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d prefer to come down to the station,’ Tyndale said quietly. 
 
    ‘What the hell for?’ Jonty hesitated. ‘You’re CID,’ he went on, more reasonably. ‘Has something serious happened?’ There was no sound from outside the room. 
 
    ‘You know a girl called Perry, sir?’ 
 
    Jonty pursed his lips. ‘Perry what?’ 
 
    ‘We thought you might be able to tell us that.’ 
 
    ‘No. I don’t know anyone called Perry. Is that the surname or first name?’ 
 
    ‘What was the name of the girl you gave a lift to in Birkdale on Monday?’ 
 
    His eyes flickered. Christine was standing in the doorway. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ he said, ‘I did pick up a hitch-hiker that day. I didn’t ask her name.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve seen her since.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Christine took a step forward, her eyes fixed on her husband. 
 
    ‘At Orrdale,’ Tyndale said. ‘The drowned village. You spoke to her when she came down off the fell.’ 
 
    ‘No. I never saw her again.’ Jonty took a gulp of his whisky and stared rigidly at the inspector. Christine was expressionless, she could have been watching a rather dull play. 
 
    ‘And two days ago,’ Tyndale went on, ‘you were in the churchyard at the same time as her.’ 
 
    ‘If I was I didn’t know it. Someone’s got it in for me, inspector. Can I ask what all this is about?’ 
 
    ‘We have reason to believe she’s met with an accident. Or worse.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see what it has to do —’ 
 
    ‘Rick Harlow.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ 
 
    ‘Rick Harlow: the man she was — staying with. You threatened him — and her.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! This is a load of bull. Who is this Harlow character? D’you know what I am, who I’m with? Customs and Excise.’ 
 
    ‘He means he makes enemies.’ Christine’s tone was icy. ‘Someone’s getting their own back. Tax men, VAT men: they’re sitting ducks for the wildest accusations.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d come down to the station, sir.’ 
 
    ‘You — you don’t believe — you can’t believe —’ Jonty was spluttering. 
 
    ‘Oh, no question.’ Tyndale spread his hands. ‘It’s just a matter of identification —’ 
 
    ‘Identify — who?’ He looked terrified. 
 
    ‘What,’ Tyndale corrected. ‘Not whom. Some sun-glasses: Ray Bans.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Jonty shot a glance at Christine. Her hand was at her throat. There was a long pause. ‘That’s right.’ He nodded solemnly. ‘I missed a pair of Ray Bans some time ago, left the car unlocked one morning in Botchergate, looked for them that afternoon — gone. Too easy, lying on the dash; my own fault, cost the earth. Where’d you find them?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you’d come and see if they are yours, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Why, of course. Of course.’ He didn’t ask again where they’d been found. 
 
    The rain had stopped. They let him drive his own car and he followed them down the hill into town, driving very slowly and carefully, not because he was over the limit but because he wanted to make no mistakes, even the most trivial, like not stopping at a Stop sign, anything that would weigh against him. Oh God, he thought, if only he could turn the clock back, if only this could be last Friday evening before he’d ever heard of Perry — and he’d never even known her surname. A sob burst from him. He was finished: job, house, family, everything thrown away for one moment’s satisfaction — which he hadn’t had anyway. But need it be the end? She wasn’t the first (although she’d certainly be the last); there’d been plenty of others: glad of the money, even glad of a lift for Christ’s sake. He’d never been caught before. He checked. His eyes widened. He wasn’t caught now. It wasn’t illegal, was it? Oh Jesus, she was under-age! Fifteen, Harlow had said. But he wasn’t to know that. He could get away with it; there’d be Christine to placate but if he could cope with the police he could deal with her. She had everything to lose, after all he was the breadwinner, and at her age she had no hope of finding another man with a steady job. No, Christine knew which side her bread was buttered; he could brazen it out: his word against a slag’s. He steeled himself as he entered the station yard to park beside Tyndale’s beat-up Cavalier. 
 
    Dusk had come early with the low cloud ceiling, and lights burned in the building. There was a nip in the air and he felt chilly in his thin shirt. There was no one about and Tyndale spoke quietly, ushering him into a building which at this hour of the evening had the air of a fortress occupied by secret police in the Third World. He thought of bright lights and sleep deprivation. 
 
    ‘Hang on a minute,’ Tyndale said casually. ‘Take a pew.’ 
 
    Jonty blinked. There was a passage, seats, the younger detective nudging him towards them. 
 
    ‘I’ll be glad to have those shades back,’ he said chattily, only just stopping himself in time from adding that they were worth six times the twenty quid Perry had filched from him. 
 
    He sat down with a sigh, wondering at what point he should come clean — which he had to do. There were witnesses; that old farmer at Orrdale had seen —  and heard —  the confrontation with Harlow. Of course the police would understand; he had to deny everything in front of his wife and the girls. No way was he having his young daughters — 
 
    A door opened. Rick Harlow came through, glanced at him, stared, eyes widening. ‘You fucking bastard!’ he shouted, lunging forward, arms outstretched, reaching for the throat. Jonty threw himself sideways as the passage seemed to fill with men grabbing at his assailant, interposing themselves, shouting — but Rick’s voice rising above them: ‘What have you done with her? Where is she? Is she still alive? You sod, you bleeding murderer!’ He was in a frenzy of rage. 
 
    ‘No!’ Jonty cried. ‘No, it wasn’t me! I never touched her, she ran off —’ 
 
    Rick was hustled away. Jonty appealed to Tyndale who was standing there, regarding him with interest. The other one, Tyndale’s side-kick, was dabbing at his mouth with a handkerchief. 
 
    Tyndale nodded. ‘We’ll have a chat, shall we?’ He was affable but there was no apology for the fracas and Jonty was too shattered to protest. ‘Who was that?’ he asked weakly. 
 
    No one answered. Too late he remembered what he’d said, and what had occasioned it, and that he was going to have to come clean. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘He confessed,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘He killed her!’ Miss Pink’s hand shook as she refilled his coffee cup. 
 
    ‘No, no. He admitted he knew the girl: confessed to a — commercial transaction. In the end he admitted threatening Harlow — he blustered, of course, terrified when he learned it could be a case of murder. There’s too much blood, you know — but there, you didn’t see it. On the other hand he was relieved when we asked to search his car. Agreed immediately, so I knew he hadn’t carried her in it, not after she was badly injured — or dead. And he didn’t, the car’s clean as a whistle — no, I don’t mean that, there’s dust and stuff. It hasn’t been vacuumed since before last Monday when he met her.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find the Ray Bans?’ 
 
    ‘In the Hoggarths’ house. Harlow told us it was the girl’s stealing those that had made Robson so angry. But if he killed her in that house, he missed the glasses. Not surprising, the place was in a mess. And if he was there, he wore gloves; he wasn’t concerned about giving us his prints.’ 
 
    ‘Were they his Ray Bans?’ 
 
    ‘He’s playing safe: they look like his but he couldn’t be sure.’ 
 
    She took the coffee pot back to the kitchen, moving slowly, thinking that Rick was still in the frame. She was under no illusions concerning this visit. The inspector had arrived at her flat at nine o’clock, looking drawn but still functioning, even after hours of interviewing, and more time spent chasing people up on computers. She wasn’t surprised to learn that he’d uncovered enough of her own background to guess that she might prove useful to him. That she had a police dossier she’d known since the sixties when she was actively opposed to the Concorde project (‘cramped, noisy and hideously expensive’) and had said so in print, incurring the wrath of both her MP and the unions. No doubt her dossier had been expanded over successive decades not least because on a number of occasions, when violent death was involved, she could have been suspected of knowing more than she’d seen fit to divulge. But if Tyndale, this canny Northerner, had discovered that at least one police authority labelled her subversive, he recognised her potential value and this morning he was ostensibly frank and respectful. He needed help. 
 
    He had begun with confidences: his suspicion of Rick (a partner always being the first suspect), Rick’s enraged accusation of Jonty Robson — predictable in the circumstances, and subsequently Jonty’s coming clean once he was out of hearing of his family. He’d been surprised at the passion behind Rick’s attack, but that might be explained by the girl’s being so young. Of course both men swore that they didn’t know she was under-age — ‘How do you know that?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Have you traced her?’ 
 
    ‘Her name was Sharon Ashworth,’ he said. ‘She was on the run from a foster home in Essex. She would have been sixteen in a couple of days’ time.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know she’s dead!’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘There’s a trail of blood through the garden, even on the tarmac where he left his car... Neither man has an alibi, not Harlow nor Robson — only the wife — and what’s that worth? But she wasn’t carried in the boot of either one’s car — nor in Mrs Robson’s Fiesta, incidentally. She gave us permission to look.’ 
 
    ‘So she knows what happened.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘That’s Robson’s problem.’ 
 
    ‘He’s paying a high price.’ 
 
    ‘It could have been higher, could still be, he’s not off the hook. That body was carried in a vehicle, dead or alive.’ 
 
    ‘But not by Jonty Robson,’ she murmured, ‘nor Rick.’ 
 
    ‘Not in cars belonging to them.’ He nodded, seeing she’d understood. ‘Cars can be borrowed, stolen, hired — but this one wasn’t hired; there’d be a record.’ 
 
    She thought for a while. ‘Why couldn’t it have been a burglar?’  
 
    ‘If she’d been struck down merely because she was in the way, the body would have been left.’ 
 
    ‘There must have been cases where thieves tried to conceal a body.’ She racked her brains but couldn’t remember any. She was concerned to get him away from the subject of Rick. It was far more likely that Jonty, with his foul temper — but then Rick hadn’t shown much control at the police station either... Of course, if he thought that Jonty had killed Perry... Sharon Ashworth? She’d always be Perry to Miss Pink: short for peregrine, the swift predator. But this one had become prey. 
 
    ‘Have you known the Fawcetts long?’ came Tyndale’s voice out of the blue. 
 
    ‘For ever,’ she responded inanely, then recovered with an effort. ‘Forty years perhaps. Only Harald. I hadn’t met his wife until now.’ 
 
    ‘Has he always been so eccentric?’ 
 
    She smiled fondly. ‘People become absent-minded in old age. And playful,’ she added quickly. ‘Harald amuses himself teasing people. He’s a great romancer.’ 
 
    ‘He has an eye for the ladies?’ 
 
    ‘He’s always most courteous — ah, you mean romance as in sex. Dear me, no. I meant adventure, history, epics: that kind of romance.’ Actually she’d meant Harald embroidered his tales. 
 
    ‘He knew the girl. He’ll be worried.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally. We all are.’ She kept her voice steady. So this was the kind of help he was after: pumping her about her neighbours. ‘Particularly as no one can be sure what’s happened,’ she added. `Do you have a theory?’ 
 
    ‘We have to find the body.’ His eyes glazed and he looked very tired. ‘Another empty house — or barn? Buried, thrown in the river, even taken back in the hills; lots of places to conceal a body in this county, but it’s high summer and a lot of people wandering around to find it.’ 
 
    ‘Not to speak of dogs.’ They regarded the collie stretched out in a patch of sunshine. ‘An odd coincidence,’ she went on. ‘There won’t be much serious crime on your patch and here you have two murders — well, one and, at the least, a severe wounding — and both within days of each other.’ 
 
    ‘The other was nearer fifty years ago but certainly they surfaced at the same time, roughly.’ 
 
    ‘And Rick is doing a series on the crime-free North! I take it he’s still in custody.’ 
 
    ‘We have a few loose ends to tie up, ma’am.’ 
 
    So communication — in this respect — was to be one-sided. She tried again. ‘I gather you’ve put the old case on the back burner.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It’s a matter of resources. Besides, it’s irrelevant.’ 
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    The Land Rover skidded to a halt in the narrow lane. Most drivers would have sworn at the bullocks blocking the way but at close on eighty Albert Bainbridge was philosophical. He regarded the animals thoughtfully; they were Isaac Dent’s beasts. Should he run up to Blondel now or on the way home from Kelleth? He’d need to help Isaac get the beasts back, and the shopping would be sitting there in the back of the truck in the midday heat. Better tell him now, get it over. 
 
    Driving the bullocks before him — there was no room to pass — he was pleased when the leader turned up Isaac’s track. It was a long way to the house and he went slowly, casting a critical eye at the fields on either side. A fine crop of thistles and ragwort: no wonder the beasts went looking for a bit of decent grazing. And the house wasn’t in much better shape: mottled grey patches where the whitewash had scaled off, the roof missing slates. He wondered how long it would be before Isaac gave up, or was eased out, more like. 
 
    His Land Rover wasn’t at the back of the house but he hadn’t taken the dogs. They were penned and barking. Albert cut the engine and stared at the dirty windows, all closed. He frowned; there was an odd note to that barking. 
 
    The back door was locked. He didn’t go round the front; no one used his front door except on special occasions. Isaac had no special occasions. And he didn’t look in the barns, the ‘Rover wouldn’t be there. He was puzzled. Isaac wasn’t out with the sheep because he didn’t have the dogs with him, but if he’d gone anywhere else he’d have seen the bullocks and put them back. He had to see them; the lane was a dead-end: turn left and it led only to Albert’s farm and a couple of holiday cottages. 
 
    The dogs were housed in a row of pens. They weren’t as noisy as they should have been and the two who were barking stopped as he approached. One whimpered. A third was lying down, another sprawled, flat out, eyes closed. All were without water. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s it got to do with us?’ Tyndale asked. ‘He had a skinful, stayed out all night; he’ll be sleeping it off at the back of a pub car-park somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘This farmer, Bainbridge, says the dogs have been without food and water for days,’ Mounsey said. ‘Well, more’n a day anyway.’ 
 
    ‘So he’s had an accident on the fell. That’s a job for Mountain Rescue and uniforms.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not shepherding. He didn’t take the dogs.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’s had an accident on the road! For God’s sake, man, get your priorities straight! We’ve got a murder case on our hands here —’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m thinking of —’ 
 
    ‘Eh?’ Tyndale stared, blinked, considered. ‘How do you make the connection?’ He was interested. 
 
    ‘I don’t.’ Mounsey relaxed now that he had the other’s attention. ‘But it’s a funny coincidence otherwise: a girl missing, lots of blood, an old guy missing who — incidentally — knew the girl.’ 
 
    Tyndale fingered his lip, looking at his sergeant but not seeing him. He gave a sudden snort of laughter. ‘That old lady, Miss Pink: she was talking about coincidences this morning and I’ve just realised there’s yet another. Forty-five years since a girl and a man went missing at the same time and we know there was foul play. Now another girl and another man disappear, and there’s all that blood... How many more coincidences are we going to have?’ There was dead silence. Tyndale said slowly, ‘Are they coincidences?’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What can we do?’ Rick pleaded. ‘Where can we look?’ 
 
    ‘Tyndale’s searching,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You can’t do a better job than his men, they’re trained for it.’ 
 
    Rick had arrived after Tyndale left, having spent the night cooling his heels in a police cell with an assault charge hanging over his head. To his surprise he’d been released this morning but with a warning not to go near Jonty Robson. Which he’d done immediately, only to find the man’s house deserted. The whole family had left. He returned to the centre of town and Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘What do you think happened?’ he asked. ‘If it wasn’t Robson, then who? Because if we could answer that, we’d have an idea where he’d taken her. She’s still alive — isn’t she?’ His eyes were frantic. ‘I mean, there is a chance? I can’t sit at home and do nothing.’ 
 
    In her mind Miss Pink agreed. She looked out at the graveyard and thought of driving — but where? Of empty cottages (getting the keys from estate agents), of unused garages and, further afield, of barns and abandoned farms. But the police would have thought of all those, and they would have contacted doctors and hospitals, because Tyndale maintained that with the amount of blood there had been in the Hoggarths’ kitchen, treatment would have had to be urgent or she’d have died. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Rick broke in on her thoughts. ‘Or did Robson take someone else’s car, or has he got another car besides his Mondeo? How can we find out? You know, he can’t have gone far. He’s a suspect, same as me, and Tyndale told me not to leave Kelleth.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he did use another car,’ she said slowly, ‘and he didn’t bring it back. Where would you hide a car?’ 
 
    ‘An isolated barn?’ 
 
    ‘Nowhere’s isolated in high summer in the Lake District.’ 
 
    ‘He could run it into a bog.’ 
 
    ‘No bogs in England are that deep; you’re thinking of swamps — ah! Water!’ 
 
    ‘The river?’ 
 
    ‘Again I don’t think there are pools in it deep enough to submerge a vehicle. Quarries? I don’t know the area that well. Let’s go and talk to the Fawcetts.’ 
 
    Going through the churchyard, Bags cavorting between them, they met DS Mounsey coming from the direction of Plumtree Yard. ‘Looking for me?’ Rick asked, deliberately casual. 
 
    ‘No, I was with Mrs Bland.’ The sergeant addressed Miss Pink. ‘We’re trying to trace her brother’s movements. Would you have seen him the last day or two, ma’am?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘Not since we came down to the dale after finding the skeleton. He was going on the fell then. Was it a stormy night?’ She tried to remember. ‘There was thunder about. Didn’t he come down again?’ 
 
    ‘He had to. His dogs are at the farm but they haven’t been fed or watered for a while. He’s missing, and his Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t Mrs Bland help?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am; she’s got no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Has she been out to his farm? Where is that, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Blondel. It’s north of town. She doesn’t drive so I need to find the inspector —’ 
 
     He stopped short, wondering why he was blethering on to this old girl, and that in front of a suspect in what must be a murder case. 
 
    Rick was regarding him intently. ‘Why are you chasing Isaac?’ he asked. ‘A young girl’s missing; why aren’t you looking for her?’ 
 
    ‘They are,’ Miss Pink said comfortably, urging him forward. ‘Mr Mounsey is just one chap chasing up another disappearance. The others are looking for Perry, isn’t that so, sergeant? Tell me, has Mr Tyndale considered that the vehicle used to carry Perry away could have been dumped in deep water?’ 
 
    Mounsey swallowed and his head went up defensively. ‘I’ll tell him, ma’am.’ 
 
    They moved on. ‘An ingenuous young man,’ she murmured.  
 
    ‘Thick.’ Rick was savage. ‘The police attitude leaves me cold. I don’t believe they’re looking for her at all.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Isaac Dent missing!’ Anne repeated, leading the way to the empty drawing-room. ‘First Perry, now this. Is there a connection?’ 
 
    Rick and Miss Pink exchanged glances. They hadn’t thought of that. ‘How could there be?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘It’s just you mentioning Isaac when I was expecting you to come out with the latest news of Perry.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t any,’ Rick said tightly. ‘What we came for was to ask if you could think of anywhere Robson might have dumped the vehicle that he used to carry her away.’ 
 
    ‘He’s jumping the gun,’ Miss Pink said sternly. ‘We don’t know it was Robson, but Perry must have been — transported from Whelp Yard in something, and there’s no trace in the Robson cars so we wondered if whoever was responsible for that attack got rid of the vehicle that he used.’ 
 
    Anne went to speak, and stopped. Miss Pink guessed that she had been about to suggest that if the car had been dumped the body could well be inside. ‘Quarries,’ Miss Pink said quickly. ‘We were wondering if there’s a deep quarry in the area.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes!’ Harald was standing in the doorway. He looked interested and eager. ‘But that means two villains,’ he went on. ‘Another car and another driver, d’you see: to carry the first driver away from the quarry.’ They stared at him. ‘But I can’t think of any,’ he confessed. ‘Oh, there are quarries, but not with deep water in the bottom. What you’re looking for is a pool beside the road, below the road.’ Eyes glazed, but not his. ‘Like the reservoir,’ he said. 
 
    * 
 
    The crags started not far upstream of the dam. The four of them had squeezed into Miss Pink’s little Renault, Clive having taken the family Volvo to visit the younger Fawcetts at the big house. Miss Pink slowed down after the dam but she was urged on by Harald. 
 
    ‘You can keep moving,’ he said. ‘The obvious place is that right-hand bend before the waterfall: nasty at night with the gleam of the lake and the fall. Confusing. It’s about half a mile ahead.’ 
 
    The road widened on the bend, giving room for two cars to pass comfortably. It was one of those places where irresponsible drivers would park in order to photograph the mountains that formed the headwall of the dale. The slope below the road was so steep that they looked over the crowns of a few oaks to the water below. The mud flats were too far away to be visible. 
 
    There was no wall on this stretch but a fairly new fence. One post was broken about ten inches from the ground and wire trailed down the incline. Twin lines that must be wheel tracks ran through the bracken and there was a bright yellow gash on a tree trunk that was horribly reminiscent of Perry’s hair. 
 
    ‘Do you have a rope?’ Harald asked, his tone as level as if he were thirty again. 
 
    ‘An old one,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I use it for towing. It’s good enough for this.’ 
 
    ‘I think, sweetie —’ Anne checked and glanced at Miss Pink who nodded reassuringly. Harald wouldn’t have forgotten how it was done. In any event there was no one else, neither Anne nor Rick had climbed. She looked at Rick and saw he was so forlorn she knew the sight of those wheel tracks had destroyed any hope he had. They had been there too long. Drowning takes four minutes. 
 
    Her trainers wouldn’t grip on lush vegetation but she had the security of the rope. She tied a bowline with the old expertise and Harald, equally deft, belayed himself to a tree. He nodded to her and, forsaking dignity, she lowered herself on her rump and started to work her way downwards from trunk to trunk. 
 
    Her groping hand encountered barbed wire and she swore; flies whined about her head suggesting only too graphically what the vehicle could contain. Because there was no doubt that there was a vehicle below — and suddenly she stopped. 
 
    Watching from fifty feet above Harald called, ‘All right, Mel?’ She raised a thumb in response but she didn’t move. When had her thinking changed? When she and Rick had gone across to Nichol House less than an hour ago, they’d been thinking in terms of Jonty Robson — or someone — dumping a car in which he’d carried Perry, alive or dead. But just now, inching down this slope, following the twin ruts, she’d been visualising a Land Rover — Isaac’s truck. Could it be — his vehicle, her body? 
 
    ‘What d’you see?’ Harald called; it was a hint to her to get moving. She waved and continued, pulling against the rope which was too tight. Harald wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    She came to the last tree. It was rooted right on the edge of a crag which plunged for twenty feet straight into the water. She embraced the trunk and leaned out. 
 
    A few inches below the surface was the square outline of a Land Rover’s roof. 
 
    The return wasn’t strenuous. When she realised that there were now several people hauling on the rope, she gripped it with both hands and virtually walked up the slope. Before she reached them she recognised Tyndale among a number of uniforms. 
 
    ‘How did you guess?’ she gasped as she stepped out on the tarmac. 
 
    ‘You spoke to Mounsey,’ Tyndale said, ‘and you were seen leaving Doomgate. And this is the nearest deep water.’ 
 
    ‘You’re on the wrong track; this isn’t the vehicle Perry was taken away in. It’s a Land Rover; there’s no mistaking the outline. It’s submerged. How on earth are you going to get it out?’ 
 
    ‘The divers can break a window if the doors are jammed.’ 
 
    She was startled. She had been referring to the difficulty of recovering the truck, she had forgotten that Isaac could be inside. There was no doubt in her mind that it was his Land Rover. 
 
    ‘He ran out of road,’ someone said as Tyndale turned away, moving to one of the cars parked behind her Renault. 
 
    Harald said, ‘What was he doing up here at night?’ 
 
    ‘Coming back from shepherding?’ she hazarded. ‘What’s wrong with Rick?’ He was pacing back and forth in front of Anne, gesticulating, grinning maniacally. 
 
    ‘What’s right with him?’ Harald corrected, amused. ‘That wasn’t Perry’s blood in the Hoggarth house. Tyndale checked with the Essex authorities. It’s not her group; she isn’t hurt at all, let alone murdered.’ 
 
    She stared at him. ‘Then whose blood was it?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘A burglar? We don’t have to worry anyway; we’re all present and correct: family and friends. No one’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘Perry is.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but unhurt. That’s why Rick’s acting like a lunatic. His lady’s safe.’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved to join the others. Behind her the police were lowering one of their number. She hoped her tow-rope could withstand a second load. ‘I’m so glad about Perry,’ she told Rick. 
 
    ‘It had to be someone who broke in!’ he blurted. ‘And she came along afterwards, saw the blood, panicked and ran again. This time I reckon she really has gone to Scotland.’ 
 
    Miss Pink caught Anne’s eye; was she too wondering where all that blood had come from if not from Perry? 
 
    Like a dog rounding up sheep, Tyndale collected Miss Pink’s party and indicated that they should leave, but he had to know where they were going. ‘I’ll need a statement from you,’ he told Miss Pink. His eyes rested on Rick and he hesitated. 
 
    ‘We shall be at Orrdale House,’ Anne put in. ‘As soon as the divers have been down perhaps you’ll let us know the result.’ It was her tone as much as the words that shook Tyndale. She saw he was affronted. ‘Isaac is our tenant,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know that.’ 
 
    She turned away. Harald regarded the inspector. ‘He drank,’ he said gravely, shaking his head. ‘Bound to happen: old age, poor judgement. I never liked this bend. The Water Authority should have built a stout wall along here instead of this flimsy fence.’ 
 
    They piled into the Renault. ‘A good thing we didn’t bring Bags,’ Rick chuckled, his equilibrium quite restored. They had left the collie in the garden at Nichol House. 
 
    ‘Edith has to be told,’ Miss Pink murmured as she started back towards the dam. 
 
    ‘We don’t know that Isaac’s in the ’Rover.’ Rick was assertive, concerned that no one should leap to conclusions this time. ‘He may have jumped clear.’ 
 
    ‘The police will inform Edith,’ Harald said. Evidently he had no faith in Isaac’s agility. 
 
    ‘She could know already,’ Miss Pink said. ‘She’s with Mounsey.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Rick asked, amused. 
 
    ‘Why? Oh, she can’t drive so he was going to take her to Isaac’s farm — to see if there was any clue as to his whereabouts, presumably. You were with me when he told us, Rick!’ 
 
    ‘So I was. I wasn’t paying attention —’ 
 
    ‘She drives,’ Anne said. 
 
    There was a pause. ‘I mean,’ she went on, ‘she can drive. I suppose she had to give it up. Certainly she doesn’t own a car.’ 
 
     ‘Why should she give it up?’ Harald asked. ‘She’s not that old.’  
 
    ‘She has glaucoma.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ He was stricken. After a moment he said quietly, ‘We must get her into a modern flat as quickly as possible. Plumtree’s a death trap. Those stairs!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea, sweetie. She knows where everything is in Plumtree; she’d have to learn all over again in a new place. Much better to leave her where she’s happy.’ 
 
    They came to the entrance to Orrdale House, the drive flanked by pillars supporting the heads of stone horses. The Renault rattled across the cattle grid. 
 
    ‘So you’ve shelved the plan to turn the flats into one house,’ Harald said. 
 
    ‘In the circumstances.’ Anne was pleasant but firm. ‘As soon as she told me, there was no question. Time enough to think about it when she’s blind. Then she’ll be forced to go into a home.’ 
 
    ‘Glaucoma doesn’t have to mean blindness,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘It can be arrested and contained with drugs.’ 
 
    ‘Her condition’s gone too far. Ah, there’s Debbie,’ as her granddaughter came cantering across the parkland on a stocky black pony. ‘Hello, darling; you see we’ve all come to visit. Is everyone at home?’ 
 
    ‘Hi!’ Deborah bent low on her pony’s neck so that she could see who was in the car. ‘You didn’t bring that nice collie. Uncle Clive’s here; he’s making something called Submarines for lunch. James is up at the dig.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Harald asked. 
 
    ‘He won’t say, just that we should be more adventurous with our food, but whatever Clive produces is yummy, you know that, Grandad.’ 
 
    ‘I meant, what dig are you talking about? Are they excavating the fort after all?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The pony turned and took off nimbly. ‘At the village,’ Deborah shouted. 
 
    Miss Pink shifted into gear. ‘Does Bob breed the fell ponies?’ she asked, glimpsing a group of mares and foals in the shade of a horse chestnut. No one responded until Rick asked politely if she rode. 
 
    ‘When I can find a mount,’ she said, glancing in the rear view mirror. It was wrongly angled to see Harald but Anne was staring after the galloping pony and her face was quite blank. Aware of Miss Pink’s eyes on her she said, ‘Marina breeds them. You’re welcome to ride; they can carry any weight.’ Which was the first time Miss Pink had known her be so casually rude. 
 
    She took the Renault to the front door of the big house. They got out and stood for a moment admiring the vista of woods and gentle hills at the foot of the dale. Anne said, ‘You have to see the gardens; they’re magnificent at this time of year. Why don’t you and Rick take a turn in the rose garden before lunch? We’ll call you in.’ 
 
    Harald followed the flight of a crow and said nothing. Miss Pink, thinking that few gardens could be termed magnificent in July, said that sounded nice, and she and Rick strolled in the direction Anne had indicated. 
 
    ‘Wants to get rid of us.’ Rick stated the obvious. ‘Family business.’ His companion was deep in her own thoughts. He didn’t like the silence. ‘Isn’t it great about Perry?’ he persisted. 
 
    ‘Great.’ There was no enthusiasm. ‘I wonder if she’ll phone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure she will. She needs to keep in contact with a friend. She’s always running. That’s no life for a girl.’ 
 
    ‘Tyndale says she’s about to have a birthday. It’s not illegal to live with her once she’s sixteen.’ 
 
    ‘If you mean what I think you mean, I hadn’t intended a sexual relationship.’ He was stiff and disapproving. In any event, she thought with amusement, it wouldn’t depend on him, but on Perry. 
 
    ‘I’m just pointing out you could no longer be charged with — what would it be? Corrupting a minor?’ 
 
    He made a dismissive gesture. ‘So she’ll be sixteen,’ he murmured, surprised and pleased, then his face fell. ‘I wonder where she is at this moment, what she’s doing?’ 
 
    They halted and stared at the hills beyond the gardens. Both were uneasy. She wondered if he were remembering the blood in the Hoggarths’ kitchen. Seeking to distract him and trying to avoid the subject of the submerged Land Rover, by association she arrived at Edith, and said rather wildly, ‘So you can stay as long as you like in Plumtree now that Anne’s decided not to turn the flats into one unit.’ 
 
    ‘No. I shall join Perry as soon as I know where she is.’ 
 
    ‘Finish your job here first. You’re going to need money.’ 
 
    ‘Besides, I hate Plumtree.’ He wasn’t listening. ‘I’m on my own now.’ He was before; he meant he missed Perry too much in the empty flat. ‘Edith screeches,’ he went on. ‘D’you know, if you listened, I reckon you could actually hear what she’s saying on the phone.’ 
 
    ‘What does she say?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I never listen.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose, if she had some idea about Isaac’s intentions, she’d have told Mounsey.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s what’s bothering you: you think she knows what happened. You think Isaac’s in the Land Rover, don’t you?’  
 
    ‘We’ll know soon enough.’ 
 
    They did. Tyndale arrived when they were finishing lunch. Anne had taken a surprisingly long time before calling them indoors, indeed, etiquette had gone by the board today. Their stomachs were complaining loudly by the time they were summoned to join the party. In the shabby drawing-room Clive, beaming hospitality, welcomed them to a feast of baguettes stuffed with ham and salami and what he called salad fixings. 
 
    Both Bob and Marina were present, blandly avoiding any reference to missing persons, explaining that although they had most visitors at weekends, it was then that the local historical society waded in to supply guides. In fact, Marina told Miss Pink, the weekend was their most relaxing time, when all the family could be together. Referring to the absence of her son, she said casually, ‘James will be in for tea. Actually we don’t see much of the children during the daytime in the summer holidays. We’re lucky to get Debbie off a pony. They say you’d like a ride. We can fix you up.’ 
 
    They were still talking horses when Tyndale arrived to tell them that the body of Isaac Dent had been recovered from the submerged Land Rover, and his shotgun, both barrels discharged. 
 
    ‘Empty,’ Harald corrected, without turning a hair. ‘You don’t carry a gun loaded.’ 
 
    Marina was shaking her head. ‘We never saw him the worse for drink, did we, Bob?’ 
 
    ‘He was getting on. Like Dad said, old people lack judgement, and he’d been up and down that road so many times he’d have thought he knew it backwards.’ 
 
    ‘He was shot,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘Who was shot?’ Deborah, who had excused herself as soon as she’d eaten a sandwich, was in the doorway, her eyes on Tyndale, avidly curious. 
 
    Anne held out her hand. ‘Old Isaac, love; he’s shot himself.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that.’ Tyndale looked meaningly from Anne to her granddaughter. 
 
    She accepted the hint. ‘What was it, Deb?’ 
 
    The girl turned to her mother. ‘That new foal, Mum; she’s cut herself. It’s not bad, but you ought to look at it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be down in a minute. You get the mare in, will you?’ 
 
    Deborah hesitated, eyeing them hopefully. Her grandmother nodded, confirming the dismissal. Knowing they wouldn’t talk about Isaac until she was out of earshot, she went, dragging her feet. 
 
    Harald broke the silence. ‘Isaac would favour the gun,’ he said. ‘It’s either that or hanging in these parts.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t suicide,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘I’d like to believe that’ — Harald was unfazed — ‘but a gun’s not going to go off by accident as a chap’s driving, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Hardly.’ Tyndale’s tone was dry. ‘Not to shoot him in two different places anyway.’ 
 
    Even Clive gaped at that. He had been following the exchange with what looked like resignation, as if the suicide of one of the family’s tenants was a kind of occupational hazard of living in the sticks. Now he was intrigued. ‘How do you figure that?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘There’s a wound to the left shoulder,’ Tyndale said: ‘a cluster of pellets spreading out, but the main wound is under the right ear. The exit wound is — large.’ In fact the other side of the skull had been blasted outwards. 
 
    ‘That’s odd.’ Harald was visualising it without a qualm. ‘He fired twice?’ 
 
    Anne was dumbfounded, as was Rick. Harald and Clive were fascinated, Miss Pink wary, watching Tyndale. How many suicides shot themselves twice? 
 
    ‘He was seated on the passenger side,’ Tyndale told them. 
 
    ‘But he couldn’t be!’ Anne came to life. ‘He must have moved over — floated there as the truck sank.’ 
 
    The inspector regarded her thoughtfully, then shifted his gaze to Rick. ‘There were shot pellets and a cartridge case in the Hoggarths’ kitchen,’ he said, and waited. Everyone looked at Rick. 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ His colour ebbed. ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying anything.’ Tyndale was smooth as cream. ‘But I’m wondering where Sharon Ashworth is now.’ 
 
    Rick was blank. ‘He means Perry,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    He said angrily, ‘So he took a gun with him — he went there to — well, what? Rape her? Anyway, he was there — that’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? And the gun went off — I ask you: why take a gun when you go to see a young girl? He meant worse than rape, the old bastard! So they struggled and the gun went off and he was scared stiff — so was she, of course. She ran one way, he staggered out to the Land Rover and drove up to the lake there and — and pointed the truck down the slope and shot himself deliberately. He couldn’t face the music after Perry reported him.’ He collapsed, exhausted after the outburst. 
 
    ‘He didn’t drive four miles after losing all that blood,’ Tyndale said, ‘and —’ 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting a kid who weighs less than a hundred pounds carried him out to the Land Rover?’ 
 
    ‘Or she had help. And he was found in the passenger seat. Like someone else said, you’d need another driver and another car to get the first driver back to town.’ 
 
    ‘Oh God,’ Rick sighed. ‘Not again.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘He didn’t kill Isaac,’ Harald said, but the statement lacked conviction. ‘You look fierce, Mel. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Why would Isaac go to Whelp Yard with a loaded shotgun? It’s out of character. He’s not — he wasn’t a psychopath.’ She’d had only the briefest glimpse of him, hadn’t actually spoken to him, but she couldn’t see a septuagenarian farmer as a homicidal rapist. Of course, it happened, but brains didn’t snap without some kind of warning. 
 
    Harald said dully, ‘He was normal — within the limits of an ingrown community.’ 
 
    She looked at him sharply, then at Anne who spread her hands and sighed as if it had all become too much for her. 
 
    Tyndale had taken Rick away for the second time to help the police with their inquiries — that loaded expression — leaving the Fawcetts and Miss Pink stunned and silent until Harald voiced his assertion of Rick’s innocence. 
 
    ‘Did anyone know Isaac well?’ Clive asked. ‘I guess Mum grew up with him but you wouldn’t have socialised?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Anne was dismissive. ‘They were neighbours — once; nothing more. Besides, we were a different age group.’ She caught Miss Pink’s calculating eye. ‘Edith was much younger than I,’ she said firmly, ‘Isaac was older. A few years means a great deal when you’re young. And I was married; I had my own interests.’ 
 
    It took one to know one; Miss Pink was another person who became voluble when she was trying to distract people. She looked round the room: Anne, Harald, Clive; she would like to talk to each individually. She had the feeling that Bob and Marina were innocently puzzled, and so disturbed by the bizarre event in Whelp Yard that they were blocking it out. As if to confirm this Marina stood up. ‘I must go and look at that foal,’ she said breathlessly. 
 
    Bob murmured an apology and followed. Now Miss Pink had the impression that the remaining three were presenting a united front towards her. After all, she and Rick had been excluded from what she was sure had been a pre-lunch conference — probably Bob and Marina as well; she sensed that her absence now would be a relief. 
 
    ‘I’m worried about Rick,’ she said, rising in her turn. ‘I’d like to go back to town and see if there’s anything I can do. And there’s the dog...’ 
 
    Anne picked up the cue neatly. ‘The dog will be all right in our garden, but if there’s anything you can do to help Rick... We’ll go home with Clive. What kind of help did you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to speak to him, ask if he needs a solicitor — and clothes, of course, if they’re going to keep him at the police station overnight.’ She was lying. Rick could take care of himself for the time being. She was heading for Isaac’s farm. 
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    Miss Pink couldn’t put her finger on her motive for keeping quiet about her destination except that she had the feeling Anne would try to obstruct her. And Anne rather than Harald because she seemed to have more to do with the Fawcetts’ tenants. 
 
    She didn’t know the location of the farm. Mounsey had mentioned Blondel. Was that Norman French? The Cumbrian names were a miscellany of ancient Europe: Norse, British, Gaelic, French, and the inhabitants bore all the traces of their ancestry. Harald, for instance, so obviously of Norse extraction with his pale hair and eyes, not to mention the spelling of his name. His son: even more of a Scandinavian type. And Clive was handsome under the flesh although his looks could be derived from his mother since he didn’t share his father with Bob. Of course Thornthwaite could have been a Norse type. 
 
    So — where was Blondel? North of Kelleth, Mounsey had said. She stopped in a gateway and studied the large-scale map. She found the place by working outwards from Orrdale House; Blondel was marked on a dead-end lane that was itself a turning off a minor road. ‘Cloughfoot’ said the hand-painted sign at the second fork. It didn’t bother her; Isaac hadn’t seemed the kind of man to advertise his presence. Sure enough, when she came to the first farm track, the lane ran on and at least two cottages showed ahead. She turned up the unmarked track. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Mounsey got the news on his mobile,’ Albert Bainbridge said. ‘He’ll have taken her home now so that’s where you’ll find her.’ 
 
    He hammered another staple into a post. Beyond the fence the bullocks watched with mild interest. 
 
    Miss Pink had experienced a moment of fright when she came on an old Land Rover at the back of the dilapidated farmhouse, but when she’d cut her engine, and had found and quietened the dogs, she’d heard the prosaic sounds of hammering and had discovered this old fellow repairing the broken fence. 
 
    She’d hardly needed to say that she was looking for Edith, had come from the scene of the ‘accident’, before he was demanding details. Mounsey had been close-mouthed. She told him that the body had been recovered but she didn’t mention the gun or the wounds, allowing Albert to assume that Isaac had run out of road. ‘Although Lord knows what he were doing up there at night,’ he said. ‘But maybe it wasn’t night?’ 
 
    She said she didn’t know but it would be all one if a person had had rather too much to drink. 
 
    ‘Isaac didn’t drink,’ Albert said, ‘leastways not so he couldn’t drive, but then maybe he did this time.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re looking after the animals,’ she observed chattily. ‘What’s going to happen to the farm? I assume Edith will inherit.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ He stared at her, then gave a gap-toothed grin. ‘She let you think that? Isaac were only a tenant. Farm belongs to the Fawcetts, don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘My mistake. She never actually told me Isaac owned it; that was what I assumed. So this was the place that was allocated him when the dale was flooded.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong again! This were to be the Thornthwaites’ farm — that’s Mrs Fawcett, as is now; she married Mr Harald at the big house.’ He checked and squinted at her. ‘You don’t know Mrs Fawcett?’ 
 
    ‘What does she have to do with Blondel? Oh, I see: she owns it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, in a sense; her married into the family so her got it back. This is how it was: Mrs Fawcett were Mrs Thornthwaite. Walter Thornthwaite were her first husband, and when t’old village were flooded, folk was given new farms, and Blondel were to come to Thornthwaites — as tenants, see? But then Walter — he left, and his missus let Isaac take over.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked around. ‘It wasn’t much loss to her.’ 
 
    ‘It were a nice little farm at one time,’ he protested. ‘The best around. And look at t’place now! It’s a mystery to me how Fawcetts never booted him out. Why, if I ran my farm like this un, Anne Fawcett woulda given me my marching orders years since! Now Walter’— his tone softened — ‘he’d have made a fine job o’ Blondel. He loved the land, did Walter; whatever come over ‘im —’ He stopped. ‘But you know that story.’ It was an accusation. ‘You know yon skeleton were found in the peat.’ 
 
    She looked him in the eye. ‘There’s no evidence to tie the child to Walter Thornthwaite,’ she said earnestly, coming clean and not bothered by it. ‘Just because they disappeared around the same time is no proof that he was responsible for her death.’ 
 
    He returned her gaze. ‘Aye, you been talking to folk. Did no one say as it coulda been an accident? Those girls were wee devils, always teasing — ‘least Joannie was, and her the younger too! But a pretty little thing.’ He shook his head. ‘I mind the wife saying when she went missing as she’d always said Joannie Gardner would come to a bad end.’ 
 
    ‘Teasing?’ she repeated. ‘Teasing the boys?’ 
 
    ‘No! Men. Them weren’t interested in boys as such.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s "them"?’ 
 
    ‘Why, her and Edith, o’course. Only Edith, she weren’t so much interested in — you know — bad things; her was just into general mischief.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno.’ He was embarrassed. ‘Maybe she egged Joannie on like. Oh, she were naughty all right but you wouldn’t see young Edith going in a barn —’ Again he stopped. 
 
    ‘Joannie did that? You knew?’ Miss Pink was shocked. 
 
    ‘Not then: afterwards. We talked about it afterwards.’ 
 
    There was a pause while she assimilated this. ‘And Walter,’ she prompted. ‘But you liked Walter. He wouldn’t —’ 
 
    ‘No! Never. He were more of a — well, a stern fellow and — I don’t know how to say this but he wasn’t much of a lady’s man, you know? For all he was married.’ 
 
    Miss Pink abandoned all caution. ‘You’re saying he was gay?’ Anyone who watched TV had to be familiar with current terminology. 
 
    Albert regarded the bullocks thoughtfully. ‘I used to wonder,’ he murmured. 
 
    She said quietly, so as not to disturb his mood, ‘I did hear a suggestion that they might have gone off together: that Joannie persuaded him to take her to Canada.’ 
 
    Astonishment was replaced by amusement. He grinned at her. She wondered how often he shaved; if he’d been younger the bristles might have passed for designer stubble. ‘Who you been talking to?’ he asked. ‘That’s the wildest tale I heard yet.’ 
 
    ‘She was much older than her years.’ 
 
    ‘True enough, but Walter Thornthwaite carrying off a girl to Canada? Never. He’d be scared stiff of her.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned. ‘So if someone said he was a lusty fellow it would be a lie?’ He regarded her shrewdly. ‘Perhaps it was Isaac who was meant?’ She appeared to be asking herself that question. 
 
    ‘If Walter were, he hid it well. He were different from the rest. Afore us married, us all ran after t’lassies; lads is human, all said and done’— his eyes slid sideways and he smirked — ‘even Mr Harald there at one time.’ 
 
    Her guts gave a lurch. ‘People would have known,’ she said weakly. He shrugged and was suddenly a travesty of innocence. ‘The big house was too far away,’ she added, trying to draw him out again. 
 
    ‘Not on a horse.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying he took her up there on a horse and buried her in the peat? Harald?’ 
 
    ‘Mister Harald. Don’t talk daft.’ Suddenly he was hostile. ‘I got work to attend to.’ He picked up his box of staples. 
 
    ‘What’s all this got to do with Isaac’s death?’ she asked desperately. 
 
    He stared ahead, his face set. ‘Nowt. Who said it did? Isaac ran off t’road.’ But she had seen his eyes flicker. 
 
    ‘And his sister was Joannie’s friend.’ 
 
    He glared at her. ‘I don’t know who you are nor what you’re up to, but I’ll tell you this: you know too much and if you take my advice you’ll leave it there. Forget it. Joannie were killed nigh on fifty year since and whoever done it, it were just the once, never again. No one else been murdered in Orrdale. I’m warning you, folks don’t like incomers what accuse the innocent: folks as had been minding their own business all these years.’ 
 
    She regarded him with interest. ‘Who frightened you, Mr Bainbridge?’ She didn’t expect an answer and she didn’t get one. He set off as if he’d been kicked, lumbering across the pasture as fast as he could go without actually running. 
 
    She became aware of the sound of water and now she noticed rock among trees lining a beck at the far side of the pasture. She strolled over and found the remains of a fence that would once have kept animals from plunging into a gorge. She wondered how many sheep Isaac had lost there since he took over the farm. 
 
    Above the gorge was a waterfall and a pool, then the rock walls closed in to form a chasm with black water in the bottom that looked very deep, and fast and powerful even now. When the beck was in spate an animal wouldn’t stand much chance if it fell in. She walked downstream to find more falls — cascades, rather — but it was still a nasty place, a drowning place. She was astonished that Anne hadn’t forced Isaac to repair the fence. 
 
    Albert wasn’t in the yard when she reached it but his Land Rover was still there so he’d be keeping out of sight in the buildings. She drove off thinking that she’d come a long way from Rick Harlow who, along with Perry, hadn’t been mentioned, but then Albert knew neither — presumably — and his sole reference to current events was that Isaac had run off the road. What would he have said had he known that there were two shotgun wounds in the body? That it was suicide? He might have said that but what would he have thought? 
 
    She reached the lane and drove at a snail’s pace. A baby rabbit ran out from the bank and crouched, immobile, the sun in its shell-pink ears. Second brood, she thought, braking and easing to a halt. The rabbit didn’t stir. She thought of Perry, ‘like something peeping out of a hedge bottom’, as Dave in the bookshop had said. Perry, the hunted animal tracked down to her hole in Whelp Yard by Isaac: cornered and fighting, the gun going off, once, twice — and Rick called in to take over and set up the ‘accident’. She might go along with the basic scenario but that second wound didn’t fit. It was a close contact wound: like an execution, and cold-blooded. She couldn’t reconcile it with a desperate Perry or with Rick, raging and beside himself. She thought, most unhappily, of Harald who was unpredictable, of Anne who was concerned to protect him. But what could have taken Harald or Anne, or both, to Whelp Yard at the same time as Isaac? And what did the attack on Isaac have to do with Joan Gardner? ‘Ah!’ 
 
    She spoke aloud and her eyes focused as she let in the clutch, forgetting why she’d stopped. The tarmac was clear except for the strip of grass in the centre. She drove back to Kelleth. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘The point is, both Rick and Perry are suspects, and yet I don’t see either of them killing Isaac deliberately. There’s a lot going on behind the scenes that appears to have no direct link with them, and yet there are tenuous links. People are hiding secrets; they’re cagey and very, very prickly. One question from me and I’ll be out on my ear. I’m desperate so I’ve come to you to see if you can help. I think Rick is innocent; Tyndale thinks he’s obsessed with Perry, and mad enough to kill. Not so: not to execute.’ 
 
    She had persuaded Dave Murray to put a ‘Back in 20 Mins’ notice on the bookshop door and bullied him into coming upstairs to her living-room. Over mugs of tea she had given him the gist of the morning’s events. He had listened intelligently but then he was a writer too. At the end he said, ‘So you came to me because I’m the only person who can’t be involved.’ 
 
    She blinked at him. ‘Ye-es, but how do you arrive at that?’ He was involved; he knew the Fawcetts and Rick, Edith, everyone. 
 
    ‘I’m too young,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t born forty-five years ago.’ 
 
    Strange, he’d fastened immediately on that ancient crime rather than current events. Her mind adjusted. ‘Neither were Rick and Perry,’ she murmured. 
 
    He hesitated, eyeing her, his face expressionless. ‘You’re right,’ he admitted. ‘But then why did you think of me as uninvolved?’ She looked away, aware of an ebbing of energy. ‘I see,’ he said gently. ‘By imparting information, you’re expecting to gain some: a quid pro quo?’ 
 
    ‘And you’re a friend of Clive’s.’ His eyebrows rose. ‘I’m not thick,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh no, although I’ve no doubt you can play the part like a pro when necessary. Yes, Clive and I are old friends, and we keep in touch even though we’ve run our course, as it were. I wouldn’t want to see the guy hurt — and he’s very attached to Harald.’ 
 
    ‘And to Anne.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, she’s his mother; it’s less natural to be fond of your stepfather. However, Harald is a dear, don’t you think? And another thing: he accepts gays without reservations.’ 
 
    That reminded her of a similar comment. ‘Did I say that Bainbridge implied Anne’s first husband was gay?’ 
 
    ‘I missed that. You’re suggesting it’s genetic?’ He was surprised. ‘I could understand it if Walter had lived — nurture, you know, not nature — but he died before Clive was born. What am I saying? I mean, he disappeared; he never knew his son. Genetic? Now there’s a thought. I wonder if Anne...’ He trailed off, following the thought. 
 
    ‘Bainbridge suggested Harald was something of a lad when he was young,’ she mused. 
 
    ‘Oh really! Eliminate Walter as a child killer because he’s gay, and you substitute Harald because he’s a Don Juan!’ 
 
    ‘Not me. Bainbridge.’ 
 
    ‘Harald’s a pussycat. Same as Rick — and Clive.’ 
 
    ‘But passionate pussycats.’ 
 
    ‘Not Harald.’ 
 
    He was right. If Harald did feel things deeply he had himself on a tight rein. Eccentric, yes, but not mad. Well, not to show it. She shuddered, thinking of psychopaths. 
 
    He was watching her. She swallowed, casting about, needing to divert that intense scrutiny. ‘You said you keep in touch with Clive,’ she blurted. ‘He came home very suddenly —’ She broke off; what was she thinking of? 
 
    ‘As soon as the bone was found,’ he supplied, and she sighed, deflated. ‘That’s right; I called him in California. Anne had been in contact with him already and yes, the reason he came was that finding the bone suggested that the skeleton was about to come to light. But he didn’t come back because Harald was about to be unmasked as Joan’s killer. Think about it. Walter was the suspect: Clive’s father, but Anne’s husband — once. Clive came home to support his mum.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ She nodded earnest agreement. ‘Poor Clive.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll survive. Think how many children there must be who have carved out decent lives for themselves despite having a parent who was a murderer.’ 
 
    ‘It must be hard when the parent is still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Most of them are nowadays.’ But he pondered this. ‘One had always assumed Walter was dead,’ he said slowly. ‘He’d be very old, you know; I have the impression — maybe Clive told me — that he was quite a bit older than Anne, like — ten years or so. She’s in her mid-sixties.’ Blithely disregarding the fact that his host might well be in her mid-seventies. 
 
    ‘He could still be alive then. And now that there’s proof that Joan was murdered, the police will trace him. That’s going to be hard on all the Fawcetts.’ 
 
    A breeze lifted the net curtain, floating it inwards like a daytime ghost. Dave looked past it to the tops of the tombstones. ‘He’ll have changed his name,’ he mused, ‘that is, if he’s guilty. He’ll have covered his tracks so they’ll never find him, dead or alive. On the other hand, if he was innocent, if it was just that he was walking out on Anne and the baby, they’ll find him soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. He could still want to cover his tracks in order not to have to pay maintenance. She needn’t have married again. But he did send a postcard.’ 
 
    ‘He could have changed his mind,’ Dave pointed out. ‘Or maybe there never was a postcard. Anne could have felt humiliated because he deserted her, so she told everyone the intention was that she should follow once the baby was born and he’d found work, and here was the postcard to prove there was no rift... Don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘If they’d intended to go to Canada why were they allocated a farm here? They were to have taken Blondel.’ 
 
    ‘Who told you that?’ 
 
    ‘Bainbridge.’ 
 
    ‘But Blondel is — was Isaac’s place.’ 
 
    ‘Evidently Anne transferred it to him.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. There’s no love lost between those two: well, three; Edith hasn’t a good word to say for Anne. If Anne allowed someone to take over the farm it would have to be a friend of hers.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, it was Isaac who got the tenancy.’ 
 
    ‘You ask Anne. She never transferred willingly, I can tell you that.’ 
 
    ‘And there’s Plumtree —’ The telephone rang. Miss Pink reached wearily over the back of her chair. 
 
    ‘Oh, hi!’ came a voice so breathless that for a moment she didn’t recognise it as Rick’s. ‘Do me a favour, will you, love?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Rick calling her ‘love’? 
 
    ‘Bags. He’s with you.’ Without giving her time to respond he rushed on: ‘His anaemia. Yeast tablets. By the telephone: two in the morning, two at night —’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute. I haven’t got a key —’ 
 
    ‘Anne has a spare. I’m fine but I have to stay down here for a bit —’ He broke off as if ordered to do so. ‘Now, you got that straight?’ he went on, breathless again, as if it were of dire importance. ‘A blue tin by the telephone, right, love? Ciao!’ 
 
    ‘What was all that?’ Dave asked. ‘You look gobsmacked.’ 
 
    ‘Rick. Trying to tell me something. Something to do with the telephone? Can it be Perry? Expecting her to ring and I’m to tell her to keep her head down? Poor Rick, he’s desperate. It’s not going to work. I can’t go and stay there, Tyndale would guess the reason. It was obvious that call was being listened to.’ 
 
    ‘He’s making you an accessory.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense. I can’t be an accessory if he’s done nothing wrong. I shall do what he asks: go and find the dog’s yeast tablets.’ 
 
    ‘And borrow the key from Nichol House.’ 
 
    He was sharp as a knife. It was just what she was thinking: now she had a genuine excuse to talk to Anne again. 
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    Anne was as suspicious as anticipated: polite enough but, as she pointed out, the yeast tablets were only a ploy; what did Rick really intend Miss Pink to do? 
 
    ‘Of course it was a ploy.’ Miss Pink smiled and nodded as Clive paused on his way through the hall. ‘Rick’s desperate to know where Perry is, and he expects her to phone.’ 
 
    Clive took a step forward. ‘Why should he expect her to phone at the moment you’re in the flat?’ 
 
    ‘Unlikely,’ she agreed. ‘Unless they had an arrangement: that she should ring, say, every hour, on the hour. But he gave me no hint as to timing. I think he wants me to stay there.’ 
 
    Anne inhaled sharply. Clive said, ‘He can’t expect you to give up your nice flat for that poky hole in Plumtree.’ He grimaced and glanced at his mother. ‘Well, it is, Mum,’ he protested, although she hadn’t reacted. 
 
    ‘I’ve no intention of staying there,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I’ll pick up the tablets, see if by any chance he’s left a message by the phone — although how he could have known he’d be taken to the police station again —’ She stopped, stared at them for a second, and looked away. 
 
    ‘He’d have a contingency plan,’ Clive said calmly. ‘Particularly if he knew that your trip up the dale could lead to the discovery of Isaac’s body.’ 
 
    ‘In that case,’ came Harald’s voice, ‘he wouldn’t have come with us this morning. He’d have stayed in, waiting for Perry to telephone.’ He must have been listening on the landing. Now he descended the stairs. 
 
    Miss Pink studied him in silence. Evidently the others were thinking too. Only Harald voiced his thoughts. ‘But if they were co-conspirators,’ he said, ‘he’d know where Perry is. And if he killed Isaac, he wouldn’t have hung around; he’d have fled with Perry. He’s not a nincompoop; he knows he couldn’t simulate innocence, could never hope to stand up to Tyndale’s inquisition. No, Rick didn’t know the body was in the reservoir. So he isn’t the murderer.’ He beamed at them. 
 
    ‘Of course he isn’t.’ Anne’s tone was indulgent. ‘However, there might be something else to find beside yeast tablets?’ Her smile at Miss Pink was artificial. ‘I’ll come with you.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Harald said. ‘You stay here.’ 
 
    They turned astonished faces to him. ‘The police could be watching,’ he explained. ‘It’s better for Mel to be seen to obey the letter of the message, not to take you with her, my dear. Tyndale would smell a rat.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Clive was incredulous. He moved to the window beside the front door and peered out at the churchyard. ‘Where could they be watching from?’ 
 
    ‘The church tower,’ Harald said promptly. 
 
    ‘Harald! However’ — Clive relented — ‘someone might tell Tyndale. It doesn’t need two people to pick up the dog’s yeast tablets.’ 
 
    Harald said, ‘When you return the key, Mel, we’ll take Bags down to the river. Don’t be long.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that if the family couldn’t keep her under surveillance they were going to make sure she wasn’t out of their sight for long. She wondered what secrets Plumtree Yard might be hiding that they didn’t want her to hang around there. 
 
    She looked for Edith as she entered the yard but the woman’s door was closed and there was no sign of life at the upper windows. She let herself into Rick’s flat, glanced at the flimsy partition and pursed her lips. She walked into the living-room and crossed to the telephone on the cheap sideboard. Besides the phone there were files and books, a torch, a hideous vase that looked as if it had been won at a fair, and two rather nice brass candlesticks. There was no tin of yeast tablets and no message. Indeed, there was no message pad. 
 
    The rest of the flat yielded nothing that could throw any light on that perplexing telephone call. She looked in cupboards and drawers, glanced at the files but uncovered only notes, his clippings, typescripts of his Lakeland series and what appeared to be the start of a novel. 
 
    The bedroom window looked out on Doomgate. The tapes had been removed from the entrance to Whelp Yard. She turned to the bed and drew back the duvet. She looked under the mattress and the pillow, inspected the contents of the wardrobe and a chest-of-drawers. She found nothing untoward. Rick was clean and no more untidy than was to be expected of a young man. Perry had left no clothes behind; he must have taken them to Whelp Yard. 
 
    Inside the front door she looked back, sensing something — something expectant; there was an object here which she should have found otherwise why had he telephoned? 
 
    There was a sound, a whisper like fur brushing wood. She froze. Inside the front door the passage was dim and cool as a vault. There was a faint creak. Her eyes focused reluctantly. She hadn’t looked in the cupboard under the stairs. 
 
    She took several deep breaths, went quietly to the living-room, picked up the torch and advanced on the cupboard. She had no weapon, she remembered, as she flung open the door and projected the beam, flinching but her muscles tensed for a jump sideways. 
 
    The cupboard was empty. That is, there was an old vacuum cleaner, brooms, a dustpan, two or three cardboard cartons which she eyed askance... rats? The creak came again: from above her head, and another, a little further away. 
 
    ‘Mrs Bland!’ It was stentorian. Miss Pink had been badly frightened, and relief made her furiously angry. ‘A word, Mrs Bland!’ 
 
    She slammed the front door behind her and stamped round the corner to hammer on Edith’s door. It was flung open and the woman was speaking before her face showed: contorted and as angry as Miss Pink’s. 
 
    ‘That were you! I were just about to call t’police! All over the place: into cupboards and drawers, slamming — He’ll be up here next, I were thinking, we’ll all be murdered in our — It were you: all t’time?’ 
 
    ‘Who did you think it was? Why shouldn’t it be Mr Harlow?’ Evidently there was no answer to that. ‘You were running a risk,’ Miss Pink went on, momentarily diverted but rallying: ‘listening on the stairs, with a killer just the other side of a partition that he could have demolished with a kick.’ 
 
    That struck home. ‘Who’s a killer?’ Edith stared past her caller as if to spot one lurking in the yard. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t that who you thought it was: the killer who —’ She remembered that the victim had been Isaac. ‘ — was in Mr Harlow’s flat,’ she went on lamely, ‘coming for you next: isn’t that what you were afraid of?’ 
 
    ‘You reckon he’s about?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s talk. Shall I come in?’ Miss Pink advanced bulkily. They were both big women but Miss Pink had presence. Edith backed off and started up the stairs. 
 
    Settled in an easy chair that was too soft, registering the fact that she had not been offered refreshment (oversight or deliberate rudeness?), Miss Pink said, lying blatantly, ‘I’ve come to offer my condolences.’ 
 
    Edith’s nostrils flared. In the face of such formal utterance she was unable to point out that the other had come to poke around the ground-floor flat. She waited. If she’d been a dog her hackles would have been erect. 
 
    ‘I hadn’t realised that Blondel was your brother’s farm,’ Miss Pink said pleasantly. ‘That was to have been the Thornthwaites’ place.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t offered you anything.’ Edith was suddenly the soul of courtesy. ‘Tea? Something a little stronger?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? The sun’s over the yard-arm.’ 
 
    Edith’s grin was unsettling. She brought a half-bottle of cherry brandy from a corner cupboard and two wine glasses. Miss Pink watched benignly as they were filled almost to the brim. 
 
    Edith sat down again, sipped and sighed luxuriously, giving an impression of bliss. She nodded and smiled. ‘I didn’t stay long at Blondel,’ she said, ‘I married Mr Bland and moved away.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t Mrs Fawcett take up the tenancy?’ 
 
    ‘Did she not tell you that? No, she wouldn’t. Once her man were gone she couldn’t have managed on her own, and her in the family way.’ 
 
    ‘So she handed the place over to Isaac.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. It was a tenancy: Fawcett property.’ 
 
    ‘Like this place.’ 
 
    Edith nodded. ‘Our local aristocrats.’ The tone was naïve but the sentiment could have been contempt. 
 
    ‘Difficult to keep up appearances in these days,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘Mrs Fawcett would like to sell this place.’ 
 
    ‘She can do that.’ It was a statement of fact, without feeling. 
 
    ‘Not while you’re in it,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘I’ll be gone soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘Glaucoma doesn’t mean blindness. Your drugs will contain 
 
    the condition, stop it getting worse.’ 
 
    ‘You know everything.’ Again a statement, neither sarcastic 
 
    nor accusing. 
 
    Goaded, Miss Pink said, ‘You weren’t well disposed towards Mrs Fawcett when we talked before.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve known her since we were bairns.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly known. She’s older than you. She was married when you were Joan’s age.’ 
 
    ‘I were older than Joannie. You’re not drinking. Don’t you like cherry brandy?’ 
 
    She was getting nowhere with Edith, who could turn the sharpest of questions. ‘Why would Isaac be calling on Perry?’ she asked, letting the curiosity show. 
 
    Edith portrayed surprise. ‘She were a prostitute!’ 
 
    ‘He visited prostitutes with a loaded gun?’ 
 
    The silence seemed to go on for ever and not once did Edith take her eyes from her visitor’s face. Miss Pink could feel those eyes as she lowered her own and sipped her cherry brandy. 
 
    Edith sighed. ‘I’ve wondered about that myself. I can’t think — unless he were afraid of that Rick. And yet I thought as, if the fellow was joined up with her like, in business, he’d become her — what d’you call it?’ 
 
    ‘Her pimp?’ 
 
    ‘She’d be walking the streets and he’d be taking the money. Is that a pimp?’ 
 
    ‘But if Isaac was paying Perry, why would Rick mind? So why should Isaac need a gun when he went visiting?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t make head nor tail of it. I suppose it was his gun. The police can prove that?’ 
 
    Could they? Surely there was no way that lead shot could carry a signature. 
 
    ‘Maybe there was another gun.’ Edith was watching her closely. ‘Isaac left his in the ‘Rover but someone had another.’ 
 
     ‘Someone?’ 
 
    ‘Well, obvious, isn’t it? They got him down at the station — he tried to put it on Mr Robson but he’s a responsible married man — and she run off, the little whore — or did he kill her too? No more’n she deserved, the bitch. No knowing, is there, with a pair like that?’ 
 
    The cherry brandy had released a sluice and the viciousness was seeping through. Miss Pink remembered something else. ‘Was Walter gay?’ she asked. 
 
    Edith jerked upright. ‘Walter? Walter who?’ 
 
    ‘Thornthwaite. Was he homosexual?’ Edith looked bewildered. ‘He preferred boys?’ Miss Pink asked impatiently. She thought of Isaac and grimaced. ‘Or men?’ 
 
    ‘Never!’ Edith checked. ‘We’d have known,’ she said thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘At your age?’ 
 
    ‘I mean the village would have known, but there was never a suggestion of anything like that. The opposite: when he disappeared just after Joannie there were never no question in folk’s minds. I mean, there wouldn’t be, would there? No, Walter Thornthwaite were a fine figure of a man.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So what did you find?’ Anne closed the door of Nichol House and faced Miss Pink, her expression defiant, even wild. She caught the other’s glance at the stairs. ‘There’s no one here,’ she snapped. ‘They’ve taken the dog for a run. You’ve been an age. What on earth did you find there?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, in the flat? Nothing. No yeast tablets — but Edith was listening behind that partition at the foot of the disused stairs. So I tackled her.’ Miss Pink didn’t add that in the short distance between Plumtree Yard and Nichol House she had come to the conclusion that Rick’s intention had been just that: she should go next door and approach Edith. As it happened, Edith had initiated the meeting, however unwittingly. 
 
    Anne was leading the way to the kitchen. ‘Drink?’ she asked harshly, waving her guest to a chair at the table where she was preparing supper. 
 
    ‘Beer, if you have it, to get the taste of cherry brandy out of my mouth.’ 
 
    ‘She was drunk?’ 
 
    ‘She certainly lost her inhibitions.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Anne put a bottle of Budweiser in front of Miss Pink who looked at it blankly. Anne found an opener in a drawer, opened the bottle and stared at it as if uncertain what to do next. 
 
    ‘A glass?’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    Anne brought a tumbler, absent-mindedly wiping it with a corner of her apron. 
 
    Miss Pink poured the beer slowly. ‘Is it possible that Edith could have been infatuated with your first husband?’ she asked incuriously, as if advancing some unimportant theory. 
 
    Defiance faded but Anne was still tense and her eyelids drooped, masking the expressive eyes. ‘It’s possible,’ she said coldly. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘She’s fiercely jealous of you.’ 
 
    ‘I married a Fawcett. Edith was always neurotic.’ She paused, then continued: ‘And she had no children. I suppose to a person of her calibre I have everything. What else did she have to say?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head as if to rid it of a thought, or a train of thought. ‘Did you wonder why Isaac went to Whelp Yard with a gun, and loaded at that?’ 
 
     ‘He meant to shoot someone.’ 
 
    ‘That had to be Rick or Perry, or both of them. Why?’ 
 
     ‘My dear!’ Anne gave an angry laugh. ‘How would I know?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think anyone knows. I wondered if you have a theory. I’m sure Harald has.’ 
 
    ‘Harald’s full of theories.’ 
 
    ‘But does he have one in this case?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t encourage him, not in that; not over the happenings in Whelp Yard. It’s too close to home.’ 
 
    The words hung in the air. Their eyes held until Anne looked away. 
 
    ‘There’s a link between the two murders,’ Miss Pink said.  
 
    ‘What — two murders? What on earth are you talking about?’  
 
    ‘Joan Gardner and Isaac.’ 
 
    Anne’s eyes wandered but she wouldn’t look directly at the other. ‘There’ll be a number of links,’ she agreed. ‘Tenuous, but links all the same. Did you have something specific in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ The voice climbed and sank. ‘Really.’ Anne coughed. ‘And who is blackmailing whom?’ 
 
    ‘Both of them. Isaac prevailed on you to let him have Blondel; Edith has persuaded you not to turn the two flats in Plumtree into one house, which would have meant she’d have to leave.’ 
 
    Anne’s lips stretched, a grimace rather than a smile. ‘And what would be the basis for blackmail?’ 
 
    ‘They have some proof that your first husband was with Joan before she disappeared. Perhaps she told Edith that she was going to meet him —’ 
 
    ‘That child was nine years old —’ 
 
    ‘And — accustomed to men.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a foul suggestion.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded her steadily. ‘You implied Clive’s visit was coincidence, but you sent for him after the bone was found.’ 
 
    Anne licked her lips. ‘I didn’t send for him but he had to know. Walter was — is his father. And he could still be alive.’ She took a deep breath. ‘But I’ve always maintained his innocence,’ she added defiantly. 
 
    ‘In spite of everything.’ 
 
    Anne nodded. ‘They do know something — she does, it’s just Edith left now. It was only hints but it was enough — and yes, Joan had told Edith that Walter was — interested in her. Mind you, there was no truth in it; no way would Walter —’ 
 
    ‘There’s a suggestion that he was gay.’ 
 
    Anne’s hand flew to her mouth and now she did stare at Miss Pink who hid her surprise. After a moment Anne said weakly, ‘Think of the scandal there’d have been in that little community forty-five years ago!’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why you say he wasn’t interested in little girls.’ 
 
    ‘No question of it. He’d steer well clear of her. And of Edith. She was the one with her nose into everything. And what she knew, she’d tell Isaac. Thank God there’s only her to contend with now. I can deal with her.’ 
 
    Quite. One blackmailer down: one to go. Didn’t the woman realise that she had set herself up not only as a potential murderer but as an actual one? 
 
    ‘And you’ve never heard from Walter since,’ Miss Pink said.  
 
    ‘Never. Except for the postcard of course.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that postcard. There never was one.’ 
 
    At that point Anne should have shown her the door but she remained seated, her face empty, becoming relaxed. After a while she said quietly, ‘When a man walks out on you, the first reaction is shock, then humiliation. No way are you going to let the neighbours think you’ve been abandoned. You’re right, there never was a postcard.’ She had herself well in hand now. ‘You’ll be thinking that my saying I had a postcard could also be a cover for murder.’ 
 
    ‘It could be,’ Miss Pink agreed. ‘Getting in touch with home might imply he had nothing to fear but —’ She stopped deliberately. 
 
    ‘ — but he was gay?’ Anne shook her head. ‘However, he could have had a motive for that murder. Joan could have seen something she shouldn’t, and taunted him, threatened to tell the neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘What might she have seen?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t lock our houses in those days. Children ran in and out. There was no stealing.’ She smiled wryly. ‘There was nothing to steal, nothing that would appeal to a child. However, Joan — or Edith, it’s immaterial — one of them could have come in our house when I wasn’t there, gone upstairs and found Walter.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed. ‘With a friend?’ 
 
    ‘No! You’ve assumed he was homosexual. Not as far as I knew, and I’d have known. What he did was quite harmless.’ She stopped. Miss Pink was racking her brains. ‘He dressed up,’ Anne went on, ‘Oh, for heavens’ sake, don’t look at me like that! There are programmes on the TV, there are performers on the stage; no one thinks anything of it nowadays. It’s legal.’ 
 
    ‘Cross-dressing?’ Miss Pink couldn’t believe it, the innocuous nature of it. Then enlightenment dawned. Forty-five years ago — a remote community in the Lake District — a respectable farmer. ‘Ridicule!’ she exclaimed. ‘He’d never have lived it down. But you were leaving anyway; you’d planned to go to Canada.’ 
 
    ‘We’d talked about it but when Walter took off I had to reconsider. Harald’s father had offered us Blondel and we’d decided in favour of that rather than emigrating. However, I had to pretend that we’d reverted to the idea of Canada after all and Walter would be sending for me. Actually that’s what I hoped had happened, that something had snapped, he’d walked out but he’d come to his senses and we’d be together again.’ Anne wouldn’t meet Miss Pink’s eye. ‘So I let Isaac Dent have Blondel to keep up the subterfuge; I wouldn’t be needing it because I was emigrating. Meanwhile old Mr Fawcett let me live in one of his cottages.’ 
 
    ‘What did you really think — when Walter didn’t send for you and there was no communication from him?’ 
 
    ‘There was no time lapse. Shortly after Walter left, Isaac asked me to let him have Blondel. He said he’d been out late with the sheep and seen Walter leading a pony up the Corpse Road with a load on its back, at night. And Edith had told him Walter wore women’s clothes. Joan had seen him. So he even knew why Walter killed her.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve known all along!’ 
 
    ‘And I’ve lied all along. Wouldn’t you? Joan Gardner was a monster and I’m sure he didn’t mean to kill her. He’d have struck out in a panic — or anger when she taunted him.’ 
 
    ‘You were fond of him.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I was! We didn’t have a bad marriage. I knew what he liked to do — after all, it was my clothes he wore. Had to, didn’t he? He couldn’t shop for himself. He trusted me, knew I’d never say a word to anyone, knew he was far better off with me than he could be with anyone else. Our relationship was stable.’ 
 
    ‘And he was the father of your baby.’ 
 
    ‘I said: he wasn’t homosexual; there was just this one little twist to him. He should have sent for us, you know; I came to think that he must have been prevented: robbed and murdered, maybe in some big seaport. The police may be able to trace his movements but I doubt it; they’ll close the books, Clive says, although a case is never officially closed until the murderer is caught.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t be caught if he’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they’ll assume he is. If he’s alive he’s too old to do any harm — and the police have another murder now.’ She smiled grimly. ‘They have to discover who was lying in wait for Isaac.’ Miss Pink was expressionless. ‘You left us rather late that night,’ Anne went on, fixing her with those hawkish eyes, ‘and afterwards none of us left the house.’ She gave a sudden ravishing smile and in the face of it there was no need for her to add a corollary: that Harald and Clive would alibi her. ‘That would leave Perry,’ she said. ‘And you reckon Isaac’s death ties in with that old murder?’ 
 
    ‘You come back to the question: why did he take a loaded gun with him to Whelp Yard? Perhaps Perry knew something about him? Blackmail again? But surely she’d had hardly any contact with him: just that day when she arrived in Orrdale and Bags found the bone —’ 
 
    ‘Isaac’s too old to be a criminal.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s too old. And someone was shot in the Hoggarths’ kitchen. It had to be Isaac; there are the wounds. You can’t shoot yourself beside the ear with a sporting gun.’ 
 
    ‘There’s Jonty Robson.’ 
 
    ‘I’d forgotten him. You’re suggesting he went there, after Perry, and shot Isaac by mistake. No, he wouldn’t kill the girl because she’d stolen his sun-glasses and twenty pounds. Anyway, his wife will alibi him.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ 
 
    Idle speculation: things were running down. Energy was running out. Miss Pink went home determined to have an early night. Waiting for her TV dinner to heat, sipping a modest shot of Talisker, she considered Anne’s revelations which, if garbled at the time, made some sense in perspective. Anne was a woman of principle, but they were her own principles. She had lied in her teeth to protect her first husband, had succumbed to blackmail for the same reason, had even attempted to pull the wool over Miss Pink’s eyes this evening, until cornered and forced to come clean. And all this for a man whom she hadn’t seen for forty-five years, who was probably dead — but then he was Clive’s father. 
 
    Clive knew his father had killed, but Miss Pink guessed that if Harald suspected, he would be too well mannered ever to broach the subject, and certainly he hadn’t known about Edith’s blackmail. Only this morning he’d been all in favour of her leaving Plumtree Yard. He could have known about Isaac’s intimidation of Anne in respect of Blondel but there too, Harald being Harald, he could have held aloof. Not his business. 
 
    Someone knocked at her front door. She was immobile, all ears. She hadn’t switched on a light, had been relishing the dusky shadows and the shining sky. She took a sip of whisky and waited, reflecting that no one could pose a threat in the centre of Kelleth — and then she recalled the blood in Whelp Yard. 
 
    ‘Melinda!’ came Clive’s voice below her window, pitched just loud enough to reach her if she were awake. She made no sign. After a while she heard a murmur and, standing well back from the window, she saw his heavy form plodding through the tombstones, Bags walking a few paces behind. 
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    ‘They’ve charged him,’ Dave Murray blurted as Miss Pink opened her door. ‘No’ — seeing her dismay — ‘not with murder, but with sex with a minor —’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t —’ 
 
    ‘I know, you know, but she slept at his flat, he visited her at the Hoggarths’ place. Anyway it’s only a holding charge, a ploy while they search for more evidence against him — or against them. As things stand it’s too circumstantial; he swears he left his prints at the Hoggarths’ the night before Isaac was shot. But there’s Perry too. If Rick didn’t shoot Isaac, was it her?’ 
 
    ‘Isaac and Perry,’ she mused, ‘We keep coming back to that pair.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t a pair! I’m not even sure they met.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, they met — well, not to say met... Heavens! Jonty Robson!’  
 
    ‘He’d have killed Perry, not Isaac.’ 
 
    ‘Where does he live?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t go up there. He’s away in any case.’ 
 
    ‘Rick got no answer when he went there. It doesn’t mean they were away. And if they were, they could have come back.’ 
 
    During the drive up the hill she felt stimulated, revitalised by the news of the danger looming for Rick. She was at her best in emergencies, rising to the challenge. True, the lesser danger might be more apparent than real, but Rick had put his head on the block by taking Perry into his house. Tyndale was within his rights to charge him on that score, except that if Perry could be found, she would surely deny that there had been any sexual shenanigans. The problem was that while Rick was in custody Tyndale was free to find evidence that might incriminate him in murder. 
 
    She stopped at a T-junction. Rick couldn’t be incriminated if he were innocent. Oh yes, he could, said the voice of reason, someone else could lay false evidence. And even honest policemen made mistakes. 
 
    She looked left. Turn left, first house on the right, Dave had said. She found the place: the type that is termed ‘luxury home’ by builders, with nothing to distinguish it except size and a pool — the front where it would be noticed by callers. The door of the double garage was up and only one car inside, a Mondeo. So Jonty was home but evidently not his wife. Sunday morning: she’d gone for the papers? 
 
    Garden furniture and a barbecue stood at one end of the bright blue pool and a heavy fellow in floral trunks emerged from a slatted shelter roofed with plastic palm fronds. 
 
    She regarded him with interest. He had the vanity of the fat man who thinks himself attractive, but in the wet trunks the focal point of that appeal was over-shadowed by a pendulous abdomen. At sight of a woman, however old, he expanded his chest and blinked behind his Armani frames — which had evidently replaced the Ray Bans. He was trying to place her. Surely not Authority — on a Sunday morning? 
 
    She introduced herself as smoothly as if they were at a party. Somewhat disconcerted, he made a dive for a white robe on a chair. He liked white; it showed off his tan. 
 
    Miss Pink followed him to the chairs. She sat down and surveyed the roofs of the town beyond and below the pool. ‘What a delightful situation,’ she said, and meant it. 
 
    He seated himself gingerly. ‘May one ask why — Should I know you?’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t met,’ she said pleasantly. ‘I’m a private investigator.’ 
 
    His jaw dropped. ‘Who’re you working for?’ 
 
    ‘The lost children.’ She liked that; it had emerged spontaneously. Old age had many compensations — and people expected you to be barmy. ‘I found the body,’ she said. 
 
    Jonty clutched his robe to him like a shy adolescent. ‘Whose body?’ he whispered. 
 
    She was thinking fast. He was confused and she was playing it off the cuff. Having answered his questions truthfully — well, to some extent, anyone can call herself an investigator — she had side-tracked herself, but in doing so had put him at a disadvantage. She said chattily, her mind racing, ‘It’s tragic for accused men when the fault lies with the girls — children really: minors. Particularly when they take the initiative — what is a man to do?’ Her brain kicked in. ‘And to be robbed rubs salt in the wound. They took your fingerprints, of course?’ It was a question disguised as an afterthought. 
 
    ‘Why should they do that?’ His fear outweighed hostility. 
 
    ‘You followed her to Whelp Yard.’ 
 
    He leaped up and took a few paces, then turned with a lurch. ‘That blood was old Isaac’s! He did it, he killed her. Fingerprints? I had nothing to do with it. Why would I have to give my prints? And no, they didn’t ask for them. There — is — absolutely — no reason why they should.’ He did a double-take. ‘Who says I followed her to Whelp? I saw her in the churchyard and she ran off. I never saw her again!’ 
 
    ‘Sit down, Mr Robson.’ She was calm but firm, trying not to hurry, thinking that the wife could be back at any moment, and if she had any sense at all, the woman would immediately bring this conversation to an end. 
 
    ‘Isaac killed Perry?’ she repeated. ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
     ‘You said she’d been murdered. You said you’d found the body.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you, dear man! I meant little Joan Gardner — who was killed before you were born! I found her body in the peat.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Christ, that! Yes, the dog brought the bloody bone down. That collie: I had it in the back of my car. That was before he picked up the bone of course, or they’d have said I had something to do with that, wouldn’t they? Before I was born!’ He gave a furious snort. 
 
    ‘It was a little girl’s leg bone,’ she pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, she probably asked for it too.’ He was staring at the water and missed her sudden tension. ‘You rattled me,’ he muttered. ‘I got the two girls mixed up.’ 
 
    You were meant to, my man. Aloud she said, ‘Isaac overheard your confrontation with the girl.’ 
 
    He glowered. ‘Not with her. It was the fellow — Harlow — who threatened me, told me he was from The Sun when all he is is some wannabe little wimp. Isaac overheard that; I noticed him when Harlow said there were witnesses. I was going to thump Harlow because there she was, getting away with my Ray Bans and my twenty quid, and here he’s telling me she’s fifteen — and how was I to know? She said she was eighteen. And he bundles her into his old heap, and the dog — and that’s when he threw the bone out — and off he goes.’ 
 
    ‘The bone?’ murmured Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Isaac picked it up.’ He was morose, still bemoaning his losses. A Fiesta turned in at the gate and came up the drive, passing Miss Pink’s Renault. 
 
    ‘Was there anything else?’ Jonty asked quickly. ‘Have you got all you wanted now you know I don’t go around killing people? And you won’t find my fingerprints in Whelp Yard,’ he added viciously. 
 
    Miss Pink believed him. She stood up, clutching her bag to her bosom as a thin woman advanced towards the pool. ‘You’ve been a great help, Mr Robson,’ she said, trotting out the formula glibly. She beamed at the woman and, not waiting for an introduction, continued gaily, ‘I’m Melinda Pink. I’m writing a guidebook to the Border country. What a glorious place you have here. I’ll leave you to enjoy your Sunday in peace.’ 
 
    The only way to have stopped her retreat would have been by force, and her size and air of confidence would not permit of that. Christine turned blazing eyes on her husband. 
 
    Behind her Miss Pink heard the furious questions start. She reversed into the road, thankful that neither of them knew where she was staying. 
 
    On her way down the hill she recalled that her purpose in approaching Jonty had been to discover a connection between him and Isaac, but what connection there was had nothing to do with a motive for the old man’s murder. Their paths had crossed however, even if they hadn’t spoken to each other. Isaac had been interested in the confrontation between Rick and Jonty, and then there was the incident of the bone. At this point she back-tracked. Jonty would have been known to Isaac, the VAT man was a local figure, but did that have any special significance? 
 
    She didn’t go back to the flat but drove to Orrdale House. A ride might clear her brain; it was still early enough for the woods to be cool, and repellent would take care of the flies. 
 
    She found Deborah finishing her morning chores in the stables. She caught a large black gelding for Miss Pink and saddled up, grumbling all the time, claiming she was exploited because she had to act as a guide in the house until lunch time. She was a responsible child however, and sent the visitor round the yard a few times before she’d allow her out on her own. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a choice of routes,’ she said, holding the pony’s rein and regarding Miss Pink fixedly. ‘There are nice rides both sides of the reservoir. Go up the one beside the road while it’s still fairly quiet and come back down the other side.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes strayed to the trees behind the house. ‘Don’t go in the woods,’ Deborah said quickly, ‘you’ll disturb the pheasants. And there are man-traps.’ Miss Pink looked grave. ‘That’s a joke,’ Deborah said. ‘Tell you what: I’ll get off early and come and meet you: I’ll circle the reservoir the other way round, then we can go up the Corpse Road. So I’ll see you about noon somewhere near the old village.’ Her eyes searched the other’s face; the child was in deadly earnest. 
 
    ‘A neat arrangement,’ Miss Pink said, and pushed the pony out of the yard on to the track that led along the back of the walled gardens. 
 
    The big house stood at the foot of a gentle slope that was clothed with hardwoods. Oaks, with a sprinkling of ash and sycamore, stretched north and east. This was private land and intersected by a number of tracks: dotted lines on the map that indicated rides deliberately laid out for pleasant exercise. 
 
    Near the end of the high wall, where an open door marked the back entrance to a potting shed, a wide grassy path forked right. A notice said ‘PRIVATE’ and there were old horse tracks in dry mud. Miss Pink needed to apply only the slightest pressure and the gelding bore right, accepting the diversion as if it were an accustomed route. 
 
    After half a mile of gradual rise she came to an intersection and turned right again, ambling on through the greenwood with never a sign of pheasants. Occasionally she consulted the map to make sure she wasn’t missing any part of the woods. It was very quiet; she passed a pond with yellow water lilies and a family of coot, rabbits lolloped ahead of the pony and faded like shadows into the tall bracken. There was a smell of old garlic leaves and fungi. There was no breeze. Once movement on the periphery of her vision made her stiffen in the saddle. The gelding flicked an ear but paid her no further notice. She focused and saw a young deer framed in pink willow herb. 
 
    She must have been quartering the woods for an hour before she came to the building. It was a curious wooden structure, large and gabled with a stone chimney breast and wide windows. It was on the fringe of the trees and faced the fells, and it looked like something out of an old movie of the thirties: a pavilion on a village green or a squire’s summer-house. It had the air of abandonment peculiar to large objects intended for human occupation (cars, churches) but the impression was fleeting; there was a lot of fresh dung at the end of the verandah where a horse had been tied. 
 
    She dismounted and fastened the gelding to the rail. She stood for a moment listening to the hum of insects in the tree canopy, wondering how they achieved such uniformity: singing on one note and that only a fraction above silence. 
 
    Inside the summer-house a door closed.  
 
    She licked her lips and mounted the two steps to the verandah. The planks were sun-bleached and dusty with drifts of leaves and twigs in the corners. She looked through a window, shading her eyes. 
 
    She saw old cane furniture: high-backed chairs, chaises-longues, brass Benares tables, an oil lamp on a nondescript sideboard. 
 
      
 
    There was a door opening on to the verandah. It was locked. She went round to the back, passing more windows, but these set too high to look through. She came to a back door with a thumb latch. It opened into a small dim room with a table and cupboards. On the table there were the remains of a quiche topped with bacon and anchovies, and a plastic bag containing oranges and bananas and a ripe mango. There was a whole baguette and the heel of another, an opened pack of butter and a cheap table knife, a wedge of Wensleydale and two two-litre bottles of Coca Cola, one almost empty. 
 
    She opened the door into the main room. Now she saw that there was a book on one of the chaises-longues, face-down. It was The Kraken Wakes. 
 
    There were two other rooms. One held an old camp bed and no mattress; the other, a foam mat and a sleeping-bag. There was a torch beside the bag and a rucksack. Thin, stone-washed jeans were draped over the rucksack. 
 
    A footfall sounded close by. She gasped and held her breath. Floorboards creaked under a heavy body. This was unexpected. The gelding was tied outside so her presence was obvious. She exhaled, swallowed, and stepped back to the big room. 
 
    Clive Thornthwaite regarded her sombrely. He was wearing Levis and a navy T-shirt, and a cotton sun hat that made him look no more ridiculous than an armed robber in a clown’s mask. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ Miss Pink asked pleasantly. ‘A summer-house?’ A mistake: in her effort to appear casual she had forgotten to greet him. Too late now. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ His lips stretched. ‘What have you discovered?’ His eyes slid to the doorway behind her. 
 
    ‘Perry,’ she said. 
 
    ‘And what do you propose to do about it?’ 
 
    She held his eye and said, almost truthfully, ‘I’m sure she didn’t fire the second shot at Isaac, so I’m on her side.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t fire the first.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ He had to now, either that or silence her. She had few options herself. If he proved hostile she had to talk herself out of the situation. 
 
    ‘Shall we get some air?’ He moved to the front door and, turning the key which was in the lock, stood aside. She stepped out on the verandah and saw a second horse beside the gelding: a large animal, topping hers by inches. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know you rode,’ she said, surprised. 
 
    He emerged, carrying two of the cane chairs. ‘I don’t.’ He placed the chairs facing the view. ‘I climb on and trust that my weight will keep the beast down.’ 
 
    She didn’t believe him. He went back and returned with cushions. ‘Isn’t this nice?’ he announced as he settled and regarded the hazy fells. ‘We all love this place.’ 
 
    ‘All?’ 
 
    ‘They. They all love it: the Fawcetts. I’m an adopted Fawcett.’ 
 
     After a moment she said, ‘That’s your quiche in the back. I didn’t think it came from the supermarket or even the deli.’  
 
    ‘Perceptive lady. I baked it specially for her. She needs feeding up.’ 
 
    ‘Deborah told you I’d come this way?’ 
 
    ‘You guessed.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite, but when she was so insistent that I should ride in the opposite direction, and to suggest I’d disturb the pheasants — in July! — the hints were too crude. Besides, I never thought Perry would go far, although I was looking for a tent. This place isn’t even marked on the map.’ 
 
    ‘The woods are private; we don’t want to attract squatters. We have one now, but by invitation. Did you speak to her?’ 
 
    ‘No. She was here when I rode up but evidently she doesn’t trust me. She went out the back way. I heard the door close.’ He was silent. After a moment she asked, ‘Why is she frightened of me?’ 
 
    ‘What? When she came back to the Hoggarth’s that night and found the door open and all that blood in the kitchen? She had no idea who’d bought it but she knew she’d be the suspect. She’s the kind who thinks the cops would always pick on her first.’ 
 
    ‘She has no idea who was responsible?’ 
 
    ‘None.’ 
 
    ‘Nor why Isaac should have gone to Whelp Yard?’ 
 
    ‘She thinks like everyone else: he found out where she was holed up and went along to try his luck.’ 
 
    ‘And the gun?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘If he took that he wouldn’t have to pay.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish!’ Clive jerked back in his chair. He stared at her, nonplussed. ‘It’s not — not logical,’ she protested. ‘No, no way. Isaac’s type don’t go to prostitutes, not at his age anyway.’ she pondered, then, doubtfully, ‘Do they?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘What other explanation can there be? Jonty Robson tried it on.’ 
 
    ‘Different age groups.’ She was dismissive. She changed tack. ‘How does Perry come to be here?’ she asked. ‘Did Rick bring her?’ 
 
    ‘Lord, no! What happened was that when she bolted from the Hoggarths’ place she didn’t quite panic. She had enough presence of mind to grab her rucksack and stuff, then she made for the woods. Harald had told her about the big house and she knew there was a café. Deb found her at the back of the stables next morning, going through the trash cans for something to eat. Deb was fascinated. Believe me, those two got on like a house on fire. Perry told her the whole story, as far as I can make out, and Deb brought her up here. We’ve been looking after her ever since.’ 
 
    ‘Who else knows?’ 
 
    ‘Only me. I’m old Uncle Clive. We’re pals, Deb and me. Rick doesn’t know any of this. He’d give the game away: insist on coming up here to make sure she’s all right, and you can bet your life the cops would be watching him — that’s if he’s out on bail. Deb and I are discreet — and we’re not being watched.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to be in trouble when Rick finds out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not bothered. Perry’s safe; that’s all that matters.’ 
 
    She said slowly, wondering if he might know more than was apparent, ‘I had an odd phone call from Rick yesterday —’ 
 
    ‘My mother told me.’ He regarded her shrewdly. ‘So — you tumbled to the blackmail angles. A couple of rogues, weren’t they? But Mum didn’t kill Isaac, you know; nor me.’ He smiled. ‘Nor Harald. Mum says Rick reckons Edith knows something — which was why he sent you to Plumtree.’ 
 
    ‘Rick’s main concern is Perry. Could he think that Edith knows something about her — that might help?’ She remembered the woman’s savage denunciation of the girl. ‘On the other hand it could be something dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Perry’s said nothing about Edith.’ 
 
    ‘Where was she when that shot was fired in the Hoggarths’ kitchen?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to believe this. She was in the churchyard waiting for Rick to walk Bags but evidently the dog wouldn’t come out. He’s terrified of thunder.’ 
 
    ‘Did she hear the shot?’ 
 
    ‘No. Because of the thunder presumably. What are you thinking? Look, even if the first shot had been an accident and she was involved, no way can you believe she fired the second: the wound in the head.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she didn’t. No, what intrigues me is the reason Isaac went to Whelp in the first place. There has to be a link other than the obvious one. I wonder if there’s something that she’s unaware of. If I could talk to her...’ She looked hopefully towards the trees. 
 
    ‘I’ll mention it to her but she won’t talk about it to me. That kitchen was a slaughter house. She told Deb — of all people — but then Deb’s seen some ghastly sights herself: accidents and such to animals. So she told Deb and Deb told me.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Perry now?’ 
 
    ‘She won’t be far away. I’ll hang around to reassure her about you and see if she’ll agree to meet you. I think you’d better go now. No need to hurry. Deb won’t be at the village.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we arranged to meet there. How did she know — how did you know...’ 
 
    ‘That you’d come up here? She nipped through the gardens and watched you take the fork opposite the potting shed. Then she phoned me. Now, what are we going to do about Perry?’ 
 
    ‘We? It’s you who are harbouring her.’ 
 
    ‘How archaic. You have a choice: come in with us or tell Tyndale.’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘She didn’t fire that second shot, but you must realise that the most effective way of proving her innocence is to find out who did.’ She held his eye. ‘I need to talk to her before the police get any closer.’ 
 
    She left him then and rode away, letting the pony take its own course, thinking about Isaac, about Perry and Isaac at the drowned village. Was that the only time that the two had met? 
 
    The pony dawdled and snatched a mouthful of grass. She pushed him on automatically, not noticing where they were going, and shortly they came to the edge of the trees and a gate. The pony placed himself correctly and she opened it without dismounting, closed it too; the animal had been here before. Now they were on the open fell with the reservoir below on the left and the path dropping gradually towards the head of the dale and the old village. 
 
    There was a breeze from the west; it lifted the pony’s mane and swayed the bracken, bringing a hint of autumn. Here and there a bracken frond had changed colour and all along the turfy ride the harebells danced like blue drops of dew. 
 
    She had brought sandwiches and she lunched by a beck, holding the reins, aware that if the gelding started for home she would never catch him. A hundred feet or so below and half a mile away the occasional car drifted by. The odd picnic party was encamped under gaudy umbrellas. She regarded them benignly, pleased that the tourists were having good weather. 
 
    The air was soft, her eyelids drooped — to snap open as the twisted reins tightened in her hand. The pony was straining to go home. 
 
    She placed him down-slope and climbed on. She headed up the dale and as she approached the village she saw that as usual there were people among the fallen walls. Someone was sketching, a couple were heaving stones aside. The crack of rock on rock sounded out of place above the muted voices and the murmur of tyres on gravel. 
 
    She circled the car-park and started across the dry mud, the pony stepping delicately between the tumbled stones. She drew rein behind the artist and saw that he wasn’t sketching but drawing a plan. The fellow was young, shirtless, wearing faded jeans. 
 
    ‘Is this a project?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    ‘Right. I’m interested in the history of hill-farming. I’m at High Barroc’ — naming the local agricultural college — ‘Mike down there, he found a clay pipe so he’s looking for more stuff.’ He nodded towards the two people shifting rocks. At close quarters Miss Pink saw that one of these was a boy. ‘That’s young James,’ her acquaintance went on. ‘His people used to own all this land before the dam was built. He’s helping out.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve found something.’ 
 
    The two labourers had stopped heaving stones and were standing rigidly, staring at the ground at their feet. The man glanced towards his fellow student, saw the rider, hesitated, then waved urgently. 
 
    ‘Look!’ Young James breathed as they came up. Everyone was wide-eyed. Someone exhaled loudly. At their feet, framed in a cavity just large enough to hold it neatly, staring yet eyeless, was a biscuit-coloured skull. 
 
    The man who had been sketching looked at the knoll where the church had stood. ‘Washed down out of the graveyard,’ he said, trying to sound casual. 
 
    ‘Oh come on!’ — from his mate. ‘It had tons of rock on top.’ 
 
    ‘So how did it get there?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s shift the rest,’ James cried. ‘There’ll be a whole skeleton under this lot — like there was in the peat.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Miss Pink put in sharply. ‘You have to wait for the police. Anyway,’ she added, having caught their attention, ‘the weight will have crushed the rest of it. The skull is whole only because the stones seem to have formed a kind of chamber and prevented its being damaged. What was this place?’ 
 
    They were staring at her as if she’d appeared by magic. James said wonderingly, ‘That’s our Buck you’re on. What are you doing with one of our ponies?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Melinda Pink, a friend of your grandfather. You’re James Fawcett, and these gentlemen?’ 
 
    They introduced themselves weakly. Mike and Tim. She didn’t press for surnames. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ James asked, satisfied with her credentials but his shock revealed in the silliest question. 
 
    But was it silly? This was a full-size skull, it had belonged to an adult, and it had been here before the village was flooded, and only one adult had disappeared around that time. At the same moment that Walter Thornthwaite came to mind Miss Pink wondered why one eye socket seemed larger than the other. Not quite so well preserved as she thought; one stone, in tumbling, must have glanced off the face. 
 
    The students had a car so she sent them to phone the police station, herself staying to guard the site and make sure no one disturbed it. The prime candidate for that was the excited James whom she hadn’t a hope of sending home. He was still intent on exposing the skeleton he maintained was under the stones and she could restrain him only by colourful accounts of murders past. At first spellbound, eventually he caught the connection. 
 
    ‘You reckon this is murder too?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘There’s a doubt,’ she acknowledged gravely. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘He’s buried,’ James said slowly, echoing her tone. ‘That has to be foul play, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Not buried. He — or she — is under a gable-end, I take it.’ They stared at the heaps of stones. ‘Yes, I think that’s a gable. Definitely a house, those flat pieces are roof slates. It could have fallen on him. On the other hand it might have been a barn.’ 
 
    ‘They pulled down the gable-ends,’ James said. 
 
    ‘They did? Why?’ 
 
    ‘They were frightened that the ghosts would come back.’ 
 
    ‘But the houses would be covered by the water. What ghosts anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well. They were very superstitious.’ 
 
    She thought of ghosts inhabiting a village under water and flinched. ‘So,’ she said loudly, ‘he could have been pulling down the gable-end and it came too quickly, or too far.’ She looked up at the Corpse Road and remembered the wall that had moved when she leaned against it. ‘These old ruins are death traps.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t take much.’ He sounded pompous. ‘He didn’t jump clear.’ 
 
    Their vigil was short-lived. Within half an hour a police car came speeding up the road, lights flashing, siren ululating round the fells. James giggled. ‘A skull’s not going to run away, is it?’ he asked. Miss Pink wondered how long it would be before Tyndale arrived, and what he would have to say. What a load the poor fellow had on his plate: Joan Gardner’s skeleton in the peat, Isaac shot — and now, this. She stared at the uniforms approaching over the dried mud, white shirts dazzling. Her brain had gone quite dead. Three violent deaths. Three coincidences? 
 
    * 
 
    When Tyndale arrived he was exasperated but clinging to a shred of hope. ‘It must be an accident,’ Mounsey said as they regarded the skull. ‘Those students reckon it was a byre and this fellow was pulling down the gable-end.’ They looked towards Miss Pink and her companion who were seated at a discreet distance. Beyond them a small crowd of tourists stood about: excited teenagers and self-conscious adults, all avid to discover the reason for the presence of uniforms and what could only be CID. 
 
    ‘We’ll wait for SOCO,’ Tyndale said. ‘There’ve been too many violent deaths for us to assume it was an accident.’ 
 
    Mounsey was startled. ‘You never think this one’s connected with the kid in the peat!’ 
 
    ‘Why not? For my money they died around the same time. This chap didn’t die after the village was flooded.’ 
 
    Their attention shifted to the line of the Corpse Road. Miss Pink, simulating boredom, guessed someone was pondering connections, but if this skull belonged to Walter Thornthwaite and Walter had killed Joan Gardner, how had Walter met his death? Divine justice was seldom so punctilious. 
 
    Mounsey came over and asked her to go to the station to give a statement. James was affronted to be excepted; he was to go home, Mounsey said kindly, and his statement would be taken there. Furious, forgetting to say goodbye, he sped off on his mountain bike. 
 
    The pony stepped out smartly, eager for home. James was going to get there first and blurt out his sensational news. Thus he could be informing Clive — if he was at the big house — that his father had never left the dale but all these years had been lying under a gable-end in the drowned village. 
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    There were a number of cars at the front of the big house, Tyndale’s among them. It was past five o’clock and the last of the public visitors were pulling away. As the gelding clopped into the stable yard Deborah appeared at the door of the tack-room, stiff with excitement. 
 
    ‘I’ve been waiting ages!’ It was an accusation. 
 
    Stung, Miss Pink retaliated. ‘You should be glad it was me at the summer-house and not some nosy detective. I’m not going to talk, I’m on her side. Did Clive say if she’d agreed to meet me?’ 
 
    ‘He’s working on it. And keep your voice down, you don’t know who might be listening. I told you not to go up —’ 
 
    ‘You protested too much. You’ll have to watch yourself if you want to become a successful conspirator.’ 
 
    Scowling, Deborah held the pony while Miss Pink slid down, grabbing at the saddle as she hit the ground. Waiting for her to regain control of her legs, the girl said harshly, ‘You don’t want to go inside; the cops are here, grilling James. And they’ll need to see you; you were there too!’ 
 
    It was another cause for resentment; not only had Deborah failed to prevent her own secret from being discovered but her brother had created a sensation. ‘They made me work all afternoon as well,’ she grumbled. ‘It’s illegal. They’d be jailed if I told Tyndale.’ 
 
    Miss Pink ignored this. ‘How did they take the news?’ she asked, following the other into the stable. 
 
    Deborah shrugged. ‘How should they? They weren’t as shocked as you’d expect.’ She walked away with the bridle. ‘You’d think a corpse rotting in our drinking water would get some sort of reaction, wouldn’t you? I was disgusted.’ 
 
    Miss Pink pulled off the steaming saddle and looked round for a peg. 
 
    ‘James made a meal of it,’ Deborah went on, returning with a brush, ‘but he would; he’s only ten. Uncle Clive looked a bit sick. He’s gone home; he’ll want to tell Gran before she hears it on the News.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hard on them both, if it is Clive’s father.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt about it, Dad said; he was the only man who went missing at the time.’ She caught Miss Pink’s frown. ‘I listened outside the door,’ she added. ‘The police will be finished with James soon, so you’d better escape while you can.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Edith had installed the coveted hanging baskets. The wall was in shadow and pink and purple petunias made a flamboyant display against the dull sandstone. Miss Pink slipped quietly up to the side entrance, not wanting to be seen by Rick if he were home. The bookshop was closed; she had no way of knowing if he had been bailed or was still at the station. 
 
    Edith’s face was set before she opened the door, and her expression didn’t change at sight of the visitor. She grunted what might pass for a greeting. 
 
    ‘I have some news,’ Miss Pink said. ‘May I come in? We’d better sit down.’ 
 
    Edith blinked once. You were told to sit down to hear bad news. She climbed the stairs heavily. 
 
    Seated at the table in the cluttered living-room, Miss Pink asked pleasantly, ‘How well did you know Walter Thornthwaite?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t —’ It could have been final but Edith thought better of it, ‘— know him at all well. I was a bairn.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well.’ Miss Pink nodded. ‘It appears he’s been found.’ 
 
    There was an empty glass on the table beside the inevitable bottle. Edith’s eyes strayed to it and, devoid of expression, returned to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘He’s in Canada?’ 
 
    ‘He never went away.’ 
 
    Edith hesitated. ‘So where is he?’ 
 
    ‘Now that I can’t be sure of exactly, but somewhere around the middle of the village, would it be? Not so far from the church. A byre, they say. How long did the search last?’ 
 
    ‘We never looked for un.’ The tone was flat, absent; Edith’s mind was elsewhere. 
 
    ‘The search for Joan, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Joannie. Days. They searched for days. Weeks.’ 
 
    ‘How many days did Walter go out with them?’ 
 
    Edith reached for the bottle, and withdrew her hand. She stared at the chenille table-cloth. 
 
    ‘Walter did search for Joannie?’ Miss Pink persisted. 
 
    ‘Aye, he were out with ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘For how many days?’ 
 
    ‘Two, three, who knows?’ The eyes focused sharply. ‘He had to search, to pretend, didn’t he?’ She grabbed the bottle and filled her glass, spilling a few drops. She waved the bottle towards Miss Pink who shook her head. ‘What’s it to do with you anyway? You’re always over here, asking questions.’   
 
    ‘I came to break it gently.’ Miss Pink’s expression was one of startled innocence. ‘Tyndale will be here shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Why? Walter Thornthwaite were nowt to me. I said: I were a bairn.’ 
 
    ‘Well, ten years old? Even so it has to be something of a shock: to hear that the man you thought left the area was there all the time.’ 
 
    ‘In a byre?’ 
 
    ‘The gable-end had fallen on him.’ 
 
    Edith drew a quick breath. ‘They dropped the gables. They needed to destroy the homes.’ 
 
    ‘Poor man.’ 
 
    ‘I got no pity. You forget little Joannie.’ The tone was saccharine. 
 
    ‘So he took her up to the peat cuttings on a pony,’ Miss Pink said clearly, anxious that Edith should catch every word, ‘at night. It had to be in the dark because of the neighbours... But Anne must have known.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she knew. She knew everything, thinks herself so high and mighty...’ Edith gulped the rest of her drink and eyed the bottle moodily. 
 
    ‘She didn’t know she was being watched,’ Miss Pink said. Pudgy hands gripped the edge of the table, the knuckles white. Edith’s mouth hung open. 
 
    ‘You saw what you shouldn’t have seen,’ Miss Pink said sternly, ‘and you waited all this time: forty-five years.’ 
 
    ‘She told you?’ Edith was incredulous. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter now —’ 
 
    ‘It’s not true, I never asked for nowt, she can’t prove anything. I told her I’d keep my mouth shut if only... you can’t throw an old blind woman out on the street, live in a cardboard box, and her in yon great house with washing machines and microwaves and — and videos, and her with a bastard she allus swore were Thornthwaite’s, and we all know why that was, don’t us?’ She was not quite beside herself because she managed to pause for a response. 
 
    It was as if a picture had fractured to re-form with different images, but there was no time to study it. Parts were missing. Miss Pink started to look for them. ‘Clive could still be Walter’s son,’ she said reasonably. 
 
    ‘Is it likely?’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about his cross — his fondness for dressing up.’ 
 
    ‘He were one of them perverts. No way could Walter Thornthwaite father a child. So she went looking elsewhere — the old whore.’ 
 
    ‘She’d be young then.’ 
 
    ‘And made sure she got him, and got Walter out of way at same time.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fawcett killed her husband — is that what you’re saying?’ 
 
    ‘Never! And you can’t say as I did!’ Edith glared at the closed window, the closed door to the bedroom. There were no witnesses. ‘I never said nowt.’ She drank and sighed. ‘I can’t help it,’ she muttered, and Miss Pink knew that the cloudy mind was elsewhere, that even if she meant what she said, she was not referring to this conversation. 
 
    ‘Your voice is rather high-pitched,’ she hazarded. 
 
    Edith seemed to shrink against the back of her chair. ‘I got no more to say,’ she whispered. She breathed deeply and hauled herself to her feet, armoured in the kind of fragile defiance that it would be dangerous to challenge. 
 
    Miss Pink nodded casually and, keeping the table between them, she left the room and descended the stairs, aware that there was no sound behind her and glad of it, glad too that there had been no knives lying around when she turned her back. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘What’s she so scared of?’ She glanced out of the kitchen window to make sure that Harald wasn’t within earshot but he seemed to be dozing under the tulip tree, Bags stretched at his feet. Clive had gone out for some last-minute shopping and Anne was scrubbing tiny potatoes at the sink. She said drily, ‘She’ll be terrified of you.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink was puzzled. ‘She took fright when I pointed out that her voice is high-pitched; she literally quailed: as if she’d been hit.’ 
 
    ‘What was the context?’ 
 
    Miss Pink sat down, the better to think. Fatigue was asserting itself after long hours in the saddle. She remembered the context, and played for time. ‘She’s unstable: early dementia perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘She always was neurotic.’ Anne turned back to the potatoes. 
 
    ‘I went there to tell her about James’ discovery before the police should reach her.’ 
 
    Anne’s shoulders dropped. She was immobile, staring down the garden. ‘They can’t have identified it already.’ 
 
    ‘There has to be an assumption. Did anyone else go missing before the flood?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    In the ensuing silence they heard the front door open and close. After a moment Clive appeared with bags of shopping. His smile was wary but he spoke pleasantly enough. 
 
    ‘I was expecting you, Melinda.’ He eyed her searchingly. ‘You’ve had a full day.’ He looked from her to his mother, evidently wondering what had been said. He saw Harald in the garden but he made no further comment. 
 
    Miss Pink studied his features. Yes, there was more than a resemblance under the flesh, not only to Harald but to Bob as well. 
 
    ‘She’s been with Edith Bland,’ Anne said, and addressed Miss Pink. ‘I don’t understand this. You didn’t go there out of compassion, to break the news gently. What could she have to do with Walter?’ 
 
    Miss Pink collected herself and concentrated on the business in hand. ‘While we were waiting for the police, James and I, I thought of something that doesn’t seem to have occurred to anyone else, at least I haven’t heard it voiced. If Walter killed Joan, why didn’t he disappear immediately instead of hanging around for two or three days?’ 
 
    Anne said warningly, ‘This is Clive’s father you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    Mother and son froze as if a film had stopped, Anne clutching a paring knife, Clive with a bottle in one hand, the refrigerator door gaping. Miss Pink went on comfortably, ‘As if it matters in these days! The resemblance is obvious, you must see it yourselves and’ — addressing Clive — ‘anyone can see you dote on Harald.’ 
 
    Anne turned her back. Clive put the wine in the fridge and closed the door gently. He looked at his mother’s back. ‘We don’t talk about it,’ he said, and it was a warning. 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s no truth in it,’ Anne snapped, ‘Edith’s mad. She’s always been jealous; she was probably drunk anyway.’ 
 
    ‘She was drinking,’ Miss Pink agreed. 
 
    ‘There you are!’ 
 
    Clive looked dubious. Miss Pink wondered if they were all thinking similar thoughts, or was it only Clive who, more perceptive than his mother, guessed that Miss Pink knew exactly why Anne had always maintained that Walter was his father? Because if there was the slightest suspicion that it was Harald, it gave him — and Anne — a motive for killing Walter, should his body come to light. Which was just what Edith had alleged — before she retracted in a frenzy. 
 
    ‘Edith knows,’ she said heavily. 
 
    Anne turned, pulled out a chair and collapsed into it. ‘Of course she knows,’ she cried. ‘Why d’you think I let her stay in the bloody flat?’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded. ‘The reason you gave me seemed a bit weak for blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘What did you tell her?’ Clive asked. 
 
    Anne was embarrassed. ‘What?’ he pressed. ‘Something weak?’ He glanced at Miss Pink, then back. ‘If she knows you can tell me.’ 
 
    ‘He dressed up,’ Anne muttered. 
 
    Clive was bewildered. ‘He was a cross-dresser,’ Miss Pink explained. He gaped incredulously. 
 
    ‘It had to be an accident.’ Anne ignored them and concentrated on the main issue. ‘Everyone was pulling down houses and barns. Harald was with me.’ She put her hand to her mouth, stood up and blundered out of the kitchen. 
 
    ‘It was an accident,’ Clive repeated, holding Miss Pink’s eye. 
 
    ‘I thought that myself.’ She was equable. ‘I know how unstable these drystone walls can be.’ 
 
    He tensed and she followed his gaze to see that Harald was coming in from the garden. ‘Does he know — about the skull?’ she asked quickly. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes.’ 
 
    ‘What was his reaction?’ 
 
    Harald paused to peer at a bed of marigolds. 
 
    ‘Interest,’ Clive said. ‘No more.’ 
 
    Bags came in, welcoming the visitor like a prodigal. He was followed by Harald. ‘Well, this is a nice surprise,’ he told Miss Pink. ‘And how many more bodies are you going to discover, eh?’ 
 
    Clive rolled his eyes in resignation. Anne returned with a tumbler of whisky. ‘Clive, love: will you do the honours? I’ll carry on here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m cooking.’ He was firm. ‘You stay here and talk to me. Bring the whisky, Harald; Melinda needs a stimulant after what she’s been through today.’ Was the tone barbed? 
 
    ‘What were you on, Mel?’ Harald asked brightly. 
 
    ‘Buck. A nice smooth ride; one can relax and look at the scenery.’ 
 
    ‘If you want something with a bit of spirit, next time —’ 
 
    ‘Harald, our tongues are hanging out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course, dear boy, of course.’ 
 
    He bustled out. Bags, sprawled under the table, lifted his head, decided Harald wasn’t going far, and dropped back again. 
 
    ‘He’s working on a new story,’ Anne said urgently. ‘Based on today’s events, wouldn’t you know? He’ll be trying it out on you.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got the most vivid imagination,’ Clive put in. ‘He just lacks stamina. But he enjoys himself.’ He sighed and smiled indulgently. 
 
    Miss Pink knew why she wasn’t being entertained in the drawing-room. Clive was the chef and would stay in the kitchen and no way would he allow her to be alone with Harald, not even with both his parents. Clive was managing things. He caught her eye and nodded. He knew she knew what he was up to, and she tried to analyse her own reaction to being manipulated, because that was what was happening and not for the first time. Clive was a powerful presence. 
 
    ‘What?’ he asked, returning her scrutiny. 
 
    Anne looked from one to the other, out of her depth, and at that moment Harald returned, without the whisky. ‘Come into the drawing-room, Mel.’ Anne wiped her hands. ‘You stay here,’ he ordered, ‘I want to talk to Mel.’ 
 
    Anne’s nostrils were pinched, Clive was astounded, then angry. Miss Pink followed Harald cautiously. The clash of wills had been electric. In a different household it could have erupted in a scene but these three had too much at stake, at least two of them had, and there was Clive: determined to save them from themselves. 
 
    ‘They’re terrified,’ Harald said, handing her a glass. ‘They reckon I’m for the high jump. Highly strung, both of ‘em; a touch of the high strikes, you know?’ 
 
    ‘It knocks you off balance when secrets you’ve kept for so many years are suddenly exposed.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Edith’s been talking,’ she explained. ‘And Anne confirms what she said. So I know about Clive’s parentage.’ 
 
    He looked pleased. ‘Good. Nice to be able to acknowledge it at last. Even if only to a limited circle,’ he added cautiously. 
 
    ‘He’s the elder,’ she observed, and he was with her immediately. 
 
    ‘And born the wrong side of the blanket, m’dear. Besides, he’s happy doing what he’s doing, and he’ll never have children. So young James will inherit, which is as it should be: carry on the line.’ 
 
    ‘What’s worrying them’ — she gestured towards the kitchen — ‘and me, is the construction Tyndale would put on your not acknowledging Clive. When Anne was pregnant with your child it gave you a motive for wanting Walter out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘Walter would have let her go. He was fond of her in a platonic fashion; he wanted what was best for her. I could provide a good home and the baby would be properly educated.’ 
 
    ‘You discussed it with him?’ 
 
    ‘What? Er — no; I’m assuming — And their relationship wasn’t normal. He realised — must have realised that.’ 
 
    She was thoughtful. ‘He did know that you and Anne were lovers?’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘No doubt he guessed. The question is academic in any event. Everything turned out right in the end.’ 
 
    ‘How can you say that? All his life Clive has thought that his father was a murderer.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, you’re wrong there, Mel. We brought the boy up to understand that Walter thought the grass was greener in Canada and his sin, such as it was, was no more than walking out on his wife and baby. Clive came to look on me as his natural father; that’s what I mean by its turning out as it should.’ 
 
     She was uneasy but it wasn’t her place to remind him that, as the elder son, Clive had been robbed of his birthright. 
 
    He divined the thought and smiled sweetly. ‘The boy had love,’ he assured her. ‘That’s more important than land or a big house.’ 
 
    There was no arguing with that. However, with Harald now demonstrating a modicum of common sense, it should be pointed out that there could be trouble ahead. 
 
    ‘So you’re adamant that Walter died by accident,’ she pressed. He nodded. ‘Then you should know that Edith accuses Anne of his death. She knows — or guessed — that you’re Clive’s father. Now that I know, and blackmail can’t be effective any longer, she’ll tell the police out of spite.’ 
 
    Harald was stricken. ‘She holds Anne responsible? Did you tell Anne this? What did she say?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t tell her. My guess is that she’d say Edith’s mad.’ 
 
    ‘There is that, of course... Edith was a child — but sharp, very sharp. Between them they knew everything...’ He was musing and he shook himself. ‘That’s all by the by. So she accuses Anne.’ He stared fixedly at Miss Pink. ‘The fact of the matter is I killed Walter. Oh, it wasn’t intentional, I hit him and he fell on the stones and must have cracked his skull.’ 
 
    ‘The stones came down after he died,’ she pointed out, not turning a hair. 
 
    ‘Stone, he fell on a stone in the byre — or the wooden edge of a stall. Anyway, he died and I pushed the gable-end down on top of him.’ He paused, thinking. ‘I’d met him to discuss Anne, of course: to tell him she was carrying my child and to ask him to release her. He took it badly. I told you he was fond of her.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to tell Tyndale this?’ 
 
    ‘If he asks me. It’s the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s supper in the oven,’ Clive announced, entering the drawing-room. ‘You’ll stay, Melinda: chicken stuffed with asparagus.’ 
 
    He was followed by Anne carrying her empty glass. ‘Finished your little chat?’ she asked, too gaily. 
 
    ‘You could say that.’ Miss Pink was cool. ‘Harald maintains he’s going to confess to Walter’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Typical,’ Clive said carelessly. 
 
    ‘Silly old boy.’ Anne grimaced at Harald and held out her glass. ‘No water this time, sweetie; why you’ve started diluting single malt I’ll never know. It’s sacrilege. You will stay and eat with us, Melinda.’ 
 
    Miss Pink cried off, pleading the need to soak her saddle sores in a warm bath. Anne accompanied her to the door. ‘See what I mean,’ she whispered, ‘It’s fantasy, fantasy all the time now, and I’ll tell you another thing: he’s getting his dreams confused with reality. The things he comes out with! You wouldn’t believe!’ 
 
    ‘He’ll tell Tyndale.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure the police are accustomed to false confessions for all manner of crimes, particularly from the aged. Anyway, after nearly fifty years under water there’s not going to be many clues left, are there?’ She caught the other’s expression. ‘So Clive tells me,’ she added airily. 
 
    Miss Pink was in the bath the first time the telephone rang and she ignored it. The second time she was heating soup, regretting chicken stuffed with asparagus but not the charged atmosphere of Nichol House from which she’d escaped. It had been a long day and she was feeling her age. She let the phone ring eight times before she picked it up. It was Mounsey, apologising for the late hour, saying he’d been ringing. 
 
    ‘I was asleep,’ she said, as if dazed, ‘I took a pill. Was it something urgent?’ 
 
    Only her statement on the finding of the skull, he said, but they had those of the students and the lad James; it could wait until morning. She promised to go to the station at ten o’clock and returned to her soup, stirring it slowly. They were checking up on her whereabouts — and if Mounsey was doing the telephoning what was Tyndale doing? 
 
    He could be supervising operations at the old village. This late? But someone had to be there, guarding the site. All those stones would have to be moved to expose the skeleton — which must be crushed to splinters by now. As Anne said, no evidence could remain, although the skull might reveal some clue. She wondered if Mounsey might say something apposite tomorrow. She considered what she was going to say, but her statement would be confined to the discovery of the skull, and even then she was merely a witness to its being uncovered by someone else. I know nothing, she told herself, to realise immediately that they might all be under discreet surveillance. Heavens, she was becoming as theatrical as Harald! It was most unlikely that even one constable could be spared to haunt the churchyard, the police had more than enough to occupy them elsewhere; all the same, if it did come to their notice that this evening she’d visited first Edith, then the Fawcetts, Tyndale was going to speculate on the motive for those visits. And if Edith publicly aired her accusations, and Harald confessed, Tyndale would demand why she’d kept quiet. Simple, she thought impatiently, you don’t place any credence on the ramblings of an alcoholic, nor on a poor old fellow’s fantasies. I’ll manage, she thought grimly, sufficient unto the day... never dreaming what that day would bring. 
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    ‘It was beige,’ Miss Pink repeated. ‘The same colour as the mud. It was mud, a thin veneer on the bone.’ 
 
    Mounsey looked back at her statement. ‘They’re not words in common use,’ he said stubbornly. 
 
    ‘The statement is in my words.’ She was anxious to get away from the police station; there were things to do. 
 
    "‘A thin veneer",’ Mounsey read aloud and looked up as a plainclothes man entered the room to sit down before a computer. Mounsey returned to the statement but he was on edge, obviously expecting someone. 
 
    ‘Mr Tyndale must be run off his feet,’ Miss Pink observed chattily. ‘Which death is he concerned with today, or does he take turns like a builder: a bit here today, there tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know where he is,’ Mounsey muttered. Anyone else he would have floored with a snub. Not Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘How did this one die?’ she asked, indicating the statement. 
 
     ‘The wall fell on him, ma’am!’ 
 
    She left and went looking for Clive. There was no reply at Nichol House and no barking when she rang the bell. It didn’t need three people to walk the dog so it looked as if Harald had been removed, at least temporarily, to a place where he could do no harm. 
 
    It was Dave Murray who put her on the right track, beckoning to her from the door of the bookshop. ‘It seems I’m the dead-letter drop,’ he announced as she approached. ‘Message for you from Clive. He suggests you go to the big house and ride. Deb will fix you up.’ 
 
    ‘Bless you.’ She beamed, then, casually, ‘Where is Clive? And the others. There’s no reply at Nichol.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I saw you over there.’ He looked past her shoulder. ‘It’s a gorgeous day — again; they’ll have taken Harald for a drive.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t happen to have seen Tyndale?’ 
 
    ‘Who he, dear?’ 
 
    ‘The detective inspector. Have you seen any policemen this morning? Like sinister strangers hanging around?’ 
 
    His gaze came back to her. ‘Edith had a visitor. No, I tell a lie; I saw two men go along the walk towards Plumtree Yard and since Rick’s away I assumed their business was with Edith.’ 
 
    ‘What d’you mean: Rick’s away?’ 
 
    ‘He’s out on bail. I came to the rescue: a small thing but — why not?’ 
 
    ‘If he’s on bail, shouldn’t he stay in Kelleth?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure he will.’ But the note of assurance was suspect. ‘He’ll be looking for Perry.’ 
 
    Dave raised expressive eyebrows. ‘I don’t think he’ll find her,’ he said, ‘but it keeps him occupied.’ 
 
    * 
 
    Two ponies were in the yard at the big house, already saddled. ‘I’m coming with you,’ Deborah said, emerging from the stable. ‘Do you know what this is about?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Uncle Clive said you’d know.’ 
 
    She was surprised. If Perry had agreed to see her why did she need an escort? ‘Why —’ she began, to be checked immediately. 
 
    ‘We’ll talk when we get going,’ Deborah said, leading the gelding to a mounting block. 
 
    They didn’t talk for quite a while because the girl led the way and told Miss Pink to keep back because her mare kicked. They went along the back of the garden wall, up the brae and into the woods, but at the top of the slope where she had turned right yesterday, Deborah kept straight ahead, puzzling Miss Pink until she recalled her meanderings before she came on the summer-house. All the same, when they had ridden another half-mile and, taking her bearings from the sun, she saw that they were riding north-west when she could have sworn that the summer-house lay to the east, she called to Deborah to stop. Watching the mare’s haunches she eased forward gingerly. 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ she asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘We moved her.’ 
 
    ‘You might have said!’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know who’s listening.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Childish games were one thing but, like Harald’s fantasies, carried too far they were an unlooked-for distraction, a sheer waste of time. 
 
    ‘It’s unlikely,’ Deborah admitted, watching her face, ‘but there’s murder involved and she didn’t do it. So maybe the cops couldn’t be near enough to hear what we were saying but you never know. We’re safe now — I think — but I’m still not taking any chances. Perry’s a suspect and if they thought she was in our woods they’d have dogs out here pronto. That’s why we moved her from the summer-house. There were too many horse tracks.’ 
 
    ‘We moved her?’ 
 
    ‘Well — me.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Last night, of course.’ 
 
    ‘How was it your parents didn’t find out? Your mother’s so safety-conscious she makes you leave word when you take a pony out.’ 
 
    Deborah sighed at such a display of tunnel vision. ‘You always tell the truth? And you didn’t know how to get out of your house without your parents knowing?’ 
 
    ‘Touché, but — did you take a pony?’ 
 
    ‘I saddled up in the paddock so there was no sound in the yard. Not that it’d matter, they all sleep on the far side of the house.’ 
 
    They were walking on now and ahead the trees thinned to the open fell. They stopped at a gate in the drystone wall. This gate was padlocked. They dismounted and lifted it off its hinges. Mounting again, they breasted an easy rise to a long whale-backed ridge. The path reached the crest and turned along it but Deborah continued over the top and, dropping a little, followed a route that was scarcely more than a sheep trod. Below, on their right, the tips of trees appeared above an unfamiliar dale. 
 
    They came to a little round sheep pen beside a gully. ‘This is it,’ Deborah said and slid down, coming to take Miss Pink’s reins. ‘Follow the water down to the wood until you come to where a rowan tree’s fallen across the beck. On your left there’s a crag and a cave. She’s there.’ 
 
    ‘This seems just a little over the top —’ 
 
    ‘It’s well hidden, right? That’s all that matters. We’re not playing games. Here, take these.’ And she handed over her bulging saddle bags. 
 
    Miss Pink dismounted and started down the slope, grimacing at the lack of friction on the bone-dry grass. She came to the fallen rowan and looked left. Shadowed rock showed above a growth of brambles and nettles. She followed a trampled line through the undergrowth and saw the cave: more a wide slit than a roofed cavity, but still a dark and secret place. 
 
    ‘Perry?’ she called softly, ‘It’s me: Melinda Pink. I’m alone. Deborah stayed on top.’ 
 
    It was her hair that showed first, like a dandelion in the gloom. She came out slowly, looking just the same: thin, mouse-faced, the sharp nose and large eyes, the yellow hair now showing dark at the roots. The eyes searched Miss Pink’s face hungrily but it wasn’t food she was after so much as company. 
 
    ‘How long can you stay? Why didn’t Deb come down?’  
 
    ‘She’s holding the ponies. How are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m bored out of my skin. I got books though. Deb lent me hers.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you come here?’ 
 
    ‘They said the summer-house wasn’t safe any longer. You found it —’ 
 
    ‘I meant why didn’t you go to Scotland?’ 
 
    ‘Because they’d be watching the roads, and I don’t know no one up there. Here I got friends. What’s in the bags?’ 
 
    Miss Pink handed them over and watched as Perry examined the contents, exclaiming at each item: chicken, sardines, a granary loaf, two cans of Coca Cola, Corbett’s Man-Eaters of Kumaon. ‘I love these people,’ Perry said. ‘They’re risking everything for me.’ 
 
    ‘The point is, they’re sure you didn’t shoot Isaac, and they’re going to keep you safely out of the way until they find out who did.’ 
 
    ‘How’re they going to do that? Clive told me you reckon I know something. What?’ 
 
    ‘If I knew that — Put it this way: it could be something you saw or heard and you haven’t realised it was important.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    Miss Pink spread her hands. ‘There’s a puzzle: questions and no answers. Why did Isaac come to Whelp Yard?’ 
 
    ‘He knew I was there. He must have followed Rick.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stared at the girl who, misreading the signs, turned sulky. ‘How else would he know where I was?’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ But Miss Pink wasn’t agreeing, merely responding. She tried again. ‘You had no contact with Isaac before then —’ 
 
    ‘I never had no contact, not then neither. I come back — I’d been hanging around the churchyard waiting to see Bags but Rick wouldn’t be able to make him leave the flat. He’s scared of thunder. So I gave up and come back to the house and there was all that blood in the kitchen. I got out of there. Wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear a shot?’ 
 
    ‘How could I: with the thunder, and buildings between me and Whelp Yard?’ Miss Pink was biting her lip. ‘So there’s no way I can help,’ Perry went on. ‘I’m as much in the dark as you are. I never even spoke to Isaac. I saw him that one time when we come down to the drowned village where I met Rick, and I never saw him again.’ 
 
    ‘He visited Edith. You didn’t hear anything that passed between them? Rick’s ceiling is thin.’ 
 
    For a moment Perry was bewildered then she shrieked with laughter. 
 
    ‘Shut up!’ The girl clapped a hand to her mouth. ‘Sound carries,’ Miss Pink hissed. ‘Yes, I know there doesn’t appear to be anyone about but there could be a shepherd or a hiker below. Never mind. What’s so funny?’ 
 
    ‘She’s his sister, right? Edith and Isaac: they’re brother and sister.’ 
 
    ‘They were. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I said we could hear them screwing.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent for so long that Perry’s brain found the same track. ‘That’s it? He came to shoot me because Edith told him I’d said that?’ 
 
    ‘It could be a motive. If it were true.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not true. I were just teasing her.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘The old cow, she called me a trollop, didn’t she? I said she were jealous because she were old, and I musta said something about her boy friend and she said he were her brother. I said that were all right, she couldn’t get pregnant at her age.’ She thought about this. ‘Actually,’ she said, more soberly, ‘I don’t think I said we could hear them in bed, I just suggested it like.’ 
 
    ‘What did you say exactly?’ 
 
    Perry frowned, trying to remember. ‘You might have heard them talking,’ Miss Pink prompted. 
 
    ‘You could hear her television — and her voice of course — she yells, don’t she? On the telephone. No, I never heard him, ‘fact, I don’t know that he did come visiting while I were there. It were Rick told me.’ 
 
    ‘You heard her telephoning.’ 
 
    ‘Not what she said. Rick shut his bedroom door. The telephone’s in her bedroom see, above his. So you can hear the noise like: her yelling, but not the words.’ 
 
    Miss Pink reverted to the teasing. ‘How did she react when you suggested she had a sexual relationship with her brother?’ 
 
    Perry tried not to smile — and then she remembered. She hadn’t liked that. ‘She sorta dribbled,’ she said. 
 
    * 
 
    A man was mowing the grass in the churchyard. DS Mounsey sat on a flat tombstone and contemplated a pair of blackbirds foraging in the wake of the mower. Coming home from Doomgate where she’d left her car, Miss Pink felt a sudden chill but she gave no sign that she’d guessed why Mounsey was there. 
 
    The male blackbird fluttered away with a chuckle of warning. Mounsey looked up and his eyes hardened. Miss Pink prepared her defences. ‘The inspector’s in the bookshop,’ he said, his tone loaded. This interview wasn’t going to be concerned with the skull. 
 
    From the doorway she peered into the shop to be met by weak smiles and sharp eyes. Dave was trying to convey something. 
 
     Mounsey was at her back and she felt crowded. Tyndale came forward, asking if they might have a little chat. Her eyes narrowed. He wasn’t the man for little chats. 
 
    The men entered her flat with the alertness of their kind, eyes flicking to open doors: bedroom and kitchen, resting a fraction longer on the closed door to the bathroom. She filled the kettle and switched it on, went to the bathroom, washed her hands and emerged, leaving the door open. She wondered if they might consider looking for Perry in the roof space. 
 
    ‘What did Edith have to say?’ Tyndale asked, sounding mildly curious. 
 
    ‘Edith?’ The kettle started to scream. She filled the teapot and came back. ‘She didn’t say much; she’d been at the cherry brandy.’ 
 
    Mounsey rose from his chair and went to sit by Tyndale on the sofa. ‘Sit down,’ he said, in the kind of tone he’d use to his aged mother, gesturing to the chair he’d vacated. ‘You look tired.’ 
 
    ‘I’m an old lady.’ She retreated to the kitchen, poured tea into mugs and brought a tray to the coffee table. She sat down and regarded Tyndale expectantly. ‘So you visited Edith,’ she observed. 
 
    ‘What did she tell you, ma’am?’ 
 
    Edith could have told them the truth about last evening’s conversation. She hesitated, marshalling her recollections. 
 
    ‘What time were you there?’ Tyndale prompted. 
 
    ‘Early evening. I went straight there after I returned the pony to Orrdale House.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t come home first? Why was that? You’d be hot and thirsty after your ride, the first thing you’d want would be tea. Then a shower.’ 
 
    Miss Pink returned his gaze. ‘I’m fascinated by Joan Gardner’s death. Aren’t you? No, you have more recent matters on your mind. But I found Joan’s skeleton.’ She smiled shyly. ‘I was born curious; I had to know how it got into the peat, or rather, who put it there. If the skull was Walter Thornthwaite’s, you can guess my reasoning.’ 
 
    ‘Not really, ma’am.’ 
 
    She sighed inwardly. He was going to have her cross all the t’s and dot every i. ‘The accepted theory — except on the part of Anne Fawcett — is that Walter fled the country after killing Joan. But if that is his skull he died shortly after Joan disappeared. It could be coincidence: that he met with an accident right then, but I was struck by the fact that he didn’t go until some days after Joan vanished. I know some murderers do join the search for their own victims but that kind of man hangs around afterwards. If Walter intended to disappear why didn’t he go immediately after he murdered the child?’ 
 
    ‘His nerve broke,’ Mounsey said. 
 
    Tyndale ignored him. ‘What’s your theory?’ he asked Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘It is only a theory.’ She was diffident. ‘That someone else murdered Joan and, as soon as opportunity offered, killed Walter and concealed the body, intending him to be the fall-guy. Which he was, of course. Presumably there’s a skeleton under those stones?’ 
 
    ‘What’s left of one,’ Tyndale said: ‘just fragments of bone.’ 
 
    She nodded; it couldn’t be anything else. ‘So the timing of Walter’s disappearance gave me a handle to question — to visit Edith,’ she explained. ‘She confirmed that two or three days elapsed before Walter went, and she accuses him —’ She stopped, rather too suddenly. 
 
    ‘She accused Walter of killing Joan?’ Tyndale exchanged a glance with his sergeant. Miss Pink felt uncomfortable, blackmail and Harald’s ‘confession’ bulking huge in her mind. She started to sweat; it was very hot in the flat. 
 
    ‘Did she say who killed Walter?’ Tyndale asked gently. ‘Because you’d have told her the skull had been found.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I told her. She blames his wife.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘Edith’s obsessed by jealousy.’ 
 
    ‘Where does Harald Fawcett come into it?’ 
 
    ‘Harald. She didn’t make a lot of sense. I expect she mentioned Harald — yes, I’m sure she did.’ 
 
    ‘And Isaac?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone.’ She went on wildly: ‘Even Jonty Robson. Edith hasn’t a good word for anyone.’ 
 
    ‘What did she say about Isaac?’ 
 
    She stiffened. They weren’t concerned with the skull then, nor with Joan Gardner, but with Whelp Yard. ‘She said Isaac went to the Hoggarths’ that night because Perry’s a prostitute. I said: the woman’s unstable.’ 
 
    ‘What did she say about Isaac and Joan?’ 
 
    ‘Joan? Joan Gardner?’ Stupid, what other Joan was there? She was bemused; had Edith mentioned the two in conjunction? 
 
    ‘She told us that Isaac killed Joan,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    After a moment she said weakly, ‘Why would he do that?’  
 
    ‘The usual reason in such cases: to silence her after rape.’ 
 
    She nodded faintly. ‘It’s the only explanation.’ It wasn’t but she needed time to think about this. She sensed that he was disappointed in her. 
 
    ‘But she never mentioned Isaac to you?’ he pressed. 
 
    ‘Not in relation to Joan.’ 
 
    ‘Is there something you’re not telling us, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to recall such a disjointed — I had to keep prompting — she must have been the same with you — exhibitionist. She has glaucoma and maintains she’s going blind. And she forgets, but there: memory plays tricks in old age. So confusing: dreams and reality. I can remember every detail of the dinner I had on my twenty-first and I can’t remember what I had to eat last night. Or whether I’ve taken my tablets...’ 
 
    They were standing up. ‘If you do remember more, you have my number.’ Tyndale placed a card on the table. He smiled like a lizard. ‘We’ll go and see the Fawcetts, find out what they have to tell us.’ He paused, waiting for her reaction. 
 
    ‘If I think of anything I’ll give you a ring,’ she assured him earnestly. 
 
    ‘Think she will?’ Mounsey asked as they crossed the church yard. 
 
    ‘She’ll tell us more when she thinks it’s convenient. Like this lot here.’ Tyndale nodded towards Nichol House. 
 
    The Fawcetts were home. ‘It’s all been too much for my husband,’ Anne said, ushering them through the hall. ‘I’m afraid of a stroke. Please don’t say anything to upset him. He’s very tired; I was just about to take him up.’ 
 
    Tyndale didn’t believe a word of it but he looked sympathetic and said they wouldn’t be long, just a question or two, maybe Mr Fawcett — or any of them — might remember something. He was deliberately vague. 
 
    As they entered the drawing-room Harald and Clive turned from the french windows. In the rough grass outside Bags was attacking a stick with ferocious growls. Clive looked depressed at sight of the visitors but Harald’s face was that of the polite host. He moved to the sideboard, asking what they would drink. 
 
    Tyndale chose Glenfiddich, Mounsey favoured beer. Clive went to the kitchen. Anne relaxed a little. You couldn’t arrest a man for murder when you were drinking his whisky. In fact, police didn’t drink on duty... Did they? 
 
    Clive returned with a tankard of beer. Tyndale sipped his malt. They regarded him expectantly, except for Mounsey who was being pawed insistently by Bags. 
 
    ‘Edith Bland,’ Tyndale began, ‘how long has she been like this?’ Clive frowned. Anne was rigid. ‘Like what?’ Harald said.  
 
    ‘Accusing people of murder.’ 
 
    Anne’s eyes blazed. Harald said brightly, ‘Since the first body came to light. The cadaver in the peat. Now there’s a title! I’m sure it hasn’t been used —’ 
 
    ‘I’ve only noticed it recently,’ Anne interrupted, adding in a rush, ‘but we’ve never had a drought like this before, not for fifty years. That’s what’s disorientated everyone. That skeleton could have stayed hidden for ever if the peat hadn’t eroded in the dry —’ 
 
    ‘ — and the village was exposed,’ Tyndale supplied. 
 
    She flinched as if he’d hit her. ‘Edith says Isaac killed Joan,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Joan?’ Anne repeated on a rising note. 
 
    Harald was frowning. ‘She says Isaac murdered Joan?’ 
 
    ‘Actually she said "killed". It could have been unintentional. That wouldn’t be murder.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a fine point,’ Clive said, speaking for the first time. ‘He buried her; that implies guilt.’ 
 
    ‘You can feel guilty if you kill someone by accident,’ Tyndale told him. 
 
    Anne closed her eyes and turned away. Mounsey caught the movement but Tyndale was addressing Harald: ‘There have been at least two murders.’ 
 
    ‘The permutations are intriguing,’ Harald observed. ‘It could be three murders, or two, or one. It could have been three accidents; it’s a novelist’s conundrum.’ 
 
    ‘Isaac was murdered,’ Clive said firmly. ‘You can’t shoot yourself behind the ear with a shotgun.’ 
 
    ‘You could if you wedged it,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘Really?’ Harald looked fascinated. ‘That hadn’t occurred to me.’ 
 
    ‘You’d thought he was murdered, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Who would be the perpetrator, would you say?’ 
 
    Anne had been fussing at the sideboard. Now she turned and stared at her husband. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Harald said. 
 
    Tyndale gave the ghost of a smile. ‘I thought you might have Edith in mind.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Harald considered this. ‘She doesn’t drive. And why should she kill him?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I suggest you have her in mind for the killer? Because she accuses you.’ But Tyndale’s eyes had shifted to Anne. ‘Me?’ She giggled hysterically. ‘I killed Isaac?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, ma’am. Walter Thornthwaite.’ 
 
    Whatever they might have expected at the start they had not expected this, and now. They were immobile, as if the slightest movement would betray themselves or each other. Then eyes flickered, shoulders dropped, Clive gave an angry laugh. ‘We’ll have to get Edith into sheltered accommodation,’ he said harshly. ‘Although she seems OK physically? I mean, she’s not likely to burn the place down, or anything?’ Anne said nothing. He tried again. ‘The drugs she’s on — for the glaucoma — and she’s an alcoholic — maybe one of us should have a word with her doctor?’ 
 
    ‘She says the gable-end was brought down on him while he was still alive,’ Tyndale said. 
 
    ‘No!’ Anne gasped. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘It couldn’t have been — I mean, no one could have done that; he had to be dead.’ 
 
    ‘Edith says —’ 
 
    ‘What is this?’ Clive shouted. ‘Stop badgering my mother! That woman’s crazy. For God’s sake, my parents had a good relationship. ‘Whatever happened, it had to be an accident —’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t —’ 
 
    Clive overrode him: ‘So it wasn’t an accident, then the most likely person who had it in for him —’ He stopped. 
 
    ‘Was me,’ Harald said. ‘I killed him and pushed the gable-end down. Poor fellow. Are you saying he wasn’t dead when the stones fell? That’s dreadful, dreadful —’ 
 
    ‘He was dead!’ Anne cried. ‘Don’t listen to my husband, he’s tired, we’ve been out in the sun all day —’ 
 
    ‘It’s no good, my dear.’ Harald stood up and, taking her hand, brought her to sit beside him. ‘They know I’m not ga-ga, only somewhat eccentric when it suits. Now you keep quiet for a moment while we sort things out —’ 
 
    ‘He’s doing this for me,’ Anne said wildly, snatching her hand away. ‘Walter was nearly dead, just at his last — no, he was still alive. I pushed the wall down. It was the wall that killed him.’ She glowered defiantly at Harald, then at Tyndale. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t,’ Tyndale said. ‘Now tell me the truth.’ 
 
    Clive thought: they haven’t been cautioned, something’s going on here. ‘You know the truth,’ he told Tyndale coldly. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then why ask them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the one asking the questions, Mr Fawcett.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not —’ Clive caught his breath. His mother looked stunned. Harald, in the eye of the storm, was again expressionless. 
 
    ‘Mr Fawcett — Harald — was the father of your baby,’ Tyndale told Anne, ‘and your husband wasn’t prepared to release you.’ 
 
     ‘Edith’s a lying —’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Harald said. 
 
    ‘I’m addressing Mrs Fawcett, sir.’ 
 
    ‘She can’t tell you anything; she didn’t know till afterwards. Oh, she knew I was going to meet him, but that was as far as it went. I met him in the byre and we had words. He was fond of her, d’you see; he didn’t want her to leave him. So I told him she was carrying my child.’ He looked fondly at Clive, then his face fell. ‘He hated that; it was humiliating, a reflection on his manhood. One suspects he was sterile. We quarrelled and it came to blows. Neither of us was a fighter but I landed a punch and he fell and didn’t get up. Must have hit his head on a stone. Perhaps he had a thin skull. Anyway the poor man was dead. So I pushed the wall down on top of him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s told the truth as far as knocking Walter down.’ Anne had herself in hand now. ‘But he thought Walter was no more than concussed, if that, and would come home, so Harald came running up to the house to tell me how Walter had taken the news about the baby, and I sent him home — to the big house. I said I’d look after Walter. 
 
    ‘I went down to the byre but Walter was dead. It was me who pushed the wall down on top of him. Of course,’ she added quickly, ‘it’s possible he wasn’t dead and the falling stones killed him after all.’ 
 
    ‘He was dead, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Clive gasped. ‘How can you tell after all these years?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a shotgun wound. It’s scarcely visible from the front. He was shot through the eye; the exit wound’s at the back of the skull.’ 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    16 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t need me,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘Harald’s in the clear. It had to be the gunshot that killed Walter. Someone else came along and shot him when Harald went away to tell Anne they’d had a fight.’ 
 
    ‘The police appear to be thinking that way,’ Dave Murray said, ‘but suppose it dawns on them that Harald could have been carrying a gun that night, or was out rabbiting and the shooting was an accident — well, manslaughter? This is where you come in.’ 
 
    He had come knocking on her door late that evening, dishevelled, breathing urgency and very wet. The rain had started an hour ago and showed no sign of stopping. A few more days and the skull might have been covered and concealed for another forty-five years. 
 
    Clive had telephoned Dave at his home after Tyndale left Nichol House, had given him the gist of the interview and asked him to inform Miss Pink. ‘They need you,’ he pleaded. ‘Clive’s frantic. He knows you’ve been involved with murder before —Harald told him. Clive says you’ll be able to find out who shot Walter. He reckons the police are holding some cards close to their chest. They had this conversation with the Fawcetts and didn’t reveal till right at the end that he’d been shot, although they did know that Harald and Anne were involved. They got that from Edith. That woman’s a monster. When Anne wanted her out of the flat she threatened to tell the police that Harald killed Walter. And Anne thought he did! By accident certainly but it would only be his word. Imagine Harald serving a life sentence! You can’t bear to think how those two must have suffered over the years.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Edith’s blackmail is recent, but Isaac —’ She stopped dead. After a moment she went on, ‘I think I’ll go across and speak to Edith.’ 
 
    ‘Is that wise? Would you like me to come with you?’ 
 
    ‘No, she’ll talk better if I’m on my own — providing she’s still capable of talking. However, you might care to wait…’ 
 
    * 
 
    Edith’s windows were tightly closed against the rain, that and the television must be loud enough to muffle shouts from below. Miss Pink turned back to the churchyard and, picking up lumps of damp soil, threw them at a window until it was flung up and Edith shouted in a fury: ‘Clear off then! Louts, vandals, I’ll set the dog on you — one more stone and I’ll call police, I’ll —’ 
 
    ‘It’s Melinda Pink. Let me in. We have to talk.’ 
 
    Pale in the lamplight, Edith’s face turned this way and that, trying to penetrate shadows. ‘D’you know what time this is? You got the police with you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m alone. I need to talk about Joannie.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Joan Gardner.’ 
 
    The face disappeared and the window was slammed. Miss Pink drew back, pulling the hood of her cagoule forward against the rain. She watched the windows. After a few minutes a light appeared in the living-room and then the door opened silently. There was no light at the foot of the stairs. She stepped forward. Edith said nothing, which was disconcerting. The woman had to be behind the door. 
 
    ‘You go first,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I’ll close the door.’ 
 
    There was no bottle on the chenille cloth but the room smelled of the liqueur and dust, and underclothes that had been worn too long. Edith had dressed in a hurry; her blouse was buttoned out of kilter. They sat on opposite sides of the table. ‘This’s got nowt to do with you,’ she said, as if they were in the middle of a conversation. 
 
    ‘I found her skeleton.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Isaac killed her.’ 
 
    Edith put her elbows on the table, her hands under her chin supporting her head. Miss Pink thought she’d probably taken a sleeping pill on top of the alcohol. ‘I already told the police,’ she said. 
 
    ‘And you told them Anne killed her first husband.’ 
 
    Edith’s eyes opened wide. ‘Have they arrested her?’ 
 
    ‘Why wait till now before exposing her?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t need to before. But she’s not going to evict me: turn me out to live on some rubbishy estate with all them ‘ooligans. What difference do it make when she done it. She can still pay.’ 
 
    ‘How did she do it?’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘How did she kill him?’ 
 
    Edith glared. ‘Her hit him with a stone and tumbled the wall down, like everyone knows.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    Edith’s mouth opened and closed in astonishment that looked genuine. ‘You found un! Under gable-end!’ 
 
    ‘But you threatened to tell the police a week ago. How did you know then that he was there, in the old byre?’ 
 
    Edith stared, then lowered her eyes. The lids flicked up again. 
 
    ‘Isaac told me, o’ course.’ 
 
    ‘How did he know?’ 
 
    ‘You ask too many questions.’ Miss Pink waited. ‘He knew, 
 
    didn’t he?’ It was spat out. 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Would I ask him that?’ Another pause. She went on sullenly: ‘He heard the stones come down then. He were out shepherding. He saw them running away. He moved the stones and found the body — dead. Nothing he could do.’ 
 
    ‘Except blackmail Anne to let him have Blondel.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know nowt about that. It weren’t my business. I were only little.’ 
 
    ‘You lived at Blondel until you were married.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I kept house for un. Why not? He were my brother.’ 
 
    ‘You said Anne — or maybe Harald? — hit Walter with a stone.’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. I weren’t there.’ 
 
    ‘But you could blackmail Anne —’ 
 
    ‘I never —’ 
 
    ‘You can use any word you like, it comes to the same thing. Did they shoot him?’ 
 
    Edith grinned. ‘Never. Brutal, they was: stoned un to death!’  
 
    ‘Walter was shot.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t be,’ Edith said. 
 
    ‘There’s a gunshot wound in the skull. Isaac shot him.’ 
 
    In the ensuing silence a sharp burst of rain lashed the window. Edith was breathing deeply. After a while she said, ‘Now why would he do a thing like that?’ 
 
    ‘Harald and Walter fought. Harald knocked Walter down and left him — alive. Isaac saw his chance and killed him because, if Walter disappeared, people would think he had murdered Joan. And it was Isaac who killed Joan.’ 
 
    ‘I know that bit.’ Edith was impatient and suddenly alert. ‘So it were Isaac who dropped the stones on him?’ 
 
    ‘No, Anne did that. She truly thought that Harald had killed Walter. The wound didn’t show. He was shot through the eye and she’d attribute a little blood to a blow from Harald’s fist, possibly a stone used as a weapon, certainly not a gun. The exit wound was at the back of the head and she wouldn’t see it in the dark. Isaac could have intended to take the body away, to put it in the peat like Joan’s, but Anne got there first and concealed it. She played right into his hands, in fact.’ Miss Pink’s tone changed. ‘All this will have been a great shock to you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s one thing after another,’ Edith said miserably. ‘My own brother. What else? Is there more?’ 
 
    ‘Why did he need to kill Perry?’ 
 
    Edith looked as if she were in the depths of despair. ‘He killed her too?’ Her voice rose. 
 
    ‘Why? Why was he so obsessed with young girls, at his age —’ 
 
     ‘He never! He never run after ‘em. That Joan, she tormented un —’ Edith checked, fingering her lips. 
 
    ‘So why Perry?’ 
 
    ‘She knew about Joannie,’ Edith said. 
 
    Miss Pink sketched a nod as if this were common knowledge. ‘She overheard you talking about the bone.’ 
 
    ‘She taunted me! That phone call, when her dog found the bone: he phoned me. She heard. My fault, I talk too loud on phone. He were terrified. I were telling un to give over, no one knew except me; everyone thought as it were Walter killed Joannie. He were safe, I said, no one’d ever know, just keep quiet, go about his shepherding as if it were nowt to do with un, wasn’t even on his grazing. ‘Sides, they might never find the rest of it. She heard it all. Isaac, he went to Whelp to silence her for good an’ all.’ 
 
    ‘But she wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘What? ‘Course she were. They fought and — what are you saying: she wasn’t there?’ 
 
    ‘There was a struggle but not with Perry. There are fingerprints.’ 
 
    ‘There can’t be.’ Edith’s eyes were fixed. 
 
    ‘They’ll be matched. Everyone’s prints will be taken for comparison. They have mine.’ Miss Pink smiled benignly: the consummate liar. 
 
    ‘All right, I’ll tell you. I followed him. She’d left doors open: one to back yard, and kitchen door. He’d gone in. She weren’t there. He’d told me she were the only one as knew t’truth besides me and he blamed me for that, because of talking loud on t’phone. Got nasty, he did. I tried to take t’gun from him and we struggled like you said but he were only a littlun, tha knows. I could match un any day. And gun went off and wounded him. I thought it were just a scrape like but there were a lot of blood. Scared us, that did. He wanted out so I helped un to his Land Rover and he sent me home. Told me to keep me mouth shut. I said as he should go to hospital and he said he would. Wouldn’t let me go with un. No sense anyways, I can’t drive. Then he musta gone up the dale and shot hisself. He’d got a load of sin on his conscience: Joannie, Walter, what he’d intended for that Perry — he’d know the police would be after him soon as she talked. Which she would soon as she come back and saw the blood in the kitchen. So he decided to end it all.’ 
 
    ‘How did he do it?’ 
 
    ‘He musta wedged the gun down the side like’ — Edith twisted and motioned to the right where the driver’s door would be — ‘put the truck in gear, one foot on — feet on them pedal things, and pulled trigger.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded thoughtfully, trying to visualise it. ‘Poor fellow. And so terrible for you. It’s always worse for the ones left behind. Tell me, when he decided Perry had to be silenced, how did he know she hadn’t already talked to Rick or Anne about the phone call?’ 
 
    ‘I were protecting him all the way. I knew from how they spoke to me: Rick and that Anne, they didn’t suspect nowt, so she hadn’t told un. Perry were the only one to be feared of. Drive her away, I told him: frighten her off; ‘sides, I said, it be his word against hers, who’d believe a little thieving whore, I said, but I never meant for him to kill her!’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I was just about to come across,’ Dave said, greatly relieved as she came up the stairs. ‘You’ve been an age. Did you find out anything?’ 
 
    She told him. ‘Oh my,’ he breathed at the end. ‘So Isaac killed Walter. But she didn’t know how he did it. What made you think he didn’t tell her?’ 
 
    ‘I know country people: the more isolated their lives the less communicative they are, even in the family, particularly there sometimes. Everything I heard suggested a dour taciturn couple. He might have told her Walter was dead, even boasted he was responsible, but there was a possibility that he didn’t say how he’d done it. And whatever he said, it wouldn’t have been at the time. Edith was ten years old at the time of the flood.’ 
 
    ‘They were hardly a couple — at any time.’ 
 
    She stared at him. He grimaced and changed tack. ‘They seem to have been communicative enough when the bone was found. Can you imagine Edith shrieking away on the phone? Why didn’t Perry tell Rick? Why didn’t Rick hear that phone call himself?’ 
 
    ‘Neither of them did. Perry teased Edith about her relationship with Isaac and implied the slightest sound could be heard below in Rick’s flat. It was the old adage of that telegram: "All is known, fly at once." Half the recipients will take off. Edith assumed Perry had overheard that call.’ 
 
    ‘Stupid woman. So she told Isaac and he — the old bastard!’ 
 
    ‘The old murderer. He’d killed twice already.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he go after Joan?’ 
 
    She shrugged, exhausted. ‘He liked little girls.’ 
 
    ‘He had one already, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows?’ 
 
    ‘Edith does. Do you think that Walter suspected incest? Do you think he said?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. It would never be mentioned. Isaac shot him to produce a fall-guy for Joan’s disappearance. Although he wasn’t slow to see how he could blackmail Anne and make her give up Blondel.’ She yawned and apologised. ‘I’m afraid I have to turn you out, I can’t keep my eyes open.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s all wrapped up,’ he said, turning back at the head of the stairs. ‘Perry can come out of hiding, Rick will come home and complete his series, you’ll write your book; everybody takes up where they were before Bags found that bone. You look dubious. Did I say something?’ 
 
    She shook her head, her eyelids drooping. ‘I don’t think Edith loved her brother,’ she said. 
 
    She didn’t know what she was saying, he thought; she was half asleep. 
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    The rain continued relentlessly through the night, to be augmented in the small hours by a sensational thunderstorm and a cloudburst over the high fells. The downpour tailed off before dawn and by the time the sun rose the sky was gentian blue with clouds piled above the Pennines like cauliflowers. Roofs steamed, birds sat on the ridges warming their backs, and Kelleth children were warned to keep clear of the river banks where the peaty water streamed past, the occasional sheep carcass rolling with the current. 
 
    At ten o’clock Edith breakfasted on tea and Alka Seltzer and went downstairs to see how the hanging baskets had fared in the storm. The petunias were a mess. She was in a carping mood when Miss Pink came round the corner, the collie’s lead in one hand, a key in the other. 
 
    ‘I’ve been searching his flat,’ she said, as if no night had intervened between the two encounters. 
 
    ‘Searching for what? I didn’t hear you in there.’ 
 
    ‘Evidence. I’m wondering where Perry is.’ 
 
    ‘You was looking for her there?’ Edith’s eyes slewed sideways as if they could penetrate walls. 
 
    ‘We must leave no stone unturned — and she has to be somewhere.’ Miss Pink sounded mystified. ‘Or her body is.’ She leaned against the sunlit wall, prepared for a neighbourly chat. ‘I’ve been thinking. Obviously Isaac didn’t shoot himself despite what the police say — wedging his gun and so on — because he was in the passenger seat, so Rick had to be driving — well, Rick or Perry...’ She paused, blinking. Edith was poker-faced. ‘No, that doesn’t fit,’ Miss Pink murmured — and repeated it loudly for Edith’s benefit, ‘because I’m thinking that he killed her and then — buried her? Threw her in the river? In that case the body might never be found. Have you seen the river? It’s full of drowned sheep.’ She shuddered, looking down at Bags sitting at her feet. ‘I’m walking the dog for Harald,’ she gabbled on. ‘We usually take the river walk but the water’s over the path. And he would go in, he loves the water; he’d be swept away. I’d have no chance of getting him out, I can’t swim. What was I saying?’ It was rhetorical; she was merely drawing breath to plunge on, but Edith took it for a question. 
 
    ‘About the girl in his flat.’ 
 
    ‘The body.’ Miss Pink nodded. ‘I have a theory. It must have occurred to you too. I don’t think your brother went to the Hoggarths’ to see Perry but to find Rick.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’d killed Perry.’ 
 
    ‘Who had?’ 
 
    ‘Isaac. You told him to frighten her off. He did more than that. You think so yourself.’ 
 
    Edith was fidgeting with her hands, pleating her apron, scowling with concentration. ‘You was in this flat.’ She was looking for firm ground in the quicksand that had appeared. 
 
    ‘He could have killed her here — or at the Hoggarths’ — or she could have visited him at Blondel. Did you think of that? Of course you did; you’ve maintained all along that she was a prostitute. How well have you searched Blondel?’ 
 
    ‘I never searched. She weren’t there.’ 
 
    ‘In a wardrobe perhaps, or the barns. In a pool below the waterfall? She’s been missing for five days. There’s a countrywide alert for her. If she were alive she’d have been found by now. She can’t hide that yellow hair.’ 
 
    ‘It don’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘It does when you know that Isaac didn’t commit suicide. Rick’s fingerprints will be in the Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘They won’t then. It were under the water!’ 
 
    ‘That makes no difference with modern technology.’ Miss Pink was dismissive. ‘There’ll be prints on the gun too. Unless he wore gloves, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Do the police know all this?’ 
 
    ‘No. Tyndale is certain it was suicide: says that, with the truck bouncing and toppling as it went down, Isaac would have floated out of the driver’s seat. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt.’ 
 
    ‘Never wore one in’s life!’ Edith was contemptuous. 
 
    ‘So they won’t be looking for fingerprints.’ 
 
    ‘You said they took yours.’ 
 
    ‘That was earlier — and there was all that blood in the kitchen at the Hoggarths’. She spent a lot of time with me. Nasty minds these local police have.’ Miss Pink bared her teeth. ‘Probably expected me to make a run for it — or commit suicide.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t believe you when you said Isaac were murdered?’ 
 
     ‘I’m not going to mention it just to be laughed at. I go my own way: poking in odd corners, interviewing suspects —’ 
 
    ‘What d’you suspect me of?’ 
 
    ‘Suspects and witnesses. You didn’t let me finish.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘I could do with a ride to Blondel,’ Edith said, visibly relaxed now. ‘I need to sort the furniture for Age Concern.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked doubtful. ‘I did tell the Fawcetts I’d go along the river — but that was before I saw the flood. Still, it’s immaterial. Yes, I’ll run you out to Blondel. I’d like to look over the place myself.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t find nowt.’ 
 
    ‘There may be something you’ve overlooked. I’m a trained investigator, and quite good at it if I say so myself.’ 
 
    Edith went back indoors to emerge wearing a cagoule and gum boots. They walked to Doomgate by way of Botchergate to avoid passing Nichol House. ‘No need for Anne to see us together,’ Miss Pink said with a hint of amusement. ‘It’s nothing to do with her where I’m going nor who I’m with.’ 
 
    Edith said nothing. She didn’t understand half of what the old fool was saying but she was in command of the situation; they were going to Blondel. Belatedly she wondered if this Pink woman were right and there might be some trace of the girl at the farm. Not that it would matter, she had it all worked out. 
 
    Miss Pink reversed out of her garage and Edith closed the doors unasked. She got in beside the driver, the collie monopolising the back seat. They didn’t say much on the short drive, Miss Pink concentrating on the road, Edith lost in thought, giving no assistance at junctions, but then she’d admitted she didn’t drive. 
 
    No dogs barked at Blondel now that Bainbridge had removed them but it wasn’t quiet. Below the birdsong there was a persistent rushing note from the direction of the waterfall, while higher up the slope white water marked the course of the full beck. 
 
    Miss Pink grabbed at the dog as they left the car but Edith said sharply, ‘I don’t want him in the house. Let him off the lead; he’ll come to no harm.’ 
 
    They went inside, shutting the door on Bags who gave a low whimper before turning away to explore the barns. 
 
    There seemed to be nothing sinister in the house, only dirt and dust and rat droppings. Miss Pink wandered in a distracted fashion from room to room looking for any place large enough to conceal a body. It was an old man’s home with clothing draped on chairs in one bedroom, and the only decent garments a heavy dark suit on a wooden hanger in a wardrobe. The furniture was basic. ‘He sold the good pieces,’ Edith explained, but Miss Pink doubted that he ever had any. 
 
    They paused on the landing under a trap door. ‘There’s a ladder somewhere,’ Edith said. 
 
    ‘No. He wouldn’t have gone to the trouble. For my money, if she is dead, she’s in the peat — like Joan — or the river.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Miss Pink went on, descending the stairs ahead of Edith, looking back, her hand on the banister, ‘Isaac buried Joan, whoever killed her.’ She opened the front door and stepped out into the sunshine. 
 
    ‘He buried her but someone else killed her? Is that what you’re saying? Different folk?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Walter killed Joan.’ Miss Pink was preoccupied, looking around. ‘Bags,’ she called. ‘Here, boy! They were in league.’ Her eyes searched the yard. ‘You must have realised that yourself — no, you were only ten. It had to be two people who were very close: one to kill, the other to bury; two people who could trust each other implicitly. Walter and Isaac.’ 
 
    ‘Them trust each other! You don’t know what you’re — Where are you going?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was crossing the farmyard. ‘To the waterfall,’ she called back, adding something Edith failed to catch. She hurried after the older woman. 
 
    ‘What was that? You said what?’ 
 
    ‘The body could be caught up in wire in the bottom of a pool. Isaac wouldn’t be bothered about dumping old fencing. Out of sight, out of mind.’ 
 
    She was hurrying across the pasture, panting, stumbling a little. She came to a halt, clutching her chest. ‘Too fast,’ she gasped. ‘I’ve a weak heart and high blood pressure — should slow down, take it easy —’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Edith eyed her shrewdly, assessing her condition. ‘You take it easy.’ 
 
    The fall was thundering down the rock face like a miniature Niagara, a rainbow arching the spray. Sunshine filtering through leaves chequered bright wet rock in a confusion of colour and light. Down in the shaded chasm the black water was streaked with foam. 
 
    Dangerously close to the edge Miss Pink said something. Edith leaned closer, holding a branch, straining to hear. 
 
    ‘— makes me dizzy,’ Miss Pink shouted. ‘Give me a hand to get back —’ 
 
    ‘Look!’ Edith commanded, gesturing across the chasm with her free hand. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned to look, felt sudden pressure, and fell. 
 
    * 
 
    Bainbridge surveyed his flattened barley dismally. If it wasn’t one thing it was another. Mad cow disease, sheep scab, lodged barley. Next thing he knew, he’d get bit by one of Isaac’s glumpen dogs — and what was that — barking its head off? His own little bitch was interested, and she knew where t’noise was coming from: Blondel. One of them animals had got loose and run home maybe. So why bark? It certainly wasn’t killing sheep, sheep killers work in silence. Trippers at Blondel? Broken into the house and shut their dog outside? 
 
    He hurried home and looked in his pens. All the dogs were there: Isaac’s and his own. Taking the little bitch he drove to Blondel. No car, no people, no dog, The barking was coming from the direction of the beck and now he guessed what had happened. Some dog was cragfast: washed down with the flood, it had survived the waterfall and hauled itself out onto a ledge some place. 
 
    The bitch led him to the edge of the ghyll way downstream of the big fall and not far above the lower cascades. The trees seemed to choke the chasm here but above the black rock face was a small turfy ledge where a big fat collie was barking at something below. 
 
    Bainbridge told the bitch to stay and lowered himself gingerly to the ledge. The collie had stopped barking and looked eagerly from him to the water below. Bainbridge spoke quietly to the animal and it moved back and sat down. 
 
    He put one arm round a young oak tree and leaned over the edge. ‘Oh, my God!’ he breathed. 
 
    There was a tiny cove of black pebbles washed by the water. Lying across it, hips and legs submerged, arms outstretched, the hands still clawing into the stones, was the body of a large woman. 
 
    * 
 
    Edith came downstairs with the second hanging basket as Tyndale appeared at the open front door. She nodded to him and asked him to put the basket on its hook for her. Mounsey stood in the yard, watching. She wondered what they’d come for this time. 
 
    ‘We were here this afternoon,’ Tyndale said. ‘Twice, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in Carlisle. Had to buy more flowers. First lot were ruined in t’storm last night.’ 
 
    ‘Did you drive to Carlisle?’ Tyndale asked. 
 
    ‘I would if I had a car, and if I could drive. I took the train, o’ course.’ 
 
    ‘What time did you leave Miss Pink?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not seen her today.’ Her tone changed. ‘You don’t want to stand around out here. Will you come inside?’ 
 
    ‘No, we’re looking for Miss Pink; we were told you went out with her. Must be a case of mistaken identity. If you see her perhaps you’ll ask her to give us a ring at the police station.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that.’ Edith was equable. A thought struck her. ‘She did say something last night about going to Carlisle.’ 
 
    ‘Did she say anything else — about her intentions?’ 
 
    ‘No, she just looked in, see if I was all right. After me brother died like.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    They turned away. Edith looked critically at the new petunias, nipped off a wilted blossom and went indoors. As she climbed the stairs she felt a pang of hunger. She would have liked to eat immediately but the thought of chips, deepfried and succulent, was too tempting. She lit the gas and put the chip pan on to heat the oil and then it was time for the first drink. She hadn’t had a drink all day. Her face relaxed in anticipation as she went to the corner cupboard. 
 
    She was sitting in the easy chair in her bedroom watching Neighbours when someone knocked on the front door. She let them try again — folk who knew her knew she was deaf and shouldn’t expect an answer; strangers could go to hell. Then the caller started to hammer as if he’d break the door down. This was no stranger. 
 
    She’d had two glasses of cherry brandy and should have felt good; indeed, she had been feeling good until this madman came battering on her door. She went downstairs furious, prepared to blast him off the step. She opened the door to Miss Pink. 
 
    She looked just as she’d looked before: neat slacks, shirt, denim jacket, hiking boots. Her hair was dry, she was in command: powerful, pushing her way in; Edith retreating, turning, groping her way up the stairs. 
 
    Miss Pink followed, ignoring the crab-like progress, treading lightly, inexorably, to the top, following Edith into the living-room, watching blandly as the other sank on to a chair at the table to stare at her visitor with chattering teeth. 
 
    Miss Pink settled herself on the far side of the table. ‘Where did you go?’ she asked curiously. 
 
    Edith was massaging her chest. She looked towards the stairs as if expecting more people. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Miss Pink asked, like a teacher with a tongue-tied pupil. 
 
    ‘Carlisle,’ Edith whispered. 
 
    ‘Where’s the car?’ 
 
    ‘I dunno.’ A long pause while she stared at the table-cloth. ‘I dunno what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘You drove to Carlisle —’ Miss Pink prompted. 
 
    ‘I can’t drive.’ 
 
    ‘ — and left the car in a back street with the keys in the ignition. You were seen —’ 
 
    ‘I weren’t in no back street!’ 
 
    ‘Where were you this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘I were in the town centre. I went and come back on t’train.’ The sentences emerged in spurts. ‘I bought plants. I got the receipts.’ 
 
    ‘You drove Isaac’s Land Rover to the reservoir and put it in the water.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t drive.’ 
 
    ‘You shot Isaac.’ 
 
    ‘We was struggling for the gun —’ 
 
    ‘The second time. Your fingerprints are on the gun.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t be —’ 
 
    ‘Why wipe it if he was shot by accident? And the Land Rover. You may have wiped the gun — but you missed a thumbprint. You forgot to wipe the Land Rover —’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t then —’ 
 
    ‘ — forgot to wipe it everywhere. Your memory’s going. And something’s burning.’ Miss Pink stood up and went to the kitchen, switching off the gas under the chip pan. She returned and sat down. 
 
    Edith said shakily, ‘I didn’t kill him. He died in the truck as I were taking un to infirmary. So I shot un again, make it look like suicide, and I drove to the lake and put t’truck in the water like you said, with him inside. It weren’t murder.’ 
 
    ‘He was a threat. He was dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t do me no harm.’ 
 
    ‘You always threatened each other.’ 
 
    ‘He were my brother! You said police says as it were suicide, you said Walter killed Joannie —’ 
 
    ‘What’s Joan got to do with Isaac?’ 
 
    Edith bit her lip and her eyes wandered. ‘Why was she killed?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ Edith reddened, hesitated, then said heatedly, ‘She asked for it.’ She stared at the window. ‘We was friends once but she were no better’n she should be.’ 
 
    ‘She was nine years old, a child.’ 
 
    ‘Huh! Joannie were more grown up than...’ 
 
    ‘More than Isaac?’ 
 
    ‘Never! Never, never!’ 
 
    Edith pounded the table, overcome with rage. Miss Pink looked round quickly, seeing nothing she could utilise as a weapon, flexing her muscles. 
 
    ‘She never come near un,’ Edith hissed. ‘She’d never dare! Her were too feared o’ me!’ 
 
    ‘Not all that feared,’ Miss Pink said, adrenalin surging. ‘She got you on the raw.’ 
 
    ‘I tell you — Listen —’ Edith leaned over the table, dropping her voice like a conspirator. ‘Folk as didn’t know her said she looked like an angel, but in truth she were a devil.’ She sat back and smiled. ‘She were lovely: blonde, and big eyes the colour of violets, and a voice like a bird. She could make ‘em do anything...’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘Like a movie star,’ Miss Pink said: ‘beautiful, seductive —’ 
 
    ‘But not Isaac.’ Edith shook her head vehemently. ‘She told me and I said as she were a liar. She laughed at me. She said he were tired of me, what he wanted was a pretty little girl.’ 
 
    ‘But you wouldn’t blame him — even if it were true.’ 
 
    ‘No, it weren’t his fault.’ They spoke like women in a dream. ‘No more than it was with Perry. He never meant her any harm.’ 
 
    Edith frowned. ‘He were always on at me: shouting too loud on t’phone, drinking too much, and like when I told that Anne I’d go to police — but I can’t help going blind and being deaf and talking loud. That little trollop shouldn’t have been listening.’ She grinned slyly. ‘Another one as were asking for trouble.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing, concentrating on the words, letting them sink into the sponge of a brain, making a record. 
 
    ‘Taunted me,’ Edith said viciously. "You got a carrying voice, we can hear every word you say"’ — grotesque mimicry of Perry’s southern accent. ‘I coulda finished her for good only Isaac, he had to follow me there, the stupid gowk! An’ all he got for his pains was to go and shoot hisself!’ 
 
    ‘He followed you to the Hoggarths’ to see you came to no harm. He must have known you’d taken the gun.’ 
 
    ‘That would be what brought him back from Blondel. He’d been with me that evening and I took the shotgun from t’truck. He never missed it until he got home and then he come straight back. He knew where I’d have gone. I told un I’d seen Rick go out and through churchyard and I saw him come into Doomgate and cross to Whelp. My bedroom looks over Doomgate. I’d guessed she were there. Isaac knew where he’d find me. Everything happened just like I said.’ 
 
    Except that Isaac had been trying to take the gun from his sister, not the other way round. ‘I wonder,’ Miss Pink said, ‘if the police had questioned him about Joan, would he have admitted it, perhaps saying that she died by accident?’ 
 
    ‘Joannie?’ Edith considered the point carefully. 
 
    ‘You never thought about it?’ Miss Pink seemed only academically interested. 
 
    ‘Hard to say. No, I never did think about it.’ 
 
    ‘On the other hand, you could have taken the blame. You could have led the pony up to the peat cuttings and buried her. You’re a powerful woman.’ 
 
    ‘I were only ten, but you’re right, I coulda done that. I could harness the pony.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt if you had the strength to lift her on to its back.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he done that.’ 
 
    ‘How did she die?’ 
 
    ‘Strangled.’ Marginal surprise that the question had to be asked. As if that were the obvious way for one little girl to kill another. Her hands were on the table now and she glanced from one splayed thumb to the other, slowly, in slow motion. ‘She 
 
      
 
    were a wee slight thing.’ A long pause. Miss Pink held her breath. ‘I hated her,’ Edith said. ‘I never asked him; all these years and I never asked. You wouldn’t, would you?’ 
 
    ‘But you believed her.’ 
 
    ‘Aye. That’s why I killed her.’ She was silent for a long time, as if cataleptic. At length she sighed deeply and focused on Miss Pink. ‘You thought Walter killed her.’ 
 
    ‘I said someone close to Isaac killed her.’ 
 
    ‘You know. You’ve known all along. You shouldn’t be here. How did you get out?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged as if it were of no consequence. ‘I swam down the gorge and hauled out on a gravel beach. The dog found me and barked until Bainbridge came with a rope.’ 
 
    ‘You said you couldn’t swim!’ 
 
    ‘I lied.’ 
 
    Edith regarded her sleepily, then she smiled. ‘You got no witnesses — to anything. What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to do anything.’ Miss Pink was quite calm. ‘Tyndale’s here — I left the front door ajar.’ She raised her voice: ‘We’re in here, Mr Tyndale!’ 
 
    Edith didn’t move. She heard the steps recede and the front door close. She realised she’d been tricked, and then why: the old fool was frightened of her! She giggled and went into the kitchen and lit the gas under the chip pan again. She turned the jet high because she was suddenly very hungry indeed, then she went in the bedroom and switched the television on. She lay down on the bed and slept a while. 
 
    There was a sound in the flat. That woman was back again? Edith staggered into the living-room and saw a shape fade through a blue haze. Objects in the kitchen weren’t clear but even blind she’d have known where everything was — except that she must have missed something because there was a hard sound, some kind of sensation and a brilliant light against the smoky cloud. 
 
    She fumbled for the chip pan and pulled it off the gas. 
 
    Oil slopped and ignited and tresses of flame reached out to her and she saw that the visitor was Joannie with her long blonde hair and violet eyes. 
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    ‘Her neck was broken when she fell,’ Tyndale said. ‘The skull was badly bruised.’ He touched the back of his head. ‘She must have cart-wheeled down the stairs. Death would be instantaneous. Just as well: she wouldn’t want to live with those burns. Chip pan fires are the devil.’ 
 
    Rick, coming home that evening, turning into Plumtree Yard, was just in time to see the top flat’s kitchen window explode outwards, followed by smoke and flames. He glanced at Edith’s door, knew that if she could get out she would have done so, rushed into his flat and dialled 999. He shouted the address, and then tried to break down the partition in his hallway, but plywood is difficult to smash. By the time he’d prised it away with a poker and dashed up the disused stairway the fire in the kitchen had spread and he had to retreat. His attempt at rescue would have been useless anyway for by that time Edith was dead. The firemen found her inside her front door at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    At first the neighbours watched the fire in horror: Rick and the Fawcetts and Miss Pink — it was she who told Tyndale that Edith intended making chips for supper — but as soon as the firemen found the body the initial horror was over. At least she hadn’t suffered — not for long anyhow. Not as long as Joan Gardner did, Miss Pink thought grimly, wondering how long it took for one little girl to strangle another. Time was relative. How long would she have taken to drown this morning had she not been able to swim? 
 
    She spoke to Tyndale that night but it wasn’t until next morning that she told the story to the rest of them. They sat in the garden at the back of Nichol House while Bags chased butterflies and Rick listened, interested despite himself, despite his frustration at having visited every travellers’ camp in the Borders without finding Perry. 
 
    Tyndale arrived, in a clean shirt and washed, but haggard. He drank coffee gratefully, saying it would keep him going. 
 
    ‘You should go home and get some sleep,’ Miss Pink told him. ‘It’s all over now.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am, it hasn’t started! Now there’s the paperwork, not to speak of your own statement.’ 
 
    ‘The investigations are over,’ Harald pointed out. ‘All of them. Three,’ he added as Tyndale glanced at him morosely. ‘Joan, Walter, Isaac.’ 
 
    ‘And Perry?’ Rick put in angrily. ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    Clive raised his eyebrows, looking to Miss Pink for help. She smiled neutrally. They were grown men, they must sort out the problem of Perry between them. 
 
    ‘She can come back now,’ Rick persisted. ‘Edith’s dead, there’s nothing to be scared of — although she never knew what it was.’ He looked mystified himself. ‘Did you find out?’ he asked Miss Pink. ‘I meant you to go to Edith —’ 
 
    ‘It was the bone,’ she told him. ‘Edith must have said — shouted rather — something revealing on the phone, like telling Isaac to keep quiet, that everyone thought Walter had killed Joan, that she was safe as long as Isaac kept his head.’ 
 
    ‘But Perry didn’t hear anything like that, she’d have told me —’ 
 
    ‘Edith thought she did. Guilty conscience.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that Edith Bland had a conscience,’ Anne put in coldly. ‘She shot her own brother — or are you suggesting that he did die from the first wound like she said, and she shot him again to stage a suicide?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Miss Pink said. ‘If she was driving him to hospital why not continue? How would she know he was dead? In any event, why stage a suicide if he died by accident?’ 
 
    ‘I still can’t see her walking back to Kelleth after she’d put the Land Rover in the water,’ Tyndale said. ‘She was a heavy woman.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Miss Pink protested. ‘Four miles?’ 
 
    ‘When did you start to suspect her?’ Clive asked, going for the nub of the matter. 
 
    She thought about it. ‘Not to say suspect, but one had the feeling that something was out of kilter, a word or a look that jarred, or someone acting out of character. Little things like her saying she couldn’t drive but knowing how Isaac might have shot himself in the driver’s seat, and how he’d have placed his feet at the same time to get the truck rolling.’ 
 
    ‘You did a crazy thing,’ Tyndale said: ‘setting a trap for a woman you suspected had already killed once, if not twice.’ 
 
    ‘A calculated risk, and it worked. She did push me into the gorge — and I’d looked at that spot before; it was a clean drop into deep water. And she did drive my car to Carlisle, confirming that she knew how to drive. You couldn’t have incited her to do that. No’ — seeing he was affronted — ‘I mean, you’re bound by the rules. I could — and did — lie, and I used innuendo and generally confused her. I deliberately muddled the murders, the victims, even the pronouns, until she didn’t know where she was. I’m talking about last night, in Plumtree, although even there she still had enough sense left to point out that there were no witnesses.’ A thought struck her. ‘Have you found my car yet?’ 
 
    ‘No, but we found a witness on the Bigrigg estate in Carlisle who saw a small boy open the door and look inside. Correct registration: it was yours all right, and she must have left it unlocked, the kid didn’t have to break into it. No doubt the keys were in the ignition too. Next time the witness looked the car had vanished.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t clever but she had a streak of cunning. She was single-minded to the point of recklessness. It was that that made her dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘For you.’ Tyndale was determined not to let her off the hook. 
 
    ‘For anyone who came in contact with her, given the right conditions. Isaac knew that. They were two of a kind, a team, right from the start.’ She paused, considering. No one else spoke. ‘Remote communities,’ she mused, ‘the Lakes, the Pennines, probably any country you care to name. Old sins, old crimes, family secrets —’ 
 
    ‘Not confined to the countryside, Melinda,’ Harald said firmly. ‘There’s child abuse in urban areas.’ 
 
    Tyndale coughed and glanced at Anne, embarrassed. 
 
    ‘Actually that’s how it started,’ Miss Pink said, alert now. ‘Edith being so possessive about her brother, Joan knowing the relationship between them, teasing her plain friend, flaunting her own charm — two little girls sexually initiated but with no control over their emotions. And once Edith had strangled Joan in a jealous rage Isaac had to dispose of the body because otherwise everything could come out, not only his sister being a killer but the incestuous relationship.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Walter,’ Rick said, and flushed, throwing a glance at Clive. No one had seen fit to enlighten him, least of all Clive himself. His parentage didn’t concern Rick. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Anne said, easing an awkward moment, ‘he was totally innocent. As was my old man here,’ she added quickly, taking Harald’s hand and glaring at Tyndale. ‘All those two ever did was fight.’ 
 
    ‘But my blow knocked him down,’ Harald pointed out. 
 
    ‘So Isaac came along,’ Rick said. ‘And got his fall-guy for Joan’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘And a handle to make me give up Blondel,’ Anne said drily. ‘Isaac was an opportunist.’ 
 
    Clive said wonderingly, ‘He could blackmail you but he didn’t trust his sister to do it.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He didn’t trust her. She didn’t have his self-control. Isaac would guess that Edith’s comparatively innocuous blackmail to counter what she thought of as eviction would lead to harder demands. She was prodding sleeping dragons and he was worried. That’s why he followed her to the Hoggarths’ place that night, when he discovered his gun was missing. Edith was being crowded by events, she was close to breaking point — and she could destroy both of them.’ 
 
    ‘I never liked her,’ Anne said, ‘right back to the old days. Joan was nothing: a precocious silly child who enjoyed being naughty, but to Edith sin came natural.’ 
 
    Tyndale stood up. He was uncertain of the distinction between sin and crime in this context and didn’t want to be drawn into any discussion on it. ‘Statements,’ he told Miss Pink heavily. ‘Shall we say two o’clock?’ 
 
    Anne escorted him indoors. Clive and Harald started to talk about rebuilding the house in Plumtree Yard. Miss Pink accepted Bags’ insistent paw. Rick stared into the distance, frowning. Anne returned with Perry. 
 
    The others broke into smiles, all except Rick who leapt up and made to rush towards her. 
 
    ‘Hi, everyone,’ she said, nodding round the circle, avoiding eye contact with Rick. She stooped to maul Bags who was welcoming but not beside himself with joy. Bags was Harald’s dog now. 
 
    ‘Clive, let’s make a start on lunch,’ Anne commanded, and he trotted indoors with her obediently. 
 
    ‘We have to talk,’ Rick said, bewildered by Perry’s lack-lustre greeting. 
 
    She glanced at Harald. ‘Why not?’ he responded kindly. ‘You have to tell him your plans — and everything.’ She looked sulky. ‘He’s been searching the Borders for days,’ he pointed out. ‘And in the dark. You could have been dead for all he knew.’ 
 
    Miss Pink got to her feet. ‘We’ll leave you to chat,’ she said. ‘Come along, Harald, we have business to attend to.’ 
 
    ‘Better to have them in sight in your garden,’ she added as they entered the kitchen. ‘We don’t want them going off on their own. There’s been enough trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Trouble?’ Clive looked up from the chopping board. His eyes went to the figures under the tulip tree. 
 
    ‘There won’t be any trouble,’ Anne assured them. ‘I’ll see to that.’ 
 
    Harald and Miss Pink went to the drawing-room where the french windows were wide to the garden and the sun. Bags wandered in and sat by Harald’s chair. ‘Here’s one who’s accepted the situation,’ Miss Pink said approvingly. ‘Poor Rick.’ 
 
    ‘Rites of passage.’ Harald smiled. ‘Who am I to talk? I was never disappointed in love. Of course what’s going to rankle with Rick is that everyone else knew where she was, and they allowed him to go off on a wild-goose chase in the Borders, and all the time she was in Orrdale’s attics.’ 
 
    ‘Deborah brought her down to the attics only because of the storm — and most of the time only Deborah and Clive knew. But the point was she was a murder suspect and Rick was so besotted that if he’d known where she was he could have given the game away. Look how easy it was for Edith to follow him to the Hoggarths.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he’s looking at it logically.’ 
 
    Under the tulip tree Rick was gesturing wildly, Perry half turned from him, looking down the garden. 
 
    ‘Relationships!’ Harald sighed. ‘Jonty Robson came back.’  
 
    ‘Who? Oh, him. I didn’t know he’d been away.’ 
 
    ‘His wife banished him but she’s taken him back. There are the two little girls to think of.’ 
 
    They were silent, thinking about little girls. Bags’ ears went up as Rick approached the window. ‘I’m going for a walk,’ he said roughly. 
 
    Harald nodded. Miss Pink said nothing. Rick marched across the room and after a moment the front door slammed. 
 
    ‘How’s Perry going to take to California?’ Harald asked. 
 
    ‘She’ll love it. Two Alsatians and horses next door: she’ll be in her element. It was perceptive of Clive to suggest it, to see that what she needs is love, not sex. Bags was her only friend, perhaps the only being she ever loved. Now she’s started to discover nice people: you, Deborah, Clive. She’ll be happy with Clive.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. He won’t make demands. So everything’s worked out. And Bags stays with me. No loose ends?’ 
 
    ‘None,’ she said, as bland as when she’d told Edith she couldn’t swim, wondering how he had worked it. Because, although she had heard a step on Edith’s stairs, it hadn’t been Tyndale. 
 
    Had he hidden in the kitchen or retreated to the yard, returning after she’d left? There would be spare keys to all the Fawcett properties. And what he hadn’t surmised already he would have overheard on the staircase. It was all for the best, she supposed; it had to be, nothing could be changed now, and Tyndale was satisfied that a heavy woman falling downstairs could sustain a bruise on the back of the skull. 
 
    Edith would never have come to trial: for Joan’s murder, for Isaac’s, for the attempt on Miss Pink. She would have been incarcerated in some high security hospital where she would never stop plotting escape. With her cunning she might well have succeeded: to come back, and dispose of the people she’d hold responsible for putting her away, starting with Anne. But Edith (who looked on sin as natural) had come up against Harald, who had his own code, and that dictated that he become an executioner when occasion demanded. 
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    ‘KEEP OUT!’ the notice screamed. ‘Cyanide capsules in place! Cyanide guns set inside. YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED!!!’ 
 
    ‘That can’t be legal.’ Miss Pink was deeply shocked. 
 
    ‘Charlie doesn’t care whether it’s legal or not. It’s his land.’ 
 
    Sophie Hamilton turned her horse and moved away. Miss Pink pushed after her. ‘D’you mean he can put poison down — and for heaven’s sake, what is a cyanide gun? Sophie, you don’t approve?’ 
 
    They stopped at another small, decrepit structure, evidently masking a mine shaft: a roof of timber and corrugated iron held up by one baulk supporting a massive beam. 
 
    ‘Of course I don’t approve.’ Sophie was huffy. ‘But Charlie could be thinking in terms of insurance and kids coming out from town to explore the mines. These old buildings are death traps: rotting floors, shafts not properly plugged, roofs — look at that roof: held up by one post just, waiting to collapse. On the other hand, Charlie’s a great joker.’ 
 
    ‘Cyanide’s a joke?’ 
 
    ‘My dear, anything that causes discomfort is a joke to my brother-in-law.’ Sophie caught the other’s expression. ‘There won’t be any cyanide,’ she added quickly. ‘Only the notices. It’s a bluff. I never did like this place,’ she went on. ‘Ghost towns are fun but old mines can be horrors.’ 
 
    ‘Something died here. I can smell it.’ Miss Pink was disgruntled. 
 
    ‘A calf, maybe, or a fawn. Bitten by a rattler. Let’s get back to the top. I shouldn’t have brought you down here.’ 
 
    They pushed back to the ridge where the air was sweet, scented with sage. Little fair-weather clouds seemed to be stationary in the shining sky and the sun’s heat was tempered by a breeze. In the south the mountains were plastered white after a late snowfall. ‘This is what I came for,’ Miss Pink announced. ‘A good horse and a fine day in the Rockies. Blissful.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great.’ The tone lacked conviction. ‘I’m so glad. We’re lucky with the weather.’ Sophie was abstracted. They had reined in facing downhill and a mile or two below was a building too large to be called a ranch house: dazzling white and roofed in red; not one roof, but many at different angles. 
 
    ‘Is that Glenaffric?’ Miss Pink asked. She was being sociable, aware that there was only one house of this size in the vicinity, perhaps in the county. 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s Charlie’s place,’ Sophie said with finality. ‘And Edna’s,’ she added as an afterthought. 
 
    It occurred to Miss Pink that she might shorten her visit. Sophie’s invitation had been open-ended but she knew a troubled mind when she was in close proximity to one. There had been tension last night, and this afternoon, absorbing those references to Charlie Gunn, the brother-in-law, she guessed she had walked in on a family problem. Her presence could be an embarrassment. All the same, her antennae were bristling; whatever had happened to turn an elegant and friendly lady into a strained and — it had to be said — a dirty person was intriguing to say the least. 
 
    They had met when Sophie was exploring Cornwall on her own, something that set her apart immediately: an elderly but well-heeled American tourist in an Armani suit touring in May to avoid the crowds — and in a BMW at that. They’d struck up a conversation over a ploughman’s lunch, Sophie had visited Miss Pink’s sprawling cliff-top house and they’d kept in touch since, each fascinated by the other’s lifestyle. Each had kept something back. Miss Pink had confessed to writing Gothic romances but had mentioned only that she had been on the fringe of one or two murder investigations. Sophie hadn’t probed, perhaps expecting that details would emerge later, perhaps thinking that such details would demand a quid pro quo. And Sophie was keeping back a lot, although her confidences would be concerned with her family, not murder. The bits of her background she did reveal were enthralling. She lived in the Montana Rockies, in a small town surrounded by mountains. She owned a dude ranch — dudes were city folk whose idea of bliss was a vacation spent on horseback. Her niece ran the business, so Sophie had all the fun without the grind. When, after that chance meeting in a Mousehole pub, the prospect of riding those ranges was dangled before her, Miss Pink had succumbed, seduced by the memory of big skies and the promise of an Arab mare. They had made excited plans by telephone, had even speculated that they might go elsewhere after Montana: take a horse trailer and ride in Idaho and Oregon, even Canada. It would be a long summer of delights. 
 
    The reality had been less inviting. True, Sophie had been waiting at the little local airport but recognition, at least on Miss Pink’s part, was not immediate. She was looking for the chic tourist in designer clothes but the woman who approached — square and solid in old Levis and a flannel shirt — wasn’t the Sophie of the BMW and Armani suits. The jeans were sweat-stained, the boots crusted with dung — and she smelled. The eyes, under the peak of a tacky ball cap, were sunken and she looked exhausted. She did explain that she’d been riding, had been held up and had come straight from the ranch to the airport without taking time to change. Miss Pink collected herself, accepted the explanation with equanimity and emerged from the terminal into the velvet night — a moon behind the clouds — to be overwhelmed by the air and the warmth, and the glorious sense of space beyond the airport’s lights. 
 
    In Sophie’s apartment there was no opportunity for questions and no energy. Jet lag struck, and single malt conspired with the lure of a bed after hours shoehorned into a cramped seat to render Miss Pink virtually comatose. 
 
    She woke to a brilliant day. Sophie lived on the sixth floor of an apartment block on Ballard’s main street. It was an old hotel and its big sash windows looked out over the roofs and shade trees of this small Western town to alpine ranges. Between the big peaks and the valley there were foothills: long sweeps resembling downland close at hand while, more distantly, higher hills were densely timbered. 
 
    Miss Pink had risen so late that she wasn’t surprised to find a note from Sophie saying she’d gone out for some sandwich fixings and to make herself at home. The table in the kitchen was laid and coffee was hot in the machine. Miss Pink felt guilty, lying in bed till eleven. When Sophie came home both were apologetic, excited and eager to be out. The tension of the previous night was forgotten — until, from the Bobcat Hills above the old copper mines, they looked down on Charlie Gunn’s great house, a place unmistakably built to flaunt its owner’s wealth and to dominate the valley. 
 
    It was Charlie’s father who had made the first of the family’s fortunes. His father had been a Highland crofter and had emigrated to raise a family in a sod-house on the eastern prairies, but when his eldest son was old enough he had gone to the Yukon and struck gold. He returned to sink his money in sheep, progressing to cattle and horses. He was a good businessman and he forged ahead, buying land and eventually building the house which he was to name after the glen where his people had lived for generations in a two-roomed blackhouse belonging to the laird. The term ‘cocking a snook’ was coined for Charlie’s father. 
 
    Miss Pink guessed that what she knew of Sophie’s extended family was public knowledge. Both she and her sister had been teachers, but where Sophie had remained single and ended her career as a lecturer in English at the state university, Edna (the pretty one, said Sophie) had married Charlie Gunn, the wealthiest rancher in the neighbourhood. 
 
    It was reasonable to suppose that Charlie didn’t have his father’s devotion to ranching. The cattle and the sheep had been sold and now he concentrated on breeding horses. His land around Ballard had been sold for development, making another fortune for him, but it appeared that no money trickled down to his children. Val, the daughter, was running the pack-trips with Sophie’s horses so she must be working hard, at least in the season, and there was something about Clyde, Charlie’s son, working as a ranch hand. Sophie chattered about her own ranch but she was reticent about the establishment at Glenaffric and Miss Pink knew nothing of relationships between family members. She had an idea that Clyde was single and she knew that Val had been married twice, and there was a daughter, who would be Sophie’s great-niece, but she was away. It wasn’t clear where the girl was nor what she was doing, only that she wasn’t around. Miss Pink looked forward to learning more, possibly tomorrow when they were to dine at Glenaffric. 
 
    They came to the trail-head and stopped. Miss Pink slid down and staggered, her knees locked. She clung to her mare’s neck and swung her legs gingerly, watching Sophie unhook the tailgate of the trailer, unable to assist. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Sophie said. ‘Let’s have Barb in first.’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up the reins and stumbled forward like a drunk. 
 
    ‘What are you working on now?’ Sophie asked politely, easing her Cherokee on to the road. 
 
    ‘I told you: a newspaper column slanted towards senior citizens. I’m hoping it will lead to another travel book.’ 
 
    ‘I meant fiction. You must be doing a romance.’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment.’ Miss Pink was testy. ‘Publishers are down-sizing. I might turn to crime.’ 
 
    Sophie giggled and then they were both laughing: two solid old women reeking of sweat and horses. This was more like the Sophie she knew. Miss Pink relaxed happily and settled to enjoy the view. On their left were willow thickets, cottonwoods and a river, on their right Ballard’s newest development climbed the slope: raw and opulent houses pointing to steady incomes. 
 
    Once a staging post on the cattle trail to the copper mines at Butte, Ballard’s fortunes were now reviving with the influx of yuppie commuters from Irving, Montana’s Silicon Valley. Each of these new properties stood on several acres of land; as they drove there were glimpses of sleek horses and late-model Jeeps but close to the road a house trailer sat in what appeared to be a junk yard. 
 
    The trouble with mobile homes is that they look so shabby as they deteriorate and this was no exception. The general picture wasn’t helped by the wrecks of several cars, the skeleton of something — perhaps another trailer — gutted by fire and a yard fenced with branches of trees. It contained two bony horses. A large, florid fellow, his beer gut overhanging slim hips, was at the door of the trailer. He raised a hand and grinned as the Cherokee passed. Sophie nodded to him. 
 
    ‘Friend of yours?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that. He’s Val’s ex, Paul Skinner.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jen’s father? It is Jen, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘God no! Jen’s father is Sam Jardine. Sam was Val’s first husband. She should have stayed with him. I never understood why she married this slob.’ Sophie’s voice dropped. ‘Obvious why he married her, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Her — expectations?’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘That’s how Skinner saw it. Actually, he was a handsome guy when he was younger, before he put on weight.’ Sophie drove slowly, her thoughts elsewhere. ‘He thought Val owned the ranch and the stock, but I rent the ranch from Charlie and the stock’s mine. And then Charlie could live for years yet; he’s only seventy. Skinner wasn’t going to wait once he got the picture. Besides, Val soon saw what kind of guy he was. He’s got a roving eye and no way would Val tolerate that kind of thing.’ Sophie bit her lip. As if Miss Pink had protested she added angrily, ‘Well, there was the drink too; what kind of woman is going to spend days living rough in the back country, working her guts out and all to earn money to keep a man in drink while he —’ She checked, breathing heavily. 
 
    Miss Pink said delicately, ‘But the first husband was different?’ 
 
    ‘Sam’s all right.’ It was bitten off. ‘The trouble there was Charlie… All the same, if Sam and Val had stayed together maybe none of this would have — but there, we’re a different generation. Val says they were both immature, her and Sam Jardine; too immature to settle down, she means, although Sam’s settled well enough since, though he hasn’t married again. He’s got a spread down towards Irving: pedigree Angus. It was Val who didn’t want to settle; she’s a loner, only happy around horses. Of course, she has to have an interest.’ 
 
    There’s her daughter, Miss Pink thought, but didn’t say it. Sophie was thawing gradually; she’d learn the rest in time. 
 
    * 
 
    The ranch had been quiet when they’d started out, now there were horses in a corral, others tied outside a barn. Shrill neighs from the trailer were answered by a chorus of whinnies, and a figure in a ragged straw hat appeared in the doorway of the barn. Miss Pink was introduced to Val Jardine, who must have abandoned her second husband’s name along with the man. She was a gaunt woman in her fifties and now, after shepherding dudes on a day trip, the strain showed and she looked older. But there were good bones under the taut skin and her eyes were large: patrician eyes shadowed by the hat brim; she’d be a handsome woman if her face filled out a little. Whatever her age, she looked fit despite the fatigue, and she was good with animals. As Sophie had said, horses came first. After being introduced, Val wasted no time on small talk but turned to a hitched palomino, pasting ointment on a nasty sore. ‘The kid riding this one must have tightened the cinch when I wasn’t looking,’ she growled. ‘Rubbed him raw.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be fine with a few days’ rest,’ Sophie said comfortably. ‘You can’t have eyes in the back of your head. I need to speak with you about that pair I mean to buy from Charlie. Are you happy for me to pick them out?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am. You can do as well as me there.’ Val went to work with a hoof pick. Miss Pink watched idly. The woman lowered the leg and moved to the rear end, mumbling to the pony who shifted his weight and seemed to present his hoof before she touched it. Miss Pink turned to help Sophie unload the trailer. 
 
    When they’d unsaddled, Sophie settled her guest on the porch, supplied her with beer, told her where the fridge was, and left to help Val turn out the horses. Miss Pink watched them ride away bareback and reflected that her own offer of assistance had been declined less out of regard for her fatigue than to keep her out of the way. There was an air of tension about Val that recalled Sophie’s preoccupation of last night. Well, if what was needed was a family discussion the waiting time couldn’t be spent in a more congenial spot. 
 
    It was six o’clock and shadows were already forming in the hollows of the hills. Ballard was hidden away to the north and a belt of tall spruce excluded any sound from that direction. Swallows were hunting flies above the corrals and a red-tailed hawk was calling. Eastwards were shapely little hills like flattened cones, the gulches filled with dark conifers. In places where there must be water, aspens caught the sun and flared like emeralds. Beyond the little hills was the line of the Thunder river, invisible in the bottom of its canyon but its presence indicated by a broken escarpment on the far side. Pale crags were seamed by shadowy gullies, minuscule firs silhouetted against the sky. Further south, beyond a great expanse of forest, broken here and there by cliffs, the snow peaks held a glint of gold. 
 
    Miss Pink’s glass was empty, and so was the bottle. She got up to find the fridge. 
 
    Val’s house, little more than a cabin, was the original Gunn home, the first place Charlie’s father had put up when he returned from the Yukon and before he built Glenaffric. Basically it wouldn’t have changed much, except for the installation of electricity. Val didn’t set much store by comfort; there was no table in the kitchen, no dresser, only shelves on the log walls stacked with coarse china and cans of food. There was a sink, an electric cooker that looked as if it were fifty years old and — surprisingly — a new refrigerator and a washing machine in matching shades of green. Everything was functional, even the calendar came from a feed store. The plank floor was bare and the chairs were plain kitchen chairs except for one in wicker with a cushion on which a black-and-white cat was curled, asleep. The only indulgences were photographs of horses tacked to the walls. Animals filled a void for Val. So what was the story behind the missing daughter? Miss Pink couldn’t resist a glance into the other rooms: a dim living-room, a couple of bedrooms so similar that from the thresholds it wasn’t apparent which was Val’s, a bathroom… She heard voices and dived for the kitchen to snatch a bottle of beer and emerge as they approached the porch. 
 
    Sophie was fussy with apologies for taking so long. Val stared at the visitor as if bewildered to find her still there. For herself, Miss Pink appeared somnolent, allowing the fatigue to show but fully alert. 
 
    The older women climbed into the Cherokee. Miss Pink, settling herself, was aware of Val’s urgent whisper at the driver’s window: ‘… will be careful, won’t you? Don’t take any risks.’ She was so intense that, feeling Miss Pink’s cool stare, the anguished eyes moved — and returned to Sophie without a flicker. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You’re very perceptive.’ Sophie lifted chicken breasts carefully and placed them on kitchen paper. ‘Do you have enough lettuce for the salad?’ 
 
    ‘Heaps.’ Miss Pink added vinegar to the oil. ‘Perceptive? That comes with the territory surely. I only said I wish we could find fridges and washing machines in pleasing colours. I haven’t seen them in England.’ 
 
    ‘You’re fishing.’ Sophie sliced onions with a lethal-looking knife. ‘No one else gives Val nice presents. Charlie keeps a tight rein on Edna’s budget and Clyde never has anything to spare. I gave her the fridge and the washer. Bonuses, you know, after a good season? I believe in rewarding merit and that girl works hard.’ 
 
    ‘I could see that.’ Val was hardly a girl, but then, to Sophie… ‘I thought she looked drawn.’ 
 
    ‘She’d had a long day.’ There was a pregnant silence. Miss Pink fidgeted with the salad dressing, the onions sizzled in the pan. They were self-conscious but neither spoke until Sophie sighed heavily and slammed a lid on the pan. ‘There. Half an hour?’ She avoided Miss Pink’s eye. ‘A drink?’ The tone was bright and artificial; she’d already had a couple of whiskies. Miss Pink had scarcely touched hers. 
 
    They sat at an open window, in the shade because this side of the apartment faced south. They looked over the shadowed street below, over the town and the foothills to the snowfields that were now flushed rosy in the last of the sunshine. Between them, on a coffee table with a surface of Mexican tiles, stood a bottle of Talisker, the level dropping. 
 
    ‘Are you as attached to your nephew?’ Miss Pink asked, continuing the conversation. 
 
    ‘Not so much. Clyde’s close to his mother, closer than Val is.’ She was a little drunk. ‘Val… me… horses: there’s a rapport, a bond.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ Relaxed by her ride, stimulated by sips of single malt, Miss Pink probed cautiously. ‘Val isn’t a people-person,’ she mused. ‘That kind of woman doesn’t marry. Shouldn’t marry. Like me. Like you.’ 
 
    ‘How right you are.’ Sophie forgot that Miss Pink did enjoy people. ‘But she’s found her feet now,’ she added earnestly. ‘Very self-sufficient girl — independent.’ Her mind took a leap. ‘Pity about Sam. You have to meet him.’ 
 
    ‘And there’s the daughter.’ It was a murmur only. 
 
    ‘You won’t see her.’ 
 
    ‘What does she do?’ 
 
    There was silence. Miss Pink’s head came round, relinquishing the view. Before that gently demanding gaze Sophie swallowed and glared. ‘You’ll hear it some time. There’s always someone around will make mischief. Like Charlie. Better to hear it from me. Jen left home. Ten years back. Without a word to a soul.’  
 
    ‘Why would she do a thing like that?’ 
 
    ‘How do I know? How does anyone know how a girl’s mind works? I mean, if her mother has no idea?’ 
 
    ‘No idea at all?’ 
 
    Sophie’s eyes slid sideways. ‘Well, I told you, that Paul Skinner…’ 
 
    Miss Pink sipped her drink, saddened but not astonished. Stepfathers and nubile girls: a volatile mixture. 
 
    ‘She was only seventeen!’ Sophie cried. ‘Can you believe that? The child he should have protected — he was her substitute daddy, for heaven’s sakes!’ 
 
    ‘Does she know?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Val. Her mother.’ 
 
    Sophie stared at her. ‘I’ve drunk too much.’ She looked surly. Regretting the disclosures? 
 
    ‘Forget it. Why don’t we eat now?’ Miss Pink was good at finding escape routes. 
 
    ‘Shoot, the chicken!’ Sophie leaped to her feet and rushed to the stove. When she returned she’d taken a grip on herself and sat down with care. ‘What I said, implying a relationship between those two, is what I think could have happened.’ She held Miss Pink’s eye. ‘I don’t know anything. No one knows. Jen hasn’t contacted any of us since she left. Ten years, Melinda, and not a word!’ Her voice had risen again. 
 
    Miss Pink had been thinking. ‘Then how do you know —’ She left it there but Sophie smiled grimly and finished it for her. 
 
    ‘That she’s alive? Because her father — Sam — had this guy working for him around the time she left: Bret Ryan, and Bret and Jen, they had a thing going, just a boy and girl romance, but after she went away she wrote to him, although she didn’t say why she’d left home. At least, that was Bret’s story. He said he didn’t know anything was wrong and he just happened to mention to Sam that he’d heard from Jen — who was in Texas — and Sam, of course, told Val and asked her why Jen had left. The girl was fond of her father but she never told him she was leaving either. And she never contacted him. It was as if she wanted a complete break with everyone from around here.’ 
 
    ‘Except this friend — Bret.’ 
 
    ‘And she only wrote once to him — he said — but there was an address. Val went straight there: to Dallas, it was. Found the place, a cheap rooming house, but Jen had stayed only a week or two and moved on. No forwarding address. Val never found her.’ 
 
    ‘Is it possible she kept in touch with her stepfather?’ 
 
    Sophie’s face hardened. ‘He told Val he had no idea where she was.’ 
 
    ‘What does he think happened?’ 
 
    ‘The family don’t discuss it.’ Sophie looked out at the sky, now awash with the afterglow. ‘Except Val and me.’ She added carefully, ‘One has the impression that other people think there’s something behind it, like a quarrel.’ 
 
    ‘Between mother and daughter? It would have to be a sensational quarrel to keep the girl away for ten years.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there you are. You see why I think Skinner’s involved, although I’d never suggest that to Val. And now, this is the crunch: a friend of Sam’s saw Jen in Irving last week, looking at saddles. He wasn’t sure it was her — so long since he’d seen her — but the clerk in the store told him yes, it was Jen Jardine. Poor Val is distraught. She only learned this last evening. Sam called her and we discussed what we should do. That’s why I didn’t have time to change before I met you at the airport. It’s why Val is beside herself at the moment, not knowing what to do for the best, afraid I’ll take matters into my own hands, go and look for her, maybe antagonise her. You heard her back there at the ranch. Sam says to stay put — Val and me — and he’ll try to pick up her trail, but discreetly. I guess he thinks he can get through to her, whereas Val…’ 
 
    ‘Whereas Val could have been the cause of her leaving in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘You mean because of Skinner. You’re thinking along the same lines as me. You’re suggesting they fought? Over Skinner?’ Sophie shook her head vehemently. ‘No way. There were other women, and Val was glad to be rid of the guy.’ 
 
    ‘Jen might not have known that. And if she thought her behaviour was the cause of her mother’s marriage breaking up the girl could have left partly out of guilt, but also because she was frightened of Val’s reaction if she ever discovered that there was a relationship between her daughter and her husband.’ 
 
    ‘You could be right.’ Sophie sighed heavily. ‘So what are we going to do about it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s shoulders slumped but she rallied. ‘She came back; that’s a good sign. You said her father is trying to find her; perhaps you should leave it to him.’ 
 
    Sophie glowered. ‘Just so long as someone doesn’t drive her away again before Sam can make contact.’ 
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    Sophie’s mood seemed to harden with the new day. She announced that she was going to buy horses as arranged, come what may, so they’d be riding and they’d have a proper breakfast in the restaurant downstairs. Miss Pink accepted that there were to be no more confidences — at least for the present — and made no reference to the previous evening. In any event the food was good and the ambience intriguing; she had no wish to spoil any of it with discussion of other people’s domestic problems. 
 
    She finished her eggs Benedict and looked around her with approval. ‘This place must have an interesting history,’ she observed. 
 
    Sophie had been absorbed in thought but she responded, if a trifle stiffly at first. ‘The Kramers kept its character intact. The Rothbury’s one of Ballard’s oldest buildings; as a hotel it was famous in the Twenties. You have to meet Russell and Pat; he’s a sweet guy. He’ll fix shelving, unblock a drain, drive you to the airport, nothing’s too much trouble. Pat’s all right,’ she added quickly, ‘but always preoccupied with the business; that’s to be expected, she runs the office — and virtually everything else. Russell says he’s the maintenance man.’ 
 
    ‘What’s their background? Are they ranch people?’ 
 
    ‘Bless you, no! I can’t imagine Russell… high culture, that’s him: opera, ballet, you name it. Imagine, in Ballard! They — he flew to New York last winter for Rigoletto at the Met. Pat’, she added softly, ‘used to wait tables here.’ 
 
    Miss Pink recalled music lovers whom she’d encountered in the sticks and, chatting animatedly, they returned to the apartment. In the top corridor Sophie paused at an open door. ‘Hi, Russell,’ she called. ‘You working on Shirl’s carpet? My neighbour’s away,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘He’s shampooing her carpet.’ 
 
    A large, plump man appeared, beaming. He wore granny spectacles, stone-washed jeans and a work shirt. ‘Meet my house guest,’ Sophie said, introducing them. 
 
    Miss Pink shook hands, her eyes straying, listening to a clarinet. ‘Mozart,’ Russell told her. ‘It’s the tenant’s stereo. Lovely tone, isn’t it?’ He turned to Sophie. ‘And what’s the programme for today?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see Val and Clyde off first of all. They’re going to take the big loop through the Quartz Range and back by way of Black Canyon; they’re aiming to clear the trail ready for the first pack-trip. Then we’re visiting with Charlie; I need to buy a couple of his animals if we can meet on a price.’ 
 
    ‘Such an enterprising lady,’ Russell told Miss Pink. ‘May one ask what you do, ma’am? I guess you’re no more retired than any of us.’ Gallantly suggesting they were all of an age when she might give him twenty years. 
 
    She confessed that she wrote Gothic novels and the occasional travel book. 
 
    ‘Oh my!’ His shoulders sagged. ‘And all I can boast is I supervise an apartment building in a cow town. Former cow town,’ he amended quickly. 
 
    ‘And a restaurant that’s celebrated throughout the county,’ Sophie put in. 
 
    ‘Delicious breakfast,’ Miss Pink assured him. 
 
    He smiled and spread his hands. ‘My wife engages the staff. The chef was her choice.’ He turned to Sophie. ‘How is Val?’ 
 
    Their eyes locked. ‘Sam’s looking after things while she’s away,’ Sophie said. ‘He’s a good, steady guy.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Did you say Clyde’s going too? How long will they be gone?’ 
 
    ‘Only three days.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sensed a hidden agenda behind this exchange. His eyes glazed momentarily, then his attention came back. ‘I’m keeping you, ladies. Have a good day. Buy some wild horses.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Would you have liked to join this trip into the back country?’ Sophie asked as they drove out of town. ‘We could have gone along. Although they’ll be working: clearing the trail of fallen trees, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘I love the idea, but sleeping rough, washing in the creeks? Perhaps not. This kind of day is a nice compromise: a ride, good food, sophisticated company, a comfortable bed at the end of it… most of all, no mosquitoes. I’m too old for mosquitoes. I’ll settle for day rides.’ 
 
    ‘You did say sophisticated company?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked wary. ‘We are eating at Glenaffric this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Just my little joke. But I’m afraid it’ll be ranch food.’ 
 
    And the company? She saw that she might need to lower her standards but she consoled herself with the knowledge, culled from long experience, that simple company was likely to be more intriguing than refined. But ranch food? Perhaps after a day on a horse she could eat like one. 
 
    * 
 
    The scene at the old homestead was the authentic West; but for the pick-up in the yard it could have looked the same a hundred years ago except that Val was wearing blue jeans. She was saddling a horse outside the barn where other horses were hitched to the rail and a young man was tying a load on a mule. There was equipment on a tarp on the ground: a zinc food box, felling axes, a saw, ropes, bedding rolls. It looked chaotic. Miss Pink knew it wasn’t. In a short time it would all be sorted, and animals and people would be gone. She felt a little wistful. 
 
    The man finished with the mule and turned. He was a handsome fellow, a red bandanna at his throat, an old Stetson pushed back, a feather dangling from the brim. His eyes were pale in the dark face — a lined face — he wasn’t young at all, just well-preserved. He must be at least forty but he moved like a cat. Broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, he was an exciting image: the archetypical range rider in fringed chaps and spurs. 
 
    ‘My nephew,’ Sophie was saying. ‘Clyde, come here and meet Melinda. I’m sorry we’re late; we got held up by Russell.’ 
 
    ‘And —?’ The pale eyes assessed Miss Pink. She detected a certain wariness, not unexpected in a macho cowboy meeting an old lady, a foreigner at that and an unknown quantity. 
 
    ‘Just talking,’ Sophie said airily. ‘You know Russell.’ 
 
    ‘Enough said. Can you give me a hand over here?’ 
 
    They moved away, leaving Miss Pink feeling superfluous. Sensibly, she stayed by the Cherokee where she was out of the way. She looked for Val and saw her tightening the hitch on a second mule’s pack, not calmly but snatching at it, flushed, her eyes blazing at a man standing on the other side of the beast. At that moment Val came round its rear and confronted the fellow, obviously furious. She gestured, a chopping motion, said something and stamped away. The man glanced about self-consciously. He was around fifty, small and dark, his clothes suggesting a ranch hand. He threw a glance after Val and his lips moved. Miss Pink was reminded of a vicious dog attacking from behind. 
 
    The sun was climbing. She collected her hat and camera, and started to circulate, keeping well clear of hindquarters. The fellow who had roused Val’s fury was mounting a piebald horse. There was a bedding roll behind the saddle, a rifle in its scabbard. He was staring straight at the camera as Miss Pink took his picture, using the zoom, and then she saw his legs lift as he dug in the spurs. The horse spun round and leaped away, almost trampling the little black-and-white cat — would have done so had it not streaked for a fence just in time. The rider shouted wildly as he galloped down the drive. 
 
    Val had dashed over and picked up the cat, fondling it while her eyes followed the rider. Her brother joined her but they were too far away for Miss Pink to catch what was said. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Who was the fellow who rushed off in such a state?’ 
 
    They were watching Val and Clyde ride away, each leading a pack-mule. 
 
    ‘That was Erik Byer, one of Charlie’s hands. He thought he was riding out with Val but no way would she have him along. She’s got no time for the guy, pushing himself forward like that. He didn’t ask, he told her he was joining the party — and then he had the cheek to argue with her!’ Sophie was incensed. ‘This is the second time; he tried it yesterday when she took the dudes out and she turned him down flat.’ 
 
    ‘What’s his problem?’ 
 
    ‘He’s unpredictable. Apart from bad manners — and the dudes are paying customers remember — he goes fully armed: pistol and rifle. And Val allows no firearms on pack-trips, except her own.’ 
 
    ‘Val carries a gun?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. Don’t look at me like that. It’s for the bears. Grizzlies, Melinda. They come into camp after food; the gun’s to scare them off, not to kill them.’ Sophie looked down the track where the riders had disappeared. ‘And then that Byer, he made a play for Val: eyes on the main chance, like Skinner. Fortune hunters. She saw Byer off, though. I can’t stand him, he gives me the creeps. Anyway, who needs him? Val’s a strong woman; you don’t need more than two guys to clear the trail.’ 
 
    ‘How does Clyde come to be working for Val? I thought he worked for his father.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Friday. He can be spared from Glenaffric for one day and tomorrow he’d be off for the weekend. Besides, he’s not working for Val only; the back-country trails have to be cleared for hunters too. Charlie’s a great sportsman.’ Was it her imagination or did Miss Pink detect a certain irony in that last statement? 
 
    They went into the cabin and, told to look around, Miss Pink inspected the living-room, which she had spared only a glance yesterday. It was as functional as the rest of the house: a wood-burning stove, sagging armchairs, an old-fashioned desk — and an electric typewriter. There was no television set but there was a radio and a telephone. The radio would be essential; in this kind of country you listened to the weather forecasts. 
 
    ‘Val doesn’t indulge herself,’ Miss Pink said as they drank coffee on the porch. 
 
    ‘She’d be content to live in a bunk-house.’ 
 
    ‘The long winter evenings must be a bore.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. If you have horses there’s always tack to mend and there’s the logistics for next season: new routes to be worked out, accommodations to be booked in town, all that. And she’s not a recluse; she comes to see me, visits with Clyde… she keeps busy.’ The words hung in the air. She hadn’t mentioned Val’s parents. She went on quickly, ‘We’ll saddle up and ride; we’ll keep in the shade where we can, it’s going to be a warm day.’  
 
    ‘I was thinking that when the others left.’ 
 
    ‘They’re going high: a big loop to the south; they’ll be in the forest till they reach the tree-line, then they’ll have a breeze off the snow.’ 
 
    When only a few horses were needed the whole herd was brought in to the corrals. After saddling Sophie’s grey and the Arab they put the remaining animals back in their pasture and took the trail to Bear Creek, a fine stream that was bridged about half a mile below the ranch. Here there was a stone house with a shingled roof: Erik Byer’s home. ‘The cellar floods when the creek’s in spate.’ Sophie was laconic. ‘Makes the rest of the house damp. Women wouldn’t put up with it but bachelors aren’t bothered. Anyway, Charlie’s not about to build a new house just because a cellar floods. Every cent has to work for Charlie; he’ll not spend unless he sees a return for his outlay. I can tell you, it’s going to be a pain haggling over those horses.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you buy them elsewhere?’ 
 
    They had climbed the far bank of the creek to stop outside a cabin. Sophie sniffed. ‘I told you: I don’t own the ranch, I lease it from him. Charlie owns everything, Melinda. This is Clyde’s home but it’s his father’s property.’ 
 
    The cabin was in better shape than Val’s, the bargeboards of the gable end roughly carved, reminiscent of a cottage in Eastern Europe. There were the usual corrals and a small barn. A pick-up stood beside the house. 
 
    Miss Pink reverted to the point at issue. ‘Are you suggesting that Charlie would cancel your lease if you bought horses from someone else?’ She was incredulous. 
 
    Sophie shrugged. ‘He has the best horseflesh in the county — except for Ali. I do not like that stallion; he has a vicious streak. No way would I buy one of his foals.’ 
 
    They rode for a while in silence until Miss Pink said, ‘You’d think he’d at least do up his daughter’s home. He lives in a mansion and she’s pigging it in a shack.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t hit it off.’ 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t she — I’m sorry, it’s not my business.’ 
 
    ‘It must seem weird to someone on the outside but there’s the background...’ 
 
    ‘You mean Val’s daughter?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, the bad feeling between Val and her father goes way back. Charlie’s an autocrat, you’ll see when you meet him. Edna’s a doormat, Clyde’s frightened of his father, but Val: she always stood up to him. There were fearful rows when she was growing up —’ She stopped. 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed a sigh and looked to the view for consolation. Now through the small sounds of their progress and the background of birdsong there was an undertone: heavy and sonorous like a big plane flying low, but this sound seemed to come from under their feet. 
 
    They came to a crest and stopped. Below, the Thunder river poured round a bend. Downstream it was a sepia flood winding through the foothills towards a confluence with its main feeder from the west. Upstream was the start of the Black Canyon, the torrent a mass of foam where it broke through the cliffs of the gorge. 
 
    The trail dipped sharply to the river and a swinging suspension bridge. On the far side the path climbed through conifers to join a trail from Ballard, the main route into the back country. This was the way that Val and her brother would return in two days’ time. They had headed into the mountains on this side of the river, Sophie explained, would traverse a pass which they hoped would be free of snow and cross the river upstream of Glenaffric’s hunting cabin to come down through the Black Canyon, completing a grand scenic loop. ‘We’ll ride the canyon ourselves,’ she promised. ‘The meadows round the cabin are stunning in the spring. How about that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink, looking askance at the white water upstream, said that would be enchanting. They resumed their ride, staying this side of the river, ambling over ground that resembled rolling parkland, and after a while they came on a group of mares and foals. They were deep in a discussion of breeding points when there was a wild neigh from behind them and a horseman came pushing through the sage. ‘Charlie,’ Sophie murmured, and Miss Pink had her first sight of the local man of property. 
 
    Charlie Gunn didn’t look seventy years old; he was tall and thin, and sat his horse well, if a trifle stiffly. The animal was a stallion and obviously excited. Miss Pink felt the tension in her mare and she kept Sophie’s gelding between them as she was introduced. 
 
    The man’s face was as angular as his bony frame; it was a face that would tighten in a flash at the wrong word — or was that being subjective, given what she’d heard? The sun struck points of light from the silver conchos on his bridle, from the spurs, from his horse’s sorrel coat where it wasn’t black with sweat. He smiled, aware of Miss Pink’s scrutiny, and she saw where Clyde got his good looks. When the smile reached his eyes this man was seductive. She was charmed against her will. He asked her how her flight had been, told her she’d brought good weather, implied she was an expert by asking what kind of horse she kept at home. 
 
    Sophie’s grey fidgeted. She said without warmth, ‘We were looking at the new crop of foals. You’re doing well, Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘Ali here done well.’ He patted the damp neck. ‘Give credit where it’s due.’ 
 
    Sophie frowned. She’d be thinking of genes; the stallion had a mean eye. 
 
    Their ride was over. Charlie wouldn’t hear of their continuing; they were to have come to Glenaffric later so they should come now. They started up the slope, Miss Pink giving the stallion a wide berth. 
 
    At close quarters Glenaffric was as impressive as it had appeared from a distance, although the effect was achieved as much by its sprawling size as by its architecture. There had been no attempt at an aesthetic whole; a central section was flanked by wings, themselves with extensions at odd angles. There were french windows, bay windows, ill-proportioned dormers, enormous bare stone chimney breasts, blatantly pointed. The walls were dazzling white, the jumble of roofs bright red. The trim — mostly ornamental shutters — was an unfortunate shade of turquoise. 
 
    They rode round to the back and left Charlie attending to the horses. Sophie had said that Edna Gunn had been the pretty sister but that now she was a doormat. An image had formed in Miss Pink’s mind of a wasted, washed-out woman, perhaps a hypochondriac — pampered? No, not pampered, not Charlie Gunn’s wife. 
 
    They entered the kitchen where a little dumpling of a woman was on her knees scrubbing the linoleum. A radio played country and western. 
 
    The cleaner stood up, red and flustered. She wore crimplene slacks under a hessian apron and an oversize T-shirt with the ghosts of stains down the front. Really, Miss Pink thought, couldn’t they dress their servants better? 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear the horses,’ the woman gasped, rushing to turn off the radio. ‘You caught me before I was dressed. So you’re the famous authoress we’ve heard so much about. Please sit down, I’ll make coffee…’ 
 
    Sophie introduced her sister. Miss Pink subsided on a hard chair and looked around, trying to disguise her confusion by an interest in her surroundings. A massive cooking stove shone with blacklead and white enamel. A splashback behind the double sink was tiled, each tile bearing a coat of arms. ‘Take a closer look,’ Sophie said, seeing her interest. 
 
    Miss Pink did so. The arms were those of Scottish clans. ‘The Gunns are there,’ Sophie said, but without feeling. 
 
    ‘My husband’s clan,’ Edna put in, smiling. 
 
    ‘Fascinating.’ Miss Pink turned back to the scrubbed table, trying to withhold judgement. Crofters were part of the clan too. 
 
    Charlie came in from the horses and sat down without removing his hat. ‘So did Val get away all right?’ he asked carelessly. 
 
    ‘Around eleven,’ Sophie told him. ‘A bit late but they’ll make the first stop-over if there isn’t too much timber to clear.’  
 
    ‘Right. I sent Erik down to help out.’ 
 
    ‘You sent him? You know Val would never consent to have him along. He had his rifle — and the guy’s a punk.’ 
 
    Edna shot a quick glance at her husband. ‘A punk?’ he repeated, his lip curling. 
 
    ‘He’s got no manners,’ Sophie protested. ‘Val’s choosy about the company she keeps and I’m right behind her there. It’s my business, after all. Erik galloped through the yard; he could have killed someone.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe a fly bit his horse.’ 
 
    Sophie’s jaw dropped. She turned to her friend but Miss Pink had seen Edna’s eyes widen. In fear? ‘Horseflies are a nuisance,’ she said vaguely, biting into a biscuit. ‘These cookies are delicious’ — gushing to Edna, anything for a diversion. Edna nodded distractedly, her attention on her husband. 
 
    ‘What’s Byer’s story?’ Sophie asked coldly. 
 
    ‘I haven’t spoken to him.’ Charlie was non-committal. ‘I saw him up to the West Forty mending fence but I didn’t go up, ask him why he wasn’t on the ride. Val won’t have him along, that’s her funeral.’ 
 
    ‘Clyde’s with her,’ Edna said. ‘Between them they —’ 
 
    ‘Clyde’s never the man that Val is.’ He leered and Miss Pink saw the other side of the charm. 
 
    When the others went out to look at the horses Edna suggested her guest might like to see over the house. Miss Pink was delighted and, asking to visit the bathroom first, wondered, when she opened the door, if she wasn’t being presented with the major glory in advance. Mirrors abounded, the frames wreathed with curlicues; the walls were tiled with images from Egyptian tombs and all the taps were gilded swans. 
 
    Despite the vulgarity there were treasures in the house, and Miss Pink was sincere in her admiration even as she suppressed a smile at a Meissen tureen rubbing shoulders with the bronze replica of a cowboy boot, at painted decoy ducks on a Chippendale table. ‘Who dusts all these?’ she asked in wonder. 
 
    ‘The maids come from Ballard.’ Edna ran her finger along a duck’s back. ‘They’re not very efficient. I’d like to have immigrants, Vietnamese maybe, but Charlie won’t have live-in help. He gave the women the day off today; that’s how you found me scrubbing the floor.’ She shrugged. ‘I often do that anyway; the maids leave smears.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head, appalled. All this money… ‘Who collected these objects?’ she asked, pausing at a Delft tankard. 
 
    ‘Charlie’s people. They had agents in Europe and they shipped stuff back from all over. Things were cheap after the wars, apparently, and the Gunns have an eye for a bargain.’ 
 
    You can say that again, Miss Pink thought crudely, eyeing shelves of books in leather bindings, wondering if any had been read by a Gunn. 
 
    ‘We don’t use most of the rooms,’ Edna went on. ‘Charlie spends all his time in the den.’ She led the way to an astounding room lined with wood except for a fireplace of stone blocks pointed with yellow cement. There were animal heads on the walls and stuffed beasts in the corners: two wild goats, a bighorn sheep, a mountain lion. A television set stood in front of the lion and, a few yards away, was what had to be Charlie’s chair, constructed of logs. Silver effigies of horses crowded the mantel-shelf and the pictures were Remingtons: cowboys, Indians, stampeding herds. 
 
    ‘Do you ride?’ Miss Pink asked weakly. 
 
    ‘Not at my age, dear.’ Edna regarded her guest without embarrassment, most unlike the flustered little body whom they’d surprised washing the kitchen floor, and yet the appearance hadn’t changed — she was still wearing the grubby T-shirt. ‘You’ve kept your youthful spirit,’ she pointed out. ‘I — put on weight.’ It wasn’t what she’d intended to say. 
 
    ‘So what do you do in this splendid mansion?’ Miss Pink tried to make a joke of it. 
 
    ‘I supervise the help.’ There was a long pause. ‘And there’s my son, and Val. When you have family there’s always something. Do you have family?’ 
 
    Miss Pink said no, there was no one left, only cousins, and obliged with information concerning her antecedents as they strolled towards the kitchen. Her eye fell on a pair of porcelain perfume bottles in an alcove, decorated with flowers and peacocks. ‘These are exquisite.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes, they’re Clyde’s favourites.’ 
 
    ‘Clyde!’ 
 
    ‘My son. Didn’t you meet him yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m just surprised a man should go for something so delicate. I’d have thought the trophies in the den were more —’ Miss Pink trailed off but Edna seemed not to have noticed anything sexist in the words. ‘Clyde has an eye for beauty,’ she said serenely. 
 
    Back in the kitchen Miss Pink kept the conversation on family matters, deploring the fact that as an only child and a spinster she had no nephews or nieces. She envied Sophie in this respect — and then of course, there were grandchildren; did Edna see much of her granddaughter? 
 
    Edna plucked at her lips. ‘I guess you’ll be wanting to see the horses now,’ she murmured. Miss Pink thought she hadn’t caught the question, but then, ‘Jen’s away. A lovely girl. Looks more like her Uncle Clyde.’ She started to gabble. ‘Of course, Val would be a looker if only she wasn’t so thin. I keep telling Sophie: you should make her eat when she comes to visit with you, I tell her, cook those rich dishes of yours; that girl needs cream and butter and stuff… You know my sister’s a gourmet cook? She can do as well as — better than — Pat Kramer’s chef.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘But I guess she eats in the restaurant for the company. There’s no pleasure to eating alone. You’ll have to excuse me now, I have to start the supper…’ 
 
    Dismissed, Miss Pink went to look for Sophie. She shouldn’t have mentioned the granddaughter but wasn’t it natural — when you knew that one existed and were not expected to be privy to this family skeleton — to ask after the child? Woman, she corrected, Jen was seventeen when she went missing; she’d be twenty-seven now. But if the explanation for her absence was that she’d had an affair with her stepfather, she should not have asked after her. So why had she? 
 
    She stood beside her mare, teasing away at a burr in the mane, frowning, realising that she didn’t believe that story about the stepfather. It wasn’t enough. Not enough to keep the girl away for ten years, with never a word — 
 
    ‘Hi!’ Sophie came striding over from the corrals. ‘We have two horses to take back with us. Think you can manage? They’re very quiet. Ask me’ — as Charlie came up — ‘those two were quiet when they were foals.’ 
 
    ‘What you gave me for ‘em I coulda gotten more if they’d gone for canning,’ he said without heat. 
 
    ‘Because they were all I could afford — and then not till you met me on the price. I’m shocked at you asking such a sum from family for a pair of old dude horses.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought that there were barbs under the banter. Charlie said, ‘You’re giving our guest the impression we’re a coupla Mexicans driving a hard bargain. I’ll tell you the truth, ma’am: she’s got two steady animals there and cheap. A quiet horse is what you need on a pack-trip in this kinda country. Did you go through the Black Canyon yet?’ 
 
    They moved indoors and he served them drinks in a room furnished as a very superior bar, its walls hung with priceless Indian robes and head-dresses of bald eagle feathers. Bald eagles were protected and it was a crime to own as much as a feather. 
 
    Charlie was drinking beer from the bottle. ‘You’ll enjoy the Black Canyon,’ he told Miss Pink. 
 
    Sophie said, ‘I’d like to go in there as Val is coming out. I need new photos for next season’s brochure.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was delighted. ‘I’ll take some slides. I give little talks back home,’ she added shyly, ‘and that canyon must make a sensational backdrop. Exposure, you know?’ They looked puzzled. ‘As in a long drop?’ she ventured. ‘In climbing jargon a precipice is exposed.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all of that.’ Charlie was with her now. ‘We use a quick-release mechanism when we’re leading pack animals so if one goes down it don’t take you with it.’ He grinned. ‘And if your mount goes down you got to jump off quick.’ He turned to Sophie. ‘I have to go in there. Erik says a bear’s been at the cabin; it hasn’t gotten inside but it’s ripped a corner off the roof. I’ll go tomorrow, melt some of the fat off that stud.’ 
 
    ‘You’re never taking the stallion on that trail — not Ali!’ Sophie was appalled. 
 
    ‘You suggesting this old man can’t ride, lady?’ He addressed Miss Pink: ‘The meanest animal will go quiet on dangerous ground. He knows if he puts a foot wrong he’s gonna roll, and that stud, he’s mortal scared of water. I have to whip him through a creek. He’ll be terrified of the river a long ways below. No way is he gonna act up on that trail.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a sixteen-mile round trip to the hunting cabin,’ Sophie said. ‘You telling me he’s going to walk quietly for sixteen miles?’ 
 
    His eyes slitted. ‘He’ll walk quiet.’ 
 
    Miss Pink felt a twinge of sympathy for the stallion. 
 
    * 
 
    They ate in the dining-room, clustered at one end of an immense table. They ate overcooked steak served on Spode bone china and with it they drank a sumptuous claret from glasses with rainbow rims. There was scarcely any conversation. Miss Pink did ask who cooked at other times and Edna, surprised, said she did the cooking. ‘She knows how I like my food,’ Charlie explained. 
 
    By the time the ice-cream was finished Miss Pink was deeply relieved when Sophie announced that they must leave now in order to be home by dark. ‘Are they always as quiet at meal-times?’ she asked as they rode back, leading the new horses.  
 
    ‘On a ranch, food is fuel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a typical ranch and I’ve eaten on working ranches where people talked nineteen to the dozen.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie didn’t talk, so Edna wouldn’t. Anything for the sake of peace. If I’d tried to make conversation with you, she’d have felt she should contribute and he’d have slapped her down. He says she prattles. He can be mean. You only saw the charming side.’ 
 
    ‘I had glimpses of the other. And why did he send Erik Byer down to Val’s place? Didn’t he know she wouldn’t have him on the ride? She refused him yesterday too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Charlie’s way of showing her who’s boss.’ 
 
    ‘But she’s turned fifty. He can’t rule grown members of his family like that.’ Miss Pink hesitated. ‘Or is it because she’s living on his property?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s my lease —’ Sophie looked flushed but it could have been the wine, or maybe the light. The sun had set and the sky was on fire, flaming in the west, dying to embers in the darkening east. ‘She defied him,’ she went on. ‘Sam was one of Charlie’s hands and they fell in love, Sam and Val. They would have kept it secret but Charlie found out — and you can guess who told him; Sam and Erik Byer shared the bunk-house. So Charlie fired Sam and forbade Val to see him again. Of course, she took no notice, went on meeting him, came back late one night and Charlie was in the kitchen waiting up. Edna heard them shouting. Seems he was about to take his belt to her — and that girl was turned twenty! Imagine. And she told him if he touched her he’d never dare turn his back on her again. Edna heard this from outside the door and she told me the way Val spoke made her blood run cold, although she’d always thought the girl had it in her to be as violent as her daddy. But that last was too much for Edna — and the guns were kept too close to the kitchen. She went in there and told Charlie he was driving his daughter at Sam and if she went to him the whole county would be laughing at him: his daughter running off with one of his hands. And while Edna was ranting at him, Val slipped away and she did leave. She had a horse, Sam had a pick-up, they married and set up house over in the Madison Valley, managing a spread for a guy who had no time for Charlie. No one from around here would have dared employ them.’ 
 
    ‘But she came back. He must have mellowed towards her.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s history, isn’t it? And when she divorced Sam, Charlie would have taken it as a point in his favour, and then he had a soft spot for Jen. That little girl had the pick of his horses to ride and I guess it would have been because of her he let Val move into the old homestead. I had a place down Irving way when I was teaching and after she divorced Sam, Val and Jen came to stay until I worked out the deal with Charlie. I’d lease the old ranch from him, buy some of his stock and start a business with Val to run it. She had a roof over her head and a job, and all the horses she could do with. And then, as the business grew, she took on Paul Skinner. I figure he talked her into marriage… However, it wasn’t long before she threw him out.’ There was a pause. 
 
    ‘Jen was seventeen,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    Sophie nodded but she ignored the cue. ‘And like I said, the child could twist Charlie round her pinkie. She’s his blood, after all. Of course, Val is too, but then Val defied him. Threatened him even. That was nasty, for all that Jen seemed to heal the breach. Not totally; he said to me once, after I’d remarked what a good job Val was making of the business, that it was surprising she could do anything right, she couldn’t keep a man nor a daughter. I could have killed him. Jen’s going broke her heart. And he’s got Val where he wants her now; she’s on his property and a sitting duck for all his little teases like the business with Byer this morning. I just hope he doesn’t try something with Jen now she’s back. He could ruin everything. Val’s suffered enough.’ 
 
    They rode in silence until Miss Pink thought to ask what explanation Charlie gave for his granddaughter’s absence. 
 
    ‘I have no idea. Edna may know but if she does, she’s not talking, not even to me. She says Jen will come back in her own time: a typical Edna remark. She’s soft. Always was. She’s my sister but she’s got no backbone.’ 
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    Edna called at ten o’clock the following morning. They were about to leave the apartment for the old ranch when the telephone rang. Sophie’s end of the conversation was brief. ‘Why? We have to check the horses; can’t we… Now?... When did he leave?... Right, I’ll be there’ — a surprised glance at Miss Pink — ‘I said, all right! I’m on my way.’ 
 
    She dropped the receiver on its rest. ‘That was my crazy sister,’ she grated. ‘She has to see me and — well’ — she was rattled — ‘she’s on her own. Charlie’s left for the hunting cabin. That’s it. No indication what it’s about, but she’s flipped. I’m sorry. I have to leave you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you do.’ Miss Pink was genial. ‘I can amuse myself; I’ll visit the library… I only hope it’s nothing serious.’ 
 
    Sophie grimaced. ‘With Edna, it has to be Charlie. Still, he can’t get into much mischief, given his age. It won’t be women or money.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one way to find out.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, yes. Right, I’m off. I’ll have a word with Russell, ask him to let you have the loan of a car.’ 
 
    When she’d gone Miss Pink lounged at the open window and allowed her mind free rein. If Edna stipulated that Sophie should desert her house guest then it had to be a serious problem and that meant family. Since the son and daughter were on the trail (and if Sophie were right and Charlie was too old for sexual shenanigans) it could be something to do with the granddaughter. Had Edna heard the news that the girl had been spotted in Irving and felt the need to discuss it with the only member of the family available at the moment? Or had there been a new development? Could Jen be at Glenaffric? 
 
    The doorbell rang. Russell Kramer stood in the corridor, beaming. He had no car free for her but she might care to accompany him on a supply run to Irving, this being their local metropolis and well worth a visit. Miss Pink saw that he had his orders: to keep her out of the way. Oh, rubbish, she thought, I’m paranoid; he’s just aiming to keep me amused. 
 
    He worked hard at it, talking as he drove: about the history of the Rothbury from the Twenties, about the current tenants, the skiers who thronged the restaurant in winter, the hunters and the tourists. When Miss Pink could get a word in she was equally garrulous concerning her visit to Glenaffric, pausing suggestively for his comments, but on the subject of the Gunns and their property he was suddenly taciturn, except in one direction. She returned to Ballard surprised and puzzled at what he had revealed, if unwittingly, but thinking that it could have no bearing on the problem of Jen Jardine. 
 
    She had a key to the apartment. She entered, thinking it was unoccupied, to find Sophie in the living-room — and she knew immediately that there was trouble. At two o’clock in the afternoon there was a bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the coffee table and Sophie was either drunk or so tense she seemed unable to utter a greeting. She stared mutely. 
 
    ‘Been waiting long?’ Miss Pink asked politely. 
 
    ‘Not long.’ The other made a clumsy gesture as if wiping something away. ‘How was your morning?’ The bright tone was at odds with the fixed glare. 
 
    ‘So-so. How did you find Edna?’ 
 
    ‘Sit down.’ It was brusque: an order, not an invitation. ‘A drink?’ 
 
    ‘No thanks. I had wine with my lunch. Have you had lunch?’ 
 
    There was no answer. Miss Pink subsided into an armchair. Sophie stood up and started to pace, carrying her glass, sipping, pausing before a picture of Yellowstone Falls. 
 
    ‘She called last night. Jen. She called Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it might concern her.’ 
 
    ‘Weird!’ Sophie turned, flinging out her hands, spilling bourbon. ‘We still don’t know where she is. There’s nothing we can do. Edna doesn’t know I told you. The bastard!’ 
 
    ‘What did Jen say to her grandfather?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t make sense.’ Sophie turned bewildered eyes to the window. ‘We don’t know what’s true any more.’ She laughed harshly. ‘Did we ever? One of his jokes? No, it can’t be a joke. And when he didn’t know she was listening, then he could have been speaking the truth — but then he never knew she was listening. He’s a monster. You know something? I figure mental torture is worse than the physical kind.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up and went to the kitchen, returning with a tumbler. ‘I’ll join you,’ she said firmly and poured herself a drink. Sophie regarded her with astonishment. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know you liked bourbon. I’d have offered —’ 
 
    ‘No need.’ She had offered and had forgotten. Miss Pink didn’t like bourbon; she was trying to jolt this woman into some semblance of normality, of coherence. ‘Tell me what happened after we left last evening,’ she ordered. ‘It had to be afterwards; everything was all right when we rode away.’ 
 
    Sophie nodded slowly, accepting the need to collect herself. ‘Edna was tired and she went up to bed. Charlie stayed in the den watching TV. Edna was reading when the phone rang. She lifted the extension but he still had the television on and there was a lot of shouting so he wouldn’t have heard her pick up. When he did switch off the TV she heard Jen’s voice. She seemed quite cool, asking after him and Edna — she would have broken in at that point but he said quickly that Jen was to wait, to stay on the line, not ring off, and she heard him put the receiver down so she replaced her own and pretended to be asleep over her book. He must have glanced in, satisfied himself she wasn’t listening and gone back to the den. 
 
    ‘She didn’t dare pick up the extension again so she crept down the stairs but she only caught the end of the conversation. She heard him say, “You don’t know how she’d take it, sweetie, let’s you and me talk it over first, decide what’s best.” And then he told her to meet him at the hunting cabin tomorrow. That’s today.’ 
 
    ‘Did Edna confront him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. He said she was drunk, that she’d been dreaming, she’d imagined it all. There was a row but she couldn’t get through to him and they went to bed. Separate rooms, of course. She couldn’t sleep and she tackled him again this morning. Would you believe it, he told her the whole story!’ Sophie was incredulous. Miss Pink’s eyes were narrowed. ‘He said that Jen was pregnant all those years ago and she came to Charlie for money. He made her tell him what she wanted it for but she wouldn’t name the father. He gave her the money. And he never told a soul. You believe that?’ 
 
    ‘Go back a bit. What did Jen want the money for?’ 
 
    ‘To go away of course.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but for an abortion or to have the baby adopted — or to bring it up herself?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know. Of course Edna demanded he tell her but Charlie says he has no idea either. He knows, I’m sure of it; he knows if he has a great-grandchild nine years old. But how can you force an answer out of a man like that? All the same, Edna says when he comes back she’ll find out where Jen is if it kills her.’ 
 
    ‘The story’s suspect. If Jen was pregnant she’d have gone to her mother — or to you.’ 
 
    ‘Not if the man responsible was her stepfather.’ They regarded each other thoughtfully, Sophie calmer now. ‘And she’s come home,’ she went on, ‘wants to make contact with her mother, if that phone call means anything — and Charlie’s trying to prevent a meeting? I hate that man. What are we going to do, Melinda?’ 
 
    ‘Is there any way of getting to her before Charlie does?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, ride to hunting camp ahead of him? Impossible. There’s only one trail from Ballard and he’s on it. Besides, the situation’s too fraught. How could any of us stop her talking to Charlie? I hate to say this but right now Jen’s closer to him than to me, or’ — her voice rose — ‘even her own mother. And God knows how Val is going to take this. If only we could think of some way of luring Jen back without alienating her…’ Sophie stared hard at her friend. ‘She might listen to a stranger.’ 
 
    ‘You’re clutching at straws.’ Miss Pink knew exactly what was in the other’s mind and would have none of it. ‘For the moment all you can do is wait, let her make the moves. She left of her own volition, she has to return that way.’ And without her meddling old grandfather putting his oar in. 
 
    Sophie sat down. She looked a hundred years old. ‘I guess you’re right: the objective view and all that — which is why I thought — oh shoot, forget it. But we’re going in there tomorrow; we’ll make a point of calling on Charlie at the cabin, see if he might let something slip about where Jen is. We might even bump into her ourselves, by accident.’ She sighed. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Melinda. I don’t know what I’d have done in this apartment all on my own.’ 
 
    ‘You’d have consulted Russell.’ 
 
    Sophie blinked and looked wary. ‘Maybe. He’s a good friend. What did you make of him? He said he’d ask you to go to Irving.’ 
 
    ‘He’s amusing. We had lunch in a restaurant on the river bank. Do you know it?’ 
 
    ‘My dear! There are so many places to eat in Irving.’  
 
    ‘This was a gay establishment.’ 
 
    Sophie’s jaw dropped. ‘I’m amazed!’ 
 
    ‘That such a place should exist?’ 
 
    ‘No, Irving’s much more liberal than Ballard. I’m surprised he should take you there.’ 
 
    ‘The food was good.’ Miss Pink was poker-faced. 
 
    ‘Did he — What did you talk about?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say he told me anything personal. He didn’t have to. It isn’t common knowledge, then?’ 
 
    Sophie said wearily, ‘I should have known you’d guess, you notice everything. No, it’s not common knowledge, definitely not. Only his closest friends know and the obvious people.’ 
 
    ‘Like his wife.’ 
 
    ‘Of course Pat knows. They have a modern marriage and she leads her own life, presumably. But I suspect Pat’s not much interested in sex. She’s a businesswoman. He married for respectability and she — well, for security, mainly, although I guess money came into it. This building belongs to Russell. It’s worked out. There aren’t many married couples you’ll find make such an effective working team as Russell and Pat. But the only other person I know he’s confided in is you.’ 
 
    ‘And Clyde.’ 
 
    ‘Now why would you say that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s obvious. Russell won’t talk about the Gunns, with one exception, and then his face softens —’ 
 
    ‘Damn! They’ll need to watch themselves. Imagine Charlie’s reaction.’ 
 
    ‘I think he knows already.’ 
 
    ‘Impossible!’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday he said that Clyde would never be the man that Val is. I thought then that it was a remark with an edge to it, now I see it was loaded. And then there’s Edna. Mothers usually know the sexual orientation of their sons.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll keep quiet about it.’ 
 
    ‘I think Charlie knows. They’d have given themselves away. People can easily identify heterosexual couples, why not homosexual ones?’ 
 
    ‘Not in Ballard, Montana.’ Sophie was grim. ‘This is redneck country. They’d know better than to be indiscreet around here. San Francisco’s OK, even Irving, although they’d never risk being seen together, even there: too much at stake.’ 
 
    ‘I’d wondered about that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I guess you would.’ 
 
    ‘Millions of dollars do tend to intrude on one’s mind.’ 
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    Sophie had to check the horses at the homestead before they could leave next morning and the sun was high by the time they crossed the swing bridge and climbed to the main Ballard trail. Once they were traversing the slopes of the canyon the outlook was stunning: the river way below, while on the far side a confusion of cliffs and boulder fields was threaded with thin game trails. Not a road nor a house to be seen — only once, an osprey’s nest on a pinnacle. On their own side they saw few animals other than chipmunks but there was evidence of bears: clawed trees, rotten logs torn apart in the search for grubs. 
 
    They came to a landslide that had swept the slope clear, leaving a chute of gravel as unstable as ball bearings. The water was so far below that calculations were immaterial; a hundred feet or a thousand, you were dead if your horse put a foot wrong, yet Sophie’s grey walked across the faint line of the trail without breaking stride. The Arab followed as if she were in her home pasture. 
 
    ‘How on earth did Charlie cross that, leading a pack-horse?’ Miss Pink asked on the far side. 
 
    Sophie laughed. ‘Well, he got across, didn’t he? No sign of bodies.’ 
 
    ‘There wouldn’t be. They’d have gone all the way to the bottom and been swept away.’ 
 
    ‘Like Carol Skinner.’ It was only a murmur. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later.’ 
 
    The canyon trail wasn’t suitable for conversation, the riders forced to move mostly in single file. They rode on and below a steep section Miss Pink emerged from speculation on the fate of another Skinner — Paul’s wife? — to sniff the air. ‘There seem to be more than two horses ahead of us.’ 
 
    Sophie paused. ‘First time you noticed? There were droppings way back and tracks in the mud where we crossed that creek. It’ll be hunters; not hunting, but looking to see where the game is. They have to apply for permits in advance so they need to know whether it’s worth applying for a given area. A lot of people come in from Benefit; that’s a ghost town back of the rim.’ She gestured vaguely. ‘We passed the junction but it’s easy to miss if you don’t know where it is.’ 
 
    They climbed zigzags to emerge on a crest and stop for a blow. A flash of light glinted on a spur about a mile away. ‘Val and Clyde,’ Sophie announced, adding, ‘I’m not going to say anything about Jen. I’m wondering, if she did come to the cabin yesterday, if she’ll be around today. I need to know if Val’s seen her without her guessing what I’m driving at.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll know by her manner, surely. She’d be full of it if she’d met Jen.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. It’s just that, if she’s still in ignorance, I don’t want her to know Jen came to the cabin to meet Charlie. There’s no knowing what Val might do: gallop back to confront him, gallop home to see if Edna’s heard anything more, either way riding hard in this old canyon is the last thing she should be doing, and leaving Clyde to cope with two pack-mules. No, we won’t say anything about Jen.’ 
 
    ‘We were going to take pictures,’ Miss Pink reminded her, a little resentful that this family problem should intrude on such a glorious day. 
 
    ‘So we were. They should look good coming up to this crest.’ 
 
    They dismounted, tied their horses and prospected for vantage points. It was quiet except for the sound of the river. 
 
    Eventually Val and Clyde appeared below, leading the mules. Val saw them immediately and greeted them from a distance. They responded; if you didn’t do that the horses could take fright when they realised there was someone — some thing — on the trail. It could be a bear. 
 
    ‘Keep coming,’ Sophie called. ‘We’ll get shots as you pass, then stop there on the top. How’re you doing, Clyde?’ 
 
    Val kept talking. ‘Just you two? Hi, Melinda. We’ve cleared the trail, no problem. There’s snow on the pass but we got through, made a sort of trench. It was quite an adventure.’ She walked past, Miss Pink and Sophie clicking away. Clyde grinned engagingly for the cameras but made no move to adjust his position. He had no need to, he looked marvellous on a horse. 
 
    They stopped on the crest and Sophie made her way towards Val. Miss Pink approached Clyde. ‘You met the others?’ she asked chattily. 
 
    ‘No.’ He looked mystified. ‘What others?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve seen fresh tracks. Someone’s ahead of us.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be my dad. He’s at the hunting camp.’ He was observing her closely. ‘There could be someone else around,’ he conceded. ‘People come in from Irving, leave their trailers at an old ghost town. It cuts the distance if you want to reach the back country.’ 
 
    ‘And they stay at the hunting camp?’ She was politely interested. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. That’s private; it’s Gunn property.’ 
 
    ‘Have the bears done much damage?’ 
 
    ‘Bears? At the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why your father is up there: repairing the roof where they tried to break in. Didn’t he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t see him. The cabin isn’t right on the trail. You can see it but it’s a hundred yards or so below. The trail stays high. I knew he was planning to come in with the blankets and stuff so I wasn’t surprised to see someone was around. There’s a horse tied outside.’ 
 
    Val and Clyde left for the homestead. Miss Pink and Sophie checked to make sure no shoes had worked loose and untied their mounts. 
 
    ‘I take it there’s no word of Jen,’ Miss Pink observed. 
 
    ‘Val didn’t mention her. I did ask whom she’d met and she said no one. No one at all.’ 
 
    ‘Clyde said they didn’t leave the trail to speak to Charlie although they saw someone was at the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘He was inside — or somewhere.’ Sophie was vague. ‘Val says his pack-horse was loaded ready for off, so he had to be inside — except that the stallion didn’t seem to be around. Val wanted to keep ahead, not have Charlie with her string, not with that spooky animal along. If it’d been me I’d have stopped and let Charlie go first. Now we’re going to run into him. When we do, we get as far off the trail as we can. And we’ll dismount. I don’t want any accidents. I’ll tackle him about Jen when we get home. This is no place for a fight.’ 
 
    They continued, alert for movement ahead, but nothing materialised, not even a deer. The canyon could have been empty of life and it was strange to find the ground levelling off, to emerge to flowery meadows, and see a cabin below them with a loaded pack-horse tied outside a small corral. At their appearance it neighed shrilly. 
 
    ‘Where is the stud?’ Sophie murmured. ‘The cabin door’s closed but Charlie can’t be far away; that packhorse is ready to go. It must be at least half an hour since the others passed. Charlie could have seen the bear — ah, that’ll be it! The brute came back and he’s gone after it.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have thought you’d need a steady horse to go after bears.’ 
 
    ‘True, but you can’t chase them on foot. Bears can run fast. We’ve not heard a shot, though. A shot would resound for miles in this canyon.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going down there?’ 
 
    ‘No point. He’s away somewhere and it’s not my cabin. I’ve no interest in it.’ 
 
    A mile or so further they came to a small lake cupped in a grassy basin and reflecting the sky. The still water was soothing after the constant rush of the river. They watered the horses, tethered them and moved away, carrying their lunch and cans of beer. 
 
    ‘This is perfection,’ Miss Pink exclaimed, making herself comfortable on a log, popping a beer can. A family of teal patrolled the reeds, bees were loud in the flowers, the slopes were drifted with lupins and Indian paintbrush. A thought struck her and she looked round uneasily. ‘What about the bear?’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t seen him so he’s made himself scarce.’ Sophie wasn’t concerned about bears; she was miles away. Miss Pink opened the lunch box from the Rothbury’s kitchen and inspected the filling inside half a baguette: ‘Salami, ham, cheese, tomato… have you got the same?’ There was no reply. ‘Anyone home?’ she asked mildly. 
 
    Sophie turned to her, blinking. ‘How long has that horse been there?’ 
 
    ‘Where do you see a horse?’ 
 
    ‘Back there: at the cabin. The packhorse. Didn’t the ground look bare, where it was tied? That animal’s been there longer than half an hour.’ 
 
    ‘You can leave a saddled horse for hours.’ 
 
    ‘Not a loaded pack animal. I’m going down there. No, don’t panic; I mean when we go back.’ She became aware that her friend was waiting to start lunch and her effort to change tack was obvious. ‘This is Chef’s special Submarine,’ she said, opening her own box. ‘The bread’s home-made, the mayonnaise is his secret recipe. I figure it’s white wine, Dijon mustard and sour cream.’ 
 
    ‘It looks scrumptious. I’ve been wondering: why does Charlie have to bring supplies in to the cabin? Why not leave them there?’ 
 
    ‘They have to take everything down after hunting finishes because of thieves.’ 
 
    ‘You mean bears?’ 
 
    ‘Paul Skinner, actually — oh, I shouldn’t have said that! It’s like this: we’ve had a rash of thefts over the last year or two; nothing’s left in any of the hunting cabins that could be stolen. Charlie maintains Paul Skinner is the thief but then Charlie would. I’ve no time for the guy but I have to admit he does get a raw deal. Why, there’s even a rumour that he killed his second wife. Yes, you may well look shocked. But Carol Skinner did throw herself in the river — well, she was found washed up way below Irving. She was an alcoholic and the last people to see her said she was drunk in a bar close to the river. They say she went out to the car-park and no one saw her again — alive. They found her body two days later.’ 
 
    ‘Where was Skinner when she was drinking?’ 
 
    ‘He was in a bar in Ballard twenty miles upriver. And he had alibis. But the rumour goes that she could have reached home and he put the body in the river at Ballard. I heard the story first from Charlie; in fact, it would never surprise me to know Charlie started it. It’s just the kind of joke he’d enjoy. Oh, forget Charlie, we’re supposed to be enjoying ourselves.’ 
 
    They ate in silence. The surroundings were idyllic and Miss Pink might banish the thought of Charlie’s twisted sense of humour, but the image of that cabin wouldn’t go away — and Jen Jardine going to meet her grandfather there — and the packhorse standing, waiting to go but so glad to see other horses, neighing wildly as they passed… 
 
    * 
 
    The horse didn’t neigh when they returned. It wasn’t there. ‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Sophie breathed, then suddenly expansive: ‘Charlie had me worried there; I mean, he’s an old man now — and that stud! The guy’s asking for trouble coming in here on his own. He should have brought Byer with him, but it was Byer’s day off yesterday, Saturday; he’d have gone to town. However, no harm done. I wonder if he did go after a bear. We didn’t hear a shot but then, if he was miles away, maybe we wouldn’t.’ 
 
    Miss Pink murmured agreement. They had stopped and she was staring at the bare patch where the horse had been tied. 
 
    ‘We’ll give the landslide a miss,’ Sophie went on. ‘We can go out by way of Benefit, show you a ghost town.’ 
 
    That suited Miss Pink, anything to avoid the landslide and that dizzy drop to the river. In the event, the alternative wasn’t much better. They climbed to the rim by a line that went straight up: no zigzags; worst of all, no resting places. Once on that slope, you were committed — and the mare was no climber. She lunged and pushed, trying to shoulder past the grey, throwing her head, her eyes wild. The slope was scattered with stunted pines and Miss Pink was slashed and whipped by branches. Once her knee struck wood but there was no time to take breath, to feel pain. At one point, her hand slipping on the wet horn, she gasped, ‘I can’t stay on!’ and ‘Nearly there,’ Sophie called jauntily. 
 
    They came over the lip of the escarpment and stopped, mare and rider shaking uncontrollably. Miss Pink stared at her companion, speechless. 
 
    ‘You came up that nicely,’ Sophie told her. ‘I forgot to tell you she’s inclined to throw her head when she’s going uphill. I knew you’d enjoy it, being a mountaineer.’ 
 
    A narrow path took off through the sage and prickly pear. They were on a wide shelf, still part of the canyon with more crumbling cliffs above, but the trail now mercifully safe; no abyss immediately below, no lethal slopes to traverse. They passed through a belt of big trees, walking quietly on pine needles, and came to a slope where the trail rose gently. At the top they were at last clear of the canyon and ahead there was grassland with aspens in the gulches and, at the head of a shallow depression, a cluster of wooden buildings. Beyond were spoil heaps and a dirt road. 
 
    Smoke rose from a chimney. ‘Hello, someone’s in residence,’ Sophie remarked, halting. ‘Horses in the corral too.’ There was no response. Miss Pink was slumped in the saddle, her feet dangling, easing her aching knees. If Sophie were proposing to go visiting she could go alone. ‘Right,’ she said, reading the signs correctly, ‘we’ll give it a miss, come back another time. Besides, I want to get home, find out what happened when Charlie met Jen — if he’s talking,’ she added grimly. 
 
    They skirted the ghost town and picked up a trail that took them to the swing bridge. When they passed his house it looked as if Clyde had come and gone, his door closed and his pick-up absent. On the other side of the creek smoke was rising from Byer’s chimney. At Val’s ranch a solitary horse hung its head above a pile of hay, the picture of exhaustion. There were panniers on the ground, a packsaddle, a tarpaulin, a sprawl of tack. 
 
    ‘Hi, you guys!’ Val emerged from the barn. ‘This is Charlie’s packhorse. It came in some time ago, must have followed us down.’ 
 
    ‘The one that was outside the cabin’s gone,’ Sophie said. ‘You’re right, this has to be the same one.’ 
 
    Val took a halter off the packsaddle and held up the frayed lead rope. ‘Broke free,’ she said. ‘Maybe that old bear spooked it. So where’s Charlie? Did you see any sign of him at the lake?’ Sophie shook her head. ‘Nor the stud?’ 
 
    Sophie said meaningly, ‘We figure the packhorse had been standing there rather a long time.’ 
 
    They thought about it, all three knowing that Charlie might have wounded the bear and was following its trail to finish it off; on the other hand, the stallion could have thrown him. Charlie could be in the canyon. He could be below the trail. 
 
    ‘There was no sign of him anywhere,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I mean, nothing to show that the trail had given way.’ 
 
    ‘We turned off for Benefit,’ Sophie pointed out. 
 
    ‘But we went up the length of the canyon,’ Miss Pink insisted. ‘There was no mark even at the landslide.’ 
 
    ‘We would have noticed,’ Val put in firmly, ‘Clyde and me. But there needn’t be any sign of the trail collapsing, his horse could have jumped off; that animal spooks at shadows.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he be on the home trail when he’s left his packhorse at the cabin?’ Sophie asked and Miss Pink was reminded of the endless, often fruitless speculation that arises with the first indication that a mountaineer is missing. ‘I figure he’s upstream of the cabin,’ Sophie insisted. ‘But then again, if his horse threw him, where’s his horse?’ 
 
    Miss Pink said quietly, ‘Is it possible he could have had some kind of medical problem, like a slight stroke, and he forgot all about the packhorse? He felt ill and came out to the ghost town as the nearest place to get help? Someone was there.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if those people are on the phone —’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s at Benefit?’ Val put in. ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll call Sam, he might know.’ Sophie was taking the initiative. ‘I’ll go to Edna, see if by any chance Charlie’s called home — from somewhere, anywhere; if he hasn’t we’ll send Byer up to the cabin, see if Charlie left any indication… Val, you call Sam, ask him who’s at Benefit and get their number, then you call them. And ask Sam to contact Bret Ryan, find out if he knows anything.’ She glanced at Miss Pink meaningly. ‘Melinda, will you explain about Jen and Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘What the hell!’ Val gaped. ‘Jen? And Charlie? What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘She’ll tell you.’ Sophie mounted her horse and cantered down the drive. Val turned to Miss Pink, wide-eyed and angry. 
 
    There wasn’t much to tell because she left out the essence of Jen’s telephone call, shrinking from being the one to tell the mother that her daughter had been pregnant and had gone to her grandfather for assistance. She said only that Charlie had fixed a meeting at the cabin for some time yesterday. And that was that, she assured the stunned woman; this was all she knew and there had been no subsequent developments — again to her knowledge. That, at least, was the truth. 
 
    Val wasted no time asking what Miss Pink knew of her relationship with her daughter, she flung indoors to telephone Sam Jardine. Miss Pink started to unsaddle. She took her time and was still rubbing the mare down when Val emerged to say that no one had any news of Charlie, but that Sam said Bret Ryan had rented a cabin at Benefit and was to start work for him this coming week. Miss Pink looked expectant and Val went on reluctantly, ‘Sam says our daughter is around, somewhere.’ She assumed an air of nonchalance. ‘She could be with Bret Ryan, even at Benefit — that is, if she isn’t with Sam himself.’ She hardly knew what she was saying. She looked out across the canyon, then her gaze travelled upstream to where the cabin would be and her eyes came back to the older woman. She looked terrified. 
 
    Guessing the reason for that terror Miss Pink said, ‘The most likely explanation is that the stallion threw your father.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so.’ Val stared at the other, her eyes unfocused. Was she trying to find a connection between her daughter visiting her grandfather and the man being missing at this moment? She said dully, ‘Edna says Charlie hasn’t phoned home. Sophie says I have to call Byer, send him up to the cabin.’ 
 
    Miss Pink glanced at the sky. ‘It’ll be dark soon.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a couple of hours of daylight and then there’s a moon. Maybe he won’t find Charlie but if the stud’s anywhere near the trail he’ll come to the other horse; horses hate being on their own out there.’ 
 
    She called Byer and then announced that she was going to Glenaffric. Miss Pink guessed that she wanted to question Edna regarding Jen’s telephone call. She left in her pick-up and Miss Pink, grateful for the chance to relax, dehydrated after a hot day, found beer in the refrigerator and collapsed in one of the porch chairs. 
 
    Alone, she became aware of her isolation. There was no house in sight, although she could see the cottonwoods round Byer’s place and the tip of the roof that would be Clyde’s cabin. He’d left very sharply, she mused, he could hardly have taken time to shower and change after he’d helped Val with unloading. 
 
    There was a pounding of hoofs in the dust, the click of steel on stone and the grey appeared. Sophie slid down and eyed her uncertainly. ‘This is turning out to be a problem,’ she said. 
 
    ‘How is Edna?’ 
 
    ‘Difficult to tell. She’s a fluffy person until there’s a real emergency, then she goes quiet. Val will stay with her. We’ll go home; there’s nothing we can do here.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was taken aback. ‘Don’t bother about me. Shouldn’t we stay, in case?’ 
 
    ‘In case of what? If he comes in under his own steam: walking because his horse broke its leg, whatever, then that’s fine. If he doesn’t come in, or the horse comes in without him, there’s nothing we can do until daylight. If he’s on the trail Erik will find him. If he’s off it, he could be anywhere. We have absolutely no idea where to start looking.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had to accept this. With all those gullies and buttresses dropping hundreds of feet to the river the terrain was rougher than in the mountains proper. You can get out from a big cliff and study it through binoculars but there was no way you could study the Black Canyon — and moonlight only deepened the shadows. She got up stiffly and went to give Sophie a hand with her horse. 
 
    * 
 
    They parked the Cherokee and entered the Rothbury by the back way, a route that took them past the open door of the kitchen. A thickset woman was talking to a man in whites and, catching Sophie’s eye, made a gesture to detain her. ‘Pat,’ Sophie murmured. Miss Pink had the impression that Pat Kramer had been watching out for them. 
 
    Introductions were made as they moved along the passage. Russell’s wife was no beauty but her make-up was deftly applied, her thick hair well cut and rinsed silver, while her frock in shades of blue was expensive and chic. She looked powerful rather than heavy and every inch the successful businesswoman, except that at this moment she was obviously ill at ease. 
 
    The lobby was empty, although the restaurant hummed with activity. Pat lowered her voice as she faced Sophie. ‘What happened?’ she demanded. Miss Pink’s brain raced, looking for connections. 
 
    ‘We don’t know.’ Sophie showed no surprise. ‘Byer’s gone up the trail as far as the hunting cabin.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no sign of Charlie’s horse?’ 
 
    ‘Only the pack-horse. That broke free and came down alone.’  
 
    ‘But Val and Clyde were there last night. I don’t see how, if they were all camped together —’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t, Pat. Val was several miles upstream. Charlie was on his own.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ The woman turned to Miss Pink. ‘I’m not a backwoods person.’ She sounded apologetic. ‘I envy all you intrepid ladies. The Black Canyon has this reputation, isn’t that so, Sophie? You have to be very brave to have gone in there today.’ This to Miss Pink again. 
 
    ‘How did you know we were there?’ Miss Pink appeared embarrassed, saying the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    Pat looked from her to Sophie. ‘My husband — Russell — you met him? Of course you did’ — she sounded arch — ‘you were in Irving with him. He went to Billings on business. We have an apartment there. Val called him.’ There was a pause. ‘They’re friendly,’ she added carelessly. Another pause. ‘And Russell called me.’ Her tone changed, became brisk. ‘But you must be exhausted. Let me get you something to drink.’ 
 
    Sophie declined for both of them. They needed showers; she’d let Pat know if there was any news. 
 
    They were quiet in the lift but as soon as they closed the door of the apartment Sophie said, ‘You worked it out?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I’m not taking things in. Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘When Russell goes to Billings “on business” Clyde joins him. Pat knows, of course; I told you they have a good relationship, she and Russell. Val knows too. Clyde has to come home now in view of Charlie being missing so Val called the Billings apartment from Glenaffric. Evidently she got Russell just. Clyde hadn’t arrived yet. Russell called Pat. Now do you see?’ 
 
    ‘It’s immaterial. I was merely surprised that Pat should know Charlie was missing virtually as soon as we did.’ 
 
    ‘Not missing,’ Sophie corrected sharply. ‘A bit late coming home, that’s all.’ 
 
    But they both knew that every hour that passed without his showing meant that for some reason he was prevented from coming home. 
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    Miss Pink tipped her hat brim to shield her eyes from the brilliant sun. ‘I have no sense of urgency,’ she complained. ‘Is it possible that Charlie can be playing some kind of practical joke?’ 
 
    ‘He’d never dare go this far.’ Sophie was grim. ‘It’s too public and the guy’s vain. Folk would say he was senile if he’d planned a disappearance just in order to annoy his family. And there’s the packhorse: what self-respecting rancher is going to leave an animal tied without food or water?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you wouldn’t.’ Miss Pink wasn’t really listening, nor was she attending to her horse. Aware that the search could take them over even rougher ground than yesterday, she was mounted on Sophie’s grey: old Jake, who plodded like a carthorse and could be trusted to avoid holes. So she wasn’t watching the ground, she was thinking. ‘In different circumstances,’ she said, ‘you might suspect a staged disappearance to avoid creditors or as an insurance scam, that kind of thing. But Charlie’s a rich man.’ 
 
    ‘He’s had an accident. We’ll find him; we have enough people looking.’ 
 
    That was doubtful. Hundreds wouldn’t be enough to search the Black Canyon and they had around eight — ‘around’ because Edna was covering the ground between Glenaffric and the river in a Jeep, which couldn’t really be called searching. They did have a helicopter, privately hired. The sheriff had been informed that Charlie was missing but, with no chopper at his disposal, he was relieved when Edna said she’d hire one herself. As for the ground search, the trail was being covered from Ballard to the hunting camp, even beyond, to the lake. 
 
    At first light Miss Pink and Sophie had ridden the section between the swing bridge and the town on the premise that Charlie, after a fall from his horse, could have been disorientated, or the horse, riderless, could have gone that way because it wouldn’t cross the bridge. They’d found nothing, however, and were now riding over the grasslands above the canyon, making for the lake. 
 
    ‘This country is too big,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘Look at it. Eight people and a helicopter: what can they do?’ 
 
    ‘You’d be surprised. People do go missing and are never found, but that’s way back in the high country. The canyon’s wild and dangerous but we know where he is, even if we can’t pinpoint the place. We’ve only just started — and here’s Bret Ryan. Now I wonder —’ A lone rider was approaching. ‘If Jen’s at Benefit she’s keeping clear of the family,’ she went on, ‘except for Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘We have to find her,’ Miss Pink said. ‘She could have been the last person —’ She stopped, appalled. 
 
    Sophie seemed not to notice any sinister significance in the words. ‘Bret will tell us where she is,’ she said firmly. ‘He has to tell us. Val says both he and Sam are being cagey. I won’t have that.’ 
 
    His horse was tall but the man suited it; long and lanky himself, he appeared relaxed as he pushed through the sage but the eyes under the dark hat were intent. He sported a thick moustache, which gave him the air of an old-timer, accentuated by the buttoned-up, long-sleeved shirt and fringed chaps. He acknowledged Miss Pink with a nod, unsmiling, and shook hands. 
 
    ‘Is Jen coming?’ Sophie asked. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. ‘Jen — Jardine, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘We know she’s here.’ 
 
    ‘I guess she’s about somewhere.’ He held her gaze but he was defiant rather than honest. ‘Maybe she’ll meet up with us. How many people do you have and where are they?’ 
 
    That, at least, was authoritative and Sophie had to back down, allowing the problem of Charlie to take precedence. She filled him in on the disposition of the searchers. Val and Clyde were concentrating on the area of the landslide, Clyde having driven back last night from Billings; Erik Byer was on his way to the hunting camp. He had been told to go there last night, she said, but he retreated from the landslide saying he was unable to see anything below the trail for the moon shadow. Actually, Miss Pink thought he would have had the last of the daylight when he reached the landslide but — a foreigner and a stranger to the canyon — she said nothing. 
 
    Sam Jardine would be joining them, Sophie told Ryan; as for himself, he was to do what he thought fit but they were all to rendezvous at Mazarine Lake and decide what to do if nothing had been discovered by that time. 
 
    He looked thoughtful. ‘Where will you guys be?’ 
 
    Sophie hesitated. ‘If I have a choice,’ Miss Pink put in, ‘I’d prefer not to go over the landslide, nor down that steep bit we came up yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Someone should do it,’ Sophie said. ‘Bret, would you? You know: the cut-off that goes down the escarpment upstream of the landslip?’ 
 
    ‘If you came up it yesterday —’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t looking for a sign. You take that section and we’ll go along the top to the lake. I think I can remember the line. I was with Val when she got a moose up there one time.’ 
 
    Ryan opened his mouth, caught Miss Pink’s eye and thought better of it. He chewed his moustache. Miss Pink realised he was considerably younger than he appeared: late twenties, she hazarded; the clothes and his bearing disguised his youth. 
 
    Sophie stiffened. ‘I can hear the helicopter. We’d better split or they could think we’ve found something, bunched together like this.’ 
 
    They moved off, the horses alert as the helicopter flew up the canyon, hidden from view but noisy in that confined space. When the upper band of cliffs showed ahead Ryan left them, making for the precipitous drop into the canyon; the others stayed high, walking side by side where it was possible. 
 
    ‘Jen’s with him,’ Sophie said with finality. ‘If she’s not, he knows where she is.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you should have told him that you know she met her grandfather at the cabin. That’s important.’ 
 
    ‘If she’s with Bret, he knows already. If not — well, he isn’t family.’ 
 
    ‘What difference does that make — in the circumstances? Jen might know something about Charlie’s movements after she left the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘How could she? Listen, Melinda, it could be just an evil joke on Charlie’s part. You don’t know the man.’ Which was not only a contradiction of her earlier statement but a curious choice of words. An evil joke? 
 
    They came to rocks and were forced into single file. Now the walls of the canyon were occasionally visible below on their right. They passed groups of antelope and there were bluebirds in the aspens — and still there was no real sense of urgency. 
 
    They rode slowly, working sideways to find the way across a draw or to turn an outcrop or a cluster of trees. This wasn’t correct procedure on a search; they should be investigating obstacles, not avoiding them. Miss Pink felt distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
    They came to a slope leading to a ridge. ‘This was where Val shot her moose that time,’ Sophie said. ‘You can see miles from the top.’ 
 
    They crested the rise, emerging to a stiff breeze and a superb view. Way down in the south, in Wyoming, the Teton range sparkled on the horizon, while below them was Mazarine Lake where they’d lunched yesterday: a sapphire set in green enamel. Immediately below there was rock scree under the ragged escarpment. The upper slopes of the corrie held random clusters of fine conifers. 
 
    ‘They got here before us,’ Sophie said, her eyes fixed. ‘What are they doing over there?’ 
 
    ‘Who? Where?’ 
 
    ‘That is a horse, isn’t it — under the scarp? Or is it a moose? It’s not moving. Maybe it’s a rock.’ 
 
    ‘This is a horse, anyway.’ Miss Pink, unable to see what was attracting her companion, had shifted her attention to the near side of the basin where a rider on a piebald had appeared. 
 
    ‘That’s Byer,’ Sophie said, ‘he rides a pinto. Ah, there’s Val — and Clyde. And there’s Bret, know him anywhere, he sits so tall. We’d better get down there and — Wait a minute! Then who’s —’ She turned back to the far side of the corrie. ‘Could be Sam Jardine,’ she muttered, raising her binoculars. Miss Pink had hers up already, trying to find the focus. 
 
    ‘It is a horse,’ Sophie insisted. ‘And it’s a sorrel, but I can’t see… there’s a rock in the way, and juniper. It doesn’t move. That’s weird. It’s standing up but it doesn’t move.’ 
 
    ‘I see it. The stallion’s a sorrel, isn’t it?’ 
 
    They shouted to Val and started to descend obliquely, the others making their way up the slope to join them. ‘It’s probably a total stranger,’ Sophie said. ‘There’ll be more people around somewhere, and horses. Sorrel’s a common colour.’ 
 
    The parties converged and everyone fell in behind Sophie. The others hadn’t seen the solitary horse, which was invisible from below. Sophie repeated, diffidently, that there was most likely another party here, perhaps lunching, but everyone knew that with the pretty lake and meadows below no one was going to move up into rocks to picnic. 
 
    The horse neighed as they approached, to be answered by a high whinny from Val’s mare. They couldn’t see the sorrel until they came round a spread of junipers. It was the Glenaffric stallion. 
 
    He was facing away from them but his head was turned, his eyes rolling. He was bridled but the heavy Western saddle was under his belly. He was filthy with mud and sweat, and there was a nasty cut on a hind leg. 
 
    They dismounted. Leaving Miss Pink with the horses, the others moved forward, Val first and talking quietly. The stallion’s head drooped. Val said, ‘There’s a stirrup fast in the rocks. How long’s he been here?’ 
 
    No one responded. Miss Pink wondered where Charlie could be. And why had the stallion come this way instead of heading for home? 
 
    The animal was exhausted. Once the saddle had slipped he would have tried to kick it free and then wandered until the stirrup caught in a crevice among the boulders. Why he should have gone up to the rocks in the first place was a mystery — ‘Unless he were being chased,’ Bret Ryan said. ‘Like a bear was after him.’ 
 
    They freed him, removed the saddle and took him to the other horses. There was no spirit left in him; he was lame, he’d lost a shoe and there were more cuts on his legs and chest, but he could walk. Both reins had been snapped but the halter was still in place, the end knotted on his neck. 
 
    They mounted and fanned out, Miss Pink in the rear, leading the stallion, its saddle in place again, padded where the cinch had rubbed him sore. All eyes were on the ground, looking for his tracks as they tried to reverse his trail. Once, glancing up, Miss Pink caught a flicker of movement and glimpsed a rider on a pale horse turn on the skyline and disappear. Sam Jardine evidently, about to join them, looking for a way down. 
 
    The others pushed ahead, drifting lower. The stallion lagged, limping, not wanting to turn downhill, so Miss Pink started to contour the slope on a faint game trail. The sorrel was happier on the level; could he have come into the corrie by this route? She peered at the ground beyond her horse’s head. There were prints of horseshoes in the dust but then she — or Sophie — could have trodden this path as they descended; neither had noticed minor features like a game trail. 
 
    Below her Val had stopped. ‘Keep with us, Mel,’ she called.  
 
    ‘He’s too lame. He doesn’t want to go downhill.’ 
 
    The others conferred. Miss Pink felt chastened; she was a nuisance, she couldn’t even lead a docile horse. 
 
    ‘Join us when you can,’ Sophie shouted. ‘If he won’t lead, I’ll come up and drive him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink would have liked to ask why she couldn’t take the stallion home by way of the easy ground on top, but the others were moving again. 
 
    After a few hundred yards the game trail entered a belt of timber and the sorrel pulled back, almost dragging the halter rope from her hand. His feet were planted, his eyes fixed — not wildly, he was past being wild — but he didn’t like those trees. 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said, trying to soothe him with her voice, ‘no bears are going to hang around with all these people about…’ His ears twitched and then she felt Jake’s muscles harden. Surely this old horse wasn’t going to bolt? She prayed she could hold the two of them. She called to the others but they were out of sight, below the trees. She turned downhill to catch them up and to her relief the sorrel followed, limping but trying to hurry. Bears lying up, she wondered, or lying in ambush? 
 
    She rounded the lowest trees. The others were waiting below. She stopped and waved. After a moment Sophie came towards her. ‘There’s something in the timber.’ She pointed. ‘The stud won’t continue along the trail.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no trail except the one by the lake.’ 
 
    ‘A game trail. A horse has come along it. I think he came that way.’ 
 
    Sophie looked doubtful. ‘There can’t be a bear in the timber, we’d have frightened it off, but if it’s Charlie in there it would explain why the chopper hasn’t spotted him. I’ll tell the others.’ 
 
    It was unlikely that the chopper had come this far because apparently the crew hadn’t spotted the stallion. Or if they had seen the horse they’d attached no significance to it. A fat lot of good it did to hire such an expensive machine… Miss Pink’s nerves were jangling, backlash to her state of mind earlier when she’d complained that there was no sense of urgency. 
 
    The others arrived and they filed up the slope, Jake leading, Sophie crowding the sorrel from behind. They came to the game trail and turned along it. The sorrel stopped. Sophie flicked him with her reins but he wouldn’t budge. Jake’s ears were flat — and now Sophie’s horse was trying to back away. 
 
    Bret Ryan stepped down, handed his reins to Byer and walked into the trees. They sat like statues watching him through the trunks. He stopped and looked down. Then he came back. ‘He’s there,’ he said. 
 
    He’d lost colour under the tan. Sophie made an instinctive gesture towards Val who disregarded it. She was staring at Ryan. He shook his head. 
 
    They tied the horses and walked into the trees. Charlie was unrecognisable, but no one questioned the identity of the thing on the ground. He was naked and flayed. Not quite naked, he was still wearing a belt — with a sheath but no knife — and there was a sock on the left foot. He wasn’t completely flayed either; the left leg below the knee was more or less intact although dislocated at the ankle. The sight was reminiscent of a carcass in an abattoir. 
 
    Sophie murmured something to Val. ‘It doesn’t matter!’ Val exclaimed. ‘It’s only a shell.’ 
 
    Clyde was leaning against a tree, his chest heaving. Miss Pink saw that Ryan was watching her as if wondering what she was doing there. They were all in shock. Someone had to say something. ‘How did this happen?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He woulda been mounting,’ Byer said doubtfully, not looking at anyone, ‘and his horse spooked and drug him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned at the body and moved away, not without purpose, following a track that was now all too plain. The body would have been a terrifying encumbrance and the horse had blundered through the timber like a crazed elephant. A few yards away a boot lay on the ground: not greatly worn but the leather gouged like a wound at the ankle where it had been held by the stirrup. Charlie’s foot would have slipped as the stallion threw him and the weight of the suspended body had twisted the stirrup, trapping him until the leg slipped out of the boot. As Byer said, he’d been dragged to death. She shuddered. How long had it taken to die? 
 
    They returned to the horses and discussed what action to take, or rather Ryan and Sophie discussed, Miss Pink pondered, while Byer left decision-making to the others, presumably thinking that an employee’s opinion carried no weight when the family was present. As for Val, she appeared to be trying to comfort Clyde. He stood on the far side of his horse, his hands and head on the saddle, the picture of grief — or shock, or both. 
 
    A stranger was riding along the trail by the lake. ‘Who’s that?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Looks like Sam Jardine,’ Sophie said. 
 
    ‘Jardine?’ Miss Pink echoed. ‘I thought —’ She looked towards the escarpment. That horse had been pale. Jardine was on a dark bay. She observed him curiously as he came up. He was a small, spare man with a grizzled beard and surprisingly delicate features for one who was a ranch hand, or had been until he ran off with Val. She watched with interest as he received the news. He dismounted and entered the trees. He came back visibly shaken — as who wouldn’t be? 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ came Sophie’s voice, ‘but Jake’s the only horse will tolerate it. Is that all right with you, Melinda?’  
 
    ‘What was that? I was miles away. Do what?’ 
 
    They had decided to take the body out themselves because they had no way of contacting the helicopter; in any event, there was nowhere for it to land except on top and once they’d put the body on a horse the easiest option was to continue to Benefit. They would avoid the canyon and go back by the route that Miss Pink and Sophie had followed this morning. Someone must go down to the cabin for blankets and to leave Charlie’s saddle there. The stallion was too sore to carry it to Benefit. 
 
    Jake was the quietest animal so he was to be the pack-horse. Jardine and Ryan started to lash the spare saddle on top of Miss Pink’s. Val said she would go down to the cabin as well, while the others were looking for Charlie’s rifle. 
 
    ‘His rifle?’ Miss Pink echoed. She had overlooked the fact that there was a scabbard on the saddle. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Sophie was impatient. ‘He brought one. Had to, with bears about. It’ll be somewhere nearby.’ She came closer. ‘And his clothing,’ she murmured. ‘We can’t leave that lying around.’ 
 
    ‘But his clothes will be strung out for miles,’ Miss Pink whispered. 
 
    ‘It gives us something to do while you’re gone. And Lord knows, this track’s easy enough to follow.’ 
 
    ‘What about Clyde?’ He had moved away to sit on a rock and stare at the lake. 
 
    ‘I’ll look after him. You two get off now and fetch those blankets.’ 
 
    Miss Pink walked, leading Jake. Val followed, keeping an eye on the ungainly load, so there was no opportunity to talk until they reached the cabin. When they arrived Val retrieved a key from a crack in the logs and unlocked the door. ‘So he had locked up,’ Miss Pink observed, stepping over the sill. There was no response from Val who had gone back to Jake for the saddle. 
 
    It was a one-room cabin with four windows, all shuttered. Either Charlie had put the shutters up as he was about to leave or he’d never taken them down. The light admitted by the open door showed a stove, bunk beds, a solid table and a number of folding chairs stacked against one wall. There was an armchair with its stuffing protruding, shelves with cans of food, saucepans, crockery and a large blue enamel coffee pot. 
 
    Val came in, dropped the saddle on the floor and picked up several neatly folded blankets. ‘Do you need more?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No, this is enough. Lock up, will you?’ 
 
    She took one last look round. The term ‘spick and span’ came to mind and she wondered why. Such an old-fashioned phrase, almost archaic, inappropriate. But was it? It meant tidy, clean or cleaned up, and that was what this cabin was. 
 
    ‘Are you coming?’ The tone was harsh. The woman was still in shock, of course; after all, she was Charlie’s daughter. 
 
    ‘Was your father a domesticated man?’ she asked as she untied Jake’s halter. As if she’d not witnessed the man’s behaviour at home, had heard no gossip from Sophie. 
 
    ‘God, no! Why?’ It was barked out. 
 
    ‘Because he left the place like — well, like a woman would.’ 
 
    Val snorted angrily. ‘Wilderness manners; you have to leave a cabin clean for the next person to use it. You should know that, for heaven’s sakes; you’re a mountaineer.’ 
 
    She was rigid with hostility, as if she’d reached the next stage of shock: determined to whitewash the image of Charlie, the ogre of Glenaffric. Odd, then, that she should seize on such a trivial feature, maintaining the old autocrat was house-trained. Such an obvious lie. 
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    In the middle of the afternoon, the hottest part of the day, the cortège started back to Benefit. Miss Pink was still on foot, having ridiculed the suggestion that she might find the walk tiring. Jake plodded behind her, not bothered about his load once it was on his back. They’d tied a bandanna over his eyes as the blanketed form was heaved across the saddle, and boxed him in to prevent his moving. But Jake was no kicker; he’d had deer carcasses on his back, a corpse didn’t make all that much difference. In addition he carried the remnants that had been found along the stallion’s back-trail: a shirt that was no more than a bloody rag, a stained bandanna, Charlie’s wallet: open but with credit cards in place, and some dollar bills. These, and the boot, had been crammed into a plastic bag from Safeway’s supermarket, adding a bizarre trim to the gelding’s load. The rifle had not been found, nor the other boot. 
 
    Val led the stallion, bringing up the rear with Clyde. Sophie was with Miss Pink. The rest rode ahead in a bunch, giving an impression of distancing themselves from the women and their burden. Close to Benefit Ryan broke away and cantered ahead. Watching him go, Miss Pink said, ‘There was a rider on a pale horse, a buckskin probably, on the rim above the lake. D’you think that was Jen?’ 
 
    ‘I guess.’ Sophie sounded tired. ‘Could be her on one of Bret’s horses. Did you mention it to Val?’ 
 
    ‘No, because I thought it could well be Jen, and we don’t need any more complications today.’ 
 
    ‘Thoughtful of you. Jen has to be with Bret. She’d have wanted to help search for her grand-daddy but she’d be bothered about meeting her mother at this time, not to speak of all the rest of us. I wonder if this’ — she glanced at Jake’s load — ‘if it’ll affect her… I mean, her relationship with her mother. Will it heal the breach?’ 
 
    ‘It could depend on why she went in the first place —’ 
 
    ‘But we know that. She went because —’ 
 
    ‘— and what was said when they met.’ 
 
    ‘When — they — met?’ 
 
    ‘Jen and her grandfather. At the cabin two days ago.’ 
 
    Sophie’s horse stumbled and she pulled him up so jerkily that he jumped in surprise. Miss Pink waited for him to settle, aware that the stumble could have been the result of a sudden tightening of the rider’s muscles. 
 
    Sophie took her time, walking carefully round a sprawl of sage, coming back, looking ahead. ‘Bret’s away to telephone the chopper people,’ she said. ‘You can’t take the body into town on the back of a pick-up.’ 
 
    Miss Pink reflected that it was more likely Ryan had gone ahead to warn Jen of the approach of her mother. As if telepathic, Sophie said with sudden vehemence, ‘It could be a total stranger you saw on the rim. Jen doesn’t have to be in the area at all, she could be miles away. We know she called Charlie but she could have changed her mind about meeting him. You didn’t find anything to show she’d been in the cabin, did you?’ 
 
    ‘No. Have you asked Sam about her? Surely the first person she’d contact on her return would be her father, given that she hasn’t been in touch with Val?’ 
 
    ‘Well’ — Sophie avoided Miss Pink’s eye — ‘I’m just the great-aunt, you know? And neither Sam nor Bret had anything to say about Jen when Val spoke to them last evening, only that she was around. We’ve been more concerned with Charlie, haven’t we? Like now’ — she glanced over her shoulder — ‘I wouldn’t have expected Clyde to take it so to heart, but he always was highly strung, even as a kid.’ 
 
    Actually, Clyde was in better shape now, taking the stallion’s rope from Val who trotted past the women to overtake Jardine and Byer. She didn’t stop there but drew ahead with Jardine, leaving Byer on his own. 
 
    ‘Private business,’ Sophie observed, and then, ‘We have to think about Edna.’ 
 
    ‘She has her family for support.’ With the exception of her granddaughter. How soon would Jen appear? It was unlikely that the girl would be waiting at Benefit, at least to be visibly present. Having to face family and friends after ten years’ absence would be bad enough; in the circumstances, escorting the body of her grandfather, the situation could be unbearable for her. ‘Some good could come of it,’ Miss Pink murmured, to be taken up by Sophie immediately. 
 
    ‘For whom?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone. Jen will surely come to the funeral. Families draw together after a death and Charlie was the head of the family. I suppose it’s possible’ — Miss Pink seemed to be talking to herself — ‘that he left his granddaughter well provided for.’ 
 
    ‘Probably, I would think.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you — that is, Edna — doesn’t know?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do know.’ Subterfuge was difficult with Miss Pink, especially when one was tired. ‘It’s not a surprising will, if you know the background. The bulk of his fortune’s left between members of the family, although most unfairly in my opinion. Jen gets the lion’s share; she’s going to be very rich indeed and she gets the horses — most of ‘em. Edna is to live at Glenaffric for her lifetime, although the ranch is willed to Jen.’ 
 
    ‘And Clyde and Val?’ 
 
    ‘About half a million each, I believe. Enough so’s folk won’t talk but not much considering Charlie’s — was — a multimillionaire. There are bequests to institutions and charities, the usual kind of thing. Like I said, it’s not surprising, except in degree. It’s hard on Edna but she gets to keep her home and presumably Jen will provide the upkeep since the house will belong to her.’ 
 
    ‘Do the beneficiaries know the provisions?’ 
 
    ‘How formal you are, Melinda. Yes, they know. Not from Charlie directly but by way of Edna. Jen won’t know unless Charlie told her. I get five of Ali’s colts, incidentally, and that’s a sick joke. Charlie knew I didn’t like Ali. However, the colts will fetch a tidy sum in a sale; no way am I going to ride any of ‘em, let alone put anyone else up on ‘em.’ 
 
    ‘So Jen has to appear in order to claim her inheritance,’ Miss Pink said absently and then, quickly, ‘I’m sorry, that was in bad taste.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Sophie was unperturbed. ‘I don’t give a damn what brings her back as long as she comes back. Val’s suffered too much over this business. I’m willing to bet that at this moment she’s far more concerned about Jen than about the load old Jake’s carrying.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked to make sure the load wasn’t slipping. ‘Does she know that Jen was pregnant when she left?’ 
 
    ‘Edna’s told her but it didn’t come as a surprise. Val and I had held so many post-mortems over the years that we’d considered it ourselves: that she could have left to have a baby.’ And now they knew that the girl had rejected her mother and gone to her grandfather for help. But they had only Charlie’s word for it that she’d been pregnant; if he was lying about that he was a monster. Charlie Gunn had a lot to answer for. Miss Pink smiled grimly. And, in a way, he’d answered for it. 
 
    ‘Joke?’ Sophie asked. 
 
    ‘He was a nasty piece of work, your brother-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘Now he’s gone I’d prefer to forget that we were related, even by marriage.’ 
 
    The helicopter was at Benefit. It had landed on what would have been the main street when the mines were in production. Now it was no more than a stretch of dust bordered by the few houses left standing. Most structures had collapsed, probably under the weight of winter snows. 
 
    Miss Pink relinquished her horse and its burden to the men and moved back. Ostensibly she was keeping out of their way but in reality she was on the alert for a pale horse. She didn’t expect to see its rider. 
 
    Bret Ryan’s cabin was obvious: the only one with glass in its windows and a screen door. It stood a few yards back from the street, shaded by cottonwoods. The roof was shingled, the chimney stack built of bricks. A serviceable pick-up stood at the gate of a garden full of marigolds. There were corrals at the back, a barn, sheds and the usual collection of rusting trucks. The horses in a corral were dark; Miss Pink moved to see into the others when — ‘You riding with me, ma’am?’ Sam Jardine called, trudging through the dust to a pick-up and trailer. She started to say no, she’d go home on her horse and then she remembered that this was Jen’s father. She beamed. 
 
    ‘That would save me five miles,’ she admitted, ‘and I’m saddle-sore. But isn’t it out of your way?’ He lived down the valley, towards Irving. 
 
    ‘I’m taking the stud to Val’s place. Saves him the walk too. Val’s gonna look after him. Can’t expect Edna to be in a fit state to doctor him, ‘specially when he starts to recover. He’ll soon be hisself again, there’s no bones broke.’ 
 
    They loaded the horses in the trailer. The others rode away towards the swing bridge and, once all the animals were clear, the helicopter took off. There was no hurry, no urgency. 
 
    In the cab of Sam’s pick-up Miss Pink stretched her legs and sighed deeply. He glanced at her, concerned. ‘Nasty thing for you to see, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. I’m used to it, Mr Jardine. I’m just relieved to be sitting on a seat that doesn’t move.’ 
 
    ‘You’re used to bodies? How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘I was in Search and Rescue.’ The lie came easily. ‘Falls down mountains can produce the most bizarre injuries, although I’ve never seen anything like this. How could it have happened?’ 
 
    ‘Why, he were drug. You saw the ground: rocks and stuff; clothes would be scraped off of him first, then the skin.’ 
 
    ‘I meant how could this happen to an expert rider? First he was thrown, then his boot was caught in the stirrup. Two coincidences: isn’t that unlikely?’ 
 
    ‘It happens.’ But he was thinking. ‘Third coincidence,’ he said. ‘Bear stands up from behind a rock: a she-bear with cubs. Up goes the stud, maybe falls over backwards, and Charlie’s not ready for it — you see? He could have hit his head as he fell and was knocked unconscious. The weight of the body’d twist that stirrup and his foot would be locked in there. Then his horse bolts.’ 
 
    She said nothing. The evening sun came streaming to light the ridges and deepen the shadows in the canyons. Timber was a folded green pelt, crags were rosy, water was silk set in emeralds. She saw none of it, she was seeing a body suspended, hurtling and bouncing over rocks. 
 
    ‘Does Jen ride a buckskin?’ she asked at length. 
 
    ‘Jen — my girl? A buckskin? I wouldn’t know.’ He paused. ‘Was there a buckskin at Benefit?’ 
 
    ‘There was a rider on one above the lake, on the canyon rim.’ 
 
    ‘And you thought it could be Jen.’ He showed no surprise nor resentment that she should be privy to this family secret. 
 
    ‘I hoped it was her.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I were wondering if she was holed up with Bret Ryan. She’ll be in touch shortly. Can’t do nothing else now she’s come this far. She’ll be missing her mom. Bret will work on her, convince her she has to do the right thing. She’s a good kid at heart. He’ll make her see sense.’ 
 
    She didn’t pursue the subject; she was relieved to find him a sensible man and well-disposed towards his former wife. 
 
    They unloaded the horses at Val’s ranch and he drove away, Miss Pink insisting that she could cope with the animals, it would be something to do while she waited for the riders. In fact, she’d scarcely finished brushing Jake when Sophie arrived. She had left Val and Clyde at the swing bridge and they’d gone straight to Glenaffric. ‘They’ll stay with Edna,’ she said, ‘so we’ll tend to this animal’ — eyeing Ali grimly — ‘put some stuff on those cuts and then we’ll head for home. What did Sam have to say? Any news of Jen?’ 
 
    They talked as they worked: unsaddling Sophie’s horse first, then Miss Pink held Ali while Sophie went over him carefully, cleaning and dressing the cuts. There was some swelling due to bruising; they’d have the veterinarian out tomorrow, give him a thorough check, make sure nothing had been missed. Val would be here in the morning, Sophie said, Clyde would stay at Glenaffric. She shook her head. ‘Edna shouldn’t go on living there, the place is far too big for a widow lady. Maybe I can convince her to come to the Rothbury.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was scratching the stallion’s skull, mumbling to him, her eyes glazed. Sophie straightened from a hind leg and stared. Slowly Miss Pink focused. 
 
    ‘You bonded!’ Sophie was incredulous. 
 
    ‘It could be that his problem wasn’t genetic after all. He had the wrong master. He could have been whipped.’ 
 
    ‘I know he was.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, back there: at hunting camp, when Charlie was thrown.’ 
 
    They regarded the horse’s dark eyes: clear but sleepy. Sophie said, ‘Charlie was about to leave. He’d packed up, cleared the cabin, loaded the pack-horse.’ 
 
    ‘Ye-es.’ Now what was coming? 
 
    ‘Then he caught sight of a bear.’ 
 
    ‘It would be hanging around?’ 
 
    ‘Right. Only just in case the sheriff asks questions, I suggest we keep quiet about Jen. Val and Clyde agree. About that phone call, I mean, when Jen called Charlie. Edna needn’t have overheard anything. Clyde will convince her to forget it.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t mention it.’ Miss Pink was a bit stuffy. ‘It’s not my business.’ 
 
    ‘Nor the sheriff’s. There’s no need to complicate matters by mentioning Jen.’ 
 
    Fine. So the phone call was a coincidence, as was Jen’s return at the same time — about the same time — that her grandfather died. As was the fact that Val and Clyde were only a few miles from hunting camp where he died. Coincidence, coincidence — and there was yet another, or two: Val and Clyde were each in line for half a million dollars and Jen was in for a whole lot more. Miss Pink shook herself mentally. My criminal mind again, she thought. How fortunate it was that Charlie’s death was so obviously the result of an accident. 
 
    * 
 
    It was late by the time they reached the Rothbury. When they entered the apartment Sophie dropped her saddlebags on the floor and made for the drinks cabinet. ‘First things first,’ she announced, pouring whisky and bourbon with a generous hand. Miss Pink took only a token sip before excusing herself. On the drive home conversation was a monologue; Sophie, evidently anxious to avoid personalities, had concentrated on the disposal of Charlie’s horses. Miss Pink had had as much of bloodlines as she could stand. She shut herself in her bathroom, turned on the taps and sat on a padded stool, sipping her drink and too exhausted even to undress. 
 
    There was a knock at the door but Sophie was only telling her not to dress, just to put on a robe and they’d eat in the apartment, they’d have dinner sent up from the kitchen. 
 
    * 
 
    It was another balmy evening. They sat at the window eating lobster Newburg, the food furnishing an excuse not to embark on distasteful topics of conversation. Wondering if Sophie would return to family problems with the conclusion of the meal, about to suggest another early night, Miss Pink was startled by the ringing of the doorbell. 
 
    They glanced at each other, then down at their robes. Sophie swallowed and stood up. She looked through the peephole, shrugged and opened the door. Russell Kramer stood there, diffident but solid. The time of evening, the absence of advance notice, indicated the diffidence was assumed. 
 
    ‘Do I apologise and retreat?’ he asked. ‘Or shall I slip into something more comfortable and join you?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Russell.’ Sophie drew him inside. ‘You know you’re always welcome. What will you drink?’ 
 
    ‘Talisker?’ He looked coy. 
 
    ‘I keep it for him,’ Sophie told Miss Pink who was smiling weakly and wishing she’d combed out her hair after her shower. 
 
    Russell sat down with an air of purpose and glanced at the view. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful evening? If the Absarokas weren’t in the way you could see the Tetons.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s jaw dropped. She said faintly, ‘If it weren’t for the curve of the earth —’ 
 
    ‘— you could see the Colorado plateau,’ Sophie completed drily, placing a bottle, a shot glass and a tiny crystal jug of water in front of him. 
 
    ‘How are they taking it?’ The sudden switch made him sound aggressive. 
 
    Sophie sat down and focused on Miss Pink’s glass. ‘Val is — contained, I’d guess you’d say’ — raising her eyebrows — ‘Clyde was upset, but then he shows his emotions more than her and — well, she talked to him, you know?’ 
 
    ‘It was an appalling shock for him. I mean, Charlie was his father after all.’ 
 
    The women stared. He stared back, as if mesmerised. ‘What I’m saying’, he went on haltingly, ‘is that when he heard Charlie was missing, he was very concerned. As anyone would be in the circumstances. Charlie is — was — an old man and Clyde said that horse is wild. He was worried that… What happened exactly?’ 
 
    Sophie sipped her bourbon. ‘He was thrown but his foot caught in the stirrup and he was dragged… It’s not a common accident, Russell, but it’s the sort of thing could happen to an old person, particularly with a nervous horse.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Clyde. And Val — all of you. Terrible: finding the body.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Clyde called me from Glenaffric. He didn’t say much, I guess Edna was close by. No details — except Charlie was thrown from his horse, not even when it happened.’ He wasn’t asking a question but his eyes were. 
 
    ‘We hadn’t really thought about that,’ Sophie said. ‘We all saw the pack-horse ready to go around noon, so it must have happened yesterday morning.’ She frowned, her eyes met Miss Pink’s and sheered away. 
 
    He left soon afterwards. ‘Dear me,’ Sophie said, closing the door behind him. ‘He’s very fond of Clyde.’ She started to help Miss Pink who was clearing the coffee table. ‘He had to make sure there was no way Clyde could be involved,’ she went on. ‘Silly boy.’ 
 
    Miss Pink murmured noncommittally. It was uncertain which ‘boy’ was meant: Clyde or Russell. She hesitated, but it had to be said. ‘There’s no way it could have been anything other than an accident.’ 
 
    Sophie gasped. ‘Of course it was an accident! What can you be thinking?’ 
 
    ‘Not me. The police. There’s no need to protect people: Russell trying to make sure Clyde isn’t involved — your words. And not mentioning Jen’s call to Charlie, or their meeting… It looks suspicious —’ 
 
    ‘No way is there anything suspicious! Clyde was miles away, Jen was nowhere near the cabin. There’s nothing to be suspicious about.’ 
 
    ‘I meant that your not wanting to mention those facts looks suspicious in itself.’ 
 
    ‘The reason why we’re keeping quiet about Jen’s phone call is that we’re not going to have our family business gossiped about all over the county. Once the sheriff knows, he’ll ask why Jen had to go to hunting camp in secret, why couldn’t she meet her family in the open, instead of in the back country, and her grandfather on his own at that? He’ll want to know what’s wrong with this family. You agreed you wouldn’t mention it, Melinda.’ She was pleading now. 
 
    ‘How are you going to silence Ryan? If Jen’s with him then he knows about the arrangement to meet Charlie, and he’s not bound by family loyalty.’ 
 
    ‘We can work on him. I tell you, no one need know that she made that phone call. Edna can be persuaded to forget it. You do that too, Melinda. You said yourself: it had to be an accident.’ 
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    A night’s rest and the security of a corral had revived the stallion. When Sophie pulled up outside Val’s cabin he was still favouring one leg but his head was up and he’d watched the Cherokee’s approach with interest. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t he look good?’ came Val’s voice as she opened the screen door. ‘The veterinarian was here and Ali stood like a lamb while he was being examined. Isn’t that something? I tell you, this is a different horse.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no serious damage?’ Sophie asked. 
 
    ‘Not physically. Just a sprain. ‘Fact, he’s more tractable now than he was before. Mind you, it could be a different story when we get up on him again.’ 
 
    Sophie was disapproving. ‘There’s no need to ride him, Val, even if we do keep him. I don’t know that I want to anyway. For heaven’s sakes, who gets Ali? I have no idea.’ They stared at each other. 
 
    Miss Pink marvelled how they could focus on trivial concerns when the previous owner had been virtually kicked to death by the animal. Her eyes strayed to the hoofs. No sign of blood there. 
 
    ‘Who’s this?’ Sophie asked. A pick-up and trailer were coming along the track, slowing for the entrance to the homestead. 
 
    ‘That trailer was at Benefit,’ Miss Pink said. If this were Bret Ryan, Jen could be with him, which would explain the wary stance of the others. She was pleased, happy for them, then she tensed in her turn. It was Ryan and he was alone. 
 
    He parked with care, turning in the space between cabin and corral. The women hadn’t moved. He walked towards them, stiff in the face of their united attention. ‘Hi, Bret,’ Val said, rather too loudly. She indicated the stallion. ‘No harm done. The veterinarian says the leg’s just a sprain.’ 
 
    He nodded and regarded the horse without expression. Sophie was frowning at the trailer. No horse was visible through the slats. Val said neutrally, ‘You’ll stay for coffee, Bret?’ 
 
    ‘I just come for the stud,’ he said. 
 
    The women were immobile. A yellow butterfly flickered past the group, the horse lowered his head and plucked at a weed. ‘We’re not with you,’ Sophie said. 
 
    He inhaled sharply and looked towards the creek. He said distantly, ‘Charlie left the stud to Jen. She wants him there.’ He swallowed. ‘At Benefit.’ 
 
    Val’s eyes widened and she started to shake. Sophie moved in front of her and said, not unpleasantly, ‘If Jen has business with her family, Bret, she must come herself and discuss it. There’s no way family property can be distributed like this, and so soon. You have no authority.’ 
 
    ‘I do. She’s my wife.’ 
 
    Someone gasped. He went on hurriedly, ‘She needs time to — to think things through. She just lost her grand-daddy’ — he flicked a hostile glance at Val — ‘so she’s asked me to pick up the stud. He’s valuable. She wants the care of him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not hers yet.’ Sophie was harsh but then her tone changed. ‘Is that right: you two are married? When did this happen?’ 
 
    ‘A few weeks since.’ He looked sulky now: a long beanpole of a fellow, embarrassed in the presence of older women, two of whom were now his in-laws, if he was to be believed. 
 
    ‘Where did you marry?’ Sophie asked. 
 
    ‘In Billings.’ He returned her stare. ‘I have the licence back home.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t make any difference.’ Val was listless, as if she were past emotion. ‘But she can’t have the stud. It stays here.’  
 
    ‘He’s hers!’ His voice rose. 
 
    ‘No, he isn’t,’ Sophie said coldly. ‘The will hasn’t been read and it has to be probated. You can’t know the conditions.’  
 
    ‘She does. He told her. Charlie did.’ 
 
    ‘My father was a liar,’ Val said, without heat. ‘He may have told her he’d left the stud to her and anything else he cared to name. That doesn’t mean it’s true.’ 
 
    ‘Her dad says it’s true.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God! You’re telling us she’s seen her dad? He’s always —’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough,’ Sophie put in quickly. ‘It doesn’t matter who says what. This horse is staying here until the will’s probated. Not just because it’s a valuable animal, the same would apply if it were a dude horse. We have to observe the rules, Bret. You go back and tell Jen that. At the same time, since you’re now family, you might suggest that it would have been more courteous for her to come here in person instead of sending a messenger, even if you are married to her.’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved away, acutely embarrassed. Sophie was hard on the man but it was justified. He must have known he was out of order. The situation was awkward, fraught with difficulties. 
 
    Behind her, the pick-up started and moved slowly down the drive; his frustration wasn’t apparent in his driving. 
 
    ‘It’s monstrous!’ Val exploded. ‘I can’t believe it of Sam.’  
 
    ‘Sam didn’t send him,’ Sophie pointed out. 
 
    ‘But they’ve been in touch! He’s saying he has no idea where she is.’ Val whirled on Miss Pink. ‘You rode home with him yesterday; did he tell you he’d seen Jen?’ 
 
    ‘No. He did say he’d wondered if she could be holed up with Ryan.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll kill the bastard!’ 
 
    She strode towards the cabin. Sophie shook her head and sighed. ‘What must you be thinking of us all?’ 
 
    ‘Apart from his ignorance of business etiquette, Ryan doesn’t seem a bad fellow,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘He could make a good husband — and Jen has come back — almost.’ 
 
    ‘Huh! “Almost” is the operative word. Now this problem’ — she gestured angrily at the stallion — ‘could take us right back to square one.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll blow over. It’s only a horse.’ 
 
    ‘Only! That horse is worth thousands.’ 
 
    ‘Even then it’s not so important as the other problem: the one that drove Jen away originally.’ 
 
    ‘But she came back — to Sam,’ Sophie muttered. ‘That’s hit Val hard. She thought Sam was her friend. He’s played her a shabby trick.’ They could hear Val’s voice raised inside the cabin. ‘I wonder how he’ll explain himself,’ she said. 
 
    They turned to contemplate the stallion. After a while the screen door crashed open. ‘He denies it!’ Val shouted. ‘He swears it isn’t true! Who’s lying around here? I’m going to Benefit and find Jen —’ 
 
    ‘No, Val!’ Sophie hurried after her as she made for her pick-up. Miss Pink leaned against the rails, an uneasy spectator, but not for long. After a few minutes during which Ali walked over to have his head scratched, the others approached. ‘I’m going to Benefit,’ Sophie told her, while Val looked mutinous. ‘Val insists someone must go to Jen, her being so near, and if I don’t, she will, and I think Jen is more likely to talk to me at this moment. The business about the horse gives us a handle — although why I should need an excuse to talk to my own kin I don’t know. But it may work. D’you mind?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was startled. ‘No, no. I can amuse myself —’ 
 
    ‘I mean, d’you mind coming with me?’ 
 
    ‘Of — course not. Er — why?’ 
 
    ‘I’m trusting your presence will keep things on an even keel.’ Sophie peered at her doubtfully. ‘Is it a presumption? I’m afraid things aren’t exactly normal today. As you may have noticed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I can to help. Let’s go. Might it be an idea to overtake Bret before he has a chance to phone her?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going after Sam,’ Val said grimly. 
 
    ‘No, you’re not.’ Sophie was firm. ‘There’s enough trouble around here without you going and making more with Sam. Besides,’ she added slyly, ‘someone needs to be here with Ali. Bret could come back and for all we know, Charlie changed his will and the horse is to come to you.’ 
 
    Val looked at the stallion. ‘You could be right. OK, I’ll leave it to you — for the time being.’ Implying that if anything went wrong at Benefit she would take over. Charlie’s death was having wide repercussions. 
 
    * 
 
    As they drove down the Ballard road, Miss Pink said, ‘Would it be possible to find out exactly who the horses were left to? You might cite the difficulty of making decisions regarding Ali’s treatment: make his condition sound worse than it is. The lawyer who drew up the will mightn’t know much about horses.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been thinking. I wonder if Edna has a copy of the will. I wouldn’t say so in front of Bret. You know, I can’t believe those two are married, can you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the outsider here. But why not? From what you’ve said, Jen’s impulsive and he’d hardly say he had a marriage certificate if it’s not true.’ 
 
    ‘She’s unpredictable, certainly. Volatile is how I’d describe Jen. She takes after her mother there. I don’t know how I’m going to handle this meeting, but you may be sure that if it were Val had gone rushing over there, the state she’s in, there’d be more than sparks flying, there’d be a conflagration. Jen’s treating her mother like a neighbour who’s cheated on her: trying to hang on to property that’s rightfully hers.’ Her tone hardened. ‘And she won’t face her mother, has to send someone else. I’ll be interested to hear what this young lady’s got to say about that. She’s behaving outrageously.’ 
 
    ‘Ryan’s picked up speed.’ Miss Pink was peering ahead. ‘He’s going to reach Benefit before us.’ 
 
    ‘Not in that old truck; we’ll overtake him on the highway.’ 
 
    They came to the main road, skirted the southern fringe of Ballard and sped towards Irving. Down on their right the Thunder river belied its name, spread in braids between flats where weeds and willows formed a low jungle. The road was clear ahead and there was no sign of the trailer. ‘He’ll have stopped off at Ballard,’ Sophie declared. ‘So Jen won’t be expecting us, long as he doesn’t phone her.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning she’d run if she knew you were coming?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she’s keeping clear, isn’t she? Married for some weeks, he said.’ She was bitterly resentful about that. 
 
    ‘Why should she be frightened of the family?’ 
 
    ‘Frightened? She has no reason to be.’ Sophie considered this. ‘You’re suggesting she’s frightened of her mother?’ 
 
    ‘Things point that way.’ 
 
    They slowed for the turning to Benefit and slowed again where the tarmac ended. When Sophie resumed the conversation it was as if she were talking to herself. ‘The truth is we’re all scared of each other — except right now Val is furious, but before… She told me she doesn’t know how to meet her own daughter, what to say. There’s so much between them that’s just blank: unknown territory. Val doesn’t know where she stands. That’s what makes her angry; she’s so confused.’ 
 
    ‘I can understand that.’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s so unpredictable. That’s why I asked you to come along. The truth is I’m scared too. Like I said, you’re — you’re —’ 
 
    ‘The plug in the volcano?’ 
 
    ‘OK, I’m dramatising. Forget everything, we’ll play it by ear. We’re paying a call on my great-niece, is all.’ 
 
    The little hills basked in the sunshine, deceptively smooth, sprinkled with juniper, a gentle world in contrast to the snow peaks in the background. Scattered ruins showed beyond a swelling in the grassy downs and they came round a curve to Benefit, trailing dust up its street to halt outside Ryan’s cabin. 
 
    A woman stood in the doorway shielding her eyes. She was small and slim but with broad shoulders. Her eyes slanted a little and the eyebrows were like wings. Her hair was a rich brown, the colour of ripe chestnuts. ‘She’s lovely,’ Miss Pink whispered, coming round the Cherokee to join Sophie. 
 
    ‘And she’s not running,’ Sophie whispered back. 
 
    She came through the marigolds, smiling. ‘Aunt Sophie! Isn’t this neat?’ 
 
    They hugged, Sophie’s eyes wide with astonishment. Miss Pink looked on benignly. 
 
    There were introductions. Jen acknowledged them politely, then turned back to Sophie with a look of inquiry. Sophie glanced at the cabin but left the suggestion of hospitality to her great-niece, who refused to pick up the cue. Her smile was fading. Appreciating that the welcome was over, that someone had to get down to business, Sophie said, ‘Is it true you’re married?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been talking to Bret. Yes, we’re married.’ 
 
    ‘Edna’ — Sophie cleared her throat and started again — ‘I’m disappointed. I would have liked to come to your wedding.’  
 
    Jen gave the faintest shrug. 
 
    ‘Edna too,’ Sophie ploughed on, and then — desperately — ‘not to speak of your mother.’ 
 
    ‘She can go to hell,’ Jen said. 
 
    Sophie gasped. Beaten, she appealed mutely to Miss Pink who, plunged into a weird fantasy land, all etiquette blown to the winds, said, reasonably enough, ‘What can a person’s mother have done that’s bad enough for that?’ 
 
    ‘Ask her,’ Jen said. She addressed Sophie again. ‘That is, if she’ll tell you.’ Her face crumpled like a child’s. ‘I’ll tell you what she did: she ruined my life — for ever — you know that?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Sophie cried. ‘There’s something terribly wrong here —’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t this Sam?’ Miss Pink broke in urgently. ‘How about letting him — asking him —’ She broke off, at a loss. 
 
    A pick-up skidded to a halt in a swirl of dust. Sam Jardine jumped down and strode towards them. Miss Pink and Sophie turned to him as if to a saviour, which he might have been but for the fact that when they looked back Jen had disappeared. 
 
    Sophie swore. ‘Things were getting out of hand, Sam. Go in and talk some sense into her, for God’s sake. She’s saying Val ruined her life.’ 
 
    Sam’s genial face showed surprise, but not shock. However, he wasted no time asking for details but made for the cabin. He opened the screen door, called out and entered. Sophie turned away, sniffing angrily. 
 
    ‘Whatever’s got into her? Ruined her life? Val can go to hell? What does the girl mean?’ 
 
    ‘Come and stand in the shade.’ Miss Pink was soothing. ‘Let her father deal with it. This could be what’s needed to clear the air: a confrontation.’ 
 
    Sam came out of the cabin, glancing left and right, bewildered. ‘Which way’d she go?’ he shouted. 
 
    Miss Pink looked towards the hills. ‘She must have gone out the back,’ she called. ‘She could have taken a horse.’ 
 
    There was no point in going after her on foot, she had a head start. They stood in the shade of the cottonwoods and Sophie filled Sam in on that heated exchange. After a while Miss Pink saw a pale form working through the junipers on a distant slope. 
 
    ‘You’ve been seeing her all along!’ Sophie cried. 
 
    ‘I told Val. I’ve not seen Jen for ten years.’ 
 
    ‘You came straight here.’ 
 
    ‘Because Val said she was here and married to Bret. He never said nothing yesterday. I was riding with the guy! Why, he’s coming to work for me but he never give me a hint he was married to her. I guess he’d have gotten around to it.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘There she goes,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Up that hill.’ 
 
    They ignored her. ‘So you’re saying Bret Ryan’s a liar,’ Sophie grated. 
 
    ‘Well — no, if he says they’re married —’ 
 
    ‘Not that. He says they’re in touch with you, that you say Ali is willed to Jen.’ 
 
    ‘Then he is lying. He has to have some reason for saying that.’ He sat down in the dust and put his head on his knees. They regarded him: Sophie bewildered, Miss Pink speculative. Someone was lying — but for what purpose? Something to do with Charlie’s legacy, or his death, or both? 
 
    Sophie raised her eyes and looked towards the hills. ‘Is that the horse you saw her on yesterday?’ she asked dully. 
 
    ‘Presumably. It’s pale, it could be a buckskin.’ 
 
    ‘She left because you arrived,’ Sophie told Sam and it was an accusation. 
 
    He raised his head. ‘If she turned against Val, she’s against me too,’ he said and then, the picture of despair, ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Ryan knows what’s behind it all.’ Sophie was vicious. She looked along the street as if willing him to appear but there was nothing to see beyond the sagging buildings other than the sage and rocks shimmering in the heat. ‘I’m not waiting here for him,’ she said and, remembering her manners, ‘I mean, we’re not waiting.’ Adding fiercely, ‘We have our own lives to lead.’ It was by way of an apology, a declaration that family problems were not to be allowed to interfere with hospitality towards a guest, and it was spurious. Obviously family came first with all of them. ‘I feel like a ball,’ she went on, ‘bounced backwards and forwards between other people.’ 
 
    Sam was bleary-eyed. ‘You don’t believe me? If we was in contact why would she run when I arrived?’ 
 
    ‘Because she didn’t want us to know she was seeing you? Oh hell!’ Sophie shook her head as if trying to rid it of cobwebs. ‘I don’t know where I am any longer. What do we do now?’ She glared at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘We’re doing nothing here. Shall we go home and eat?’  
 
    Sophie’s jaw dropped. ‘Life goes on,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘People get hungry.’ 
 
    Sam giggled. Miss Pink looked for hysteria and saw none. ‘I’ll look around a bit,’ he said. ‘Maybe she’ll be watching and if she sees you leave, she’ll come down. I could go find a saddle’ — he gave a wry smile — ‘put it on one of my son-in-law’s horses and follow her.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s old enough to take care of himself,’ Sophie said as they drove away. ‘Although why I should say that I’ve no idea, except that I don’t like leaving him. Did we do right?’ 
 
    ‘Heavens, he’s not in any danger.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s lying. I need to know what’s going on. We have to know; it’s affecting all of us.’ She was speaking as if Miss Pink were family. ‘If we meet Ryan on this road he’s not going to pass without me finding out why he said Jen was seeing Sam when she wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, Ryan didn’t say Jen was meeting her father. They could have been communicating by phone.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same.’ Sophie was grim. ‘Sam maintains he hasn’t been in touch with her at all. Do you think he’s lying?’ 
 
    ‘If he is, he’s a very good actor.’ 
 
    They reached the highway without meeting a vehicle. ‘Ryan’s still in town,’ Sophie said. ‘Or he went back to Val’s place. Oh, I hope not. We have to see Edna, ask her about the will, find out who Ali is to go to —’ 
 
    ‘There he is. Ryan — the trailer, see?’ 
 
    They were heading west towards Ballard. A pick-up and trailer were approaching, coming east. Sophie slowed down. As it passed they saw that it was indeed Ryan but he gave no sign that he recognised the Cherokee. Sophie glanced behind her and performed a neat U-turn, but instead of overtaking she kept back until they left the highway. After they’d gone about half a mile on the dirt road she crept up and flashed her lights. Ryan plodded on for a short distance, then stopped. 
 
    Sophie climbed down without a word. Miss Pink stayed where she was. She wondered if Ryan carried a weapon. With the trailer blocking her view she couldn’t see if there was a rifle on a rack as was often the case in Westerners’ pick-ups. Her eyes widened; this was a family at odds, not a confrontation with a gunman. 
 
    Sitting in the passenger seat she could see nothing of Sophie. She slid behind the steering wheel and looked along the side of the trailer. Sophie was standing back, stiff with some emotion — anger? Fear? Miss Pink switched off the ignition. Sophie was shouting. 
 
    ‘… ask anyone!… her grandmother… you could have asked me!’ 
 
    Silence — he would be responding, but quietly. 
 
    Sophie’s shoulders jerked. She gestured wildly. ‘You’re mad! It’s impossible. Val never knew… Why should she lie about it?’ She listened again, glaring, blinking. She spoke, but the words were inaudible. Her head was up, her face set; she seemed to be in command now, but as she continued to speak her body language was increasingly tense until she broke off… How theatrical people appeared when in the grip of strong emotion and you couldn’t hear what was said. She came back to the Cherokee, treading lightly, carefully. 
 
    Miss Pink heaved herself over to the passenger side, the trailer drew away, Sophie climbed behind the wheel, turned the car and stopped. She switched off the ignition but kept her hands on the wheel. Miss Pink licked her lips nervously. 
 
    Sophie said to the windscreen: ‘I’m not clear how I feel about this. I’m shell-shocked. He is in touch with Jen’s father, as he thinks — because Jen told him her father is Paul Skinner.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ A long pause. ‘Poor Sam,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Skinner isn’t, of course.’ Sophie was quick. She turned to her friend and smiled, but it was only her lips that moved, her eyes were cold and furious. ‘And guess who told Jen that Paul Skinner was her father.’ 
 
    Miss Pink could only shake her head helplessly. 
 
    ‘Charlie,’ Sophie said, nodding. ‘My son-of-a-bitch brother-in-law told his granddaughter that her daddy was that gross lump of grease who’s never done an honest day’s work in his life, who stuck to Val like a leech, living on her earnings, a parasite — for all we know, a thief, a poacher… What’s got into you? Why are you looking at me like that?’ 
 
    ‘No wonder the girl appears to hate her mother —’ 
 
    ‘Does hate her.’ 
 
    ‘— who she’ll think kept her parentage from her. It’s fortunate that Charlie’s —’ 
 
    ‘— that he’s dead. You can say that again.’ Sophie switched on the ignition and started down the road. ‘I put Bret right; I doubt he believed me but now we know what the problem is we can set to and sort it. Of course there’s no way Paul Skinner could be her father; why, Val didn’t even know Skinner when Jen was born…’ 
 
    She continued in this vein while Miss Pink appeared to listen and all the time she was thinking about relationships and babies and abortions, and dreading the moment when Sophie — and others — would start to think along the same lines. Or had someone done that already? 
 
    * 
 
    ‘That stallion goes to Jen,’ Edna told Sophie. ‘She’s to have all the horses except the five colts that come to you. And no, I don’t have a copy of the will; Charlie would never have shown it to me, but I’ve seen a copy. He never knew.’ She smiled slyly. ‘I went to school with our lawyer,’ she explained to Miss Pink. 
 
    They were in Edna’s bedroom which, despite its four-poster, gave the impression of a room much lived in. They had come straight to Glenaffric to find her cleaning furiously. It was the Fourth of July and once again she was without domestic help. In the face of the family’s problems no one had remarked that this was Independence Day. A halt was called for lunch and they took sandwiches and a pitcher of iced tea to this curiously intimate room with its old Chinese rugs and furniture upholstered in tarnished gold and threadbare crimson silk. 
 
    Sophie said crossly, ‘I could do with a drink.’ 
 
    Edna had shown no surprise at their appearance unannounced, nor at Sophie’s blunt questions regarding the stallion and the will; now, without turning a hair, she moved to an elaborate corner cupboard and produced a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and crystal glasses. She poured drinks with a steady hand and asked pleasantly, ‘Did you want the stallion? I dare say Jen would do a trade.’ 
 
    ‘We were at Benefit,’ Sophie said, ignoring the question. ‘She’s there. We talked to her — and to Ryan. They’re married. Oh, and there’s no baby. There wouldn’t be, of course. It’d be nine years old by now, but there never was one. Actually, we — I didn’t ask, but there was no sign.’ 
 
    ‘Just as well,’ Edna said. ‘She can start fresh.’ She brightened. ‘How is she? I’ve been expecting her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s fine: damning her mother to hell, refusing to meet her father… Sam arrived while we were there.’ 
 
    Edna was very still. ‘What was that about her mother?’ 
 
    ‘Jen says Val ruined her life. Bret Ryan told me Paul Skinner is Jen’s father. One assumes the two things are connected, in their minds at least. Meaning Jen’s got it in for her mother because she figures Val kept the truth from her about her parentage.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up, muttering something about the bathroom. The others ignored her exit. ‘Well?’ she heard from behind her, Sophie throwing it out like a challenge. There was a murmur from Edna. ‘These are your daughter and your grandchild!’ Sophie stormed. ‘You know it’s not true! Sam’s her father!’ 
 
    Miss Pink blundered round a corner, nearly knocking Clyde down. ‘What’s going on?’ he demanded, his eyes alert to the shouting. She pushed past him quite rudely. 
 
    * 
 
    Half an hour passed before Sophie came looking for her and found her leaning on a rail behind the corrals. Beyond the fence, mares with foals grazed unconcernedly, having already accosted the visitor for titbits and found her wanting. 
 
    ‘She knew all the time,’ Sophie said without preamble, then thought better of it. ‘OK, let’s be fair; ten years ago Charlie hinted that he knew why Jen left, told Edna that the child should know that Skinner was her daddy. He said, he actually said, he’d told Jen himself. Edna’s like Val: got no spirit left now, she’s had too much of his lies, but back then I guess she reacted differently: horror, shock, whatever, and Charlie maybe, just maybe, realised he’d gone too far that time and he retracted. Said it was a joke, it wasn’t true, he was only teasing Edna; he’d never told Jen anything. But you see, Jen didn’t come back and there was never any contact, nothing to explain her going, and Edna says now she got to wondering was it true after all? Not that Skinner was Jen’s father of course, but that Charlie had told the child so.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s gaze was fixed on the horses. ‘And Edna never said a word to any of you because she wasn’t sure,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘That — and shame: for him. That he could be so cruel, so heartless.’ Sophie paused. ‘Clyde came in,’ she added. ‘We’ve been talking.’ 
 
    ‘I gathered.’ 
 
    After a long silence Sophie said, ‘Has your brain made connections here?’ 
 
    ‘You mean with the other alleged piece of information from Charlie: that Jen wanted money for an abortion, or was it that she wanted money to go away and you considered an abortion?’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed. ‘Yes, I do see a connection: that Jen was pregnant by the man she thought was her stepfather and who Charlie then told her was her father. That would account for the absence: hostility… guilt… towards Val. It can be put right now, of course.’ Now that Charlie was dead. 
 
    ‘Try telling that to Edna and Clyde. They’re obsessed with the difficulties. How do you tell a woman that she’s wasted ten years of her life by exiling herself from a loving family (bar one monster) because she thinks she’s been a party to incest?’ 
 
    ‘It may not be that bad. She could suspect the truth already. That could be why she won’t meet Sam: she’s not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Bret thinks Skinner is her father.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder. Sam stayed behind when we left Benefit. Perhaps he went after her. In any case, she’s come back to Montana, so she must be looking for a reconciliation. After all, even if Skinner were her father Jen was still responsible for her actions — unless he raped her.’ 
 
    ‘Then she’d have told Val… No, maybe not. Children don’t always, do they? Skinner’s another one who should have been drowned at birth. Don’t look so disapproving, Melinda. I mean it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not disapproving the sentiment, just your voicing it. It’s not a good time to mention killing and members of your family in the same breath.’ 
 
    ‘Skinner’s not family. Oh, you mean Charlie. Yes, I’d have cheerfully killed him and that was before I knew about this last obscene joke of his. Joke? But that’s how he’d have viewed it.’ Her lips stretched in a grin. ‘Poetic justice. He’d dragged the family through hell for ten years and in the end it was him was dragged to death. Neat, huh?’ 
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    ‘We’ve made no decisions,’ Sophie confided as they drove away from Glenaffric. ‘Everyone’s exhausted. We think it’s best to leave Jen to Sam. He may bring her here, to Edna, or she could come to me of her own free will.’ 
 
    ‘Like a nervous animal,’ Miss Pink said, ‘let her make the running.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ Neither saw anything fanciful in the comparison. ‘I should drop by the ranch,’ Sophie went on. ‘I can’t just pass. But what do I say? If Sam hasn’t contacted Val she won’t yet know that Jen thinks Skinner’s her father. Someone has to tell her.’ They were approaching the track to the homestead. ‘I’ll play it by ear,’ she went on, ‘stress the fact that whatever happened in the past, Jen’s come back. Val will be furious when she learns the truth, but she can’t take it out on Charlie now.’ She gave a derisive snort. ‘Fortunately,’ she added. 
 
    But if there was any truth in the suggestion that Skinner had seduced his stepdaughter he was one live man who’d be well advised to keep out of Val’s way. The fury she could no longer direct at her father could be deflected in Skinner’s direction. Miss Pink didn’t point this out. What she did say — and firmly — was that she would wait in the Cherokee. 
 
    ‘Shoot!’ Sophie wasn’t listening. ‘There’s Byer. What in hell’s he doing here — and messing with my tack?’ 
 
    She climbed down, threw a baleful glance at the fellow who was carrying a saddle into the barn and stamped up the steps to the cabin. The car windows were down and her voice carried clearly. ‘What’s Byer doing here?’ she shouted over the slam of the screen door. The reply was inaudible. 
 
    ‘I’m not having —’ It was cut off like a switch. 
 
    Miss Pink left the Cherokee and strolled across to the rail where, on the other side of the corral, Ali was intent on a mare in another enclosure. 
 
    ‘He’s doing fine.’ 
 
    She turned. Byer approached and leaned on the rail, joining her in her study of the horse. ‘Where did you ride today?’ he asked, more ingratiating than friendly. 
 
    ‘I didn’t. It’s been a social day.’ 
 
    ‘You shoulda rode out. These old horses need work, get some of the winter fat off of ‘em. I’ll have Ali out next week: just gentle work, get him used to a man on his back again.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you worked at Glenaffric.’ 
 
    ‘Wherever. At the moment she needs me here.’ 
 
    There was no sound from the cabin. Miss Pink said innocently, ‘You mean Mrs Jardine or Miss Hamilton?’ 
 
    ‘Val. I’m giving her a hand. She’s not long back from hunting camp.’ Was he making conversation or did that remark have some special significance? 
 
    ‘What was she doing there?’ 
 
    ‘Bringing the saddle down. Rode up there bareback, probably did some cleaning while she was there.’ 
 
    ‘The cabin needed cleaning?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. You was there.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea how tidy a hunting cabin should be. Were you there, Mr Byer?’ 
 
    ‘No. I went as far as the slide just. Light were failing even then.’ 
 
    ‘That wasn’t what I meant —’ Her quick ears had caught the sound of the screen door opening. She eyed him, demanding some reaction but his expression was bland, then he turned and went into the barn. 
 
    Sophie didn’t speak until they were on the road. Even then all she said was, ‘We’ll talk back at the apartment. Have supper sent up again. How did Ali look to you?’ 
 
    ‘Very well, considering. Fascinated by a mare.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    She wasn’t thinking about the stallion, she was staring through the windscreen and, it would appear, practising deep breathing. 
 
    In the wing mirror Miss Pink caught sight of snowy peaks against a southern sky and was seized by the craving to be down there where the snows were melting round drifts of glacier lilies, a place where there were no people, no tangled relationships. She considered how she might approach the subject of her leaving without making Sophie feel that she was driving her guest away. 
 
    In the apartment Sophie closed the door and said bluntly, ‘Don’t shower. Not yet. Let’s talk.’ She fetched the Talisker and the bourbon. Miss Pink drifted to the sofa. Sophie went on, as if words had been dammed in the Cherokee, ‘It’s Byer. I told Val I wouldn’t have him there. She begged me to leave it be. I swear she was virtually crying, beside herself. So I forced her to tell me why I shouldn’t send him packing from my own property — my lease, anyway. That bugger’s blackmailing her.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sagged against the cushions. How bad could this get? She drank her malt rather than sipped it, put down the glass, longed for a cigarette. She had stopped smoking decades ago. ‘How can he blackmail her?’ she prompted. 
 
    Sophie stared out of the window and said coldly, ‘Val visited Charlie at hunting camp and Byer knows she did.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with — You mean, when she was out on the trail? She rode to the cabin —’ She hesitated. Sophie avoided her eyes. Miss Pink tried again, delicately, ‘Why does she need to conceal the fact that she was at the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t ask me that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re confiding in me.’ 
 
    Sophie looked stricken. ‘You’re right. I don’t know why she has to conceal it, at least not to want it publicised. He told her if she didn’t let him help out at the homestead then he’d tell —’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Tell whom? He must have known she’d tell you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m family. He knows we’re not about to talk… He’d have the newspapers in mind, the local rag.’ 
 
    ‘Is he threatening her with the police?’ 
 
    ‘Hell no! Whatever gives you that idea?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent. Sophie went on, talking fast, ‘All she’ll say is that he has to be kept quiet, but Mel, she was at the cabin before Charlie had his accident’ — the emphasis was marked — ‘and that happened miles from the cabin — well, getting on for two miles. No way can there be any connection.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t suggest one. It’s Byer who seems to be doing that. And how does he know Val was there? He must have been there himself — surely? He was trying to pump me about the condition of the cabin. He says Val was up there today.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she was; she went there to get Charlie’s saddle.’ 
 
    Unthinking, Miss Pink helped herself to whisky and poured a dram for her host. She said slowly, ‘Why did she go to the cabin when Charlie was there?’ 
 
    ‘That’s simple.’ Sophie was dismissive. ‘She’d been worrying over Jen, what had brought her back, where she was, and she went to the cabin knowing Charlie was there on his own, determined on a showdown, make him tell her why Jen left and stayed away so long.’ 
 
    ‘How did she know Charlie was concerned? When Jen phoned Glenaffric, Val was already out on the trail. Did she have a mobile with her and Edna called her?’ 
 
    ‘No, no mobile.’ 
 
    ‘Then did she run into Jen —’ 
 
    Sophie shook her head vehemently. ‘Jen never went to the cabin. Charlie admitted as much to Val although he couldn’t help taunting her by telling her Jen had agreed to come. She must have thought better of the arrangement, or Ryan wouldn’t let her go. Maybe what bothers Val is that she was the last person to see Charlie alive and if the sheriff were to know that and start asking questions he’d uncover all the scandal about Jen and Paul Skinner, and Charlie’s crazy lies… No way can we allow that to happen. You do see, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. See what, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Why, there’s nothing to it, really. Storm in a teacup.’ 
 
    ‘And yet Byer’s blackmailing Val.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the family’s dirty linen. Can’t have it washed in public.’  
 
    Miss Pink got to her feet. ‘I need a shower.’ 
 
    She undressed slowly, torn between loyalty and a desire for untrammelled delights. She had been intending to introduce the subject of her leaving and now she was asking herself why that should be so difficult, why she should feel like a rat deserting a ship that was heading for rocks. She took her time in the shower, emerging from her room only when sounds indicated the arrival of supper. 
 
    Neither felt much like eating although it was salmon. Miss Pink said, ‘You told Val about Charlie’s misinformation: that Paul Skinner was Jen’s father?’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t seem to affect her, just another of her father’s nasty jokes.’ Seeing the other’s surprise, Sophie elaborated: ‘Well, we’ve had so many shocks, one after the other, over the last few days, what’s one more? We’re drained. Actually, I was relieved to get the matter out of the way without hysterics from her. I was more concerned with that Byer. I mean, that’s immediate.’ 
 
    Miss Pink played with a lettuce leaf. ‘I was considering driving south tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ It was spontaneous and fierce. Sophie grimaced at her own reaction. ‘Oh, no,’ she repeated. ‘You can’t go.’ Then, defiantly, ‘Why should you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m an embarrassment. I’m not family.’ 
 
    ‘We’re born with family. We choose our friends.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, you’re so concerned with Val…’ Miss Pink let it hang. 
 
    Sophie bit her lip. ‘Of course. Wouldn’t you be if she were your niece?’ 
 
    ‘If she were being blackmailed, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting it isn’t true?’ 
 
    ‘I accept that Byer is working some kind of scam, but I find it difficult to believe that Val would give in to his demands — whatever they are — in order to protect a family secret. Charlie’s behaviour was monstrous but it wasn’t criminal and if Skinner slept with an under-age girl, that’s his problem. Val wouldn’t be protecting him.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she wouldn’t.’ Sophie dismissed Skinner with contempt. ‘What you’re saying is, there’s something else. What’s on your mind, Melinda?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t Val take you into her confidence?’ 
 
    ‘I told you the truth. I trust you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the truth as far as you know.’ 
 
    Sophie dropped her eyes and fidgeted. ‘That’s what she told me,’ she said stubbornly. She looked up and her expression was unreadable. ‘Well?’ 
 
    Miss Pink considered possible responses. In the circumstances… The police thinking might be… What she said was, ‘Is there any way that Charlie’s death could have been rigged to look like an accident?’ 
 
    There was no reaction in the other’s face. ‘How long have you had that idea?’ 
 
    ‘Since you told me Byer is blackmailing Val. And you? When did the possibility of murder occur to you?’ 
 
    ‘For heaven’s sakes!’ Sophie’s eyes slewed wildly from the door to the open window but Miss Pink’s voice was pitched low. ‘I agree Val’s going to extraordinary lengths to protect reputations — Jen’s and Charlie’s — in any case, we’d all deny that Jen was pregnant — for God’s sake, we don’t know that she was! There’s only Charlie’s word for it’ — she’d lost the thread — ‘now what? You look as if you’re waiting for something.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t answer my question. Could the accident have been rigged?’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ But Sophie gave the matter thought, then jerked to attention. ‘You’re suggesting Byer is accusing Val of being involved in Charlie’s death?’ 
 
    ‘You see’ — Miss Pink was calm but earnest — ‘since he knows Val was at the cabin, it implies he was there too, or in the vicinity. So he could be setting her up for the fall guy. And Val, by giving in to him, is putting herself in the frame. Surely you see that.’ 
 
    Sophie said sadly, ‘She hasn’t told me everything.’ 
 
    ‘Where do you think she’s not telling the truth?’ 
 
    ‘Byer’s got something on her. More than her being at the cabin, d’you think?’ 
 
    ‘Could it have to do with Jen?’ 
 
    ‘I guess. She’s a woman would do anything for her daughter, but then any mother would. Yes, she could be covering for Jen. But you’re assuming that there was something — not quite right about Charlie’s accident.’ 
 
    ‘There could have been a fight. He was an old man.’ 
 
    ‘But powerful. Neither Val nor Jen could have — oh no! Listen to us! I can’t believe we’re talking this way.’ 
 
    ‘And then the business with the stallion might have been rigged.’ 
 
    ‘Never! Not by one person. You’d need someone to hold the horse, the other to put Charlie’s foot through the stirrup.’ 
 
    ‘So it could have been worked that way.’ 
 
    ‘Only by two — oh!’ 
 
    They were both thinking of Jen and Bret Ryan. 
 
    ‘They could have gone to the cabin together,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘And Ryan had a fight with him, knocked him down and he hit his head.’ 
 
    ‘And Val’s protecting them both by saying no one visited Charlie except herself?’ 
 
    ‘It’s odd, though,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘Why should Byer blackmail Val rather than Jen? It’s Jen who’s going to be rich.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t know the provisions of Charlie’s will. And maybe he thinks Val’s a softer touch without a man around. But he has me to reckon with there.’ Sophie didn’t smile, she bared her teeth. 
 
    ‘On the other hand’ — Miss Pink wasn’t listening — ‘it could be that he knows Val was at the cabin but is unaware that Jen was. And Ryan? That is, if those two were there at all.’ Her voice sank. ‘This is all surmise. How can one find out?’ 
 
    ‘Do we need to?’ 
 
    ‘What? I was thinking aloud there. But Val needs help because blackmailers don’t stop at one demand. He’s got his foot in the door, he knows that whatever he has on her is solid; he might just have been fishing in the first place, trying it on. She’s acceded to the first demand, if it was only to take him on as a hand, and he knows she’s hooked. And she does inherit half a million dollars. That’ll be a fortune to a ranch hand, if he does know about the will. He could bleed her dry. I wonder what he’s got on her.’ 
 
    ‘You could try to find out. She won’t tell me.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think she’ll tell me? What right do I have to ask questions anyway?’ 
 
    ‘What right does Byer have to blackmail her? We can’t go to the police. We daren’t, we don’t know what’s going on.’ Sophie smiled, this time engagingly. ‘You can run away: drive south tomorrow and forget all about us, or you can stay. Charlie was the worst kind of louse; I’m not going to stand by and see any member of this family hanged because they put him down like a vicious hound. Whatever happened, he deserved it.’ 
 
    Manslaughter didn’t involve the death sentence, but that was only a scenario they’d dreamed up. The reality could have been murder. ‘I’ll have a talk with Byer,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And the others, if I get the opportunity,’ she added grudgingly, knowing the alternative, as Sophie said, was to cut and run. That wasn’t her style. 
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    Byer was not at home. His pick-up was parked in front of the house, an old grey horse grazing close by, but there was no sign of the piebald. Miss Pink sat at the wheel of her hired Bronco and considered the house. Unscreened windows — there would be flies in hot weather, not to speak of mosquitoes so close to the water, but probably he didn’t open his windows. Certainly he never washed them. Bachelors didn’t need to be house-proud but they didn’t have to be dirty. 
 
    She drove to the old homestead, rejoicing in the smooth running of this new car. Val was standing in the entrance to the barn, tense at the sight of the unfamiliar vehicle, but the hesitation was momentary. By the time Miss Pink had turned and come to a halt she was at the driver’s door. ‘My!’ she exclaimed. ‘You did yourself proud with this animal.’ 
 
    ‘Good power-to-weight ratio.’ Miss Pink was smug. ‘Like a quarter horse. I brought a book from Sophie, something on equine medicine.’ 
 
    ‘Right. She offered me the loan of it.’ Then, ostensibly casual, ‘Where is she this morning?’ 
 
    ‘She’s visiting Sam.’ 
 
    Val looked wary. Miss Pink went on, ‘She wants to know if Jen talked’ — beaming at the other’s bewilderment — ‘she says they have a good relationship: Jen and her father.’ Still no response. She became flustered: the well-intentioned old lady pushing into ever deeper waters. ‘Now that her grandfather’s out of the way and the other problem’s cleared up, it’s all plain sailing, isn’t it?’ 
 
    Eyebrows raised, the ingenuous expression demanding comment. 
 
    ‘What’s she been saying to you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded as if the possibility of a snub, not to mention a furious reaction, had never crossed her mind. ‘Gossip.’ She shrugged. ‘That ridiculous story of Charlie’s: confusing your two marriages, implying Sam isn’t Jen’s father.’ 
 
    ‘Implying! He told her Paul — my second husband — was her father. He told her as a fact.’ 
 
    ‘Silly man.’ 
 
    ‘He was evil.’ Val was no longer bewildered, she was savage. 
 
    ‘How did you find out?’ Miss Pink seemed to have shrunk to a harmless innocent and she asked the question in all innocence. 
 
    Val said, still angry ‘It was yesterday, when Ryan came for Ali. Remember? You were here.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes? And he said Paul was Jen’s father?’ Miss Pink turned to survey the corral where Ryan had accosted them, when he’d insisted he’d come to collect the stallion. 
 
    ‘No,’ Val conceded. ‘It was before that. Edna told me. She dropped hints. Not everything, but I got the gist of it.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, now I understand. And you went to the hunting camp to confront your father.’ 
 
    Val gasped. ‘I told Sophie in confidence.’ 
 
    ‘She’s so worried. She needed to talk to someone. I’m a friend. She’s an old lady, Val.’ 
 
    The woman gave an angry laugh. ‘And now the whole world’s going to know.’ She was struck by a thought. ‘Why did you come here? The book was an excuse. You’ve been pumping me! What —’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for Byer.’ It was cool and firm; the chameleon had changed colour again. 
 
    After a moment Val said warily, ‘I don’t know where he is.’  
 
    ‘Where is Ali?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point! He’s taken the stud out.’ 
 
    ‘Riding him?’ Miss Pink was shocked. 
 
    ‘No, no; leading him. Exercise, he said.’ 
 
    ‘It seems rather soon, with his leg sprained.’ 
 
    ‘He says it’s all right.’ Val looked wan. 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated. The next question was; What hold does he have over you? but that was going too fast. She had some kind of brief from Sophie to protect her niece and the question could be counter-productive. Why was that? Because Val didn’t want to be helped. Why not? 
 
    Val said, confidentially, woman to woman, ‘You see, Byer knows I went to the cabin to visit with Charlie that afternoon.’ 
 
    Miss Pink swallowed. ‘What’s wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘If he spread it around everyone would know all our family problems.’ 
 
    ‘What’s more natural than your going to speak to your father when he was only a few miles away?’ 
 
    Val regarded the older woman with what appeared to be speculation. ‘He died shortly afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re assuming that the police, if they knew you were at the cabin, would think you had a hand in his death.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Val smiled but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. ‘And I inherit a fortune.’ She shrugged. ‘Motive enough?’ 
 
    ‘Byer would think so. You realise that he must have been there himself to know that you were.’ Val’s hand rose to her throat defensively. ‘How does he know?’ Miss Pink pressed. 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ Val considered this. ‘Maybe he did go to the cabin — after me —’ Her eyes jumped. A pick-up was approaching. Her face stiffened into lines that betrayed her age. 
 
    The truck stopped and the man who got down struck a memory chord: an image against a background of a peeling mobile home, a large paunchy fellow with the vestiges of good looks in a fleshy face. Why was Paul Skinner visiting his former wife at a time when the rumour was current, at least in a limited circle, that he’d had a sexual relationship with his stepdaughter? 
 
    Val said quickly, ‘My ex has come to see me on business.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing. Even had there been time to ask whether she should go she wouldn’t have done so. She was here for information. 
 
    ‘Where’s that sorrel stud of your dad’s?’ Skinner asked, ignoring Miss Pink, his eyes ranging the corrals. 
 
    ‘Gone.’ Val was furious. ‘What’s it to you?’ 
 
    ‘Is it over to Benefit?’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing to do with you. My father’s will is family business. Why would you think it was at Benefit anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Byer said the stud goes to Jen.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    Skinner seemed nonplussed. His eyes shifted to the visitor. Val said icily, ‘This is my aunt’s house guest, Miss Pink. Melinda: Paul Skinner. Now if you’ll excuse us —’ She took Miss Pink’s arm and shepherded her firmly across the yard. Her hand was trembling. The screen door banged behind them. ‘I don’t want those two to meet,’ she whispered. ‘Byer’s up with the horse herd — the top pasture behind the house. Can you slip out the back and tell him to keep clear till I’ve got rid of Skinner?’ 
 
    ‘Do I tell him why?’ 
 
    Val stared, biting her lip. ‘Tell him that — just say Skinner’s breathing fire about — about Ali.’ Miss Pink made to protest. ‘Please don’t ask questions,’ Val was frantic, pushing her towards the back door. ‘Please! We have trouble enough without those two at each other’s throats.’ 
 
    Using the buildings as cover until she reached trees, Miss Pink plodded up the slope, so intent on puzzling over the reason for these two men to be at odds that she nearly blundered into Byer. He was riding the piebald and leading the stallion. She delivered the message, deadpan, and waited for him to ask why he should wait for Skinner to leave the homestead. 
 
    Byer was expressionless, looking past her. He was trying to work something out: a man who had difficulty thinking on his feet. A devious fellow but not a clever one. Miss Pink stepped aside and surveyed the stallion critically. As one expert to another she said, ‘Even if the damage isn’t reversible it won’t affect his breeding capacity.’ She nodded sagely. ‘Yes, he could still hold his value. Have you put in an offer?’ 
 
    He was dumbfounded, then gave a bark of amusement. ‘She’s selling?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the price will be high…’ It was a discreet murmur. He fingered his chin. ‘I got the cash.’ 
 
    ‘So you have put in an offer.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. You need a man to handle this stud. Obvious he’d be sold when Charlie were gone. I put in the first offer.’ 
 
    ‘When was that?’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking a lot of questions. What’s it to you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing.’ Miss Pink was suddenly an embarrassed old soul. ‘One forgets one’s place — bad manners — not my business at all; it’s between you and the owner of course. But she said nothing to us about selling Ali when we were there yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Jen — Mrs Ryan as she is now. I had the distinct impression that she meant to keep the stud —’ 
 
    ‘You got mixed up.’ He eyed her speculatively. She was red-faced and sweating. ‘I’m not sure about this horse,’ he told her. ‘If there’s a problem of ownership —’ 
 
    ‘You were told the stud was to come to Val?’ 
 
    ‘Ah-h.’ He spun it out. Blinking at him like a distressed owl, she imagined she could hear the brain working, the wrong cogs catching. ‘What Charlie said was “her”. I took him to mean Val. Maybe he meant Jen after all. Maybe he intended me to be confused. He loved his joke.’ 
 
    Miss Pink gave a girlish giggle. ‘As if it matters beside the money.’ She glanced at Ali carelessly. ‘He’s worth a few thousand, certainly, but there are millions to be divided…’ 
 
    He grinned and the piebald walked on. It was a few moments before she remembered that her mission had been to detain him until Skinner had left the homestead. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘No, they didn’t meet,’ Val assured her on her return. ‘You kept him away long enough for me to get rid of Paul. Actually, I misjudged that guy’ — she gave an odd little laugh and continued with a delicacy at variance with her usual manner — ‘that old scandal was all Charlie’s doing.’ 
 
    ‘So I understood.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, the suggestion that Paul had some kind of relationship with Jen. That’s as wild as the lie that Paul’s her father. Paul suspected something when he met Bret one time in Ballard and Bret said him and Jen were married. Paul wondered why Bret acted kind of familiar. He knows now, of course. Incidentally, it was Paul who confirmed that Ali was to come to Jen. Byer told him.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘So how did it go?’ Sophie asked, placing a bowl of clam chowder before her guest. ‘Were you able to talk to Byer?’ 
 
    Miss Pink described her morning. ‘I didn’t find out what Byer has on Val,’ she admitted, ‘but I’m certain Ali is the price he’s asking to keep quiet: the stallion rather than cash. He tried to confuse me by pretending he wasn’t sure who owned Ali now but he’d let slip that Charlie had told him the horse was to go to Jen. Val says Byer told Skinner, which makes those two rather friendly, doesn’t it: Byer and Skinner?’ 
 
    Sophie grimaced. ‘Cronies rather than friends. Vultures more like: looking for pickings. What was Skinner doing at the homestead anyway? If Val didn’t want those two to meet it wasn’t because they’d fight but because she wanted Skinner on his own, find out something. Did she say anything about meeting Charlie at the hunting camp?’ 
 
    ‘I put it to her that she went there to confront her father. She didn’t deny it. She was insistent that Jen didn’t go there. As for her needing to talk to Skinner alone, she says she’s misjudged him, that there was no illicit relationship with Jen.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he’s not going to admit it, is he?’ 
 
    ‘True.’ Miss Pink reverted to the subject of the stallion. ‘Byer said he’d put in an offer for Ali —’ 
 
    ‘He’s not for sale.’ 
 
    ‘Calling it a sale would be the cover. Neither Byer nor Val could admit that the horse changed hands as blackmail payment. I was intrigued that Byer should be blackmailing Val instead of Jen, but I concluded that Byer’s banking on Val buying Ali from Jen, then turning the horse over to him, or —’ 
 
    ‘Or what?’ 
 
    ‘That Jen will give up the horse when Val tells her about the blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Jen would never —’ Sophie checked. ‘You think Jen did go to meet Charlie, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to talk to Byer again. I think he was there, at the hunting cabin. What did Sam have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. That is, he didn’t go after Jen and she didn’t come back to Benefit so he went home. He says he’ll have a word with Bret when he starts work. You talk to Sam, you wouldn’t think there was any urgency; things will work out, is his style.’ 
 
    The telephone started to ring. Sophie picked up the receiver, listened, gasped, ‘What?’ and the blood drained from her cheeks. Miss Pink moved quickly, pushing a chair towards her as the woman put out a hand to the sideboard. 
 
    The person at the end of the line clacked on, stopped, asked a question. ‘She’s here,’ Sophie said in a small voice and held out the instrument to Miss Pink, but by the time she’d put it to her ear the line was dead. She frowned, shook the receiver and got the dialling tone. Sophie started to giggle on a rising note. 
 
    Miss Pink said coldly, ‘This is where I slap your face and you collapse in tears. Don’t make me do it. We’re grown women.’ 
 
    The giggling stopped. Sophie allowed herself to be steered to the sofa and pushed down on the cushions. Miss Pink found the brandy and brought stiff drinks for both of them. 
 
    ‘It was just that I didn’t think Charlie had any shoulders left,’ Sophie explained with terrible gravity. ‘There’s a bullet track in his shoulder, apparently, the pathologist says. I guess if you’re used to gunshot wounds it would show even given the state he was in.’ 
 
    ‘Drink your brandy.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Melinda: priorities in the right place as usual.’ 
 
    ‘Who were you talking to?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Val of course. The police are on their way.’ 
 
    ‘On their way to where?’ 
 
    ‘To see her. To arrest her?’ The tone was mildly curious. 
 
    ‘No. If they connected her with foul play they wouldn’t tell her in advance. They’ll be thinking in terms of accident — as we’ve been doing all along, but now with the addition of a gun. He shot himself by accident.’ 
 
    ‘Actually Val did say, “They’ve warned me so I can’t be a suspect.” The girl’s realised they’d be thinking in terms of murder. We’ll have to get our stories straight.’ 
 
    Miss Pink opened her mouth and closed it again. 
 
    ‘There’s Jen,’ Sophie said. As if anyone needed reminding. She traced rings on the table with her glass. ‘Jen doesn’t shoot,’ she went on, reddening under Miss Pink’s stare. ‘You know, I think Val said the police said it only looks like the track of a bullet, not that it is a track.’ 
 
    ‘That makes more sense, given the condition of the remains. And no one’s said they heard a shot.’ Miss Pink sat up. ‘This is ridiculous. The man was dragged to his death. Even if a shot had been heard there’s nothing to say it wasn’t a poacher. Or a hunter after coyotes. When are the police seeing Val?’ 
 
    ‘Now — this afternoon. We’ll be there, give her support. It’s my ranch, they’re not to know I don’t spend all my time there. You’ll have come with me for the ride.’ 
 
    ‘Why did they contact Val? Edna’s the next of kin.’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy. If the guy in charge doesn’t know the family, he knows of us. Edna’s old so Val’s better suited to take the news. Probably tried Clyde but he’ll be at Glenaffric. What the police have in mind, they’ll be picking up Val on their way to see Edna.’ It was a firm statement, spoiled by the qualification: ‘Don’t you think?’ 
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    There were no strange cars at the homestead, only one pick-up visible and no sign of the piebald or Byer, which could be significant. Val, looking haggard and breathing liquor fumes, saw Miss Pink looking around and said harshly, ‘I didn’t have to send him packing; all I did was mention the police and I couldn’t see him for dust.’ 
 
    ‘He could have a record.’ 
 
    Val’s eyes sharpened. ‘I never thought of that.’ 
 
    ‘We’d better be doing something,’ Sophie broke in impatiently. ‘Business as usual; we don’t want them to see us in a huddle when they arrive.’ 
 
    They came in an unmarked car. They were in plain clothes and they were both lieutenants. Tension was racked up a notch in view of their rank, although there was marginal reassurance in their appearance. A heavy older fellow in stained Stetson and shades, his jowly face flushed with the heat, and a younger man: sleek, with an expensive haircut and a carefully tended moustache. They both wore Levis but where the boots of the older man were worn and scuffed, the younger sported a dashing pair in grey snakeskin. 
 
    The older man, Hilton — no Christian names were offered — steered Val to the porch where they were visible but their conversation was inaudible. The youngster, Cole, stayed to chat to the older women. He talked ranching in an amateur fashion, concentrating on Sophie but occasionally including the English visitor with a warm smile. Miss Pink returned the smile. He confessed that he hadn’t been riding long and confided his ambition to take the trail through the Black Canyon. 
 
    ‘That’s no place for beginners,’ Sophie said sternly. ‘You have to gain experience elsewhere, like on the Bobcat Hills. And you’ll need a steady horse for that trail; there are some nasty steep places above the Thunder river.’ 
 
    ‘But you take the dudes in there, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Not me. My niece does, but her clients aren’t beginners and our horses are carefully selected. I’d never put a dude up on a horse I didn’t know was steady as a rock.’ Sophie’s eyes strayed to Ali, grazing in a paddock beyond the corrals. Miss Pink saw that the police had talked to other people before they came to the homestead; someone had told them that dudes were taken through the canyon. On the other hand it could well be public knowledge. 
 
    ‘So you must be an expert rider, ma’am.’ Cole favoured Miss Pink with his boyish charm. 
 
    ‘You flatter me, Mr Cole.’ 
 
    ‘You were there when Charlie Gunn’s horse spooked, right?’  
 
    ‘Who’ve you been talking to?’ Sophie was furious. 
 
    ‘Not when he spooked,’ Miss Pink put in smoothly. ‘Some time afterwards. Although we’d seen the pack-horse —’ She stopped.  
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am? You saw the pack-horse — when?’ 
 
    The women exchanged glances. ‘The day before the search,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And that would be the day after Mr Gunn went to the cabin.’ 
 
    Cole turned to Sophie. ‘So he’d have been dead when you saw the pack-horse?’ 
 
    She blinked, bewildered by the changed tone of the interview, for interview it was and no longer idle chat about ranching and learning to ride. She looked away for relief and fastened on Ali in the paddock. ‘It could have been there a while,’ she admitted. 
 
    ‘This is the same horse?’ 
 
    She was astonished. ‘This is a stud! He was my brother-in-law’s saddle-horse, the one that threw and dragged him.’ 
 
    ‘Really? He looks quiet enough now.’ 
 
    ‘He’s settling nicely.’ She was grudging. ‘He’s a horse likes women better than men. Can’t say I blame him.’ 
 
    ‘He was badly knocked about and confused,’ Miss Pink butted in, trying to keep the record straight. ‘He’ll be quiet for a while, till he recovers from the trauma.’ 
 
    Sophie looked startled but she was silent as the message sank in. She should watch her words; she spoke her mind without considering the consequences, a trait that seemed to run in the family. Uneasily, and without glancing that way, Miss Pink wondered how Val was faring with the senior partner. 
 
    ‘How was it you didn’t see the horse when you were having your picnic by the lake?’ Cole asked. ‘That was where you found him next day, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s heart sank. Whom could they have been talking to? ‘We were low down,’ she said. ‘The stallion was higher, and further on — if he was there at all when we were eating our lunch. He could have wandered about. But there’s timber and boulders back there, the kind of country you could hide a herd of horses.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t neigh when he saw your animals.’ It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    ‘If you know, why ask?’ Sophie was losing it but he was unperturbed. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot we don’t know — like the state of the cabin when you were in there. You’d have been the first people inside after Mr Gunn left. What sort of condition was it in?’ 
 
    Sophie hesitated. Miss Pink tried to remember whom they’d talked to about the state of the cabin. Sophie was hesitating too long, transfixed by Cole’s stare. ‘Was it locked?’ he prompted. 
 
    Sophie swallowed visibly. ‘Yes,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Val — Mrs Jardine and I were the first people there after the body was found. We went down for blankets to wrap it in. The cabin was locked. We didn’t see any significance in that. The pack-horse had been standing outside, ready to go. We assumed Mr Gunn had seen a bear at that moment and gone after it. What other explanation could there be? There were signs of bear about — in fact, that was why he went there in the first place: to repair the roof where a bear had tried to break in.’ 
 
    He regarded her shrewdly, as if well aware that words could be used as a smokescreen. He might be ignorant where horses were concerned but this was no callow youngster. ‘And inside?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘There was nothing remarkable about it. Obviously he’d packed up ready to leave — and then the bear appeared.’ Now she saw a flaw in that theory, moreover Cole had seen it too. 
 
    ‘But the horses, this horse’ — he gestured towards Ali — ‘he didn’t spook.’ 
 
    The women shook their heads mutely. Sophie had seen the flaw too. ‘But he spooked the other time,’ Cole pointed out, ‘the time he threw his rider.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘Possibly on the second occasion the bear was very close, whereas he’d been in the distance when Mr Gunn started after him.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It must have been a shock when you ladies came on the body.’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Miss Pink said. ‘We found the stallion first, the saddle under its belly, so we were forewarned. We knew then that Charlie — Mr Gunn — was unconscious at the very least, probably badly injured. The state the body was in was a shock, of course, although not when you come to think about it.’ 
 
    ‘Easy enough done,’ Sophie said. ‘The foot slips through the stirrup when a guy is thrown.’ 
 
    ‘Funny thing,’ Cole mused. ‘The bear never came near the pack-horse and he couldn’t run. How do you explain that?’ 
 
    Sophie shrugged. ‘He did eventually: broke his halter and ran home.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find his rifle?’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘Charlie’s rifle? We didn’t find it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked chattily, as if overcome by curiosity, ‘Who’ve you been talking to, Mr Cole? You know more about it than we do.’ 
 
    ‘We have to speak to everyone; what one guy forgets the next one will remember, right?’ Their eyes moved and he stiffened. ‘Maybe I’ll ride in those Bobcat Hills,’ he said. ‘Get some experience.’ 
 
    Hilton was approaching. Behind him Val came down the steps and crossed to the barn. 
 
    Hilton looked benign, his flush subsided. He nodded at the stallion. ‘So there’s your killer,’ he said cheerfully. 
 
    Shocking bad taste. A reproof trembled on her tongue but Miss Pink was forestalled by Sophie. ‘It wasn’t malice,’ she said angrily. ‘He was crazed with fear.’ 
 
    ‘It happens.’ Hilton looked at the younger man and from him to the sky. ‘Weather’s going to break,’ he observed and grinned at their surprise. ‘Oh yes, I’m the country boy, he’s the townie’ — dismissing Cole with affable contempt — ‘he wants to ride your canyon. Me — you won’t get me within a mile of it. You don’t have a horse could carry me anyways — except that there stud.’ 
 
    Sophie rose to the bait. ‘No one’s getting on him till I give the word.’ 
 
    ‘He belongs to you, ma’am?’ 
 
    She moistened her lips. His eyes were invisible behind the shades. ‘He’ll be mentioned in the will?’ 
 
    ‘He goes to my great-niece,’ she said tightly. ‘We’re looking after him till he’s fit.’ 
 
    ‘Why can’t she take him?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that he fetched up here after the accident and we have better facilities for nursing him.’ 
 
    ‘He don’t look as if there’s anything wrong with him.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t see him then. He’s a lot better now. We’ll be taking him over there shortly but we’re going easy on him for the present: resting him. He had a hard time.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I seen ladies do wonders with a mean horse. Well, we got work to do…’ 
 
    * 
 
    Val was in the tack room. ‘He was asking me about the provisions of Charlie’s will,’ she told them. ‘It was no good me saying I didn’t know, because all the family knows, someone would have given the game away. So I told him. He didn’t show any reaction, except to remark that Jen had been favoured. I said she’d always been his favourite. We both acted as if there was nothing remarkable about the will.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t ask any questions about Jen and — the estrangement?’ Sophie pressed. 
 
    ‘No.’ Val looked from one to the other uncertainly. ‘He never mentioned it. Would he know?’ 
 
    ‘Cole — the other one — knew everything else,’ Miss Pink said wryly. ‘He implied they’d talked to other people before they came here. They had time. The pathologist had all day yesterday. He could have discovered the bullet track in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘July Fourth,’ Sophie reminded her. ‘It was a holiday. He needn’t have started the autopsy till this morning and it’s only a preliminary report.’ 
 
    ‘So they say, but they’re very well informed, Sophie.’ 
 
    ‘They haven’t talked to anyone in the family, and Sam would have told us if they’d been on to him.’ Her eyes widened. ‘What about Bret and Jen?’ 
 
    They were silent, perhaps wondering how much the police knew, but Miss Pink considering how much there was to know, certain that for her part she had only pieces of the picture. 
 
    Val said, ‘He asked how close Clyde and I were to the place where the body was found. When we were out on the loop trail, I mean.’ Miss Pink had wondered that herself but it had been too delicate a question to ask. 
 
    Sophie had no such reservations. ‘How close were you?’ 
 
    ‘How do I know? We covered around ten miles that day and no one knows what time the accident happened. Besides, clearing the trail: using an axe and saw, we’d never have heard a shot.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you would.’ 
 
    ‘So? He said that was why he’d asked the question — did we hear a shot? But you want to know did I leave Clyde and ride on and find Charlie in the meadows above Mazarine. Don’t look at me like that! I have an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Did you tell Hilton that?’ Miss Pink was horrified. ‘That Clyde is your alibi?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. There was no need. Hilton wasn’t accusing me of shooting Charlie, he was on a fishing trip. Actually, he was quite friendly; he asked about the trail rides: where we went, did I screen the dudes for competence, that kind of stuff. He’s a local guy, he knows the canyon, he understood when I said we didn’t stop at the cabin on our way home after clearing the trail; we saw the pack-horse outside, thought Charlie was around and pushed on because I didn’t want Ali behind my string, spooking them. He was making conversation, not really interested. He looks on this business as a chore; he’s close to retirement and he doesn’t want anything getting in the way of a smooth exit. He said so. He’s a dozy bugger, says he hates wilderness deaths; if you can’t land a chopper the only way in is on a horse and he doesn’t like to ride. Ask me, he’s too bone idle to go in the back country.’ 
 
    ‘Cole isn’t,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He’s young, enthusiastic and has bags of energy, I’ll be bound. He could be ambitious. And Hilton’s not as idle as he makes out, otherwise how did he make lieutenant? They know more than they disclosed and I’m afraid they know more now than when they arrived. Did you tell Hilton Jen was at Benefit?’ 
 
    ‘No. Jen wasn’t mentioned except that she’s the chief beneficiary in the will.’ 
 
    ‘I think he knows she’s there —’ 
 
    ‘Why did he want to know about Ali?’ Sophie burst in. ‘Why didn’t he ask Val if he wanted to know?’ 
 
    ‘Know what?’ Val was at a loss. 
 
    ‘He wanted to know who owned the stud now. I told him, said we were taking him over to Jen soon as he was fit. I didn’t give anything away, did I?’ Sophie appealed to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘You told the truth.’ 
 
    They drifted to the door of the barn and looked out at Ali, his fine neck arched as he nibbled at a foreleg. ‘Scab’s itching,’ Sophie said absently. 
 
    Miss Pink was frowning. If Val had it right Hilton hadn’t been much impressed by the cash that Jen stood to inherit, and yet Cole had shown interest in the ownership of the horse. Sophie maintained that no one in the family had talked to the police — but Byer knew the contents of the will. And so did Skinner — ‘Why would they do that?’ came Sophie’s voice. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I was thinking — about Ali. Why would they do what?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve gone to see Edna — on her own —’ 
 
    ‘She’s Charlie’s widow,’ Val said. ‘Of course they have to see her. Clyde’s there, he’ll make sure they don’t bully her. Anyway, what can she tell them?’ 
 
    ‘Why would they need to talk to Edna at all?’ Sophie turned to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘As Val says, she is the widow and she was the last person to see —’ She stopped just in time. ‘They’ll want to see all the members of the family, naturally.’ She appeared to be stating the obvious but she was thinking: why detectives? Unless they knew it was a bullet track in Charlie’s shoulder and therefore he had been shot. It could still have been an accident, but when the value of his estate was taken into account then the question was answered. What it came down to in police thinking was that other question: Who benefits? No doubt about the answer to that one. 
 
    The police didn’t stay long at Glenaffric. Miss Pink assumed that Edna would phone Val as soon as they left but Val wasn’t leaving that to chance. She posted herself in the paddock from where, ostensibly cutting down thistles, she could keep the start of the Glenaffric track in view. The others sat on the porch, watching and waiting. ‘We should be with her,’ Sophie said, her eyes on Val, glimpsed intermittently beyond the corrals. 
 
    ‘It would look suspicious: three of us chopping at weeds.’ 
 
    ‘I meant Edna. She’s my sister. She should have support at this moment.’ 
 
    ‘She has Clyde.’ 
 
    There was no response to this. Miss Pink stared fixedly as Ali came into sight, plodding after Val. ‘You’re thinking Clyde doesn’t have the resources to cope,’ she said. 
 
    ‘He could panic. Those two are a formidable team.’ There was no need for her to identify which two, certainly she wasn’t referring to Edna and Clyde. ‘If they bully — hell, if they even hint that everything isn’t as it should be, Clyde will go to pieces. He’s nervy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s you who are panicking. Just because Clyde inherits half a million —’ 
 
    ‘And you’re forgetting how close they were to the hunting cabin that day,’ Sophie pointed out. 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting Val and Clyde — together — that they went to the cabin —’ 
 
    ‘Police thinking. You know how their minds work.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent. A gate clanged. Val was coming through the corrals. ‘Now we’ll know,’ Sophie said, getting to her feet. ‘Come along, you’re with us. We could need you.’ 
 
    Needed for what? To protect Clyde? Val and Clyde? Ridiculous, the police weren’t even sure that it was a bullet track. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘They’ve taken Byer away,’ Edna said when Val asked why his pick-up had followed the police car towards Ballard. ‘They want him to take them to the place where the accident happened.’ 
 
    Val grinned. ‘Not today, he won’t. The cloud’s dropping; it’ll be raining by nightfall.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so, dear?’ Edna fussed with paper napkins although they were in the kitchen, drinking coffee from mugs. 
 
    Clyde looked genuinely amused. Far from being in a panic, he appeared excited and eager. Miss Pink remembered his head bowed on his saddle and Val trying to comfort him after they found his father’s body. He was the type who went quiet in a panic. ‘What do they hope to find up there?’ she asked, not expecting an answer. 
 
    ‘His rifle,’ Clyde told her. ‘And tracks.’ His eyes shone. 
 
    Looking round the circle she saw that, without actually smiling, they all had this air of quiet amusement, except for Edna, struggling to open a packet of cookies. And Miss Pink, the countrywoman, knew why they were amused. It was going to rain and rain washed out tracks. ‘Is that what they came for?’ she asked ingenuously. ‘To find Byer to act as guide?’ 
 
    ‘They wanted to know about Charlie’s will,’ Edna said, sitting down, glancing at their mugs, concerned to be hospitable. ‘I told them as much as I knew, bearing in mind Charlie could have drawn up another. We’ll know tomorrow, after the funeral.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had forgotten the funeral. ‘So that’s why they’re taking Byer,’ she said. ‘Everyone else who was on the search will be at the funeral.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Clyde said. ‘They took him because he’s the only guy who isn’t family. There’s yourself, ma’am, but he’ll be classing you with us.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, but surely, with the cloud down, Hilton knows they can’t go in today, not with a chopper, and it’ll soon be dark. They’ll go tomorrow. Why take Byer this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘They took him because they want information.’ Edna’s eyes went to her daughter. ‘The fellow’s been talking.’ 
 
    Val licked her lips and looked dubious. 
 
    ‘What has he said?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to ask,’ Sophie cut in harshly. ‘You said yourself: the police know everything, someone must have talked. It’s obvious. It was Byer.’ 
 
    ‘And now he’s to take them to the site of the accident.’ Miss Pink put no emphasis on the word ‘accident’. She turned to Val. ‘And the night before, when you sent him through the canyon to find out what was keeping your father, he turned back at the landslide, or so he said. Would he have had time to reach the cabin?’ 
 
    Val said slowly, ‘I have to think about that one… He didn’t report back to me in person, he called from his house — quite late as I remember. But we were in such a state that evening, times and sequences just passed me by.’ 
 
    Clyde was frowning. ‘You’re suggesting Byer could have had a hand —’ He glanced at his mother, then back to Miss Pink. There was no need for him to complete the sentence. ‘What would his motive be?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I can think of one.’ She smiled. ‘It springs to mind, however far-fetched. If Byer were a petty criminal, an opportunist, he could never have made any money out of Charlie, who had a reputation for being — thrifty with his employees. On the other hand, the family, Charlie’s beneficiaries, would appear to be a soft touch. And everyone has secrets they’d prefer not to be publicised.’ 
 
    ‘Call him a blackmailer and be done with it,’ Sophie said. ‘But in that case he’d want to steer clear of the police. Val said he was off like a shot this morning —’ She bit her lip. Unfortunate choice of words. ‘Now he’s working with them.’ 
 
    The next move was for Edna to say she would fire him and for Sophie to follow suit, stating she wouldn’t have him at the homestead. Val looked uncomfortable. Edna said, ‘I shall be sorry to lose him. I’ll advertise, maybe outside the state.’ She nodded at her son. ‘Someone has to be here when you’re helping Val with the trail rides.’ 
 
    ‘Jen and Bret will run the ranch, Mom.’ He was gentle with her. 
 
    ‘I guess I’m jumping the gun, the will not probated yet an’ all.’ She made an apologetic gesture towards Miss Pink. ‘We’re going to make some changes around here,’ she explained superfluously. ‘Going to have our hands full for a while. We have to think where Jen and Bret are going to live. I can’t picture them here, not as it is; I’ve been wondering how we could make the place into apartments: for Jen, Clyde, me; that is, if that’s what they would like.’ She sparkled happily at them. 
 
    ‘My sister’s lost it,’ Sophie said viciously as they drove away, leaving Val at Glenaffric. ‘She’s blocked out Charlie’s death and the significance of detectives coming here; all she can think about is plumbing and extra bathrooms.’ 
 
    ‘Displacement activity,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
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    The weather broke in a fierce summer storm. Through the evening and for much of the night thunder crashed above the town, raged away through the mountains and came rolling back, heralded by lightning flashes that were momentarily blinding. When the onslaughts were at their most sensational, sleep was impossible. Miss Pink stood at her window, amazed that the town lighting should still be working. With the rain at its heaviest, it was like being on the inside of a waterfall, but fascinating so long as you were safe indoors. They were to learn that three calves had been killed by hail the size of golf balls. 
 
    By dawn the rain had stopped and everything steamed: water, trees, the roofs of Ballard. Long wraiths of cloud layered the slopes and the Thunder river came roaring through its narrows with a force that threatened to bring down rock. 
 
    Asked out of courtesy if she would care to attend the funeral, Miss Pink had declined. She was putting the finishing touches to Sophie’s outfit — a stunning suit in black and rose — when the doorbell rang. 
 
    ‘Russell?’ Sophie murmured in surprise. But it was Hilton, dressed, like yesterday, as if his horse were waiting downstairs, which was almost literally so. He apologised for the untimely intrusion, his eyes absorbing Sophie’s appearance with frank admiration, looking past her to Miss Pink, in slacks and shirt. Would she accompany him on a little trip? 
 
    Anticipating that she was being asked to assist them in their inquiries (a phrase as loaded as ‘the usual suspects’) she was wary. ‘Tell me more,’ she commanded. 
 
    Sophie was hesitating at the door, reluctant to leave without knowing the reason for this call. 
 
    Hilton said, ‘You’ll be away to the funeral, ma’am.’ It was a hint. 
 
    Her nostrils flared. ‘Miss Pink is my guest.’ 
 
    He looked abashed. ‘I know, and she’s not used to our ways but’ — turning to the visitor — ‘you’ve ridden in the back country. D’you think you could go in there again, start from Benefit? Someone has to show us where the body was found.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Byer?’ It was jerked out of Sophie. Miss Pink closed her eyes in despair. 
 
    A smile touched Hilton’s lips — but he’d know that the family would discuss every new development, every nuance; they’d all know that Byer was to have guided the police to the site of the accident. ‘He’s gone missing,’ he said. 
 
    Miss Pink wasn’t surprised; the news confirmed her belief that Byer had a lot to hide, possibly more than blackmail — ‘There’s only yourself, ma’am,’ Hilton was saying, ‘Everyone else who was on the search will be at the funeral.’ 
 
    He was right. Someone had to go. After all, with a mountain rescue, investigators have to be shown the site of the accident — incident, whatever — and that by one of the rescue team. ‘Of course I’ll come,’ she said. ‘What do I do about a horse?’ 
 
    Hilton supplied the horse. He had arranged everything. He had a trailer waiting outside the sheriff’s office, four horses already loaded, Cole and an elderly man called Breslow completing the party. Breslow was introduced as a former policeman. Blandly regarding the lean body, the worn chaps and thick shirt, Miss Pink thought: hunter, horseman, tracker; Hilton wasn’t leaving anything to chance. 
 
    They drove to Benefit where the Ryans’ cabin was closed and their pick-up absent. They unloaded and Miss Pink was mounted on a chunky grey with black points, whose movement was as neat as his appearance. Cole, she noted, looked a trifle strained but he should be all right on the relatively easy ground. It was fortunate they weren’t going to ride through the canyon. 
 
    By the time they came out on the rim above the lake all the long cloud wraiths had evaporated and the world sparkled. New flowers had appeared after the rain: the big pale stars of bitterroot leafless on the drying soil, prickly pear with blooms of yellow tissue and always the haze of lupins drifted with Indian paintbrush. They halted on the lip of the escarpment and the lake below was gentian-blue, junipers deep green. A wren trilled bravely among the rocks. 
 
    They turned to her. At least, Hilton and Breslow turned, Cole seemed fascinated by the steep slope below their feet. 
 
    ‘Further on,’ she said, and checked. ‘No, it was the horse that was to the south, the body was below here, a little way back perhaps, in trees. We didn’t see the body from this point, only the horse.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll start with the horse,’ Hilton said. 
 
    They descended, Miss Pink now in the lead, the grey happy on steep ground, hopping neatly down rocky steps. The older men followed closely but Cole trailed behind, both hands clutching the horn, unable to straighten out his mount’s lazy zigzags. 
 
    The night’s torrential rain had removed nearly all signs of tracks; they had to look closely to see that horses had been here before today, particularly since the ground had been so dry that hoofs had made only shallow prints, now washed away. In fact, Miss Pink couldn’t be sure at which cluster of boulders they’d found the stallion. 
 
    ‘So we’ll leave the stud,’ Hilton said comfortably after she’d described how they’d found the animal, with the saddle under his belly. ‘And no rifle?’ he prompted. No, there had been no sign of a rifle. 
 
    ‘Then where did you go?’ 
 
    That was easy because she’d been leading Ali who was lame and didn’t want to go downhill so they’d contoured the slope, staying on a thin game trail. That showed clear enough, marked by deer who had passed along it this morning while it was muddy. 
 
    The fresh tracks brought them to the trees and a scatter of sodden horse droppings where the party had waited for Miss Pink and Val to return from the cabin with the blankets. They dismounted and walked the few yards to the place where the body had been found, the location obvious from the trampled vegetation. 
 
    Hilton looked further into the trees. ‘Now what?’ he asked Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘This is as far as I came. It was the others who looked for his clothing while Val and I went to the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘And the rifle. They looked for the rifle.’ 
 
    She nodded. He knew it all, he was verifying accounts, looking for discrepancies. How much had Byer told him, what had he told him? 
 
    They continued on foot. Now Breslow took over and Miss Pink — who thought that the storm would have erased all trace of the stallion’s passage — was astounded at the ease with which the man followed an apparently invisible trail over pine needles. 
 
    The belt of trees was thin and within a couple of hundred yards they emerged to open ground again. Above them was the escarpment, while steep slopes dropped away to meadows below. The ground was rougher here: bedrock on the trail, rocks jutting beside it, scree chutes below the scarp. This was where so much damage had been done to the body. 
 
    Here and there they found scraps of rag. Miss Pink came on a dime washed clean and shining. As she stood up, easing her back, she saw that the hunting camp had come in sight way below them, the pale thread of the main trail passing the cabin on a higher level. Ahead of them now was the start of the forest proper and, above, a break in the cliffs where a scatter of conifers climbed to the skyline. The slopes this side of the trees were covered with huckleberries and the trunk of a fir was raked with long claw marks: bear country. 
 
    They found his rifle in a patch where brambles hadn’t recovered from being squashed by a heavy body, as if the stallion had reared and fallen over. There was a hat too, a Stetson clearly indented by a horseshoe. 
 
    The rifle was loaded. Charlie hadn’t shot himself. 
 
    Breslow started to scramble upwards towards the escarpment. The men watched him but Miss Pink turned away, thinking that if there had been a bullet track in the body then there must be a bullet and, given the rest of the pointers, this would be the place to look for it. She considered the brambles and winced. No way was she going to search for it. She became aware that Hilton had turned to her. 
 
    ‘What did you do last Saturday, ma’am?’ 
 
    Of course, everyone would be a suspect — well, everyone who was in the vicinity when Charlie died, everyone close to the family. She blinked but it was no good playing the doddery old lady; from her ability to cope with the country they knew she was a tough nut. What they didn’t know was how devious she could be, although on that score she had the feeling Hilton might have suspicions, as she had of him. It took one to know one. ‘I went to Irving,’ she said, reflecting that at least she had an alibi, then, wryly, that the only person for whom she could vouch was Russell Kramer. 
 
    ‘Where was Miss Hamilton?’ 
 
    ‘With her sister at Glenaffric.’ 
 
    ‘So she left her house guest alone all day?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was with Kramer from the hotel. I went back to meet her in the apartment for lunch.’ Only a marginal lie. 
 
    ‘And Val Jardine and her brother?’ 
 
    She couldn’t resist a glance across the line of the river. ‘They were clearing the trail, out there somewhere.’ She gestured vaguely, aware once again that he would know all this already. 
 
    Breslow came sliding down through the trees. He looked at Hilton. ‘A horse come down there,’ he said. 
 
    Hilton looked at Miss Pink. ‘That would be you, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t even know there was a way down there. When we came here on the search we came the same way as today: to come out on the rim towards where the stallion was trapped.’ 
 
    He wasn’t listening. He was staring up the slope, and now Cole had caught on and his eyes were shining. Benefit lay over the top and a man on a sure-footed horse could drop down this slope and return the same way as quick and quiet as a deer. Of course he would have to know that Charlie would be at the cabin. Jen Ryan had known. Miss Pink tried to ease her facial muscles. She said inanely, ‘We haven’t found his other boot.’ 
 
    Hilton’s mind returned to her. ‘It’s not important.’ 
 
    No, they didn’t need the other boot, they had enough. Hilton had his motive: a multimillion-dollar fortune, and he was focusing on the suspect who would receive the lion’s share, and her husband. 
 
    With suspect courtesy he suggested that she might like to go back to the horses and rest a while, maybe eat a sandwich — he had brought food for all of them. The others were going to climb the cliff. By that he meant the break in the cliffs. She suggested it might be safer if she remained with the party since this was bear country. He said blandly that she was quite safe, any old bear would steer clear if she made plenty of noise as she walked. He wanted her out of the way. She wanted to point out that a horse’s tracks could have been made at any time: by poachers, hunters, day trippers, all could come down this slope from Benefit, thus avoiding the dangers of the lower canyon. She said nothing, aware of the risk of protesting too much. 
 
    On her return she found the missing boot. It lay below the path, drifted with silt. It told her nothing. She looked back and down the slope, and saw that the cabin was still in view, appearing curiously abandoned in its wild setting. Her eye travelled up the fringe of the forest to the break where presumably the men were now conferring, speculating on the identity of the rider whose track they were following. But if he — or she — had come this way to meet Charlie with the intention of killing him, wouldn’t he have been more careful about leaving tracks? Not necessarily; in a place such as this, horse tracks were the flimsiest of circumstantial evidence, the courts would need something considerably more substantial on which to convict a suspect. And Byer came to mind; did he possess the kind of evidence needed, was that the nature of his hold over Val? 
 
    A movement caught her eye. Figures were emerging from the timber. Two of them started down the slope in the direction of the cabin while the third moved towards her — Hilton to judge by his heavy walk. 
 
    He arrived, sweating profusely. ‘I’m not built for this kinda country,’ he complained. 
 
    ‘You could have ridden.’ She was tart. 
 
    ‘You’re right, ma’am; I made a mistake there. But I figured the going could get tough for a horse.’ 
 
    Her eyes went to the timbered skyline. ‘Someone managed it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. You can’t miss the tracks. It’s the shoes: they make scratches on the rock, easy enough for an old hunter like Breslow to see.’ She was looking meaningly at the figures moving down the slope. ‘He reckons they went to the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘The tracks, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you go with them?’ 
 
    ‘I’m far too old for that slope. I come back for my horse — and to let you know what’s happening, ease your mind.’ 
 
    She took that at face value. ‘I’m quite happy since you’re sure there are no bears around.’ 
 
    ‘Good, good. So tell me how you come to be here, in the wilds of Montana. The Black Canyon’s not on the tourist route. Yellowstone, yes, but what brings you to Ballard?’ 
 
    He was in no hurry to reach the horses. He appeared to be engrossed in the progress of his men but she knew that this exchange hadn’t come about by chance. His purpose was to pump her, although the first question could have been innocent, the kind any curious native might ask of a visitor. She told him how she’d met Sophie, that her staying at the Rothbury was no more than return for hospitality she’d extended in Cornwall. 
 
    ‘It’s the best way to do it.’ He nodded approval. ‘Visit with folk in their own homes: the best way to get to know a new country. Do they strike you as very different from folk at home? I guess you have lots of houses like Glenaffric in England.’ 
 
    She was amused. Nice day, nice man — now sitting down, herself following suit: nice man sitting on a bank fishing, herself the big fish and well aware of the hook inside the bait. ‘You mean Scotland,’ she said. ‘Glenaffric is in the Highlands, where Charlie Gunn’s people came from originally. Actually, Scottish houses of similar size would be very different.’ 
 
    ‘Not so much money around, maybe. Charlie was a multi-millionaire. Did you —’ 
 
    ‘Oh, just as much money,’ she exclaimed, blocking his question by rushing to the defence of Victorian entrepreneurs. ‘But darker, you know? Glenaffric, at least on the outside, is bright, quite dazzling, in fact. A large house in Scotland would be built of granite, not whitewashed, very dull, with dark slate roofs and shrubberies. A little brighter inside: no blinds but cluttered. There it would be like Glenaffric: full of ornaments and stuffed heads.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t like Charlie.’ 
 
    A slight pause. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘You’d have said “trophies” if you admired his den.’ 
 
    ‘And by extension, him? His den? Sounds like a bear. Actually I didn’t know him.’ 
 
    ‘You met him, ma’am.’ A statement, not a question. 
 
    ‘Once. We were invited to supper when Miss Hamilton was buying some horses.’ 
 
    ‘A family meal?’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you met the whole family there?’ 
 
    ‘Just his wife.’ 
 
    ‘Not the son?’ 
 
    ‘No, Clyde has his own house, down by the bridge over Bear Creek.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. And he doesn’t eat with the family?’ Miss Pink refused to hear that as a question. There was a trace of impatience in his voice now, but it was a hot day, the sun climbing. ‘So he was eating at home,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Presumably.’ She considered. ‘I forgot; that was the first day of their trip to clear the trail. He was in the mountains with his sister.’ 
 
    ‘Where exactly?’ 
 
    It wasn’t a stupid question to ask of this particular stranger to the area. From here they could see a vast distance, not so much on the near side of the river because the forest and a great spur blocked the lower canyon from view but opposite, west of the river, they could see from the Bobcat Hills to the peaks this side of Yellowstone. He’d done his homework, discovered she was a mountaineer; he guessed that, given times and distances, she’d have a rough idea of the route taken by Val and Clyde even though she didn’t know the ground. But in asking the question he’d shown his hand. He’d been checking up on her. 
 
    ‘Three days,’ she murmured, playing for time. ‘I have no idea where they camped for the two nights. We saw them leave and we passed them on the third day in the canyon. The stretch between is an unknown quantity.’ They looked upriver and she waited for him to push it, to probe further, expecting him to ask how far away they’d been on their second day out, the day Charlie was at the cabin. 
 
    ‘When you were looking for Charlie,’ he said, ‘where was Paul Skinner?’ 
 
    She frowned. ‘Skinner? He wasn’t with us.’ 
 
    ‘Jen Ryan? Where was she?’ 
 
    Her eyes flickered. ‘She wasn’t on the search either.’ 
 
    ‘Where was Ryan?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We met him on top and I think he went down by way of that very steep drop this side of the landslip. You know the canyon? Yes, well, that would be the only way down except above the lake.’ She looked back to the timbered break. ‘And there, in the trees. No doubt there are more places.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do after you met him?’ 
 
    ‘We came down close to where we did today.’ 
 
    ‘So if Ryan came down this way’ — he nodded towards the break — ‘he’d have been travelling close to you, virtually with you, in fact.’ She said nothing. He was saying that if Ryan descended close to the landslide on the day of the search, as she maintained, then he used the timbered break on another occasion: the crucial one. His next question would concern Ryan’s reaction when they found the body — but he had found it first, no one had seen his immediate reaction. 
 
    ‘He had a visitor,’ he said flatly, focused on the cabin. 
 
    She stared blankly, reorienting. Hilton was back with Charlie. ‘It crossed my mind,’ she admitted. ‘But if so, it had nothing to do with his death. He died over a mile from the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘The guy who visited Charlie down there coulda been the same one as shot him up here.’ 
 
    Motive, she thought; now he’s going to mention motive. 
 
    ‘Means, motive and opportunity,’ he said and beamed at her. ‘You all had ‘em. Now what we have to do is find which one dunnit. You read detective stories, ma’am? Just my little joke.’ 
 
    Dangerous ground; Charlie Gunn had liked his little jokes too and look what happened to him. ‘What could be my motive?’ she asked lightly. ‘Viewed as a joke, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Motives aren’t necessary; if you got the evidence you don’t need motive.’ 
 
    ‘Granted. And the means?’ 
 
    ‘Easy. You had a pistol, you shot him, you disposed of the weapon, threw it off of a bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Imaginative. What about opportunity? I’d have had to use a horse. And —’ She stopped. This was getting too close to the bone. 
 
    ‘— And if you’d come in by the loop trail you’d need to pass Val and Clyde, and if you come in the middle way, like we did, you’d have to pass Bret and Jen’s cabin at Benefit, and if you come the bottom way, through the canyon, you’d have to go by Erik Byer’s place. There you are: collusion. Only way it coulda been done. I won’t read you your rights, ma’am, we’re only joking. That’s his boot you found? Let me relieve you of it.’ 
 
    She relinquished it and he started along the path. She followed, staring sightlessly at the ground, negotiating boulders on automatic pilot. Only her own role in his scenario was a joke; everyone else was family, any or all could have acted in collusion; all had means, motive and opportunity, all had kin as alibis, all bar one. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Everything comes back to Byer,’ she said, adding lemon to her China tea. ‘He knows something, or he found something…’ She trailed off deliberately. 
 
    Sophie filled her own cup and replaced the teapot on its stand. She selected a slice of lemon and squeezed it with silver tongs. ‘I’ll ask Val,’ she said, as if she would request the loan of a book. ‘Did you learn anything new? I find it difficult to picture Hilton and Cole on that kind of ground. They managed to stay on their horses?’ 
 
    ‘Hilton was more unhappy on his own feet.’ Miss Pink was snappy. Horsemanship wasn’t what the day had been about. ‘In fact, Breslow and Hilton returned by that ghastly steep stretch where we came out after my first trip to the canyon.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only bad the first time.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s lips thinned. ‘Cole could never have ridden up there. Hilton sent him back with me, up the easy climb from the lake: the way we’d gone in.’ 
 
    ‘What made him split the party?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t give me explanations. Anyway, you can’t believe a word the man says; when he isn’t fobbing you off, he’s being facetious. I’d hazard a guess that he split the party because he wanted to investigate another approach to the cabin from Benefit. He needed Breslow because the man has an eye for tracks. Cole couldn’t cope with that route but Hilton couldn’t send a novice back on his own so I was sent with him.’ 
 
    ‘Did Hilton say if he discovered anything on that route?’  
 
    ‘Only that horses had been there. I reminded him that we had gone up that way, Ryan had gone down, probably others.’ 
 
    ‘More tea? Another slice of cake?’ It was the American version of a pound cake: redolent of brandy and spiced fruits. Sophie was the perfect hostess. ‘What did he have to say about the cabin?’ she asked politely. 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just to ask was that how we found it, Val and I, when we went down for the blankets. It was, of course. No one’s been there apart from Val when she went up for Charlie’s saddle.’ 
 
    ‘So really you learned nothing.’ She meant about police thinking. 
 
    ‘Only this pig-headed emphasis on Bret Ryan and the proximity of Benefit. The part about us all being suspects is technically correct and I’m sure Hilton knows I’m aware of that. He elaborated on it as a joke in my case — his idea of a joke.’ Miss Pink paused, then resumed, very English and ladylike, ‘And how did the funeral go?’ 
 
    Sophie smiled broadly. ‘Marvellous. Oh, my appalling bad taste!’ But she was still smiling. ‘Afterwards, I mean: back at Glenaffric. We were all there: all of us, Jen and Ryan too. She’s come home again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so glad.’ Miss Pink was circumspect. ‘There was no embarrassment?’ 
 
    Sophie shrugged. ‘Obviously — after so long away.’ Her smile faded. ‘Not with Edna and Clyde; I guess it wasn’t the first time she’d seen them since she came back. The same goes for Sam; he was at the ranch after the interment. But Val’ — her eyebrows lifted at the memory — ‘shy and stiff, you know, but fighting hard to appear natural. No hugs, of course; well, you wouldn’t expect that, would you? They actually said — this was at the church: “You’re looking well” and “You look great!” as if Jen had been on a few weeks’ vacation. At the house they talked horses, would you believe, and every now and again when Jen would start about the ranch or the homestead — once I even heard something about money — one of the others would hush her. Of course, there were lots of people at the ranch and the maids. Jen’s as indiscreet as ever.’ 
 
    ‘Was Paul Skinner there?’ 
 
    ‘Heavens no! He’s not on those kind of terms — Why d’you ask?’ 
 
    ‘I’m puzzled about him. Hilton mentioned him. When we went down to join the others at the cabin he was obviously on to something: looking round the interior carefully, not casually. He went to the door and looked up the slope to the escarpment. He’d already suggested that Charlie had a visitor. He’d asked about Skinner: where was he on the search? I said he wasn’t there at all. He didn’t comment on that but it left me thinking about Skinner: him and Byer.’ 
 
    ‘Hilton thinks Paul’s involved?’ 
 
    ‘No. That is, he’s pretty blatant about the family, implying all the members are suspect, but he’s going for the money motive. However, Skinner doesn’t benefit.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he doesn’t!’ Sophie was vehement, but then she wouldn’t want Skinner to be a suspect because if Hilton went after him, that can of worms would be opened which the family was so concerned to keep shut. But if he were ruled out through absence of one motive, he had another: he had been the butt of Charlie’s last joke. 
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    The telephone calls began: Val, Clyde, even Jen, all exchanging chit-chat about the reception after the funeral, all asking after Sophie’s guest. She said that Miss Pink had had an uneventful day with the police: the ride to Mazarine Lake, a diversion to hunting camp. 
 
    At six thirty Val arrived, straight from riding. Miss Pink appreciated that she would have wanted to go round the horses after a day’s absence, but it seemed perverse to call on her aunt still smelling of horse. She did apologise for not having changed, she was bushed after a hard day. ‘Social life is so exhausting,’ she told Miss Pink, bright-eyed and jumpy. ‘Meeting people you haven’t seen for years, some of ‘em, having to be polite, putting on an act for my mother’s sake. Family solidarity, right, Sophie?’ 
 
    Her aunt brought her a stiff bourbon. ‘Sit down,’ she ordered. ‘Take the load off your feet.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sat opposite, blandly observing the younger woman. Sophie placed herself on the sofa beside Val; the arrangement had the effect of suggesting aunt and niece were ranged against her. 
 
    When the others remained silent, drinking rather than sipping, Miss Pink opened proceedings. ‘My day was less tiring,’ she told Val. ‘A pleasant ride over the tops and down to Mazarine. I could have done without the police version of a packed lunch, however: cold sausage and squashed buns.’ 
 
    Val giggled wildly and Miss Pink realised that ‘buns’ might have a different meaning here from what she’d intended. Val caught herself and asked shakily, ‘Why did they take you along?’ 
 
    ‘I was the only person on the search who was available. Everyone else was at the funeral.’ 
 
    ‘Except Byer,’ Sophie put in. 
 
    ‘Hilton said he was missing,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘He was at Glenaffric.’ Val sounded sullen. 
 
    Sophie was suddenly irate. ‘With Clyde and your mother at the funeral? He could have made off with anything he fancied from the house.’ 
 
    ‘No. The maids were around. They never let him go beyond the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘He has a reputation as a thief?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘In that case he may well have a record.’ 
 
    ‘Did Hilton mention Byer?’ Sophie asked of her. Questions and answers were loaded. ‘Byer wasn’t mentioned,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Paul Skinner was.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ Val asked. ‘In what respect?’ 
 
    ‘Hilton was interested because Paul wasn’t on the search.’  
 
    ‘He wouldn’t be.’ 
 
    Sophie cut in quickly: ‘That’s what I said.’ 
 
    ‘Did he mention anyone else?’ Val asked delicately. 
 
    ‘Bret Ryan. Hilton was intrigued by the proximity of Benefit to the cabin and the lines of approach down the escarpment. And, of course’ — Miss Pink was dismissive — ‘he wanted to know how close you and Clyde were to the hunting camp that day.’ 
 
    ‘He would.’ Val was dry. ‘What did you tell him?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I don’t know the area. All I did was show him where we found the stallion and your father’s body. He did want to know the state of the cabin when we went down for the blankets. Actually, it looked just the same, but it would if no one’s been there other than yourself.’ 
 
    ‘When was I there?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you go back to fetch Charlie’s saddle?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’d forgotten.’ There was a pause. ‘Did he say anything else?’ 
 
    ‘He did say Charlie had a visitor.’ 
 
    Val gasped. Sophie said, ‘He was guessing, Val: fishing. He can’t know.’ 
 
    The younger woman was rigid with hostility, glaring at Miss Pink. ‘She was never there. The phone call means nothing, she changed her mind. I’m telling you she had nothing —’ 
 
    ‘I never mentioned Jen or the phone call.’ Miss Pink was firm. ‘I gave them no information other than what I’ve told you — except I did say that when we were searching for Charlie, Bret had gone down that steep descent —’ 
 
    ‘Upstream of the landslip,’ Sophie supplied. ‘But Hilton found another way down. Tell her, Mel.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a break in the escarpment above the cabin. It’s timbered —’ 
 
    ‘I know it.’ Val was harsh. ‘Why was Hilton interested?’  
 
    ‘They found horse tracks there.’ Miss Pink took the plunge. ‘It seems obvious that Hilton has his eye on Bret.’ 
 
    Val was silent. Sophie said, ‘But not Jen? He didn’t mention her?’ 
 
    ‘Not a word.’ 
 
    ‘He does know they’re married?’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought about that. ‘He did mention her,’ she amended. ‘He asked where she was on the search and when I said she wasn’t out — with us — that was when he asked about Bret. He must know they’re married and he’s considering Bret because his wife is now a rich woman. He talked about collusion, said it was the only way it could have been done — and then he said he was joking.’ 
 
    ‘Was he?’ Val was tense. 
 
    ‘No. He wasn’t actually accusing anyone, rather he was looking for my reactions, but he wasn’t joking.’ 
 
    ‘You said Jen wasn’t on the search: “not with us”, you said. Did you see her somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘There was a rider on a buckskin who showed for a moment when we were down below. Why not ask Jen if it was her?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that. It would have been the natural thing to do. She was shy about meeting us but she couldn’t keep away. Charlie was her grandfather, after all. She’d have been keeping an eye on things: wanting to know what was happening. Maybe she was searching too, on top.’ 
 
    ‘That would be it.’ Miss Pink was equable. ‘Incidentally, why would Byer agree to guide the police and then back down?’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t refuse if Hilton asked him face to face, but he’d make himself scarce when the time came. Maybe there was some reason he didn’t want to go near the cabin… Did they fingerprint it?’ 
 
    ‘No. Why should they?’ 
 
    ‘You said Hilton mentioned a visitor.’ 
 
    ‘You think it was Byer.’ 
 
    Val licked her lips. ‘I wouldn’t know.’ 
 
    Sophie and Miss Pink exchanged glances. Sophie said, ‘If your visit to the cabin was innocent, what does Byer have on you?’ 
 
    ‘One hell of a lot —’ Val’s voice climbed alarmingly, then stopped in mid-flight, her eyes frantic. 
 
    ‘Charlie died over a mile from the cabin,’ Miss Pink reminded her. ‘But think back: where was Byer that day? Could he have gone up there?’ 
 
    ‘I sent him, when Charlie didn’t come home. He said he turned back at the landslide.’ 
 
    ‘That was Sunday and Charlie was probably dead by then. Suppose he’d mended the roof and decided to come home Saturday? Where was Byer that day?’ 
 
    ‘Clyde was in the mountains,’ Sophie said. ‘Byer would have to do chores at Glenaffric, then he’d have the rest of the day to himself.’ 
 
    He would have had heaps of time to reach the cabin. Miss Pink began to see that his hold over Val could relate to some specific feature of the cabin. She hesitated, caught Val’s eye and knew that another question would be a bludgeon where what was needed was a fine probe. She said nothing. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Sophie said. ‘And you’re wrong. I would have said so in front of Val but you can see she’s keeping up the pretence that Jen isn’t involved.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was amazed. It was late, Val had left, Sophie had drunk a lot and was now being appallingly indiscreet — or trailing a red herring. ‘You’re saying Jen is involved?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. But Hilton thinks so, making believe he’s focused on Bret when it’s obvious Jen’s millions are the motive. He maintains it was collusion. There’s your answer: Val’s fighting for Jen. Naturally. It’s her child’s life that’s threatened.’ 
 
    ‘The police are blinded by those millions. There isn’t a shred of evidence to suggest either Jen or Bret was near the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Sophie brightened. ‘Why didn’t you tell Val that?’ 
 
    ‘There was no need. When… if Hilton were to pull Bret in for questioning, then we might reconsider. What did you assume I was thinking — and where was I wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that! You figure Jen told Bret she was going to see Charlie at hunting camp and Bret wouldn’t let her. He went in her place.’ 
 
    ‘Actually I was thinking about Byer —’ 
 
    ‘What’s his motive?’ Quick as a flash. 
 
    ‘So you’d considered him too.’ Miss Pink pondered the question. ‘Is it too far-fetched to speculate that he would kill Charlie in the expectation that he could blackmail a legatee — or legatees?’ 
 
    ‘But that’s exactly what he is doing!’ 
 
    ‘I think in Val’s case it’s opportunism. He seized his chance. What I’ve seen of the fellow, and the way people speak of him, suggests a petty criminal, a thief, opportunist — all of those, not a murderer, not one who can plan. That takes strength of character.’ 
 
    ‘You have someone in mind?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not trying to squeeze someone into the frame. I’m saying Byer doesn’t fit the role, unless there’s something we don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What we don’t know is the hold he has over Val.’ 
 
    Miss Pink went to bed grateful that Sophie was virtually stupefied by fatigue and bourbon. If she’d had her wits about her she would have realised that if you ruled out Byer for Charlie’s death — and Skinner? — the spotlight came back to the family. But Hilton had shown an interest in Skinner. It was her last thought as she drifted to sleep. And her first in the morning. 
 
    ‘Tell me about Paul Skinner,’ she demanded, coming into the kitchen. ‘Skinner and Byer are friendly, if not friends, and Charlie said Skinner was a thief and responsible for the death of his second wife?’ 
 
    Sophie handed her a mug of coffee the colour of molasses. ‘Skinner had an alibi,’ she said. ‘He was in Ballard when his wife was drinking in Irving. Or so it was said. He was never charged, you know. You figure he’d have what you call the strength of character for murder?’ 
 
    ‘With Charlie he has a motive.’ 
 
    ‘No. He has no claim on the family, no bond. Unlike Sam. Hilton might suggest Sam has a motive because he’s the father of an heiress.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t thinking in terms of money but hate: revenge for the slander that he murdered his wife and made Jen pregnant, was even her father. We considered a fight between Bret and Charlie, why not between Paul and Charlie? A fight, a shooting and the “accident” rigged with the stallion.’ 
 
    ‘Impossible. How could you hoist a corpse on to Ali’s back? Remember how spooky he was. And then you have to twist Charlie’s foot in the stirrup so it wouldn’t come out and Ali would be standing still all this time, allowing you to do it? Come on, Mel!’ 
 
    Miss Pink was unperturbed. ‘Suppose Byer and Skinner acted in collusion. Hilton never saw Ali before. The horse is as quiet as a lamb now, he remarked on it; I had the feeling he didn’t believe your insistence that Ali was wild before Charlie’s death.’ 
 
    Sophie breathed hard. ‘It removes suspicion from the family.’ 
 
    ‘It brings two more people into the frame,’ Miss Pink corrected. 
 
    They soon learned how Hilton was thinking. They were sitting over French toast and Cooper’s Oxford when Clyde rang to say that Bret Ryan had been taken in for questioning. 
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    Hilton worked out of Irving and that was where Bret had been taken. Jen was frantic and had called Val to ask about securing the services of the family’s lawyer. Val had dissuaded her, dismissing any suggestion that Bret could be in trouble. She did say she was going to Irving this morning and would have a word with the lawyer herself. Val had called Clyde to inform him of this latest development and he rang Sophie. It appeared that Val viewed the matter with more urgency than she’d intimated to her daughter because when Sophie phoned the homestead there was no answer. ‘Left for Irving already,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Now what do we do? If they suspect Bret, they have to be thinking Jen’s in there with him. Collusion, Hilton told you. But it’s impossible. Bret’s a plain, simple guy and Jen would never —’ She shook her head, unable to finish it. 
 
    ‘An accident,’ Miss Pink said, adding quickly, ‘at the worst.’  
 
    ‘You suggested a quarrel. Maybe Charlie did shoot himself — during a fight.’ Sophie’s face lit up. 
 
    ‘His rifle wasn’t discharged.’ 
 
    ‘A pistol then. He drew a pistol — they were quarrelling, Charlie threatened Bret, both of them shouting — Ali reared, Charlie was thrown and shot himself, and Ali bolted. There! It could have happened that way.’ 
 
    It wasn’t a good moment to point out that no pistol had been found. 
 
    * 
 
    Glenaffric’s kitchen was full of bustle, two large women in overalls at the sinks, Edna setting down a tray of glasses — ‘How nice to see you again, Melinda. Did you come for a ride? Sorry about the mess; we’re going to buy a dishwasher. Isn’t that neat?’ A vacuum whined and growled in the passage. 
 
    ‘Coffee?’ Sophie said meaningly. 
 
    They took it to Edna’s bedroom. She was full of chatter, raising the blinds, smoothing the bedspread. ‘The women have finished in here,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Nancy — she’s the one doing the vacuuming — she’s persuaded me to take it easy; why, she wouldn’t let me make my bed. She did it. They’re very thoughtful.’ 
 
    Miss Pink murmured agreement. Sophie said harshly, ‘We have to talk. Where’s Clyde?’ 
 
    ‘He’s down with your horses, dear. Didn’t you see him?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t stop, and the herd’s up the back. Is that where Val is?’ 
 
    ‘No, she went to Irving. She asked Clyde to check on Ali and the others.’ 
 
    ‘For heaven’s sakes, Edna, couldn’t you stop her dashing off like that? How does it look to the police?’ 
 
    Edna smiled sweetly. ‘She hasn’t gone to the police; she has to fetch some feed and she’s going to look in on Mr Seaborg.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘That’s our lawyer. There’s so much business to attend to at a time like this; not that anything’s settled as yet but my daughter is bothered about taxes and stuff. I don’t understand any —’ 
 
    ‘Edna!’ Sophie was beside herself. ‘She’s not seeing Seaborg about taxes, she’s consulting him about Bret.’ 
 
    ‘Bret?’ Edna looked surprised. ‘What does he have to do with Mr Seaborg? Nice manners,’ she resumed to Miss Pink. ‘He was here yesterday — Bret, I mean, not Mr Seaborg, although he was here too, of course, he came to read the will and stayed for champagne. I had the will right, Charlie hadn’t changed it. We brought the Veuve Clicquot up from the cellar, Sophie — oh, but you were here! Stupid of me. Nicely dressed, too, and he takes his hat off indoors.’ She nodded happily. ‘I’m pleased. Jen’s gotten herself a good man there.’ 
 
    ‘Bret’, Sophie said, ‘is being questioned as a suspect in Charlie’s death. Now did I get through to you?’ 
 
    ‘You always have to dramatise everything.’ Again that sweet smile and, turning back to Miss Pink: ‘Bret and Jen live at Benefit. That’s an old ghost town at the back of the canyon rim.’ She must have been told that Miss Pink had been at or near Benefit several times. ‘And that’s one of the trail-heads for our hunting camp,’ she went on. ‘Anyone going into the back country has to leave his rig at Benefit and ride from there. So the police need to ask Bret who passed that day, or maybe in the days before the accident, because they could have gone in and set up camp some place.’ 
 
    ‘Did Clyde tell you this?’ Sophie asked. ‘Or did you make it up yourself?’ 
 
    ‘She always treated me like the kid sister,’ Edna told Miss Pink. ‘She’s five years older than me. Actually, Byer told me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re getting worse.’ Sophie shook her head in despair. ‘Tell me, how do you feel in yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Free,’ Edna said, and looked pleased with the word. ‘The atmosphere’s less strained. Nancy was remarking on it: “You got no one to consider now except yourself,” she said. And Kay’s a good cook, I should let her fix me some fancy meals for a change. “What’s the use of having maids if you’re going to work yourself,” Nancy said. So kind, treating me like an invalid. I’ve told them to go home at noon, make a long weekend of it; they worked so hard yesterday: all the baking and then waiting on the company.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ll be alone over the weekend,’ Sophie said. 
 
    ‘No. Clyde will be here, and Byer.’ 
 
    ‘Byer has weekends off. Clyde won’t be here at night. Come to my place for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘This is my home,’ Edna said with dignity. ‘It wouldn’t be right to abandon it so soon —’ 
 
    ‘I’m not suggesting —’ 
 
    ‘Homes are like people. They demand loyalty. I’ll come later, dear. Besides’ — her eyes shone — ‘the house belongs to Jen now; I’m a kind of custodian.’ 
 
    * 
 
    ‘It hasn’t penetrated,’ Sophie said. They had stopped on their way to the car to watch a leggy foal skip jerkily round its mother. 
 
    ‘It could be shock. It’s less than a week since Charlie died — and violently at that. Violence always intensifies the shock of bereavement.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see any signs of shock in her.’ 
 
    ‘That kind doesn’t show. It goes too deep.’ 
 
    ‘I hear what you’re saying but — hello, here’s Byer. So he’s working up here and Clyde’s down at the homestead. Everything’s at sixes and sevens today. Now what?’ 
 
    Byer was approaching with deliberation. He nodded casually to Miss Pink. ‘Any news?’ he asked Sophie. 
 
    Miss Pink turned towards the brood mares, ostensibly excluding herself from the exchange. 
 
    ‘News of what?’ Sophie asked, hedging. 
 
    ‘Have they charged Ryan?’ 
 
    ‘With what? He’s helping the police just.’ 
 
    ‘He don’t have nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stiffened but they were too intent on each other to notice. After a long pause Sophie asked, ‘So who has?’ 
 
    ‘It weren’t Ryan. Nor Jen. Nor Val.’ He seemed to be enjoying himself. 
 
    Miss Pink turned. ‘It was Clyde,’ she said flatly. 
 
    ‘No!’ He was startled at the intervention but behind the surprise she sensed something else. Fear? ‘It weren’t family at all,’ he blurted. ‘I know. Charlie talked to me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he did — and he told you someone was gunning for him, right?’ 
 
    Sophie was gaping, looking from her to Byer. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘It were some property developer —’ He stopped. 
 
    ‘A land sale,’ Miss Pink stated. ‘It went wrong.’ 
 
    He nodded eagerly. ‘Worth millions. The guy figured he had a raw deal. Lost everything — he were bankrupt. Said he was gonna get Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘He put out a contract on Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    ‘Have you told the police this?’ 
 
    He shuffled his feet. ‘I don’t want to get involved. I’ve been in trouble: just cars, no insurance and stuff. I keep my head down.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be true,’ Sophie said as they drove towards the homestead. ‘Charlie’d never talk to him about an important land deal.’ 
 
    ‘No, but he might have spun him a tale about someone gunning for him. Alternatively, Byer could have fabricated the story to relieve the pressure on Bret — and, by association, on Jen.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying Byer’s suffered a sea change towards the family, or it’s just that he doesn’t want to lose his job?’ 
 
    ‘Neither. It’s that he can’t employ blackmail if Bret or Jen, or both, are charged with homicide. He wants Bret off Hilton’s hook and back on his own. Byer’s out for Number One as usual.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t blackmailing Jen or Bret. It was Val.’ 
 
    ‘So it was.’ Miss Pink became thoughtful. 
 
    ‘Will he go to the police about this so-called property deal?’ 
 
    ‘No, he’ll expect you to do that. He knows you’ll leap at any opportunity to keep Jen and Bret in the clear. Are you stopping at the homestead?’ 
 
    ‘You bet. I want to hear some sense after listening to my kid sister’s maunderings. “Homes demand loyalty” indeed!’ 
 
    * 
 
    Clyde was cagey at first. They’d come on him leading Ali across the yard towards a saddled horse. ‘Val wants him taken to Glenaffric,’ he told them, eyeing Miss Pink warily. 
 
    Sophie frowned. ‘Why? He’s better off here. Why does Val want to be rid of him?’ 
 
    ‘She said she may be away some time.’ 
 
    Sophie turned to Miss Pink in alarm. ‘She meant overnight?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ He was tense. 
 
    ‘She’s giving herself up!’ Sophie said wildly. 
 
    ‘Heh! I didn’t say that! She meant —’ Again that cautious glance at the visitor. He turned back to his aunt and took a deep breath. ‘She never left me all the time we were clearing the trail,’ he stated. ‘Not once; no more’n five minutes, I mean.’ He looked from one to the other, defiant as a small boy. 
 
    Sophie appealed to Miss Pink who said calmly, ‘I’m not sure about the law here, but Hilton would probably view that testimony in the same light as he would that of a spouse.’ 
 
    ‘Like Jen giving Bret an alibi,’ Sophie explained, in case he didn’t get it. 
 
    Ali was nuzzling Clyde’s shoulder. He put up a hand to the soft lips. The defiance faded and the lines in his face relaxed. They made an impressive picture: the ageing Adonis and the sorrel with the shining eyes — much more alert today — back to normal? What was in Val’s mind, handing the animal over to Edna? ‘You could be right,’ Miss Pink said. ‘She may be expecting to be away a long time. She could have gone to the police.’ 
 
    ‘There’s bail,’ Sophie pointed out. ‘That will be why —’ 
 
    ‘Bail!’ Clyde was enraged. ‘I told you! She was with me all —’ 
 
    ‘You’re as bad as your mother,’ his aunt told him, ‘refusing to face the facts. You figure your word stands for proof where the police are concerned — and now there’s Byer saying a developer put out a contract on Charlie. You’re all crazy.’ 
 
    ‘Byer said what?’ 
 
    Sophie gestured impatiently. ‘It was just a story to get Hilton off Bret’s back.’ 
 
    He pushed up his hat and wiped his forehead. ‘Byer never said anything to me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a lie, Clyde.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have thought he’d want Bret jailed. They never hit it off. I’d never expect him to try and keep the guy out of jail. Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘He was blackmailing Val.’ 
 
    ‘He was?’ He looked stunned. ‘She never told me.’ They allowed him to think about it and they saw the moment the next question surfaced in his mind. ‘What — how could he blackmail her? What for?’ 
 
    Another dead loss, Miss Pink thought; he was an ingenuous fellow, he really didn’t know the answer. Val had taken no one into her confidence. She listened distractedly as Sophie protested that she had no idea what kind of knowledge Byer held. She observed Clyde’s efforts to recall distant events — a week old, anyway — and she was convinced of his sincerity. She wondered if Byer could be broken — and dismissed the idea; blackmailers didn’t reveal the nature of their hold, even to their victims… Her brain faltered, checked and diverged. Did Val know herself? What kind of information was capable of disabling the victim without her knowing its exact nature? This called for lateral thinking. ‘He could have planted something,’ she said aloud. 
 
    They turned to her in astonishment. ‘What?’ Sophie asked, and ‘Who?’ came from Clyde. 
 
    ‘I’m thinking of the blackmail. Suppose Byer had stolen something of Val’s and dropped it at hunting camp?’ Or Jen, she thought: placing something of Jen’s in the cabin. ‘Not a good theory,’ she went on, backtracking. ‘Val’s been to the cabin twice since Charlie was there. Anything of hers could have been dropped subsequently.’ 
 
    ‘But Charlie didn’t die in the cabin.’ Clyde was mystified. Miss Pink turned to Sophie. ‘Let’s go to Irving. We need to talk to Val.’ 
 
    ‘You said it looks bad to go rushing off — and anyway, what excuse do you have to barge in there — if she’s with the police? I mean, does Hilton know you’ve investigated murders before?’ 
 
    Clyde’s jaw dropped. Miss Pink said, ‘Not investigated; I’ve just been there when they happened, or someone asked me to find out — I don’t have to go to the police. You do that: find Val and try to get her away from them.’ 
 
    ‘What do I say to her?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll work it out as we drive. The first question could be crucial. If it doesn’t succeed she could throw up defences — more defences. We’ll stop at the Rothbury, I’m going to need my car.’ 
 
    * 
 
    After dropping Miss Pink at the hotel, Sophie went ahead, having given directions to the Riverside Restaurant where they would meet, providing she could find Val. 
 
    Miss Pink located the restaurant without trouble and sat in the shade of an umbrella on a deck overlooking the water. Here, in the city, the river had been dredged and deepened, and the water slid by with sluggish power. The occasional log floated past and once a pallet with an egret perched on the slats. 
 
    As the egret faded in the distance Miss Pink became aware of Val approaching, with Sophie so close behind that she gave the impression of herding the younger woman, of giving her no chance to run. Val looked drawn, at the end of her tether. 
 
    ‘Found her parked outside the sheriff’s department,’ Sophie explained. ‘Seaborg told me she’d gone there to wait, give Bret a ride home. But they’re keeping Bret a while.’ 
 
    Val sat down opposite Miss Pink. A waitress came and Sophie ordered coffee all round. Miss Pink asked curiously, as if in the middle of a conversation, ‘How did Byer know it related to yourself and not to Jen?’ 
 
    Val stared as if she hadn’t understood the question. After a pause she shook her head in the faintest gesture of denial. ‘It didn’t matter.’ 
 
    Sophie’s mouth opened, and closed as Miss Pink’s glasses flashed a warning. ‘Either would do,’ she mused. ‘You’d fight even harder for Jen than for yourself. How does Bret come into it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know till I’ve talked to him. He hasn’t —’ The waitress brought the coffee. They made small movements in their seats, looking automatically for spoons and sugar. ‘How did you find out?’ Val asked. 
 
    ‘It was obvious as soon as one realised that Byer need not have turned back at the landslide that evening, that he went all the way to the cabin.’ Miss Pink switched her attention to a sachet of Sweet and Low. ‘If only you’d stopped off as you were passing next morning,’ she murmured, and left it hanging. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know! Besides —’ She stopped and glowered. ‘I mean I didn’t know I’d dropped anything when I visited with Charlie the — the day before. Anyway, Clyde was with me when we passed and no way would I have him implicated.’ 
 
    ‘You what!’ This was too much for Sophie. ‘You really did visit with Charlie? For God’s sake, girl!’ 
 
    ‘I told you I did.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but we never believed — we thought —’ Sophie turned on Miss Pink, dumbfounded. 
 
    Miss Pink asked pleasantly, ‘What was it that you left behind?’ 
 
    Val’s hand went to her ear and a tiny gold hoop. ‘An ear-ring like this. Byer found it. He had a flashlight.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t to know it was yours.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t matter. All he had to say was that Charlie had a lady visitor.’ 
 
    ‘And the fact that you were intimidated by that told him he’d guessed correctly. But how does your visit to the cabin relate to Charlie’s accident over a mile away, up by the escarpment?’ 
 
    Val shrugged. ‘I’m tired. We went up there. Charlie was trying to shake me off. I knew what he’d done, you see: coming between me and Jen; I lost ten years of my daughter’s life. Can you understand that? I could have killed him. I would have killed him and he knew it, and he threatened to shoot me — well, my horse — he said he’d kill my horse if I didn’t leave him alone. And I shouted at him, I flipped, and Ali spooked and reared, and Charlie’d drawn his pistol and it went off and Ali bolted.’ She stopped and her ravaged face broke into a ghastly grin. 
 
    ‘What did you do with the pistol?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I threw it away of course.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to tell Hilton this?’ 
 
    Val studied her. ‘I’ll see if he charges Bret. Are you going to tell him?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. It’s your business and I’m Sophie’s guest. And I’m tired too.’ Miss Pink looked apologetically towards her host. ‘I think I’ll go back to the apartment and sleep for a while. I have the spare key. You’ll stay with Val, of course.’ 
 
    Sophie nodded distractedly. It was obvious that neither cared what Miss Pink did at this moment; Sophie was intent on extracting more information from Val, and Val — Miss Pink nodded to herself as she went out to her Bronco — Val was too intent on incriminating herself to bother about anything else. 
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    Meadow larks were singing on the road to Benefit, their breasts bright sulphur in the sun. Showers of little blue butterflies rose from drying puddles and overhead the vultures wheeled, alert for rodents washed out of flooded holes. The storm had left the world noisy and colourful, with a bonus of easy pickings for the opportunists. 
 
    Jen had company. Sam Jardine sat beside her on a bench outside the cabin and, seeing them like that, their expressions expectant, a little wary at the sight of the Bronco, Miss Pink wondered how anyone could have thought that Sam was not the girl’s father. There were the same delicate features and wiry build; both had the aquiline nose and chiselled nostrils hinting at Indian ancestry. No one could think Jen the daughter of the blond and beefy Skinner. 
 
    Sam was standing. ‘Nice morning, ma’am. Take a seat, enjoy the sunshine. I’ll fix some coffee.’ He stepped indoors. 
 
    Jen was eyeing the Bronco, uncertain how to react to this visit. 
 
    ‘I’ve been to Irving,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Talking to your mother.’ 
 
    ‘Bret?’ It was a whisper. She cleared her throat. ‘Did you see Bret?’ 
 
    ‘No. I didn’t go there to see him. The first person to clear was Val.’ Miss Pink smiled pleasantly and didn’t turn, although she hadn’t missed the other’s glance at the doorway. ‘She didn’t go to the hunting camp,’ she went on, ‘although she’s fighting like mad to convince Sophie and me that she did.’ 
 
    Jen grinned and then was serious again. ‘How do you know she wasn’t there?’ 
 
    Sam stepped out of the doorway and stood beside the bench, waiting for the answer. 
 
    ‘Because she has no idea what was left behind,’ Miss Pink said. ‘What it was that Byer found.’ 
 
    ‘What was it?’ Sam asked, looking down at his daughter. Jen was shaking her head. He put a hand on her shoulder and regarded Miss Pink. She hadn’t sat down and they confronted each other like adversaries. ‘Jen didn’t go to the cabin,’ he said firmly. ‘So you can tell us what was left there.’ 
 
    Her mind raced. Sam? This would add a new dimension, she had never seriously considered Sam. 
 
    The pause had been momentary. ‘Bret will have told them the truth,’ she said. 
 
    Jen stared into the distance. She nodded as if in agreement. Sam’s hand tightened on her shoulder. She looked up quickly. ‘Charlie was fine when Bret left,’ she assured Miss Pink. ‘He figures that it was a bear frightened Ali and Charlie’s gun went off by accident. No one else was involved.’ 
 
    Miss Pink glanced at Sam to see if he knew that Charlie’s rifle hadn’t been fired, that no pistol had been found, but he was deadpan, observing her own reactions. ‘Why did Bret go to the cabin?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘To see what Charlie wanted.’ 
 
    ‘Charlie made the arrangement with you.’ 
 
    ‘Bret wouldn’t let me go.’ 
 
    ‘What did Charlie have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing really.’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved impatiently. Sam said, ‘Bret told Charlie that him and Jen were married but Charlie didn’t have much to say about that. Bret felt it wasn’t the right moment to say anything about — what Charlie had told Jen —’ He stopped in confusion. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know then!’ Jen protested. ‘It was only afterwards… why, it was you told me only a few days back. How could I have known?’ 
 
    ‘You’d told Bret.’ 
 
    ‘Not all of it and not the worst part. That’s the point, Sam. I’d told Bret I’d gone away because I was having a baby but I never told a soul who was responsible.’ She pondered a moment and then: ‘I told him Paul was my father because that was what I thought myself, but Bret didn’t make the connection: that Paul was the baby’s daddy as well.’ Her eyes widened madly. ‘Who would? It’s wild, horrible!’ She inhaled sharply, let the breath go and went on, ‘I got used to it, though: the horror, blocked it out, I guess, over the years’ — she was addressing Miss Pink — ‘but imagine a guy like Bret learning that… He loves me, you know.’ She smiled shyly and the next moment she was grim again. ‘He’d have killed Paul. But I blamed my mom. There was no way I could take the blame myself, I’m too much of a coward.’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t,’ Sam told Miss Pink earnestly. ‘It were too great a burden. She were only a kid.’ 
 
    ‘And as for Paul’ — Jen shrugged — ‘he wasn’t worth blaming; you have to be big to take a load like that on your shoulders. I mean, Paul wouldn’t be worthy. Now my mom was a good person to hate. I’m telling you how it was for me all those years away. I blamed Mom for letting me think that Sam was my daddy when really it was Paul, so I figured it was all her fault that he — that we — the baby, I mean; she was to blame for everything. I was so angry, I coulda killed her. My God, I was a mess! I guess it was guilt, right?’ 
 
    ‘You had to turn the rage against someone,’ Miss Pink said calmly. Alone in Texas and pregnant (and through incest, as she had been led to think) if she had turned the rage inwards she might have killed herself. As it was, she had killed… there had been an abortion, presumably. More guilt. 
 
    Sam was watching Miss Pink. ‘It was Charlie told her Paul was her daddy,’ he said heavily. 
 
    ‘So when you came home,’ Miss Pink said, ‘you meant to confront your grandfather —’ 
 
    ‘No! I told you: I didn’t know then! I still thought Paul was my father. I came back because — because —’ 
 
    ‘She was lonely,’ Sam put in. ‘She wanted to be with her folks again.’ 
 
    Miss Pink couldn’t hide her scepticism as she turned to the younger woman. 
 
    ‘I’d found out I couldn’t have babies.’ Jen’s face was set. ‘Something about internal damage. The abortion was botched, they say. Actually, I don’t know why I came back. To confront Mom? Someone anyway, make them pay for everything. How I felt, it was the old ghastly mess back again, only worse, and one moment I wanted to be with my family, like Dad says, the next I was full of hate again.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Miss Pink did. She saw more. Jen was to discover that the person at fault was her grandfather — but she hadn’t found that out until after Charlie died. Fortunate timing for her, but Hilton would never believe the sequence of it. ‘When did your mother learn the truth?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I never told her. I wouldn’t dare.’ 
 
    Sam said, ‘Now she’s scared of Val because she misjudged her so. She don’t know how to make it up to her.’ 
 
    ‘She was sweet to me yesterday, though.’ Jen’s tone was soft. ‘After the funeral, but then she doesn’t know what a bitch I’ve been.’ 
 
    ‘She knows,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And she thinks you killed Charlie.’ And after this demonstration of her feelings Jen had motive enough. 
 
    ‘She’ll get over it.’ She was unperturbed. ‘Bret will tell the truth. He went to the cabin, told Charlie he’d seen a bear on the way down, in the rocks there above the cabin. Charlie was all set to leave, the pack-horse loaded, having a last coffee, when Bret arrived. That’s why they didn’t say much; Charlie —’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute.’ Miss Pink stirred impatiently. ‘Charlie was expecting you to visit; why would he be leaving if you hadn’t come?’ 
 
    ‘Just that: I hadn’t come. He told Bret he’d given up on me, wanted to get through the canyon before dark. He said he’d ride out to Benefit only he had the pack-horse — and then there was the bear. I guess at that the bear had priority. If it wasn’t shot it would try to break into the cabin again. So Bret just had some coffee and they both took off: Charlie up through the meadows, Bret coming down the canyon because he didn’t want to be close by with Charlie out shooting bear.’ Jen stopped, considered and added, ‘He thought someone else was about.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell me that,’ Sam exclaimed. 
 
    ‘I forgot till now.’ 
 
    ‘Where was this?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Upstream of the landslip, before he headed up that steep climb to home. But it couldn’t have been anyone, not really. How could you tell among all those tree trunks? Most likely it was a moose.’ 
 
    ‘It coulda been a poacher,’ Sam said. ‘He wouldn’t want to be seen.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’d have to leave his rig here and there was no one left a trailer that weekend.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he rode in from Ballard.’ Sam’s eyes gleamed. ‘Or from Byer’s place. It was a Saturday. Where was Byer?’ 
 
    ‘His day off,’ Miss Pink supplied, thinking that Skinner could have ridden in from Ballard. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘If you eliminate the family — as, of course, one does — you come down to Byer and Skinner.’ Miss Pink added aubergine to the pilaf. 
 
    ‘What makes you so sure the family can be eliminated?’ Sophie leaned against the wall, looking tired after the long day. ‘Devil’s advocate,’ she added, ‘but I did feel that Val was protesting too much when we were at the Riverside.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, undoubtedly, but it can’t be Val or Bret; their stories are too thin.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is speaking the truth —’ 
 
    ‘Some of them are, a framework of truth, perhaps, but much embroidered. The weft but not the warp? Byer admits he was in the canyon but stops short of saying how far he went. Val, of course, is lying; she was never at the cabin the day Charlie died —’ 
 
    ‘She’s protecting Jen.’ 
 
    ‘— and she hasn’t thought her story through. If Charlie shot himself with a pistol, where is it?’ 
 
    ‘She said she threw it away. What’s wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘You’re taking devil’s advocacy too far. What is wrong with Charlie having a pistol is that he wasn’t wearing a gun belt. It couldn’t have come unbuckled any more than his pants belt did. Clothing gets ripped off when a rider’s dragged, but no way can a belt come undone. Besides, if Val had been at the cabin, Bret would have seen her.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t say so.’ 
 
    ‘Hilton would get it out of him.’ 
 
    ‘Bret doesn’t have to have seen her anyway; they could have been at the cabin at different times.’ 
 
    ‘Unless she was hanging about, waiting…’ Miss Pink checked and frowned. ‘Someone was hanging about,’ she resumed thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘Bret saw someone. He told the police. He figured Hilton didn’t believe him. Is that where you say his story’s thin?’ 
 
    ‘It couldn’t have been Val.’ Miss Pink was on her own tack. ‘She had to come from the opposite direction: down through the meadows, but Jen says Bret saw someone between the cabin and the landslide. It comes back to Byer — again. And Skinner? Byer preferably. Skinner has no motive… well…’ 
 
    ‘He hated Charlie: spreading all those stories about him; you pointed that out yourself.’ Miss Pink was silent, staring at her friend. ‘They’re still not saying for certain it’s a bullet track,’ Sophie went on. ‘How can anyone be sure, all the damage that was done to him?’ 
 
    ‘If he was shot, someone took a gun in there with them and that would make it premeditated.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. Val carries — I mean, loads of guys carry pistols — much more convenient than a rifle. You can scare off a bear, kill a rattler… Not that I would — carry a gun, I mean, or kill snakes — but there are men would never leave camp without a gun, they wouldn’t feel dressed.’ 
 
    She was talking too much and Miss Pink hadn’t missed that reference, so quickly stifled, to Val carrying a pistol in the back country. She sighed heavily. ‘But how many people knew about Charlie?’ she mused. 
 
    Sophie chose to misunderstand. She looked sullen. ‘All of us. It was an open secret. Edna had seen a copy of the will. And then Charlie had told Byer, who told Skinner.’ 
 
    ‘No, no.’ Miss Pink dismissed the will out of hand. ‘How many people knew that Jen had been pregnant and that Charlie told her Paul was her father?’ 
 
    ‘Nobody…’ Sophie thought back and went on slowly: ‘We didn’t know until Bret arrived that day at the homestead and demanded we hand Ali over because her father — and he meant Paul — said the stud came to Jen in Charlie’s will.’ 
 
    ‘But when did you know she left home because she was pregnant?’ 
 
    ‘Why, not until the morning Charlie left for hunting camp. You remember: he told Edna and she called me. We’d had suspicions, Val and me, but that was all it was: suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t tie the two threads together — Jen being pregnant and Paul being, supposedly, her father — until later, did you?’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ Gradually the significance dawned on Sophie and she was elated. ‘No one knew the whole truth until Charlie was dead.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook water from sprigs of parsley. ‘Hilton would suggest they did.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Hilton! He can go to hell. We know we were all in the dark. In any case, he’s not going to find out about that business unless someone tells him and you’re not about to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Miss Pink started to chop the parsley. ‘Actually, he has enough motivation with the money angle, he doesn’t need another motive. It’s odd’, she mused, pushing parsley round the chopping board, ‘how the motives accumulate: family members might equally well have murdered Charlie out of revenge as for the money. An embarras de richesses. I still can’t understand how Hilton came to release Bret.’ 
 
    ‘He was never arrested, Mel. I told you: they wanted to question him just.’ 
 
    ‘At home that would be synonymous with his being a suspect. Assisting the police with their inquiries, it’s called.’ 
 
    ‘They had nothing to charge him with. No bullet track even — not for definite —  although apparently there are guys out there looking for the bullet.’ 
 
    ‘Did Hilton ask for Bret’s rifle?’ 
 
    ‘No. To test-fire it, you mean? Can they do that?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t think so, without a charge. You know, you could be right and they don’t suspect him — well, not to head the list.’ Miss Pink hesitated. ‘I take it he told them the whole truth: about going to the cabin, telling Charlie about the bear and so on?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, only he said he happened to be riding that way looking to locate the elk herd and first he glimpsed a bear, then he saw the cabin chimney was smoking so he went down to see who was there.’ 
 
    ‘Why did Charlie have a fire when he was just about to leave?’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t put his stove out till the last minute, it’s the only way to brew coffee when —’ 
 
    ‘Wait! Did Bret say that Charlie washed up?’ 
 
    ‘You mean did he wash?’ 
 
    ‘Did he rinse the coffee mugs? Jen said Charlie gave Bret coffee. And there’d be the pot… That’s it! That’s how Byer knew Charlie had a visitor: he did go to the cabin Sunday evening: he found a dirty coffee pot and two mugs, thought nothing of it until —’ Miss Pink stopped, staring at the chopping board. 
 
    ‘Until what?’ Sophie prompted. 
 
    ‘Until he reached the cabin the following morning — when we were searching — and he found the mugs and pot had been put away. I’ll bet Val got there ahead of him and rinsed them, and wouldn’t say anything because she thought Jen was the visitor. That’s Byer’s hold over her. The point is,’ she went on slowly, ‘how did she know on the morning of the search that it was imperative she remove any trace of Charlie’s visitor?’ 
 
    ‘Edna had told her about Jen’s phone call.’ Sophie’s mind was working, trying to keep up with Miss Pink’s. ‘But Byer had to know something was very wrong the previous evening if he reached the cabin. He wouldn’t think anything of two mugs and a coffee pot on the table but you forgot the pack-horse standing outside. He knew something had happened to Charlie, but he came back, called Val from his house, said he’d gone only as far as the landslip. If that’s what happened, it’s gruesome, Mel.’ 
 
    ‘He may not have the guts to kill but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t be pleased if Charlie died. Look how he’s taken advantage of it. Perhaps he even went further than the cabin; after all, he had all day Saturday —’ 
 
    The doorbell rang. Sophie crossed the floor to admit Russell Kramer, as usual beaming good nature, as usual apologetic for calling without advance notice. He proffered a plastic bag heavy with fish but his face fell as he took in Miss Pink’s activity at the stove. 
 
    ‘I’m too late but these will do for your breakfast.’ He turned to Sophie. ‘We were up to the Finger Lakes, caught us enough rainbow for Edna too. Clyde and me,’ he explained to Miss Pink. 
 
    Sophie was puzzled. ‘Clyde went fishing today? That’s not like him, leaving his mother on her own. I mean, we only buried Charlie yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘She insisted he go. There was nothing to do at Glenaffric and she said he was getting under her feet. When I called to say I was going fishing, he was off like a rocket. Now tell me, how was your day?’ He looked eagerly from one to the other. 
 
    ‘You know the police questioned Bret?’ Sophie asked. 
 
    He nodded happily. ‘Another kinda fishing trip. They’d think the poor guy was the weak link: he’d spill the beans on the family, except there are no beans to spill.’ 
 
    ‘How right you are. Yes, the police let him go. Val was waiting and gave him a ride back to Benefit. There’s no news really.’ She glanced at Miss Pink who turned to the pilaf and stirred it with concentration. Regarding her back Sophie said casually, ‘Bret told them it was him visited Charlie at hunting camp.’ 
 
    Russell gave the ghost of a sigh. He was no longer amused. ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘He left Charlie fit and well, and riding up to the rocks where he — Bret — had just seen a bear. Then Bret thought he glimpsed someone in the trees off the trail as he rode down the canyon.’ He stared at her. ‘Clyde was upstream of the cabin,’ she said with careful emphasis. 
 
    ‘So who — Bret thought he saw someone?’ 
 
    ‘It could have been a moose.’ 
 
    His mouth twitched. ‘Where does Hilton stand now? Does he still suspect foul play?’ 
 
    ‘Did he ever?’ They drifted into the living area, Miss Pink absently cradling the Tio Pepe she’d been using in the pilaf. 
 
    Sophie took it from her and filled three glasses. Russell accepted a drink without thanks, his eyes on the traffic below the window, his expression vacant. 
 
    ‘Clyde and Val were together all the time,’ Sophie said, as if he didn’t know that. ‘Bret had no call to say he was at the cabin, he volunteered the information. He’s too simple to play a game of double bluff. Besides, if he had followed Charlie up to the rocks, he’d know he’d leave horse tracks?’ It turned into a question and it was directed to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘The slope was covered with tracks after the search,’ she pointed out. ‘And then it rained.’ 
 
    ‘What are you saying?’ Russell had emerged from his reverie. ‘That Bret could have shot Charlie, or that he’s covering for Jen?’ 
 
    ‘Jen had no motive,’ Sophie said. They stared at her. ‘She didn’t know,’ she reminded Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Everyone knew,’ Russell protested. ‘Even I knew. Clyde —’ He stopped. 
 
    ‘I’m not talking about the money.’ Sophie was impatient. ‘OK, so Jen knew about that, but it wouldn’t mean anything to her.’ 
 
    It would mean something, thought Miss Pink, recalling the evidence of straitened circumstances at Benefit, but Sophie continued. ‘I meant the other — factor: that she didn’t know about her parentage until after Charlie’s death. That is, she was unaware exactly how depraved her grand-daddy had been. Why’ — her voice rose — ‘she couldn’t have been more abused by that old monster if he’d done it physically.’ 
 
    ‘Keep it down.’ Russell was quick and firm, startling Miss Pink. Hidden depths were not revealed by three words and yet occasionally she’d had a glimpse of something powerful behind the clown’s mask. He had turned to her. ‘This family is volatile,’ he informed her. ‘They wear their hearts on their sleeves. Operatic, that’s what they are.’ He put an arm round Sophie’s shoulders. ‘We must learn to practise a little subterfuge, dear, if we’re not to arouse Hilton’s suspicions.’ 
 
    ‘He’s right,’ Miss Pink said when he’d gone and they had sat down to supper. ‘You are inclined to speak first and think afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘Only in my own home. In fact, I wasn’t speaking my mind to Russell. I’m annoyed that Clyde should have gone off and left Edna on her own.’ 
 
    ‘She had the maids.’ Miss Pink frowned and added, ‘And there was Byer.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m thinking — and you forgot: she told the maids to leave at noon. She can’t cope with Byer in her condition — and I never asked Russell if Clyde was going back to Glenaffric or to his own place.’ Sophie put down her fork. ‘I’m going up there, tell her about this morning. She’ll be worried about Bret.’ 
 
    Not if Edna was convinced Charlie had died in a fall from his horse; it was more likely that Sophie was worried about Edna… ‘I’ll come with you,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    * 
 
    Sophie need not have been concerned. At Glenaffric they were met by Clyde who told them that his mother was lying down. Miss Pink didn’t miss the exchange of looks between aunt and nephew. ‘You can go up,’ he said. ‘She’ll be pleased to see you.’ 
 
    There was no feeling in the statement but Sophie chose to take it at face value. ‘I’ll just look in on her,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘You stay here.’ 
 
    Seeming a trifle embarrassed, Clyde poured coffee and set himself to entertain the guest, but she forestalled him. 
 
    ‘Russell brought us some fine trout,’ she said brightly. 
 
    He nodded. ‘There were plenty. Those lakes back of the Bobcats swarm with rainbow. Cut-throat too. Do you fish?’ 
 
    She confessed that she was the rawest of amateurs and without a change of tone told him he must have heard about the outcome of Bret’s interview with the police that morning. 
 
    ‘Val called,’ he admitted. ‘She’s over to Benefit. Kind of a reunion. Sam’s there too. I’m so glad.’ And he did look happy for them. 
 
    ‘Hilton’s given no indication that he wants to speak to you?’ 
 
    ‘No-o. Why should he?’ 
 
    ‘Jen is the principal beneficiary in your father’s will. Val would do anything to protect her. Now that Bret’s admitted he was one of Charlie’s visitors at the hunting camp, Hilton will be wondering if Val was the other. And you are Val’s alibi.’ 
 
    He’d listened intently: an incredibly handsome man, like a ravaged hawk. ‘He isn’t thinking that way,’ he told her. ‘If he was, he’d have pulled me in. Who was the other visitor Charlie had?’ He smiled. ‘Seeing as it wasn’t my sister.’ 
 
    ‘Bret saw someone below the hunting camp.’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am, he thought he did but all he saw was its legs. At a distance you can easily mistake a moose for a horse.’ 
 
    ‘It could have been a poacher.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ came Sophie’s voice as she entered from the passage. ‘What was a poacher?’ 
 
    ‘That Bret saw below the hunting camp.’ 
 
    Sophie shrugged. ‘Could be.’ She addressed Clyde: ‘No wonder she gave the maids the afternoon off! I should have guessed.’ She glanced at Miss Pink and mimed lifting a glass to her lips. ‘Are you staying?’ she asked Clyde. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’ll stay the night.’ 
 
    ‘I will if you want to go out. Melinda can take the car back.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’ll stay. She should be all right by tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘She shouldn’t be —’ 
 
    There was movement behind Miss Pink. Clyde leaped to his feet and plunged round the table. ‘Now, Mom —’ 
 
    ‘Don’ fuss, son, you shoulda told me we had company, shoulda offered her something — oh, you have coffee…’ 
 
    Miss Pink was aghast at the appearance of Edna: hair like old hay, bleary-eyed, in a gaping pyjama top that exposed a greyish brassiere: staggering and drunkenly resisting Clyde’s efforts to turn her back to the passage. He gave up and lowered her to a chair where she succeeded in placing one elbow on the table. She tried to turn towards Miss Pink who had sunk into a chair at her side, but it appeared that arthritis prevented her from twisting her spine. This annoyed her. ‘Shoot!’ she mumbled. ‘I can’t see you.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up and walked round the table but Edna was still making the effort to turn to the empty chair. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Sophie urged Miss Pink. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ Clyde grimaced at them. 
 
    ‘Not your fault,’ Sophie said roughly. ‘But you should have guessed; it was why she wanted you out of the way. And the maids. She does it,’ she told Miss Pink, ‘not often, she’s not an alcoholic.’ 
 
    ‘Who said I’m an alcoholic?’ Edna shouted, her hearing functioning if her vision was temporarily impaired. ‘Don’t you go saying I’m an alcoholic. I don’t drink at all — really, do I Clyde? Clyde! Where’s Clyde?’ 
 
    ‘Mom, how about a Scotch? There’s a bottle in your bedroom, let’s go and have a nice big Scotch, how’s that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m out of here,’ Sophie grunted. ‘You too, come on.’ And she grabbed Miss Pink’s arm and hustled her out of the kitchen. 
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    Over the grilled trout at breakfast time they discussed what they should do this day, each avoiding mention of that embarrassing scene at Glenaffric, but Miss Pink thinking that Sophie would want to visit Edna on her own. ‘Delicious fish,’ she observed, although, with the exception of kippers, fish wouldn’t be her preferred choice at breakfast. ‘Where are these Finger Lakes?’ 
 
    ‘On the west slope of the Bobcats. You’re thinking of going fishing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I’d never have the patience. I was thinking in terms of a ride. Barb could do with the exercise.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an excellent idea. Will you feel comfortable on your own? There are things to do… You see, the problem is the stock. The money doesn’t matter’ — she gave a light laugh — ‘it will be ages before the will’s probated and they’re not in urgent need, any of them; besides, I’m sure Seaborg would give the go-ahead and there’s always credit…’ Miss Pink was buttering toast with care, as if she had nothing else to do but wait for this flow of words to run its course. ‘… Although there’s the interest,’ Sophie gabbled on. ‘Charlie would turn in his grave… But there, you’re not interested in us discussing which animals are to go where. And to whom. Funny thing, us all being family it’s more complicated, not simplified as you’d expect. I mean, the brood mares at Glenaffric, the stallions, Val and her business… I guess she’ll be wanting to buy me out now.’ 
 
    Miss Pink chewed stolidly, listening with only the surface of her mind, but vibrations must have been apparent. ‘Boring old stuff,’ Sophie announced, now with an edge in her tone. ‘A nuisance for you.’ 
 
    ‘Bad timing,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘Charlie’s death, Edna hitting the bottle. I’ll be fine on Barb. You’ll know where I am.’ 
 
    Sophie was tight-lipped. ‘I’m scared stiff,’ she confessed, coming clean, as so many people did under Miss Pink’s bland eye and shock tactics. 
 
    ‘I don’t see why you should be. Admittedly Val thought Jen was involved, but she wasn’t —’ 
 
    ‘Jen thought it was Val.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Jen told Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, he’s Jen’s obvious confidant now she’s returned to the fold. And Val is Clyde’s alibi and vice versa — and there’s Edna convinced that Ali was the perpetrator. I take it you rule out Bret; he didn’t have to tell Hilton he went to the cabin. Which leaves Sam —’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. You might just as well cite Russell —’ 
 
    ‘No. He doesn’t ride.’ 
 
    ‘Melinda! You’re serious!’ 
 
    ‘Police thinking. And I’ve taken over the devil’s advocate role from you.’ 
 
    ‘You really think the police would consider Sam?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll consider everyone in the family, or connected with it. Now I wonder: do they know about Byer? That’s a thought; we don’t know that Val washed the coffee mugs, it was guesswork on my part. You should ask her. There’s no point in her lying now that we know Charlie’s visitor was Bret.’ 
 
    ‘You pointed out that there could have been another visitor at hunting camp.’ 
 
    ‘Bret’s apparition? That had to be a moose.’ Miss Pink was too casual and Sophie’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘You’re thinking of Byer. Are you meaning to go to his place?’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘No way!’ Sophie was adamant. ‘If you have any suspicion — and you have, I know you have — then I’m coming with you. For God’s sake, Mel, if there’s a chance he was involved in Charlie’s death I’m not about to let you go to that house on your own.’ 
 
    Miss Pink protested but Sophie refused to budge. In the event, protests and argument were superfluous; when the Cherokee nosed down the track to Bear Creek, Byer’s horses were in their pasture but there was no sign of his pick-up. 
 
    ‘Saturday,’ Sophie said, without expression. ‘He could have taken off last night.’ She turned in the yard and started out again. 
 
    ‘Stop!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I want to go inside.’ 
 
    ‘Mel! You can’t!’ 
 
    ‘You can’t, you’re his employer’s sister. I have no connection.’  
 
    ‘Suppose he comes back?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll think of something. He can’t kill us.’ 
 
    The words hung in the air. Otherwise there was only the sound of the creek, still running high after the rain, and a group of redwings talking in a reedy slough. 
 
    Sophie advanced to a dirty window. Miss Pink went to the door and turned the old-fashioned knob. The door opened obligingly. Sophie stared in alarm, but Miss Pink entered as if it were her own property. 
 
    It was a shabby little house: two up, two down, of no character other than that lent to it by a horseman. One room was given over to his saddle and tack, a slicker, chaps, old boots and spurs, tins and bottles on the dusty windowsill containing salves and thick brown liquids. 
 
    The other ground-floor room was furnished after a rough fashion with two ancient armchairs, a formica-topped table with tarnished gilt legs, kitchen chairs, cupboards, a sideboard and a telephone. There was a television set and a radio, tattered copies of Western Horseman and a stack of magazines on guns and hunting. 
 
    At the back there was a slip of a kitchen and a sink, but cooking would have been done on the wood stove in the living-room. 
 
    They went up the uncarpeted stairs. There were two bedrooms containing four single beds, only one of which was in use. The sheets were neither dirty nor clean, the blankets looked as if they were military surplus stock and dust swirled in sunbeams at every move they made. 
 
    There were clothes in a dark wood closet: mostly the usual possessions of a ranch hand, a few bright Western shirts but an unexpectedly smart fringed jacket in cinnamon suede. There was a new beaver Stetson with a turquoise and horsehair braid, stiff new Levis and a pair of lizard skin boots. 
 
    ‘That hat will have set him back a few hundred bucks,’ Sophie observed. ‘He had to have stolen it — and look at that jacket! No way could he buy that on a hand’s pay. Curious, you’d expect him to wear his good gear on a weekend trip.’ 
 
    Miss Pink mumbled something from the depths of the closet. She backed out, studying an object in her hand. 
 
    ‘Broken cup,’ Sophie said. ‘What’s it doing in the closet?’  
 
    ‘It’s Wedgwood.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be. You mean genuine Wedgwood? Something from Glenaffric?’ 
 
    They stared at each other. ‘I wonder,’ Sophie breathed. ‘Edna has this gorgeous vase — that colour —’ 
 
    ‘Blue jasper. I saw it when she showed me over the house.’ 
 
    Sophie gasped as the significance dawned on her. ‘He stole it and broke it? The bugger. It had to be worth a small fortune. Where would the rest of it be?’ 
 
    ‘In the creek I would think.’ 
 
    They moved to the window and looked out at the water beyond the cottonwoods. ‘I wonder what else he took,’ Sophie said. ‘And where he disposed of it? Billings?’ 
 
    ‘Too close. He’d have to go to an antiques dealer and anyone who recognised its value would be suspicious. What’s a cowboy doing with an eighteenth-century Wedgwood vase? He couldn’t fence this one but there were probably others. He’d hardly stop at stealing one piece — and would Edna notice?’ 
 
    ‘So he stashed them somewhere till he had the chance to go to a big city? He’s probably got a buddy —’ It hit them both at the same time. ‘Skinner!’ they exclaimed. 
 
    * 
 
    Edna stared at the three fragments of jasper on the kitchen table. She looked fresher this morning but after a moment it was obvious that she was on a different wavelength from the visitors. She touched one of the blue chips with a finger. ‘A lovely colour,’ she observed. ‘Like my pretty vase in the English room.’ 
 
    ‘Show us,’ Sophie ordered. 
 
    They trooped through passages to a shady bedroom where the colour scheme was blue and gold, the spindly chairs poor imitations of the type found in the corridors of great English houses. A flock of Meissen swans floated across the surface of a marquetry dressing-table that even in this dim light looked anything but fake. 
 
    ‘It’s French,’ Edna said, seeing Miss Pink’s interest. ‘Lewis something.’ 
 
    ‘Louis Quinze,’ Sophie corrected. ‘Where’s the Wedgwood vase?’ 
 
    ‘Wedgwood, dear?’ 
 
    ‘The blue vase. You said those broken bits were like your pretty vase.’ 
 
    ‘The same colour, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Edna! Where’s the vase?’ 
 
    ‘There, you see’ — pointing — ‘the swans swam — no, they’re walking, you can see their little black feet. Aren’t they neat? They arranged themselves round the vase, like they made a setting for it.’ 
 
    ‘The vase isn’t there, Edna.’ 
 
    There was a long pause. ‘No.’ Edna stared at an empty space in the centre of the white swans. ‘It’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘Have you missed anything else?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Edna peered up at her. She really was a tiny ball of a woman. 
 
    And exasperating. ‘Such as?’ she asked, trying to be helpful.  
 
    ‘She wouldn’t know,’ Sophie said. ‘Look at all this junk.’ Her gesture took in the whole house. ‘She’s no idea what she has.’  
 
    ‘I do so.’ Edna was indignant. ‘And it’s not junk.’ 
 
    ‘Some is. Not this table, I grant you, nor the swans. I always admired those swans.’ 
 
    ‘Take them, dear —’ 
 
    ‘How about looking around?’ Miss Pink suggested. ‘See if you can spot any more gaps. Among the valuable pieces,’ she added, raising an eyebrow at Sophie. 
 
    They toured the house, Edna able to recall which items had stood where but displaying no emotion regarding disappearances except in one instance. A missing stein didn’t bother her  — ‘A German tankard.’ Sophie was contemptuous. ‘An ugly thing, but it was gilded and with one of those European hunting scenes on it, worth a bit, I guess.’ 
 
    A bracket clock had gone, a collection of porcelain snuff boxes, a silver tray. ‘And the scent bottles,’ Edna said sadly. ‘That’ll break Clyde’s heart. I was about to ask Jen could he have them.’ 
 
    ‘Not those little bottles with the painted peacocks?’ Miss Pink was incensed. 
 
    ‘Who’s taken them?’ At last Edna was back in the real world. ‘It can’t be any of the maids.’ 
 
    Back in the kitchen Sophie said, commanding her attention: ‘Edna! You have to report this, or’ — she glanced at Miss Pink — ‘I’ll do it.’ Edna stared at her, blinking confusedly. ‘Byer has been stealing from you,’ Sophie said clearly, as if she were addressing a child. ‘Those pieces’ — she indicated the jasper fragments. ‘We found one in the bottom of his closet, the other two were at the edge of the water. He broke your vase and threw the pieces in the creek, except these bits that he missed.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the little scent bottles?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll have sold them — but we’ll get them back, don’t worry.’ There was small chance of that but neither she nor Miss Pink was comfortable in the face of Edna’s bewilderment. ‘I’ll call Hilton,’ Sophie went on. ‘He’ll know what to do.’ 
 
    ‘Where is Byer today?’ Miss Pink asked gently. 
 
    Edna made an obvious effort to orientate herself. ‘He’ll be at home, dear; he has a house on Bear Creek —’ 
 
    ‘He’s not there,’ Sophie cut in. ‘His pick-up’s gone. Where does he go weekends?’ 
 
    Edna thought about that. The question seemed to demand excessive concentration. ‘With Paul?’ she ventured. 
 
    ‘How close are they?’ Miss Pink asked as Sophie, disgusted, turned to the outer door. 
 
    ‘Paul and Erik? They’re very close.’ Edna considered. ‘They’re buddies, partners — hunter-poachers, Daddy called them. Thieves, he said; you name it, Paul and Erik did it. Isn’t that so?’ She appealed to Sophie. ‘Daddy said Paul killed Carol. That was Paul’s first wife,’ she told Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Second wife,’ Sophie said, resigned, as if she’d heard this a hundred times. ‘And Charlie was not your daddy, for Christ’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Clyde opened the screen. ‘You sound like you’re bullying Mom.’ But he was grinning as he entered, nodding affably to Miss Pink, removing his hat. 
 
    ‘She’s started referring to Charlie as “daddy”,’ Sophie protested. 
 
    ‘She does that. She did when we were kids. It’s natural as she — gets older, nothing to bother about.’ 
 
    ‘Clyde, there are a lot of valuable things missing from this house.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, don’t —’ Edna cried and lapsed into silence as they turned to her, fingering her lips, her eyes on her son. 
 
    ‘Don’t what?’ He put an arm round her shoulders. ‘It’s all right, Mom, don’t be scared. What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘The perfume bottles you liked,’ Sophie said, ‘they’re missing, and the German tankard and stuff — and that’s all that’s left of the blue Wedgwood vase.’ She pointed. 
 
    He stared at the fragments. ‘Where’d you find those?’ 
 
    ‘One piece in Byer’s closet, the other two at the edge of the creek by his house. The rest will have been swept away by the water.’ 
 
    ‘He broke Mom’s vase?’ 
 
    ‘By accident probably,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He’d have intended to sell it — and the rest of the stuff he stole — in some big city.’  
 
    ‘How long’s this been going on? Mom, why didn’t you say?’  
 
    ‘She didn’t know, Clyde.’ Sophie rushed to Edna’s defence. 
 
    ‘Where’s Byer now? He’s not at home.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘How would I know? He’ll be back Monday. My God, I’ll — I’ll —’ 
 
    ‘You’ll leave it to the police,’ Sophie told him firmly. ‘I’m going to call Hilton —’ She stopped and stared at Miss Pink, aghast at a thought. 
 
    ‘Let’s go outside,’ Miss Pink said. Her eyes slid meaningly to Edna. It would be highly imprudent to discuss matters in her presence: no knowing what she might repeat to the wrong person. 
 
    Clyde followed them out. In the yard Sophie clutched Miss Pink’s arm. ‘We can’t report it. If we accuse Byer, he’s going to open the whole can of worms.’ 
 
    ‘Does he know?’ Clyde asked. 
 
    ‘He knows Val was at the cabin —’ 
 
    ‘But she wasn’t —’ 
 
    ‘Right, she didn’t visit Charlie, but Bret did.’ She told him how they’d come to the conclusion that Byer was blackmailing Val on the strength of the washed coffee mugs and pot. ‘If Byer tells Hilton,’ she said, ‘Hilton’s going to ask Val why she washed up and never said a word to anyone. Once he tumbles to it that she thought she was protecting Jen, it puts Jen in the frame, see?’ 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t she wash up? It’s an innocent action. But if Byer was at the cabin the night before, and said he wasn’t, now that’s not innocent.’ 
 
    ‘Nice one, Clyde. We have to go down there, talk to Val before Hilton does.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s phoned Hilton yet,’ Miss Pink reminded them, her brain racing. ‘Val never said she’d washed those mugs. Make sure you find out about that.’ 
 
    Aunt and nephew were moving to the Cherokee. ‘You stay with Edna,’ Sophie called back. ‘Don’t let her use the phone, or go out, or anything. We won’t be long.’ 
 
    Miss Pink returned to the kitchen, thinking about Byer. ‘Where did they go?’ Edna asked. 
 
    ‘To talk to Val.’ 
 
    Edna sighed, stood up from the table and walked to the refrigerator. From the freezer compartment she selected a large parcel. She placed it in the sink and turned the hot tap on. Miss Pink followed, switched off the water and read the label: Saddle of Elk. She hoisted the parcel to the draining board, calculating it weighed all of ten pounds. ‘You’re expecting company?’ she asked. 
 
    Edna looked confused. ‘Are we, dear? You’re good company.’  
 
    ‘Tonight? The family’s coming to dinner?’ 
 
    ‘That will be nice.’ 
 
    Miss Pink replaced the venison in the freezer. ‘We’ll all help with the cooking,’ she said. ‘Not such a large joint, perhaps, this would take too long to thaw. Tell me, what plans have you made about where you’re going to live?’ 
 
    Edna blinked. ‘This is my home.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it a little inconvenient for one person?’ 
 
    ‘Jen and Bret will be here.’ Edna beamed happily. ‘And there will be children.’ 
 
    Not if Jen was telling the truth. ‘When did you find out Jen was pregnant?’ 
 
    If Edna was happy before, now she was radiant. ‘She is? Isn’t that neat? I must think about a nursery. How about we go and —’ 
 
    ‘She’s not pregnant,’ Miss Pink said kindly. ‘She was, ten years ago. Your husband knew.’ 
 
    ‘You could never believe Charlie.’ Her mind switched channels without any appearance of emotional transition. ‘He was a great joker,’ she assured Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘So I understand. Like telling Jen that Paul Skinner is her father.’ 
 
    Edna started to fidget with the broken Wedgwood. She hadn’t been asked a question and she didn’t respond. 
 
    ‘Did Skinner murder his second wife?’ Miss Pink mused, seeming to commune with herself. 
 
    Edna was trying to fit the jasper fragments together like a jigsaw. She looked petulant. ‘Carol? He couldn’t unless he used Erik —’ She regarded Miss Pink doubtfully. ‘As the hit man?’ she hazarded. 
 
    ‘Was that Charlie’s opinion?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember. He said they were two of a kind. He was about to fire Erik.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was very still. The refrigerator was quiet and from outside there came the cry of the red-tailed hawk. ‘But he liked Erik,’ she said. ‘He confided in him, told him the contents of his will.’ 
 
    ‘He changed after Abdullah was stolen. He was Ali’s sire.’  
 
    ‘Erik stole a horse?’ 
 
    ‘His statue. Solid silver it was. Didn’t you notice the gap above the fireplace in the den? No, I moved the others along so the gap wouldn’t show. But Daddy saw. He always knew Erik was a thief but he said he’d never dare steal from Glenaffric. It was why he wouldn’t have live-in help; he said servants were all thieves.’ 
 
    ‘Had he told Erik he was fired?’ 
 
    Edna shrugged and looked blank. Then something snagged in her mind. ‘Daddy didn’t like them being buddies.’ She nodded emphatically. ‘He was frightened of AIDS.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s mind did a backwards somersault. ‘Buddies,’ she repeated slowly. ‘Paul and Erik?’ Edna had gone rigid, staring at her. ‘A gay couple,’ Miss Pink went on, looking out of the window as if bored, making polite conversation. 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t have said that,’ Edna muttered. ‘Daddy loved his little joke.’ She paused. ‘They went to Seattle.’ She frowned. ‘But they couldn’t…’ 
 
    Miss Pink said clearly, ‘Paul and Erik went to Seattle at the same time?’ 
 
    Edna shook her head irritably. ‘That’s what I’m saying: they had to go separately or people would talk —’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute. Seattle’s what — five hundred miles away? One day to drive there’ — Miss Pink’s eyes glazed — ‘a day to return, a day there? Charlie gave Erik three days off at a time?’ 
 
    ‘No, dear. Erik leaves after he’s done chores on Saturday morning — that is, when Clyde doesn’t do chores. If he does, then Erik leaves Friday evening. Clyde did chores today because Erik didn’t come in.’ 
 
    ‘He should have done?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ 
 
    ‘So Erik has only two days off at the most. How could he drive to Seattle and back, and attend to business… He doesn’t go, Edna.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t he, dear?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink was grim. ‘Byer does the stealing, Skinner takes the loot to a fence in Seattle.’ 
 
    Edna smiled. Miss Pink sighed and stood up. The woman seemed happy enough and now that there was plenty of money available the family could run to nurse-companions round the clock. It was comfortable to think that here was one old soul who wouldn’t have to be incarcerated in an institution. 
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    ‘Let’s get this straight,’ Cole said. ‘You say Byer stole this silver statue before Charlie Gunn died, but all the rest he took afterwards?’ 
 
    He’d arrived at Bear Creek to find Sophie and Miss Pink waiting for him. Hilton was engaged on another case, he told them; Miss Pink thought it more likely that Hilton was concerned with another aspect of the investigation into Charlie’s death, but she wasn’t about to question the statement. 
 
    She had telephoned the others from Glenaffric, bringing them back to hear her suggestion on how the thefts could be reported without touching on the family scandal. Cole had been run to earth in Irving and a message delivered for Hilton. Cole came back with the request that a member of the family should meet him at Byer’s place. 
 
    While they waited at Bear Creek, Sophie told Miss Pink that Val had come clean. On the morning of the search she had been the first person to reach the cabin. She had left Byer with Clyde to look for signs of Charlie in the vicinity of the landslide. And yes, she had rinsed the mugs and the coffee pot and replaced them. 
 
    ‘It’s as well to know for certain,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Now we know what to avoid and how to skirt round it. Byer won’t say a word; no way is he going to admit that he reached the cabin the previous evening when he’s always maintained he turned back at the slide.’ 
 
    ‘But if you’re thinking that Byer shot Charlie on the Saturday why would he go back to the cabin Sunday evening?’ 
 
    ‘Because he left something —’ It was at that point that Cole arrived. 
 
    They showed him over the house, gave him the piece of Wedgwood found in the closet and took him to the creek bank, where they looked for more fragments without success. Sophie handed over a list of the missing items. 
 
    ‘How would he expect to get rid of this stuff?’ he asked. ‘These porcelain boxes: eighteenth century? What would they fetch?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea,’ Sophie confessed. ‘It could be hundreds, maybe thousands. They have to be insured, there’ll be a record.’ 
 
    ‘Thousands? Where would he find a dealer who wouldn’t be suspicious?’ 
 
    Which was when Miss Pink told him about Skinner and his trips to Seattle. 
 
    ‘Byer may have gone there himself this time,’ Sophie said. ‘He’d guess that an inventory is going to be made of the more valuable contents of the house. I figure Byer isn’t coming back.’ 
 
    ‘He left that buckskin jacket and his good boots.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he went in a hurry; he didn’t lock the door. He could have known you were getting close.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am! You only just reported it. How could we be getting close?’ 
 
    ‘She means Charlie’s death,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You might ask Byer what he was doing on the Saturday that Charlie was at hunting camp.’ 
 
    Cole couldn’t hide his amazement. He stared at the shabby little house. ‘Charlie didn’t die in the cabin,’ he said weakly. 
 
    ‘Just a thought,’ Miss Pink said, adding, as if it were an afterthought, ‘Charlie was about to fire him; he’d spotted the silver horse had disappeared.’ 
 
    Cole gulped and took refuge in the list of missing articles. ‘How could he get this stuff out of the house? A silver tray? What size would that be?’ 
 
    ‘The maids don’t live in,’ Sophie told him. ‘Byer’s there all hours, tending the stock, and my sister is — er — confused. And she likes her drop of Scotch…’ 
 
    He took a deep breath; he was feeling his position keenly. ‘I have to be getting back. Thank you for your help…’ They knew he was dying to get to his mobile; Miss Pink could hear the gears meshing as he prepared to tell Hilton that there was another suspect for Charlie’s violent end. Or suspects. Skinner was in for a big surprise; however, if he was disposing of the stolen items it was unlikely that he’d kept any in his trailer. 
 
    A feature of this case was that, although it would seem that a lot was known about the movements of most family members and people connected with them, nothing was known of Skinner. Sam had appeared on the search, at Benefit, at the funeral; even Russell — connected through Clyde — could be placed: he went fishing, he drove to Irving for supplies; but Paul Skinner was an unknown quantity. Living in his tacky mobile home he had two horses and, presumably, a pick-up and trailer at his disposal. What did he do all day — and night? Had he been to Seattle since Charlie’s death and the latest thefts? Was he there now? Was Byer with him? 
 
    ‘Useless to speculate,’ she said aloud, as the dust rose behind Cole’s car. ‘Except,’ she added, with a glint of amusement, ‘one wonders whether he should have put a seal on Byer’s door.’  
 
    ‘A seal?’ 
 
    ‘To prohibit entrance. He should do that if Byer’s a murder suspect.’ 
 
    ‘So since he hasn’t —’  
 
    ‘He may come back. Cole, I mean. I don’t think Byer will. Cole will be reporting to Hilton and I’d guess that he’s going to be sent to speak to Skinner — unless Hilton comes himself.’ 
 
    ‘Now you are speculating.’ 
 
    ‘Touché.’ Miss Pink looked up at the slopes of the Bobcat Hills. ‘We’ve done our part here. I think I’ll go and ride.’ 
 
    Sophie blinked at what looked like a declaration of withdrawal from the action. She said coldly, ‘Like I said, you take Barb. I have to check my stock and the Glenaffric animals. There’s a lot to do. I doubt if Val and Clyde are putting in much time today.’ 
 
    ‘I need to clear my head.’ Miss Pink was apologetic. She wanted to empty her mind of theories and times and alibis, and the niggling suggestion that it would be a great relief if it turned out that Byer had been the one to shoot Charlie. And yet there was the possibility that Charlie had not been shot. Still there appeared to be no confirmation of a bullet track. How could that be proved in the circumstances? Would there be traces of metal if the bullet had scraped bone? 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You see,’ she said to Barb as they plodded up the long slopes, ‘my mind is going round in circles. I need to clear the cobwebs and perhaps there’ll be a flash of light that will illuminate one corner.’ Barb’s ears had twitched at the first words but as her rider rambled on the mare lost interest and settled to the job in hand. 
 
    They were following an old wagon road that climbed the Bobcats, steering well clear of the old mines and steep gradients. The going was excellent although the outlook was a trifle dull: a few low flowers, the odd woodpecker in a juniper, no view until they reached the top, which turned out to be a false summit. 
 
    The ways divided. Below, in a shallow basin that was scattered with statuesque firs, several small lakes formed the shape of a hand with three fingers, their water reflecting the bright sky. The wagon road dipped to a turning circle, its dust marked by tyre tracks, presumably those of Russell and Clyde on their fishing trip yesterday. The basin had an abandoned air and, as if to deepen the feel of wilderness, a large ungainly shape was motionless on the far side of a tarn, watching them. 
 
    Miss Pink’s lips tightened. Barb’s head was up, her ears pointing. ‘He can never run as fast as an Arab,’ Miss Pink murmured soothingly. 
 
    The bear dropped on all fours and ambled away. Barb turned with alacrity and resumed the plod to the summit ridge. They came to the top and the ridge continued southwards, heading for the high country where the grizzlies hung out. The snow peaks were dazzling, white as the puffy clouds that appeared motionless in the cerulean sky. Below, seemingly close in that crystal atmosphere, the Black Canyon was marked by its bottle-green timber, rimmed on the far side by the pearly crags. 
 
    A pair of red-tailed hawks were rising on a thermal, calling shrilly. Miss Pink remembered, the red-tail she’d heard when in Glenaffric’s kitchen. The house must be quite close below. 
 
    The breeze was from the south-east. Very faintly through the bird calls, she caught the sound of an engine. 
 
    She dismounted, knotting the reins and slipping them over her arm. She raised the binoculars and, tracing the far rim of the canyon southwards, the glasses swept past a helicopter in the air to focus on the stretch of meadows about Mazarine Lake. She glimpsed a sliver of water but the distance was too great to distinguish figures. She imagined she could see movement among the rocks of the escarpment but she didn’t need to see people. It was enough to have seen the helicopter; either it had brought men in or was taking them out, or they were working a shift system. Hilton was looking for the bullet. She wondered what he was doing about the gun — but there was nothing he could do until he found a bullet. 
 
    On the return, Barb elected to take the direct route of descent rather than the long way round by the Finger Lakes. Miss Pink struggled with her for a few moments, then gave in, rationalising that since she didn’t want to go down past the mines because it was steep, then she should face her fear. They started down. 
 
    The descent was frustrating: shuffling gaily along innocuous-seeming spurs that ended in impossible drops, backtracking to the first reasonable gully, hopping down rock steps, dreading a broken leg, coming out on grass to another ridge, another false cast. 
 
    By the time they reached the mines Miss Pink was worn out and the thought of wandering through the workings, never knowing when the ground might give way, filled her with horror. She held the mare in as they walked through the area, her attention on the ground in front of the horse, alert for signs of subsidence. Once, passing a shed without a door or windows, there was a scuffle inside which sent Barb leaping sideways. Only the fact that Miss Pink was already gripping hard saved her from a fall. Dragged to death, she thought grimly, and saw how easy it could be — staring at the next drunken ruin, recognising it for the one Sophie had pointed out: the entrance to a shaft, the roof supported by one baulk of timber, and even that was leaning. It looked as if the vibration of a passing horse would bring the lot crashing down. 
 
    The mines ended and they picked up a worn trail which entered the forest to drop in wide zigzags towards the valley. With all the dangers behind them they descended quickly and easily, and after a while the trees stopped at a break left by an old rockfall. Below and less than a mile away a vehicle was speeding along a road trailing dust. No houses were visible and if the Black Canyon was in view it was lost in the vastness of the forest. From higher up the trail meadows would have been visible but there were only the conifers and that stretch of road which appeared totally alien. She hadn’t come this way with Sophie last week. 
 
    Common sense kicked in, saying that the mare knew she was going home, but when the animal started off again with her fast, shuffling gait and the trees closed in Miss Pink realised that, judging from the position of the sun, they were heading for the high country. And that road was disturbing — a dirt road, certainly, given the dust cloud — with nothing on this side of the canyon other than the track to Glenaffric and no one would take its potholes at the speed that pick-up had been driven. Pick-up? Byer? 
 
    They came to a series of short, sharp zigzags and then the trail swung round an elbow, straightened out and the trees ended. 
 
    There were railed pastures on each side containing horses and, at the end of the trail, which ran like a drove road between the fences, Glenaffric basked in the sun under its angled roofs. 
 
    The loose horses ranged along the fence, keeping pace skittishly as Barb broke into a canter. At the corrals she skidded to a halt, nose to nose with Ali, as excited as only a stallion could be. Miss Pink dismounted, dragged the reluctant mare to the big horse barn and pushed her inside a loose box. 
 
    There were two pick-ups in the yard. As she passed it she glanced in the one closest to the back door. He’d been to the supermarket. Two full paper sacks were on the seat — and no rifle on the rack. 
 
    In the kitchen a man raised his voice. Frightened? Threatening? He was answered by a murmur. Miss Pink walked in without knocking. 
 
    Edna smiled at her and continued with what she was saying: ‘— for a number of reasons. You could say it was a lady you visited. I’m sure you know lots —’ 
 
    Paul Skinner, red-faced, his eyes bulging, ignored her and glared at the newcomer. ‘Who the hell are you? Oh, Jeez, yeah, you’re the one was with Val when I come… They’re saying you found the bits.’ 
 
    The remaining Wedgwood fragments were still on the kitchen table. ‘That’s right.’ Miss Pink, breathless after struggling with her horse, tried to sound neutral. ‘They were in Byer’s house.’ 
 
    ‘Byer!’ He spat it out. ‘It’s him they should go after, not me. I didn’t know nothing about it. She says I was in with him.’ He jerked his head at Edna. 
 
    ‘You go to Seattle,’ Edna said. 
 
    He licked his lips and his eyes looked as if they would burst from their sockets. Prudence warred with rage. 
 
    ‘What does Seattle have to do with it?’ Miss Pink was all innocence. Edna looked at her and smiled. 
 
    ‘That Cole,’ he hissed. ‘He says that stuff — all the stuff stole from her’ — a venomous glance at Edna — ‘it couldn’t be sold around here. It goes to Seattle. Where was the last lot, he wanted to know. I said he could search my trailer. He didn’t have no warrant, I didn’t have to let him but I did. That shows I got nothing to hide, don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘You go to Seattle,’ Edna repeated. 
 
    ‘So I go to fucking Seattle — and you know why I go — don’t you? Don’t you?’ 
 
    He took a step towards her. Miss Pink said quickly. ‘You touch her and you have to kill me —’ 
 
    ‘Kill? Kill? Listen, you —’ He caught himself just in time, dropping his voice but sounding the more menacing for that. ‘Don’t you start about me killing,’ he grated. ‘You and her, and that Cole. I go to Seattle to sell deer meat. I never stole nothing from this house in my life. I’m no thief —’ 
 
    ‘You’re a poacher,’ Edna said calmly. 
 
    ‘So? I take a deer now and again but them never belonged to Charlie. Them’s wild beasts. I’m no thief, I tell you, and here you are: all of you, trying to pin murder on me.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say that.’ Edna looked shocked. 
 
    He gaped at her, then turned to Miss Pink. ‘She lost her mind. I’m outa here.’ 
 
    ‘Daddy said —’ 
 
    He checked on his way to the door. ‘Daddy said I pushed my wife in the river,’ he told Miss Pink in grotesque mimicry. ‘Daddy said I was Jen’s father and I give her a baby. Daddy’s roasting in hell right now and I bet he’s telling the devil I shot him and hung him up in the stirrup so’s Ali drug him to his death.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ Edna asked, surprised. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘Where was everybody?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘There was no one at Glenaffric except —’ 
 
    ‘We had a problem here,’ Sophie said, running her eye critically over Barb. ‘This animal’s sweating too much. We had a mare dropping her foal early, had to send for the veterinarian. We saved her and the foal but it was touch and go there for a while.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to keep better records. Barb’s in season. She came down to Glenaffric rather than here, just to find Ali.’ 
 
    ‘Did they —?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. She’s all yours. Skinner was at Glenaffric.’ 
 
    ‘He was? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Logical when you think about it. Cole must have gone to him and implied his collusion in the thefts — that is, if he didn’t actually accuse him. Evidently Cole said too much, threw in something about Charlie; Skinner rushed up to Edna to — well, I’m not sure exactly why he went, you know the state she’s in now. He didn’t hurt her, just railed against the family. I arrived and he treated me to a tirade about being accused of theft and murder, and all he did was take deer meat to Seattle. Maintains he’s no more than a poacher. Oh, he did say that if Byer was the thief then he was in it on his own.’ 
 
    ‘Typical,’ Sophie grunted, pulling off the steaming saddle. ‘Thieves falling out.’ 
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    Spiro Blair was in the process of seducing his new secretary, the first move being to buy her an expensive lunch at the Riverside Restaurant. Spiro owned and managed the Lonesome Cloud Guest Ranch and Resort, and he went through secretaries as fast as his wife discovered his affairs, which was easy since she looked after the accounts of the business and Spiro’s ladies didn’t come cheap. 
 
    Tami Ford was pleased with life. Not euphoric — she would have preferred her host to be young and muscular, but she was enough of a realist to know that in this town a girl was unlikely to find a hunk with money. Tami was the youngest of a family of six: junk food and big sisters’ hand-me-down clothes. At eighteen and with ravishing looks she was revelling in the attentions of a wealthy man. 
 
    Beautiful, Spiro thought smugly, observing her profile softened by the umbrella’s shade but illumined by the reflection from the water. The river slid past, smooth as oil with only the occasional dip and swirl of a lazy whirlpool. A pallet drifted by, residual debris of the storm. 
 
    ‘Isn’t there a leash law in this town?’ Tami asked idly. She was a country girl. 
 
    ‘What?’ He tore his gaze away from her face. ‘Leash law?’ A German Shepherd and some kind of hound showed on the far bank of the river, slipping through the willows, approaching the water as if they would take to it, retreating, running along the bank. 
 
    ‘I see,’ Tami said. ‘It’s that log they’re interested in. You don’t think there could be a puppy caught up…?’ 
 
    It wasn’t a log but a small tree complete with roots now washed clean, but tangled with a raft of sticks and the odd plank, with plastic litter and something that rolled as it came level with the restaurant. 
 
    ‘It’s a dead cow,’ Spiro said. ‘Drowned in the storm.’ At that moment, out of the wrack an arm appeared and a hand. The hand waved to them. 
 
    Tami’s screams heralded a period of frenetic confusion and put paid to Spiro’s peace of mind. For some time he was the only person available for interview and the Press made a meal of him, in lieu of the police. The sheriff was concerned to catch up with the body, although he wasn’t convinced that the couple had seen a hand; stripped twigs could produce the effect, and as for the waving — they’d said it had rolled at that moment, this object that they said was a man. And why did it have to be a man? Given some of the teens that hustled in local bars it might as well be a woman. So by the time his deputy had got around to deciding that some action had to be taken and he’d reported back to the Sheriff’s Department, the body had passed Irving and was among the braided channels and the swamplands below the town. And no way was the sheriff going to call in a chopper because a couple who’d had a skinful of margaritas thought they’d seen a hand. The body floated on, nestled in its raft of debris. It was the dogs that finally revealed its position. 
 
    * 
 
    At Glenaffric and the homestead they were short-handed at a time when the tourist season was about to start and, as luck would have it, two animals demanded expert attention. Tomorrow Val and Clyde were scheduled to take the first pack-trip into the back country so there was all the sorting and packing to do for that, and now they had a newly foaled mare who must be watched for a while and a decision had to be made regarding Barb. And there was Edna who shouldn’t be left on her own. Fortunately, on the Monday the maids would return after their weekend off. 
 
    On Sunday Jen and Bret drove to Glenaffric to confer with Sophie on the ever-present problems of breeding, then Sophie left for Irving and a business lunch with Mr Seaborg, the lawyer. At the homestead Val and her brother worked frantically to cram days of preparation into a few hours, Miss Pink being pressed into service to fetch food and last-minute essentials from Ballard. She arrived back at the homestead as Jen emerged from the barn, carrying a bucket. The woman looked quite at home, as if the years of estrangement had never existed. Had Charlie’s death and the revelation of his lies been the ultimate catharsis that reunited mother and daughter? 
 
    ‘Mom’s bringing in the herd with Uncle Clyde,’ Jen said. ‘Did you see the foal yet?’ 
 
    Miss Pink went across to inspect the new arrival. ‘I hadn’t realised your mother was breeding horses,’ she observed, smiling as the creature stopped suckling and collapsed in a tangle of legs. 
 
    ‘If you have a good mare, you breed. No sense in wasting the opportunity. It means that Val has one less animal for the pack-trips but of course she can have her pick of the others.’ 
 
    ‘The others?’ 
 
    ‘Mine. I find it difficult to come to terms with: that all Glenaffric’s stock belongs to me, barring the colts Sophie chooses. Ali is worth a fortune on his own.’ 
 
    ‘And the animals are only a part of it,’ Miss Pink murmured as the foal’s mother stepped delicately across the loose box to nuzzle her shoulder. ‘How does it feel: being fabulously rich?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a hassle, deciding what to do now that we can do anything. I mean, what do we do about Glenaffric — and this place?’ She gestured at the old cabin. ‘I’ll give Mom the land but she has to let me build her a proper house. She’s being awkward.’ 
 
    ‘She inherits too,’ Miss Pink pointed out. 
 
    ‘I shall have far more — and I owe her.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine she thinks it’s enough to have you back.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what Sam says.’ 
 
    ‘What does she say?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t talk about that. We carry on as if none of it happened. I guess we’re both embarrassed. Do you think there’s any harm in it… not talking about the past?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the circumstances. You both have confidants, you see; you can talk to Bret and Sam, she can talk to Sophie’ — Miss Pink’s eyebrows rose — ‘and to Sam, of course, so your feelings will permeate as it were.’ 
 
    Jen looked puzzled. ‘Neither of you is hiding anything,’ Miss Pink insisted. ‘And you’re both fond of each other, right?’ 
 
    ‘I’d die for her,’ Jen said, and her eyes widened as they did when she was startled, or she startled herself. She turned jerkily and Miss Pink followed her over the dusty floor to the head of the ramp. 
 
    They looked down the track towards the canyon. ‘Hilton’s a drag,’ Jen said, sounding curiously petulant. ‘He keeps badgering us about Erik Byer. How would we know where the guy is?’ 
 
    ‘It’s because of the new development.’ 
 
    ‘What? What development?’ 
 
    ‘The theft of your grandmother’s antiques.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. Yes, they told me. Byer always was a pain…’ She seemed to be waiting for more. 
 
    ‘And he could have been involved in your grandfather’s death,’ Miss Pink said calmly. ‘If he was shot. Perhaps he wasn’t.’ 
 
    Jen swallowed. ‘Are you saying he wasn’t shot? So what do the police think happened?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked vacuous. ‘A murder rigged to look like an accident? One person to hold Ali, the other to lift an unconscious man and fix his leg in the stirrup?’ 
 
    ‘You’re mad.’ 
 
    Miss Pink appeared not to have heard. There was no retraction, no apology; there was denial, then deep thought, visualising possibilities. ‘Byer?’ Jen ventured. ‘But then who — oh, Skinner!’ More thought. ‘What would the motive be?’ 
 
    ‘Charlie had discovered the thefts, but there would be revenge as well in the case of Skinner: for the lie about your parentage.’ 
 
    The colour drained from the younger woman’s face. She took a step and leaned against the door jamb. 
 
    Miss Pink glanced at her. ‘All in the past now,’ she said comfortably. ‘You’re reconciled with your mother —’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t know. I didn’t know until after he was dead. How could she have known? I told you a couple of days ago: Sam told me part of it, Edna told me the rest — but only afterwards. There’s no way it could have been rigged: even with one of them holding his head, even Mom couldn’t have made him stand while Uncle Clyde worked the foot into the stirrup, and Mom can do anything with a horse. I know it couldn’t have been like that, anyone would know. If Hilton’s saying that he’s got some ulterior motive.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s saying it. I was presenting an hypothesis: considering how Byer and Skinner might have worked it. Your mother’s in the clear, Jen. She was trying to incriminate herself but that was only to protect you.’ 
 
    Jen grinned. ‘Actually I’m the obvious choice — all that money I inherit. That’ll be why Hilton pulled Bret in. The only reason he hasn’t questioned me is that he’s frightened of the money. Wild, isn’t it: Charlie’s money protecting me against an accusation of Charlie’s murder? But Hilton has to be careful; he’s not going to come up against the kind of heavyweight lawyer I can afford — for myself or anyone else.’ She sounded vicious now, looking past Miss Pink, focused on something beyond the corrals. 
 
    Sounds became audible: the drumming of hoofs, people’s cries; in the barn the mare neighed. 
 
    They moved down the ramp as the horse herd jostled through an open gate into a corral. Behind them Val stared at Miss Pink, slid down from her horse and slammed the gate shut. She strode towards them, pulling her mount, glowering from Jen to Miss Pink. ‘What’s going on?’ she barked. 
 
    ‘I’m just back from the store,’ Miss Pink said, with only a trace of surprise. ‘We’ve been looking at the new foal.’ 
 
    ‘What have you —’ Val began, turning on Jen. 
 
    ‘Where’s Uncle Clyde?’ the girl asked wildly. 
 
    Val stared at her and blinked. ‘He’s fixing a fence,’ she said distractedly. ‘The horses got into the woods. It’s why we took so long…’ She was trying to smooth out her expression. ‘Who’s with Grandma?’ 
 
    ‘Bret. I gave the mare a bran mash, Mom. She took it all and the foal’s feeding like he was starved.’ 
 
    Val nodded. Belatedly she remembered her manners. ‘Thank you for going to town,’ she told Miss Pink gruffly. ‘Now’ — to Jen — ‘if you can help me package this stuff —’ 
 
    She hitched her horse and mother and daughter started across the yard. Miss Pink followed, intending to offer assistance, although she’d not been asked. 
 
    The telephone rang as Val reached the steps. She dived into the kitchen followed by Jen and Miss Pink. They started to unpack the shopping, listening to Val’s raised voice in the living-room. 
 
    She wasn’t long on the phone. ‘That was Bret,’ she said, returning. ‘Hilton’s fussing about Byer. Now he wants to know where the guy drinks in Ballard.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Jen asked. 
 
    Miss Pink was still, holding a box of eggs. She opened it and stared, not seeing eggs. ‘Has he found something?’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘His pick-up?’ 
 
    ‘Bret didn’t say. What’s on your mind?’ 
 
    ‘If Hilton’s interested in Ballard it looks as if he thinks Byer isn’t far away.’ 
 
    After a moment Val gave a gasp of angry laughter. ‘Oh, come on! Byer’s done a runner and Hilton’s trying to trace his movements just. The only friends that guy has apart from Skinner will be in the bars in Ballard: drinking buddies. Nothing sinister about it. And, by the way, can I ask another favour of you? Bret needs to come down here, help shoe some horses for tomorrow. Will you go up and sit with Edna a while? Jen can relieve you after she’s helped me here.’ 
 
    On her way to Glenaffric Miss Pink saw a pick-up approaching. This would be Bret and it occurred to her that she had had no conversation with Jen’s husband. They had been in the same party on the search for Charlie and she had been a witness to that scene when he had come to the homestead thinking to take the stallion back to Benefit. She had observed him but he was no more than an image: a man who sat his horse well and dressed like an old-timer. What she knew of him was hearsay, but this man was important. He was married to a very rich woman and in view of that the police had seen fit to question him. Her mind alert for nuances, Miss Pink went into excited, slightly-batty-old-lady mode. She was already talking as they slowed to pass, their windows down, neither wearing shades but their eyes shadowed by hat brims. 
 
    ‘… morning, Mr Ryan; I’m so glad they released you, glad for Jen, I mean; she’s been talking to me.’ 
 
    He glanced down the track. ‘I don’t think she was that worried, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘She had to be…’ Miss Pink smiled benignly. ‘Mr Hilton is working on the money motive so she is the most obvious suspect.’ 
 
    He looked straight at her. ‘Jen’s not bothered about the money.’ He sounded surprised, as if this were a fact that was evident to anyone. 
 
    ‘The family knows that,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You know it, but Hilton doesn’t. And then there’s the personal angle. Charlie had it coming —’ A deliberate pause, leaving room for him to protest. When he didn’t she went on, flustered, ‘That’s police thinking, anyway. It was a cruel joke of Charlie’s — that is, if he intended it as a joke and not malice. It could have been both, of course.’ 
 
    He was frowning. ‘Not malice against Jen; he’d give her anything she wanted. You didn’t know Charlie; he liked to play jokes on his family. He’d think it was funny to tell Jen Skinner was her father.’ 
 
    Miss Pink gaped. ‘When she’d already told him she was pregnant? He must have guessed who was responsible. You’re telling me Charlie thought it amusing to let Jen think she was pregnant by her own father?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell her —’ 
 
    ‘The implication was there. She tumbled to it immediately. You have to be —’ She broke off; she’d been about to say ‘weak-minded not to see the connection’. Aware that she had dropped the batty-old-lady role she collected herself and said coldly, ‘You saw the connection.’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. It were a coincidence. Charlie were joking when he told her Skinner was her daddy. He had no idea the guy had made a play for her.’ Miss Pink’s eyebrows shot up; how far could one go with euphemisms? ‘If he had,’ Bret was saying, ‘you think Charlie wouldn’t have taken it up with the guy?’ 
 
    She studied his face. ‘You’re wrong,’ she said flatly. ‘Charlie was astute… and cruel, from all I’ve heard — and what I saw of him, because I did meet him, you know. He guessed.’ 
 
    ‘No way. If he thought it was Skinner’s baby, would he ever have told her Skinner was her own father?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? It made the joke diabolical. From what —’ 
 
    ‘You can’t believe it was a joke!’  
 
    ‘I believe Charlie thought of it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Never.’ He was adamant and fierce. ‘You been talking to my wife like this?’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I thought you knew already. I can see why she didn’t tell you, however. She knew you’d be outraged, ask questions, probe for details maybe; she wants to forget the past and start a new life. I take it the police have no idea that Charlie could have been killed for anything other than money?’ 
 
    He was looking down the track towards the old homestead, his hands tight on the steering wheel. He said absently, ‘They couldn’t let me forget how rich Jen is now, how poor we were before.’ 
 
    ‘That riles you?’ 
 
    His eyes came back to her. ‘Why should it? I didn’t know Jen was to inherit everything — well, ‘most everything.’ He smiled. ‘I want Ali, but that’s different; I don’t want him because of his cash value — we’ll never sell him — but because he’s a great horse. I want to see his foals, I mean after we take over.’ 
 
    ‘The money doesn’t mean anything?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it does.’ He was amazed. ‘This rig’s only fit for the scrap heap; I can have a new truck and Jen can have a proper car so we don’t have to share an old pick-up —’ He stopped suddenly, thinking, then went on shyly, ‘I’d prefer to stay at Benefit but I can see it makes sense to move into the big house, where the land is.’ He looked morose at the thought. 
 
    ‘And there’s Edna,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘She can’t live alone.’ 
 
    ‘Edna’s all right but she can’t run the ranch and I wouldn’t trust Byer further than I could throw him. Anyways, he’s split so she’d be on her own even today without me and Sam. You got to hand it to this family: they stick together. Charlie were the only problem, he made like a dictator.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get on with him?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know him, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘But you visited him at hunting camp.’ 
 
    ‘You know that? I didn’t stay. I’d seen a bear and he went after it.’ 
 
    ‘Did he tell you why he wanted to see Jen?’ 
 
    ‘It were the other way round. She wanted to see him because she’d started to wonder if after all Skinner wasn’t her daddy. I tell her she takes after Sam but she can’t see it. Any road she wanted to see one of the grandparents, find out the truth, but Charlie put her off going to Glenaffric, told her to meet him at hunting camp. I went instead, thinking to get the truth out of him somehow. But when I told him Jen and me was married he didn’t want to talk about the family. I’d told him there was a bear up in the rocks and it put everything else out of his mind. He said he’d be over to Benefit next day, then we could talk, and off he went, up the meadow after that bear, which was the last I saw of him.’ He looked amused. ‘Guess I was the last to see him alive.’ 
 
    ‘Does Hilton believe you?’ 
 
    ‘He has to. No way can he prove I followed Charlie up to the rocks.’ 
 
    ‘No proof doesn’t have to mean you didn’t follow him.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill Charlie.’ He sounded relaxed and quite confident. 
 
    She drove on. No hidden depths there, she thought. An honest fellow, obtuse, sincere, unworldly — either that or a skilled actor, and a man who could dissemble so expertly would never have been content with a hand-to-mouth existence in the backwoods of Montana. True, great wealth had come his way, but he’d had no reason to think that Jen would inherit a fortune and even if he had, he showed every sign of caring for his wife. Money to Bret meant a new pick-up and she believed him when he said there was a downside to Jen’s inheritance: he had to leave his cabin at Benefit. He would be regretting the loss of his freedom: from ranch hand to, at the very least, manager of a great estate. Noblesse oblige. Miss Pink smiled smugly; he had been a shadowy figure, two-dimensional. The conversation had revealed his substance, filled out the image, rendered him solid. She liked what she saw. 
 
    The Bronco crept into Glenaffric’s yard like a cat and she cut the engine. If Edna were sleeping she didn’t want to wake her. There were two pick-ups in the yard and she remembered that Bret had mentioned Sam. He would be out with the horses. 
 
    The kitchen was empty, the Wedgwood scraps gone, the table clear. Not wanting to frighten the old lady if she were encountered wandering through the dim rooms, Miss Pink retreated outside and turned towards the corrals. There wasn’t much to look at. In a paddock to the side a couple of mares stood nose-to-tail under a cottonwood, their foals flattened like dead dogs at their feet. A Sunday afternoon atmosphere, she thought, as if there was any difference in days on a ranch. A flutter of movement caught her eye, past the corrals: something pale in a pasture. 
 
    She strolled through the corrals until she had a clear view of the field and the stationary group in the middle of it. Ali stood as if for his portrait: sleek, alert, daunting in his muscular power: Alexander’s Bucephalus. He was saddled and bridled; Sam Jardine was at his head while Edna ran a hand down the near foreleg before standing up and turning to Sam. They looked like experts in earnest discussion. Miss Pink leaned against a solid post and watched. 
 
    Edna walked to the fence and climbed clumsily to the top rail. What was going on? Sam brought the stallion forward, moved to his flank and pushed him towards the rail. Miss Pink had the impression that there was communication between the three of them, not just Sam and Edna; it was a picture without sound, a picture in slow motion, fraught with suspense. She saw Edna’s plump leg in a shabby trainer come over the saddle, the little round body settle down and suddenly Edna was no longer an old lady but someone who fitted right there, on the back of a good horse. 
 
    Sam stood back. Ali stepped forward — and bucked. Miss Pink’s hand flew to her mouth. Edna sat like a rock. The stallion started to walk: stiffly, not relaxed. Sam moved out to the middle of the small field. Ali circled him, walking. As he relaxed, stepping nicely now, he looked as if he were enjoying his own movement. Edna sat like part of the horse, never seeming to move, as far as Miss Pink could see, but then with those fat thighs what would she see? She felt a giggle rise hysterically and checked it as Ali started to weave in figures of eight about Sam. Sam said something. ‘Just once,’ Miss Pink heard from Edna. Back at the fence Ali broke into a gentle trot, got into the swing of it, went round once and stopped. Edna knotted the reins round the horn and, without hands, repeated the whole process until, taking up the reins again, she brought the horse to Sam and backed him. Ali responded like a ballet dancer. 
 
    They came walking towards her, unaware of her presence. Miss Pink saw what could happen when Ali caught sight of her. She turned and tried to retreat but too late. Behind her Edna spoke rather too loudly, there was a snort, a scuffle in the dust and she looked back to see the stallion in the air, unbelievably high, coming down — Sam’s terrified face behind and Edna, still in the saddle, patting the powerful neck, soothing him. 
 
    * 
 
    She sat in the kitchen, overwhelmed by embarrassment. She’d filled the kettle, put it on the stove and now she waited, like a pupil sent to the headmistress, uncertain how Edna would behave, uncertain of herself. 
 
    Edna came in, very quiet in her old trainers. She smiled at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘I can only apologise —’ 
 
    ‘Yes, dear? Where are the women?’ 
 
    ‘What  —? Who?’ 
 
    Edna was staring at the kettle. ‘The maids.’ She looked lost.  
 
    ‘It’s Sunday,’ Miss Pink said weakly. ‘I don’t think the maids come on a Sunday. I put the kettle on.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘Because I need a cup of tea. I could have killed you! I’m shocked too.’ 
 
    Edna was rooting in a cupboard. ‘I know we have some chocolate chip cookies someplace. I have to do some baking.’  
 
    ‘You ride like — as if you were born on a horse.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t been on one for twenty years. Riding’s something you never forget.’ She looked rueful. ‘I shouldn’t have done it; Val’s going to be cross.’ She was rubbing her back. Her shoulders were very flexible. 
 
    ‘I won’t say anything. I hope I haven’t set Ali back: spooking him like that. I did try to get away before he came close.’ 
 
    Edna looked blank. ‘He’s not ready yet. There’s an Arabian mare — Barb — they’ve decided on —’ She trailed off. ‘I’ve told Jen she’s to choose which room she wants for the nursery,’ she said brightly. 
 
    ‘What were you discussing with Sam?’ Miss Pink seemed only mildly curious. 
 
    ‘Discussing what, dear?’ 
 
    ‘In the pasture. He was holding Ali, you felt his near fore — to see if the swelling had gone down? Then you stood back and you said something.’ Under the steady stare Edna’s face started to crumple. Miss Pink said desperately, ‘You and Sam talked like — like a couple of old horse dealers.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Edna shook her head vehemently. ‘That wasn’t a dealer. That’s Sam; he’s Jen’s daddy. Sam Jardine — that’s it.’ And she beamed, delighted because she’d remembered a surname. 
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    Miss Pink stepped out of the lift at the Rothbury, glanced in the restaurant and turned to the bar where Pat Kramer was studying sheets of computer printout. Actually, Miss Pink had wanted to speak to Russell but Pat looked up as she hesitated. The bar was as empty of customers as the restaurant, the place not yet gearing up for the modest Sunday evening trade. Pat raised her eyebrows in inquiry. Miss Pink advanced. She had showered and changed, and smelled of Bronnley lemons. ‘May I have a shot of dry vermouth in a tumbler of ice?’ 
 
    Pat was amused. ‘It’s different.’ 
 
    ‘Refreshing. There’s a note in the apartment saying Sophie’s gone to Irving. But she was lunching there, I knew that before I left this morning.’ 
 
    ‘She came home and went back. With my husband. Didn’t you catch the newsflash?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked blank. Pat grimaced. ‘Their hand’s been found in the river.’ 
 
    ‘Hand? Whose hand? Oh, a ranch hand!’ 
 
    ‘The Gunns’ man. A guy called Byer. They took his body out of the water below Irving. It was on the television.’ 
 
    ‘Byer.’ Miss Pink released her breath suddenly and fell silent. Pat looked uneasy and nudged the ice-filled tumbler. Miss Pink picked it up and sipped absently. ‘Byer,’ she repeated and then, ‘Why Sophie?’ 
 
    ‘Russell’s gone with her,’ Pat said quickly. ‘He’s fond of Sophie. We both are; couldn’t let her go on her own.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was incredulous. ‘They’ve taken her in? But she — she hardly knew Byer!’ 
 
    ‘She knew him well enough —’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me he was murdered and they arrested Sophie?’ 
 
    ‘Good God, no! I’m sorry, we’re at cross-purposes.’ Pat gave an embarrassed laugh, threw a glance at the doors that were open wide to the street and lowered her voice. ‘Sophie came back from lunching with their lawyer, put the TV on when she was in the apartment and caught the newsflash. The police were asking for help in identifying the guy. She recognised Byer straight away although he’s dead. Ghoulish if you ask me: putting a dead man’s face on the screen. Anyway, she called the sheriff in Irving and they asked her to go down and identify him formally. She told Russell that Clyde’s too sensitive, she wanted to spare him, and I understand that his mother is — rather confused? Russell went along for company. Not a nice thing to have to do: identify a drowned man. You look puzzled. Is something wrong?’ 
 
    Miss Pink caught her breath at that but she asked evenly enough, ‘Is that all you know: that he was taken out of the river? Nothing about how he came to be in it in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see the newsflash. Sophie said nothing else. I guess he had to be drunk and he fell in.’ 
 
    ‘So where’s his pick-up?’ 
 
    Pat didn’t respond, evidently taking it as rhetorical, distracted at that moment by a group of people pausing at the door. She pressed a button on the wall. ‘If you’ll excuse me…’ She gathered up her papers, flashing Miss Pink a smile — but the customers were advancing and she was enough of a business-woman not to leave the bar unattended. The new arrivals were elderly, the men in showy tartan trousers, the women blue-rinsed. They took their time deciding on their drinks and Pat was already serving them when a smooth, tanned youngster slipped behind the bar and took over. ‘This is Henry,’ Pat told Miss Pink. ‘Now I have to go and supervise the blue trout. It’s chef’s night off.’ 
 
    Miss Pink did a double-take. ‘Oh’ — arresting her as she passed — ‘the trout were delicious. I hope we weren’t robbing you.’ 
 
    ‘There were heaps,’ Pat assured her. ‘He always comes back with a load from those lakes. There’ll be more for you next time.’ 
 
    The customers were served and they retreated to a table. Miss Pink observed the new barman benignly and was about to open a conversation when she was forestalled. Glancing at the door, lowering his voice like a conspirator, he hissed, ‘Where are those lakes you were talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ She beamed. ‘Another fisherman. They’re the Finger Lakes, at the back of the Bobcat Hills.’ She gestured westwards. ‘Buy the large-scale map for the Bobcats.’ 
 
    His eyes gleamed. He was a handsome boy, most attractive in his enthusiasm. ‘Cut-throat or rainbow?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Kramer brought us several rainbow — apparently. I’m no expert. Why didn’t you ask him?’ She was amused; was Russell possessive about his favoured fishing spots? 
 
    ‘I’ve not had the chance. I’m sure he’d tell me if I asked’ — but his eyes belied it — ‘I had the day off yesterday so I haven’t seen the boss since. In fact, I never knew he’d caught anything — didn’t even know he was fishing, except this guy called and asked where he was and Mrs Kramer said he’d gone fishing. But there was a crowd in here — happy hour — I was run off my feet and I forgot all about it until you mentioned it there.’ 
 
    ‘The Finger Lakes,’ she repeated, suddenly feeling tired. ‘Buy the map.’ She nodded pleasantly and went up to the apartment where, to her amazement, she found Sophie ensconced at the window and drinking brandy. 
 
    ‘I was about to call down,’ she said. ‘Came in the back way but I couldn’t face the bar although I knew you were there. Heard your voice.’ 
 
    ‘Is it Byer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And he’s been shot.’ 
 
    There was a long silence. ‘Suicide?’ Miss Pink asked brightly. 
 
    ‘No. That is, I doubt it. A rifle shot — in the chest? No powder burns. And no exit wound so the bullet’s still there. They’ll find out tomorrow with the autopsy.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all this? They wouldn’t show you the chest, surely, only the face.’ 
 
    ‘I called Seaborg. He found out. He would, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Why “of course”?’ 
 
    ‘He’s our lawyer. Byer was the family’s employee. We’re involved.’ 
 
    ‘I hope not.’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking just.’ 
 
    They regarded each other wordlessly, then both looked away, over the town roofs. 
 
    * 
 
    ‘You knew him,’ Hilton said. 
 
    ‘Hundreds of guys knew him,’ Skinner protested. ‘And hookers. He wasn’t particular. Ask me, someone was waiting for him in a parking lot, followed him home. Some fight over a woman.’ 
 
    ‘What was the pick-up’s registration?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell would I know?’ 
 
    ‘You knew the guy.’ 
 
    ‘That don’t mean I know his registration! It were new; I mean, he’d just changed the model.’ Skinner looked sullen but they could smell his fear. 
 
    They hadn’t waited for the autopsy. It was obvious that Byer had been shot and already they knew that, outside his employment, Skinner was the closest person to him, not that anyone was really close, but there was gossip about poaching and the two men drank together. Shortly after Sophie Hamilton had identified the body in Irving, Hilton and Cole followed her to Ballard. They’d found Skinner hitching a horse trailer to his pick-up. He said he was planning on helping his ex-wife with her pack-trip tomorrow. He was sweating hard as they questioned him but the sun was hot and the air humid down there by the river, and hitching up a trailer is heavy work. Yes, he said, he had caught the newsflash, which was why he figured they’d need an extra hand either at Val Jardine’s place or at Glenaffric. It was when Cole pointed out that the murder of his buddy didn’t seem to bother him that he’d protested that plenty of other guys knew Byer, not to speak of hookers. 
 
    ‘When was the last time you saw him?’ Cole asked. 
 
    Skinner thought about that. ‘I can’t remember. Weeks, I guess, maybe a coupla weeks. I saw him in town one Saturday, in a bar. I had a drink with him.’ 
 
    They stared at him and he shifted his feet. ‘So which bars did you drink in?’ Cole asked. 
 
    ‘Me?’ The astonishment was overdone. 
 
    ‘You and him.’ 
 
    Skinner’s mouth opened and closed. ‘He favoured the Sage Grouse and the Maverick,’ he said grudgingly. 
 
    Hilton glanced at Cole who retreated to the police car. ‘So that’s where you’d expect to find his pick-up,’ Hilton said, ‘at one of those bars?’ 
 
    ‘‘Less someone followed him home.’ Skinner’s eyes were wide, watching Cole. ‘A rifle shot would be loud in a parking lot.’  
 
    ‘Who said a rifle was used?’ 
 
    ‘What else would it be? Guys don’t go to town carrying a handgun. Everyone has a rifle on the rack.’ 
 
    ‘So we’ll find his vehicle between Ballard and Bear Creek, right?’ 
 
    Skinner glared at him, the sweat running down his forehead. He wiped his eyes with his hand. Hilton looked past him to his ramshackle home, the door closed. He pondered. ‘Want to look inside?’ Skinner asked. ‘It’s all yours, man.’ 
 
    Hilton studied him, then shifted his gaze to the two horses in the makeshift corral. He grinned. ‘Don’t leave town,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I’ll be back in the mountains tomorrow.’ From somewhere Skinner dredged up a spark of belligerence. 
 
    Hilton sketched a shrug and walked to the car. He glanced at the guy’s pick-up as he passed but it told him nothing other than that Skinner was packed, ready to leave. There was a pile of clothing on the front seat, his saddle in the back. 
 
    ‘Check with Val Jardine,’ he told Cole. ‘Find out if Skinner arranged to help with her pack-trip tomorrow. Did you contact them in Ballard, tell them to check the parking lots at these two bars?’ 
 
    ‘They’re on their way.’ Cole found the homestead’s number in his notebook and dialled. After a long time Clyde Gunn answered and told him to wait while he spoke to his sister. He came back and said no, there had never been any question of employing Skinner. Cole lowered the mobile and looked from Hilton to the man’s trailer. ‘No,’ he said. 
 
    Hilton inhaled deeply. ‘He might just be telling the truth. Check out Glenaffric to be sure.’ 
 
    Cole went through the motions. There was no movement from inside the mobile home but they knew they were being watched. 
 
    Cole stiffened. ‘Edna,’ he mouthed at Hilton. He introduced himself boyishly and asked if she were about to take on Paul Skinner since she would be short-handed. He listened, raised his eyebrows in surprise at his boss… ‘When would he start?’ he asked, and: ‘Would he bring his own horses?’ After long moments during which he fidgeted impatiently, he cut her off with an emphatic, ‘Thank you, ma’am, you’ve been very helpful’ and lowered the phone. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She’s employing him from tomorrow and he’s using his own horses.’ 
 
    ‘Shit. Get down to Ballard, see if we can find that pick-up.’ 
 
    This wasn’t going to be easy on Sunday evening. At the Sheriff’s Department they learned that although Byer had a number of motoring offences (driving under the influence and without insurance) the registration that the police had was for his old pick-up, and the Transportation Office in Irving wouldn’t be open until Monday. In any event there were no unclaimed pick-ups in the vicinity of the Sage Grouse or the Maverick so it was decided to abandon further search for the vehicle until the morning. 
 
    The detectives were about to leave Ballard when a boy of twelve and a large man in work clothes walked into the station. The man was carrying a rifle and he looked stiffly angry. The boy had the wide-eyed stare of a terrified youngster trying to appear cool. They were shown into the sheriff’s office where Hilton and Cole stood aside, eyeing the rifle with professional interest that intensified with the man’s first words. 
 
    ‘My boy found this,’ he said, laying the gun on the desk. The sheriff didn’t touch it. He glanced at Hilton. ‘Where?’ he asked. 
 
    The man nudged his son who croaked, cleared his throat and whispered, ‘In some willows.’ 
 
    This time the sheriff looked hard at Hilton who was deadpan. ‘Which willows?’ the local man asked. 
 
    ‘Upstream a ways,’ the boy said. ‘We didn’t steal it, we found it there’ — a long pause — ‘laying in the reeds and we couldn’t leave it, could us, not for little kids to find?’ 
 
    ‘Is it loaded?’ Hilton asked kindly. 
 
    The boy stared at him. ‘It’s not loaded,’ his father said. Hilton looked out at the sky. ‘It’s still daylight. You’d best show us where you found it.’ 
 
    On the way the man explained a little more. His boy and a friend had been hunting a coyote they figured was stealing the wife’s chickens and they’d come home with this rifle, that was all. Hilton guessed from the man’s restrained anger and the boy’s terror that the father had discovered the rifle by chance, that the kid had thought he might retain possession of it, but he said nothing. None of that mattered for the moment, the priority was to discover where it had been found. 
 
    Sitting in the front of the police car the man directed Cole to cross the river. In the back beside the boy Hilton was expressionless. This was the road to Glenaffric and to Byer’s house. 
 
    ‘Take a right,’ the man said, while they were still on the bridge. Cole’s eyes met Hilton’s in the mirror. It was the way to Skinner’s place. 
 
    On the left now were one or two small frame houses and, to the right, the thick belt of willows and cottonwoods that lined the river bank. 
 
    ‘You can park here,’ the man said as they approached the second house. A heavy-set woman watched them from the porch as they left the car. Neither father nor son acknowledged her but it was evident from her interest that she was the mother. The man laid a firm hand on the boy’s shoulder and steered him towards the lush undergrowth and the start of a narrow path. 
 
    It was a well-used trail, the kind that had been made and frequented by small boys who had grown up here and played in this sappy green world until they were old enough to own cars and travel to the real forest. Hilton was familiar with such places. Every country boy had his personal territory, which he knew like an animal, every inch of it. They walked about a quarter-mile before the boy stopped and pointed to a patch of flattened grass. ‘There,’ he said. 
 
    ‘How’d the grass get laid?’ Hilton asked. 
 
    ‘We stomped around, Elmer and me.’ His terror was back. 
 
    ‘A coyote was laying up here,’ Hilton said calmly. ‘You can smell him. Where’s this trail go now?’ It seemed to continue, black and muddy as it neared the river. They could see reed beds beyond the willows and a coot called nervously. 
 
    ‘I dunno,’ the boy said. 
 
    Hilton looked at the father who said tightly, ‘It runs a half-mile or so to a fishing hole.’ 
 
    ‘On the river?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a side channel where we find catfish.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    The boy said something to his father. ‘No!’ the man exclaimed. Hilton looked cheerful as they resumed their walk in single file. Cole cast a puzzled look at the flattened grass and hurried after them. 
 
    After a while the trail widened and became more soggy. The reeds took over on their right and they were so tall that they almost obscured the pick-up until they were within a few yards of it. Beyond the pick-up was a turning circle and a Jeep track. 
 
    ‘Someone fishing?’ the father said. ‘What’s he doing here, off the road?’ 
 
    The boy stared at the truck as if it were alive. 
 
    Hilton pushed past the two of them and glanced in the cab. He could see nothing to frighten anyone, neither there nor on the back, only the absence of something. He turned to the boy and beamed. ‘You thought the truck was scrapped,’ he said. ‘And they forgot to take the rifle and it would make a nice present for your dad, right?’ 
 
    The father gaped at him, then turned on his son. ‘You took it from here? Off of the rack?’ 
 
    The kid hung his head and started to snuffle. 
 
    ‘It’s mired.’ Cole appeared round the back of the truck. ‘He got in deep and couldn’t get out again.’ He pointed. The pick-up’s nearside wheels were axle deep in black mud. 
 
    They removed the documents, sent the father and son ahead of them and followed, careful to walk to the side of the track as far as the turning circle, but they could see no footprints other than those made by kids’ trainers. The rain had erased any fishermen’s tracks. 
 
    ‘No keys in the ignition,’ Hilton observed, ‘but the documents left. Apart from a guy not being able to shoot himself in the chest with a rifle —’ 
 
    ‘It could be rigged —’ 
 
    ‘There’d be powder burns. Unless it was a very complicated mechanism and I don’t think Skinner’s a clever guy, do you? This’ — he gestured back towards the truck — ‘this is a stupid guy, or one in a panic: rigging a murder to look like a suicide.’ 
 
    ‘Why in hell did he leave the pick-up so close to home?’ 
 
    They were walking along the road now, the willows on their left and, up the slope on their right, the roofs of the bright brown ranch-style houses. ‘The truck’s mired,’ Hilton said. ‘He couldn’t move it. If he tried to winch it out some nosy housewife up there coulda come out to see what the commotion was about.’ 
 
    ‘This guy’s in the clear?’ Cole indicated the man walking ahead. 
 
    “Course he is, he came in voluntarily. No, it’s Skinner we want.’ 
 
    They were not to find him that evening. When they reached his place it looked just as they’d left it: the horse trailer, even the horses still in the corral, but the unlocked house was empty and the pick-up was gone. 
 
    ‘He’ll be back,’ Cole said with certainty. ‘He left the horses.’ 
 
    Hilton snorted. ‘He couldn’t make a run for it towing a horse trailer. And those two animals: I wouldn’t give you a thousand for the pair of ‘em. Jeez! He musta followed us to Ballard soon as we were out of sight.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t be gone far. We can set up road blocks —’ 
 
    ‘Man, he has three, four hours start on us. He’ll be out of the state; he could be in Canada!’ 
 
    ‘At least we have his registration —’ 
 
    ‘And you figure he’s still driving the same vehicle? First thing he’ll do is change it.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t have the cash — and no way will he use a credit card.’ 
 
    ‘How d’you know he’s no cash? And what’s to stop him stealing a car — stealing a car and killing the driver? He’s murdered once’ — Hilton’s eyes were wild, he was beside himself, goaded by the memory of the lost opportunity: a few hours ago they had the man in their hands — ‘maybe twice,’ he grated. ‘Who killed Charlie Gunn?’ 
 
    * 
 
    Miss Pink was in bed and deep in Cornwell’s Cause of Death when there was a knock and the door opened a crack. ‘I saw your light,’ Sophie said excitedly, ‘and you have to hear this.’ She came into the room in her robe, her face shining with moisturiser. ‘Russell just called. They found Byer’s truck — and now Skinner’s missing.’ 
 
    Miss Pink marked her place with a leather bookmark. ‘You’re saying there’s a connection?’ 
 
    ‘The pick-up was on the river bank close to Skinner’s trailer.’ 
 
    ‘How close?’ 
 
    ‘Less than half a mile I’d say. Remember where you come down from the Bobcats past that sub-development, you turn parallel with the river? Near where you turn there’s a place that people park to fish. The truck is there, mired. I said thieves fall out, didn’t I? And Skinner left his horses behind and the trailer — which is worth more than the horses.’ 
 
    ‘He could hardly move his house.’ 
 
    ‘I mean his horse trailer.’ 
 
    ‘Why do they think he’s missing, then?’ 
 
    ‘Because Hilton and Cole interviewed him and he was sweating blood. When they went back after finding the pick-up, Skinner had vanished. Oh, there was a rifle in the pick-up, but it was — what’s the term? Liberated, that’s it — liberated by some kids, until one of the dads found out and hauled his son to the station, with the gun — which I guess is how they came to find the pick-up. What happened was Skinner shot Byer and put his body in the river.’ 
 
    ‘And left the pick-up there?’ Miss Pink was incredulous. ‘Right by his house?’ 
 
    ‘He must have tried to turn it but it was bogged down. It could have been dark.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned. ‘Hilton told Russell this?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. But Russell knows everyone and the chief reporter from the Irving Chronicle was downstairs in the bar. He’d followed Hilton and Cole when they came to town earlier. The media had Irving’s police department staked out ever since Byer’s body was found. I guess someone in the mortuary talked about the gunshot wound. The police can’t play it close to their chests, anyway, there’s an alert out for Skinner’s pick-up. Why are you looking so puzzled, Melinda?’ 
 
    ‘I was wondering what could make this particular pair of thieves fall out to the extent of murder.’ She lied; she was trying to recall something she’d heard recently, something relating to Byer? Or to Skinner? Or both? She sighed. ‘I’m too tired,’ she protested. 
 
    Sophie was contrite. ‘I thought you’d be interested. I wouldn’t have come in, but your light was on.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t complaining. It’s merely that I’m too tired to take it in.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ve a hard day tomorrow. Odd about Skinner, though; I wonder how Val will feel: her ex turning out to be a killer.’ 
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    On the Monday morning Jen and Bret were to move their horses from Benefit to the improved pastures at Glenaffric. Sophie and Miss Pink had agreed to assist them once they had seen Val’s pack-trip on its way. In the bustle of early rising, of packing food and other necessities for a long day, there was no opportunity to discuss Sunday’s events, not that they were of much concern to the family anyway, except for the thefts, and they weren’t momentous. Pretty objects, certainly, but insured and not in the same class as, say, priceless paintings. 
 
    At the homestead the yard was full of expensive 4 x 4s, and men and women in casual designer clothes. Horses were tied to rails while finishing touches were being put to the loads on the pack-mules. 
 
    At the last moment Miss Pink approached Sophie, who was adjusting the tarpaulin on a mule, and begged to be excused from herding Benefit’s horses. Sophie was concerned, was she unwell? Just feeling the need for a quiet day, Miss Pink confessed, a gentle amble perhaps — smiling ruefully — not galloping after wild horses. 
 
    ‘You don’t mind if I go to Benefit?’ Sophie asked anxiously. ‘They could do with more than two riders. Look, why don’t you ride out with the pack-trip a short way, take it easy, then turn back after a mile or so?’ 
 
    ‘What a good idea.’ Miss Pink looked tired but amenable: an old lady bothered about being a nuisance, ready to fall in with any alternative suggestion. 
 
    Val said absently that of course she could tag along; she was far too preoccupied with overseeing the departure to worry about an extra body who wasn’t even her responsibility. She saw her dudes mounted and, leading the way with a pack-mule, set off down the track. There was some jostling and then the customers fell in behind, Miss Pink towards the rear and in front of Clyde, who was leading the second mule. 
 
    They rode to the swing bridge, the visitors awestruck at the sight of the river boiling through the narrows, they traversed the slopes below Glenaffric, where the brood mares regarded them with casual interest, and then they entered the forest. 
 
    Miss Pink was mounted on a pinto: a skewbald mustang which, Sophie said, was an Indian pony and would go anywhere. The animal was smooth and responsive while travelling in line and his rider wasn’t bothered about his behaviour when solo. She was going over her proposed actions; the horse was a minor consideration. 
 
    About five miles into the forest they stopped for an early lunch and Miss Pink turned back, assuring Val and Clyde she would be fine on her own, walking, and the pinto knew the way home; there was no chance of getting lost. 
 
    She started back at a fast walk. The horse felt her sense of urgency and it was all she could do to hold him until she was out of earshot. Half a mile away, trusting that the dust would muffle hoofbeats, she let him go. She had noted obstacles on the way in and was confident that if she could keep on the same line there were no overhanging branches and the only tricky moments would come at the creeks. The first he took like a dog, sliding down to the water on his haunches, clawing and lunging up the far bank, his rider clinging to the horn, her spectacles jumping on their cord, shirt-tails flying. She stopped to replace her glasses and twist her cap back to front yardie fashion, the better to see where she was going. 
 
    That first creek sobered the pinto. Perhaps he was intelligent enough to know that a stumble with this weight on his back could result in serious trouble; whatever the reason, he kept to a smooth and steady lope as far as Glenaffric’s pastures, slowing further as he breasted the slopes below the house. 
 
    Miss Pink slid down at the back door and looked around as she stretched her legs. There were two vehicles in the yard: a pick-up and a Jeep. She remembered that Edna had been out in a Jeep on the morning of the search for Charlie. No one was visible in the corrals and the kitchen was empty, although there were signs of occupation: a newspaper opened to the Byer story, used mugs, plates in the steaming sink. There was a faint murmur in the depths of the house. 
 
    She walked purposefully along passages and through rooms. She passed the alcove where the scent bottles had been displayed and saw that other ornaments had been advanced to close the gap. She came to the den with its monstrous trophies and, surveying it at a glance, she checked. The shelf above the fireplace was bare. It should be covered with silver horses; there wasn’t one in sight. 
 
    A thickset woman who was vaguely familiar was vacuuming Edna’s bedroom. Miss Pink switched off the machine at the socket. 
 
    ‘Where is Mrs Gunn?’ 
 
    ‘She’s outside.’ The maid was as phlegmatic as if Miss Pink were a member of the household. ‘Just shout, you’ll find her.’  
 
    ‘Very well.’ Miss Pink was thoughtful, taking stock of the woman. ‘What happened to the silver horses in the den?’  
 
    ‘They was stole.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ It was tart. ‘Like the snuff boxes and all the rest.’ 
 
    ‘I guess. Jen will flip when she finds out. Who’s gonna tell her?’ The woman looked hopefully at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘I can do that. Is anything else missing? Apart from the load that Byer took?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t noticed nothing but it’s a big place and Skinner only took the horses yesterday. I guess we’ll find what else is gone when we dust.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying he took them yesterday?’ Miss Pink’s brain raced… brown paper sacks on the seat of his pick-up… ‘She shouldn’t be left on her own,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ The woman heaved a sigh. ‘But we don’t come Sundays and it wouldn’t never occur to us that the family weren’t gonna be here. ‘Sides, Skinner were family once; who’d have thought he’d rob an old lady — there, it’s his stepdaughter he’s stealing from, isn’t it, all to come to her now?’ 
 
    Another woman was washing the dishes in the kitchen. ‘Have you seen Mrs Gunn?’ Miss Pink asked, doubting it but producing an excuse for her presence. 
 
    ‘She went out.’ Jerking her head towards the slopes at the back of the ranch. 
 
    ‘On foot?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, she were riding. She won’t have gone far.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not out alone on Ali!’ Miss Pink was appalled. 
 
    ‘No. On her own little horse.’ 
 
    ‘Is that wise? I didn’t know — she was allowed — that she rode still.’ 
 
    ‘She don’t ride.’ The woman was indulgent. ‘She’ll be walking round the pastures just. Don’t do no harm. We know where she is.’ 
 
    There was no sign of her in the fields beside the fenced track that led to the forest and, since she hadn’t returned to the house, it was reasonable to assume that she was ahead. Miss Pink pushed her reluctant horse uphill towards the trees, increasingly uneasy. 
 
    It was the horse that alerted her. He was plodding up the long zigzags, his breathing the only sound other than the creak of saddle leather, and suddenly his head came up with a start. Miss Pink couldn’t see what had attracted his attention but she was on her guard. They were approaching an elbow and, above and below, there were chutes of soil and trampled vegetation where animals — deer or moose — had ignored the serpentine trail and cut corners by plunging straight down the hill. And now something was approaching fast; she could hear it although it remained invisible. 
 
    She dug in her heels and the horse leaped round the elbow and up the gentle gradient of the trail. After some fifty yards she drew rein, turned him carefully on the narrow path and waited. Too late she realised that if this were a bear — or a mountain lion chasing deer — she was facing towards the predator when she should be facing away, poised for flight. But a lion would never attack a horse and rider — surely — and as for a grizzly, she had the advantage of surprise; she knew he was coming, but he didn’t know she was there. 
 
    It was there and gone in a flash but the image was imprinted on her retina: a small black horse sliding as the pinto had slid into the creek — jumping on to the track and diving over the edge on the downhill side. And, sitting like a limpet on his back: Edna. 
 
    Miss Pink was immobile, listening to the crashing progress below. After a while she started back, keeping to the trail, filled with renewed disbelief each time she passed that precipitous chute. 
 
    Edna was in the barn rubbing down the little black horse. Sweat didn’t show on that hide and in the dim light. She looked round as the animal turned to eye the visitor. ‘I like to keep them looking nice,’ she said amiably. 
 
    ‘Why’s she sweating?’ 
 
    ‘Is she sweating, dear?’ Miss Pink put a hand on the wet back. ‘She’s been chased,’ Edna said. ‘One of the geldings has been giving her a hard time, which is why I brought her in.’ 
 
    The mare dropped her head. ‘How far did you go?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Edna walked round to the far side of the animal and started to hum. Miss Pink said loudly, ‘I really think, if you want to ride, you shouldn’t go alone. Anything could happen and no one would know where you were.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll come with me?’ Edna asked brightly. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    Miss Pink strolled out of the barn, mounted the pinto and trotted away to the homestead. The place looked abandoned but those horses that had not been needed on the pack-trip were still in a corral. She transferred her saddle to a mouse-coloured gelding and set out on the Bobcat trail. 
 
    She came to the zigzags above the point where she had caught sight of Edna, confident in the belief that the other woman, having seen her leave for the homestead, would never suspect that she might double back on a fresh horse. Edna was up to something; no one, senile or sane, would descend a hill so recklessly, risking her horse’s life, without some powerful motive. 
 
    Edna hadn’t cut all the corners but still she had gone downhill fast; where springs crossed the trail fresh prints were deep and widely spaced in the mud. That mare hadn’t been walking. The shoes were distinctive, an oval rather than a circle (and why did Edna keep a horse shod if she didn’t ride?). It was a simple matter to follow her trail back, all the way to the old mines, but there, among the ruins and the spoil heaps, the spoor was lost. 
 
    The mousy horse was sure-footed but quickly bored. They wandered about the mines, Miss Pink studying the ground, seeing hoof prints that were not those of the black mare but probably made by her own horse two days ago. She paused above a draw and sighed in exasperation: at a fruitless quest, at her horse that wanted to go home; thinking that Edna could have skirted the mines altogether and made for the ridge above — but why? What was there on the Bobcat ridge to attract her, except by way of a jaunt, but always she came back to the conviction that Edna had not been out for fun. Had the woman been in such a hurry in order to reach home before her absence was discovered? The maids knew, of course, but they thought she was walking a horse round the pastures. 
 
    The gelding rested a hind leg, shifting his rider’s balance. She grumbled at the strain on her spine and glowered resentfully at a mound of broken beams and iron sheeting on the other side of the draw. Litter, but the land was big enough to contain it. Over there was a platform that could be man-made, it looked too level to be natural, and there was a spoil heap below. No doubt the mound of wood was plugging a shaft. She didn’t like this place, there were shafts everywhere: death traps. 
 
    She moved up the side of the draw, crossed it and approached the spoil heap. There was a lot of copper in the rock and she was conscious of growing familiarity; the features were similar to that place where there was a shaky covering above a mine shaft. There would be a shaft here but there was no cover. A baulk of timber lay across the platform, the roof collapsed behind it. It was the same place. Nature — erosion, gravity, an earth tremor — had done its work and the prop had moved. 
 
    The timber had fallen on something pale — not a stone — something like frayed filaments. She dismounted and tried to tease the object from under the weight but with no success. It looked like strands of nylon rope. On the other side of the baulk was a neat white circle the diameter of a finger. It had been cut clean with a knife. 
 
    She stood up and looked from the timber to the collapsed roof. She knew that underneath the prop was a length of nylon. Nature hadn’t been at work here but someone with a rope, like the one she carried on her saddle, rope that served a multitude of purposes: to catch a cow, tether a horse, or collapse the roof above the entrance to a mine shaft. 
 
    * 
 
    At Glenaffric the tack room smelled of burned nylon. There were nine saddles set neatly on wooden bucks, coiled ropes on several horns. One coil had an end like a leech, shining black where it had been fused to prevent fraying. 
 
    Miss Pink crossed the yard to the house where she found the maids dismantling the den, the smaller trophies a welter of antlers and heads in the middle of the floor. Mrs Gunn, they told her, was on the patio and she was directed down the main corridor. 
 
    She hadn’t seen the patio before today: a paved space on the north and shady side of the house, with chairs and a table in turquoise plastic, echoing the coloured window shutters on the house. There were chaises longues but Edna was sitting upright at the table, a half-full bottle of Jim Beam in front of her and a number of glasses. 
 
    ‘Expecting company,’ Miss Pink observed, sitting down without invitation. 
 
    ‘It’s a party; they’ll be here soon.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, Jen and Bret, and Sophie. They’re bringing the horses over from Benefit.’ 
 
    Edna poured two measures of bourbon and eyed Miss Pink across the rim of her glass. Miss Pink didn’t drink; she asked, with what sounded like mild curiosity, ‘Did Clyde help you put the body in the mine shaft? He was a big man. You couldn’t have done it on your own.’ 
 
    Edna’s expression was unreadable. She had worn her usual look of vacuous good humour, now her face relaxed and the faded eyes were blank, no emotion showing at all. Miss Pink regarded her warily. ‘Bret saw someone below the hunting camp,’ she said. ‘It was a Saturday, the maids weren’t here. You took the black mare and you galloped through the canyon. I’ve seen what you can do on a horse — on that horse. Charlie’s death wasn’t rigged to look like an accident; Ali bolted when you fired. And then you threw the gun in the river?’ She stopped on the question and saw that Edna’s eyes were sharp and intelligent. They reached for their glasses and drank together. 
 
    Edna smiled her fatuous smile and it reached her eyes, obscuring the intelligence. ‘Do I say something now?’ 
 
    Miss Pink breathed deeply. ‘Byer could blackmail Val,’ she said, ‘because he thought it was she or Jen who had visited Charlie, but it was neither of them. It was you.’ 
 
    ‘I never went to the cabin,’ Edna said in a normal voice. 
 
    ‘No, of course not. It was Bret who visited Charlie and drank his coffee, but Val didn’t know that when she found the mugs the following morning and washed them and the pot. She thought Jen had been there. But you weren’t there?’ Miss Pink considered this and nodded. ‘You could be speaking the truth’ — Edna’s eyes narrowed — ‘but it was immaterial to Byer. He didn’t know the truth but what he did know was dangerous. He tried blackmail on Val and it worked. And then he tried it on you? And you shot him with his own rifle.’ 
 
    Edna was amused. ‘So I put him in the river and I left his truck there, and I called a cab to bring me home.’ 
 
    ‘Clyde helped. Maybe he —’ 
 
    ‘Clyde was fishing.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t. I’ve been talking to the barman at the hotel. Clyde called the bar asking for Russell that afternoon but it was already late; the barman remembers because the happy hour had begun. He overheard Pat Kramer tell Clyde that Russell was fishing. Clyde may well have started out for the Bobcats but he didn’t spend the afternoon at the Finger Lakes. Russell lied.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Skinner knew about the blackmail because he and Byer were buddies, and Skinner wanted a piece of the action. He came here and demanded the silver horses as the price of his silence, and you caught up with him’ — Miss Pink checked, frowned, then went on firmly — ‘and put his body down the mine shaft. You collapsed the roof by pulling out the timber with a rope.’ 
 
    Edna put her plump little hands on the table and showed the unmarked palms. 
 
    ‘Your horse pulled it down,’ Miss Pink amended. ‘And you had to cut the rope because it was trapped under the baulk. I saw you. You didn’t see me.’ 
 
    ‘You saw me.’ It was quiet and flat. Edna topped up her own glass and looked in inquiry at Miss Pink, who shook her head. ‘It isn’t Skinner in the shaft,’ Edna said. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘No one. It’s my snuff boxes and the little scent bottles and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘What? Byer cached them there?’ 
 
    ‘He never stole them. I took them to incriminate him.’ 
 
    ‘But why put them down the mine? They’ll be smashed.’ 
 
    ‘If they were ever found it would be assumed Byer put them there — but they won’t be found. The police think Byer passed them to Skinner who took them to Seattle.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stared. ‘You put the Wedgwood pieces in the creek — and the fragment in Byer’s house.’ She was so stunned that it had failed to register that the other was talking sensibly. 
 
    ‘You have it basically right,’ Edna went on. ‘Where you went wrong was in thinking Clyde helped. You’re right: he did pick me up after I’d put Byer’s truck down there by the river, but he didn’t know what I’d done, why I was there, and since everyone thinks I’m senile, I didn’t have to tell him why, only to say I’d been wandering.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t work.’ Miss Pink was collecting her senses. ‘You must have told him because you had to impress on him that it was essential to provide himself with an alibi — fishing with Russell — so he had to know why one was needed.’ 
 
    ‘Only you and Russell know that.’ 
 
    You old fox, Miss Pink thought. Aloud she said, ‘And Clyde had to help you put the body in the river. No way could you do that on your own.’ 
 
    ‘Impetus. Byer was shot on the Bear Creek bridge. I convinced him to walk out there because I said my Jeep had broken down, right there on the bridge. I shot him with his own rifle and hoisted him over the rail. He wasn’t heavy.’ 
 
    ‘And you wiped the rifle,’ Miss Pink said, deflated. 
 
    ‘And I wiped the rifle.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought about it. ‘Where’s Skinner?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea.’ Edna looked surprised. ‘I don’t think they’ll catch up with him. You see, he did go to Seattle but like he said, he was only a poacher, selling deer meat. However, Hilton has to find someone for Byer’s murder and Skinner fits the bill, and then, of course, he’s a suspect for Charlie’s murder too.’ 
 
    ‘Only if Hilton were to discover the lies that Charlie told about Jen’s parentage.’ 
 
    ‘There were other lies: that Skinner murdered his wife, for instance, that he stole the silver horses.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, those horses. They were taken yesterday. They were in paper bags in his pick-up. You were quarrelling with Skinner when I came into the kitchen. Why didn’t you mention the horses then?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know he’d taken them… I wasn’t myself —’ 
 
    ‘No, you can’t revert now. I know you’re not senile, that you’re not a drunk either, but it was a good act. You knew Skinner had those horses and you said nothing. Why not?’ Light dawned. ‘You gave them to him. And you left the pick-up by his house. You set him up!’ 
 
    Edna shrugged. ‘Someone had to be the fall guy —’ 
 
    ‘How could you —’ 
 
    ‘— for Byer’s death, because if Hilton suspected me, the whole thing would come unravelled. Byer was killed because he knew one of us was involved in Charlie’s death, so eventually Hilton would come to me and then he’d have to know why I killed my husband.’ 
 
    The silence stretched. Miss Pink helped herself to bourbon for something to do. Edna was waiting for her to ask the obvious question. 
 
    ‘Why did you?’ 
 
    ‘Because of what he did to Jen, and Val, and all of us. Jen lost her family and hated her mother for ten years. I shot Charlie before he could do more harm. I was afraid he was about to send Jen away again.’ 
 
    ‘How did you do it?’ 
 
    ‘Why, you guessed. I went fast through the canyon like you said and I was letting the mare have a blow when I heard someone coming, so I got off the trail as Bret passed. By the time I reached the cabin, Charlie was away up the hill after the bear that Bret told him was there in the rocks. I caught up and shot him with his own pistol. I told him why I was doing it and he went for his rifle. He would have shot me — not that I’m excusing myself; I meant to shoot him before I started out, otherwise I wouldn’t have taken his pistol. It was his own, he kept it in his night table. He’d threaten me with it sometimes for fun. I threw it in the river afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘If you knew Charlie had lied to Jen all those years ago why didn’t you do something? You could have found her, Sam could have persuaded her to come home.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand what kind of a man my husband was. He would lie and retract; you never knew what was the truth. Ten years ago he said he’d told Jen that Skinner was her father, next thing he said he was only teasing me. Last week he said she’d been pregnant and it wasn’t until then that I put it together: I saw Jen left home because she thought she was about to have a baby by her own daddy. I decided there would be no more of Charlie’s jokes.’ 
 
    She stopped talking and allowed the other to think about it. After a while Miss Pink asked, ‘When you called Sophie the morning that he left for hunting camp, you told her everything?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, not at all. I meant to’ — Edna smiled ruefully — ‘I was thinking of joining you for the picnic at Mazarine Lake, of our losing you in some way; I’d go down to the cabin: shoot him, push him in the river, anything — and Sophie would cover for me. But as soon as I started to tell her Charlie had known all along that Jen was pregnant, had given her money, she flipped. I let her rave for a while, but I knew that no way could I use her as an alibi. She can’t conceal her feelings. Whatever I did, I had to do it alone, so I let her think that was all there was to it: Jen being pregnant and Charlie keeping quiet about it, and what should we do about this secret meeting at the cabin? When Sophie came back to Ballard I rode to hunting camp.’ 
 
    ‘What happens when Skinner is caught? Would you let him hang?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. Actually, I doubt they’ll ever catch him. I told him to go to Mexico; he can make a reasonable living there and the silver horses will give him a good start in a new life. He can come back when I’m dead because I’m going to leave a full confession with my will, although there’ll be no mention of my true reason for shooting Charlie. However, I’ll think of something, make it sound right.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose one place is as good as another for Skinner to live.’ Miss Pink was grudging. ‘Suppose he were caught in your lifetime. Would you confess then?’ 
 
    ‘“Sufficient unto the day…” but no, I wouldn’t let even the man who seduced my granddaughter hang — and after all, she was seventeen. Girls should know their own mind at seventeen. If I should live that long I’ll put my trust in Jen’s money and a good lawyer.’ 
 
    ‘And a plea of self-defence perhaps; Charlie went for his gun. How would you plead in the case of Byer?’ 
 
    Edna pondered. ‘Maybe I should plead self-defence there and think of something else for Charlie.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded her with awe. ‘You must have scared the daylights out of Skinner. How many people know of your involvement?’ 
 
    ‘Just you, dear. Clyde had to know about Byer and no doubt the older members of the family suspect the rest, but no one’s going to talk, are they?’ 
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    Next day, when the evening rush was over, Russell went upstairs to call on those he thought of as his ladies. He found them in party mood, drinking champagne. 
 
    ‘What are we celebrating?’ 
 
    ‘A new beginning,’ Sophie announced, handing him a glass. ‘Starting over, as Edna has it.’ 
 
    ‘I see. How is Edna? Any improvement?’ 
 
    ‘She’s virtually back to normal.’ Sophie seated herself and splashed champagne in Miss Pink’s glass. ‘By that I mean she’s her old scatty self — like she always was.’ 
 
    ‘It was the shock,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    Sophie threw her a glance. ‘Exactly — and then secondary shock kicked in.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ He beamed at them. ‘I mean good that it isn’t Alzheimer’s or dementia, whatever. What happens at Glenaffric now?’ 
 
    ‘Jen’s full of plans,’ Sophie told him. ‘Like making apartments for herself and Bret, and for Edna. Clyde too, if he wants. It makes sense for the young people to live there; they have all their stock on one ranch and Bret was only renting the property at Benefit. Sam will have to look for a new hand — or two. That would leave him free to help out with the pack-trips and at Glenaffric.’ She giggled. ‘My crazy sister says she’s going to start riding again: at her age!’ 
 
    ‘She isn’t seventy yet,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘You won’t see seventy again, nor me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s different,’ Sophie snapped. ‘Edna hasn’t been on a horse in centuries, and look at her: she couldn’t get a foot in the stirrup, let alone stay on once she was in the saddle.’ 
 
    ‘That’s no way to talk of your sister,’ Russell chided. ‘However, I’m glad she’s staying at Glenaffric; it’s her home, and now that she has Bret and Jen as company and to look after the stock —’ He stopped, his eyes dancing. 
 
    ‘What?’ Sophie barked. 
 
    ‘I was wondering where Charlie’s silver horses are at this moment. Melted down or gracing a collector’s mantelpiece in Seattle?’ 
 
    ‘Is there any news of Skinner?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Not so far.’ 
 
    ‘And Byer?’ Sophie prompted. 
 
    ‘I didn’t think you’d want to know —’ 
 
    ‘Of course we do. What happened with the autopsy? You know something?’ 
 
    ‘They recovered the bullet, but they have to wait for the forensic report. The bullet and the rifle have gone to the laboratory, but my reporter friend says Hilton is reasonably sure that the rifle — the one the kid took from Byer’s pick-up — has to be the gun that fired the bullet.’ 
 
    ‘It couldn’t have been suicide.’ Miss Pink looked puzzled. ‘Not with a rifle, not to shoot himself in the chest.’ 
 
    Russell blinked at her. ‘There are no prints on the gun except those left by the kid and his dad. It had been wiped before they handled it. Obviously it wasn’t suicide, it was Skinner. Byer’s truck was mired just below his place and he was about to do a runner when Hilton arrived. He was actually hitching his horse trailer to his pick-up. He said he was going to work for Edna. Did you know she confirmed that?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t know what she was saying.’ Sophie was dismissive. ‘She knew she needed a hand to replace Byer, so when Cole asked, she assumed she’d engaged Skinner.’ 
 
    ‘Hilton had the guy right there, in his hands, and he let him go. And now he’s vanished.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes glazed. Sophie said flatly, ‘He’ll have changed his vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘Hilton’s in a rage,’ Russell said. ‘Here he has two murders, he knows who done both of ‘em — well, accomplice anyway — and no chance of closing the case — cases — until he catches Skinner.’ 
 
    ‘Accomplice?’ Miss Pink surfaced from her reverie. 
 
    ‘For Charlie’s murder. It needn’t have been the two of them working together but it’s more likely. And Clyde always maintained Byer was unpredictable. He’d be a threat to Skinner, wouldn’t he? Gives Skinner a motive — although shooting Byer could have been no more than the result of a drunken quarrel.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need motives for that kind of low life.’ Sophie was scathing. ‘They’ll never catch Skinner; the guy’s too terrified of being brought back; we have capital punishment in Montana.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ Miss Pink echoed. ‘He’ll be terrified.’ But not of hanging or lethal injection; Skinner would be terrified of Edna. 
 
    ‘She’d blow him away,’ Sophie said. 
 
    Miss Pink started. Telepathy? ‘Charlie was her husband,’ Sophie insisted. ‘No matter he could be a prickly bugger on occasions, it was a terrible way to go: dragged over the rocks, dying out there alone.’ 
 
    ‘And they left him there.’ Russell shook his head. ‘And then’ — he waxed indignant — ‘not content with murder they have to start blackmailing — that is, Byer did. That would be another motive to get rid of the guy, he was playing with fire: Byer, a killer, trying to set someone else up for the murder.’ 
 
    ‘Stupid,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Tell me about it. And then the thefts from Glenaffric.’ 
 
    ‘All criminals make mistakes,’ Sophie pointed out. ‘And these two were only amateurs initially: poaching and petty theft —’ 
 
    ‘There was that rumour that Carol Skinner didn’t fall in the river,’ Russell reminded her. They eyed each other speculatively. ‘No,’ he said. ‘That was Charlie’s slander. Forget it.’ 
 
    ‘We have enough without it,’ Sophie told him. ‘More than enough motivation for Skinner to kill Byer.’ 
 
    ‘What would be their motive for killing Charlie?’ Miss Pink asked, all innocence. 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s simple!’ Sophie cried. ‘He’d caught Byer thieving and was going to fire him —’ 
 
    ‘Had told him he was fired,’ Russell corrected. 
 
    ‘And Charlie had accused Skinner of killing Carol —’ 
 
    ‘— would never let him forget it —’ 
 
    ‘Motives enough,’ Sophie declared with finality. 
 
    Miss Pink subsided, seeing the flaws, trusting that she was the only one to do so, with the exception of these two. They had only Edna’s word for it that any objects had been stolen from Glenaffric and, indeed, that Charlie was about to fire Erik Byer. And what sane killer would have left his victim’s vehicle within half a mile of his own home? She had been listening to a wily team constructing a scenario; they too would spot the flaws in time and work out clever ways round them. 
 
    It was ironical that Charlie, head of the family, should have derived so much pleasure out of manipulating its members, without ever dreaming that one of his jokes might misfire. Justice prevailed in the end, however primitive its form, and they’d kept it within the family, all of them, and that included Russell, a kind of honorary member, and Miss Pink: uncertain whether she was bound by a sense of fair play, or friendship, or respect for what was basically a very private concern. 
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    The cloud ceiling was solid around a thousand feet but there was no question of her getting lost, not on the ascent anyway, and even where the path crossed the boggy uplands it kept to the firmer ground and was marked by boots and the odd cairn. Not that you could spot the cairns at any distance in the mist, in fact there wasn’t much the solitary walker could see at all; there should be butterwort and sundew here, even orchids, but no flowers would show up today until you were about to trample them. Miss Metcalf grimaced; if the cloud didn’t lift she was going to miss the orchids. Never mind, the walk was exercise and she might detour and nip up Blaze Fell, test her navigation skills. She tramped on, peering close to make out the bootprints, hindered by her tinted glasses (but she’d see even less without them); on the other hand she didn’t have far to look. Less than five feet tall, with a face like a shrivelled walnut under a baseball cap, wearing Austrian boots and carrying a neat rucksack, she would have occasioned more than a casual glance from anyone encountered in the cloud: a diminutive solo mountaineer moving with confidence, at least on the level. Had the chance-met stranger known that she suffered from cataracts and incipient arthritis, and was rising eighty, he wouldn’t have believed it – but Miss Metcalf met no one and felt smug. She liked to have her mountains to herself. 
 
    She crossed the high moor and started down the other side to emerge below the cloud and see the pale stretch of Closewater below. Not a bird moved, even the sheep were silent. No sunshine showed anywhere. This was May in the Lake District. She snorted and dropped down the escarpment, not all that happily now because of the stiff knees, but her mood lightened when she saw that the beck coming down beside the path had plenty of water in it, cascades showing white among the crags. It made for a bit of excitement. 
 
    She came to the road beside the lake, turned right and reached the car park at eleven o’clock. Three cars were there, two with RSPB stickers, their owners no doubt looking for the red kite which had been seen here once – but surely not today. Miss Metcalf wasn’t interested; she lived here, if she wanted to see kites she’d pick a good day. 
 
    Paths took off from the head of the lake, all neatly signposted in carved wood; this was, after all, a national park. Miss Metcalf nodded approval at the signs and turned to the Gowk Pass route. There was a faint drizzle in the air now. She paused to read a new notice at ground level, small, unobtrusive: ‘Drivers of Off-Road vehicles are requested not to use this track in wet conditions’. She frowned. That drivers of off-road vehicles could use tracks in national parks under any conditions infuriated her. Grudgingly she admitted that farmers might be excepted although she deplored the noisy little farm bikes, you came on their tracks everywhere, even on the tops. Time was when shepherds walked or rode a pony. And a lot more healthy they were then. She could hear an engine now, very faint, but in this amphitheatre of hills and muffled by the mist it was impossible to tell its direction. 
 
    She climbed the track at the pace of an old guide until her legs would accept the gradient, slow enough to become convinced, with rising tension, that there was a vehicle ahead of her. Its track showed: too wide for anything other than a Land Rover, and then she realized that the sound of an engine was growing louder. Was it approaching her, descending? She was climbing into the cloud again and could see nothing above. She would have a word with the driver, force him to see reason. This track was in a shocking state; a wide bed of unstable stones had forced the vehicle to take to the bog in places, leaving long ruts that were over a foot deep (she measured them with her hand). With a mounting sense of disaster she knew that, half-way to the pass, she must be approaching the orchids that were her goal. 
 
    She was breathing fast now and her blood thudded in her ears, counterpoint to sudden bursts from the engine above. Puzzling over those erratic snarls, trying to reassure herself that the noise of her own blood was no more than the result of the climb, she came to a morass of exposed peat and, casting about for a way round, she saw high ground to one side – but someone else had seen it first. 
 
    She was in the cloud but it was thin, wavering to expose clear patches, and there, brave and solitary, was one pale orchid, all that was left of a tiny colony of fragile blooms now gouged and ravaged by great ruts. 
 
    Above her the engine roared like something animate and died away. The truck was stalled – mired – stationary – no matter, it was the one that had ruined the orchids; clots of peat were falling in the ruts as she watched, sick with misery. 
 
    The nausea passed and she strode straight uphill through the bogs regardless of wet feet, overwhelmed with rage. A tunnel appeared in the cloud. Above her a Land Rover was canted steeply on the point of a zigzag. She glimpsed a figure, saw the truck start to move away, and lifted her binoculars. 
 
    The cloud disintegrated in mid-afternoon but too late for walkers to start out for the tops, and the grey day had discouraged motorists from taking the winding lane to Borascal. At five o’clock the village, now basking in sunshine, was as quiet as it had been when Miss Metcalf left, and Eleanor Salkeld decided to close her tearoom. She’d already sent her waitress home, trying not to begrudge the cash she’d had to pay Sherrel for waiting on no more than half a dozen parties; now she went out to the gate to reverse the Open sign on the discreet notice: ‘Jollybeard House. Cream teas. Home Baking.’ 
 
    ‘You’re closing early,’ someone said. 
 
    Eleanor’s expression, already disgruntled, deepened to a glower. She saw one customer only: old, casually smart, heavy: no cream tea order, a pot of Earl Grey and one cake would be this one’s preference. Despite the advanced age that weight wasn’t fat but muscle. She looked after herself. 
 
    ‘I’m not a customer.’ A reassuring smile, but Eleanor had the feeling the survey was mutual even though the eyes behind designer spectacles were shadowed by a white cotton hat. ‘Not that kind,’ the woman continued, and Eleanor relaxed a little, listening to the tone. ‘I’ve taken Ashgill for a fortnight and I forgot to bring any bread. I was wondering if you could spare a small loaf.’ 
 
    Eleanor started to bloom, thinking that this was a kindred spirit and there were few enough of those in the dale, old, well-educated, independent. There was Phoebe Metcalf of course, but Phoebe was rough – no, not rough but – well, aggressive, not what one might call a lady. This one, introducing herself as Melinda Pink, belonged to a past generation, soft-spoken and courteous, exclaiming with approval as she followed Eleanor indoors and saw the batch of fresh loaves on the kitchen table. 
 
    ‘My version of granary,’ Eleanor said. ‘Or there is soda bread?’ 
 
    ‘If I took both would that be robbing you?’ 
 
    Eleanor gave an angry snort and gestured towards the room they’d come through, so inviting with its linen cloths on chunky wooden tables, its ladder-back chairs. Sunlight streamed through the open door, gold on the sandstone flags. ‘Six parties today,’ she grated. ‘And look at the weather!’ 
 
    ‘It was a dull morning –’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that –’ Eleanor stopped, swallowed, and went on, oddly defiant, as if challenging Miss Pink to contradict her: ‘It’s all these cheap foreign package tours … And our terrible weather – I mean, unpredictable. This is Lakeland. This afternoon’s exceptional. And as you said, the morning was poor.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded and Eleanor realized that the woman was, after all, very old, she’d never see seventy again; at this moment she looked rather stupid – and she hadn’t turned a hair at those silly remarks about the weather. She’d find out soon enough about the salmonella but this wasn’t the moment to enlighten her, not on first acquaintance. 
 
    ‘I shall need sandwiches,’ Miss Pink said absently, accepting the loaves, ‘I shall be fell-walking.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have company then. Your neighbour, Phoebe Metcalf, she’s gone over to Closewater today to photograph the orchids. There’s a circular walk. You follow the old quarrymen’s track’ – ushering the other to the front door Eleanor pointed to the skyline – ‘and come back over Gowk Pass. It’s only about ten miles.’ Her eyes slipped sideways, reassessing Miss Pink’s build. ‘Phoebe’s very active; she’s climbed in the Alps.’ 
 
    ‘Is hers the house with the marmalade cat? I called there to ask if she could let me have some bread.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve met her.’ 
 
    ‘No, there was no answer.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s only five thirty.’ 
 
    Their eyes met for a second and sheered away. ‘How old is she?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Seventy-eight.’ Eleanor was expressionless. ‘She’s got the physique of a two-year-old.’ 
 
    Miss Pink knew that she meant a horse, knew too that even young horses break their legs on rough ground – but she said nothing; she was only the visitor here. 
 
    Eleanor read the silence correctly. ‘I’ll look in on her later,’ she said, adding untruthfully, ‘I usually walk up that way in the evening.’ 
 
    From the bedroom window which commanded a stretch of the lane Jean Blamire saw the new tenant from Ashgill pass and dismissed her, all her concentration on a few yards of tarmac. Marty’s van was red, she couldn’t miss it; if it weren’t for the bees in the lilacs she’d hear the noise of its ragged old engine approaching. She shifted her position, sighed and rolled her neck on her spine. She should turn out the light in the oven, the roast would keep hot for ages; if it came to that she could make the gravy now, put it in the oven … What was he doing? Where was he? A striking woman with strong features, indecision made her appear grimly masculine, an expression at odds with the mane of copper hair, the skimpy frock with a cleavage she wouldn’t be seen dead in outside the house despite Marty’s urging her to wear it to the pub. Tall, muscular, powerful, she resembled a drag queen without make-up. What she felt like was a young bride waiting for her man, and far less concerned, if the truth were faced, with the roast drying out than with thoughts of bed. She winced, the image sneaking into her mind of the old sleeping bag in the back of his van. He’d asked for beef tonight, surely he hadn’t forgotten, wasn’t on Scafell or over in Langdale, having found someone to take him up a climb, deciding to spend the night there? Her face crumpled with misery. She knew he could forget. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
    A blackbird screamed through the lilac and she glanced down to see Phoebe’s cat walking up the flagged path. I’ll give him another five minutes, she thought, and then I’ll change back into jeans, turn out the oven and have a Scotch. It’ll while away the time. Or I could thin the lettuces, or go up and see Mum, it would serve him right to come home to an empty house. But she knew she wouldn’t; she would stay and wait. 
 
    She looked up and saw the red van emerge from the sycamores. Her lips parted in delight and she was suddenly ravishing. 
 
    In the cramped little cottage on the bank of the beck Eleanor’s waitress, Sherrel Lee, was trying to stick to her guns without getting into a slanging match with her mother. ‘There’s no point anyway,’ she protested wearily. ‘She’s doing no trade, even on a Sunday. Most of the time I got nowt to do.’ 
 
    ‘What are you moaning at?’ Misella was loud and angry, the gypsy blood showing. ‘Money for old rope, that’s what it is. What d’you make today then: fourteen pound? You’re mad to give up the job, girl.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, Mam! All that cream! Them cream cakes!’ 
 
    ‘You love cream c – You’re not – Oh no!’ Misella was standing at the kitchen window where she’d been watching the two toddlers in the garden. The latest baby was asleep on one brawny arm. ‘This un’s not six months, for God’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t help it.’ And indeed, short of spaying her, Misella thought, she didn’t seem to be able to help herself. ‘You go and work for her then,’ Sherrel shouted. ‘See how you like it. If you’re standing around doing nowt, she’ll have you scrubbing out the toilet.’ 
 
    ‘No way, not when a soul’s handling food.’ But Misella knew that Eleanor Salkeld hadn’t much time for regulations, so maybe that extended to hygiene too. ‘I always held there could have been some truth in that food poisoning,’ she said. 
 
    Sherrel’ s eyes widened and she blundered to the door, her hand over her mouth. The little ones watched without much interest as she threw up in the lupins; they’d seen it before, when the last baby was on the way. Misella jiggled him absently on her hip, thinking that since either she or Sherrel was always available for work, there wasn’t all that much difference between six kids and five – and then there was the extra benefit, another ten pounds. Not to be sneezed at – and perhaps the father … She pondered the identity of the father but doubted if anyone knew, even Sherrel. If our Bobby hadn’t had red hair … And where was Bobby? He shouldn’t be playing in the beck, the water was too high. Probably up to Sleylands again but – Sunday afternoon? Maybe Swinburn was gathering and Bobby was out shepherding. He’d be back for his supper that was sure; Mabel Swinburn wasn’t about to feed him. 
 
    Sitting outside Ashgill, the warm wall at her back, warm sun in front, a blackbird in full song, the beck a whisper in the bottom of the dale, Miss Pink sipped Tio Pepe and considered what secrets this idyllic prospect might conceal. In Lakeland walkers got lost, climbers fell down cliffs: predictable events in mountainous terrain and fitting a bleak, wild and potentially dangerous landscape. But in the dales, in cottages nestled under ancient sycamores, behind the lilac hedges, behind thick walls, who heard the screams? Time I wrote something, thought Miss Pink, who had abandoned books in favour of the lucrative market for short stories she’d established in America. Now her antennae were twitching to the ambience of Borascal. Why was Eleanor Salkeld so touchy about the dearth of customers? Why indeed were there so few on a fine Sunday afternoon in late spring? 
 
    At eight o’clock, back in the garden after her modest supper, she might have put the question when Eleanor appeared, but Eleanor, obviously bewildered, forestalled her. Miss Pink’s shoulders dropped; she had a premonition. 
 
    Eleanor said flatly, ‘She’s not home yet.’ Had she not been so concerned she might have wondered at the other’s immediate control of the situation. 
 
    ‘What time did she leave?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see her go but she’s an early riser. Still, whatever time … It’s only ten miles.’ Eleanor’s mind was leapfrogging. 
 
    They went indoors and spread a map on the parlour table. ‘This is well used,’ Eleanor said as it tore at a fold. 
 
    ‘I’ve been in the area before, but not to do this walk.’ Miss Pink followed Eleanor’s finger as she traced the route. 
 
    ‘See? Over the quarrymen’s track to Closewater and back by way of Gowk Pass and down the zigzags to the head of the dale.’ 
 
    ‘Passing the quarry.’ 
 
    ‘No. Nowhere near it. And the path is so obvious: the whole way in fact. She must have been coming down in good visibility and anyway the track’s at least half a mile from the quarry.’ 
 
    Miss Pink left the room and returned with a magnifying glass. ‘There’s a path marked: from this elbow in the track, running into the quarry. If you didn’t turn that corner you might continue along the quarry path.’ 
 
    ‘Only if you were a stranger and in mist. The track’s stony and cairned. That level is grassy. Certainly it runs to the quarry or appears to, but it ends smack against a high stone wall with a padlocked gate and a notice saying “Danger. Keep Out. No Trespassing.” That woman’s an expert; even if she weren’t concentrating, she’d know immediately that she’d taken the wrong turning and retreat.’ 
 
    Miss Pink straightened. ‘It’ll be dark soon, and there won’t be a moon. Still, it looks as if it’ll be a fine night.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not thinking of following her!’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. I think you should – ’ Miss Pink remembered her place. ‘Have you thought about calling the rescue people?’ 
 
    ‘Actually your neighbour runs the team but …’ Eleanor floundered. ‘It would be like reporting it, and one would look silly if she was merely late coming down – and she’d be furious. And then, we’re all the same age …’ What she meant was that it seemed fitting to ask one old lady for advice concerning another, and this one had an air of authority about her. 
 
    ‘Would she have passed any houses?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘The time might be a help, and she could have spoken to someone.’ 
 
    ‘Of course! The Swinburns! She had to pass the farmyard.’ 
 
    They moved to the kitchen and while Eleanor used the phone Miss Pink produced a bottle of The Macallan and tumblers. On hearing the shocked ‘Nine? Are you sure?’ she poured stiff measures. 
 
    Eleanor explained her concern to the person on the line and listened to the response. ‘Yes,’ she said dully, ‘but she knows what she’s about, Jacob; she’s climbed in the – what? Well, you do!’ Heatedly. 
 
    The call ended. ‘Usual bloody reaction,’ she growled. ‘ “At her age she shouldn’t be on the hill.” Thinks he knows it all, thinks a compass is a toy. Hasn’t walked the tops for decades, goes everywhere on wheels.’ 
 
    Miss Pink proffered the whisky. ‘She passed the farm at nine? It’s on the track?’ 
 
    ‘Yes to both. But even if she took in a peak or two she should be back –’ 
 
    Miss Pink gaped. ‘You mean she could have gone on the tops: left the track you thought she was on?’ 
 
    ‘Phoebe wouldn’t be satisfied with a ten-mile walk if the cloud lifted – as it did. Ten miles isn’t much more than a half-day for her.’ 
 
    ‘So her coming home late is nothing to worry about? It’s possible she’s making a long day of it.’ 
 
    The marmalade cat walked in, mewing loudly, his head up, sniffing lamb chops. ‘I must give him something,’ Eleanor said distractedly. ‘She feeds him at six. She’s strict about it. I’ve fed him when she’s away and she’s adamant: it must be six. She’s a believer in routine. Look at him: two hours past his supper time.’ 
 
    Miss Pink took the plunge. ‘Tell the rescue leader. Report it, then the ball’s in their court. They’ll probably follow her route: it’s good exercise for them if nothing else.’ Her proposed route, she qualified to herself; there was no knowing what an active old climber might get up to, once on the tops on a nice day – or even in mist. Miss Pink had been there and knew that the spirit could be too much for aged flesh. 
 
    Hill farmers don’t show their emotions much, all the same, Jacob Swinburn looked thoughtful, even troubled as he replaced the phone. Mabel made no move to restore the sound on the television. 
 
    ‘You reckon she’s come to harm?’ 
 
    Jacob shrugged. ‘She’s rising eighty, what d’you expect? Bound to happen sooner or later. And who’d try to stop her, I ask you? I’d sooner face a mad cow, that I would.’ 
 
    Mabel ignored the posturing. She liked Phoebe Metcalf: a woman who had managed all her life without men. ‘She could be lost. If she gets through the night she’ll come down in the morning. It’s not like winter time.’ 
 
    Jacob shook his head. ‘Her’s always on the hill, and half the time in mist. Ask me, she prefers mist, no one can see what she’s poking her nose into, trespassing on my –’ 
 
    ‘Now you stop that –’ 
 
    ‘No reason she should be lost today more’n any other day.’ He grinned toothily. ‘More like she fell over a rock, broke summat.’ 
 
    ‘Does Martin know?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t say.’ He looked sly. ‘Be to her pal’s advantage, wouldn’t it, bring t’rescue team here, t’police, t’media, plenty of customers back in t’caff – providing none of ’em’s scared of being poisoned.’ 
 
    ‘Dad! That were a stunt and you know it. Eleanor’s baking’s better’n mine!’ 
 
    ‘Better watch meself then, hadn’t I, make sure I eat same vittles as yourself.’ He was good-humoured, it was a joke. 
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    The rescue team didn’t make a big thing of it; Phoebe Metcalf had been a tiger well into middle age and she’d earned respect among mountaineers. Moreover it was a fine night, no one wanted to alert the media at this stage and humiliate an indomitable old girl crawling home with a sprained ankle. The full team did not go out, only Blamire, the leader, with another man walked from Borascal to Closewater while three members traversed Gowk Pass, but between them they covered all of Phoebe’s proposed route and found no sign of her. 
 
    By first light next morning the search proper began, concentrating on the second half of the route: over and above Gowk Pass. It was thought that, with the cloud having lifted yesterday afternoon, she must have diverged to climb fells above the pass. 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t offer her services to the team; old, stiff and heavy she knew she couldn’t keep up and would be viewed as an encumbrance. She went out alone and she started from scratch, at the farm called Sleylands. 
 
    A tractor was idling in the yard, a small boy fiddling with the controls. Unwilling to approach a tractor with a child in the driving seat, Miss Pink paused, undecided, and at that moment a burst of rock music drowned the sound of the engine. The volume was turned down immediately and a craggy fellow in a cloth cap and wellies erupted from a barn, shouting. The boy protested shrilly and moved over as the man climbed up, noticing Miss Pink as he reversed but not acknowledging her. Sunshine lit the little boy’s hair which gleamed like polished mahogany. It was cut in a thick pudding basin thatch over a shorn base. 
 
    The tractor left the yard and started across the fields. Miss Pink transferred her attention to the house. She was seeing only the rear, but a neat and pleasing rear, the flagged roof sweeping down to the top of what would be kitchen windows, many-paned and sparkling clean, petunias vivid splashes of colour in baskets under the eaves. A large woman in a print overall emerged from the back door, carrying a bucket and chirruping. Hens came running over the cobbles. Miss Pink advanced to negotiate for eggs, and to confirm the last sighting of the missing woman. She winced at the thought. Last? 
 
    Mabel Swinburn said it was her husband who had seen Phoebe walk past the yard at nine o’clock. She’d waved but she hadn’t stopped. ‘It’s a rocky old track,’ she told Miss Pink, signalling disapproval of another old lady proposing to follow the same route. ‘Always clarty on top,’ she warned. ‘Easy enough to sprain an ankle.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s plenty of people about today,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘And I shall have perfect visibility. Besides, another pair of eyes on the search … One hates to think of a poor soul alone up there, injured, hoping desperately to be found.’ She was laying it on thick but the more one talked the more other people responded. What was ‘clarty’? 
 
    Mabel smiled tightly. ‘Hardly a poor soul.’ She looked beyond the visitor to the track. ‘She’s at home on the hill, she’s not afraid of anything, that one.’ The smile broadened. ‘People neither. She’s crossed swords with Swinburn a few times, I can tell you, and he’s not the only one. If Phoebe Metcalf sees someone doing owt she don’t approve of, she’s down on ’em like a ton of bricks.’ 
 
    ‘Really? A person with strong views.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ Mabel flushed and looked shifty. A plain, stolid countrywoman, she was disconcerted. ‘Like – speeding,’ she announced loudly. ‘And young Bobby there: on the tractor.’ She gathered herself, seemingly on firmer ground: ‘’Course, I’m one with Phoebe there: he should never be allowed to drive t’tractor at his age. Swinburn thinks I don’t know but I’ve seen ’em. Why, he can’t even reach the controls! There are some terrible accidents on farms, specially in hill country.’ 
 
    ‘Fathers do tend to spoil sons,’ Miss Pink murmured, blandly flattering. Mabel was pushing sixty so she would have to be the grandmother – but Mabel was suddenly furious. 
 
    ‘He’s nowt to do wi’ me! He – comes over like, to play … he’s good with animals, helps out. He needs to get away from all his brothers and sisters down there.’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘He’s from Sunder,’ Mabel added weakly; someone had to fill the silence. ‘Yon damp old place on t’beck.’ 
 
    ‘I only arrived yesterday.’ Miss Pink was soothing, ‘I haven’t had time to meet people. But I’m keeping you. I’ll come up for the eggs this evening.’ 
 
    ‘That way I’ll know you’ve returned safe.’ The tone was harsh. 
 
    ‘Miss Salkeld knows my route.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised she didn’t come with you. She’s something of a walker herself.’ 
 
    ‘She’s expecting a lot of customers, with the searchers, and no doubt the media arriving, not that it’s been publicized that anyone’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘Someone will have rung the papers, get a few pounds for the tip-off. We can do without the media: blocking the lane with their traffic. Still, Eleanor will be glad of the trade, the tearoom’s been dead since the salmonella scare. A wicked thing, that was.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘She didn’t tell me,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Mabel looked at her sharply, considered the proprieties, and took the plunge. ‘She wouldn’t, but then you’d have heard soon enough from someone. Gossip runs through this dale like a moor fire. A letter went round from some government office telling folk they were about to be interviewed by food inspectors if they’d had any truck with Jollybeard because of people going down with salmonella poisoning after they’d eaten there. It were published in local paper. And there weren’t a word of truth in it!’ 
 
    Miss Pink was shocked. ‘You’re saying it was a hoax?’ 
 
    ‘From start to finish. ’Course Eleanor, she went storming into town, made the editor print a long piece t’following week saying it were a lie, but damage were done by then. Folk would be saying there’s no smoke without fire. That were Easter time and her trade’s not recovered since. I feel sorry for Eleanor, that I do.’ 
 
    ‘Had she upset someone?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Evidently Mabel felt that was too abrupt. ‘Not to my knowledge,’ she amended. Her mouth twisted. ‘Now, if it had been Phoebe … even himself … Farmers and tourists are always at each other’s throats. He were driving cattle up lane last back-end and a car come down and tried to push through. One old cow felt herself being crowded and she jumped up and come down on t’car bonnet.’ Mabel chuckled. ‘New car too. You can imagine the language on both sides.’ 
 
    ‘But elderly spinsters don’t have confrontations with their customers.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. Eleanor wouldn’t. Now if it had been Phoebe …’ 
 
    Toiling up the quarrymen’s track on automatic pilot Miss Pink thought what a nasty trick it had been, and how clever to send out letters purporting to come from a local government department, and how devastating the result for the victim. It implied forgery and theft, and action by a civil servant or by someone who had access to official letterheads. This was more than a practical joke, here was a vicious mind at work. The somewhat shabby condition of Eleanor’s house suggested that there wasn’t much money to spare at Jollybeard. What could she have done to be targeted so ruthlessly? The more intricate the plot, the more disturbed the plotter. Disturbed, deranged? Dark thoughts for an idyllic morning. 
 
    She came to the fell gate and the open moor and suddenly all the larks were trilling as they climbed towards a cerulean sky. Curlews wailed and bubbled, the sun was hot on her back, the stony ground gave way to a peaty path and everywhere there were yellow stars of tormentil. That reminded her of Phoebe’s goal which had been the orchids below Gowk Pass but this too was orchid territory and the woman could well have strayed from the path to investigate a wet flush. However, a few steps to one side put paid to that theory; the path was the only dry route through bogs, and ‘dry’ was relative up here. Obviously ‘clarty’ meant mud. How far had Phoebe gone before she diverged from the route? She was a small woman, according to Eleanor, so she’d have taken a small boot size. That was a help because the two rescuers who had come this way last night had large feet; their prints were plain in the peat and it was there that, not always overlaid, a boot – probably a size 5 – had left its mark. Useful. It seemed likely that Phoebe had reached Closewater. 
 
    Miss Pink lingered at the top of the escarpment above the lake, regarding the nearby beck with suspicion. In places the cascades would be close to the line of descent: slippery crags, deep pools under waterfalls. Had Phoebe approached the water looking for spring flowers, taking photographs? 
 
    As she hesitated she became aware of spots of colour in shadowed depths below. People were moving up the bed of the stream. The rescue team, or some members of it, had had the same idea. She relinquished the hazards of steep wet rock to people better equipped to cope with them and she continued to the lake. 
 
    Police, rescue vehicles and a number of unmarked cars were parked at the head of Closewater but she could see no people in the vicinity. Several paths took off from here but she dismissed the one running down the far shore of the lake, and another heading due north into the central mountains. It was the southern route, between here and Borascal, that must be eliminated first. There was a possible alternative, a path going due east to a ridge. Had Phoebe taken it, she would – could – have turned south to a hill called Blaze Fell and dropped down to Gowk, thus extending her walk by doing three sides of a square instead of one. And then Miss Pink remembered the orchids. Phoebe would have gone straight to Gowk and then climbed a peak. That is, if she had climbed any peak. 
 
    She passed a notice requesting off-road vehicles not to use the track when it was wet – ‘clarty’ she thought, pleased with the new word, and was immediately disheartened when she realized that the rescue team considered itself an exception. Several vehicles had gone ahead of her, their ruts gouging the peat. 
 
    She found the orchids, or rather what was left of them, and was horrified to find all but one or two squashed out of existence, the colony annihilated by a morass of ruts. She climbed the last few hundred feet to the pass mentally composing a scathing letter with copies to the National Park, the local Environmental Agency, the British Mountaineering Council … A Land Rover was parked on top, a rescue vehicle. Still fuming, she glared up the slope of Blaze Fell and, thinking that the rescuers would be there, she turned in the opposite direction. At this moment she had no wish to meet any rescuers. 
 
    Morosely she tramped through thick heather making for an outlying hill called Scoat Pike. She came on a small tarn where a sandpiper took off piping frantically and a fox had left its prints in white sand. She looked for the mark of a size 5 boot, but if Phoebe had been here yesterday she hadn’t touched the sand. 
 
    From the summit of Scoat Pike and with the aid of binoculars she could see people on Blaze. They seemed to be wandering at random among peat hags which showed deep and ragged across the southern slope: bone-breaking traps for the unwary in mist. But the old climber and wilderness traveller described by Eleanor wasn’t unwary; she’d be less likely to fall over a peat bank than would Miss Pink. She sighed, she was no nearer discovering the woman’s whereabouts than she had been when she started. She looked glumly at Blaze, knowing that the scattered nature of the figures meant that they’d been equally unsuccessful. Why didn’t they mount a sweep search? The answer was obvious: because they had no idea where to sweep. Once something were found – a rucksack, a hat – then the search would concentrate on the immediate area. 
 
    She looked towards Gowk and thought that if she reversed her steps towards the sandpiper tarn she might descend diagonally to intercept the Borascal path without having to retrace her steps. And she was right; there was a pleasant grassy ridge which she dropped down without trouble until, at an intrusion of mossy bedrock, she turned aside to avoid it and, glancing rightwards, pulled up in astonishment. A short distance below was a titanic chasm: rock walls dropping for what looked like a hundred feet: vertical, even overhanging. Through the shadowed cleft there was a glimpse of sunlit pastures in the dale above Borascal. 
 
    Her first thought was that she had found Phoebe, or rather, the spot where she’d come to grief, but her second was that no mountaineer would go near this place even if, like Miss Pink, they had forgotten that a quarry was marked on the map. 
 
    She continued to descend with a wary eye on more canyons and cavernous slopes coming into view, now seeing with relief that she was approaching a high wall, beautifully built, and the stones so carefully aligned that even a young climber would have had difficulty surmounting it. If Phoebe had come down here she would have turned and followed the boundary, not crossed it. 
 
    The wall came to a beck, stopped, and started again on the far bank. The gap was closed by a robust watergate of poles and vertical slats which would allow nothing but water to pass. The carcass of a small sheep was pressed against the slats, prompting speculation on the source of Borascal’s water supply. 
 
    The beck was high after the recent rain and she was forced to wade. After the water and the rough ground outside the wall she was relieved to see a level green path ahead, leading almost certainly to the Borascal track – and then she recalled the map. And here was the padlocked gate in the wall and a notice, red on white, saying ‘Danger. Keep Out. No Trespassing.’ 
 
    A man was striding along the green level, a collie at his heels. He had long, reddish hair – a foxy colour – and in the moment that Miss Pink thought the hair was rather too stylish for a man she saw that this was a tall woman. 
 
    ‘The quarry’s been searched,’ she said as she came up. 
 
    Miss Pink considered the full pack, the boots, the gaiters peat-stained to the knees. ‘You’re with the rescue team.’ 
 
    The other nodded. ‘You weren’t thinking of going into the quarry? I mean, it’s full of pitfalls for –’ She stopped, disconcerted. Miss Pink’s advanced age and bland stare could have that effect on people. 
 
    ‘I’m keeping an eye open,’ she said pleasantly. ‘I haven’t found anything. My name is Pink, and I’m staying in Borascal.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I live at Elfhow, next door to Ashgill. I’m Jean Blamire.’ 
 
    Miss Pink extended a hand, amused by the formality in this place. ‘There’s no sign of her?’ She nodded to the slope of Blaze Fell. 
 
    ‘No.’ The woman looked distressed. ‘I’m fond of Phoebe, I can’t understand it. I mean,’ she rushed on, ‘I know her. This isn’t like her at all’ – she gestured wildly – ‘getting lost.’ She looked past Miss Pink. ‘They searched the quarry,’ she repeated. ‘Anyway, she’d never climb the wall. She’s not there.’ 
 
    ‘Then where is she?’ Miss Pink fondled the collie distractedly. The woman’s vagueness was infectious. 
 
    ‘My husband reckons she went down the wrong side of Blaze – or even Scoat. You were on Scoat. You didn’t see any tracks? She has a small foot, she’s a tiny woman.’ 
 
    ‘There were no human prints on Scoat,’ Miss Pink murmured, realizing that the team had been watching her, which was only to be expected: a solitary walker. After all, that was what they were looking for, except that – would Phoebe be walking by now? 
 
    Jean Blamire sighed and the strong features set in ugly lines. ‘She’s nearly eighty, but then it’s how old mountaineers prefer to go. My husband says it’s how he wants to end – eventually.’ She shuddered. 
 
    ‘Your husband is the team leader?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ The pride was unmistakable. The expression softened as she turned to stare up the slope. ‘He’s coming down now. Why’s that? Have they found something?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably he’s coming down for the Land Rover.’ Miss Pink was tart but the tone was lost on the younger woman. 
 
    ‘That’ll be it. He’ll have sent the others over the hill and someone has to pick them up on the far side.’ 
 
    Anyone could have done that, Miss Pink thought, but men were possessive about their vehicles, particularly when the terrain was as rough as that over Gowk Pass. As if she were telepathic the woman said, ‘They don’t need him. Blaze is an easy fell to search and visibility is perfect. If she’s there they’ll find her. It’s not like a cliff rescue when Martin has to be at the sharp end.’ 
 
    ‘Where are the cliffs in this area?’ 
 
    ‘He goes into the central fells to help out when necessary. He’s an expert guide.’ 
 
    ‘Martin Blamire?’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘You must have heard of him, he’s always in the papers and on TV.’ 
 
    Miss Pink made no response, nor was it necessary; Jean Blamire was watching her husband’s approach with the rapt attention of a lover. He was certainly a pleasure to watch; neat, fast and flexible, he dropped down the steep grass as if he had shock absorbers in his joints. The collie ran to meet him. Behind him, high on the hill, two figures were stationary on the skyline. 
 
    He jumped down to the grassy level and faced them, scarcely out of breath: a good-looking fellow but showing signs of wear. The narrow eyes were too deep in their sockets and there were lines from the nostrils to the corners of the somewhat prim mouth. A fringe of beard followed the outline of a large chin. He wore no hat and his hair, although wet with sweat, was short, with blond streaks. This was a man who took care of his appearance. He smiled and was suddenly engaging. 
 
    ‘You found something?’ he asked of Miss Pink. 
 
    She was surprised. ‘Nothing. You didn’t come down thinking that I had?’ 
 
    ‘No. I came down for my truck.’ His eyes slid past her. ‘We searched there.’ 
 
    ‘I told her,’ his wife said quickly. ‘We were just chatting.’ She sounded apologetic. 
 
    ‘You can bring a vehicle across the pass?’ Miss Pink sounded curious. ‘I suppose an exception has to be made in the case of Mountain Rescue.’ 
 
    He blinked and stared, then nodded slowly. ‘For farmers too. You saw the orchids? What we ought to do is transplant them to some place where they won’t come to any harm.’ 
 
    ‘What orchids?’ Jean looked bewildered 
 
    ‘Wild ones on Gowk.’ He was offhand, turning to Miss Pink. ‘I can give you a lift. I’m going down the dale.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll walk, thank you. I’m staying in Borascal.’ 
 
    ‘This is Miss Pink,’ Jean said. ‘She’s at Ashgill.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Brilliant.’ Miss Pink frowned. ‘Nice time of year,’ he added vaguely. ‘It’s a great centre for walking. You coming, Jeannie?’ 
 
    He started diagonally up the slope. His wife threw a quick glance at Miss Pink, raised a hand and followed at the same speed but keeping a few paces in the rear. 
 
    Miss Pink dawdled along the level, glancing into the quarry as more walls and chasms were revealed, thinking that it couldn’t have been exhaustively searched, there hadn’t been enough time – but then there was that wall. Phoebe would never have climbed it. 
 
    Actually the wall was breached in a second place, a third if one included the watergate at the top. A bird’s-eye view of the quarry would show a long oval comprising the lower reaches of the beck and one or two feeder streams. The base of the oval was on the floor of the dale where there was a turning circle and the end of a tarred road, narrow and weed-grown now that the quarry was no longer in operation. The Gowk path came down to the turning circle but Miss Pink’s interest was in the main access to the quarry, marked by another padlocked gate and another Danger notice. The curious thing was that here there was a stile in the wall: a stone step-stile formed by projecting slabs of rock. So there was an acceptable way into the quarry, but why had the owners placed a Danger notice in this place? Presumably to cover themselves in the event of an accident. 
 
    She climbed to the top of the stile and studied a patch of mud on the far side. It was unmarked. No one had entered the quarry at this point since the rain of several days ago. 
 
    ‘I’ll drop you at home,’ Blamire said. ‘And you can find me some dry socks. I’ll meet you at the Lamb.’ 
 
    Jean’s nostrils flared. ‘What will you be doing?’ 
 
    ‘I have to go to Lambert’s. Tomorrow I’m going to need everyone I can get if we don’t find her today.’ 
 
    ‘Make sure you leave him a written message then. Isa’s bound to forget. That woman’s as thick as two planks. And why didn’t you take Walter today?’ 
 
    ‘Because I thought we’d find her soon enough. I can’t do with novices on a search; they’re a liability.’ 
 
    ‘So why take him tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘For God’s sake, woman! Don’t I have enough on my plate without you nagging at me all the time?’ 
 
    ‘Marty!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ He thrust out a hand to her as the Land Rover jolted down the stony track. ‘Look,’ he said softly, ‘I’ve got a missing woman to find and I haven’t a fucking idea where she went, and down there’ – nodding ahead to the dale – ‘the media’s waiting for me. How long will they hold me up?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give Isa the message –’ 
 
    ‘It’s quicker for me to see her. You get me some dry socks, we’ll meet at the Lamb, right?’ It was an order. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    In the Fat Lamb Dorcas Honeyman lined up three measures of Famous Grouse on the bar and thought that the profits from this day were well worth the pain of her aching feet. There’d be a brief respite shortly because she’d insisted that Ralph close the bar at three o’clock but they’d be open again at six. She’d need to bring Misella in to help. If the search hadn’t been successful they’d do a roaring trade this evening and tomorrow. She rang up the sale, proffered change, and two pounds were left on the bar. She pocketed the coins without expression; there were advantages to being seventy years old, dumpy and dull and wearing an apron; strangers took her for the help rather than the licensee’s mother. 
 
    The low-ceilinged bar was crowded with reporters and tourists. ‘It’s three o’clock,’ Dorcas told Ralph. He knew if he didn’t call time she would. 
 
    ‘They’ll be away now,’ he assured her. ‘Martin’s come down. I saw him turn up t’lane. You missed un.’ Ralph grinned. It wasn’t often his mother missed anything. 
 
    ‘Tell them he’s back.’ She indicated the customers. ‘They’ll be after un like flies on meat.’ 
 
    ‘No need. Here he comes now.’ He raised his voice. ‘Here’s Blamire,’ he told the nearest group. ‘Maybe they’ve found the lady.’ 
 
    Eyes switched to the windows and the open door. The bar emptied of reporters, the tourists longing to follow but most restrained by their wives. ‘Three o’clock,’ Dorcas announced in a no-nonsense voice. ‘Last orders, please.’ 
 
    As if discharged the remaining customers drank up and crowded outside to hover on the fringe of the group clustered about the Rescue Land Rover. 
 
    ‘Lock the door,’ Dorcas ordered, drawing herself a brandy. 
 
    Ralph turned the key softly, uncapped a bottle of German beer and lumbered after his mother, ignoring the glasses cluttering the bar. 
 
    They sat at the big scrubbed table in the kitchen, mother and son easing their feet, Dorcas feeling her age, Ralph his weight. He was the wrong side of fifty and although his legs were like tree trunks they were out of all proportion to the amount of flesh that they had to support. He didn’t look a healthy man: balding, with small eyes above plump cheeks, a tight mouth: it was as if the features were being compressed by increasing deposits of fat. 
 
    Dorcas sipped her Martell thoughtfully. ‘She wasn’t daft,’ she said. 
 
    Ralph blinked. ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Phoebe o’ course. Who else?’ 
 
    ‘She were gey careless.’ 
 
    ‘How d’you make that out?’ 
 
    ‘She’d tackle anyone: Swinburn for not burying sheep, Dwayne Paxton for cheating on –’ 
 
    ‘For taking cash just.’ 
 
    ‘So? You paid, didn’t you? And she laid into Sherrel for being on benefit.’ 
 
    ‘Benefit’s legal – mostly. What Phoebe took exception to was Sherrel having all them kids.’ 
 
    ‘Having kids is illegal?’ 
 
    ‘And who’s t’father of this un?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Sherrel? Again?’ 
 
    Dorcas stared at him. He swallowed and fidgeted. ‘Could be anyone,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘And that’s just as well.’ The tone was loaded. 
 
    ‘What’s Sherrel got to do with Phoebe going missing?’ 
 
    ‘It was you who said she was careless.’ 
 
    ‘Who? Phoebe or Sherrel?’ 
 
    Dorcas’s dry brown cheeks cracked in a reptilian grin. ‘Both of ’em, but what I meant was Phoebe put folks’ backs up. Snake in the grass. Plenty’ll be glad to see t’back of that one.’ 
 
    Isa Lambert didn’t hear her husband come home but it would have made no difference if she had. She was sprawled on the sofa in their living room watching Neighbours and drinking Cranberry Pressé. With her long blonde hair sleeked to her scalp, framing high cheekbones and a swan neck, with the big grey eyes and sulky mouth, she had the look of a bored adolescent, which was near enough the truth. Married for only two years to a local government employee ten years her senior, now she watched happy people frolicking in a pool in Australia and thought she would go mad with despair, stuck with Walter and his cranky sister in a dead-end dale where nothing ever happened. Well, nothing unless you made it happen yourself. 
 
    He came in the door then, carrying his briefcase and a stack of files. Dropping them on the table he came over and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    ‘All right, love? You smell nice.’ 
 
    She stood up slowly. ‘This heat’s killing me. We ought to have a pool.’ 
 
    She drifted to the kitchen to find something for his tea. He had a cooked meal in town at lunch time, and for that she was devoutly thankful. She liked the idea of dinner at night but not the chore of preparing it. 
 
    Walter watched her dithering at the fridge, mystified by her boredom, by his own inability to alleviate it. Although dales born and bred, he didn’t look it: pale-faced, pale-eyed, with bloodless lips and lank hair poorly cut, he was tall but gangling with large hands and feet. He was a homely fellow, a keen gardener but otherwise with a leaning towards desk work rather than physical activity. 
 
    ‘Where’s Gemma?’ he asked from the kitchen doorway. 
 
    ‘She didn’t tell me where she was going.’ A tea bag fell on the floor. Isa retrieved it and dropped it in a mug. 
 
    ‘I wish she would tell you. She’s only fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘She can’t come to much harm in the village.’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne Paxton is twenty-one,’ he said heavily. ‘And he’s the last person to be bothered that she’s under age.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying I should speak to her?’ 
 
    ‘She won’t take it from me, Isa. You’re close to her age –’ 
 
    ‘She’s your sister –’ 
 
    ‘Half-sister –’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same thing. All right then, speak to Dwayne.’ She was suddenly casual, thinking that he’d never dare approach a hunk like Dwayne Paxton, then wondering if he might at that. He could sometimes be quite stern. ‘You could threaten him,’ she suggested. ‘You work for the Council, tell him what the penalties are for sex with minors.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ He was aghast. ‘You don’t think they’re having – that they have a relationship!’ 
 
    ‘Come on, Walter! You think they sit in his truck and talk about the telly? It was you said she was under age. Under age for what? You know what’s going on; you’re blocking it out.’ 
 
    ‘I only heard last week. I wouldn’t have known then if you hadn’t told me. And all you said was they’d been seen together in his Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘That was Phoebe Metcalf; she told me.’ She grinned slyly. ‘Now there’s one who wouldn’t be bothered about speaking to Dwayne –’ 
 
    ‘Good Lord! Phoebe! I’d forgotten – Is there any news?’ 
 
    ‘If they don’t find her before dark they’re going to need as many men as they can get tomorrow.’ 
 
    He frowned, pondering. ‘I’ve got a meeting in Carlisle in the morning. In any case I can’t keep up with the team, Martin knows that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I told them – that you had a meeting tomorrow.’ 
 
    He wandered out to the garden. On this warm evening the cottage walls were giving up their stored heat of the day. There was no breeze, he could hear Sherrel’s kids playing in the beck. Too young for the beck, he thought – and try telling Sherrel that, it would be as effective as telling Gemma she was too young for boys – for men, rather. And there was Phoebe lost on the fells; young and old, suddenly everyone in Borascal seemed to be at risk. Behind him Isa shouted that his tea was ready. 
 
    It was pizza. He eyed the hot pepperoni and melting cheese without enthusiasm. Her expression hardened. 
 
    ‘I did wrong. Again.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just that, on a warm day … A salad might have been a better idea.’ 
 
    ‘Right!’ She snatched up the pizza, stalked to the kitchen and the lid of the pedal bin crashed back against the wall. He smothered a sigh, crossed to the ornate bread cupboard that took up one side of the living room and reached for the bottle of Glenlivet. At the sink, adding a few drops of water to his modest measure of malt, he saw that she was trying to slice a tomato with a blunt knife. There were wilted lettuce leaves on a plate, obviously unwashed. He went back to the bread cupboard and topped up his drink, trusting that a stiff measure would neutralize the bacteria in unwashed lettuce. And suddenly, unbidden and unwelcome, the memory of a recent television drama surfaced: the wife adding aconite to horseradish sauce to accompany the beef for her husband’s dinner. He shook his head; he was watching the wrong kind of television. 
 
    ‘When did the team come down?’ he asked as she slammed a plate on the table. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Did they?’ 
 
    ‘Well, how did they tell you I might be needed?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got mobiles!’ There was a pause. ‘Actually Martin called.’ 
 
    ‘Called here? Then why did he come down?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how Mountain Rescue works! All I know is he came here and said they needed more people tomorrow. You don’t have to go if you can’t keep up.’ 
 
    ‘Martin said that!’ 
 
    ‘No – well – I mean, it didn’t sound all that urgent.’ She knew she had gone too far. 
 
    He studied her, savouring the whisky, conscious of the brilliance of the evening, the heady scent of wisteria, all heightened perceptions … ‘He didn’t come for that,’ he said. 
 
    She swallowed. ‘So what did he come for?’ 
 
    He thought how pretty she was when she showed emotion, even fear. He sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter?’ she shrilled. ‘What are you insinuating?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not insinuating anything. I’m wondering what brought him down from the hill. Where’s the rest of the team?’ 
 
    She was confused. ‘Still out,’ she said weakly. ‘He left them on Blaze Fell.’ Her tone quickened: ‘He had to drive the Land Rover round to meet them on the other side.’ 
 
    She eyed him hopefully. ‘That’s why he came down. He called here just as an afterthought – to tell me you were needed.’ 
 
    He smiled, not unkindly. ‘You’re not an afterthought, love. Not to anyone.’ 
 
    The property called Blind Keld had been bought by incomers who planned to use the house as a holiday home and to let the land for grazing. Local firms were doing the renovating and Dwayne Paxton was employed on the less specialized work. At the moment he was rebuilding the garden wall; that was when Gemma didn’t arrive and they retired to the master bedroom, a bare place smelling of plaster and new wood, empty except for Dwayne’s sleeping bag on the parquet floor. 
 
    At twenty-one the local Don Juan had the kind of chiselled features and cool green eyes that could have been used to sell any upmarket product and, as if that weren’t enough, he had the body of a young Stallone but, alas, the intelligence of an ape, and Gemma was growing tired of him. This evening at Blind Keld she sat up, ran her fingers through her hair and contemplated the valley, or as much of it as she could see through the fancy iron railings outside the french windows. She had violet eyes, hair like blonde chrysanthemum petals, and purple nails. She wore a necklace of moonstones and lapis lazuli and nothing else. 
 
    ‘You got a back like a boy,’ he said lazily, propped on one elbow on the sleeping bag. 
 
    Her mind was elsewhere. ‘She’s not going to stay much longer.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Isa. She hates him.’ After a moment she added, ‘Hates me too.’ 
 
    ‘Why’d she marry him?’ 
 
    Gemma shrugged. ‘Walter’s got a white collar job and she’d have thought he’d have cash. Her brothers are lorry drivers.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing’s wrong with it, but our house is a step up from a back street in Carlisle.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing happens here though. She wants to party, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course she does, she’s a townie. And Walter’s not what you’d call sexy. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to go to bed with him.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s she getting it then?’ 
 
    ‘Who knows? You maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft, woman. I’ve got you.’ 
 
    ‘Dream on, Dwayne Paxton; I’m my own woman, not yours, nor anyone else’s. I’m hungry, I’m going home.’ 
 
    She stood up, pulling on her jeans and T-shirt, not in any particular hurry, merely finished with him for this evening, and needing to eat. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    ‘Bless you,’ Eleanor exclaimed as Miss Pink poured the whisky. ‘I’m dead on my feet. By three o’clock I had to start baking again and they were eating the scones straight out of the oven. By six there was only tea but by then everyone left because the Lamb was open.’ 
 
    They were in Jollybeard’s kitchen, pint mugs of tea before them and an almost empty bottle of The Macallan. A thrush was singing full throttle in the garden, watched intently from the window sill by Cooper, the marmalade cat. 
 
    ‘How did you manage with only one waitress?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t ask. Sherrel was sick and her mother came. I don’t make a habit of employing Misella but today was exceptional. Anyway the press and the tourists were too excited to notice who was waiting on them.’ 
 
    ‘Something wrong with her?’ 
 
    Eleanor looked uncomfortable. ‘Not really. It’s just that she’s not exactly tearoom material. Doesn’t change to come up here and she smells of babies – and – well, they’re – they were travelling people, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Travelling – ?’ 
 
    ‘Gypsy types. Look, I’m not prejudiced; I employ Sherrel, for heaven’s sake, but Misella – I mean – handling food and so on …’ She snatched at her whisky and drank rather than sipped. 
 
    ‘This must be the family in the cottage on the beck,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘I can hear children playing down there. How did they come to settle in Borascal?’ 
 
    Eleanor got up to move the kettle off the hotplate. With her back to the visitor she started to fidget with a tea towel. She turned and said quickly, ‘With all those children it was better to settle. They do that: the travellers. The children can go to school.’ There was an air of defiance about her. 
 
    ‘And the father continues to travel,’ Miss Pink said politely. 
 
    ‘There’s no father.’ Eleanor’s shoulders dropped. ‘Different fathers,’ she added, ‘which makes it worse. They survive on benefit.’ 
 
    ‘You contribute. The mother – grandmother – would have done well for tips today.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t make up for the weeks of lost custom –’ Eleanor stopped suddenly. 
 
    ‘I know about the salmonella.’ Miss Pink was full of sympathy. ‘That was a shocking thing to happen. Have you any idea who was responsible?’ 
 
    Eleanor’s face crumpled. ‘No one. I’ve gone over and over it in my mind. Personally I think it was a joke.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t funny.’ Miss Pink thought about it. ‘Perhaps you’re right. There’s a certain kind of twisted mind that derives amusement from inflicting cruelty. Perhaps he – or she – would get relief that way. Relief from what? Unbearable pressure? It could be.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound like anyone in Borascal. We’re a pretty stolid lot.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyebrows rose a fraction. Cooper stood up, stretched luxuriously and jumped down into the garden. 
 
    ‘He’s gone to see if she’s come home.’ Eleanor looked forlorn. ‘And there’s still no sign of her anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘If mountaineers refuse to stop going on the hill, at some point this is bound to happen.’ 
 
    ‘But there’s nothing wrong with her! Well, apart from her eyes and a touch of arthritis, but we all –’ 
 
    ‘What about her eyes?’ 
 
    ‘She has cataracts. She wears those reactive glasses but she can see perfectly well. She still drives.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was thoughtful. ‘Even then,’ she murmured, ‘and with stiff joints, even if she had fallen, they’d have found her. On the other hand I’m sure they didn’t have time to search properly. Suppose there had been a rock fall?’ 
 
    ‘Melinda! There are no cliffs around here. And she didn’t go into the central fells because she had to be back to feed Cooper. I tell you there are no cliffs except in that gully above Closewater, and you said they were searching there.’ 
 
    ‘There are cliffs in the quarry.’ 
 
    ‘But you said the team went there too. Anyway, why should she go in the quarry?’ 
 
    ‘To look for a rare flower, or a fern … suppose she’d seen a peregrine’s nest? She had a camera because she was going to photograph – Eleanor, the orchids are finished; vehicles have crushed them into the peat. They’ll never recover.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s a disaster! Can’t any of them be saved?’ 
 
    ‘One or two perhaps. Blamire suggested they might be transplanted to a safe site.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an idea but I doubt that they’d take. That track has become far too popular for off-road vehicles. It should be banned to all traffic; even horses can damage fragile ecosystems. Yes, we should try to save the remaining orchids. And you met Martin; he’s a good chap, something of a local hero.’ She was beaming. 
 
    ‘So his wife gave me to understand. Role models.’ In the face of the other’s surprise Miss Pink elaborated: ‘For the local youth. One rescuer put it to me that becoming a member of a rescue team is an alternative to joining a gang. Glamorous too, and by the time new recruits discover that bringing a casualty down on a stormy winter’s night is sheer hard labour they’re caught up in the camaraderie. Not so different from a gang actually. And, of course, the team leader is a god. Blamire’s wife seems to think so. A very tough girl, I imagine.’ 
 
    Eleanor nodded. ‘She adores him. They make a fine couple, don’t you think? It’s amusing in these times to find a powerful woman: the epitome of a feminist, you’d say, in thrall to her man.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s jaw dropped. ‘In thrall?’ 
 
    Eleanor blushed. ‘ “La belle dame sans merci”? “Has me in thrall”?’ 
 
    ‘You have it the wrong way round; it’s Jean Blamire who’s in thrall, not her husband.’ 
 
    ‘No matter. It’s the “thrall” bit I like. What does it mean?’ 
 
    ‘Shackled.’ 
 
    A faint rumble seemed to permeate the thick walls. ‘Plane?’ Eleanor hazarded. 
 
    ‘Thunder. It was too hot this afternoon, you could feel something brewing. It’s only a summer storm: soon over.’ But Miss Pink was thinking that if Phoebe were alive and injured, a drenching could prove the last straw. 
 
    ‘I do wish Misella wouldn’t let the little ones play in the beck,’ Eleanor said. ‘The water rises too quickly in a storm.’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite high at the moment. I had to wade the stream above the quarry. There’s a drowned sheep plastered against the watergate. Where does Borascal get its water?’ 
 
    ‘Not that side, fortunately. There’s a reservoir across the dale that supplies our water. Jacob grazes the ground above the quarry. He’ll have to move that sheep; it’s disgusting, actually in the beck, you say? Phoebe will go mad. It’s one of her bêtes noires: Jacob leaving sheep out to rot. It’s all right on the tops where the eagles can get at them but in water? Never.’ 
 
    ‘Mabel said something about her husband having confrontations with Phoebe.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Where most of us would write to the Council about abuses, even make anonymous phone calls, Phoebe wades straight in: unburied animals, drums of sheep dip in his tip – I tell you, if Martin Blamire’s the local hero, Phoebe’s our resident fury: goes marching in like a dragon breathing fire. She’s afraid of no one.’ 
 
    ‘And of nothing?’ Miss Pink muttered. Their eyes met across the table. ‘Is she a keen photographer?’ 
 
    ‘Why? She’s a very good one. Come, I’ll show you.’ 
 
    Miss Pink followed her into the tearoom where subtle Lakeland watercolours were foils to one black and white print. The viewer looked down through the shadowed walls of a chasm to the sunlit floor of a dale. 
 
    ‘That’s the quarry!’ Miss Pink exclaimed. ‘I love the contrast in the lighting.’ 
 
    ‘I said she’s good.’ 
 
    Miss Pink continued to stare at the print. ‘I’m going up there.’ 
 
    ‘But they searched –’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t have the time to make a proper job of it. And look at that’ – indicating the picture – ‘good photographers are always going back to sensational subjects. With the mist evaporating yesterday afternoon the lighting effects would have been thrilling. I think she could have gone into the quarry.’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe, but you can’t go up there on your own, and I can’t come with you tomorrow; we’ll be crowded out as the word spreads.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be careful. I’m not about to do any climbing – and you’ll know where I’ve gone.’ She was walking to the door as she spoke and suddenly she pulled up short. ‘Damn! Look at that!’ 
 
    Great cumulus clouds were boiling up the sky, showing over the tops of the sycamores, expanding as they watched. Thunder muttered among the western fells. Eleanor inhaled sharply. 
 
    ‘Oh, poor Phoebe! This could finish her. Is there nothing we can do?’ 
 
    ‘We can go to the quarry. Now.’ 
 
    They were forestalled. When they reached the turning circle at the head of the dale they found two Mountain Rescue vehicles and a police car parked there. As they stood beside Miss Pink’s Peugeot, sniffing the stagnant air, speculating on which way the searchers had gone, men approached the quarry gate from the far side, walking without haste. Obviously they had found nothing. They were a second team that had been called in to assist the local men. Not unkindly, having sized up Miss Pink’s workmanlike gear, they said that they had searched the quarry meticulously; definitely Phoebe wasn’t there. The consensus now was that she’d gone north from Closewater. 
 
    One of the police officers was a woman wearing an anorak and trainers. Seeing Miss Pink’s expression when it was suggested that a walker could deviate so far from her proposed route she mistook scepticism for concern. ‘She could be in a barn,’ she said reassuringly. ‘If she broke her ankle, say, she might have taken shelter and be waiting for rescue.’ 
 
    Eleanor stirred, started to protest and stopped. Miss Pink tried to visualize a feisty little mountaineer in a barn with an injured ankle waiting for rescue. 
 
    ‘Nothing more we can do tonight,’ the team leader said. ‘Blamire’s covered the far side of Blaze and the eastern fells. Tomorrow we’ll concentrate on the ground north of Closewater.’ 
 
    ‘She’d have crawled down!’ Eleanor exclaimed as they settled themselves in the Peugeot for the return. ‘No way would she have holed up in a barn. And there aren’t any barns between here and Gowk. And she didn’t go into the central fells, she had to be back at six for Cooper.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The storm struck at ten o’clock. The wind came first, roaring up the dale like an approaching train, lashing the trees and beating down tall garden plants, stakes and all. The air was full of flying leaves and twigs. Lightning slashed the gloom and in Phoebe’s woodshed Cooper’s nerve broke and he made a dash for the nearest house, Ashgill, where Miss Pink dried him with a towel, crooning reassurance, and allowed him to sleep on her bed. 
 
    The morning was a sweet contrast: noisy with birds – those that weren’t more concerned with grooming and warming their backs in the sun; trees dripped like rain but already the lawns were steaming, people waiting a while before going out to salvage what they could of beaten lupins and columbine. Down in the bottom the Rutting Beck rushed between its banks, coloured amber from the peat. 
 
    At Sunder Misella tied a clean apron over her rusty black frock and made for the door. ‘And don’t you let none of ’em near that water,’ she flung at Sherrel who was feeding the baby. ‘Not Bobby neither. Send him up to Sleylands where he can’t come to no harm.’ 
 
    Curled on the sofa, his mouth full of peanut butter sandwich, Bobby nodded quick agreement without taking his eyes off the television screen. But unlike his siblings he wasn’t watching Kilroy, he was avoiding eye contact with his grandmother. Bobby was dyslexic but as if to compensate he had a vivid imagination. He knew that if he were to meet Misella’s eye she’d see that he was thinking that it was market day and Jacob would be in town. Giving her time to get out of sight, and waiting until his mother had gone into the kitchen, he slipped out of the door and through the front gate, closing it silently behind him. 
 
    The lane was empty, gleaming with long puddles and stretches of silt marked only by a squirrel’s prints and Misella’s shoes. Halfway to the road there was a gap low in the hedge; it had been made by a badger and enlarged by Bobby and it was one of his private runs. He dropped down, nimble as a weasel, and squeezed through to the bank of the beck. He stopped, his eyes alight. 
 
    Misella wasn’t being over-cautious when she stressed the dangers of high water but Bobby was one of those rare children: traveller’s child, country boy, who, if not old enough to think laterally, had an animal’s instinctive fear of elemental power. So his initial delight in the flood was followed by boredom and he wandered a short distance upstream scowling, trying to think what options were left if playing in the beck was impossible, and there was no one at Sleylands. He didn’t count Mabel. 
 
    The water was going down but slowly; it had been high overnight. He kicked through the litter of dead rushes that marked the limit of the flood, looking for treasures in a desultory fashion and finding nothing, but then he was on the outside of a bend. On the opposite side the bank was higher, undercut, and there was a bay and a heap of wrack that looked promising. 
 
    He didn’t consider trying to cross at this point; he ran down the near bank following a vestigial trail – a quick glance round as he came to the footbridge below the Fat Lamb – and he was across and trotting up the far bank. Now he was on a proper footpath and saw that there was someone ahead, the mud marked by a cleated boot. 
 
    He came to the bay and slithered down the broken bank. His face fell as he surveyed the pile of plant debris which he saw now was caught about a plastic feed sack. Jacob threw rubbish in the beck when he didn’t tip in the woods. Bobby kicked the pile apart and, finding nothing more than a broken styrofoam beaker, he threw the empty sack in the water and turned to climb the bank. A pale object caught his eye: the brim of a cap. 
 
    It was soaked of course but, turning it in his hands, he was enthralled. Even dark and wet he could see that it wasn’t old: a blue denim cap with a pale brim – different from the cheap caps his mates wore. The picture (as he thought of it) was extraordinary, even to an eight-year-old. There were mountains and little trees and a big bird; there was a bear and a wolf: all minuscule but distinct. There were some letters too but he ignored those, he couldn’t read. Under the pale brim there was the other kind of writing (he could recognize a difference between letters and figures) and this had a vaguely familiar look to it … 
 
    ‘Bobby Lee?’ a voice said. 
 
    He whipped the cap behind his back and gaped at a large old lady on top of the bank. He nodded dumbly. How long had she been watching? Had she seen him throw the sack in the beck? That was littering, they said so at school. 
 
    ‘I am Miss Pink,’ she announced chattily. ‘You’re from Sunder. What have you got there?’ 
 
    ‘Me ’at.’ He gulped. ‘I dropped un in t’beck.’ Mouth pursed in defiance he slammed it on his head, the wrong way round. 
 
    ‘No school?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘It’s half-term, miss.’ He could have kicked himself, thinking she was a teacher. She couldn’t be; a teacher would have known it was half-term. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Of course. You were driving Mr Swinburn’s tractor yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘Not driving.’ He was quick. ‘Just sitting on it like.’ His confidence returning, he added loftily, ‘I help out when un needs an extra hand.’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t pursue the matter of the tractor. She frowned at the beck. ‘Where did you cross?’ 
 
    He gestured downstream. ‘There’s a bridge.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ She regarded him thoughtfully. Too thoughtfully. She was wondering what he was doing on this side of the beck. 
 
    He shifted his feet. ‘There’s me mam! I gotta go now.’ 
 
    He clawed his way up the bank trying to keep as much distance as possible between them, and set off down the path – too fast – slipping a little in his trainers. She followed slowly. Her hearing was good and she knew that no one had called him. What was making him so nervous? Was it that reference to driving the tractor, or was it that he shouldn’t have been playing on this side of the beck? Or was it merely because he’d dropped his good hat in the water? 
 
    The plastic feed sack floated down the Rutting Beck provoking rage in Tom Howe, resignation in his wife. Ardent conservationists, the Howes carried bin bags and collected litter on their walks. Tom, thin and volatile, whose tendency to ulcers had prompted early retirement from the violence of inner-city classrooms, was feeling particularly frustrated. They hadn’t long moved into their cottage below Borascal and had planned to watch kingfishers this morning, but the storm had put paid to that. No bird could feed in this opaque water, even the dippers were sitting tight until it cleared. Then the feed sack came by and Tom erupted. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t have to be Jacob,’ Patsy said comfortably; she had a soft spot for Mabel and her free range eggs. ‘They all throw rubbish in the beck,’ she went on – which wasn’t true but it was second nature to remain calm in the face of her husband’s tirades, so bad for his stomach. ‘Is that a buzzard?’ she asked quickly, aiming for distraction. 
 
    ‘Sounds like one.’ He was grudging. Now that they were retired and looked upon themselves as genuine country folk instead of city types who owned a holiday cottage, they were taking up Nature seriously. He couldn’t ignore a buzzard. 
 
    ‘There it goes,’ Patsy whispered as a large shape crossed the line of the beck, oddly sinister glimpsed through the leaf canopy. 
 
    Downstream from Borascal the water ran through straggling woodland: alders on the banks, ashes and oaks on drained slopes above. The alders had been deep in the water and when the level dropped, all the scourings of the dale were left tangled in low branches: mats of dead vegetation, old posts and planks, more plastic. 
 
    ‘He’s landed,’ Patsy said, nudging Tom’s arm. ‘There should be a nest. They’ll be feeding young, won’t they?’ A motherly soul, she treated him as she’d treated the children, and it worked. 
 
    ‘It’s still calling.’ He transferred his attention from the storm debris to the sky. A shape glided clean of the foliage. ‘That’s no buzzard!’ His voice rose. ‘Look, see its tail? It’s forked.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the kite!’ Patsy gasped. Some distraction this. 
 
    ‘Oh, my God!’ His eyes were shining. She hesitated, blinking, biting her lip. Should she try to put the brake on? But this was pleasure, not a negative emotion. In any event, he was rushing along the bank. 
 
    ‘You’re making too much noise!’ She tried to call softly, he was going to drive the birds away. 
 
    He did. One took off, then the other, but at this point the trees on the opposite bank had been felled. A field of oats came right to the beck and the watchers had a clear view of two birds like large buzzards but with the unmistakable cleft tail. They floated across the oats to land on a dead elm. Two pairs of binoculars rose simultaneously. 
 
    After a while Patsy said, ‘They’re waiting. They have to be nesting here. They want to come back.’ He said nothing. She tried again. ‘The young birds will be getting cold.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. It’s the end of May. They’ll be fully feathered.’ 
 
    Patsy started to stroll upstream, trying to remember where kites nested: rock faces or trees? 
 
    A crow flapped across the beck cawing angrily. Crows’ nests, that was it; big raptors used unoccupied crows’ nests. So this crow was trying to regain its old nest? Or the kites wanted to raise a second brood and they were after an occupied crows’ nest? There was indeed something big in an alder ahead but it was too low for a nest; it could have been around high water mark last night. Which was how debris came to be snagged there – and that explained the kites and a carrion crow: all scavengers. A drowned sheep hung in the branches, hindquarters dangling, something large but curiously familiar at the end of the legs. 
 
    Fascinated, mesmerized by such a common object in so alien a position, too disorientated to call to Tom, she advanced step by cautious step and stopped, quite close, close enough for her brain finally to name the object on the hoofs that her eyes refused to identify – or wouldn’t. It was a boot. 
 
    No sheep. Coldly and carefully she traced the upward line of a gaitered leg, then came a litter of dead rushes but a shape showing through, little larger than a sheep. No head was visible or at least she couldn’t make one out, and thinking that there might not be one, she retreated thoughtfully, wondering how she was going to distract Tom in this situation. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    At eleven thirty Isa Lambert was in the Lamb, Honeyman having trawled the village in an effort to find someone, anyone, to help out in view of the expected influx of customers on the second day of the search. Sure enough, half an hour after opening the bar was overflowing, people not only sitting outside at the tables but lining the wall on the far side of the road. Drifting across the tarmac they gave the scene the air of a French place rather than a thoroughfare. Honeyman was beaming and even Dorcas looked smug. As for Isa, carefully groomed but becomingly flushed, wearing a blue frock with bootlace straps and gold sandals, she pranced between tables and the bar, happily aware of speculative glances and the way the frock clung to her skin in the heat. Absorbed in the bustle of a mainly masculine atmosphere she ignored the women and didn’t even notice that one was so old she couldn’t possibly be a reporter despite the fact that she was sitting with three of them. 
 
    Miss Pink, who had no aversion to sharing a picnic table, sipped her vermouth on the rocks and listened to the gossip. This was an idle moment but unlooked for. She could formulate no plan of action. With so many young fit searchers on the hill she would be redundant; on the other hand to walk, as she had done earlier this morning, seemed heartless in the circumstances. Like the reporters she was waiting for something to happen. 
 
    More holidaymakers arrived: bursting with the news that there were divers in the beck not a mile below the village. The Lamb emptied, leaving only Miss Pink, the Honeymans, Isa and the new arrivals: two smart young fellows who went in the bar. Miss Pink drifted after them. 
 
    ‘But why divers?’ Isa was asking. 
 
    ‘Apparently the body’s caught up,’ one of the strangers told her with relish. 
 
    ‘She’ll have been washed down in t’flood,’ Dorcas said, as if it was an everyday occurrence. 
 
    Isa shook her head in disbelief. ‘How could she?’ 
 
    ‘You know her?’ Miss Pink asked. The girl turned blank eyes on her. ‘Phoebe Metcalf?’ Miss Pink’s tone was soft, too soft; the girl’s eyes rolled and she crumpled, one of the young men having just time enough to catch her head before it struck the stone floor. 
 
    ‘Now look what you done,’ Honeyman told Miss Pink, evidently amused. 
 
    ‘Put her on t’settle,’ Dorcas ordered, emerging from the bar to push Isa’s head to her knees. 
 
    The girl recovered quickly but she stared blankly through rather than at them, pushing away the brandy offered by Honeyman. After a while she said weakly, ‘I never knew anyone who died before.’ 
 
    ‘I have to go and tell Miss Salkeld,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘You know her too?’ Honeyman was astonished. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you a reporter?’ Isa said. ‘No, of course not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m staying at Ashgill.’ Miss Pink frowned. ‘Why do you assume it’s Phoebe? We don’t know that it’s her.’ 
 
    ‘No one else is missing,’ Dorcas said. ‘We’ll know soon enough.’ 
 
    After a while a few people drifted back. The body hadn’t been identified but it was that of a little woman, very old, dressed like a walker, except that she’d lost a boot. No one had any doubt that it was Phoebe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mabel Swinburn was washing eggs when the newsflash came through on the local radio: not that it was Phoebe but that the search was being called off, the body of en elderly woman having been found drowned in a flooded beck. Mabel’s hands were still as she stared through the open window to the Closewater track where Phoebe had passed two days ago and waved to Jacob but didn’t speak. And Jacob and young Bobby had gone off in the opposite direction … 
 
    Her son-in-law’s old van appeared in the yard gateway and rattled over the cobbles. Time they had a decent car, she thought distractedly as her daughter emerged, waved, and strode to the back door. 
 
    ‘You heard t’news?’ Mabel was tense. 
 
    ‘No. What?’ 
 
    ‘Phoebe. They found her in t’beck.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Mum! Drowned, you mean? That’s horrible. How did it happen? That poor little lady. You’d never expect it, would you? She was so nimble.’ 
 
    Mabel shrugged and picked up an egg. ‘It would have been nice if one of us could have said goodbye.’ 
 
    Jean gaped. ‘Well – yes, but she wasn’t a relative. You mean she died all alone.’ There was a momentary silence. ‘Dad saw her. Didn’t she say anything – call out to him?’ 
 
    Mabel was studying the egg as if it had been laid by something alien. ‘Him and Bobby went in the wrong direction,’ she said dreamily, seeing the image in her mind. ‘She waved just.’ 
 
    ‘Bobby was up here on Sunday?’ 
 
    Her mother looked up, frowning. ‘No – yesterday.’ She gasped. ‘I’m going senile. It was Sunday Phoebe went by, of course. It were Miss Pink as called yesterday. Twice. She came up in the evening for eggs. A very gossipy lady.’ 
 
    ‘No, Mum, you gossip. I met her. Martin has no time for her: another accident waiting to happen, he says.’ 
 
    Mabel wasn’t listening. ‘I wonder if your dad knows. Someone at market must have picked it up.’ 
 
    Jacob, who had nothing to sell today and had come to town merely to have a pint and a crack with his cronies from other dales, was considering a pen of Swaledales when someone told him the missing woman had been found in the Rutting Beck. 
 
    ‘You were one of t’last to see her, weren’t you?’ observed Ben Thornthwaite who grazed land north of Closewater. 
 
    ‘On Borascal side,’ Jacob grunted. ‘More folk coulda seen her your way.’ He thought about that. ‘Depends on where she fell in,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Her had to go in your side if her’s in Rutting Beck,’ Ben’s lad put in aggressively, as if his father had been accused of something. Young Sammy was like that; Jacob thought the hostility must be in order to counter the effect of the gold ear-rings and the long hair. 
 
    ‘It don’t make no odds,’ Jacob said. ‘Wherever she went in she were too old to be on t’fell. Eighty! Asking for trouble.’ 
 
    ‘She got it.’ Bored, young Sammy slouched away to the Saracen’s Head. His father turned with slow deliberation to the sheep. ‘Poor lot here,’ he said dismissively and they moved on to the next pen. 
 
    Martin Blamire was searching a dale north of Closewater, heading towards the central fells. The call came through at midday – to the relief of the team who had been expecting it in view of Phoebe’s age, although the manner of it was somewhat surprising. However, it wasn’t a rare occurrence; people might cross a beck in the morning, then there’d be a storm and a few hours later the stream would be impassable but folk still tried to wade it. 
 
    ‘Where did she have to cross a beck on the way down from Gowk?’ someone asked. 
 
    ‘She went over Blaze,’ a voice said firmly. ‘Then she’d have to keep crossing becks on the way down as she looked for dryer ground on t’other side or came to side streams.’ 
 
    ‘Storm didn’t break till ten,’ someone said. 
 
    They started to return to the vehicles, speculating as they went, Martin coming last with his deputy, Strickland. 
 
    ‘Not a bad way to go,’ Stricky said. ‘Hopefully she hit her head first.’ 
 
    Martin was startled. ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘So she didn’t know she was drowning, man! But then the cold water might bring her round.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the way she’d want to go,’ Martin said, ignoring the last words. ‘These old climbers: they’re all the same, determined not to die in bed. You have to admire them.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to keep going,’ Eleanor protested. ‘If I sit still I shall think.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had just made a fresh pot of tea. ‘At least sit down to drink this,’ she pleaded. ‘Misella! Come and have some tea.’ 
 
    Misella came in from the empty tearoom with a loaded tray. All the customers had left for the Lamb or the scene of the recovery operation lower down the dale. Deft and powerful, she balanced the heavy tray on the edge of the sink and unloaded the used crockery. She sat down at the table and waited expectantly for Miss Pink to pass the brandy bottle. Sugar was spooned into mugs. They all knew about sugar for shock. Hot alcohol fumes filled the kitchen. Outside a woodpecker laughed crazily. 
 
    Misella said, ‘The body had to go by our place.’ She looked at Miss Pink. ‘What time would that be?’ 
 
    ‘You should go home to Sherrel,’ Miss Pink said. ‘She has to be told and it’s better coming from you. Isn’t that so, Miss Salkeld?’ 
 
    Eleanor’s face was drawn with misery. She said emptily, ‘There’s nothing to do here. Go home, Misella. I’ll send for you when things get back to normal.’ She shuddered. 
 
    ‘She were very old,’ Misella said. ‘She’d had a long life.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still a shock,’ Miss Pink reminded her, staring pointedly at the woman’s mug, willing her to drink up and leave. 
 
    ‘Shall I close the door?’ Misella asked, indicating the front room. ‘Mark of respect like,’ and then, abruptly: ‘Here, we got a customer. It’s the police, mum!’ It was a whispered hiss and carried a strong note of concern, even fear. Bobby, her grandson: he had been nervous too, on the beckside. 
 
    The policewoman they’d met yesterday appeared in the doorway, in uniform now, although in shirt-sleeves. Calm eyes observed them – and the brandy bottle – but there was no lack of sympathy in her tone. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, ladies’ – afternoon? thought Miss Pink, what happened to the morning? – ‘I think you’ve heard the bad news.’ 
 
    Misella had stood up; the others remained seated, Eleanor withdrawn in the face of this unwonted interruption, Miss Pink resigned. ‘Is it Phoebe?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘That’s what I’ve come about.’ The woman looked at the teapot suggestively. 
 
    Eleanor made no move. ‘Sit down,’ Miss Pink ordered. ‘Misella, get the officer a mug and then …’ She left it hanging. 
 
    ‘You’ll be Miss Salkeld,’ the woman said pleasantly. 
 
    ‘No, I’m Melinda Pink. This is Miss Salkeld. We’ve all had a nasty shock.’ 
 
    The hint worked. ‘I’m sorry!’ Eleanor exclaimed, coming to life. ‘What must you be thinking of me? Thank you, Misella’ – as the woman poured tea for the visitor. ‘Please help yourself to brandy if you’re allowed …’ 
 
    ‘I’m Sergeant Winder, from Bailrigg.’ She smiled and declined the brandy. Behind her back Misella slipped out of the kitchen, quiet despite her size, Miss Pink observing her departure without expression. 
 
    ‘We need identification,’ Winder said. ‘Are there relatives, d’you know?’ 
 
    Eleanor was bewildered. ‘Cousins,’ she ventured. ‘She came from East Anglia originally: Norwich way. She was an only child so there’d be no nieces or nephews, and cousins could be old; probably there are only distant ones left.’ 
 
    ‘Then’ – the sergeant looked from her to Miss Pink and back – ‘would you be willing … one of you?’ 
 
    ‘I never met her,’ Miss Pink admitted. ‘I’m on holiday here. I only arrived on Saturday.’ She frowned fiercely, trying to think who else might have known Phoebe well enough … 
 
    ‘I’ll do it,’ Eleanor said. ‘Someone has to, and there’s no one else.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll drive you.’ Miss Pink was firm. 
 
    ‘I have a car outside.’ Winder smiled, equally firm. 
 
    ‘We’ll take my car.’ Miss Pink stood up. ‘We have things to do.’ 
 
    The sergeant wondered what this formidable old bat had been in her working life: hospital matron, prison governor, police? 
 
    Miss Pink had lied; they had nothing to do in Bailrigg town other than view the body where it had been placed in the mortuary attached to the hospital. It was, of course, Phoebe; they had been prepared for that but unprepared for the cleanliness of everything: not the surroundings so much as the body which looked as if it had been carefully washed. In a sense it had been: by the beck. Phoebe looked like a shrunken wax witch. 
 
    ‘She had shrunk,’ Eleanor acknowledged on the drive home. ‘She said that the vertebrae impact with age. She had back trouble. She didn’t rock climb any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Poor balance?’ murmured Miss Pink, her eyes on the road. 
 
    ‘Could be. Maybe she missed her footing as she tried to jump across the beck.’ 
 
    ‘Which beck?’ 
 
    Eleanor made no response and there was silence in the car until Miss Pink, seeking a fresh topic, said with casual amusement, ‘The Lee family don’t hang around when Authority appears.’ 
 
    Eleanor blinked as she sought to change mental gear. 
 
    ‘The Lee family?’ 
 
    ‘I met Bobby by the beck this morning. He would see me as Authority no doubt. He was nervous as a wildcat. And Misella wasn’t slow in leaving when the police arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Bobby’s always up to some mischief.’ Eleanor shifted in her seat. ‘We’ve all got something to hide.’ 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed astonishment, then thought better of it. ‘You have?’ she asked in wonder. 
 
    ‘Not me, no. Nor you, of course. I mean, people like the Lees.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning one-parent families. Because Bobby has no father to keep him in order.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Bobby has –’ There was an audible gasp. 
 
    ‘Has what?’ Miss Pink asked brightly. 
 
    ‘He’s got Misella She keeps them all in order, including Sherrel. A matriarch, you know’?’ 
 
    That wasn’t what she had been going to say. Bobby had – what? And what secrets did Misella the matriarch have? This wasn’t the moment to push Eleanor in a direction she was loath to go. Miss Pink changed the subject again and wondered if they might take an excursion tomorrow, Eleanor wouldn’t want to open the tearoom. They might visit a stately home, gardens; what would she like to do? 
 
    ‘Sleep,’ she said. ‘Get drunk and go to bed.’ Apparently she could see no further than the immediate future. 
 
    And so it happened that at five o’clock, taking a last look round the kitchen, having seen her friend to bed – not drunk but exhausted – Miss Pink was alone downstairs at Jollybeard when Sergeant Winder returned with the request for a statement relating to Eleanor’s knowledge of Phoebe Metcalf. 
 
    No, Miss Pink said, not inviting the woman to sit down, Miss Salkeld was deeply asleep after taking a couple of tablets; the statement would have to wait until tomorrow, there was no urgency. She ended on a subtle note of inquiry. 
 
    ‘Not urgency exactly,’ Winder admitted. ‘It’s just that we’d like to know more about the deceased’s state of health, who her doctor was and so on.’ 
 
    Immediately Miss Pink was on the defensive, sensing ageism, defending the dead woman. ‘There was nothing wrong with her health,’ she said angrily, dismissing the thought of cataracts, arthritis, a bad back. ‘Anyone could make a mistake in judgement when crossing a flooded stream. Why, even fit young men drown –’ She stopped, aware of stridency. 
 
    ‘She may not have drowned,’ Winder said quickly, daunted by such vehemence, seeing she’d touched a nerve. 
 
    ‘But she was –’ Miss Pink checked and was suddenly tense. ‘How did she die?’ 
 
    Winder bit her lip and tried for damage limitation. ‘We won’t know until they’ve done the autopsy but you see, at her age she could have fallen in the beck.’ 
 
    ‘Or fallen over when she was wading. That’s obvious, but she didn’t mean to …’ Miss Pink tailed off. Mean to what? ‘Why ask about her state of health? Something’s been discovered – during a preliminary examination?’ 
 
    ‘The skull is fractured.’ Miss Pink’s eyes widened. 
 
    Winder swallowed. ‘And that’s all I know. She fell – could have fallen – from a height. A stroke maybe. If so they’ll find out –’ 
 
    ‘Her arteries must have been as sound as yours.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you did know her.’ 
 
    ‘I know what she did. I never met her. You’re saying she died, then fell in the beck?’ 
 
    Winder’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you saying?’ She hesitated, choosing her words now. ‘Miss Salkeld said there was no one else who could identify her, meaning she had no friends here?’ The slightest emphasis. ‘You say you know what she did; you mean climbing mountains, but do you know what she did in the village: how she got on with her neighbours?’ 
 
    She was a bloody-minded little termagent, Miss Pink thought, and what this woman wanted to know was: did Phoebe have any enemies? ‘She kept herself to herself,’ she said with the doltish air of a villager closing the door on gossip. 
 
    Gemma was with Dwayne at Blind Keld moodily watching him at work on the garden wall. A transistor played at full volume so when the newsflash interrupted the music there was no question of their missing it. 
 
    At the announcement that the body of an elderly woman had been found Dwayne froze with a large rock still in his hands. They stared at each other, their expressions identical and vulnerable. 
 
    Gemma recovered first, closing her eyes slowly, opening them, cool again, studying his face. He dropped the stone with a crack. 
 
    ‘So?’ she prompted. 
 
    ‘She won’t trouble us no longer.’ 
 
    She scowled. ‘She never did trouble me. Oh!’ She forced a laugh. ‘You never said. Don’t tell me she got on to you about me! She threatened you? Or did she try blackmail?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t talk daft.’ 
 
    ‘What was it then? Dwayne Paxton, you’ve been up to something. You can tell me, ’fact, I’m the only one you can tell. Come on, you know you’re going to sometime.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘It were nothing. I mean that!’ – seeing her scepticism. ‘Everyone does it: takes cash for a job. Who’s going to bank a cheque? Leaves a trail, don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe this. You’re saying she threatened you because of some bit of income tax fraud?’ 
 
    ‘Take off! Here’s Birkett; there’ll be hell to pay if he sees you.’ A van turned in from the road and started up the drive. 
 
    ‘He’s not going to sack you, I just brought you your dinner, didn’t I?’ All the same she slipped round the side of the house and through the buildings. She could have stayed, defying both him and his boss, but her heart wasn’t in it. Phoebe had died and Dwayne was rattled, enough that she was uncertain where she might stand herself, being associated with him. She started to work her way across the pastures to the village, feeling that it would be comforting to talk to someone older, someone adult. Dwayne was still wet behind the ears. 
 
    Miss Pink was working on a bed of oriental poppies, staking the least damaged, salvaging what she could after the storm, feeling guilty that she hadn’t done it before but then, with Phoebe missing … It seemed strange to return to everyday life: staking poppies in the company of a sleepy cat. Cooper was lounging on the drystone wall that divided her property from that of the Blamires. He seemed quite contented at the moment although she guessed that he returned often to his home to see if Phoebe had come back. She wondered what would happen to that cottage. Of course there would be a will … 
 
    There was a sudden rush like a foot charge and Cooper was up on his toes, every hair on end and spitting like a cobra at something on the Blamires’ side. 
 
    ‘Whisk! For God’s sake!’ 
 
    Jean Blamire’s face appeared, looking to see whether she should be apologetic or amused. She was half-stooped, holding the collie. 
 
    Miss Pink had straightened. ‘No harm done,’ she said comfortably. ‘Cooper looks as if he can take care of himself.’ 
 
    ‘I know he can. Whisk was bluffing. He’s scared stiff of Cooper.’ Jean pushed back her mass of chestnut hair and looked contrite. ‘You’re looking after him? That’s sweet of you.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been commuting since Sunday.’ Miss Pink couldn’t take her eyes off that hair. ‘Eleanor’s gone to bed, d’you see, and I’ve locked up at Jollybeard so he had to come here.’ 
 
    ‘Eleanor’s ill?’ It was early evening, an odd time for bed. 
 
    Miss Pink realized that Jean hadn’t heard of the latest developments. She said kindly, ‘Someone had to identify the body; not a pleasant experience for anyone, let alone a friend.’ 
 
    ‘How ghastly. Eleanor did that on her own?’ 
 
    ‘No, I was with her.’ 
 
    Jean shook her head in wonder. ‘You weren’t fazed by any of that?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ It wasn’t the moment to reveal that she’d seen a lot of bodies, and many of those in a worse state than Phoebe’s. One was enough on this gentle evening. 
 
    ‘This is ridiculous,’ Jean exclaimed, ‘talking over the garden wall. Why don’t you come round and have a drink? I’m on my own.’ 
 
    Was that reassurance or a plea? Meaning my husband can’t object because he isn’t here, or I’m in need of company? 
 
    Miss Pink’s cottage was furnished impeccably from Heal’s but the Blamire place was in keeping with rural Cumbria. It was a mixture of old and not particularly good oak furniture, and the kind of post-war pieces that were once produced as ‘utility’ and which had worn badly over the decades. Seated in a shabby armchair Miss Pink accepted a glass of red wine and beamed at the huge empty fireplace with its heap of wood ash. The collie nosed at her free hand. 
 
    ‘Whisk isn’t a rescue dog then,’ she observed. ‘If he was he’d be on the hill with your husband.’ 
 
    ‘He’s an idiot – Whisk, I mean. I’ve tried to train him but it’s difficult when there are two people. Different methods.’ 
 
    ‘The search has been called off anyway,’ Miss Pink pointed out, as if that had anything to do with the dog. ‘I suppose there are things to do – what’s it called? Debriefing?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll be late tonight. The base is in Bailrigg and he has to sort out all the equipment so that they can be ready for the next call-out – which could come at any time, you never know. As the leader he’s always on call.’ 
 
    ‘Really. He must have a very sympathetic employer.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. He’s self-employed.’ 
 
    Miss Pink found the adulation excessive but she played along. ‘He’s a mountain guide?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. But mainly he’s an author. He’s written a book on the south-east Lakes, and now he’s doing the south-west quadrant. And he does features for newspapers and magazines and he reviews books; you name it and Martin’s in there beavering away.’ She drew breath, her eyes shining. ‘And he has his sights set on an outdoor activity centre staffed by some of his mates in the team.’ 
 
    Privately Miss Pink thought that another outdoor activity centre was as superfluous as another book on Lakeland but all she said was that premises might prove hard to find, and expensive. 
 
    Jean shook her head. ‘We’re lucky. My dad has to retire sometime and him and Martin have seen a way to turn things round. I mean, what with BSE and market prices there’s no point in farming any longer: not hill farming anyway. You have to diversify. We’ve started negotiating for the Change of Use for the farm. It’s no secret.’ Miss Pink was looking blank. ‘My dad’s Jacob Swinburn,’ Jean went on. ‘You get eggs from my mum.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. You mean that Sleylands would become your outdoor centre.’ 
 
    Jean grinned engagingly. ‘Of course there’s no money – yet – but bits can be sold off: houses, barns; Dad owns a raft of property. This house is his, and Sunder, but apart from land and buildings he doesn’t have a bean. However, I’m an only child.’ She said it with an odd air of defiance. 
 
    ‘Should you be telling me this?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Everyone knows. No one’s got any secrets in Borascal. We’ve all grown up together –’ She stopped and her eyelids drooped. ‘We soon find out about incomers.’ 
 
    The words passed Miss Pink by. Sunshine caught the woman’s hair so that it shone like chestnuts – like Bobby’s hair in fact. And both of them were involved with Sleylands, with Jacob. When Jean said she was the only child did she mean the only legitimate one? Was Bobby her half-brother? Miss Pink pondered. No secrets in Borascal? 
 
    ‘You haven’t told me what you do,’ Jean said, which was quite startling because until now she’d conveyed the impression of a rather silly woman subservient even in her own mind to her husband, and yet here she was taking the initiative. 
 
    ‘I write,’ Miss Pink admitted. ‘Short stories mostly.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Have you sold any?’ 
 
    Wrong question. ‘A few,’ Miss Pink said, adding smoothly, ‘I live in Cornwall and I travel. I’m fond of America.’ 
 
    The other hesitated then, ‘What brought you to Borascal?’ 
 
    ‘An advertisement in The Lady.’ Miss Pink was bland. 
 
    The collie, who had been dozing on the hearth rug, scrambled to his feet as a shadow darkened the doorway. A young girl stepped into the room: pretty, blonde, vital. 
 
    ‘Hi! There’s no one about and this place is dead.’ 
 
    She dropped into an armchair and bent her head to the dog’s. ‘How’s my old Whisk? You can’t go out ’cause that Cooper’s patrolling the lane and he’ll kill you.’ 
 
    Pointedly ignored, Miss Pink waited for the introduction. Jean said indulgently, ‘This is Gemma, our neighbour. Gemma, this is Miss Pink from Ashgill.’ 
 
    ‘Hi.’ She made no move to get up. ‘You’re Eleanor’s friend. She’s closed the tearoom, Jean.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not feeling too good.’ 
 
    Gemma shrugged. ‘Who is? Can I have some wine?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not. There’s Coke in the fridge. She’s fifteen,’ she mouthed as the girl went to the kitchen. ‘What have you been doing with yourself today?’ she asked lightly when the visitor returned to slump in the chair again, spilling her drink. Behind the patronizing tone there was a sense of tension which Miss Pink thought had less to do with her own presence than the relationship between these two. They weren’t easy with each other. 
 
    ‘I’ve been helping Dwayne build a wall at Blind Keld. I’m his mate as you might say.’ Jean threw a glance at Miss Pink. ‘He’s my friend,’ Gemma added with studied emphasis. 
 
    Jean appeared to be at a loss. Miss Pink said vaguely, ‘We’ve all had something of a shock.’ 
 
    Gemma was puzzled, then sulky. ‘I didn’t really know her.’ She caught Jean’s eye. ‘It was Dwayne she laid into, not me, and it wasn’t –’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we want to –’ Jean began. 
 
    ‘She got on everyone’s wick!’ 
 
    ‘Gemma!’ 
 
    ‘I mean, what’s it got to do with her? Interfering old bat. Dwayne said what she needed was –’ 
 
    ‘Stop right there!’ Jean was on her feet, signalling wildly to Miss Pink, making for the door. She paused. ‘You can be as rude as you like in your own house but not this one – and in front of a guest! And I don’t give a damn what Phoebe said to anyone; she was a neighbour and she drowned and you’re a callous little –’ She didn’t finish for Miss Pink was crowding her out of the door and now they were in the garden making for the gate. 
 
    Jean was shaking as she lifted the latch. ‘I’ll walk you to your place,’ she muttered. ‘Oh, my God, why did I have to fly off the handle? She’s an orphan – but she’s impossible. This Dwayne: he’s twenty-one, and look at her: no discipline at all.’ 
 
    ‘Who does she live with?’ 
 
    ‘Her brother. He’s a wimp – well, not really, that’s what Martin says; I quite like him actually, but he can’t cope with Gemma. And her sister-in-law’s not much older than the girl. What could Walter do: lock her in her room? What can anyone do? I suppose Phoebe told Dwayne what happens to men who go with under-age girls. And Gemma, she flaunts it! But then of course she wouldn’t be for the high jump, would she? It would be Dwayne.’ 
 
    ‘She came here for a reason.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon? Oh, you think I should go back, apologize?’ 
 
    ‘She needs to talk. She could be more shocked by Phoebe’s death than it appears.’ 
 
    Walter Lambert had had a long day: a meeting in Carlisle in the morning, a sandwich bolted as he drove back to the office, and a hold-up on the motorway after an accident. As if that wasn’t enough on a hot day at the end of it he was trapped in a tailback at roadworks ten miles from home, and that in close proximity to a pub. A number of cars left the queue but Walter didn’t drink and drive. All the same he agonized over the thought of a pint of cold lemonade, even a can of Sprite, but the car in front was moving, the one behind hooted, and not gently; intimidated, he edged forward. The desert must be like this, but not so bad, there were no fumes in the desert. By the time he turned off the highway he was dehydrated. He put his foot down, remembered that most accidents happened close to home, the obvious hazards over, and dropped his speed. He was aware of the hot breeze, of crusted lips and a dry throat. He thought of cold lager, and there was none in the house. Well, if a pint of lager on an empty stomach made him incapable he’d leave the car and walk home. 
 
    The Lamb was dark and cool; it was early and the only customers were a couple from one of the holiday cottages whom he knew by sight. They greeted him affably. 
 
    ‘Hard day?’ Honeyman inquired, eyeing the loosened tie, uncapping a bottle of Stella Artois. 
 
    Walter nodded, pulling out his wallet, reaching for a note. He drank with inordinate relief and felt his body swell like dry earth in rain. He wondered if he’d caught a touch of the sun. 
 
    Honeyman said, ‘Tell Isa I’ll not be needing her tomorrow. Now the body’s found the media’s lost interest and we’re back to normal.’ He was expressionless but there was a hint of contempt in the tone. 
 
    Walter blinked. ‘Isa?’ 
 
    Honeyman saw that the man didn’t know – but then he’d been at work all day. ‘She come down and give us a hand,’ he explained. ‘Great help, she were; we was run off our feet – or we would have been but for her: right little waitress she is – no, wrong word, more like a hostess? Ornamental, as you might say.’ Honeyman loved to stir it. 
 
    Walter was bewildered. ‘She was serving behind the bar?’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Me and Mother was here. Isa was waiting tables. We were overflowing into t’road. Traffic had to slow down. This was before they found the body o’course.’ 
 
    ‘Waiting tables? You don’t do food.’ 
 
    ‘Do a bit with the microwave. But there were drinks to take out, empty glasses to collect afore they broke – a right party it were – tables to wipe –’ 
 
    ‘A pot boy. She was working as a pot boy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, I wouldn’t call her that. Hey, you didn’t pick up your change. Walter! Be sure to tell her I don’t want her tomorrow –’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    ‘Enemies?’ Eleanor was astounded. ‘The police are asking if Phoebe has enemies?’ She had risen late and now it was eleven o’clock and Miss Pink had arrived for coffee, trailed by Cooper. 
 
    ‘The sergeant wasn’t specific but the implication was obvious,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The skull is fractured. I’ve been looking at the map, reminding myself of the descent from Gowk Pass. She wouldn’t have to cross any beck with enough water in it to sweep her away … But if she climbed Blaze and came down the dale she’d be following the Rutting Beck for a mile or so. Does that path go close to the beck?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to cross it, only side streams, and they’re no more than trickles. I don’t believe Phoebe fell in any beck.’ 
 
    ‘So how was it she came to be found in one?’ 
 
    ‘I think she was pushed.’ 
 
    ‘By whom?’ Miss Pink hadn’t turned a hair. 
 
    ‘As the police implied: by an enemy.’ 
 
    ‘In Borascal?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no lack of them.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    Eleanor stared through Miss Pink for a moment before starting to enumerate: ‘Dwayne Paxton for one. He does odd jobs and charges VAT, which is illegal because he’s not registered for VAT. Then he insists on cash payments and he doesn’t give receipts so he’s defrauding not only Customs and Excise but the Inland Revenue as well. Having said that, I think Dwayne could be more concerned with the possibility of Phoebe informing on him because of his friendship with Gemma.’ 
 
    ‘Did Phoebe know about that?’ 
 
    ‘She’d seen them together and she told me she’d spoken to him, said that he could get ten years. He’s thick and he could have seen that as a threat rather than a warning.’ 
 
    ‘Could he have retaliated?’ 
 
    ‘You asked me who were her enemies, not who could have killed her.’ 
 
    ‘It could be the same thing. Who are the other candidates?’ 
 
    ‘Swinburn.’ Eleanor stopped on that, thought about it and shook her head. ‘Trivial?’ she asked of herself. ‘But no less than defrauding the taxman. And people hold grudges … Then grudges are exacerbated, and goodness knows, Phoebe was always catching him out. She said the chemical from his sheep dip fed into the Rutting Beck. He has a tip in a little quarry lower down the dale: old fence wire, broken machinery, oil drums, drums that have contained heaven knows what kind of toxic compounds, dead sheep – that’s when he troubles to remove a carcass from the fields.’ 
 
    ‘What about Bobby Lee?’ 
 
    Eleanor’s jaw dropped. ‘Who told you?’ Miss Pink sketched a smile which the other accepted for more than it was worth. ‘It’s no secret,’ she admitted. ‘And Phoebe would never condemn Jacob for that. After all, he’s done the right thing; the family lives rent-free at Sunder despite Bobby being the only – well, the little ones aren’t in the least like Jacob. And since he contributes to Bobby’s upkeep but not to the others …’ 
 
    ‘Swinburn helps out with Bobby?’ 
 
    ‘Regular as clockwork: a tenner every Friday evening, over the garden gate.’ 
 
    ‘No! How humiliating!’ 
 
    ‘I doubt if he sees it that way. Certainly Sherrel doesn’t. She’ll take all the hand-outs she can get. The Lees do very well with child benefits and income support and help with the council tax, and than of course either Sherrel or Misella is working at any one time. Mind you, I don’t know that they’re claiming more than they have a right to, and I understand you can earn up to a certain figure even if you’re on benefit …’ She trailed off, blushing. 
 
    Miss Pink sighed, aware that this form of connivance was by no means confined to one Lakeland dale. ‘Would Phoebe have been incensed at benefit fraud? Would she view it as living off the gullibility of the tax payer?’ There was the slightest edge in her tone. 
 
    ‘She never said anything.’ Eleanor was stiff. She said defiantly, trying a clumsy distraction: ‘She had no problem with illegitimacy. What countrywoman has?’ 
 
    ‘Who else in Borascal might have taken exception to her – er – forthright opinions?’ 
 
    Eleanor blinked, marshalling her thoughts. ‘Who else is there, excluding the holiday people, because we’re only considering locals here, residents? It couldn’t be anyone else, could it?’ Miss Pink said nothing and Eleanor moistened her lips. ‘The Blamires?’ she suggested brightly. ‘Never. Phoebe admired Martin. She was a simple soul, thought Mountain Rescue was an admirable institution, one of the emergency services. She didn’t have much time for Jean: no backbone she said.’ Eleanor grimaced, as if apologizing for her friend. ‘Come to that, she had no time for Isa Lambert either but then Isa doesn’t trouble to hide her contempt for our lifestyle; no social life here, she says, but then they don’t entertain – couldn’t – she can’t cook. And she doesn’t know how to behave when they go to other people’s houses. I doubt if she ever sat at a table to eat before she married. The girl’s lazy and ambitious; she married up and now she’s got one foot on the ladder, her sights are on the next rung. I wouldn’t be surprised if she finds herself a job in Carlisle once she’s passed her driving test; the excitement in the Lamb yesterday will have spoiled her for staying at home and looking after her house, as if she ever did.’ 
 
    The venom was scathing but all Miss Pink said was, ‘Waiting at the pub was a temporary measure then?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Walter wouldn’t have allowed it had he known, although if he can’t cope with his sister he’s unlikely to have any influence with his wife.’ 
 
    ‘I met Gemma but I’ve yet to meet the brother.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a pleasant enough chap but a bit inadequate although, give him his due, he has made himself responsible for Gemma. She’s his half-sister, hence the age gap – he’s in his thirties. His mother died, his father married again, had Gemma by the second marriage and then both of them died on holiday: an earthquake in El Salvador. So Walter and Gemma have known a lot of tragedy and I shouldn’t call him inadequate, he’s probably competent in his job but there you are: he’s a desk-wallah, not an action man. No wonder Isa was enjoying herself at the Lamb … Now there’s a deadbeat: Ralph Honeyman. Poor fellow, it has to be glandular; with such a gross body how can he be anything but ineffectual?’ 
 
    ‘I had the impression that the pub was run by the mother.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Dorcas is the boss.’ Eleanor went into a brown study for a few moments while Miss Pink’s eyes strayed to the open windows, her ears picking up birds’ songs, muted now as the heat strengthened with the day. The tearoom was closed; it made a pleasant break for Eleanor, not having to cook, being able to sit and relax … ‘It’s funny,’ came her voice, softly, as if she were commenting on images: ‘funny how the women stand out in Borascal, Dorcas Honeyman eclipsing her son – why does she feed him like that? And Mabel Swinburn: tolerant enough to have her husband’s child playing at the farm, turning a blind eye – well, one assumes she does – to Jacob’s weekly visit to Sunder to hand over Sherrel’s money, and yet, you know’ – her expression was puzzled – ‘basically Mabel is as much in command as Dorcas.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not unknown for a wife to tolerate a former mistress.’ 
 
    A slow smile suffused Eleanor’s face. ‘You’re deep. You’re another dark horse.’ 
 
    Miss Pink merely shrugged and changed the subject, saying she was going for a walk and then regretting it, knowing where she wanted to go. 
 
    ‘You’re going to the quarry,’ Eleanor said, adding firmly, ‘I’ll come with you.’ 
 
    They were differently motivated. Miss Pink wanted to investigate the quarry because it was there and, because she had not as yet been in it, she felt an odd sense of omission as if previously she had been obstructed. There was no reason connected with Phoebe that she should enter the old workings, the dead woman hadn’t fallen down one of those man-made walls, she would have had multiple fractures … And why did Eleanor want to go there? She asked, and Eleanor said she wanted to see the globe flowers. Miss Pink didn’t push it further. As they strolled up the dale, lightly clad, wearing trainers and cotton hats, she said, ‘Those letters informing people that there was salmonella at Jollybeard: where did the letterheads originate?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere down south.’ Eleanor slashed at a thistle with her stick. ‘Lewes, as I remember: East Sussex.’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember the department concerned?’ 
 
    ‘Environmental Health, of course. He got that right.’ 
 
    ‘ “He”?’ 
 
    ‘One assumes … but now you question it, it could have been a woman. Spiteful enough. Why the interest? It can’t have anything to do with Phoebe.’ 
 
    ‘Not on the face of it.’ Eleanor glanced at her sharply. ‘Walter Lambert works in the Council offices,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    They stopped. The younger woman said coldly, ‘So Walter got hold of some letterheads from an office hundreds of miles away and concocted that obscene libel … Will you tell me what he has against me to make him do that?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t. I don’t know anything about him, and not a lot about yourself, and nothing of the relationship between you.’ 
 
    ‘There is no –’ 
 
    ‘Technically. A relationship exists when you know someone, anyone.’ Miss Pink started to walk on. ‘Suggest a better hypothesis.’ Eleanor fell into step, staring at the ground. ‘Alternatively,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘try this: who has a better motive to damage your business than Walter? Dorcas Honeyman?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Eleanor was dismissive. ‘The trade is different and the only food they serve is hamburgers. Besides, how could the Honeymans get hold of the letterheads, or forge them – if that’s possible – on a computer? They don’t have a computer.’ 
 
    ‘The Swinburns? Blamires? Lees?’ 
 
    ‘No, no!’ Eleanor was annoyed now. ‘It’s impossible. No one – none of them could have done it.’ 
 
    ‘Someone did.’ 
 
    Eleanor’ s eyes were piteous. ‘You frighten me.’ 
 
    ‘I want to get to the bottom of this.’ 
 
    ‘Why? I can understand you wanting to know what happened to Phoebe, so do I, but the salmonella has nothing to do with her – surely? It’s a coincidence.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe in coincidences, not in this context. And it’s because the salmonella episode appears inexplicable that I feel the explanation could tie in with Phoebe. Don’t ask me why; let’s leave it for a while and enjoy the walk.’ 
 
    The quarry was opening out on their left, less impressive than seen from above and looking down through the vertical walls. From this angle the rock was full in the sun: pearly and smooth, and to a climber beautiful, no longer daunting, in fact quite diminished by the rising fell beyond. Now the place could be seen in perspective: an abandoned excavation rather than a death trap. 
 
    Ignoring the Danger notice they climbed the stile and started up a gentle incline starred with daisies. A cuckoo called most musically among the rocks. 
 
    ‘The notice could be there to stop people climbing,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘Didn’t you say it was safe if you kept in the bottom?’ 
 
    ‘At the lower level, down here. Right at the back, higher up, there are holes.’ 
 
    ‘Shafts? It’s a mine then, not a quarry?’ They’d come to tumbled stones, an angular boulder field, and Eleanor took the lead. A rock moved under her feet. ‘Or both,’ Miss Pink muttered, and stopped talking, concentrating on not spraining an ankle. The place might not be a death trap but it was still a bone-breaker. 
 
    The cuckoo had flown away, the only sound now was the occasional gentle chock as a stone rocked under careful feet, although increasingly there was the suggestion of a whisper and Miss Pink paused, listening. 
 
    ‘Is that water?’ But Eleanor didn’t hear. Silly question anyway: Lakeland, there was water everywhere. In fact, there was the beck she’d had to wade across two days ago, the one with the dead sheep plastered against the watergate. That beck flowed into the quarry so where was it? Or rather, where was it in the lower section because with every step it was obvious that she was coming to it. She realized that for some considerable distance it must run under ground. 
 
    The boulder field ended and they were on turf again: a level floor under a big wall at the base of which was a slit about two feet high and from which issued a clear rill a few inches deep. Miss Pink followed its course to another slit-like cave in the opposite wall where, chuckling to itself, the water disappeared. 
 
    Eleanor was amused by her companion’s fascination. ‘There has to be a tunnel. It’s like limestone. No doubt some of the underground channels will be man-made.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not the same beck,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Or more likely, the water’s been diverted. There’s far more going in at the top than there is here.’ She walked back to the first cave, stooped and peered into the depths. She stood up and nodded. ‘I can hear roaring, like a big waterfall.’ She gestured widely. ‘Somewhere there’s a huge underground channel.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I said, and that’s where the danger is. I’m not going up there, and neither are you.’ 
 
    ‘Going up where?’ 
 
    They were close to the back of the quarry now and there was no more level ground above. The tall hewn cliffs were behind and below them, and they were in the base of a funnel that was at a transient stage between excavations and natural fell. There were glimpses of the boundary wall on the skyline and a gap where the watergate would be. From where they were standing a narrow path rose diagonally up an overgrown tip. It was no wider than a sheep trod but it was marked by cleated boots. 
 
    ‘Oh, please don’t!’ Eleanor cried as Miss Pink started forward. 
 
    ‘I’m just going to see where this goes.’ Into her mind came the ominous words of Lawrence Oates to Captain Scott: ‘and may be some time’. Not perhaps a good moment to remember that. 
 
    Below the watergate the beck poured down the fellside for a hundred yards to a fine waterfall some twenty feet high. Then came a miniature gorge and a natural rock bridge with a mantle of tall grasses, and a rowan sprouting from a crevice, its creamy blooms swaying in cold air currents. Below the bridge there was another waterfall but this one must be even more impressive because it thundered, echoing upwards from a monstrous black hole. Below that, as Miss Pink knew, the quarry was dry except for that trickle in the amphitheatre. 
 
    She crossed the bridge – it was wide and safe so long as you had a head for heights – and came to an eroded soil-slip dropping straight to the torrent, but it was only a matter of a few steps and without thinking she was across and on another of those turfy levels, and this one ended at a padlocked gate. On the other side was the green path that would intersect the Gowk track. 
 
    When she returned Eleanor was pale with worry. ‘I know what happened,’ Miss Pink announced, in a hurry to forestall an accusation of irresponsibility, although she thought it unlikely that Eleanor had ever seen that lethal chute. ‘Meaning,’ she went on, seeing that the ploy had worked, ‘I see what she could have done.’ And she described the setting. ‘She could have come down from Gowk, along that green level, over the gate, and she slipped as she approached the natural bridge. Tell me, where does the main beck emerge?’ 
 
    They looked down past the chasms to the dale. ‘We passed it,’ Eleanor said. ‘It’s way back from the track, in a clump of trees. We crossed it by a plank bridge.’ 
 
    ‘No watergate?’ 
 
    ‘No. You’re thinking that, after all, she did come here, and then she slipped. I did wonder, but I wanted to be sure.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’s highly likely that’s what happened.’ 
 
    They retraced their steps. At one point they stopped, Eleanor staring upwards. Miss Pink looked and saw a gully full of globe flowers. As she was castigating herself for not bringing a camera, thinking that she must come back for a picture, Eleanor said, ‘If she fell on Sunday why didn’t she – appear until Tuesday?’ 
 
    ‘The storm. The body got caught up underground but the rising water freed it.’ She looked away from the globe flowers, massaging her neck. ‘We need her camera.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It would tell us why she came here in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Does it matter?’ 
 
    ‘No. All the same it must have been for something important to make her risk her neck.’ 
 
    ‘A flower. She’d have risked anything for a flower.’ 
 
    Gemma dropped her bike under the laburnum and started towards the porch, silent in her Reeboks. There were people in the kitchen. As she stepped indoors Isa was almost shouting: ‘– don’t own me! What d’you expect me to do: weed the garden? Bake bread? The one chance I get –’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a –’ Alerted by her fixed eyes Martin Blamire turned and saw Gemma in the doorway, grinning mischievously. 
 
    ‘You poor thing,’ she told her sister-in-law. ‘Battered by one guy last night and now getting stick from another one. Is there anything I can do?’ 
 
    ‘Battered?’ Martin breathed, turning back. 
 
    Isa shook her head stiffly. ‘You shouldn’t listen at – to other people – their conversations,’ she blurted. 
 
    ‘Conversation? I could hear you way out in the lane,’ Gemma lied. ‘You got a problem, Martin?’ The tone was deliberately childish, the sentiment wasn’t. 
 
    Martin said tightly, ‘If you have any influence with her or with your brother – stop her driving that car before she’s passed her test. She’s going to kill someone or land in jail. Or both.’ His teeth were gritted. 
 
    ‘Is that all?’ Gemma was the picture of astonishment. ‘It sounded much more intimate.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so bloody cheeky.’ Isa was recovering but still showing the whites of her eyes. ‘And what are you doing here anyway? You were supposed to be at the Harbens’ all day.’ 
 
    ‘Lucy had to go to town with her mother. To see a specialist.’ Isa was staring at her. Martin watched Isa. ‘Family planning clinic,’ Gemma improvised, wondering what she could say that would shake them out of what appeared to be a trance. They looked like dummies in a shop window. 
 
    ‘They phoned through the results of the autopsy,’ she said. 
 
    ‘You’re making that up,’ Isa said weakly. 
 
    ‘No, I’m not! Paul Harben was there: the surgeon – well, he will be when he qualifies. He’s cool. He told me.’ 
 
    ‘Told you what?’ Martin grated. 
 
    She glowered at him. ‘That she had a fractured skull and water in the lungs. Which means –’ she enunciated clearly for his benefit – ‘that she drowned. I’m going visiting: find some civilized people to talk to.’ 
 
    Eleanor and the old woman from Ashgill were sitting on the patio at Jollybeard. There was a coffee pot on the table and a plate with two sandwiches. Dolefully Gemma explained how she’d been meant to have lunch with the Harbens but there had been a misunderstanding and she’d come home only to find Isa had visitors … Eleanor got up to make more sandwiches. 
 
    ‘The Harbens?’ Miss Pink was mildly curious. ‘I don’t think I’ve met them.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t.’ Gemma pushed crumbs into her mouth. ‘They live way down the dale. He’s a doctor. Lucy, my friend, she’s going to be one too, a forensic pathologist actually. She dissects dead animals.’ 
 
    Miss Pink refrained from looking at the remaining sandwich. ‘What do you propose to do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to be a vet. I’m good at dissection too but I’d rather work with animals. I mean, people are dead.’ 
 
    ‘Not always.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re a pathologist they are.’ Gemma reached for the last sandwich. ‘The autopsy came through – on Phoebe. Paul Harben told me.’ 
 
    ‘The au –’ Eleanor was back, putting a loaded plate on the table. ‘The report?’ 
 
    Gemma nodded and swallowed. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Eleanor was tense. ‘What did it say? How could you have seen it?’ 
 
    ‘Grapevine. Medical family. Of course Dr Harben’s seen it, or heard what’s in it. There’s nothing actually. I mean, nothing we didn’t know already. She was drowned. What more could there be?’ 
 
    ‘She did drown?’ Miss Pink pressed. ‘There’s no doubt about it?’ 
 
    Gemma stopped eating. ‘We knew that. There’s water in the lungs.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Miss Pink sat back. ‘Who said that?’ 
 
    ‘Paul Harben, he’s a medical student.’ Gemma nodded solemnly. ‘I know what I’m talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink was right about her arteries,’ Sergeant Winder said. ‘She was a healthy old lady, for her age. She didn’t have a stroke, she just fell in, presumably slipped as she was wading across, lost her balance, and so …’ 
 
    Eleanor replaced the phone. ‘Winder reckons she lost her balance crossing the beck,’ she repeated to the attentive Miss Pink. Fed and watered, Gemma had left with only cursory thanks for the hospitality. 
 
    ‘It’s more likely that she came to grief on the nasty slope in the quarry,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I wonder where the camera is, and there’s her other boot, and gaiter – and her rucksack. She must have had one.’ 
 
    ‘She always carried a pack with waterproofs and things. The rest of her gear will be scattered down the course of the beck.’ 
 
    The result of the autopsy was broadcast on the local news, with the additional information that a hairline fracture indicated that Phoebe could have struck her head as she lost her balance, and that could have rendered her unconscious and so explained why she didn’t try to save herself from a stream that wouldn’t be in spate until nightfall. The news went round the village with the speed of a grass fire. 
 
    At Sleylands Swinburn said, ‘Her never fell in t’Rutting Beck. Her were in t’old quarry, nosying around, looking to see was I tipping there, or worse.’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ Mabel asked, rinsing a plate under the tap. 
 
    ‘Do I what?’ 
 
    ‘Tip in the big quarry?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be daft, woman. I don’t need to –’ He stopped and his eyes glazed. 
 
    ‘She were eighty,’ Sherrel said, shifting the baby to the other hip. ‘That’s very, very old.’ 
 
    ‘Jacob says Rap’s twelve and that’s older. He can jump walls.’ 
 
    ‘Dogs is different, Bobby. Miss Metcalf would have been rheumaticky too.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to her things?’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Her – you know …’ He patted his shoulders. 
 
    ‘Her rucksack? That’d fall off – Bobby Lee, did you find it?’ Sherrel was suddenly angry and frightened. 
 
    ‘No, no, I didna! I just wondered –’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t find nothing: her camera, her wallet – oh no, not money?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mam! Honest, on my heart, I never!’ Belligerent, he tried to turn the tables: ‘Why is it always me? I get blamed for everything. I’m going up t’top. Jacob needs me for t’sheep.’ 
 
    Honeyman switched off the radio in the Lamb’s kitchen. ‘Nothing new there,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Except the fracture,’ Dorcas said, and Misella stopped wiping the interior of the oven. 
 
    ‘The fracture?’ Honeyman’s eyes disappeared in fat creases. ‘I wonder she weren’t broke to bits trundled down t’beck in t’storm.’ Showing his contempt for women’s brains. 
 
    ‘She wasn’t – just the head.’ 
 
    ‘Well then,’ he blustered, ‘water would cushion her like, stop t’body smashing against rocks.’ 
 
    But Dorcas was thoughtful. ‘I don’t like that head wound.’ 
 
    He stared at her, then grinned. ‘You’re saying it wasn’t an accident?’ 
 
    They looked at Misella who should have turned back to her work but didn’t. She regarded them blankly, no more emotion showing in the gypsy eyes than in Dorcas’s lined face. Only Ralph appeared eager, as if waiting for some kind of conclusion, or judgement. 
 
    ‘Someone pushed her?’ Misella asked. 
 
    Walter Lambert’s colleague returned from a late lunch. ‘Did you hear the news?’ 
 
    ‘No, I had a bite at my desk. What news?’ 
 
    ‘The old girl from near you: the autopsy report said she drowned.’ 
 
    ‘We knew that already.’ 
 
    The other shrugged. ‘It’s just that the autopsy confirmed it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t really know her,’ Walter said. 
 
    Jean Blamire thought: She could be a real bitch but it was a horrible way to go all the same. I hope she didn’t know much about it, but they say time is relative. 
 
    Martin Blamire thought: If they discovered that she was pushed, who’d be the most likely candidate? 
 
    *** 
 
    Isa, who didn’t drink much and had never before tasted whisky, downed a large measure of Walter’s Glenlivet, tossing it back like medicine. It was so revolting that she gagged but managed to keep it down, telling herself that the more disgusting the concoction the more good it would do. She wondered when Gemma would come back; she knew that Martin wouldn’t. He said she was going to kill herself in the MG – which was an idea. But he was wrong about her driving, she could drive as well as any woman providing no one was shouting at her. She loved her little car, when she was in it she felt like a queen: on an afternoon like this skimming through the lanes, the top down, her hair streaming, just driving – with music. She refilled the tumbler and turned on the radio. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    At six o’clock on the Thursday morning Nick Dolphin, second cowman at one of the big valley farms, came fast down the lane called Waterhouses, braking at the last minute for the T-junction and the swing right to the bridge. He had it gauged to the metre, knew exactly how much pressure to apply to avoid a skid, and he was a good driver. He’d been taking this route to work for two years: over mats of dead leaves in autumn, frost in winter, but this was the last day of May and the road was dry. No problem. Not that he was thinking about hazards, he was dwelling on last night and the chick with the butterfly tattoo at the disco, which was why he nearly didn’t make it, because at the turn the scenery changed, had changed out of all recognition. 
 
    In this place the river ran below a sandstone crag – not very long, a couple of hundred yards perhaps, and only about thirty feet high. The road called River Lonning ran along the top, bounded by a drystone wall and intersected by Waterhouses Lane where, slewed across the tarmac, Nick now sat trembling in his stalled van, well aware that if he hadn’t had good brakes, if he didn’t know the road, if it had been frosty, he’d be in the river. The wall was no longer there. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ he breathed as he recovered, starting up again and easing forward, so shaken that he’d crossed the bridge before it occurred to him that there were no traffic cones at that place, nothing to show … The next guy might not be such a good driver. And then he wondered where the vehicle was that had demolished the wall. 
 
    He stopped again. To call the police just because a drunk had grazed the side and toppled the wall would make him look ridiculous; to protest because the break was unmarked was putting on side. Confused, he turned the van and went back. 
 
    As he approached on foot it was obvious that nothing had glanced off the wall; the gap was wide and clean, all the stones would be in the river. As was the car: upside down, not quite submerged, water chuckling past one wheel – not much tread left on that tyre, he saw. It was impossible to tell what make of vehicle it was, or even its colour. No doubt it had been stolen although it seemed a risky method of disposal; much easier to torch it if the thieves needed to destroy fingerprints. 
 
    Shifting the responsibility Nick told his boss at the farm who reported it immediately, not because he was concerned about a stolen car so much as being worried about the unmarked gap above the escarpment, thinking of the milk tanker going over. A patrol car was there within fifteen minutes, traffic cones and tape were put in place, but they had to wait for a diver to go down and determine the registration. When one did they had a shock. There was a woman strapped in the driving seat. 
 
    There were no passengers – at least, none in the car, which was an MG with the top down. Before a search was started for another occupant who might have floated clear the police were on their way to Borascal. Sergeant Rosie Winder was back but this time in the company of the CID: Detective Sergeant Sewell and a DC Holgate. For the car was registered to a Walter Lambert, and there was no identification on the woman behind the wheel. It was possible that a crime was involved. 
 
    They drove round the village looking for Borrans, the Lambert house. The Lamb had appeared dead but at Jollybeard House they could see down the flagged path to the open front door. Rosie went to inquire. 
 
    Eleanor emerged from the kitchen. ‘You’re early,’ she exclaimed, innocently wondering. ‘Come and have some coffee.’ 
 
    Rosie said they were looking for Borrans. 
 
    Eleanor craned to see past her. ‘You’ve brought more –’ She checked, then went on flatly, ‘You continue along the lane, take the first right, and Lamberts’ – that is, Borrans, is the first cottage on your right.’ She paused. In normal circumstances one would ask if anything were wrong but when it was the police that sounded like fishing. Eleanor’s face revealed her embarrassment. 
 
    ‘I’ll see you,’ Rosie promised, and meant it. She liked this woman. If it came to that she liked Borascal. She was a town girl and she’d been much impressed by what she saw as the affluence and ease of the lifestyle here: no crowds as in the central Lakes, no crime … 
 
    ‘Where to?’ DC Holgate asked as she came back to the car. Her mind changed gear and she directed him, remembering to warn him about cats, remembering that she hadn’t met the Lamberts when she was here before. Odd that: two fatal accidents within four days of each other – if the woman in the car was from Borascal. 
 
    Walter Lambert was about to leave for work. They blocked him in as he was approaching his open gate. He said he didn’t know where his MG was, and when asked if he’d lent it to anyone, blurted that his wife drove it – under instruction, he added quickly – and no, she wasn’t at home. He refused to go back in his house when requested so they told him there, beside his car, inside his garden gate, told him where the car had been found and described the driver. Then they all went to the house. 
 
    Rosie made tea, noting that he’d washed his breakfast things and left them to drain: one side plate, one mug, a cafetière disassembled and rinsed. There was a litre of milk in the fridge, bottled water, Cranberry Pressé and Coke, butter, a jar of Lemon Shred. The freezer compartment was stacked with pizzas and pre-cooked meals. The kitchen was quite neat but then a man who rinsed the cafetière wasn’t the type to make a mess. How long had his wife been gone? 
 
    ‘It doesn’t have to be her,’ he was saying when Rosie returned with the tea. 
 
    ‘What time did she leave, sir’?’ Sewell asked politely. He was the high-flyer: young, dishy, with lazy eyes. He skied and swam and moved like a cat, the antithesis of DC Holgate, who was putting on weight like a Christmas goose since he married a fat lady and stopped playing rugby. No high-flyer, Holgate, but a steady old gander, always remembering that some people use geese as watchdogs. He didn’t miss much. 
 
    Lambert was in shock. He tasted his tea, said, ‘I don’t take sugar,’ but when Rosie told him to drink it along with the three spoonfuls she’d shovelled in, he did so without further protest. His face was blank, almost serene. 
 
    ‘What time did she go out?’ Sewell repeated casually, thinking that the fellow was worth a bit: that bread cupboard was superb. Still Lambert didn’t respond to the question. Sewell tried again. ‘Was your wife here when you came home yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What time did you get home?’ 
 
    ‘The usual. Around half-five.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t come home at midday?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Was she here at breakfast time? What time did you leave for work?’ 
 
    He shook his head as if two questions were more than he could take. There were light footsteps on the stairs and his eyes went to the doorway. ‘I’d forgotten you,’ he said. 
 
    The atmosphere changed. Without making any overt movement the detectives’ concentration sharpened, like gun dogs catching the whirr of wings. The newcomer was pretty, cool, nubile. She wore baggy jeans and a skimpy tank top exposing a long brown waist. She was barefooted. She was also very young, but surely not young enough to be Lambert’s daughter. 
 
    ‘I’m Gemma,’ she told them. ‘Who are you, since no one’s going to introduce me?’ The nonchalance was studied. Since Rosie was in uniform it was fairly obvious that they were all police officers. 
 
    ‘I’ve forgotten their names too,’ Lambert said. ‘I can’t remember a bloody thing.’ 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Gemma started to shrill. ‘What’s wrong with you, Wally?’ She appealed to Rosie. ‘What’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘Hang on, miss.’ Holgate came in heavily, raising a meaty hand. He had two teenage daughters. ‘Let’s start at the beginning. ‘I’m DC Holgate from Bailrigg, and this is DS Sewell and Sergeant Winder. You’re Gemma. Gemma what?’ 
 
    ‘Lambert.’ She spat it at him. ‘What else?’ 
 
    His expression didn’t change but he was wondering if there’d been some ghastly mistake. Maybe she just looked young. ‘You’re his wife?’ 
 
    ‘His wife! Wally, what is this?’ She swooped on his chair and shook him. ‘Wake up, Wally! Where’s –’ She stopped and looked round at them, distressed. ‘Isa? Something happened to Isa?’ 
 
    ‘Isa is his wife?’ Holgate stated with just the suggestion of a query. 
 
    ‘Of course she is. I’m his sister.’ She looked from him to Sewell, to Rosie. ‘Isa took the MG, didn’t she?’ She came back to her brother. ‘I see. She’s crashed it.’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘She couldn’t drive it,’ she told him. ‘It had nothing to do with you. There was no way you could stop her. Everyone said she’d – crash one day.’ 
 
    Walter rubbed his knees. ‘I should never have given her that car.’ 
 
    ‘Give over.’ She walked to the bread cupboard and came back with a bottle of Glenlivet and a tumbler. She poured a small measure, went to the kitchen, ran the tap, and returned. The level looked the same. He sipped at it. Evidently even under extreme stress he wouldn’t drink a single malt as if it were tea. Behind Gemma’s back Sewell signalled to Rosie. 
 
    ‘Is this half-term?’ she asked. 
 
    Gemma turned, surprised that the woman should put in her oar. She nodded, frowning. 
 
    ‘So you were at home yesterday,’ Rosie said. 
 
    ‘Ye-es.’ The hesitation was marked, but then it wasn’t unusual for a young girl to be wary of a policewoman. 
 
    ‘What time did your stepmother go –’ 
 
    ‘Hey! My sister-in-law!’ 
 
    Rosie blushed at the gaffe and Sewell’s eyes gleamed. Holgate was expressionless. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Rosie said. ‘What time did she go out?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know! I wasn’t home – not all day. I was with my friend – friends; I was all over the place.’ 
 
    ‘When did you last see your sister-in-law?’ Sewell asked. 
 
    Gemma moved and sat down in a chair from where she could keep an eye on her brother. His colour was returning and he looked slightly less shocked. ‘It’s difficult,’ she said slowly. ‘We had lunch – wait, did we? No, that was the day before; yesterday I had lunch with Miss Salkeld and Miss Pink.’ 
 
    Sewell raised an eyebrow at Rosie. ‘The tearoom where I asked the way,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘Did you come home after lunch?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ They waited for more. ‘I was looking for a cat,’ she said, adding to Rosie: ‘Phoebe’s cat. He doesn’t have a home now, you see, with her place shut up; he can get in of course, there’s a cat flap, but the place is empty so he wanders around looking for her. And crying. I thought I’d bring him back here, so I was looking for him.’ 
 
    Walter was staring at her, blinking at the torrent of words. 
 
    ‘While you were out,’ Sewell said, ‘did you see your sister-in-law’s MG go through the village?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not – No.’ Pause. ‘Where did she –’ She threw a furtive glance at Walter and stopped. 
 
    Sewell nodded to Rosie and the message was unmistakable. ‘Come outside, Gemma,’ she said. 
 
    The girl looked mutinous. ‘Can you do that –’ she began. 
 
    ‘Go with her, Gemma.’ Walter’s voice was high and brittle and she went without a murmur. 
 
    Outside, beyond the drooping tresses of the laburnum, she said coldly, trying to sound adult, ‘She’s dead, isn’t she? That’s why he’s gone to pieces. Are you going to tell me what happened or do I have to hear it from him?’ 
 
    Rosie said, ‘She ran out of road at the T-junction where Waterhouses intersects the lane along the top of the crags.’ 
 
    ‘What! And went in the river? Down that cliff: straight through the wall? The stupid, stupid cow! Why in hell didn’t she jump clear?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose she couldn’t undo the seat belt in time.’ 
 
    ‘Come on! She never –’ Gemma gasped and turned away, into the laburnum, lashing out as if the blooms were animate. ‘She would never have waited – I mean’ – she turned back, her eyes fixed on Rosie – ‘it was deliberate. She was neurotic.’ 
 
    Rosie returned the stare, trying to appear receptive. There was no responsible adult present, on the other hand there were no witnesses. ‘You think it was suicide?’ 
 
    ‘She was crazy. She should never have – lived here. She hated Borascal.’ 
 
    ‘Enough to – Why did she live here then?’ 
 
    ‘Because she married my brother of course! They’ve only been married two years. It was still the honeymoon period, you know? They’re madly in love but Isa, she’s a townie; she had nothing to do here so she just used to take the MG and drive. She was a lousy driver, she’d failed her test dozens of times.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying she didn’t have a licence.’ 
 
    ‘Isa wouldn’t give a toss for a licence. She was never caught – not by your lot, but everyone said she’d crash.’ 
 
    ‘She drove well enough to reach the river,’ Rosie pointed out. ‘She’d crossed the main road to get there and that’s scary. How many fatalities have there been on that road already this year?’ 
 
    ‘She was lucky. That’s the point about learner drivers: they can manage fine until something goes wrong, then they panic. I bet you’ll find the tyres or the brakes, or both of them, are worn. So she skidded and didn’t know how to correct, or she over-corrected.’ 
 
    ‘You drive?’ Rosie was casual. 
 
    ‘I’m fifteen. I don’t drive but I know how to. I don’t live in a vacuum.’ 
 
    No, and you’re not thick, Rosie thought. 
 
    Inside the house Sewell was trying to hang on to his patience. ‘What we need to do, sir, is build up a picture of how she came to be there.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ There was a hint of belligerence in the tone. Walter wanted them to go away, to leave him alone, or alone with his sister. ‘She had an accident,’ he went on wearily. ‘Can’t you leave it there?’ 
 
    ‘We have to investigate road accidents,’ Holgate intoned. 
 
    Some comprehension showed in Walter’s face. ‘Detectives have to?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an offence to drive without a licence.’ 
 
    ‘Not if the learner’s accompanied by a qualified driver,’ Sewell put in. 
 
    ‘But she wasn’t,’ Holgate said, adding, looking at Walter, ‘Was she, sir?’ 
 
    The man seemed bewildered. ‘But you said she was alone! You can’t mean someone was with her and he jumped clear: survived?’ He shook his head. ‘That’s impossible, he’d have reported it – why, he’d have tried to get her out … How deep is it there?’ 
 
    ‘Who was teaching her?’ Sewell asked. 
 
    ‘Teaching her what?’ Bewilderment gave way to anger. 
 
    ‘Instructing her.’ 
 
    ‘I took her out a few times,’ Walter admitted, ‘but I gave up. Husbands shouldn’t try to instruct their wives. She was having a couple of sessions a week with an instructor from Bailrigg.’ 
 
    ‘In the MG or a school car?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, one from the school. Chap used to come and pick her up.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll need his particulars. When was the last time you were in the MG?’ 
 
    ‘Sunday.’ He didn’t have to think about it. ‘She left it blocking the drive and I had to move it so that I could get out on Monday morning.’ 
 
    There was silence for a moment, then Sewell said, ‘You’re saying your wife was out in the MG on Sunday?’ 
 
    Walter swallowed. ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Alone?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ He looked around. ‘Gardening. I was outside all day – after I read the papers. This time of year the garden tends to get on top of you.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t leave the house all day? Where did Mrs Lambert go?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea. I mean, she didn’t say.’ 
 
    ‘She was gone all day, alone, a learner driver, and you didn’t ask?’ 
 
    He looked at them miserably and gave a deep sigh. ‘She was unhappy. She used to go to Carlisle a lot. Her family are there.’ 
 
    ‘So you did know where she went. Why not say so?’ 
 
    The atmosphere had changed. There was an air of hostility to the questions but he appeared to be unaware of it. He stared at the bottle of whisky on the coffee table. ‘I could accept her driving round the lanes in the MG,’ he confessed, ‘but going to Carlisle: on busy roads, driving in the city, that was unbearable. I had to block it out.’ 
 
    ‘You could have stopped it,’ Holgate said. 
 
    ‘She’s – she was my wife,’ Walter said thickly, ‘not my daughter. You think I didn’t try?’ 
 
    ‘You bought her the MG.’ 
 
    ‘And do you think I’d have done that if I’d known what was going to happen?’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you immobilize it? Or sell it?’ Holgate was genuinely curious but Walter merely looked at him, and that made him angry. ‘Was there another man?’ he asked roughly. 
 
    ‘Not to my knowledge.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he immobilize it?’ Holgate asked as they went down the drive with Rosie. 
 
    ‘She’d have left him,’ Sewell said. 
 
    Waiting for him in the car they passed round the photograph of the wife which he’d given them. It showed a pretty blonde in a white swimsuit posed on the edge of a pool, long legs swinging. It had been taken in Rhodes on their honeymoon. 
 
    ‘A lot of make-up for a girl going swimming,’ Rosie commented. ‘Is there a man in this?’ 
 
    ‘You mean a proper man?’ Holgate asked. 
 
    ‘Walter didn’t make a good impression,’ Sewell told Rosie, and related how the interview had gone. ‘Did you get anything from the sister?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. She dramatizes, like a lot of girls of that age. Isa was so neurotic, according to her, that it could have been suicide, but she didn’t dwell on that, it was mentioned only once. Apparently the woman hated the country and wouldn’t be living here but she married and had to.’ Rosie looked at the photo again. ‘Looks like a party girl, doesn’t she? A lot younger than Lambert too, although Gemma insists it’s a love match. Too insistent? Not overly jealous though, I’d say, more – mildly contemptuous basically.’ Sewell was staring at her and she fidgeted. ‘Gemma maintains everyone said the woman would crash the MG eventually. No surprises really.’ 
 
    ‘Funny household,’ Sewell muttered. ‘I can’t imagine any man being so gutless he has absolutely no influence over his wife.’ 
 
    ‘It was you said she’d have left him,’ Holgate pointed out. ‘It was blackmail, of a sort: if you don’t let me do what I want, I’m going home to Mum. Or another fellow.’ 
 
    Sewell pursed his lips. ‘So all the feeling was on his side.’ 
 
    Rosie held up the photo. ‘She looks available. I don’t see this woman driving around on her own. Did you ask if there was another guy?’ 
 
    ‘Not to his knowledge, he said.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not an answer.’ A movement in a mirror caught her eye. ‘Watch it, here he is.’ 
 
    Walter came down the drive having talked to his superior and explained why he wasn’t coming in to work. He climbed in the car and Holgate started up, taking him to Bailrigg to identify his wife. Rosie asked about Gemma and he said she would go down to the tearoom; Miss Salkeld would look after her until he returned. Making conversation Sewell asked about the family background; little sisters didn’t usually live with married brothers. Without exhibiting any emotion he told them about the earthquake and the death of his father and Gemma’s mother. He and Gemma had inherited Borrans between them and, since it was the family home and Walter had never moved out, they went on much as before except that he married. Sewell asked no further questions but Rosie was left thinking that Walter was a good catch: steady job, decent salary, valuable house; that bread cupboard alone must be worth thousands. With a big garden and Lakeland prices you were probably looking at a property in the region of a quarter of a million. Yes, a good catch. What was Isa’s background? 
 
    Gemma waited until the police car left and then she went down and closed the gate. Walter’s Nissan was still blocking the drive so she pushed the seat forward, got in and reversed into the garage. She sat for a moment frowning at the bright garden beyond the dark frame of the doorway, idly running her hands round the steering wheel, wondering how long they were going to keep him, realizing that they would come back with him because he’d gone in their car. 
 
    She went in the house, replaced the Glenlivet, smelled the tumbler, grimaced, and took it to the kitchen. Automatically she made toast and ate it standing at the sink looking out at the bronze wallflowers below the cream broom. The air was heavy with scent and loud with birdsong. 
 
    She went upstairs and along the passage to what had been her parents’ room, then Walter’s and Isa’s. He had pulled up the duvet and she lifted the far corner to reveal Isa’s red nightie edged with something simulating swans-down. His striped pyjamas were neatly folded on the other side of the bed. This was the only feature of the room approaching order. Clothes were tossed over chairs and a pair of feathered mules looked as if they had been kicked across the room. There were two mahogany wardrobes against the wall. She pawed through one and knew immediately what was missing: the Wranglers and the pink T-shirt Isa had been wearing when she’d walked in on them yesterday: her and Martin Blamire. 
 
    Gemma sat on the flounced stool in front of the incongruous modern dressing table and stared at the lipsticks, the brushes and pencils, the palette of shimmering eyeshadows, the cream blusher: everything dropped rather than laid down. Carefully she began to tidy up. 
 
    When she’d finished, had gone downstairs to drink a glass of milk and returned to go through Walter’s wardrobe, she shut the front door and went through the garden to Jollybeard. 
 
    Cooper rose from the window sill with arched back, stretching, greeting her with a silent mew. 
 
    ‘I’m not opening just for the morning,’ Eleanor told her as she came in the kitchen. ‘It’s the inquest this afternoon.’ 
 
    Gemma gaped. ‘It can’t be! They’ve only just found – Oh!’ Eleanor evinced mild surprise. One expected odd pronouncements from Gemma – who gulped and said flatly, ‘You haven’t heard.’ 
 
    ‘Heard what?’ Eleanor stiffened. 
 
    ‘Isa. She crashed through the wall at Waterhouses.’ 
 
    ‘And? Gemma, she’s not – Is she?’ Gemma nodded. ‘Oh, my dear. Sit down. I’ll make tea.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t fuss. I’ve known for ages. The police came hours ago. They’ve taken – they’ve run Walter to town to identify her.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Walter.’ Eleanor sighed deeply. ‘She was alone – of course.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She couldn’t undo her seat belt evidently.’ 
 
    Eleanor looked at Cooper but she wasn’t seeing him. ‘I never saw her wearing a seat belt,’ she said, apparently without thought. 
 
    ‘She fastened it when she remembered. She wouldn’t want to be stopped, would she, driving without a licence? No way.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not.’ As Eleanor busied herself with the kettle and cups there were footsteps in the front room and Miss Pink called ritually, ‘Anyone home?’ 
 
    Gemma blinked rapidly as Eleanor responded. ‘You’re just in time, Melinda. I was making tea.’ She hesitated, glancing at Gemma. It was her bad news, but the child was only fifteen. However she was taking it well – 
 
    ‘My sister-in-law crashed her car,’ Gemma told Miss Pink whose eyes widened in disbelief. Adolescent girls: fantasy lives? Eleanor signalled frantic confirmation. 
 
    ‘Is it serious?’ Miss Pink asked carefully. 
 
    ‘She drowned,’ Gemma said, her eyes like a lemur’s. ‘Just like Phoebe.’ 
 
    ‘Well, no,’ Miss Pink demurred. ‘Phoebe wasn’t in a car.’ 
 
    ‘All the same: fatal accidents. We go in for them, don’t we?’ 
 
    They eyed her dubiously thinking: shock. The kettle boiled. Tea was made. Miss Pink sat down heavily. 
 
    ‘She went through a wall,’ Gemma told her without expression. ‘She was a learner, you see, she couldn’t drive. She went through the wall, over a cliff and into the river. Couldn’t get her seat belt undone in time.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was frowning. ‘What happened to the instructor?’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t one.’ 
 
    ‘That was Isa.’ Eleanor was pouring the tea. ‘She drove on her own without a licence. It was bound to –’ She stopped herself in time but Gemma had no such qualms. 
 
    ‘Everyone said it would happen. She drove like she was at Brand’s Hatch.’ 
 
    ‘Without the expertise.’ Eleanor couldn’t help herself. 
 
    They were silent until Gemma put their thoughts into words. ‘I don’t know what he’s going to be like when he comes out of the shock.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be here,’ Eleanor assured her. ‘Anything you want …’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I suppose the saddest thing is that he never got the chance to say goodbye.’ The others exchanged glances over her head. ‘She was gone when he came home – how ghastly – he could have passed her on the road … Of course, we don’t know when she … He came in and asked me where she was but she hadn’t told me where she was going – I mean, she never did. So we waited supper for a while and when she didn’t come we ate, but we didn’t think anything of it, you know? She’s – she was a free spirit. And then we watched telly, well, I watched, he mowed the grass. We watched a movie together later on and then we went to bed.’ 
 
    ‘She still hadn’t come home?’ Eleanor was puzzled. 
 
    ‘How could she? She was in the river. I’m sorry, that was rude. No, she didn’t come home, or come home and go out again. We didn’t wait up.’ 
 
    ‘You were used to it.’ Miss Pink was equable. 
 
    Gemma gave a faint shrug. ‘I think she went to discos. Wally would never, ever, go to a disco but he didn’t mind her going.’ Her tone changed. ‘I was worried actually, thinking about her driving back in the dark, I couldn’t sleep. I woke Wally up when I went down for a drink. Hot night, all the doors were open and later, when I went to the loo, I crept along there like a mouse but he still heard me. I reckon he didn’t sleep much himself, just dozing. Eleanor, if you’re going to town, shall I take Cooper home with me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course you can, dear. And if he doesn’t want to come, I’ll close up and no doubt he’ll find you. If I might suggest it, it would be nice if you were there when Walter comes back, don’t you think? He shouldn’t come home to an empty house, not today.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that would be ghastly!’ Gemma looked stricken. ‘He’ll have the police with him. Do I – offer them anything? I mean – eats, a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Why should he have the police with him?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘They took him! He couldn’t drive. He was in shock.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded, chastened. Eleanor said, ‘You don’t offer the police anything; they’ll just drop him and leave – I mean, they’ll deliver – Oh my, I’m making him sound like a package.’ 
 
    ‘It’s what he looked like,’ Gemma said. ‘He adored her, you know.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not having you along,’ Jacob said savagely. 
 
    ‘I’m coming.’ Mabel was adamant. ‘I need to hear what you say.’ 
 
    ‘Hell, woman! You know what I’m going to say! I saw her pass, I didn’t speak, she were too far away. ‘Sides, it were misty.’ 
 
    ‘There, you see! It weren’t misty down here and if you go saying it were, someone else is going to say it weren’t, then where’ll you be? Shown up for a liar is what.’ 
 
    Jacob glared. ‘ ’Twere an innocent mistake. What’s it matter any road whether mist were down or up? I weren’t measuring it.’ 
 
    He’d been cutting silage all morning and had come in for an early bite before setting off for the inquest. Surprised to find Mabel in her second-best dress, bag and gloves on the table, her coat over a chair, he’d been astonished at her announcement that she was coming with him, meaning right into court. 
 
    ‘Where did you go after you saw her?’ she was asking now. 
 
    ‘I went round t’sheep. What’re you on about? You sound like police.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the coroner will be asking questions. I asked “where”, not what you were doing.’ 
 
    He eyed her, thoughtful now. ‘I went down t’dale, looking at lambs.’ 
 
    ‘Lambing’s over long since.’ His jaw dropped. ‘That’s what coroner will say,’ she insisted. ‘Even townies know you’re not lambing in May.’ 
 
    ‘I were looking to see was any of ’em scouring,’ he said with dignity. ‘You know that.’ 
 
    ‘Good. But don’t say nowt till he asks. Don’t be too ready about anything.’ She returned his stare. ‘You never went up the way, did you? Over t’top to Closewater?’ 
 
    ‘You know I didna. You’d have heard t’tractor grinding up t’slope.’ 
 
    ‘Just – you didn’t go, and you don’t say until you’re asked. You were down dale all Sunday, right, except when you come in for your dinner. You never went up bottom road to t’quarry?’ 
 
    ‘No, I didna.’ Belligerence had given way to trepidation. 
 
    ‘Let’s hope no one says owt about where you’re tipping, nor about dead animals.’ He licked his lips. ‘An’ about you threatening her,’ Mabel added meaningly. 
 
    ‘Her threatened me!’ He checked, hearing his own words. ‘No one’s going to say nothing,’ he muttered. ‘Who cares about the odd sheep and a few empty drums? That tip’s miles from t’beck, how could water be contaminated? D’you ever hear of dead fish in it? Stop fretting; only reason coroner got to be interested in me is I were t’last person to see her.’ 
 
    In the event it was Martin Blamire whose evidence was the most illuminating at the inquest. After Phoebe’s body was found the rescue team had returned to the quarry and worked out a scenario that came close to Miss Pink’s theory. Knowing now that Phoebe had intended being down by six to feed the cat it was most unlikely that she could have been swept away by a surface stream because the waters didn’t rise until after the storm. So, according to Martin, she could have walked along the green level from the Gowk track, climbed the gate and, in trying to reach the floor of the quarry, lost her footing on a smooth slope above the beck just before it went underground. The fracture indicated that she struck her head as she fell. 
 
    Eleanor, as her friend – her only close friend as it appeared – was questioned and she suggested that, being a keen photographer, Phoebe could have gone into the quarry to take pictures; there were spring flowers, even the walls would make interesting subjects. The coroner noted that the camera was missing although he doubted that it would have survived intact, falling with her. He didn’t even mention a rucksack. He brought in a verdict of accident with the rider that since the Danger notices had no effect on adventurous hikers, the dangerous slope should be adequately fenced. He stopped short of apportioning blame to the owners of the site; everyone knew that upland areas were full of abandoned quarries, one might as well blame the National Trust when a climber fell off a cliff within its boundaries. And although Phoebe’s age had to be mentioned, with their eyes on the press and thoughts on political correctness, everyone avoided attaching any significance to the victim’s being close to eighty. 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Miss Pink said as they walked back to her car, ‘age counts. I find myself thinking twice about exposed paths which I never even noticed twenty, thirty years ago. And I’m willing to bet that if one does stumble at our age, reaction is considerably slower than it used to be.’ 
 
    Eleanor said nothing until they were in the car but before Miss Pink could start she said, ‘Jacob was unhappy.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s hand was poised above the ignition switch. ‘Swinburn? So you noticed.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t help noticing if you knew the fellow. He was in an awkward position: the last person to see Phoebe. Mabel was watching him like a hawk. A good job no one mentioned the friction between them. That could have been embarrassing.’ 
 
    ‘The police have never suggested foul play.’ Miss Pink thought about that. ‘Not to mention anyone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not suggesting for one moment –’ 
 
    ‘No, no, of course not.’ A longer pause. Still Miss Pink made no move to drive away. ‘All the same, given what you’ve told me about her, their confrontations must have been pretty heated. He could have a motive.’ 
 
    ‘Melinda, you have a criminal mind! Next thing we know you’ll be suggesting that someone knocked Isa on the head and shoved the MG in the river.’ 
 
    ‘And what would be the motivation there?’ 
 
    ‘Melinda!’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see much of her but what I saw in the Lamb two days ago indicated that she was a lively young woman.’ 
 
    ‘She was a shrewd little minx who’d seduced an unsophisticated fellow into marriage and who’d have left him already if it hadn’t meant leaving a nice home – and worth a fortune where she comes from – and more money for her housekeeping and clothes than her mother would have known in her life. Gemma loathed her sister-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘She says her brother and Isa were in love.’ 
 
    ‘She’s protecting Walter.’ 
 
    ‘Protecting him from what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I’m tired – I’m rambling, don’t know what I’m saying. Let’s get home, shall we? I’m dying for a cup of tea.’ 
 
    Gemma and Jean Blamire were sprawled in the shade under a damson tree at Elfhow, the collie stretched out beside them. Jean had agreed to have the girl to lunch when asked by Eleanor. Her surprise at the request, virtually a demand, was superseded by disbelief when Gemma arrived and explained. Isa drowned in her car, Walter taken to Bailrigg by the police, this child left alone in the house, subsequently to acquaint the neighbours with the appalling news – ‘They should never have left you,’ she blurted, unable to control herself. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t like that,’ Gemma assured her, as if she were the adult, Jean the teenager. ‘Walter told me to go to Eleanor but I couldn’t stay at Jollybeard because they had to go to the inquest, her and Miss Pink’ – she shrugged and smiled – ‘then Eleanor thought of you. I won’t stay long, I have to be back for Wally; I don’t want him coming home to an empty house.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ How well she was taking it, blocking out the horror; this had to be shock. Jean considered and rejected subjects suitable for chatting; she wished Martin were here but he, too, was at the inquest. She was suddenly startled to realize that this was the second death in four days. 
 
    ‘He’ll be lost without her,’ came Gemma’s voice. She lay on her back, her eyes closed. ‘We didn’t sleep, listening for the sound of the MG, and all the time she was …’ Her voice died away. 
 
    ‘But – Waterhouses! She’d crossed the main road. How did she manage to negotiate two lanes of traffic?’ 
 
    ‘She managed well enough. She used to go to Carlisle and that was the route she took. She’d never risk the main roads because of the police patrols so she went by way of the back lanes.’ 
 
    ‘The driving’s more tricky.’ 
 
    ‘But not nearly so many people to see her: driving with the top down and her hair flying.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose.’ Jean wasn’t convinced. ‘I think …’ 
 
    ‘Think what?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she was your sister-in-law …’ 
 
    ‘What are you trying to say?’ Gemma sat up, on the alert. 
 
    ‘All that driving, without a licence, in a sports car: it was like, you know, as if she had a self-destruct button.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what Martin said?’ 
 
    ‘Actually he doesn’t know yet; he left before anyone knew, other than you and Walter. But he’s said it of her in the past, yes. He wasn’t the only one who thought that way, Gemma.’ 
 
    The girl nodded. ‘And he wasn’t afraid to tell her either.’ She was morose. 
 
    ‘He did?’ This morning was full of shocks for Jean – well, surprises. On the other hand Gemma did exaggerate. 
 
    ‘Isa told you Martin said something to her?’ 
 
    ‘I heard them – him, rather: bawling her out one time.’ 
 
    Jean sighed. ‘It didn’t do any good, did it? If she went to Carlisle so often I’m surprised her mother didn’t try to put a stop to it, at least until she’d passed her test. It was her mother in Carlisle, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what she said. But she didn’t have L-plates on the MG so her mother needn’t know that she didn’t have a licence.’ 
 
    ‘I hope Walter isn’t going to get into any kind of trouble for failing to stop her.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I told that woman sergeant – Rosie something – that he tried but he got nowhere. Isa was like a kid.’ Gemma smiled wanly and went on: ‘Some teenagers, their parents can’t do a thing with them, ’fact, they’re frightened – dads in particular – so the kids run wild: play truant, drink, do drugs, you name it. It was like that in our house.’ 
 
    ‘You …’ What was this? ‘Oh, Dwayne Paxton.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t give a toss for him. I’m talking about her: Isa. She was the kid in our family. Wally –’ She stopped. Jean waited. Gemma went on more quietly, ‘That was the trouble: he loved her. Another guy would have knocked her about, stopped her by brute force, punished her. Wally adored her. Funny thing was she loved him too.’ 
 
    ‘He’s always been a good neighbour.’ Jean was circumspect. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body,’ Gemma said firmly. ‘Oh God! There’s the car. See you!’ And she was gone, Whisk barking and prancing after her: out of the gate and down the lane to where an unmarked car was backing into Borrans’ drive. It stopped. Rosie Winder and Walter emerged as Gemma and Whisk arrived. 
 
    ‘Nice dog,’ Rosie said. ‘Yours?’ 
 
    ‘The neighbour’s.’ Gemma eyed Walter. ‘I could use a mug of tea. How about you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Rosie said, and Walter frowned at Gemma who thought he was conveying a message. Prudently she said nothing but went ahead of them to the house. 
 
    She didn’t go to the kitchen but hung back to hear what they had to say. Without a word Walter went to the bread cupboard and took down the bottle of Glenlivet. He was going to start drinking in the middle of the afternoon? This was what she had to be on her guard against. 
 
    He held up the bottle. There were about two ounces in the bottom. ‘You poured a drink for me this morning,’ he told Gemma. ‘How much was in there?’ 
 
    ‘About twice as much as now.’ She was puzzled and sullen. 
 
    ‘Gemma.’ Her eyes widened. He sounded like someone’s dad. ‘Have you been drinking it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ She threw a glance at Rosie who was attentive, expressionless. ‘I hate the stuff. I washed your glass. Even the smell was gross!’ Indignation gave place to apprehension. She stared at the Glenlivet and tried to remember if Martin liked whisky. 
 
    ‘I told you’ – Walter was speaking to Rosie – ‘it was more than two-thirds full. I can’t understand it.’ He turned back to Gemma, appealing now. She was wary, she wasn’t going to ask the next and obvious question. 
 
    ‘Isa was drunk,’ he told her. She waited for the next bit, tense as wire. ‘Did you ever see her drinking?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘She liked Tia Maria.’ Her voice sounded weak, like a little girl’s. 
 
    They all looked at the open cupboard, at the bottle of Tia Maria among the party drinks, all full or nearly full; this wasn’t a boozy family. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t Tia Maria but whisky,’ Walter said. 
 
    How did they know? And how daft can you get? They’d opened her up of course, and she’d stunk of Scotch. 
 
    ‘I’ll make us some tea.’ She escaped to the kitchen, needing to be out of range of Rosie’s feline stare. She filled the kettle and switched on. She reached for the mugs and placed them carefully on the counter, listening for their voices in the other room, but they’d gone outside and she could hear only the humming of insects. 
 
    ‘That’s Martin behind us,’ Eleanor said. ‘You’d better let him pass. He’s a busy man.’ 
 
    Miss Pink indicated and pulled into a place marked by a white diamond. An old van rattled past with jaunty pips of its horn. 
 
    ‘Nice fellow,’ Eleanor commented. ‘I do admire him: out in all weathers, always on call. And all without pay.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t make much from his writing,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘And I take it Jean doesn’t have a job.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect Jacob lets them have the house rent-free, and she grows all her own vegetables, sells a lot to me – and to the holiday people in summer. She makes some pin money that way.’ 
 
    They passed the Lamb and bore left for Jollybeard. Two small figures were walking up the cart track towards Sunder. ‘Bobby taking care of his little sister,’ Eleanor observed with approval. ‘There’s another one with a fine sense of responsibility – despite everything.’ 
 
    Miss Pink drew up at Jollybeard’s gate. Cooper was stretched on the cool flags of the porch, waiting. ‘You mean, despite being a gypsy child’?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dyslexic or something. He has trouble reading and writing. He’s having special tuition now but it should have been diagnosed before. Otherwise he’s a very bright child. You’ll come to supper? I have pheasant defrosting.’ 
 
    ‘I heard about it in town,’ Martin said as Jean brought him a bottle of Budweiser. ‘I’m only surprised it didn’t happen before, the way she went through the village. I told her she’d kill one of the Sunder kids if she didn’t watch it.’ 
 
    ‘Gemma told me.’ 
 
    ‘Told you – what?’ 
 
    ‘That you were giving her stick for driving without a licence.’ 
 
    ‘When was this?’ 
 
    ‘After you’d gone to town. Eleanor called and asked me to give Gemma lunch. She was all on her own, Marty, wasn’t that cruel? The police took Walter away and left the child alone in the house! Can you believe that? They’re heartless – and there was a woman with them too.’ 
 
    He was astounded. ‘They’ve arrested Walter?’ 
 
    ‘No! I didn’t say that. They took him to town to identify the body. Naturally. They’ve brought him back. Why on earth would they arrest him?’ 
 
    ‘Gemma came here to tell you that?’ 
 
    ‘She came for company basically. Eleanor had to go to the inquest so Gemma came here. She’s taking it very well, too well perhaps. But then, like you said, it didn’t come as a surprise to anyone, a shock yes, but not a surprise.’ 
 
    ‘I tried but I had no influence.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t, would you? We’re just neighbours. If her own family couldn’t cope with her no one could. I never realized that Isa travelled so far in that car. Gemma says she often goes – went – to Carlisle. Except that there seems to be some doubt about that. It looks as if Isa could have been meeting someone on the quiet. The way Gemma tells it Isa comes over as very immature. Did you think that?’ 
 
    He hesitated, then, ‘She was a nutter. Immature and neurotic. I had a bit of a set-to with her one time – nothing to get upset about’ – as Jean registered amazement – ‘she wanted me to teach her to drive. I refused. She didn’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell me!’ 
 
    ‘It was unpleasant.’ He grimaced. ‘I wanted to forget about it – and you’d be worried. After all, we live next door, and I was sorry for Walter, married to her.’ 
 
    ‘Marty, what are you trying to say?’ 
 
    He looked so helpless that she had to laugh. ‘Darling! She made a pass at you?’ She had forgotten that the woman was dead. 
 
    ‘Worse.’ He shook his head as if in disbelief. ‘She threatened me. Look, what happened was that she told me Walter shouted at her when he was trying to teach her to drive, and she ended in tears, so I felt sorry for her – at first. I did go for a spin with her; I drove the MG out to the old firing range and handed the wheel over to her. She was so bloody incompetent I told her she’d have to enrol at a professional driving school, I wasn’t having anything to do with it. So she tried to seduce me.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘How?’ His temper flared. ‘What the fuck do you think she did?’ 
 
    ‘Marty! It was a natural question.’ 
 
    His face smoothed out but his eyes were cold. He licked his lips. ‘You want all the details?’ 
 
    ‘Well, there couldn’t be many.’ She gulped. ‘Not really. You made – she made a pass. That’s it?’ 
 
    He held her eye. ‘She pulled her skirt up. She wasn’t wearing any knickers. I got out of the car and told her to drive herself home, I’d sooner walk.’ 
 
    ‘You left her there and you say she couldn’t drive! Marty, the woman was deranged!’ 
 
    ‘There was a stand-off. She said if I walked away she’d accuse me of rape. I said she couldn’t, there was no evidence. She said attempted rape then. I said I’d drive her home but if she made any accusation against me I’d come back with a counter accusation. I said there had to be more guys around who’d come out of the woodwork once I went public.’ His voice dropped. ‘But I did tell her to get psychiatric help.’ 
 
    ‘All this and you never said a word.’ 
 
    ‘Why should I? It would have made bad feeling between neighbours. But that woman hated me. You could see it in her eyes. Now what are you frowning at?’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking of Gemma and Walter. She’s insisting him and Isa were in love. Gemma has to know all about her own sister-in-law; they were close in age, they lived under the same roof.’ 
 
    ‘You reckon.’ 
 
    ‘I see now.’ She was thoughtful. ‘She’s trying to protect her brother. The husband’s always the first suspect.’ She was suddenly frightened. ‘What am I saying? Marty, suppose Isa’s death wasn’t an accident?’ 
 
    Rosie Winder was lost in admiration. ‘That looks exotic. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Pheasant in a chanterelle sauce.’ Eleanor preened herself. ‘And if you so much as look …’ This to Cooper who was pirouetting about their legs in an ecstasy of anticipation. ‘I had to defrost it inside a cold oven,’ she told Rosie, ‘otherwise he’d have been in the window and stolen a breast just for the fun of it. Couldn’t eat it till it was thawed of course.’ 
 
    ‘You go away and leave your windows open?’ Rosie was appalled. 
 
    ‘This is Borascal, my dear. Everyone knows his neighbour’s business so they know there’s nothing to steal at Jollybeard. But then,’ she added quickly, ‘there’s no petty theft here.’ She regarded Rosie fixedly, conveying a message. ‘The mothers are very strict.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen any children.’ 
 
    ‘One family only, and if there were any naughty children in it I wouldn’t leave my windows open.’ 
 
    ‘How different to the city.’ Rosie sighed. ‘Even to the town.’ 
 
    Eleanor shrugged. ‘Will you stay for supper? Miss Pink is coming down.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to but really I just called because I was passing, to let you know Walter’s back and Gemma’s with him.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I’m taking a casserole to Borrans to save them cooking.’ The exchange was stilted. If the woman wasn’t staying to eat, why did she linger? ‘I expect you’re dying for a cup of tea,’ Eleanor stated heavily. ‘Or would you prefer a proper drink?’ 
 
    ‘That would be nice,’ Rosie said, startling Eleanor, who thought that the police didn’t drink on duty. She considered the cooking whisky, dismissed it and produced a bottle of Talisker. 
 
    ‘Isa could have been drunk,’ Rosie murmured. 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t drink.’ 
 
    ‘She was full of whisky, and Walter’s missing the best part of a bottle of Glenlivet. Did you see her using a seat belt?’ 
 
    ‘Never.’ It was jerked out of Eleanor: an automatic response. She was disorientated, first by the information and then by the question. 
 
    ‘That’s what Walter says but Gemma says she did wear one.’ 
 
    Eleanor clutched the bottle of malt to her chest. ‘She’d wear one on the main road,’ she said weakly. 
 
    ‘Her mother will be able to fill some gaps. They’ve gone to inform her. I’ll know more when I get back to the station. Did you know her mother?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Eleanor was mesmerized. ‘I never met her. If she ever came here.’ 
 
    Miss Pink walked in without knocking, redolent of talc and bonhomie, telling Rosie not to get up, eyeing the bottle. ‘Most convivial: one of my favourite tipples.’ 
 
    ‘How many do you have?’ Rosie asked, grinning. Miss Pink beamed, treating the question as rhetorical. 
 
    Eleanor produced another shot glass. ‘The sergeant tells me Isa was drunk,’ she stated, and it was a warning. She flashed a glance at Rosie. ‘The autopsy was very quick.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t finished when I left,’ Rosie said. ‘But as soon as they’ – she paused, glanced at Miss Pink – ‘made the incision, the fumes knocked them backwards.’ 
 
    ‘She was drinking alone?’ Miss Pink wondered. ‘Or with a companion?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve contacted her driving instructor. He had a full schedule yesterday but it didn’t include Isa.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t believe her,’ Eleanor said when the woman had gone, leaving the two elderly ladies to stroll to Borrans, accompanied by the officious Cooper: ‘about the fumes of Scotch knocking the pathologist backwards.’ 
 
    ‘She was stretching it. Ingested material passes out of the stomach within four or five hours as I remember – wait a minute though!’ She halted. ‘Death stops the process so if she was drinking shortly before she drowned, then the whisky would still be in the stomach.’ Her glasses flashed as she looked back down the dale. ‘I suppose she did drown.’ 
 
    ‘You mean – alcohol poisoning?’ 
 
    ‘She’d still drown.’ Miss Pink was almost inaudible. She moved forward again. 
 
    ‘I never saw her wearing a seat belt,’ Eleanor said. ‘And Walter told Rosie she didn’t. Gemma says she did – and Isa was strapped in when she was found.’ 
 
    ‘How sinister that sounds: strapped in. Gemma would say that. Young girls lead fantasy lives, some of them. Rosie Winder is intrigued, no doubt about that – and then there were those two detectives. Why is the CID investigating a road traffic accident?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, at eight o’clock next morning, Borascal was full of policemen: plain clothes and uniforms. Honeyman slept late but his mother saw the marked cars pass the Lamb and was the first of the residents to react with emotions ranging from trepidation to terror. Only the visitors in the holiday cottages were to view the invasion without qualms but then, sequestered as most folk were in their lush gardens, this news seemed to penetrate slowly. 
 
    They went to Borrans first and after a while Sewell and Holgate drove away with Walter. Again. Meanwhile Rosie Winder was taking Gemma down to Jollybeard – again. Other police were at the Blamires’ house, at the Lamb, and at Ashgill where Miss Pink came to the door carrying a tea towel to regard the two strange uniforms with mild surprise. They asked her if she knew Mrs Lambert. No, she said. They appeared nonplussed. ‘Not socially,’ she added. ‘I’ve met her.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see her on Wednesday, ma’am?’ Although she didn’t invite them in, she had presence and the courtesy leaked out. 
 
    ‘Not Wednesday,’ she said. ‘Only Tuesday.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know her car, an MG: a sports car?’ The younger man was aware that no one of this age knew any make of car. 
 
    ‘No.’ Her eyes sharpened as a police car passed her gate. ‘You’re trying to discover who saw her last. Has there been a development?’ 
 
    The younger fellow opened his mouth only to be forestalled by his colleague. ‘Nothing to bother about, ma’am,’ he said firmly, implying that it needn’t concern her. ‘So you couldn’t say when she left home on Wednesday; you didn’t see, or hear the car pass?’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t pass here; Borrans is lower down the lane.’ 
 
    She let them go, turning away but leaving the door open. She wasn’t surprised, ten minutes later, walking past the head of the lane, to see a marked car at the entrance to the Blamires’ place, and a uniformed figure approaching it, coming either from Borrans or one of the holiday cottages. Phoebe’s place was, as always, closed up, and bore that air of abandonment which pervades houses where the owner isn’t coming back. No one was interested in Phoebe now. She wondered why they were concentrating on Isa. 
 
    At Jollybeard it was a case of déjà vu: Eleanor and Gemma drinking coffee, Cooper on the window sill. And Walter? She dared not ask. 
 
    ‘We don’t know what’s happening.’ Eleanor answered the unspoken question. ‘Rosie Winder came down with Gemma, but she wouldn’t say.’ 
 
    ‘Even to me!’ Gemma was savage. ‘They’ve taken him away again and no one’ll tell me why.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t they tell him?’ 
 
    ‘No, he’d have said.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find out.’ Miss Pink sounded more confident than she felt. This child was getting a raw deal. ‘The Blamires must know something; there’s a police car at the end of their drive.’ 
 
    ‘Really,’ Gemma breathed. ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be calling on everyone.’ Miss Pink observed her reactions with interest. ‘Door-to-door inquiries. They came to me. They’re trying to find out when Isa left the village.’ She was uneasy, well aware of the customary reason for so many officers to be deployed in order to discover when a person was last seen alive. 
 
    Gemma stood up. ‘I’ll go and ask Jean; she’ll tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Wait.’ Miss Pink was brusque. ‘No one will tell you anything while the police are there. Hang on till they’ve gone.’ 
 
    Gemma slumped back in her chair. Eleanor looked anguished. ‘I’d welcome a cup of coffee,’ Miss Pink said, galvanizing her. 
 
    It was ten o’clock before they learned the reason for the renewed activity. Gemma had gone to the Blamires’, the police appeared to have left the village, Sherrel Lee had arrived at Jollybeard, insisting that she was feeling better, insisting on cleaning, or waiting if Eleanor were going to open up – and offhand about the police who had called at Sunder, but of course neither she nor her mother knew anything of Isa’s movements on Wednesday, nor any other day. She was washing up when the telephone rang. 
 
    Eleanor took the call in the kitchen and turned white. Sherrel clattered a saucepan in the sink and Miss Pink turned on her sharply. Eleanor was clutching the phone as if in a spasm. ‘Are they sure?’ she gasped. ‘But who could – Oh no! No, Walter, you must have – yes, yes … all right, I’m listening.’ She did so, nodding, then pulled a notepad across the counter, scrabbling frantically in a litter of papers. 
 
    Miss Pink advanced. ‘Slow down. Let me.’ She found a pen and handed it over. She watched Eleanor print a name. 
 
    ‘Of course, right now,’ Eleanor cried loudly, like a person not used to the telephone. ‘I’ll ring you back – what? But they must – oh, right. Good b–’ She turned. ‘We were cut off!’ She tried to replace the phone but she was shaking so much she had to use both hands. Sherrel and Miss Pink stared, immobile. 
 
    ‘Something – something was broken,’ she told them. ‘In Isa’s throat: the high – high – a bone?’ 
 
    ‘The hyoid,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Sherrel asked, wiping her wet forehead with a tea towel. ‘What’s it mean?’ 
 
    ‘She was strangled.’ 
 
    ‘I have to call Walter’s solicitor,’ Eleanor said. ‘He wouldn’t instruct the man in front of the police, and why should he? It’s family business.’ 
 
    More than that when your wife’s been strangled, Miss Pink thought. Aloud she said, ‘Sit down and take a breather before you ring him. You’ve had a shock.’ She hefted the kettle. 
 
    ‘I have to do it now,’ Eleanor protested, picking up the phone. ‘He must get to the station as soon as possible before Walter says anything.’ 
 
    Sherrel’s eyes were wide as she wiped a plate aimlessly. Miss Pink switched the kettle on and took the tea towel from her. She said firmly, ‘You can leave this and do upstairs: make a start on Miss Salkeld’s room.’ The girl glanced at the sink uncertainly. ‘I’ll finish here,’ Miss Pink said, the tone informing Sherrel that she was on a losing streak if she dared protest further. 
 
    Eleanor was conducting a shaky conversation, dramatizing, not for effect but for emphasis: ‘… essential you get down there immediately; he’s been accused of her murder – what? I don’t know; what’s the difference? All you have to do is tell him to say nothing – isn’t that right?’ 
 
    There was a protracted pause while she listened and the distant voice yapped away. Her shoulders dropped and at length she managed a defeated, ‘I’ll be waiting for it’ and replaced the phone. ‘He’ll call me back,’ she told Miss Pink, ‘When he’s seen Walter.’ 
 
    ‘Walter hasn’t been charged.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he said: MacLean, the solicitor. He says they need to question him because he’s the husband. Is he right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. When a wife – when anyone’s murdered, the people closest are – have to be interviewed.’ 
 
    ‘Are suspects, that’s what you were going to say. Guilty until they’ve proved themselves innocent? That’s exactly my point: Walter could incriminate himself; he’s very naive.’ 
 
    ‘There may be other people who were close to her.’ 
 
    ‘Gemma? No. No!’ 
 
    ‘Not Gemma, but a lover. Or lovers.’ 
 
    Eleanor sat down carefully. Cooper, aware of a possibly permissive atmosphere, jumped on the table. She ignored him. ‘Off!’ ordered Miss Pink sharply and he flattened his ears, jumped down and stalked out of the kitchen. 
 
    ‘She was discreet,’ Eleanor murmured. 
 
    ‘She wasn’t. She was flirting – flaunting herself in the Lamb.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think she frequented the Lamb. Walter wouldn’t like it. Besides she didn’t drink.’ 
 
    ‘She was waiting on tables the day they were looking for Phoebe.’ Miss Pink stiffened and frowned. 
 
    ‘So she was, but flirting is one thing, taking a lover is serious. If she did, she was discreet about that. And we know most of what goes on in a tiny village.’ 
 
    ‘Do you?’ It was loaded. 
 
    ‘You live in the country yourself. You know how people talk.’ 
 
    ‘There’s gossip, and there are open secrets, but sexual deviances, extramarital affairs, are usually kept quiet.’ 
 
    ‘But people know, and a woman has only to be seen talking to the local Don Juan and it’s all round the village.’ 
 
    ‘And everyone knows it’s gossip. You’re saying there was no gossip about Isa?’ 
 
    ‘None. She was out a lot – and illegally, without a driving licence, but that was the extent of her offences. She hated Borascal so she went home to her mother. No doubt the mother will confirm that.’ 
 
    Sitting in the car outside the terraced house in Carlisle Sewell said, ‘Now we’ll find out what she was hiding yesterday.’ 
 
    Rosie, in a neat shirt and slacks, said, ‘There are three sons, according to Holgate, all long-distance lorry drivers. Their mother could be programmed to stay stum where vehicle offences are involved.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not concerned with a vehicle offence; I want to find out how much the mother knew about her daughter’s love life. Stay with the car, Dowling, and watch those kids.’ 
 
    The driver took him literally, staring morosely at a group of small boys kicking a football against a brick wall at the end of the cul-de-sac. Beyond the wall loomed the bulk of a rusty gasometer. 
 
    The house was tiny: two up, two down, but the trim was fresh and neat if in an unfortunate shade of green. The door was opened by a massive fellow, too heavy for his age, wearing a black singlet designed to reveal tattoos that covered most of the exposed flesh. Bristles were appearing on his shaved head lending him the look of a clipped hedgehog. 
 
    They were taken into the back room and Rosie regarded Isa’s mother with interest. She must have started producing children very young because she wasn’t much more than forty now, the years smoothed out by fat. This family had a recurrent gene or lived on junk food, or both. And, remembering Isa, blue-white on the mortuary slab, Rosie postulated different fathers. The mother had been pretty however, and now looked plumply comfortable and as neat as her painted window frames. In the bleached and back-combed hair, in the green eye-shadow and the whole enamelled appearance, there was a glimpse of the daughter’s ghost. 
 
    They jostled to find seats, the gross son evidently sitting in, and Sewell voicing no objection. Rosie shot a glance round the dim room, the window netted against a sunlit yard. The room was dominated by an oversize television set and a three-seater sofa in blue leather. There was no table, no pictures and no books. This space was for watching telly just and if they ate here it was off their laps. 
 
    The family name was O’Neill and the fat boy was Brian. No one was told to make tea; that would have happened yesterday when they first learned of the death. 
 
    ‘So what’s it now?’ Mrs O’Neill asked, taking the initiative. Her lips twitched. ‘Or is it something else?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Sewell said kindly. ‘It’s your daughter. It wasn’t an accident, Molly.’ 
 
    There was no overt change in the rounded face but something happened: an incipient tightening of the mouth, a narrowing of the eyes. Brian looked at his mother. He was uneasy. 
 
    ‘She never killed herself,’ Molly said tightly. 
 
    ‘No.’ Her eyes flew open. ‘She was’ – in the face of that stare Sewell hesitated for the fraction of a second – ‘murdered.’ 
 
    In the dead silence that followed, through the closed window a pigeon could be heard crooning: part of the sunlit morning and the urban brick yard. 
 
    ‘How?’ Molly asked. 
 
    ‘She was strangled,’ Sewell said, and then, surprisingly, ‘I’ll make us some tea.’ 
 
    Neither mother nor son reacted. Molly looked at Rosie who was fighting to control her expression. ‘You got her husband.’ 
 
    Rosie blinked, cursing Sewell. Her ambition was CID but not to be thrown in the deep end like this. Metaphorically she trod water. ‘Why him?’ she countered. 
 
    ‘Had to be. The bastard.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll kill him,’ Brian said, but that was automatic for the type. 
 
    ‘It could have been anyone,’ Rosie said, knowing Sewell was hearing every word. 
 
    ‘You’re saying my girl was promiscuous?’ 
 
    ‘How often did she come here?’ Sewell cut in from the doorway. 
 
    ‘I told you yesterday! This were her home!’ 
 
    ‘Things have changed. Yesterday we thought it was an accident. She was out most days in her car –’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, she weren’t –’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday you said –’ 
 
    ‘I were confused! You’d just told me my girl had been in a car crash – Where you going?’ This to Brian who had lurched to his feet. 
 
    ‘I’m going to call our Jimmie.’ 
 
    ‘He’s in Belgium.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a mobile, hasn’t he?’ 
 
    Sewell made no move to detain him. ‘She didn’t dare come here,’ he told Molly. ‘She’d be too conspicuous, driving through Carlisle in an open sports car.’ 
 
    ‘She came at night.’ It was quick and as quickly retracted: ‘Once or twice.’ 
 
    ‘And the other times? All the times she told her family she was here?’ 
 
    ‘We’re her family.’ Sewell waited, eyebrows raised. A calculating look crossed Molly’s face. Through the wall came the sound of music from next door. ‘I didn’t ask,’ she said. 
 
    ‘But you knew who it was.’ 
 
    Her silence could have been acquiescence, on the other hand it could be a ploy. ‘Don’t you want us to catch him?’ Sewell asked. 
 
    ‘You said you’d got him.’ 
 
    ‘I said nothing of the sort. Did you?’ To Rosie. She shook her head. ‘Walter’s giving us some information,’ he conceded, adding quietly, ‘He must have known.’ 
 
    ‘They’re the last to know.’ Molly was grim. ‘And when they do find out there’s hell to pay.’ 
 
    He studied her, then glanced at Rosie who said, wheedling, ‘She told you there was another man, didn’t she?’ 
 
    Molly stared back and blinked. ‘Not as such. I guessed. One way and another. She were always miserable living right out there: the sticks, she called it. Then she changed. She were excited – not happy but sort of – sly, like she were playing a game with me, like when she were little, you know? I warned her, I said she’d to be careful.’ 
 
    ‘Careful of what?’ 
 
    ‘Losing it all of course! That big house, the new clothes, pay cheque every month: job for life, isn’t it, the Council? Crazy to throw it all away just for a bit on the side.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he, Molly?’ 
 
    She shook her head, cornered. ‘I don’t know, I tell you. I never asked.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    She spread her hands. Her head came up. ‘I didn’t want to know – there! We had words about it. I told her –’ 
 
    ‘Mam!’ Brian was back. ‘Shut up, Mam!’ 
 
    ‘She’s dead, son. What’s it matter now? I never should have –’ Tears traced black trails down the plump cheeks. ‘It were the last thing I said to her and I’d give my life to take it back.’ 
 
    ‘Leave her be.’ Brian was suddenly dangerous: a stupid man, frightened and protective. Sewell stood up and the officers allowed themselves to be crowded into the passage. 
 
    ‘Randy little bitch,’ Brian wheezed at Rosie who rounded on him in fury. He held up a large hand, palm out. ‘That’s what she called Isa,’ he told her, and nodded unhappily. ‘She were right, you know. All the same, she didn’t deserve to go and get herself strangled.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Sewell asked, waxing belligerent as they were halted by roadworks in Botchergate, ‘what did you make of that?’ 
 
    ‘She was the village tart?’ 
 
    ‘There’s not been the slightest hint of it.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe the right questions weren’t asked. And you were concentrating on Walter. Does it make a difference: one man or a number of them? If it was your wife, which would be more likely to make you lose your rag: her having an affair with Joe Bloggs or playing the field?’ 
 
    Sewell glared at the back of the driver’s head. ‘That’s too personal. It depends on the man.’ 
 
    ‘Actually I was doing my best to be objective – and you did ask.’ She was resentful; he wanted her opinion and objected if he didn’t like it. ‘As a woman, I’d be much more concerned if my fellow was serious with another girl than if he was sleeping around. But I can’t extrapolate to Walter: opposite sex and, I’m sure, a very different temperament to me.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your conclusion?’ He didn’t like that ‘extrapolate’. Rosie had a degree in English. 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I reckon Walter would be devastated if she was having it off with one chap.’ 
 
    ‘We’re back to square one: he strangled her because he discovered an affair.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she was doubtful, ‘it could have been the other guy for one reason or another. He got tired of her? She wanted to go away with him, he wouldn’t – or wouldn’t leave his wife? Emotional blackmail? You pays your money … It would help if we could find out who he is – was.’ 
 
    Gemma had approached Elfhow trying to convince herself that this was the logical thing to do: visit the neighbours to find out what was happening, particularly when it concerned your own brother. All the same she was wary of Martin: arrogant and macho, Mountain Rescue and all that – she found him sexy and dangerous and was working on the delicious feeling that visiting at Elfhow this morning was like walking into a tiger’s cage. 
 
    Jean was baking. Bread was proving beside the Aga and she was dribbling molasses into a mixing bowl. Martin would be working upstairs because his van was at the side of the house. Gemma sat at the table, found a stray raisin and ate it absently. 
 
    ‘If you’re hungry,’ Jean told her, ‘there’s a lardy cake in the pantry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right, I had breakfast at Jollybeard. The police took Walter away again.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Gemma!’ Jean threw a glance at the closed door at the foot of the stairs. She hesitated, lowered her voice: ‘What d’you mean, took him away?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you’d know.’ 
 
    Jean breathed deeply. ‘They didn’t –’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Gemma looked innocent, appealing. 
 
    ‘They – didn’t tell you about Isa?’ 
 
    ‘I know she’s dead.’ Now she was reproving. 
 
    ‘Gemma, dear …’ The girl’s eyebrows shot up, this didn’t sound like Jean and the older woman grimaced, embarrassed. ‘Isa was str – killed,’ she blurted. ‘Murdered.’ 
 
    Gemma stared, frowned, and suddenly appeared strangely adult. Jean muttered something and made a dash for the door. 
 
    Gemma’s gaze went to the mixing bowl. She scraped a finger round the side, licked it and moved to the foot of the stairs. She could hear Jean’s raised voice and a murmur, not a soft murmur, more a hard mutter. She couldn’t distinguish any words. 
 
    Jean returned after a few minutes. ‘Sorry about that,’ she announced on a high note, staring as if she were lost in fog and about to collapse. ‘Walter’s her husband, which is why they have to question him. They questioned us too.’ 
 
    ‘What did they ask?’ 
 
    Jean’s mouth opened, and closed with a snap. ‘What time Isa – did we hear her leave on Wednesday? We didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You’re very close, but she’s downhill from you – was. You wouldn’t hear the MG unless you were listening for it.’ 
 
    Jean nodded. ‘They’re asking everyone the same question so I promise you: there’s no need to worry about Walter.’ 
 
    A board creaked. Jean’s eyes flickered but Gemma seemed focused on the police: ‘Are they asking people where they were on Wednesday night?’ 
 
    ‘No, why should they do that?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll get around to it. After they bring Walter back. Because I know where he was every minute of that night.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘So what if it sounds incestuous? They’ll be interested in every male between sixteen and sixty. You know: the usual suspects.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a joke, Gemma.’ 
 
    ‘Someone did it.’ 
 
    ‘No one we know then.’ Jean was harsh. ‘None of us lives alone.’ 
 
    ‘And all our men have alibis. That sounds like a quotation, doesn’t it? You’re right though, when they find him it’ll be a psychopath, a loner, someone she met when she was out driving.’ 
 
    When she’d gone Jean worked furiously, rolling out her scones, slapping the dough on the pastry board, gouging with the cutters. There was no sound from Martin’s study but she wouldn’t hear anything with the doors closed. She went out to the vegetable garden and drifted up and down the rows with a hoe chopping the odd weed, coming back to the front of the house to look up at his window, which was wide open. The curtains moved gently but nothing else moved except the swallows swooping into their nests under the eaves. 
 
    She was close to the porch when he came down and she followed him to the kitchen having worked herself into a fine state of righteous resentment. 
 
    ‘I told you’ – he was emphatic – ‘I will not be interrupted when I’m working. It was bad enough to have you come in ranting and raving; to come down and have to deal with two hysterical women –’ 
 
    ‘Marty! She’s a child! She’s alone and terrified and if you can’t spare a moment from your magnum opus –’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be so fucking snide. Why should I be bothered because some dirty little tart gets herself bumped off by her husband? She deserved it. Anyway, Gemma’s not exactly virginal herself – her and Dwayne Paxton.’ 
 
    ‘That’s got nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘Hasn’t it? How do you know? Come to think of it’ – his eyes sharpened – ‘Dwayne would take anything on offer. Remember what I told you?’ He was grimly amused, surprised that he hadn’t thought of this already. ‘D’you know, I reckon she had it off with Dwayne too.’ 
 
    ‘Too?’ 
 
    He stared at her and licked his lips. ‘I won’t be the only one she tried it on with.’ 
 
    Jean wouldn’t meet his eyes. She moved to the cooker and opened the oven door – to be greeted by a blast of smoke and heat. She gasped and grabbed the oven gloves. Snatching at the baking sheet she misjudged it and charred lumps were scattered across the flags. 
 
    ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ 
 
    She backed to a chair, tore off the gloves and threw them at him. He watched her warily. After a moment he closed the oven door, crunching cinders underfoot. 
 
    She lifted her face, dry-eyed but anguished. ‘You slept with her,’ she said dully. 
 
    ‘I told you –’ 
 
    ‘You told me a little, a tiny fraction. You left out the important part.’ 
 
    He turned. ‘I’m off.’ He paused and regarded her stonily. ‘You’re fantasizing. I told you the truth and you fabricated a whole drama round it. It’s you should be writing the books: a bodice-ripper, that’s your style. You’re obsessed with sex.’ She stared at him, unable to follow his drift but knowing she’d remember every word. ‘I can see what’s wrong,’ he went on, ‘it’s your time of life.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not forty!’ 
 
    ‘It happens. What you should do is see the doctor, get him to make you an appointment with a psychiatrist. You can do it voluntary and it’s all on the National Health. Now I’m going out; no way can I work here with all these daft interruptions.’ 
 
    It wasn’t until the van had clattered away down the lane that she remembered she hadn’t told him what Gemma had said about the usual suspects. She thought that was funny: that she’d forgotten to tell him. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    At Bailrigg workmen drilled out the lock in order to repossess a studio flat and found the decomposing body of a woman with massive head injuries. She was identified as one of the former occupants and a search was started for the husband who hadn’t been seen for weeks, neither by the neighbours nor at his workplace. The police were overstretched but fortunately the Lamberts’ MG had been recovered and its inspection could go ahead because the technicians involved weren’t needed for the Bailrigg murder. 
 
    Short-handed then, and with Sewell occupied as he was with questioning Walter, Rosie was sent back to Borascal, in plain clothes and driving her own silver Puma. Her instructions were to find out if Isa had been involved with another man and to try to ascertain Walter’s movements on Wednesday night. 
 
    ‘Oh my,’ Honeyman breathed as she approached the bar in the Fat Lamb. ‘That’s what I call a sexy car.’ 
 
    ‘Pretty, isn’t it?’ Rosie’s smile accepted the innuendo as a compliment, knowing that in Honeyman’s book sexy cars meant sexy owners. He was leering at her, his eyes like currants in puff pastry. 
 
    ‘Day off?’ he asked as she ordered a beer. 
 
    She nodded. ‘I like this village. I thought I’d rent a cottage later in the year, bring my folks up for a holiday.’ She tasted the beer, raising an eyebrow in appreciation. ‘I’m looking at some empty places this afternoon.’ 
 
    His mother came in from the back with a tray and a plate of hamburgers oozing fried onions. Honeyman added drinks and napkins and carried it to a family at one of the tables outside. No one was indoors except Rosie. 
 
    ‘You’ll not find any cottages empty this time of year,’ Dorcas told her. 
 
    ‘I can walk round and check them from the outside. I have the agents’ particulars.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve done your homework.’ Dorcas was sardonic. ‘You reckon Borascal will suit you?’ 
 
    Honeyman came back with the tray and eased his bulk behind the bar. He wasn’t leering any longer but he was intent on Rosie’s reply. 
 
    ‘If I was a journalist I’d say Borascal was unspoiled: pretty, affluent, friendly; that is, everyone’s got good manners.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s a world away from what I’m used to: poverty, drugs … crime.’ 
 
    The last word hung in the air. The Honeymans seemed to be expecting more. ‘What happened here is in a different league from urban crime,’ she insisted. 
 
    ‘We’re premier league material.’ Honeyman was trying to make a joke. 
 
    She ignored it. ‘I suppose, even in a village, there’s a lot of domestic – er – irregularity? Not real crime though.’ 
 
    Dorcas uttered an exclamation of either contempt or disgust and went back to the kitchen. He waited until she was out of earshot when he said slyly, ‘You don’t call murder a crime?’ 
 
    ‘Like you said, it’s in a different league. What I’m saying is you can’t compare a deprived urban area with a prosperous village. Although,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘sex crimes would be a common factor. There are prostitutes everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘She weren’t no prostitute!’ His fury was startling. ‘You think I’d have employed an ’ore in this house? My mother would –’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Dorcas was back in a hurry, her eyes snapping. ‘What’s that, son?’ 
 
    ‘She says as how Isa were an ’ore.’ 
 
    Rosie had both hands up, pressing the air. ‘I never mentioned Isa! What makes you think – You employed her here? I didn’t know that.’ 
 
    Dorcas asked tightly, ‘What were you saying about her?’ 
 
    Rosie shook her head helplessly. ‘I wasn’t talking about her. I was talking about crime in inner cities as opposed to Borascal and it occurred to me that –’ She turned innocent eyes on Honeyman. ‘Oh, I see! We got our wires crossed. ‘Here was me thinking the common denominator was sexual – adventures –’ 
 
    ‘Prostitutes! They’re everywhere, was what you said,’ Honeyman blustered. 
 
    ‘And you saw a connection. Of course she wasn’t a prostitute. Everyone would have known.’ 
 
    ‘She was friendly,’ Dorcas said, so close to her son that she was touching him. 
 
    ‘A looker.’ He swallowed. ‘She couldn’t help that,’ he added weakly. 
 
    ‘It’s a small place,’ Rosie agreed. ‘A pretty girl: there would be gossip. Nothing to it of course. The men would discuss her among themselves, they always do. I work with fellows, I know how they talk about any new colleague, even when she isn’t a looker. You can’t tell me anything about a men’s locker room.’ 
 
    ‘No one gossiped about her,’ Dorcas said with finality. ‘There was nowt to gossip about.’ 
 
    Rosie left her car at the pub and, a light Pentax round her neck, trying to present the image of a mildly interested tourist, she turned left towards the houses. On her right was the Rutting Beck and a wooden footbridge which held no interest for her and, on her side of the road, a track with a footpath sign: ‘Sleylands. Closewater 3m.’ 
 
    The road forked, the left lane climbing, eventually to double back on itself, as she knew, and return as the right fork. She turned left, despite her mission finding a sensuous pleasure in this slow and deceptively aimless amble where before she had passed relatively quickly, incarcerated in a metal box. True, the car windows had been open and there had been scents and birdsong but now there was time to distinguish between different smells and to stare. ‘Time to stand and stare’, she recalled from her schooldays, stopping at a shabby gate under an arch dripping with the blue racemes of wisteria. A flagged path, rather weedy but cushioned with rock plants, led to a solid porch and a façade in need of whitewash. 
 
    Desirable property in need of renovation, she thought, carried away by yet another persona: prospective house hunter. As she leaned on the gate, it opened unexpectedly and at the same moment a lithe young fellow emerged from the porch carrying a haversack. He checked at sight of her and then advanced: no more than twenty, she concluded, and immature. His appreciation was quick and obvious but then she’d dressed carefully; the cut of the slacks emphasizing her long legs, the wide leather belt cinching her waist, the shirt with one too many buttons undone. The wraparound shades added glamour while shielding her eyes. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘And what can I do for you?’ The tone was a caress, his eyes were saying he knew exactly what he could do. Her smile was an acknowledgement of it. 
 
    Aloud she said, ‘Nothing really, your gate came open as I was leaning on it admiring your cottage. Actually I’m looking to rent one later in the year.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ She could hear wheels turning in his brain. ‘You wouldn’t want this place. Alone, are you?’ So casual it was ludicrous. 
 
    ‘It depends,’ Rosie said. ‘Why wouldn’t this place do? It’s sweet. Are you on holiday too?’ Hardly, in those filthy jeans, but the inanity of the question went over his head. 
 
    ‘I live here. I’m Dwayne. I were born here. My folk moved into town and I inherited the old place. It needs doing up. I’m going to get stuck in at back-end when I’ve finished another house … Tell you what, why don’t you come and look at that? The owner’s after a tenant. Great big kitchen, lounge like a barn, two bathrooms, three bedrooms – the big one’s out of this world: parky floor, one wall all glass, balcony to drink your wine on. Suit you down to the ground.’ 
 
    ‘You’re working there?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah. I work for meself like. I’m going along there now, it’s only just down the road.’ He was trying to look boyish and smooth but he couldn’t keep still and he was too close to her. 
 
    ‘You show people over it? I mean, you act as an agent or what?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He paused, grinned and plunged. ‘I just take girls there.’ His eyes were sparkling. It was a joke. 
 
    ‘On their own?’ She didn’t believe this; no one could be so obvious. 
 
    ‘Right.’ He exuded confidence. She moved away, trying to avoid stepping on some carmine saxifrage that was invading the path. 
 
    She turned and looked him in the eye. ‘I wouldn’t be the first girl you’ve taken there.’ 
 
    He didn’t like that and once he stopped smiling he was menacing. ‘Who’ve you been talking to? You been listening to gossip. Were you –’ He glanced down the lane. ‘You was in t’Lamb! That bastard! Ask him what he gets up to when he’s away to the Cash-and-Carry. Takes him all day to pick up a few groceries. And to look at un you wouldn’t think un could make it with nowt except a sheep.’ 
 
    ‘What was your name again?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s asking?’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne what?’ She wasn’t going to ask him where he was when the police came calling door-to-door, she wasn’t going to ask him if he’d heard Isa leave on Wednesday night, had seen her go, had been with her. But she was going to risk a gamble. ‘Were you at that house on Wednesday?’ 
 
    ‘’Course I were.’ But the answer had come slowly. 
 
    ‘Wednesday night?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    She wished this garden were overlooked by a neighbour but it wasn’t and she’d gone too far to pull back. ‘So where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Who wants to know?’ 
 
    ‘What have you got to hide?’ 
 
    He was quiet and tense, like a cat hearing a rustle in long grass, or was it he who had rustled and now he was immobile, watching the cat? 
 
    He turned and went up the path but instead of going to the house he veered to the right to disappear behind some shrubs. A latch clicked. She retreated to the gate. After a few moments a Land Rover emerged from a gap, himself at the wheel. He ignored her, trying to look casual, succeeding only in looking – frightened, she thought. She was left wondering if she’d discovered anything important. A randy young bugger certainly, and one who’d avoided the police until now, but neither need make him a murderer, even if something she’d said had scared him badly. 
 
    ‘That’s Dwayne Paxton,’ Eleanor said, shunting a batch of loaves on to a wire tray. ‘No doubt he propositioned you.’ 
 
    ‘Good Lord, how did you guess?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve known him since he was a small boy, which wasn’t that long ago. He’s not firing on all his cylinders, but you’ll have discovered that for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Two coffees and cakes!’ Sherrel announced, bustling in from the front. She stared at the stranger suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Have you met Sergeant Winder?’ Eleanor asked, but Sherrel hadn’t, and shook her head blankly. Rosie asked her if she lived in the village and she said she did, with her family. The atmosphere was electric; Eleanor would have liked to suggest that the visitor go out to the tearoom but dared not say so. On duty or day off, if the police walked in your kitchen, it wasn’t a good idea to tell them to leave it. 
 
    Sherrel started to assemble a tray clumsily, aware of Rosie’s eyes on her. Rosie was considering whether the girl would repay investigation and deciding against it; best results would be obtained from the people she knew already. 
 
    Eleanor spooned tea into a pot. ‘You don’t use tea bags,’ Rosie said in wonder. 
 
    ‘This is an up-market establishment,’ Eleanor said and then, surprisingly, she winced. 
 
    ‘A problem?’ Rosie asked, thinking rheumatism. 
 
    ‘Not any longer.’ 
 
    ‘There never was!’ Sherrel cried heatedly, glad to distract attention from herself. ‘That were a trick, Miss Salkeld, and a nasty mean one too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s over, Sherrel. Folk are coming back.’ 
 
    ‘And small thanks to her, whoever.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this about?’ Rosie asked. 
 
    ‘You never heard? I thought the whole county knew. Someone started a rumour that we had salmonella poisoning here. It was a hoax of course, but it wasn’t pleasant to know that someone could hate you to that extent.’ 
 
    Rosie gaped. The Honeymans, she thought, they’re the competition. ‘I’m surprised you should be the target,’ she said. ‘The Lamb is much more vulnerable: serving hamburgers on a hot day like this. And presumably microwaved.’ 
 
    Eleanor giggled. ‘Actually they’re delicious hamburgers. I have one occasionally although I agree: they’re not hot-weather food.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘Although when you think of it, there’s probably more bacteria about than we ever imagine. We must have built up an immunity to it.’ 
 
    Rosie’s lip twitched as she recalled the cat on the window sill. He had to pass the sink or the draining board to get there – and when he came in: paws all gluey from garden soil. 
 
    Miss Pink entered from the front carrying a small bundle which she unfurled to reveal a striped apron. ‘Day off?’ she asked genially, tying the strings. 
 
    ‘House hunting.’ Rosie was brazen. ‘Just for a short break. I’ve been offered two already.’ 
 
    ‘Which two?’ Eleanor was arrested in the act of spooning strawberry jam into a crystal bowl. 
 
    ‘Dwayne Paxton’s: his own and the one he’s working on.’ 
 
    Eleanor snorted. ‘You can forget both. His must be the last home in Borascal with an outside lavatory – pretty view but – an earth closet? And Blind Keld, at the other extreme, isn’t for rent. He’s rebuilding the garden wall there, and if he’s pretending an interest in it he’s suffering from delusions of grandeur.’ 
 
    ‘I got the impression the delusion was sexual. He tried to lure me there with a hard sell on the master bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘He actually tried to – That boy’s impossible! However, if he’s courting other girls’ – Eleanor was addressing Miss Pink – ‘let’s hope family problems prompted Gemma to give him the push.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was shaking her head in warning but Rosie’s peripheral vision was excellent and even if it hadn’t been, Eleanor’s sudden tension was significant. ‘Did that big party come in?’ she cried. ‘I’m going to need another kettle if we go on like this. I never asked’ – she looked at Rosie wildly – ‘I suppose you can’t say how Walter is?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t been in since.’ Rosie was ambiguous. ‘They must be tied up with this murder in Bailrigg.’ They stared at her. ‘You haven’t heard?’ She told them as much as would be released to the media but they were only superficially impressed. They had their own murder in Borascal. 
 
    ‘Was Isa promiscuous?’ she asked, dropping it like a bomb out of a blue sky. 
 
    The quiet in the kitchen was accentuated by low voices in the tearoom, the gentle clatter of crockery, the scrape of a chair. There was no gasp of shock, no hasty denial. Miss Pink seemed relaxed but attentive; Eleanor was more than relaxed, she looked resigned. 
 
    ‘It crossed my mind,’ she admitted at length and then, pulling herself up: ‘Oh no, not promiscuous. But …’ – and then, as if she’d completed an utterance, she busied herself measuring flour into a bowl. 
 
    ‘Her mother says she wasn’t promiscuous but …’ Rosie contributed. 
 
    Eleanor nodded sadly. ‘Probably.’ She sighed and tried to retract: ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘But of course,’ Rosie said, trying to keep the irony out of her tone, ‘no one has any idea of his identity.’ 
 
    Eleanor looked at her blankly. ‘Would they say if they knew?’ 
 
    She dawdled along the top lane, pausing to snap a dazzling white house with crow-stepped gables, working round to include its barn with a sagging slate canopy over its great door, cursing a red BMW which spoiled the effect, then remembering that she wasn’t a photographer, only acting the part. No one came out of this house to chat, or chat her up. She strolled on, came to where the lane doubled back at an acute angle and paused to study Phoebe Metcalf’s closed house, a magnolia dropping waxy petals on uncut grass, the cat Cooper watching her from a bower of columbines. She took his picture for good measure and then one of Miss Pink’s place: a gleam of white walls through silver birch trunks and drifts of bluebells. 
 
    Elfhow’s gate was closed but she wasn’t interested in the Blamires, her attention was focused on Borrans, although she thought it unlikely that a girl of fifteen would be on her own when her brother was with the police. Did Gemma think he was only helping them with their inquiries? If she hadn’t left the village she couldn’t be far away – unless she’d taken a leaf out of her sister-in-law’s book and was driving without a licence – and under age at that. 
 
    Gemma was, in fact, polishing her brother’s car. Cracks between the stone flags of the drive were still damp and a vacuum cleaner lay on the grass verge along with several attachments. The girl was expressionless as Rosie approached but she hadn’t recognized the sergeant in shades and plain clothes. When she did she was hostile. ‘Where is he?’ she demanded, peering past Rosie. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry?’ 
 
    ‘My brother!’ She spat it out. ‘What’ve you done with him?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my day off.’ Rosie simulated surprise. ‘I was just helping out this morning because they had to have a woman along. Sewell’s only talking to Walter, you know; he wants to know about Isa’s friends and family.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he question Wally here?’ 
 
    ‘He wanted to spare you.’ 
 
    ‘Spare me from what?’ 
 
    ‘Embarrassment. About Isa’s friends.’ Gemma should have asked in what way Isa’s friends could be embarrassing but she didn’t; she stared at Rosie’s dark glasses and waited tensely for the next question. 
 
    ‘I’ve been talking to Dwayne Paxton,’ Rosie said. 
 
    The girl’s eyes wandered and her lips worked. ‘So?’ It was too loud. 
 
    ‘Does he come on to all the girls?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell would I know?’ 
 
    ‘You mean now you’ve finished with him you don’t care if he plays around.’ 
 
    ‘Who said I’d finished with him? When did I ever start?’ 
 
    ‘He’s scared, Gemma.’ 
 
    She started to nod and then changed it to a violent shake of the head. ‘I don’t see why. What’s he got to be scared of?’ 
 
    ‘The police poking around of course.’ Rosie moved and peered into the interior of the car. ‘Police walk into a village and they’re concerned with just one aspect, but they turn over stones, uncover things, find secrets they didn’t know were there.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you know: folk smoking a bit of grass at parties, after-hours drinking in the pub, burying a cow because it shows signs of BSE, driving without a licence, cheating on husbands.’ There was a long pause. ‘Under-age sex,’ Rosie murmured. 
 
    After a moment Gemma said shakily, ‘It’s not a crime to cheat on your husband. A sin maybe, not a crime.’ 
 
    A cuckoo called, threatening to destroy the carefully contrived mood with ridicule. Fortunately Gemma was too young to appreciate the timing. 
 
    ‘And Dwayne wouldn’t be bothered about a court case,’ Rosie suggested. 
 
    ‘How does a court – oh, you mean like a divorce. No, why should he’?’ 
 
    ‘Costs?’ Rosie was vague. ‘I suppose they met at Blind Keld?’ 
 
    ‘I guess.’ Gemma accepted it as a question, which she was meant to do. 
 
    ‘How serious were they?’ 
 
    The hesitation was a fraction too long and then Gemma shook her head. ‘Never. She wouldn’t want to lose all this.’ She gestured to the house. 
 
    ‘Needs a lick of paint,’ Rosie said, then turned to stare at the car, P-registered, although coming up bravely under its polishing. 
 
    ‘Borrans is a mansion compared with what she came from,’ Gemma said without a trace of contempt, and then, ‘Yes, I know what you’re thinking: that she’d throw it all away for Dwayne Paxton, but you see, Walter knew and it didn’t make any difference at all, no more than it did with me. She had the morals of a cat.’ 
 
    Rosie blinked. ‘You’re saying there were more boyfriends?’ 
 
    Gemma was taken aback. ‘I’m not saying that, just that she was a slag.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t mind living in the same house with a slag?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I? She didn’t bother me.’ Gemma thought about it. ‘Matter of fact I was thinking about giving her the push; you know: tell her to go back where she came from.’ She glanced at Rosie hopefully. Rosie thought that the girl was getting tired. 
 
    ‘How would you have gone about it?’ 
 
    ‘Blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. And what crime had she committed that you could blackmail her with?’ 
 
    Gemma’s eyes were shifty and Rosie’s mind switched to the other question that needed answering: Walter’s whereabouts on Wednesday night. 
 
    ‘Slander,’ Gemma said suddenly. ‘She started a rumour that there was salmonella at Jollybeard. That’s a crime. You don’t believe me? She hated Eleanor. Eleanor said she was out for all she could get.’ 
 
    ‘I have to go,’ Rosie said. ‘Shall I put Walter’s car back in the garage for you?’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s OK, I can do it.’ 
 
    For the life of her Rosie could think of no way of broaching the subject of Walter. ‘How could I?’ she protested to Sewell on her mobile. ‘I got everything else, but no way was I going to ask her if he was in bed all Wednesday night. She’d have lied and turned hostile again and I’d established some kind of rapport which could come in useful. Anyway, you wanted a lover and you’ve got one – and Walter knew about him. She let that slip.’ 
 
    ‘You can come back,’ Sewell said. ‘You done a good job.’ 
 
    ‘Square one again,’ he told Holgate when she’d signed off. ‘We’ve got a name for the boyfriend, Dwayne Paxton, but Walter knew about him.’ 
 
    ‘If he’d known all along, what triggered him last Wednesday?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite square one,’ Sewell mused, ignoring him. ‘We’ve got another suspect – identified – and others unnamed? Honeyman’s no saint, I wouldn’t trust him near my daughter, and there are other men in Borascal, not to speak of further afield.’ 
 
    ‘And women.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘If it was a sex murder it could just as well have been a woman.’ Holgate spread his fingers. ‘Need strong hands though, but these farm women are strong.’ 
 
    ‘A lesbian relationship?’ 
 
    ‘That hadn’t occurred to me. I was thinking of a jealous wife, partner, whatever.’ 
 
    Or sister, Sewell thought. 
 
    In the late evening Miss Pink, fortified by Eleanor’s poached salmon but having declined wine, was following a sheep trod along the top of the escarpment where Isa had plunged to the river. Gouges in the far bank marked where the MG had been winched out of the water. Furnished with a large-scale map she had found a gate which gave access to the water meadows and, working her way south, had come to the start of the crag. Here sheep had made a narrow path which she followed, climbing to a long grassy ledge between the wall and the scarp. 
 
    The ledge was wide but it sloped gently, no hazard to a person on foot but the angle would have increased the impetus of a car breaking through the wall. Where there were fissures in the crag below small trees were rooted but there was none big enough to stop the MG. One raw snag marked a sapling that had snapped on impact. Above that point was the gap in the wall, the ledge littered with large stones. On the side of the wall that fronted the road a solid metal barrier had been erected, like a double crash barrier. Locking the stable door, she murmured, studying the wall either side of the gap, squinting along the line, looking for bellying. The ground here had been trampled by many people, imprints in the dust clear in the light of the setting sun. And if that hadn’t been in her eyes she would have seen a figure sitting in a rudimentary shelter on the far bank of the river, watching with all the interest of a fisherman observing the behaviour of a large trout. 
 
    She retreated, climbed the padlocked gate and came back to the gap. The sun was slipping below a wooded hill but the river reflected the sky. Bats were taking over from the sand martins, jinking above the water. A snipe thrummed unseen. Miss Pink, studying tarmac, could see no skid marks on the road, and she saw that where the wall was intact it was solid. The river at this point was deep enough that the driver would have been submerged even if the MG hadn’t turned turtle. Strapped in her seat, drunk, Isa wouldn’t have stood a chance if she’d been alive. But she wasn’t alive, she was dead when she hit the water, in fact she was dead when she went through the wall. 
 
    Miss Pink walked back to her car slowly. She stared at the bulk of the fells against an apple-green sky, not seeing them, thinking about the hyoid … She remembered Eleanor’s saying ‘high – high’ and herself explaining about the hyoid. How many people knew about it? If he hadn’t known, the man who strangled Isa, he would have expected the death to pass as an accident: she was drunk, she couldn’t drive well, she crashed through a wall. A wall that was solid, no sign of bellying. He must have started the MG’s run from back here, a hundred yards or so up Waterhouses Lane … no, too far, only a few yards were necessary; once he’d aimed the car at the gap it needn’t be going at more than walking pace – he’d be pushing it – because it didn’t have to break through the wall. He’d already made the gap, pushed down the stones. 
 
    The murder was premeditated then but the killer was cutting it fine, someone could have come along when he was dismantling the wall, or when he was pushing the MG. What are we looking at here, she wondered: a psychopath? In Borascal? She conjured up images of the contenders, those she had met and those she was aware of. Walter: the husband always the first suspect; Honeyman – her eyes narrowed in unconscious imitation of his; Swinburn and the curiously peasant behaviour involving the weekly tenner to the mother of his bastard. There was Blamire, the mountain rescuer, Dwayne Paxton and his reckless liaison with a fifteen-year-old, now there was one who gave no thought for the consequences. And those were just the men; women could be as tough, tougher, look at Phoebe Metcalf. But Phoebe came a cropper at the end (thoughts going off at a tangent, a corollary of old age), she’d fallen in the quarry … down a steep slope … and drowned. How odd. It had been a curious coincidence to have two violent deaths in four days but two drownings? She shook herself, feeling the cold metal of her car under her hands, recalling her to the present. The first death was an accident, this one was murder, by strangling. A woman could strangle a drunk but could she dismantle a wall? No doubt; if she had the strength to strangle … wait, she’d missed something. Another car was needed in order for the killer to get away, moreover someone had to drive the MG to this spot – unless Isa had been strangled here. But even if that were the case the killer still had to get home. Which argued either an accomplice or that he – or she – lived close enough that a second vehicle wasn’t necessary. Borascal was about three miles distant. He wouldn’t be able to keep to the lanes for fear of showing up in headlights so he’d take to the fields and footpaths. Therefore a local man, not necessarily from Borascal but local. 
 
    The stars were starting to appear, Venus brilliant in a tinted shell, no fiery shades tonight. Miss Pink’s engine caught and her lights lit up a grove of sycamores. The lights were observed by the occupant of the fishermen’s shelter who stood up stiffly and reached for his mobile. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Walter was home again, exhaustion lines etched in his face. Forcing himself to respond to Gemma’s solicitude, he picked at his stuffed chicken thighs until she told him to leave it, wasn’t there anything she could get for him? 
 
    ‘Another whisky,’ he said. 
 
    She brought the bottle. He’d already had a large one after the police dropped him off; she guessed a second would knock him out, which was probably for the best. He’d aged ten years in the last two days, and he wouldn’t tell her anything except that he’d talked to Sewell, as if she didn’t know that. There were a hundred questions she wanted to ask, and some information to impart, but she saw that she’d have to wait. She reached for his plate and started to eat his portion. 
 
    At breakfast time he was no more communicative, at least to start with. It was Saturday so she didn’t ask if he were going to the office. He looked a little better this morning: bathed and wearing clean clothes, smelling of aftershave rather than someone else’s cigarette smoke, but his eyes were washed out and still he wouldn’t talk. The initiative had to be hers. 
 
    ‘Rosie Winder came back yesterday.’ He looked puzzled. ‘The police sergeant,’ she explained. ‘It was her day off really and she wanted to find a cottage to rent – she said. Actually she was after information.’ 
 
    ‘It’s to be expected. There’d have been more police here yesterday but there’s another – death – in Bailrigg. Sewell told me. They’re short-handed.’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne Paxton made a play for her.’ 
 
    ‘For who?’ 
 
    ‘Rosie, the policewoman. She looks quite cool in proper clothes, a belt you’d die for. Dwayne was bowled over. Isn’t that a scream?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he told her he took girls to Blind Keld, asked her to go there with him.’ 
 
    ‘He does!’ He was concerned. ‘Did you ever …’ 
 
    ‘Go to Blind Keld?’ She shrugged. ‘I’m not interested in Dwayne. He’s history as far as I’m concerned. But he knew Isa.’ 
 
    He looked at her like a sick dog. ‘Isa? And Dwayne?’ 
 
    Gemma was frightened but she stuck to her guns. ‘You knew – well, if you didn’t, you know now. You didn’t do it so it was someone else, right? But there was more than one chap, Wally.’ The emphasis was not only in the tone but in the fixed stare that was trying to force it home on him. 
 
    He sighed. ‘Yes, I knew.’ 
 
    She gaped: the forceful woman reverted to a child. ‘You knew?’ It was a whisper. 
 
    He nodded helplessly. ‘Guessed, suspected, who cares? Sewell guessed too. He put it to me that I was condoning it –’ He registered her shock and realized with amazement that he was talking to his little sister. He shook his head vehemently. ‘It’s all over, Gem; we’re going to start again. I made a mistake and now we have to forget all about it.’ 
 
    ‘But you were shocked just now when I said she was having it off with Dwayne.’ 
 
    He winced. ‘I didn’t know about him.’ 
 
    ‘So – who …’ 
 
    ‘You said there were other – look’ – but suddenly he was angry, at the end of his tether – ‘I’m not talking about it, d’you hear? She was my wife and –’ Again he remembered that this was a child. ‘Forget it, love.’ He stood up and said with false heartiness, ‘Now I’m going to do some gardening and get some fresh air into my lungs. Why don’t you come out yourself when you’re finished here?’ 
 
    Gemma poured more coffee and stayed at the breakfast table, watching him change into his old shoes in the passage, wondering what it was that he knew and she didn’t, and how much of it he had told the police. 
 
    Miss Pink was watching a tree creeper when a watery crack alerted her to activity in the beck. She was on a track on the north bank and upstream of the house called Sunder. The level of the water had dropped and she felt no anxiety at sight of two small figures intent on constructing a dam; one, a tiny bareheaded girl, the other: young Bobby in a baseball cap. 
 
    She was about fifty yards away when the girl looked up and saw her. Miss Pink waved cheerily to indicate that she was no stranger, no paedophile come to Borascal to carry off small children, a hazard they’d no doubt been warned against, although in a dale where doors were left unlocked, it was a moot point that such a warning would be heeded. Different if it were Carlisle. And so ruminating, watching her feet among cow pats and lumpy bedrock, she came up to them, now slowed in their play, idly picking up stones and dropping them where they could serve no purpose except as something to do while they observed her out of the corners of their eyes. Bobby was now bareheaded too. She looked beyond him. 
 
    ‘You’ve lost your hat.’ 
 
    ‘Hat, miss?’ No small boy could be as innocent as his expression implied. His sister glanced at him uncertainly. 
 
    ‘Your hat,’ she said. 
 
    He stumbled, thrust out an arm as he tried to recover, and knocked the child over. There was a scream and a splash, Miss Pink made to start forward but Bobby was already pulling the dripping child to her feet, hustling her out of the water and up the bank. ‘You’re soaked,’ he hissed at her. ‘Mam’ll kill me! Hurry, we gotta get you into some dry clothes. Give you a hot drink. You’re all right, Flo, I’ll tell ’em it were my fault.’ He looked up at Miss Pink. ‘You come too, miss. You tell our nan as it weren’t her fault, please.’ 
 
    His sister, infected by his panic, started to sob loudly. 
 
    ‘No harm done.’ Miss Pink was calmness personified. ‘We’ll all go. Of course it was no one’s fault and a drop of water’s not going to hurt anyone on a hot day. What’s your name?’ To the girl. 
 
    ‘It’s Flora,’ Bobby said quickly. ‘We was building a dam, see. We’re making a paddling pool and then our mam can come down with the littluns and us’ll have a picnic like. Maybe we can build un big enough for a proper pool and swim – once us learns how. Oh, I forgot; you go on, there’s the house, I gotta go back for me rod.’ And leaving them as the wall of Sunder came in sight he darted away up the track. 
 
    Flora said between sobs, ‘He didn’t have no rod.’ 
 
    ‘He’s gone back for his hat,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Right. He put it in the water.’ 
 
    It was odd that such a young child should use the more difficult verb ‘put’ instead of ‘dropped’ but Miss Pink had no time to question it as, on the far side of a gate, Misella emerged from the cottage with a load of washing. Her eyes widened. 
 
    ‘Where’s Bobby?’ 
 
    ‘He’s coming,’ Miss Pink assured her, unlatching the gate. ‘He’s fine.’ And explained. 
 
    ‘In you go,’ Misella ordered the child, in the tone of wry resignation adopted by indulgent grandmothers. ‘You know where everything is: the green dinosaur shirt and the red shorts. I wouldn’t let her play in the beck on her own,’ she told Miss Pink, ‘but our Bobby looks after her. He’s a great little minder, that one.’ She followed the visitor’s eyes to a sand pit where two toddlers were playing. Beyond them was a weatherboard fence. ‘The littluns is too small to climb the fence,’ she said quickly. ‘And we keep this gate latched.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded. Forget paedophiles, a beck was the major hazard here. She wondered how soon the toddlers would learn to unlatch the gate but she allowed no disapproval to show, instead she regarded the cottage benignly. The back door opened on a functional verandah roofed by one of those long slate canopies that were a feature of the region. It rose to the level of the bedroom windows and the space below served the dual purpose of drying room and play room, judging by washing lines, and bright plastic toys strewn about the cement. 
 
    ‘So Sherrel’s at Jollybeard and you’re minding the family.’ It was facetious but Miss Pink was at a loss. With the Lees living here rent-free, and officially no father existing for the glut of children, she could think of no subject that wouldn’t carry some innuendo. ‘Such a shock,’ she murmured, casting her net wide: ‘Mrs Lambert drowning. It makes you think.’ 
 
    ‘I thought she were murdered,’ Misella said. 
 
    ‘Drowned, strangled, what difference does it make? She died. I feel sorry for Mr Lambert. And that young girl: only fifteen.’ 
 
    Misella gave a derisive snort. ‘That one can look after herself. I can’t say the same for the brother but her! Fifteen?’ She frowned at the toddlers. ‘Got a sharper brain than our Sherrel and no mistake.’ 
 
    ‘That’s education.’ Miss Pink was earnest. ‘Gemma’s had advantages. All the same, and judging by appearances, Sherrel’s youngsters are bright enough. She’s a good mother.’ 
 
    ‘With a bit of help here and there but you’re right: Gemma Lambert wouldn’t do so well if it was her with a load of weans.’ 
 
    ‘Time enough yet. She’s only a schoolgirl.’ 
 
    ‘They start at eleven nowadays, it were on t’radio.’ Misella was mildly contemptuous of this old lady, relic of a generation that thought brides came to the marriage bed as virgins. When did they ever? ‘But then,’ she added darkly, ‘what d’you expect with that sister-in-law?’ 
 
    ‘But I’m sure Mr Lambert loved his wife.’ 
 
    ‘He weren’t the only one then.’ 
 
    ‘Love?’ Miss Pink was bewildered. 
 
    ‘Well, sex they calls it now, like an itch. You gotta scratch it, you know?’ Wrong. This old soul had no idea what was being talked about – never had the itch of course, neither legal nor outside wedlock. 
 
    ‘Did she take people home?’ Miss Pink asked, seemingly of herself. ‘Oh no, never. A hotel then?’ She looked hopefully at Misella, childishly eager to be instructed in the conduct of clandestine affairs. ‘An empty cottage?’ 
 
    Misella studied her, not sure about this. ‘Who did you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Heavens! I’ve no idea who. I was wondering how they could keep it a secret in such a small place. She couldn’t have driven far. People say she couldn’t drive.’ 
 
    Misella said slowly, ‘What she’d do is drive to meet him and they’d leave his car and go on in hers.’ Miss Pink seemed to find this difficult to follow. ‘They couldn’t leave hers, it were too obvious,’ Misella explained. ‘Little red sports car. His wouldn’t be; leave it anywhere in a lay-by, even on a main road.’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t his car be recognized?’ 
 
    ‘He’d be a stranger, wouldn’t he? Not from around here. He could be a truck driver she met in some all-night caff.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. I couldn’t understand how a local man could get away with it; there’d be a wife to deceive, a mother … but of course, if he was a long way from home …’ She tailed off and after a moment Misella accepted that as the end of the conversation. She bent to her washing. 
 
    Miss Pink left Sunder giving no weight to the theory of Isa’s lover being a stranger or an itinerant truck driver, but a certain amount of weight to Misella’s wanting her to think so. However, Isa was one thing, what was at the forefront of Miss Pink’s mind right now was the fact that Bobby had not appeared at Sunder – which he wouldn’t do because he’d gone back for a rod, and Flora said he didn’t have a rod. He’d gone back for his hat, and this was the second time he’d denied that he had a blue denim hat. What was it about that hat? 
 
    Jollybeard was ticking over nicely. Nine customers in for lunch, Sherrel serving, Eleanor snatching a moment for coffee as Miss Pink tucked into focaccia and olives in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘There are two dead sheep downstream of the Lamb. Would that be Swinburn’s land?’ 
 
    Eleanor sighed. ‘The same. Last back-end there were seven. He fattens Scottish lambs in the water meadows and apparently there are always a few who die after the journey.’ 
 
    ‘He told you that?’ 
 
    ‘He told the police. Phoebe reported it. She was fed up. She’d warned him time and time again that if he didn’t bury them she’d inform the police. And she did.’ 
 
    ‘That’s incredible.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. You didn’t know Phoebe, and she was right: it was a health hazard. There could have been more bodies in the beck.’ Eleanor stopped short and their eyes met in united recall. She resumed as if kick-started, ‘But there was no bad feeling. I mean, we have to live together – and I get my eggs from there.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Awkward subject,’ she muttered. 
 
    Miss Pink refused to relinquish it. ‘There was a court case?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no. He buried the carcasses once they’d been brought to his attention.’ 
 
    ‘Lazy shepherding: seven of them. Seven minimum.’ Miss Pink thought of the one plastered against the watergate. 
 
    ‘Yes, well.’ Eleanor swallowed. ‘Then Phoebe discovered that he’d merely dumped them on his tip. So she reported that and, granted, he did cover them with earth after a second warning from the police. I’ll tell him about the two you found and he’ll see to it.’ 
 
    ‘Where is this tip?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an old quarry down the dale a bit. Only a little one, the kind you take just enough stone from to build one or two houses. It’s on Jacob’s land so presumably it’s legal – providing carcasses are adequately covered.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said slowly, ‘Phoebe passed Sleylands the morning of the day she died.’ 
 
    Eleanor smiled. ‘No, Melinda; that hare won’t run. She passed, she didn’t stop, and she waved to him. Does that suggest bad feeling?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve only got his word for it: that she waved.’ 
 
    ‘Mabel was there, at the farm. She and Phoebe were friendly. If she says she didn’t see Phoebe that day, she didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean that Phoebe didn’t stop, didn’t go into a barn, confront Swinburn. I can’t believe they were on good terms, not after she’d involved him twice with the police. Was he at home all that Sunday? Did he go to the tip?’ 
 
    ‘Phoebe was found in the beck.’ The tone was a warning. 
 
    ‘On Swinburn’s land?’ 
 
    ‘Mabel would have to know.’ 
 
    ‘Mabel would protect – her – man.’ The quick retort slowed suddenly. Miss Pink glanced at the doorway. ‘Where’s Sherrel?’ 
 
    ‘Why –’ Eleanor blinked, and stood up. She went to the front room and after a moment returned. ‘She’s not there,’ she said in wonder. 
 
    ‘Upstairs? Lavatories?’ 
 
    They both looked. Sherrel had gone. 
 
    ‘She was listening to us,’ Miss Pink said, back in the kitchen. ‘Swinburn’s Bobby’s father. He’s the Lees’ landlord and he contributes to Bobby’s support. She’s gone to warn him. It’s logical but does it have to mean anything sinister?’ 
 
    ‘The police must know about Bobby.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. Tell me, did Phoebe wear a hat?’ 
 
    ‘Always. She couldn’t stand the glare so she wore brims and she went in for amusing hats picked up on her travels. She had a sombrero and a cowboy hat and an American trooper’s cap with fur ear-flaps. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘What about baseball caps?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly, but that type, rather more up-market. The most recent one she brought back from Alaska: little animals embroidered on the front. I don’t know if she wore it though.’ 
 
    ‘Denim?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, like the blue jeans, with a pale brim. But why – oh, you found it!’ 
 
    ‘Not me but I think Bobby has, and he’s hiding the fact. Can he have found something else? And Misella – and Sherrel – they know what he’s found?’ She regarded Eleanor absently. ‘On what kind of terms were the Lees and Phoebe?’ 
 
    ‘Here we go again – but – OK, Sherrel resented her. Phoebe told the girl she was being degraded. No, she said the weekly handover was degrading. It’s a class thing; we think of it as humiliating but Sherrel and Misella wouldn’t be bothered. It really wasn’t anything to do with Phoebe anyway; she should have kept out of it.’ 
 
    ‘But that was her problem, wasn’t it.’ It was rhetorical, Miss Pink’s mind had diverged. ‘I keep getting my wires crossed. At Sunder I think Misella was trying to mislead me, insisting that the murder was the work of a stranger, but she was talking about Isa, and here we’re discussing Phoebe.’ She pondered. ‘Isa was murdered. We know that, although initially it was assumed to be an accident. Phoebe’s death was an accident according to the inquest. But was it? Her skull was fractured.’ 
 
    ‘She struck her head as she fell.’ 
 
    ‘But did she fall? You said there was no reason for her to enter the quarry. You had to contrive a reason: photographing flowers. And Swinburn could have been out that day, probably was, he’s a farmer.’ There was silence until Miss Pink resumed thoughtfully, ‘If Phoebe was murdered, there is surely a connection between the two deaths, between the two women.’ 
 
    ‘They were very different,’ Eleanor observed, herself thinking hard now, carried along. ‘The one a young, flighty baggage, the other a high-principled old lady, one secretive and dishonest, the other too frank for her own good. Maybe.’ The last added as she realized the implications of what had gone before. She ended emphatically: ‘I can’t see Jacob Swinburn being involved with Isa.’ 
 
    ‘The connection could be indirect: not directly between Isa and Swinburn but by way of someone else as a link: Isa – Gemma – Swinburn, or Walter as the link.’ 
 
    ‘You’re reaching, Melinda. It’s your criminal mind again.’ 
 
    ‘All the same: two violent deaths within four days –’ 
 
    ‘Coincidence; you might as well say that the wretched salmonella hoax was connected.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Miss Pink was resentful and argumentative. ‘Who started that rumour? Swinburn? He must have hated Phoebe and she was your friend. He might have found it amusing to mention it in the pub: some reference to his being ill after he’d eaten something Mabel bought here, suggesting it was salmonella poisoning.’ 
 
    ‘You see! You have tunnel vision. How can you conceive of Jacob forging a letter from a Sussex Council? A naughty hint in the pub certainly, but that letter was correct down to the last detail.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I did. No doubt with all these murders on your mind you forgot.’ Eleanor was patronizing. ‘The hoax started with a letter purporting to come from East Sussex Council and it was an excellent forgery – and you’d need a scanner and a printer.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was gaping. ‘Who has a computer?’ she asked weakly. 
 
    ‘In Borascal? Only Martin. Walter would have one in the office of course. Are you going to suggest one of those men – of whom I’m very fond’ – stretching it a bit – ‘that one of them tried to put me out of business? That’s way over the top.’ 
 
    Miss Pink wasn’t listening. ‘The hoax,’ she intoned. ‘Phoebe’s death, Isa’s murder.’ Eleanor scowled angrily. ‘People acting oddly,’ Miss Pink continued. ‘I wonder what the police thinking is on this.’ 
 
    A man built like a sumo wrestler walked into the Fat Lamb and eyed Honeyman with contempt. For all his size the publican was smaller and softer. 
 
    ‘You seen Dwayne Paxton?’ the newcomer grated. 
 
    Honeyman shook his head. Dorcas, wiping the shelves, paused, studying the fellow in the mirror. 
 
    ‘He’s not at his place, his truck’s gone and he’s not at Blind Keld.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you doing the renovating there.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’m Birkett, Builders and Roofers. Paxton’s working for me, or he should be. Where’s he gone?’ 
 
    ‘He comes in but he don’t tell us his plans.’ 
 
    ‘He’s sleeping there. And he didn’t expect me at t’weekend, didn’t clear his traps away. There’s a sleeping bag on t’floor in t’best bedroom. He’s been there with a woman.’ 
 
    Dorcas pursed her lips and shifted bottles noisily. Birkett glanced round the bar. At three o’clock it was empty although there were a couple of parties at the tables outside. A police car cruised past slowly. The Honeymans stiffened but Birkett had his back turned. 
 
    ‘When you see him you tell him he needn’t trouble to come back,’ he said viciously. ‘Except to collect his stuff, and that’s in the stable.’ He glowered at Honeyman. ‘Where’d he get a key to the house is what I want to know?’ 
 
    Dorcas turned. ‘Why are you asking us, Mr Birkett?’ The courtesy made it the more cutting, particularly from a woman of her age and diminutive size. He blinked in confusion. 
 
    ‘Because he’s been using the place for his own purposes, missis, and I’m responsible for it. It’s in my charge like. How’s it going to look if the owners find out and spread it around: one of my men using their nice house? I don’t give a damn what my workers get up to in their own time – assuming it was in his own time – but he’s got his own place, why’d he not take girls there, eh?’ He was shrill with resentment. 
 
    ‘Too near the village,’ Honeyman put in. 
 
    ‘Who cares these days? Hell, it’s summer; they could do it –’ 
 
    Dorcas coughed forcefully. ‘I don’t care for that kind of talk –’ She stopped as the police car drew up outside. Both Honeymans were suddenly expressionless but Birkett appeared even more disgruntled, as if he were anticipating yet another problem, but a nuisance rather than trouble. His face didn’t change as Sewell walked in, the detective seeming mildly surprised at the company. 
 
    ‘Well, Jackson, afternoon off? Skiving, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Looking for one of my men,’ Birkett growled. ‘And what are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘What’ll it be then?’ Honeyman asked, straightening a drip mat absently. 
 
    ‘Nothing for me.’ Sewell was affable. ‘I just called in to speak to Birkett here. Saw his van in the car park. We brought him back,’ he told Birkett. 
 
    The Honeymans stared. Birkett shook his big head. ‘Brought who back?’ 
 
    ‘Young Dwayne. He’s your man, isn’t he?’ Now Sewell looked doubtful. ‘He said he was working for you.’ 
 
    ‘Not any more he isn’t. He’s fired. I told Honeyman here already.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t do that.’ Sewell was firm. ‘If we take him in he’s got no choice but to go.’ 
 
    ‘You took un to Bailrigg? What’s he done?’ 
 
    ‘What did you fire him for?’ 
 
    Birkett’s temper had been seething from the start but at this point any surviving restraint broke. ‘What did – I’ll tell thee what Ah fired that randy young tup for: he’s been using my property – the one as I was renovating – as a brothel, that’s what! Why, even a packet of condoms under the’ – a loud crack as Dorcas slammed a tankard on the bar – ‘under his sleeping bag, there! But that’s not the worst of it. Isn’t it a crime to have keys cut and enter someone else’s premises? Trespass anyway.’ He paused for breath. 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell us he took women there.’ Sewell turned lazy eyes on Honeyman who flinched. Dorcas had kicked him. 
 
    ‘He’s young,’ she said. 
 
    ‘But he wasn’t forthcoming about his girlfriends,’ Sewell said. 
 
    ‘Very discreet, our Dwayne.’ Birkett’s sarcasm was venomous. ‘Like they said’ – indicating the Honeymans – ‘he weren’t one to shit on his own doorstep. So she were a village girl.’ 
 
    No one spoke. ‘Probably married,’ he added. 
 
    Standing side by side the Honeymans couldn’t exchange glances but Ralph left the field to his mother, as if he’d received a signal. 
 
    ‘Dwayne wasn’t choosy,’ she said. ‘If it was on offer he’d take it.’ Which sat oddly with her disapproval of Birkett’s vulgarity. 
 
    ‘Did you see her leave on Wednesday?’ Sewell asked. ‘She had to pass by here and that little car would have been conspicuous.’ 
 
    ‘Who are we –’ Birkett began, turning to the Honeymans who stood like statues, no way of telling if their brains were racing or immobilized by panic. 
 
    ‘We never saw her,’ Dorcas said, only her lips moving. 
 
    ‘Dwayne?’ Honeyman breathed. 
 
    ‘Hot-blooded,’ Dorcas contributed. ‘You can’t blame un.’ 
 
    ‘We brought him home,’ Sewell reminded them. ‘Now we’re going door-to-door, asking who saw her last.’ 
 
    ‘You done that,’ Honeyman said, while Birkett looked from one to the other, dumbfounded. He had been focused on one of his lads using Blind Keld for his screwing, they had the chap lined up for murder? 
 
    ‘That was before we knew she was murdered,’ Sewell said. ‘There are other men in the village.’ It was as if he read Birkett’s mind but he was addressing Honeyman. Dorcas gave a thin smile and Sewell knew that she would alibi her son for every minute of Wednesday evening and night. He hated remote communities; tracing the missing Bailrigg husband was child’s play compared with Borascal where he had a premonition that every one of them would have an alibi. Like bloody Dwayne Paxton who had been drinking in the Grey Goat in Bailrigg. 
 
    ‘My, you’re getting through a lot of eggs,’ Mabel exclaimed. 
 
    ‘These are for Eleanor. Lovely brown shells,’ gushed Miss Pink, who’d kept fowls herself from time to time and was well aware that the only difference between a white egg and a brown one was the colour of the shell. ‘I lend a hand at Jollybeard occasionally,’ she went on. ‘Particularly if Sherrel has to go.’ 
 
    Mabel arranged the egg boxes neatly in Eleanor’s willow basket. ‘Had to go where?’ she asked casually. 
 
    ‘She left.’ Miss Pink was vague. ‘A little queasy perhaps. It must be difficult, serving food in her condition.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Mabel looked up sharply. ‘Like that again, is it?’ She held Miss Pink’s eye. ‘There’s one in every village.’ 
 
    ‘And often good mothers.’ Miss Pink was prompt. 
 
    ‘She’s all right.’ Mabel was grudging. ‘It’s hard on the tax payer though, right enough. But then we all condone it as you might say. There’s Eleanor paying her in cash –’ She stopped short. 
 
    ‘If it’s benefit fraud you’re thinking of, it’ll not be more than a few pounds a week. We can spare that.’ 
 
    Speak for yourself, Mabel thought. Aloud she said, ‘You should hear our Jean on the subject. That girl works her fingers to the bone to keep them in food and she’ll go at it even harder if Swinburn do decide to let them have this old place as a hiking centre. Jeannie could do with a little extra a week –’ Again she stopped, wondering why on earth she was sounding off like this to a relative stranger. 
 
    ‘Sherrel was up here?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No!’ Mabel had no time to consider this irrelevant question because the other was explaining – in a way: ‘Because you’re so angry.’ It could have been a child speaking. 
 
    Mabel shook her head. How to spell out the facts of village life to an old spinster, and gentry at that? ‘Sherrel,’ she said patiently, ‘is no better than she should be.’ Miss Pink was solemn, absorbing this. ‘Not a – a street walker,’ Mabel elucidated, ‘but there’s no restraint, you know?’ Miss Pink looked baffled. ‘She likes men!’ Mabel almost shouted, as if the other were deaf. ‘Not the only one either,’ she muttered, unable to help herself. 
 
    ‘Goodness. There are more like her in Borascal? There aren’t many young women –’ 
 
    ‘Not now. There was.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Mrs Lambert. Well, yes, with hindsight …’ 
 
    ‘Some poor devil’s quaking in his shoes, although it’s likely he don’t know yet. No reason for him to think, even if the car’s been found, that it’d be taken for anything other than an accident.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in the papers,’ Miss Pink said stupidly. 
 
    ‘Not foreign ones, I’ll bet. It’s only one more death of a good-time girl. Of course he could still be in this country but, like Swinburn says, he reckons that this chap could well be a foreigner or if not, then one of those long-distance drivers as go all over Europe.’ 
 
    ‘An outside job.’ 
 
    Mabel tried to work that one out. ‘You could call it that; certainly not a Borascal man. She were too discreet for that.’ 
 
    Mabel was right there; it wasn’t until after her death had been found to be murder that there’d been even a whisper of Isa’s promiscuity. And now everyone was full of it. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    ‘We found the Bailrigg man,’ Holgate said. ‘That is, we found the husband and we’re not looking for anyone else. It’ll be on the news.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he killed her?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not looking for anyone else, sir.’ 
 
    Walter led the way to a wooden bench and sat down heavily. ‘I wonder why he did it,’ he said, not looking at the detective. 
 
    ‘We don’t know that he did.’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t confessed?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking. He hanged himself.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, poor fellow.’ 
 
    Holgate sat down at the far end of the seat. Neither spoke for a while, listening to the birds, thinking of errant wives, of men driven beyond despair. 
 
    ‘We questioned young Paxton,’ Holgate said at length. Walter stared, comprehension dawning slowly. ‘Your sister gave us that information,’ Holgate reminded him. 
 
    ‘She dramatizes. She’s at that age.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, Paxton had women at Blind Keld.’ The other’s silence could have been taken for acquiescence. ‘Did you know that your wife went there?’ Holgate asked gently. 
 
    ‘No.’ There was no surprise. 
 
    ‘But you found out since.’ 
 
    ‘Gemma told me.’ 
 
    ‘Where is your sister?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Walter looked round vaguely. ‘She went out. She won’t be far away, she didn’t take her bike.’ His gaze came back to Holgate. ‘You can’t question her without a responsible adult present.’ 
 
    The DC smiled faintly. ‘Plenty of those around.’ 
 
    ‘I mean me.’ The tone alerted the detective; Walter wouldn’t have any responsible adult sitting in, only himself. Could it be … ‘Did they have a thing going?’ he asked. ‘Dwayne and Gemma?’ 
 
    Walter shrugged. ‘They knew each other.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Holgate mused, ‘she wouldn’t be in trouble, it would be him.’ Walter watched him warily. ‘He took women there,’ Holgate repeated, ‘not just the one.’ 
 
    ‘Not Gemma.’ It was too quick. 
 
    Cooper walked round the corner of the house and across the new-mown grass. He sniffed the stranger’s chinos with interest and jumped on the seat, placing himself between the two men. Cooper disdained male laps. Regarding the sleek furred poll Holgate asked, ‘Why would your wife suddenly decide to drink a lot of whisky?’ 
 
    ‘She was unhappy. You asked me this before.’ 
 
    And they would keep returning to that same puzzling point until someone broke. 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t get drunk to meet a lover,’ Walter said. ‘She was – eager. She didn’t need drink.’ 
 
    Holgate’s jaw dropped. Was this the breakthrough? ‘You knew.’ It was said with deep finality. 
 
    ‘It’s hindsight. She would shower and change and use a lot of perfume and she’d come out’ – he turned and stared at the porch – ‘happy. She was very pretty – not always, but she was then. I thought it was the car: driving it with the top down, people staring, and the danger, the risk of being caught by a patrol; she’d think she could talk her way out of it. She could have done too, with most men.’ He stopped. 
 
    Holgate, for something to do, put out his hand to the cat. Cooper’s spine shivered at the touch but there was no other response. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know,’ Walter said, and there was all the misery of his situation in the tone. He stretched his legs. There was a long silence which the other dared not break. ‘You’re right,’ he went on, sighing, ‘I did know, and I blocked it out. She’d have lied anyway if I’d asked her.’ 
 
    ‘Did Gemma know?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sure.’ A wry smile. ‘She’s cleverer than me.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a call-out,’ Jean Blamire said. ‘I’m not going, it’s only a broken ankle. A botanist slipped in one of the gullies above Closewater. How can I help you?’ 
 
    She was thinning spring onions, wearing skimpy shorts and a halter top, no hat and her hair tied back with a frayed blue ribbon. All that exposed skin and lack of self-consciousness made Gemma feel gauche and resentful, at a disadvantage until she remembered why she’d come. ‘What were you doing on Wednesday night?’ she asked. 
 
    Jean teased soil out of onion roots and laid the bunch in a trug. ‘I’ve no idea. What makes it important?’ 
 
    ‘The question is being asked.’ Gemma was belligerent but Jean’s face betrayed nothing, not even curiosity. 
 
    ‘I know the police are here again. Why should they be interested in me?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’d know where Martin was, that’s why!’ As if a dam had been breached Gemma became, if not confiding, at least informative: ‘It’s not personal, they’re intensifying their inquiries; they just brought Dwayne back from Bailrigg. They took him away early on for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘What did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t speak to him! No way am I getting involved.’ Jean looked wary. ‘I found his place shut,’ Gemma went on, ‘so I asked those people opposite, in the holiday cottage, and they told me he’d gone away in a police car. While I was with them the cops brought him back, dropped him off and came on to the village. I kept out of sight, watching to see where they’d go. First place they stopped at was ours. What they’re trying to do is break the alibis.’ She grinned. ‘They’ll have a hard job with me. How about you?’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking nonsense.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! All the local guys are suspect. Which is why they’ll come back to you, asking about Martin’s movements on Wednesday night. And evening,’ she added as an afterthought. ‘You should thank me; I’m giving you advance warning.’ 
 
    ‘Gemma.’ It was the admonishing tone of an adult addressing a child. ‘Isa was Walter’s wife. She may have been a bit – wild, and you didn’t have a lot of time for her, but going round spreading stories is going to rebound on Walter. If the police –’ 
 
    ‘Walter’s fine; I’m his alibi. It’s her lovers who are going to have to watch their backs.’ 
 
    Jean picked up the trug. ‘I’m not listening to this; dramatizing is one thing but if I didn’t know you I’d say you were trying your best to incriminate Walter –’ 
 
    ‘He’s safe.’ Gemma was smug. ‘He’s got me –’ 
 
    ‘Sort yourself out, girl; if she was a – a –’ 
 
    ‘Whore.’ 
 
    Jean closed her eyes in despair. ‘– and Walter found out, it puts him in the frame. He’s as likely a suspect as any other man.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Gemma said quietly, ‘I’m not so sure now that she had any more men. What were they quarrelling about on Wednesday afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Martin and Isa of course. He’s going to have to explain that.’ 
 
    Jean gripped the trug in both hands, her knuckles white. ‘You told me he was trying to stop her driving. In fact’ – her eyes glittered – ‘he confirmed that himself – to me!’ 
 
    ‘That was what he said but –’ 
 
    ‘And when he left your place he came home and he was working upstairs all the rest of the afternoon. We never went out, nor that evening either. I was here myself all – What is this?’ She realized she’d been driven back on the defensive. 
 
    ‘They were fighting. Isa was terrified.’ 
 
    ‘You’re making that up!’ 
 
    ‘Why can’t you face it, Jean? You know he’s been having it off with her for months. Everyone knows; the wife’s always the last –’ 
 
    ‘Why, hello!’ Jean’s shrill cry of welcome cut across the tirade and Gemma swung round, glowering. Miss Pink was coming through the garden, smiling, eyes shadowed by her hat brim and dark glasses. 
 
    ‘Eleanor needs vegetables,’ she announced, beaming at them, ‘and if Gemma hasn’t warned you already, you should know that the CID is going the rounds again.’ 
 
    Jean tried to speak, coughed and tried again. ‘Why?’ 
 
    Gemma muttered something sullenly and left, treading circumspectly past Miss Pink with a strangled ‘Hi.’ 
 
    ‘A volatile young lady,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘Why are the police here? Don’t you know? It has to be a new development.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ Jean was trying to control her breathing. 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t reply directly. ‘There are bound to be fresh leads in an ongoing investigation,’ she burbled. ‘So many questions to be asked, like why had Isa drunk so much whisky when normally she never touched it? Which implies something unusual had happened?’ Without a change of tone she added, ‘What’s the problem with Gemma?’ 
 
    Jean tried to turn a gasp into a laugh. ‘She’s in shock. As you said: a volatile girl at the best of times but now – first Phoebe, then Isa: it’s brought her close to the edge. I must have a word with Walter, suggest he might send her away on holiday.’ 
 
    ‘A good idea. They get strange notions. Isn’t there a link between poltergeists and adolescent girls? I could never see it myself but certainly they can be very unstable at that age.’ She raised an eyebrow inviting comment. 
 
    Jean said sadly, ‘How right you are. She’s maintaining that Isa was no better than a prostitute.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Miss Pink was politely interested. 
 
    ‘I think Gemma’s been rather naughty; she was seeing a lot of Dwayne Paxton and although it would be him for the high jump if the police learned about it, she’s running scared, worried about being put into care. She said the police questioned Dwayne and she’s trying to divert attention, implying he was questioned about Isa, not his relationship with an under-age girl. So she’s telling people Isa was a prostitute.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying she wasn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Of course she wasn’t!’ Miss Pink looked puzzled. Jean said, surprised by the thought: ‘She couldn’t have been! How could she?’ She stared at the older woman. ‘You mean, the car trips? She went to meet men?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘There’s a rumour she was working the transport cafés on the main road: truck drivers. It does make sense when you think about it.’ 
 
    A stray breeze wandered through the garden ruffling the plumes of asparagus. Jean turned her hot face to it as Rosie Winder appeared at the corner of the house accompanied by the collie. Rosie was in uniform. She smiled at Miss Pink. ‘You get around,’ she observed. 
 
    ‘I’m living here, temporarily.’ 
 
    ‘Not in Waterhouses Lane.’ The smile was still there. 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated only fractionally, summoning up a mental image of the escarpment, wondering where the cover had been. ‘Now why were you watching that place?’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t. A bird watcher saw you and reported a suspicious presence at the scene of a crime. What were you doing there?’ 
 
    Good manners might have suggested that Jean make herself scarce, but it was her garden and she resumed her thinning of the spring onions. 
 
    ‘I was working out how it could have been done,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘What was your conclusion?’ 
 
    ‘The usual in that kind of situation: put the car in low gear with the engine running and jump clear. Is it in low gear?’ Rosie nodded. They were both watching Jean. ‘He made a mistake,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Another one.’ Jean’s hands were still. 
 
    ‘What were the others?’ Rosie asked. 
 
    ‘He didn’t know about the hyoid – and he was a local man, didn’t realize –’ 
 
    ‘How do you make out he was local?’ 
 
    ‘Either that or he had an accomplice to drive the other car. If he was alone he had to walk away and he couldn’t keep to the roads because he might be seen, so he had to take to the fields.’ 
 
    Jean stood up. ‘While you’re conducting your interview I’ll fill Eleanor’s order. What was it, Miss Pink?’ 
 
    ‘You do that.’ Rosie nodded approval. ‘I’m sorry I interrupted,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘Actually it was Mrs Blamire I came to see.’ 
 
    It was six o’clock and Miss Pink, seldom at a loose end but giving the impression that she was, drifted down the flowery top lane, binoculars round her neck but having no need of them, her eyes sharp behind the shielding glasses. At the end of his overgrown path Dwayne’s door was closed but he could be round the back in the sun because his Land Rover was parked at the side. Further on, beyond the track leading to Sleylands, Blamire’s old van was outside the Fat Lamb while, in the field opposite, a tractor was stationary with a shovel mounted on the front. 
 
    This early in the evening there were few customers in the Lamb: a family outside, Blamire and Jacob Swinburn in the bar. Blamire greeted her casually and then, evidently remembering that they’d met during the search for Phoebe, he smiled. Swinburn merely inclined his head in something more than a nod. Miss Pink asked Honeyman for draught bitter and observed generally that it was a quiet evening. 
 
    ‘And it can stay that way,’ Blamire said. ‘No more callouts tonight, please God.’ He turned to Swinburn, apparently continuing a conversation: ‘Some of the most dangerous rescues are low down: trees, loose rock – a guy could be killed with a rock coming down on his head, even wearing a helmet.’ 
 
    ‘But you got that shield thing,’ Swinburn said. 
 
    ‘That’s for the stretcher; there’s no protection for the barrow boy.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Honeyman interjected. ‘The barrow boy?’ 
 
    Blamire flicked a glance at him. ‘The guy on the front of the stretcher: the one at the sharp end.’ 
 
    Swinburn said, ‘They must be hard chaps as bring a casualty down off Scafell and such.’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ Blamire was dismissive. ‘It’s easier than a little crag – easier and safer. You don’t have this problem of loose rock on Scafell – and trees, and of course you’re working in the open, you can see where you’re going. I’d sooner bring a chap down the face of Scafell than out of one of them gullies above Closewater like we did today.’ 
 
    ‘But Scafell’s hundreds of feet high,’ Swinburn protested. ‘You can see the cliff from Wasdale. It’s sheer.’ 
 
    ‘Five hundred feet, that’s all. That’s nothing compared with alpine cliffs; they can be thousands of feet. But it makes no difference whether you fall a hundred feet or a thousand, you’re just as dead.’ 
 
    ‘My goodness,’ breathed Miss Pink. ‘You’ve been on alpine rescues?’ 
 
    He smiled. He’d been having some late nights, he was puffy below the eyes but that could be the result of a strenuous rescue. ‘I’m a guide,’ he told her, not unaware of her scrutiny. ‘Guides help out wherever there’s a rescue.’ 
 
    ‘You’re never off duty.’ A careful measure of tribute. 
 
    ‘Right, but it goes with the territory: noblesse oblige’ – she blinked – ‘someone will bring me down if I fall. And you, ma’am, are you enjoying your holiday?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, yes’ – indicating embarrassment. And why had he decided to turn the charm on her? A hidden agenda? ‘Actually,’ she blurted, ‘I’m looking for material for a book.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of book?’ 
 
    ‘A romance,’ she confessed. ‘I’ve had one serialized in a magazine.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ He picked up his lager and drank deeply. ‘I write,’ he said, in the kind of tone that implied he did it properly. ‘I write mountaineering books.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ She was awed. ‘I can’t say I’ve read – do you write under your own name?’ 
 
    ‘The same. When I’ve finished what I’m doing now I’m going to write a novel. It will start in the Lakes and it’ll feature hard climbing. I’m aiming for TV adaptation.’ 
 
    ‘You’re on to a winner; you have inside information, and experience. It’s not been done before?’ 
 
    ‘Not how I’m going to do it.’ He leaned towards her, becoming confidential but brimming with excitement. ‘It’s going to start on Scafell – that’s how it opens, and then we go to the Eiger and so to Monument Valley.’ He nodded smugly at her amazement. ‘You know what I’m talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen pictures. That’s an ambitious undertaking.’ 
 
    He laughed delightedly. ‘What are you drinking? No, I insist. Ralph, let’s have some service here!’ Honeyman was deep in conversation with Swinburn but they drew apart at the shout. 
 
    Blamire ordered a round. Swinburn edged up to Miss Pink. ‘I moved them shearlings,’ he told her. 
 
    Surfacing from images of Scafell, the Eiger and tall sandstone buttes she said weakly, ‘Moved them, Mr Swinburn?’ 
 
    ‘Buried un.’ 
 
    ‘Deep, I hope,’ Blamire said loudly. 
 
    ‘Deep enough.’ Swinburn was unfazed. 
 
    ‘That tip’s going to have to go,’ Blamire said, and Miss Pink thought he sounded as if he were high on something, but perhaps it was no more than strong lager on an empty stomach. 
 
    ‘It’s not your land yet,’ Swinburn said, and there was something like a warning behind the words. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she murmured: an old lady commenting on her own thoughts, ‘I was at your place, Mr Blamire; everyone was there this afternoon.’ 
 
    Was it imagination or were all three of them suddenly stilled? She cocked her head like a dog. 
 
    ‘Who?’ Blamire asked quietly. 
 
    ‘Your wife of course; I went up for vegetables for Jollybeard. And Gemma was there visiting, and Rosie.’ 
 
    He was staring, as was Swinburn. Honeyman was drawing the beer, making as much noise as a mouse. 
 
    ‘Rosie Winder,’ Miss Pink said, flustered. ‘The police sergeant. You’ve been away all day.’ 
 
    He couldn’t walk out although she could tell by his tension that he wanted to, but the round he’d ordered was being assembled, and it had to be paid for, his own drink to be consumed. No one left a full glass on the bar to attract attention. 
 
    ‘Were they at my place?’ Swinburn asked. 
 
    ‘The police?’ She tried to remember. ‘They were calling on everyone so I’ve no doubt they went to Sleylands.’ 
 
    He was grinning. ‘I’ll need to get home. Damage limitation. Good thing I got them sheep underground.’ 
 
    ‘I’m off.’ Blamire gulped down his drink. ‘Gotta get cleaned up. ‘Night all.’ 
 
    Honeyman and Miss Pink faced each other across the bar. He said, ‘You ever hear that old joke: you send a telegram saying “All is known, fly at once” and anyone, everyone what gets a telegram like that drops everything and scarpers. You know that one?’ 
 
    ‘What did you tell the police?’ 
 
    ‘That you were on the call-out.’ 
 
    ‘What did she ask you?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘That cop bitch: Winder.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing they hadn’t asked before, like where you were on Wednesday night.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing to add to that. You were here.’ 
 
    Some of the tension left him. He threw a glance at the passage where sunshine streamed through the open front door. ‘What else did she ask?’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing, Martin, no surprises: did you know Isa, when did you see her last, that kind of thing. I repeated what I’d told them before.’ 
 
    ‘So where’s the point in asking the same questions?’ 
 
    ‘It’s what they do: trying to catch you out.’ Her tone changed. ‘Gemma was here again. She’s working her guts out to divert attention from Walter. Do you think he did it?’ 
 
    ‘Good luck to him if he did.’ He went to the fridge and reached in for a can of Carlsberg. Standing at the sink he looked down through the trees towards the beck. ‘It seems likely,’ he said, considering it carefully: ‘if he found out what she was like.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t seem the type to kill.’ 
 
    He turned and stared at her but she was dribbling oil into the mortar, drop by drop. ‘Miss Pink was here too,’ she added, putting down the oil, taking up the vinegar. ‘She asked an odd question: why did Isa drink Scotch that night?’ She looked up at him. 
 
    ‘You’re asking me?’ He was astonished. ‘She liked Scotch, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink said she didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been talking to the old bat: just now, in the pub. She’s senile.’ 
 
    ‘And prurient. She’s obsessed with Isa’s sex life.’ Jean mixed the vinaigrette. ‘Did you know that there’s a rumour going round that she was working the all-night cafés as a prostitute?’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t surprise me – although not so much a prostitute, more a nymphomaniac.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the distinction in this case?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a more likely motive for murder. A prostitute’s not interested in sex, only money. But once Isa got her claws into a man … She was rapacious, a chap might kill her just to get her off his back. She was a – what’s the word? An incubus.’ He crushed the empty can, stamped on the pedal of the bin and dropped it in the rubbish, heedless of recycling. Glowering, he fetched another, slamming the fridge door. Jean picked up her chopping knife and started on the coriander. 
 
    She didn’t hurry the supper, lingering outside the porch as she swung the salad basket, thinking that she should be feeling more relief now that Isa was dead; if she’d known what was happening she’d have throttled the slut herself. How could the woman dare? And meeting her neighbour every day, smiling, laughing; granted she was always moaning that there was nothing to do in Borascal, but even that must have been an act because she was portraying herself as a gossip when in fact she was so discreet it was criminal. 
 
    Jean stopped swinging the basket and stared as a flycatcher pounced and retreated to its perch as if it were on elastic, but she wasn’t seeing the bird, she was seeing Isa: pretty and vacuous, giving off none of the sexual aura one would associate with a nymphomaniac. But since she had never met one, how could she know? 
 
    She felt his presence behind her, her hair was lifted and he nuzzled her neck. She sighed and saw that he’d brought her a drink. 
 
    ‘For the chef,’ he said. ‘Supper smells good, what is it?’ 
 
    He was begging forgiveness, but if he hadn’t – responded to the bitch, what was there to forgive? 
 
    ‘Yesterday’s cold duck,’ she said, searching his face over the rim of her glass. 
 
    He was smiling: not amused at her but reassuring, all his feeling in his warm eyes. ‘It’s in the past, love.’ He knew exactly what was in her mind. ‘This is us: now. You think I’d have let someone like that come between us?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She returned his gaze steadily, thinking that this was indeed reality and no matter what had happened it was herself he loved. If that woman had seduced him she would have killed her – her smile deepened and she closed her eyes to hide that treacherous thought – but here and now – she opened them again, she knew that Isa was nothing. Never had been. 
 
    He inhaled deeply; they were both wrapped in their separate worlds of security, both tacitly triumphant. ‘Sit down.’ He motioned to the garden seat. ‘I’ll bring the bottle. Supper can wait a while.’ 
 
    She obeyed, reflecting as he went indoors that, far from Isa’s breaking up the marriage, she had brought them together, more together, she corrected herself. Tonight she had everything: an adoring husband, a comfortable house, albeit her father’s, a flourishing garden, and this evening: warm sun, wine, and this man whom she’d allow one glass and then take him to bed. Supper could indeed wait. She could even spare a modicum of pity for Isa. It had been a terrible way to die. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    ‘It isn’t “who” that’s important,’ Miss Pink said, ‘but “why”.’ 
 
    ‘You can find that out. Eleanor said you’d done this kind of thing before. The cops are no good, they’re fixated on Walter – or rather they would be except that I know he never left the house.’ 
 
    Absently Miss Pink poured more coffee. That Gemma should have come calling at nine o’clock on a Sunday morning was indication enough that she had a problem, nor was it difficult to identify it. She was too young to sustain a suspect alibi indefinitely. And Miss Pink knew, and was well aware that the police knew, that Gemma as Walter’s alibi reeked of suspicion. 
 
    ‘It could have been anyone,’ the girl persisted, adding quickly, ‘You’re saying that if you knew the reason why she was murdered, then you’d know who did it. That’s obvious: it was a sex murder. One of her lovers did it.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, one of them had a special reason for killing her.’ 
 
    ‘Such as? What could be so special?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not using your brain.’ It was tart because Miss Pink was faced with a dilemma: how to penetrate the posturing and innuendoes without reference to Gemma’s having had a suspect relationship with Dwayne Paxton. Any mention of that and she would close up like a clam. ‘Blackmail,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘is one motive for murder: the victim kills the blackmailer.’ 
 
    To her surprise Gemma looked thoughtful. ‘There’s that,’ she admitted. 
 
    ‘Greed?’ Miss Pink warmed to the theme. ‘I don’t think so. No one benefits financially from her death – unless there was an insurance policy, but the police would know about –’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t,’ Gemma said quickly. 
 
    ‘Lust? Desire?’ The girl blinked. ‘No.’ Miss Pink was imperturbable. ‘According to you she was free with her favours.’ Gemma looked wary but she neither denied nor confirmed the quaint observation. ‘I don’t see how sex comes into it.’ Miss Pink appeared to be nonplussed. 
 
    ‘You’re saying it could have been a woman?’ 
 
    The glasses flashed as wide eyes were turned on her. There was a pause then: ‘Is that what you think?’ 
 
    ‘God, no! But if it wasn’t sexual it had to be – like a jealous wife?’ 
 
    ‘Jealousy,’ murmured Miss Pink. ‘We’re back to basics. That was the police theory concerning Walter but’ – quickly, seeing Gemma start to react to this – ‘he’s ruled out. So who is it that might be jealous?’ 
 
    ‘A guy wouldn’t be unless he was possessive. If someone else wants it you let it go. Let her go.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying a jealous lover would want to keep his lady but he’d kill the rival. But it was Isa who was killed. Wrong person. So jealousy’s out. What else?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the expert.’ 
 
    ‘Eleanor’s been embroidering facts.’ And you, my girl, came here to tell me something, not to pick my brains. ‘However,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘there is elimination, and fear: the need to silence someone. Hence – blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Walter gave her plenty of money but I don’t think she cared for money that much. She bought cheap clothes.’ Gemma seemed puzzled. ‘She adored the house because she’d never lived in one like ours – and the car, she liked that even better, but I can’t see her blackmailing for small sums. Besides, she wasn’t clever enough.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had been listening to this with only half an ear. ‘She could have got in the way,’ she murmured. ‘An obstacle to some project? A scam? So she had to be eliminated.’ She gave an odd smile, frowning simultaneously. 
 
    Gemma pounced. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘My mind was leapfrogging. I was thinking of the scams operating in Borascal and their being difficult to relate to Isa who, so far as I’ve gathered, seemed uninterested in other people’s business. Unlike Phoebe who was the opposite: a human ferret. Now if it had been Phoebe –’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Phoebe drowned. It was an accident.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent, picking up her mug and drinking absently. Gemma followed suit. 
 
    ‘Yuk! This is stone-cold!’ Miss Pink was staring at her mug. ‘Shall I make some more?’ Gemma asked loudly. 
 
    Miss Pink surfaced. ‘How well did Isa know Martin?’ 
 
    It was the girl’s turn to be silent but she was less adept at concealing her thoughts than wily old ladies. She knew it and stood up, taking the mugs to the sink. 
 
    ‘Even if they were lovers,’ Miss Pink said to her back, raising her voice, ‘it doesn’t rule out Walter. But you alibi him. Was Isa blackmailing Martin?’ 
 
    Gemma turned. ‘We agreed she wouldn’t blackmail. But I do know she was terrified of him. The afternoon before she died he was at our place and giving her hell.’ 
 
    ‘He was hitting her?’ 
 
    ‘No, shouting – they were both shouting. He said he was trying to stop her driving without a licence.’ 
 
    ‘What did she have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I walked out. I never saw her again.’ 
 
    ‘You left them together?’ 
 
    Gemma nodded, her eyes searching Miss Pink’s face. 
 
    ‘So they knew each other well.’ 
 
    ‘Jean says they didn’t. She’s blind. It’s all round the village, and I told her so. I thought she’d kill me but then you turned up and put a stop to it.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Why would Martin Blamire kill Isa?’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Eleanor swung round from the fridge, slopping milk over the floor. Her eyes went to the passage. 
 
    ‘There’s no one in the tearoom,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I asked why would he, not why did he.’ 
 
    ‘What started this?’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t know they were having an affair?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not. Who told you they were?’ 
 
    ‘Gemma.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Gemma.’ Eleanor’s knees cracked as she went down to wipe the floor. She pulled herself upright by gripping the edge of the counter. ‘Suppose they were having an affair,’ she resumed. ‘Why kill her?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I asked you. Why did she have to be killed? Of course’ – Miss Pink’s thoughts diverged – ‘it could have been an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Strangling? And putting the car in the river?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They could have been quarrelling and he put his hands on her throat to quieten her’ – Miss Pink looked embarrassed – ‘well, something like that. And pushing the car over the crag was a clumsy attempt to simulate a road accident.’ She grimaced. ‘The argument against that is he must have knocked the wall down beforehand, or at least have weakened it. No, no accident, it was premeditated.’ 
 
    ‘ “He”?’ 
 
    ‘Blamire?’ 
 
    ‘I meant it could have been a woman. Isa was drunk, she couldn’t have put up any resistance.’ 
 
    ‘I know why she was drunk!’ Miss Pink breathed, amazed at herself. ‘Gemma walked in on them in the middle of a row. Blamire said it was about her driving without a licence. It must have been after that scene that Isa started to drink. I don’t believe the quarrel was about her driving.’ 
 
    Eleanor said slowly, ‘She could be a very demanding person; if they were having an affair … suppose she’d wanted him to go away … oh no, that’s nonsense! Martin would never leave Jean, they’re happily married, besides there’s their scheme for turning Sleylands into an outdoor centre … I suppose it’s just possible that Martin – er – slipped up, only the once? And Isa took it seriously? She was rather neurotic. Things could have been awkward for Martin.’ 
 
    ‘And she drank because he’d rejected her, perhaps unkindly.’ 
 
    Eleanor snorted. ‘Martin wouldn’t mince his words. He has a nasty temper.’ 
 
    There was a subdued bustle of people entering the tearoom. Eleanor swore mildly. ‘Where’s Sherrel? Look at me –’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go.’ Miss Pink went out to settle the customers and take their order. ‘Jollybeard sandwiches?’ she queried on her return. ‘For the whole party: six adults.’ 
 
    ‘My version of the American BLT. If you’d toast the bread for me …’ 
 
    They busied themselves with salad and rashers. ‘Sunday speciality,’ Eleanor explained. ‘It’s too rich for weekdays but people allow themselves a treat at the weekend.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that rich except for the cream.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘In the mayonnaise.’ 
 
    ‘Melinda, who brought you up? You don’t put cream in mayonnaise. It’s the eggs that thicken it.’ 
 
    ‘Eggs.’ Miss Pink stopped slicing tomatoes. ‘Raw eggs?’ 
 
    Eleanor turned from the grill, frowning. ‘Free range, from Mabel Swinburn. Why, you bought them yourself.’ 
 
    ‘The salmonella!’ 
 
    ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Eleanor dived for the open door and, about to slam it, caught herself and closed it quietly. ‘Are you suggesting those eggs are contaminated?’ She was hissing, flushed with indignation. 
 
    ‘It never crossed my mind. Free range eggs are perfectly safe’ – maybe, maybe not, but at this moment Miss Pink wasn’t bothered if the mayonnaise was crawling with bacteria. ‘I was remembering the hoax, and the fact that it had to involve someone with access to a computer.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s save the post-mortems till we’ve served the customers, can we?’ Eleanor was back at the grill. ‘Anyway, we’ve been over all that, obviously someone had to own a computer –’ 
 
    ‘Or had access to one. What about Isa?’ 
 
    ‘Melinda! Do you mind? Look’ – sweetly acid – ‘if you want to go away and investigate, leave all this to me. I’ll do the tomatoes as soon as I’ve grilled this bacon.’ 
 
    Miss Pink continued slicing but she didn’t stop talking. ‘She could have visited Walter’s office, used a computer – or Walter could have done it himself – had you thought of that? And Isa knew about it and had to be silenced.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous.’ It was a harsh whisper. ‘No one would kill just to avoid being exposed as a practical joker.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ Miss Pink was chastened. ‘That applies to Blamire as well – the only other chap with a computer – even though he’d make a better candidate than Walter.’ 
 
    ‘As a murderer?’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking of the hoaxer.’ 
 
    ‘But we’re on good terms!’ 
 
    ‘You think. He could be deranged. You said –’ 
 
    ‘Can we finish this order?’ It was a fierce demand and had the effect of subduing Miss Pink. She continued to assemble sandwiches but automatically, her brain searching for connections between the salmonella hoax and Isa’s murder – until she saw that a yawning gap might be bridged, in time and the mind, by Phoebe’s death, which had occurred between the salmonella incident and Isa’s murder. 
 
    Dwayne slept late on Sundays but by ten o’clock he was climbing into his jeans when he heard the latch click on the garden gate. Innately cautious, he didn’t go to the window but faded back into the room hoping that they wouldn’t see him, a futile gesture when his Land Rover was parked beside the cottage. It was hidden from the garden but these visitors would have looked first. Two men were coming up the path, one was Sewell, the detective sergeant, the other a stranger. Holgate, the DC, and the woman were walking round the back. Dwayne rubbed his chin, carefully suppressing a forerunner of panic, reminding himself of what he’d told them already but knowing it was hopeless to try to anticipate what new development had brought them to him again – and four of them. Who was the stranger? He swallowed and pulled a clean T-shirt on as they knocked at the front door. 
 
    They wouldn’t let him wash; not that they refused, his request was ignored. He knew that, stale and smelling of bed, they thought they had him at a disadvantage. 
 
    They crowded his kitchen; there weren’t enough chairs to go round and Holgate stood, moving about, looking at things. Rosie was in plain clothes so Dwayne guessed she was in line for CID. The stranger was a detective inspector: Gibson by name. 
 
    They opened with Isa and he relaxed, still safe. Wearily he denied that he’d ever had anything to do with her, that she’d ever been to Blind Keld or anywhere else with him. 
 
    Sewell, sitting across the table from him, said, holding his eye, ‘Isa came to Blind Keld.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Never. I never touched her –’ 
 
    ‘She was seen there,’ Sewell said, without a change in tone. 
 
    Dwayne raised his eyebrows and Rosie thought he had just the kind of supercilious looks to charm youngsters, perhaps older women too. ‘If she were there,’ he said, ‘it were at a time I was somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘You were seen there too.’ 
 
    ‘Not at the same time.’ He considered. ‘If you’re saying as we was there together, and that that means I were’ – he glanced at Rosie – ‘having a relationship with her, and that means I killed her, shouldn’t you caution me?’ He addressed the DI, all innocence. 
 
    Gibson had the appearance of an Italian footballer with looks. He was young and powerful, prematurely grey hair cropped close as a pelt, and eyes so dark they appeared black. He spoke quietly and Dwayne was frightened despite the words. 
 
    ‘Sleeping with a married woman isn’t a crime,’ the man said. 
 
    Dwayne looked down at the table, then back. ‘So what are you doing here?’ He heard the bluster in his own voice and tried to tone it down. ‘Four of you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re looking at all her boyfriends.’ 
 
    Dwayne’s teeth snapped. ‘What makes you think I’m one of ’em?’ 
 
    ‘You were seen –’ 
 
    ‘Look, we’ve had that –’ He jumped as, behind him, Holgate moved noisily. 
 
    ‘Her car was seen,’ the DI said giving no indication that he was making a correction. 
 
    ‘Her car.’ Dwayne stared fixedly at the man, playing for time. 
 
    ‘A red MG,’ Gibson said kindly. ‘Unmistakable. At Blind Keld.’ 
 
    ‘And your Land Rover,’ Sewell said. 
 
    ‘No!’ It was abrupt. ‘Hers maybe, not mine.’ 
 
    Rosie coughed and Gibson turned his deep eyes on her. She reddened. ‘Not your Land Rover,’ she told Dwayne. ‘You had a van that evening, an old van –’ She stopped and Dwayne knew that she was on to it. 
 
    ‘It weren’t mine.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying that someone else was inside Blind Keld with Isa?’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘You hired the place out. How much did they pay?’ 
 
    ‘No money changed hands,’ Dwayne said tightly. He collected himself and they watched him attempt to relax. ‘ ’Fact I didn’t know what were going on. Mind you, I guessed. There was – stuff were disturbed like. I could tell. They musta got in through a window.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it with her?’ Sewell asked. 
 
    ‘I couldna say.’ He was airy, in command now. ‘Coulda been anyone – different ones.’ 
 
    Gibson looked at Rosie and stood up. Chairs scraped on the flags and they trooped out. Sighing, Dwayne filled the kettle and plugged it in. He was standing by it, lost in thought when Rosie Winder came back. 
 
    ‘Coffee!’ she announced brightly. ‘Brilliant. Now we’ve got them out of the way we can have a proper crack.’ 
 
    How obvious could they get: sending the woman back to pump him? He stared insolently. ‘I’ll wash first. You can make the coffee.’ 
 
    He stripped off his shirt and sluiced himself at the sink. He took his time with the towel, watching for her reaction. Rosie made the coffee and they sat opposite each other. He hadn’t put his shirt on again and she took time to consider his body: young, hard and beautiful. She smiled, approving it. He smiled, knowing she did. 
 
    ‘Gemma talked,’ she said. 
 
    His smile faded, leaving him expressionless. 
 
    ‘You were with her on Wednesday night.’ 
 
    He started to laugh and, furious, she took refuge in a stock observation: ‘There’s something going on here,’ and had the satisfaction of seeing that her mistake was remedied, at least partially. He was no longer amused. 
 
    ‘So?’ He was deliberately rude. 
 
    ‘You and Gemma. She’s fifteen.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing between me and Gemma, not like that. We’re just good friends. If she says anything different it’s what she wants, not what she does.’ 
 
    ‘Her prints will be at Blind Keld.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? I’ve shown her over. It’s a nice house. Folk want to see how rich people do up these old places.’ 
 
    ‘And Isa’s prints will be there.’ 
 
    ‘No, not Isa. She were never inside. I told the others I had nowt to do with her.’ 
 
    ‘OK. What was her car doing outside?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ It was an exclamation that he tried too late to turn into a weary sigh. He blinked rapidly. ‘Maybe she met someone there.’ 
 
    ‘Where did they go?’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘That’s not my business.’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne’ – heavily: this was Rosie in the role of primary school teacher – ‘her boyfriend came in a van and left it there along with her MG. What did they drive away in?’ 
 
    ‘They’ – he gestured vaguely – ‘they just went out in the fields like.’ 
 
    Her expression was a caricature of disbelief and he was lost. 
 
    ‘I don’t know!’ 
 
    ‘They took your Land Rover. You’ve seen one Land Rover, you’ve seen ’em all, whereas his van and her MG would be recognized. He paid you for the loan of it. You stayed inside Blind Keld with Gemma.’ 
 
    ‘No, she didn’t know! Christ, the woman was her sister-in-law! Look, I weren’t doing nowt wrong. I worked there, I just let un take my truck while I got on with me walling. Gemma weren’t there, ever.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he, Dwayne?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ He was sulking. 
 
    ‘The witness got the registration of the van.’ A lie; the informant, who’d been out after rabbits, had recognized the MG, but the van’s registration had been hidden by weeds. 
 
    ‘If you know, why ask me?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been protecting him.’ 
 
    ‘No reason to. He weren’t doing nothing illegal.’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t you tell us to start with? You’ve had two sessions with the police and you never mentioned this arrangement of hiring out your van –’ 
 
    ‘Land Rover. The van’s his.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get this straight: the van belongs to Blamire, the Land Rover’s yours, and the MG is Isa’s, right?’ 
 
    ‘Wrong, the MG is Walter’s. I mean, someone said it’s registered to him.’ 
 
    ‘OK. I’ve got it sorted now.’ Rosie stood up, weak with relief, not triumphant, the man was a fool. Stupid people couldn’t remember the lies they’d told, especially men. However, that didn’t have to mean he was too stupid to have engineered Isa’s death. 
 
    The front door of Elfhow was wide open but at this time in the morning, the sun reached no further than the flags of the porch, and the passage beyond was dim. DI Gibson gave a tentative cough and Sewell cocked an ear, trying to distinguish interior noises from the clamour of birds. Gibson’s eyes, adjusting to the gloom, took in the passage, cluttered with boots and shoes, coats on wooden pegs, the glimpse of a beamed parlour on the right. There was the faintest sound of music and the men focused on the staircase. ‘Hello?’ Gibson murmured. The music continued. They started up the stairs. 
 
    All the doors on the upper floor were open bar one; sunshine, direct or reflected, illuminated white walls, black beams, bedspreads in pastel shades. There was a bathroom, agreeably untidy, a crumpled orange towel on the floor. The music came from behind the closed door, a wide gap at its base where oak planks had shrunk. Gibson gave a perfunctory knock and depressed the thumb latch. 
 
    ‘I’ll be down in a minute,’ the occupant said, not turning from the computer. 
 
    ‘We knocked and called out,’ Gibson said mildly. 
 
    Blamire turned, astonished, getting up to approach and peer at Gibson’s ID. ‘I know you,’ he said, casually dismissing Sewell. ‘What’s this about: first thing on Sunday morning?’ 
 
    ‘Nearly noon,’ Gibson demurred. ‘There have been some developments.’ 
 
    ‘Where? What? Look, why don’t we –’ He looked past them. 
 
    ‘Go downstairs?’ Gibson completed genially. ‘A good idea.’ He turned and Sewell stood aside. 
 
    Blamire hesitated. ‘What are the new developments?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’ve been talking to –’ DI Gibson was mumbling, walking away, descending the stairs. Sewell stood back, gesturing to Blamire to precede him. He went reluctantly. 
 
    In the parlour he didn’t ask them to sit down. ‘My wife’s about somewhere.’ He looked around as if expecting her to materialize and play the hostess. 
 
    ‘We don’t want to trouble Mrs Blamire,’ Gibson said. ‘It’s about Mrs Lambert, sir.’ 
 
    He didn’t like that, but it could have been the ‘sir’ that bothered him. ‘What about her?’ 
 
    Gibson studied him, letting the pause stretch. ‘The meetings at Blind Keld,’ he said. 
 
    ‘What meetings? You’ve lost me.’ 
 
    ‘Your meeting with Mrs Lambert. And goings on in Paxton’s Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘He’s lying.’ 
 
    ‘We have an independent witness.’ 
 
    ‘Witness to what?’ 
 
    ‘You were having an affair with Mrs Lambert,’ Gibson stated, not answering the question. 
 
    Blamire’s eyes were jumpy, shifting from the window to the doorway. ‘I’d rather talk somewhere else,’ he muttered. ‘My wife’s had enough distress. I wouldn’t want to cause – Can we go?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly.’ Gibson nodded sympathetically but behind Blamire’s back Sewell was swelling with glee. 
 
    *** 
 
    Rosie had found Jean at the back of her house sowing carrot seed. While they talked Holgate sat on a pile of slates at the corner of the house, surveying the vegetables with a connoisseur’s eye but in a position to give warning of interruption. 
 
    Rosie began by saying that there had been a development, they’d been talking to Dwayne Paxton again. 
 
    Jean was dismayed but resigned. ‘I suppose it had to come,’ she sighed, and then, in a bright, artificial tone: ‘But there didn’t have to be – intimacy; I mean, not to be illegal.’ 
 
    ‘Illegal?’ Rosie was baffled. Holgate stood up and took a step towards them, intent on a row of sprouting broccoli. 
 
    ‘Definitely not.’ Jean was into her stride. ‘She’s very mature for her age and he’s just a handsome boy. No age gap. And they were pals, nothing more.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ Rosie said, ‘Dwayne has been telling us about Isa.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Jean had spilled seeds. She looked at the soil helplessly, pulled out an empty packet and started to fill it with pinches of earth and carrot seed. ‘What about Isa?’ she asked, addressing the ground. 
 
    ‘You know she was having an affair.’ A statement, not a question. 
 
    ‘It’s not true.’ Jean stood up and faced the other woman. ‘I know the rumour’s going around, probably started by her – she was a nymphomaniac, did you know that? She slept around – with everyone, anyone – and she did make a play for Martin; she made a bloody nuisance of herself in fact, extremely embarrassing for all of us, but that was it: embarrassment.’ She smiled fiercely. ‘No affair, I assure you. That kind of woman doesn’t have affairs, she was like a bitch on heat.’ The smile slipped, became a rictus. ‘She ate men, she consumed them. She was the village whore.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    At the station in Bailrigg Blamire was defiant, casual and confiding in turns. Paxton, he said, was trying to cover his back. 
 
    ‘We know about Gemma Lambert,’ Gibson said, as if sex with a minor were a misdemeanour. 
 
    ‘And the VAT fraud?’ They listened, knowing that this was par for the course: the accused turning on the accuser. ‘He’s a handyman,’ he went on. ‘He charges VAT but he’s not registered. And he doesn’t give receipts and won’t take cheques.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s talk about Isa Lambert,’ Gibson said. 
 
    Blamire’s eyes were avoiding the tape recorder as if it were a camera. He shook his head. ‘She didn’t mean anything to me. I was sorry for her. She needed treatment. Everyone’s hand was against her.’ Gibson raised his eyebrows. Sewell waited. ‘Women loathed her,’ Blamire assured them. ‘She was attractive in a common way – but you’ve seen photographs.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you go?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    Blamire sucked in his cheeks. ‘Out on the old firing range. I was teaching her to drive.’ 
 
    ‘You were?’ Sewell allowed himself a lewd grin. ‘In her MG?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    ‘But you left her car at Blind Keld.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes, it started with the MG and then we switched to Paxton’s Land Rover.’ Sewell looked sceptical. ‘OK!’ Blamire exclaimed. ‘ I wasn’t teaching her – well,’ he shrugged – ‘I tried. I couldn’t get anywhere –’ He stopped, then continued, man to man, confessing everything: ‘Quite honestly, I wanted out. She’d latched on to me and people were talking. You can’t hide a thing like that.’ 
 
    ‘When did your wife find out?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    The fellow looked rueful. ‘She knew all along. Of course I denied it but I couldn’t stall her, it was only a matter of time. I was dreading Isa coming to the house. Jean’s a tiger when she’s roused.’ His eyes shone with admiration. He was looking down at the table as he spoke and he missed their sudden stiffening, the startled glances they exchanged. 
 
    Rosie said, ‘He wasn’t lying there, sir. Jean knew he was having it off with Isa. You should have seen her – Holgate heard, didn’t you?’ The DC nodded. The four of them were in Gibson’s office discussing the morning’s interviews, planning ahead. Rosie went on quickly, ‘At the same time that she denied he was having an affair, in the next breath she was slagging the woman off in terms I reckon she’d never used before – except to her husband maybe.’ She thought about that. ‘Probably,’ she amended. 
 
    ‘We’ve got ourselves another suspect,’ Sewell said. 
 
    Gibson was silent. They looked at him, waiting for his opinion. He said slowly, ‘If it could be one woman, why not another? Another wife? Where are the rest of the boyfriends?’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne?’ Rosie hazarded. ‘No, he was drinking in the Grey Goat. But that was in the evening. He doesn’t have an alibi for the night.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not losing sight of him.’ 
 
    Rosie was thinking. ‘If he was sleeping with Isa, would Gemma be jealous?’ 
 
    ‘She’s Walter’s sister,’ Sewell reminded them. ‘That would give her a double reason for jealousy.’ 
 
    ‘There’s the holiday people,’ Holgate said doubtfully. 
 
    ‘No.’ Gibson was definite. ‘He has to be a local – he or she. After he pushed the car in the river he had to come back across the fields.’ 
 
    ‘Not if he had an accomplice.’ 
 
    There was silence as they thought about couples: the Blamires, the Lamberts … 
 
    ‘Swinburn,’ Sewell said. 
 
    They considered Swinburn. ‘And there’s his wife,’ Rosie murmured but this produced no reaction from Holgate and Sewell who couldn’t imagine Jacob and Mabel colluding in murder. 
 
    ‘Does anyone care that much these days about extramarital affairs?’ Gibson mused. 
 
    ‘If exposure could mean losing your job,’ Rosie countered. ‘Or losing something else valuable.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ Gibson was interested. 
 
    ‘There had to be a reason for killing her,’ Rosie persisted. 
 
    ‘We don’t have to concern ourselves with motive,’ Holgate pointed out but she was staring at Gibson. 
 
    ‘Rage could be adequate,’ he said, ‘fury, a blow, an accident. It could be manslaughter.’ 
 
    ‘Not a blow, sir; she was strangled.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Sunday afternoon: soft, somnolent, still; even the birds were dozing in this the hottest part of the day. Cooper, stretched in the cool shade of delphiniums, opened a lazy eye as Miss Pink walked down the lane but it was too hot to follow her. It was too hot for walking but she was on the prowl, looking for a computer buff, wary of Blamire’s reputed temper but about to play it prudent. And Jean should be at home. 
 
    She was, just. They met at her gate. She had been up to Sleylands for lunch, she said, sounding tired and looking haggard. Miss Pink regarded shade under trees beyond the gate and remarked inanely that Sunday was the traditional time for visiting. Jean was forced to ask her in but without enthusiasm, and when her visitor pointed out that she didn’t want to disturb Martin, announced with her first show of spirit that he was in Bailrigg with the police. 
 
    ‘Nothing wrong, I hope?’ Stopping by a seat under a red oak, Miss Pink sank down, concerned and ready to be enlightened. 
 
    Jean laughed harshly. ‘It was monstrous! That woman – Rosie – and the fellow Holgate: they kept me occupied in the vegetable garden at the back’ – she gestured wildly – ‘while more police went in the front and took Martin away. You don’t believe me? You think I’m exaggerating? He left a note on the kitchen table.’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned to look at the house. ‘What did the note say?’ 
 
    ‘Just that he’d gone to Bailrigg with them. I called the station twice. After the second time and I was told the party still hadn’t arrived I didn’t call again. I went up to my mum’s,’ she ended lamely. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ve anything to worry about.’ It was anodyne but Jean felt obliged to respond. She shrugged and said, trying to be casual, ‘It’ll be about Isa no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, you were her nearest neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean we were on close terms.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is under suspicion after a murder. You must know that.’ 
 
    Jean bit her lip. ‘I do, but it’s still a shock, like death. You’ve been expecting it but when it happens it knocks you backwards.’ 
 
    ‘You’d been expecting it?’ 
 
    ‘Death – I was talking about death.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes. Why didn’t they question your husband here, I wonder?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea.’ 
 
    ‘As if they wanted to separate you.’ In the face of a tense pause Miss Pink rattled on: ‘They did it with Walter and Gemma too, and Dwayne and Gemma; no doubt the Honeymans were interviewed separately. The police are all at sea’ – she smiled benignly – ‘and all the time it was someone from outside.’ 
 
    Jean gaped. ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘It’s obvious, my dear. Who could it have been in this little community: Walter, Dwayne, your husband? Dwayne had no need to kill her, and Walter and Martin have alibis. You surely don’t think Ralph Honeyman and your father are suspects?’ 
 
    Jean gave a sickly grin. ‘Not my dad, not with my mum keeping an eye on him. And Ralph – well, he’s a tub of lard, isn’t he? Certainly obesity wouldn’t have deterred Isa, but Ralph wasn’t capable of the amount of energy involved in that murder.’ 
 
    ‘You have a way with words.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think so?’ Her face softened. ‘I write a little,’ she admitted. 
 
    ‘That’s interesting. What do you write?’ 
 
    ‘Only short stories at the moment. I heard that you learn to write as you do it. If I ever manage to sell some I’d like to tackle a novel.’ 
 
    ‘I do romances: novellas, nothing serious. Occasionally I’m commissioned to do a travel article.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Jean was awed. ‘I’d never have thought – How clever of you! Here it’s Martin who does the serious stuff, the guidebooks, while I dream of the great Lakeland novel.’ She laughed, it was a joke. 
 
    ‘How does it work: two authors under one roof?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t write when Martin’s here; I couldn’t anyway, we only have the one computer.’ 
 
    They were silent. A blackbird fled shrieking across the lawn. ‘Cooper’s about,’ Jean said, adding dreamily, ‘I like to write at night when everything’s quiet: in longhand, then I’m not disturbing him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded the other’s big capable hands. ‘Were you writing on Wednesday night?’ 
 
    There was no immediate response. She looked from the hands to the eyes and was surprised to see that Jean was smiling. ‘We alibi each other,’ she said calmly. ‘That was what you were thinking, wasn’t it?’ She stretched her fingers. ‘That I could have strangled her. You’re not stupid, you’re a very discerning lady. Actually, I would have done worse than that, I would have made her die slowly. It’s no secret now’ – seeing Miss Pink’s astonishment – ‘I told Rosie this morning and Holgate’s ears were flapping. She made a dead set at Martin, you see. Poor chap, he was hag-ridden.’ 
 
    ‘Then that explains why he went to Bailrigg.’ And why husband and wife had been separated: to check their stories. 
 
    Jean was watching her closely. ‘You’re forgetting that he never left this house.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Nor did you, so you’re in the clear too, even though you would have killed her if you’d known. When did he tell you about the affair?’ 
 
    ‘Affair? There was no affair! You weren’t listening. She did try to seduce him, but he wasn’t having anything to do with her; he couldn’t run fast enough.’ 
 
    ‘You knew all along?’ 
 
    ‘No! He had to tell me when he realized the police had him down as a suspect. And then Gemma heard them fighting; it was about Isa’s crazy driving but Gemma misinterpreted it. So he had to tell me. Like I said, if he’d told me when she was alive I’d have been over there at Borrans and – and beating her with my own hands.’ Again she studied them. ‘And I’d have enjoyed doing it,’ she added defiantly. 
 
    Miss Pink sank back on the seat. ‘You have been through the wringer.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I can take it, but my old man’s had a bad time. Imagine: living next door to that harpy after he’d rejected her –’ 
 
    ‘He did that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’ve been telling you. With her it was either succumb or reject her, there was no half-way house. She had it in for him after that, no mistake about it.’ 
 
    ‘He told you all this? Of course he did, you could only get it from him. And all the time it was going on you had no idea?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t over a period of time; just the one episode, but that was bad enough. He couldn’t tell me, he was too terrified of my reaction. All part of the macho image: two women fighting over a man. Of course none of it was his fault except that he was weak. He said she was insatiable; he’d never come across anything like it before and he didn’t know how to cope. What would it have done to his ego if he’d come to me and asked me to deal with her? I’d have been happy to, but there you are, he was scared of what I’d do. And by the time he did tell me it was too late. She was dead.’ 
 
    ‘Hand me t’socket spanner, lad.’ 
 
    Bobby dived for it, then crowded close as if the removal of a spark plug was the most exciting thing to do on a Sunday afternoon. 
 
    ‘You’m in me light,’ Jacob growled, but the light was obscured by men blocking the entrance to the tractor shed. Jacob and Bobby stared, the one expressionless, the other searching for escape routes. 
 
    ‘Your grandson?’ DS Sewell asked, advancing. 
 
    ‘This is young Bobby,’ Jacob returned with dignity. ‘ ’Way you go then’ – to the boy – ‘get them calves sorted.’ 
 
    Bobby slipped between Sewell and Holgate like a hare, followed by the latter’s thoughtful gaze. ‘Lad takes after you,’ he observed. 
 
    Jacob showed surprise. ‘You come ’ere to talk about me lad?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he’s your son!’ 
 
    ‘He’s me helper. He thinks he’s taking over t’farm.’ 
 
    Sewell said, puzzled, refusing to see a joke, ‘Why is it we didn’t know that Mrs Blamire had a son?’ 
 
    Jacob dropped the spanner and leaned against the tractor. He stared at them as he wiped his hands on a wad of cotton waste. ‘You know well she don’t have no bairns. Bobby be a Lee: from Sunder. Everyone knows.’ This with emphasis, implying that Borascal didn’t discuss the parentage of its children. Drawing a line under it he asked coldly, ‘And what can I do for you gentlemen?’ 
 
    ‘Not much,’ Sewell confessed. ‘We’re going door-to-door.’ 
 
    ‘How many times is that?’ 
 
    ‘Every time we learn a bit more we come back; someone talks, we discuss it, come back again, keep that up till we’re satisfied.’ Jacob said nothing. ‘So?’ Sewell asked brightly. 
 
    ‘What was the question?’ 
 
    ‘Your son-in-law confessed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, aye.’ 
 
    ‘To his affair with Isa Lambert.’ 
 
    Jacob’s face didn’t change, and they were watching closely. As if to spare them embarrassment from the lengthening silence he offered some relief: ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘He is married to your daughter,’ Sewell pointed out. 
 
    Jacob nodded, going along with that and waiting politely to be enlightened further. 
 
    ‘You’re not bothered?’ Holgate put in. 
 
    Jacob turned to him, surprised. ‘She’m a grown woman; it’s her business.’ 
 
    ‘And his,’ Holgate exclaimed. ‘He had reason –’ 
 
    ‘Did you know about it?’ Sewell interrupted, lurching against the constable. 
 
    Jacob sketched a shrug. ‘Maybe. It weren’t my concern.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.’ Sewell was judicious. ‘I understand Blamire was looking to start an outdoor activities centre here once you retire: renting the place from you and running courses. You’d be a sleeping partner?’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s been talking out of turn.’ 
 
    At last they’d managed to rouse him and Sewell seized his advantage. ‘And you wouldn’t want to be the business partner of a man who was planning on ditching your daughter for another woman, not to speak of any financial obligations he might have entered into already.’ The tone was insidious. 
 
    As Jacob considered this, another figure blocked the light and Mabel said coldly, ‘Does someone mind telling me what other woman we’re talking about?’ 
 
    No one was happy; everyone, except Mabel, disconcerted. Jacob recovered first. ‘Them’s come with some tale about Martin.’ 
 
    Mabel turned on Holgate who happened to be nearest to her. ‘Perhaps you wouldn’t mind giving me the gossip about my son-in-law.’ 
 
    Sewell said, ‘Did you know he was having an affair with Mrs Lambert, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she snapped, her eyes flashing at her husband. ‘And neither did anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘If we had known,’ Jacob amended it slightly, ‘it weren’t nowt to do with us.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know.’ Mabel was firm, turning to Sewell: ‘Who told you this?’ 
 
    ‘He did. Blamire.’ 
 
    Her hand lifted towards her throat, and dropped, moving aimlessly as if she didn’t know what to do with it. ‘Does my daughter know? She’s never even hinted at it.’ Her eyes came back to Jacob. 
 
    ‘Some wives try to block it out,’ Sewell said. 
 
    ‘Not –’ Mabel checked, then shook her head in emphatic denial. ‘Not her.’ She thought again, as if recalling conversations and behaviour over the preceding weeks. ‘She’d have told me even if it was only a suspicion.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone protecting everyone else,’ Holgate said as they came away from Sleylands. ‘It’s what you’d expect; they’re all related.’ 
 
    ‘Young Bobby’s from that travelling family: the Lees, in the cottage on the beck. Old Swinburn will have had it off with the girl there, the one with all the kids: Sherrel.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with Isa’s murder?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. It’s just that Swinburn’s a sly old bugger and, of course, Mabel’s compliant.’ Holgate was staring. ‘Bobby’ – Sewell was testy – ‘he’s Swinburn’s bastard but Mabel goes along with it to the extent of letting the boy come up to the farm. They’re very close, all of ’em.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I said: too bloody close. Look at the alibis. Christ!’ 
 
    Flora Lee looked enchanting wearing Bobby’s denim cap but at four years old she was too young to be on the wrong side of the beck and alone. Miss Pink, loath to lecture, said that she proposed to visit Nan and perhaps Flora would see her across the beck. The child agreed with alacrity and, hand in hand, they waded to the far bank where Miss Pink studied the little animals embroidered on the hat and the word ‘Alaska’ in pale grey thread. 
 
    ‘Can I see the hat?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Flora snatched it off and crumpled it in both hands. ‘It’s our Bobby’s. I forgot. I gotta put it back. He’ll slaughter me.’ And before Miss Pink could stop her she’d rushed back across the beck – shallow here and with an adult standing by she was in no danger – and clambered up the far bank. Miss Pink watched, her eyes intent behind the dark glasses. The child disappeared at a clump of brambles and after a moment reappeared, scrambling down the slope. Above the brambles was a mature larch, incongruous among the broad-leaves, easy to remember. 
 
    ‘Where is Bobby?’ Miss Pink asked, in no hurry to reach Sunder. 
 
    ‘He’s working at Sleylands, mending Uncle Jake’s tractor.’ 
 
    ‘And you borrowed his hat while he’s away.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t thieve it!’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, you put it back. Who gave it to him?’ 
 
    ‘No one. He found un.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘In t’beck.’ The child gasped and clutched at Miss Pink’s hand. Bobby was running up the track, pale with some powerful emotion. He glared from his sister to the far side of the water. Flora’s hand was as tight as a bird’s claw. Miss Pink tried a little reassuring pressure but doubted that it registered; the children were staring at each other and now she realized that they were both terrified. 
 
    Flora’s nerve broke first. ‘I never touched it! Never, ever! I never went there! I been in t’beck – wasn’t I?’ This to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘We were both in the beck,’ Miss Pink said calmly. 
 
    Bobby’s face said it all for him: distrust of both of them, and there was still that overriding fear. He pushed past his sister and, starting to run, slowed to the pace of a stalking cat. He came to the stream crossing, turned and looked at them. Miss Pink and Flora jerked into life and resumed their progress to Sunder. 
 
    ‘He’ll see I didn’t touch it,’ Flora said. ‘Won’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, he won’t be able to tell. What makes it so important?’ 
 
    ‘He says I’m not to talk about it.’ 
 
    Which was no answer, only confirmation of the importance. No, Miss Pink said as Sunder came in view, she wouldn’t come in and visit Nan after all; she’d take her tea at Jollybeard instead – saying anything that came to mind, anything to get away and consider whether Bobby’s finding of Phoebe’s hat had any significance. Not, of course, unless he had found the camera too, but the camera would have sunk, unlike the hat … unless the camera had remained attached to her … But Bobby was nothing more than a young magpie who picked up trifles; a child of that age could never bring himself to lift a camera from a corpse. 
 
    Idly strolling, regardless of heat and the heady scent of hawthorns, of the Lamb tight-closed against the Sunday hush, of ragged robin in the water meadows, she came back to the present when the first waft of foul air impinged on her consciousness and she remembered that this was the field where she’d found two dead sheep. Either Swinburn hadn’t removed them or the carcasses had oozed. And there, among the rushes and incongruously framed by yellow irises, was the bloated lump of a sheep. 
 
    She was at the gate on the road before she recalled that there had been no sign of a tractor near the carcass, but there were wheel marks at the gate. So Swinburn had taken one and left the other, a gesture only. And where did he put dead sheep? The meadow was boggy and the wheels had shed mud on the tarmac. Grimly determined she followed the traces until they turned in at a gate on the opposite side of the road. 
 
    A track climbed through an ash wood towards a crag, diverging sideways to ascend in a wide hairpin and emerge on the rim of what was no doubt a quarry, or the place where the crag had been quarried. In a bay below was Swinburn’s tip, an unwholesome cove of plastic and rusted iron, a car chassis, a fridge, a cooker, rotten wood, drums that would have contained oil or toxic chemicals, ragged rolls of wire, some small trees and a load of rocks and soil out of which a sheep’s leg protruded. She’d seen worse, at least it wasn’t draped down a sea cliff on some magnificent coast. But it was less than a quarter of a mile from the road, and the sheep weren’t buried. 
 
    ‘I buried un!’ Swinburn protested. ‘If them’s showing again it were foxes pulled ’em out. You didn’t ought to’ve been there anyway, ’tis private land.’ 
 
    ‘Hush now.’ Mabel was angry and frightened. ‘You go back there and you bury those sheep right. You never told me you’d put ’em on t’tip. And that tip –’ 
 
    ‘And the one on the meadow,’ Miss Pink stormed. ‘You didn’t take that one.’ 
 
    ‘I did then! I took the both of ’em!’ 
 
    ‘So another one died in the meadow. And there’s one up above the big quarry at the head –’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! You’m as bad as that Phoebe –’ 
 
    ‘Jacob Swinburn, don’t you dare say nowt against the dead! Away you go this minute and you get that sheep out of t’meadow and them two in t’tip – and any more as you put in there, and you dig a pit and you –’ but Jacob had gone. 
 
    Miss Pink and Mabel regarded each other. Miss Pink wondered how he’d ever dared to look at Sherrel Lee. Aloud she said, ‘Phoebe certainly got under his skin – and I seem to have taken over from her.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Mabel said tightly. ‘I have. He’s not lazy, just old, and we’ve got no one to leave the place to, not as a farm, so he’s no interest in looking after the land proper. I’ll be glad to be shot of it all, I can tell you.’ 
 
    ‘Jean said something about turning it into a mountain centre and running courses.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not going to work. He keeps chopping and changing, and she’s not keen herself –’ 
 
    Miss Pink shifted her weight and rested a hand on the table. ‘Here, sit yourself down,’ Mabel fussed. ‘We both need a cup of tea, all that shouting builds up a thirst.’ She pushed a cat off a chair and filled the kettle. Miss Pink lowered herself on to a warm cushion. 
 
    ‘Mountain activities are all the rage,’ she observed, making conversation. ‘I’m amazed that so many can keep going, that there are enough customers to go round. The courses aren’t cheap.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got this new idea.’ Mabel didn’t seem to like naming Blamire. ‘At first it was walking parties with himself guiding them, now he’s talking about “safaris” with Land Rovers on upland tracks. He says he’ll get the folk who want to see the fells the easy way.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t have thought there are enough tracks where the authorities would allow vehicles.’ 
 
    ‘He’s finding them. He says there are more than you’d think. I don’t see it myself. It’s different abroad where there are wild animals to look at but what is there to see here? Walkers like yourself seem to find plenty to interest you, you go slow enough to look at birds and things, but what bird is going to hang around to be gawked at by folk in a noisy truck, and who wants to be thrown around on these rough old tracks anyway?’ 
 
    There was a long pause during which the kettle started to sing and Mabel regarded it unhappily. 
 
    ‘Jean tells me she writes,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    The mother’s face brightened. ‘Aye, she does. She likes that.’ As if Jean disliked the idea of mountain centres. ‘You don’t have family.’ It sounded like an accusation. 
 
    ‘No, only cousins. I never married.’ 
 
    ‘We always want the best for our children.’ 
 
    ‘Human nature,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    Mabel warmed a willow pattern teapot, hefting the iron kettle with the ease of familiarity. She made the tea and set it on the side of the stove to brew, brought unmatched cups and saucers to the table, milk and sugar and a canister of biscuits. She poured the tea, passed a cup to the visitor, proffered the biscuits, which were cinnamon and home-made, and sat down. ‘The police were here,’ she said. 
 
    ‘They were everywhere this morning.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got Martin in town.’ 
 
    ‘They’re questioning all the men, the women too actually. They questioned me.’ 
 
    That brought Mabel up short. ‘What could you tell them?’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to remember – but that’s how they work, isn’t it? They don’t interview, they arrive and they talk, and it’s only when they’ve gone that you realize that you did the talking, they were listening, and what on earth did you say that they wanted to hear? I mean’ – she spread her hands –‘I’ve only been here a week, I’m a tourist; what could I tell them?’ 
 
    ‘You talk to everybody.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘You hear the gossip.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what the police want: gossip?’ 
 
    ‘It’s why they came here: because they’d heard that Martin had been seeing Isa Lambert.’ 
 
    ‘Seeing her?’ Miss Pink might never have heard the expression. 
 
    ‘Going with her. An affair.’ 
 
    ‘Jean did mention it.’ 
 
    ‘Then you know!’ Mabel was mortified. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know how much you knew. You wouldn’t expect me to repeat gossip about your son-in-law.’ 
 
    Mabel slumped in her chair. ‘I don’t know that I care now,’ she confessed. ‘Jean says she doesn’t. It happens; she’ll take him back, no doubt.’ Her eyes glazed. She could be thinking of her own husband and Sherrel Lee. 
 
    ‘The difference here is that Isa was murdered,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Mabel’s eyes narrowed as she caught the inference but she fastened on the more important issue, and without subterfuge. ‘You’re saying he’s a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently it was a local man, because he had no car and must have left the river by a cross-country route.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what the police are saying? How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I picked it up. It makes sense.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re wrong, indeed I do. It’s not nice, him being questioned by police, and him married to my girl.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Gemma was trying to pull Whisk away from Phoebe’s gate; on the other side Cooper spat and swore, his back arched, every red hair on end. 
 
    ‘That dog is heading for trouble,’ Miss Pink observed, coming home from Sleylands. ‘Are you walking him or does he run loose?’ Loose dogs being anathema in sheep country. 
 
    ‘He must have got out, but he’ll go with anybody.’ Gemma paused. ‘Not the only one,’ she added darkly, with a glance at her own roof. 
 
    ‘Come and have a cool drink.’ Miss Pink was firm. ‘I want to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘Might as well.’ The girl was ungracious. ‘I don’t seem to be welcome at Elfhow, and Eleanor’s too busy.’ She had a grip on the dog’s collar as he strained to get back and threaten Cooper. Miss Pink unbuckled her belt and handed it over. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ Gemma slipped it through the collar. ‘It’s gorgeous bead-work.’ 
 
    ‘I bought it on a Navajo reservation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, wow!’ Candid eyes were turned on the traveller. ‘You’ve been around.’ But candour was replaced by speculation as Gemma wondered if there might be more to an intrepid traveller than met the eye. She muttered something about getting home to give Walter his tea. 
 
    ‘I won’t keep you,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘I need to talk about Isa.’ 
 
    They were at Ashgill’s gate and Gemma dug in her heels. ‘What about her?’ 
 
    ‘For instance, did she visit Walter at the office?’ 
 
    The other blinked. This was unexpected. ‘Of course she did. We both did: when we went in by bus and wanted a lift home. Isa more than me actually; there are plenty of men in the office.’ 
 
    ‘Would they have shown her how to operate the computers?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the only thing –’ Gemma stopped. ‘You’re on to something: something to do with her? And computers? What is this?’ 
 
    Miss Pink opened the gate and they entered the garden. The collie pulled and the girl released him and returned the belt, her eyes demanding an answer, but her companion wouldn’t be hurried. 
 
    They sat under a silver birch drinking Seven Up, Gemma’s tension mounting. ‘Your brother doesn’t have a computer at home?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Nor you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, neither of us. Nor does – did Isa.’ 
 
    ‘But could she use one?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t think so, it would need too much concentration.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know she was seeing Martin?’ 
 
    Gemma gaped, then over-compensated with a mask so blank it was absurd. ‘Everyone knew,’ she said coldly. 
 
    ‘That’s where you’re making a mistake.’ It was friendly but assured. ‘Walter may have suspected, and yourself, but no one knew other than themselves –’ 
 
    ‘And her other boyfriends –’ 
 
    ‘No! You’ve protested too much, Gemma; you’ve been doing it all along. Isa was having an affair with Martin – he admits it himself – but the story that she was promiscuous started with you.’ 
 
    ‘She was –’ 
 
    ‘Promiscuous is usually taken to mean many men: indiscriminate behaviour.’ 
 
    ‘And so she did. She was –’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t. You started the rumour because you wanted to divert suspicion from Walter. If she had a reputation for promiscuity you could hope to widen the circle of suspects. It was you who came up with the story of her picking up lorry drivers in all-night cafés.’ 
 
    ‘I knew.’ Gemma was sullen but determined. ‘She left the MG at Blind Keld and went on …’ She tailed off. 
 
    ‘She went on in Dwayne’s Land Rover. Dwayne lent it to Martin. Why did he do that? What hold did Martin have over him?’ 
 
    Gemma snorted, distracted. ‘Just a scam here and there like tax fraud, not declaring income, nothing important.’ 
 
    ‘And there was yourself. You’re under age.’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘We were friends just.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Miss Pink nodded, satisfied. ‘Two men, each with something on the other, and you and Isa in the middle.’ Gemma glowered. ‘Martin has a computer,’ Miss Pink went on, thinking aloud. ‘He’ll have a printer?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Jean uses it; she writes –’ 
 
    ‘Was he besotted?’ Miss Pink wasn’t listening. ‘Did she persuade him, blackmail him – or did he hate … Had Eleanor annoyed him? Or damaged him in some way?’ 
 
    ‘What are you on about? What’s Eleanor got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing – much.’ Miss Pink was stunned; she had been talking aloud to a child of fifteen, speculating on blackmail and murder – well, murder by extension. ‘What I’m trying to do,’ she said, casting about, trying to restore some sense of balance, ‘is discover who was behind the salmonella hoax. You remember: forged letters to people and the local paper saying that there was an outbreak of food poisoning centred on Jollybeard? That forgery was done on a computer so I’m considering those people who had access to one.’ 
 
    Gemma was intrigued. ‘OK, so Isa could have blackmailed – no, she had nothing on him – could have persuaded Martin to forge the letters. Isa hated Eleanor because Eleanor said she was a jumped-up little tart’ – Gemma caught Miss Pink’s expression – ‘all right then, a gold-digger. But what’s that got to do with murder?’ 
 
    And that was the question. 
 
    ‘I’ve brought you a visitor,’ Rosie said, much amused at finding the old lady dozing under the silver birches. ‘Detective Inspector Gibson.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was embarrassed; dropping off in the daytime was something she associated with old age. To make it worse he was studying her as if she were a rare breed of bird. He was a muscular young fellow with prematurely grey hair. He looked like a nice dog freshly clipped. She started to rise, mumbling about tea. 
 
    ‘I’ll make it in a minute,’ Rosie said. ‘You sit down. 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ Miss Pink was wary. ‘You’ve got bad news.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s just that I don’t want to miss this.’ 
 
    Mystification deepened. Miss Pink turned back to the man. ‘I’ve been talking to DCI Tyndale,’ he told her. ‘You’ve been holding back on us, ma’am.’ Tyndale? ‘Four years back,’ he reminded her: ‘you found a child’s skeleton in the peat above Orrdale.’[*] 
 
    ‘Of course! I remember Mr Tyndale – he was only Inspector then.’ She hesitated. ‘And how did my name come to be mentioned? You don’t know me.’ But her eyes came round to Rosie. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Winder mentioned that your interest in the case was …’ He was at a loss. 
 
    ‘Suspicious,’ Rosie supplied. ‘You took more interest than an ordinary tourist would, and it wasn’t ghoulish. In fact, the kind of interest you showed was more like a suspect’s.’ 
 
    ‘The criminal mind,’ she murmured, then firmly: ‘I’m going to have a drink and so shall you.’ 
 
    They drank cold lager and she sketched the salient points of the Orrdale murders for them. ‘Unsavoury,’ she concluded. ‘Murders involving small children leave scars for decades, weeping sores in some cases. With some people they never heal, and small wonder.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Fortunately no children are involved here.’ But she was disconcerted by her own statement. 
 
    ‘Gemma?’ Rosie suggested. 
 
    ‘Actually I was thinking of young Bobby but – no. He’s terrified of death, not murder.’ 
 
    ‘Is he?’ Rosie was intrigued. ‘What’s the difference?’ 
 
    ‘Now you are not to go to Sunder asking questions; you’ll only exacerbate the situation. What happened was that the boy found Phoebe Metcalf’s hat. But it’s only because it’s a dead person’s hat that he’s frightened, it has nothing to do with Isa’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘How old is he?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    ‘Eight. And he’s a nervous child so it’s not a good idea to upset him.’ She was stern. 
 
    ‘He’s too young to have had anything to do with the murder?’ 
 
    ‘Far too young.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t he turn in the hat?’ Rosie asked. 
 
    ‘He didn’t know it was important, that it was Phoebe’s. Eleanor told me she hadn’t seen Phoebe wearing it.’ 
 
    ‘There you are, you see!’ Rosie turned to Gibson. ‘Like I said: she finds things out; we knew nothing about that hat.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘You must have talked to everyone, ma’am. Did you learn anything about Mrs Lambert’s activities, like names of boyfriends?’ 
 
    ‘There were none other than Blamire. The stories about promiscuity originated with Gemma.’ He showed no surprise. ‘You knew,’ she said, adding carefully, choosing her words, ‘Is Blamire still in Bailrigg?’ 
 
    ‘No, he’s at home’ – their heads turned automatically to the screen of birches but they were too far away to see or hear any sign of life from next door. ‘With his wife,’ Gibson added meaningly. 
 
    Miss Pink took a moment to catch on. ‘You considered her? The jealous wife? How could that be? Jean didn’t know about her husband’s affair until after Isa died.’ 
 
    ‘He puts it differently. According to him he’d already confessed to her. He had to, Isa was becoming tiresome. You look doubtful, ma’am; you don’t think a man would kill his lover because she was embarrassing him?’ 
 
    ‘There are stronger motives … But I’m puzzled because Jean told me she didn’t know until after the murder.’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what she would say. If she didn’t know then she had no reason to kill the woman.’ 
 
    Miss Pink pondered this. ‘And if she didn’t know, it gives her husband a motive for murder: to silence Isa if she was threatening to tell his wife.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s not enough, not with these characters. The man has charm, he could have talked Jean round. She’s very loyal, she’s been protecting him; whether he’s a killer or only a suspect, she’s the kind of rather silly woman – I have to say it – who’ll stand by her husband come hell or high water. You see the same thing with battered wives – not that there’s any indication of that here, even though he’s said to have a hair-trigger temper.’ She regarded Gibson doubtfully. ‘Have you considered that Isa might have been a threat for some reason other than sexual?’ 
 
    ‘She had something on him? Something else?’ 
 
    ‘The salmonella.’ He was bemused. She explained about the hoax and how it was only today that she had realized how it might have been accomplished. ‘Isa could have picked up a letterhead from another Council when she was in her husband’s office, could have taken it to Blamire and he forged the hoax letter.’ Rosie was frowning, Gibson looked sceptical. ‘No.’ She agreed with their unspoken criticism. ‘It won’t do. You don’t kill someone because she could expose a hoax.’ 
 
    ‘What else have you discovered, ma’am?’ Gibson appeared to dismiss the salmonella. 
 
    She had to admit that she’d learned nothing that might have a bearing on the murder, nothing that they hadn’t discovered for themselves. Dead sheep weren’t worthy of mention in this context, and as for Bobby’s parentage, that had nothing to do with the police. There was one matter to be cleared up: the whereabouts of Phoebe’s camera, and in that respect it was possible that Bobby did enter the picture. Not the Lambert murder of course but Phoebe’s – death. And not for the first time, an impulse fired in Miss Pink’s brain, triggered by those words: Phoebe’s death. 
 
    ‘It don’t matter who asks him,’ Misella said, ‘me or Sherrel. He’s no thief.’ 
 
    She sat in a sturdy rocking chair outside her back door, the baby on her lap, rocking gently, her eyes passing vacantly over the little ones playing with colouring books, returning to Miss Pink. Flora stood at her side, twisting one leg round the other, serious and intent. 
 
    ‘He’s not in any kind of trouble,’ Miss Pink assured the grandmother. ‘He only picked it up. In fact I’ll offer a reward.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s it that important?’ 
 
    ‘I need to know who it belongs to. It had little animals on the front.’ She didn’t look at Flora who pulled at her nan’s skirt. Absently Misella bent to hear the urgent whisper while Miss Pink affected to take an interest in a small plane droning overhead. 
 
    Misella straightened and pursed her lips. ‘Where is it?’ she asked. 
 
    Flora shook her head. ‘He moved un.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Bobby now?’ 
 
    ‘Up to Uncle Jake’s again.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’s not to know who found it. You fetch it here and Miss Pink will give you the reward.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘A pound,’ Miss Pink said smartly. 
 
    Flora darted away round the end of the cottage. ‘Coal hole,’ Misella observed. 
 
    Bobby had put it in a plastic bag to keep it clean. Miss Pink handled it carefully although it could surely tell no stories after the lapse of time; the inside bore no traces, not even a hair as far as she could tell without her reading glasses, only Phoebe’s name – no, figures on the underside of the pale grey visor. It looked like a car registration and was vaguely familiar if only because it was a local number. She handed Flora the agreed reward. 
 
    ‘Is it only worth a pound?’ Misella asked innocently. Miss Pink reached for her wallet and produced a five-pound note. She was lost in speculation, so much so that she had reached the gate before she remembered the other matter. She came back. Flora had disappeared. 
 
    ‘Did he find a camera?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Never! That I would have known. Flo! Come back here!’ 
 
    Feet padded on stairs. Flora appeared, looking wary. 
 
    ‘Did our Bobby find a camera?’ Misella asked, but the child shook her head violently. Misella turned back to Miss Pink. ‘I’ll let you know if I hear anything,’ she said with meaning, but it was obvious that if Flora knew anything more she would have said so; the child was bright enough to know that if the surrender of a hat could produce six pounds, a camera would be worth a fortune. 
 
    In the Blamires’ garden the four occupants were not enjoying the balmy evening. Jean was livid with anger but doing her utmost to contain it in the presence of Gibson and Rosie Winder. She railed at Martin: ‘You’re telling me she came in my house and used the computer? She was upstairs –’ She stopped herself, nauseated by the image of Isa in Elfhow’s bedrooms. 
 
    ‘It was only a computer,’ Martin protested. ‘I couldn’t refuse a neighbour the use of it, now could I?’ 
 
    Jean was stricken. Rosie felt sorry for her, learning that her husband had actually brought his lover to the house, probably using the marital bed in his wife’s absence. The computer was just a handy excuse; if Jean was the killer it was her husband she should have wasted, not the other woman. 
 
    Gibson was on his own tack. ‘It was Mrs Lambert who forged the letters then?’ Martin had denied all knowledge of the salmonella hoax. 
 
    The man shrugged. ‘I suppose so. I wasn’t interested. She could have been printing blackmail letters for all I knew.’ 
 
    ‘Who would she have blackmailed?’ 
 
    ‘God knows. That was just a suggestion: a shot in the dark.’ 
 
    Jean’s eyes were going from one to the other, stunned with disbelief. 
 
    ‘This is shocking,’ Rosie told her, speaking quietly as if they were alone: two women sharing confidences. Gibson stiffened and Martin rounded on her, but it was Jean who said feelingly, ‘I just can’t believe it: here in my own house! 
 
    ‘You knew,’ Martin said. ‘It’s the invasion of your territory you’re objecting to.’ 
 
    ‘I’m objecting to –’ She checked. ‘I didn’t know,’ she muttered. ‘That’s the trouble.’ She addressed Gibson with a forlorn attempt at dignity: ‘My world’s changed in the last few days; I don’t know where I am.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should have a cup of tea,’ Rosie said. 
 
    Jean burst into frenzied laughter, saw their expressions, and stopped. ‘A brandy would be more welcome,’ she gasped. 
 
    Martin went indoors. Jean said to Rosie, ‘Two days ago I was a normal housewife with everything going for me: husband, home, parents close by. Now I’m shattered. It’s just one shock after another.’ 
 
    ‘You accepted the affair,’ Gibson murmured. 
 
    ‘You’re mad.’ It was unemphatic, no more than a fact. 
 
    ‘You’d known all along.’ 
 
    ‘He told me two days ago. Actually he’d skirted round it the day before but then he said only that she’d tried to seduce him – very crudely. Who says I knew?’ 
 
    ‘He does.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ She had raged, had controlled the rage, had appeared hopeless and helpless, now they watched her relax. She breathed deeply and regularly, her face softened and the heavy, somewhat masculine features were transformed. She became a handsome beauty. She blinked and it was as if she had closed the door on a bad scene. ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘I knew. I tried to kid myself that I could block it out but you can’t; wives always know although they swear they don’t. It’s the little things: a long hair that’s not your colour, a smell – she used some cheap scent – absences, lies …’ Martin was standing beside her with a brandy snifter. ‘When they’re besotted they can’t hide it,’ she told Gibson. 
 
    ‘What’s this?’ Eleanor asked, peering, not taking the hat in her greasy hands. 
 
    ‘It’s a registration number.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that. It’s Dwayne Paxton’s Land Rover. Turn it over. Why, it’s Phoebe’s hat that she brought back from Alaska. What’s Dwayne’s number doing on it? Where d’you find it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink collapsed rather than sat. Eleanor was concerned. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit pale.’ 
 
    ‘I’m hungry.’ She was also exhausted. ‘I forget when I last ate and this’ – indicating the hat – ‘is the last straw. I’m being crowded.’ 
 
    Eleanor had her priorities straight. She bustled about the kitchen, filling the kettle, warming soup, assembling smoked salmon sandwiches. Miss Pink propped her head on her hands, her eyelids drooping, brightening up as a cup of coffee appeared in front of her. 
 
    She drank the soup, ate the sandwiches, was fortified with more coffee and all the time Eleanor pretended to occupy herself with unnecessary tasks, waiting for the other woman to come back to life. At the end of the scratch supper she offered a drink but Miss Pink said that alcohol would knock her out, she would go to her bed. Eleanor eyed the hat, upside down on the table, the registration number compelling attention. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘Bobby found it in the beck. What I’m wondering is, has he found the camera? I’m hoping Misella will find out.’ 
 
    Eleanor studied the visor. ‘When did Phoebe write that? Could she have met Dwayne on the hill?’ 
 
    ‘And there are her binoculars,’ Miss Pink mused: ‘they’re missing. No one thought of those. You think she could have met Dwayne on Gowk Pass? Why should she make a note of his number?’ 
 
    ‘Her memory was going.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, she’d know the number of local cars.’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t remember her own.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Miss Pink frowned. ‘Well, she was old … so she wrote it down because she needed to remember it … But she could recognize people?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, she wasn’t gaga. It was just figures, rather like Bobby but at opposite ends of the lifespan as it were. I see, you’re thinking that if she’d seen Dwayne himself she wouldn’t have needed to make a note of the number. She’d have recognized him, and so it had to be his Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t see him.’ Miss Pink spoke slowly, marshalling her thoughts. ‘Only his truck parked where it shouldn’t be? Or she saw it from a distance … no, then she wouldn’t have been able to read the number plate.’ 
 
    ‘She saw the vehicle and the number, but not the driver?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly – but when?’ 
 
    ‘She’d have told me about it.’ Eleanor was decisive. ‘She couldn’t keep anything to herself, that was her problem: altogether too outspoken.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve said, and everyone else, including Swinburn. Now I wonder if she saw him up to something naughty on the hill –’ 
 
    ‘It’s not Swinburn’s number –’ 
 
    ‘Right, forget Swinburn. But you’re saying that if she didn’t tell you what led up to this’ – gesturing to the visor – ‘then she must have printed it on the Sunday that she died – unless you didn’t see her on the Saturday.’ 
 
    ‘She called in Saturday evening, which was usual: to tell me where she was going next day.’ 
 
    ‘So she met – or saw – Dwayne on top.’ 
 
    ‘On top of what?’ Rosie asked from the doorway. Gibson loomed behind her. 
 
    Miss Pink introduced him. Rosie eyed the hat. ‘Dwayne Paxton’s Land Rover,’ she observed, impressing the two women with her photographic memory. 
 
    As Eleanor served coffee Miss Pink sketched the story, giving the police the impression that the hat had been willingly surrendered. 
 
    ‘Could Bobby have printed that number?’ Rosie asked. 
 
    ‘No, he’s dyslexic. That’s an adult hand, it’s too uniform for a child who has trouble with his figures.’ 
 
    ‘When you said Dwayne was on top,’ Gibson put in, ‘you meant on top of where?’ 
 
    ‘I was assuming he was somewhere near the route that Phoebe was following the day she died, simply because she made a note of his number.’ 
 
    Eleanor explained why she was sure that had been done on the Sunday. ‘But she drowned,’ Gibson pointed out. ‘Are you suggesting that there was something suspicious about that death?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a mystery. What made her print that number? It was done not long before she – died.’ 
 
    They contemplated the hat. ‘She was out of doors when she did it,’ Rosie said. ‘There was no other writing material available.’ 
 
    ‘She had the map,’ Eleanor said. ‘She was a very prudent lady – on the hill; she always carried a map even though she knew these fells backwards.’ 
 
    ‘It takes time to get the map out of your sack,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘But she could have had a biro in a pocket, and she whipped off her hat …’ 
 
    ‘And he saw her do it and killed her.’ Gibson raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Rosie said reprovingly, ‘Dwayne wasn’t about to kill because he was out with an under-age girl – which is the worst thing we’ve got on him, and which she probably knew about already. Anyway, the kids deny the relationship.’ 
 
    Miss Pink ignored that. ‘If he’d seen her write something on the hat he’d have destroyed the hat.’ Her eyes glazed. ‘The hat went in the water with her – like the camera and binoculars. They’d sink. They could well be in the underground caverns in the big quarry.’ 
 
    ‘Dwayne lent his Land Rover to Blamire,’ Gibson said, and they all stared at him. 
 
    ‘To go to the firing range with Isa,’ Miss Pink said weakly. ‘And that’s in the opposite direction to the Closewater path. Besides …’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at Eleanor. ‘What would Blamire have against Phoebe?’ 
 
    Eleanor shrugged. She was running out of steam, as was everyone else. It had been a long day. Gibson said, ‘What’s any of this got to do with Isa? We know she was murdered; are you implying there’s a connection between her death and this old lady who drowned?’ 
 
    ‘She fell and drowned,’ Eleanor corrected. 
 
    ‘Or was pushed,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The moor below Scoat Pike was already browning in the heat wave but Rosie still managed to find the wet patches. Retreating yet again with mud over the tops of her trainers, she fell in beside Miss Pink, eyeing the other’s dry boots with amazement. 
 
    ‘How do you know where to walk?’ 
 
    ‘I follow the path.’ 
 
    ‘What path?’ 
 
    ‘Keep behind me.’ 
 
    They were on their way to Closewater. Persuaded by the evidence of the hat, by the possibility of a connection between the two deaths, Gibson had decided that Rosie should duplicate Phoebe’s route. Miss Pink had volunteered to be the guide and he had agreed: ‘She knows the way and she’ll see it through a wrinklie’s eyes,’ he told Rosie. ‘You can’t; you’ll go too fast and miss things.’ 
 
    He was right. Next morning Rosie had started out at the trot before they reached Sleylands although she did ask Miss Pink if she minded and the other had agreed absently. She was intent on Swinburn chugging across the pastures on his tractor in the direction of his awful tip. When Miss Pink’s attention returned to the hill she saw that Rosie was no longer running for which she was thankful; a sprained ankle could have meant postponement of the day’s activities. She came up with Rosie who had stopped by some rocks and was trying to control her breathing. 
 
    ‘You’re not even panting!’ The girl was astonished. 
 
    ‘Old guide’s pace.’ It was dismissive. ‘Is Mr Gibson going to ask Paxton and Blamire where they were last Sunday week? And who was driving Paxton’s Land Rover?’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ Rosie was cagey – and resentful about the gradient. ‘He could be waiting for a report on this track. I’ll be telling him that no Land Rover ever came up here; it’s desperate for anyone on foot.’ 
 
    ‘And he’d have bogged down on top,’ Miss Pink said as they continued, Rosie wondering where the bogs were and quickly discovering them. By the time they came out above Closewater the sergeant had learned the first rule of mountain etiquette: that the leader of the party goes first, but it had taken her that long to work out that Miss Pink was the leader. Rosie was the novice. 
 
    Salient features were pointed out to her and she tried to concentrate, to see what her companion was seeing and endeavour to interpret those images as they might relate to the progress of another old lady a week ago, and who, shortly after she reached this point, was to die violently. 
 
    There were cars parked at the head of the lake but none visible on the track to Gowk Pass. ‘I was here the following day,’ Miss Pink said. ‘By that time a Mountain Rescue Land Rover had gone up and covered any tracks’ – a long pause – ‘any tracks left by a vehicle the previous day.’ 
 
    ‘Followed exactly the same line?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I paid particular attention although at the time I wasn’t concerned with wheel tracks but with the orchids.’ 
 
    ‘Orchids?’ Rosie had a vision of hothouse blooms, of corsages in old movies. 
 
    Miss Pink explained as they climbed. The verges were now imprinted with a multitude of tyre tracks left by trucks, quads, mountain bikes. They came to a steepening with loose stones like a scree slope where they diverged and Miss Pink halted at ruts cut deep in the peat. ‘I suppose we could try to transplant,’ she murmured. ‘Now who was it proposed that?’ 
 
    ‘This was where the orchids were?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. There’s one left.’ They moved closer. ‘You see: very small flowers but unmistakably an orchid.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your word for it. Sorry! I was thinking of those big multicoloured jobs that come in a see-through box with a bow.’ 
 
    ‘There are wild ones similar, but smaller. They’re bee orchids.’ Miss Pink looked from the gouged peat to the slope of the hill above. ‘She couldn’t have missed this place; she’d have taken photographs. Or did she find the Land Rover bogged down, the occupants gone for help? But there’s no sign of the big holes left by a vehicle that had dug itself in.’ 
 
    ‘I think these trucks got through without sticking.’ Rosie had experience of police four-by-fours. 
 
    They surveyed the slope. A few hundred yards above them the track described a sharp elbow between banks. The surface was pale: another steep gradient of large loose stones. ‘He’d have had difficulty there,’ Rosie said. ‘And there’s no way round, it’s too craggy.’ 
 
    ‘She was a fanatic about the environment. After she photographed this’ – Miss Pink gestured to the devastation – ‘she could well have taken shots of the truck – if one were stuck up there. On the other hand it could have been moving round that hairpin and she saw the number through her binoculars and noted it. How does that sound?’ 
 
    ‘She definitely made a note of it at some time. Who was driving the rescue truck that came up here next day, the one that followed the same line?’ 
 
    ‘Blamire.’ She went on slowly: ‘Of course he might not have noticed the orchids, by Monday there were only one or two left.’ 
 
    They climbed to the stony elbow. Bedrock in the centre of the track was marked with long raw scratches, confirming that vehicles had been forced to keep to the track. On the top of Gowk Pass they came on a Toyota Land Cruiser, without occupants and locked. There was an RSPB sticker on the windscreen, and Rosie said that it had a Yorkshire registration. ‘Where are the birds?’ she asked. ‘I’ve only heard the cuckoo and skylarks.’ 
 
    ‘You’re learning,’ Miss Pink said absently, thinking of Phoebe. ‘There are others around: divers on the tarns, merlin, peregrines perhaps in the quarry.’ She frowned at that. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘If she did catch up with him after coming on those orchids she’d have been blazing with rage. I would be. And if she told him she had taken photographs … and refused to give up the camera …’ 
 
    Rosie shook her head. ‘What’s the penalty for destroying wild flowers? Come on! You don’t kill a person just to escape a fine.’ 
 
    ‘He writes books about the fells; he’s got an image to protect.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re thinking it was Blamire in Dwayne’s Land Rover, and Phoebe confronted him about some squashed orchids.’ 
 
    ‘Suppose Isa was with him?’ 
 
    ‘Even if Phoebe saw them screw – making it – he wouldn’t kill her just for that, surely? And then put the body in the beck, don’t forget.’ 
 
    They walked on, descending gently as the track improved on the Borascal side, less rocky, dark lines visible in the distance where former dalesmen had obtained their fuel supplies. They went slowly, Rosie starting to take more interest in her surroundings, learning the difference between violets and butterwort, trying to learn bird calls, using her ears. ‘And that’ – Miss Pink turned – ‘is the Land Cruiser coming down.’ 
 
    They weren’t concerned, paying more attention to the quarry which was now visible below, only the tops of the sheer walls showing but those impressive enough, hinting at the hidden depths. 
 
    The Land Cruiser approached and at that moment the walkers were on a sunken section with grassy banks on either side. Calmly, automatically, they parted, but the next steps were upwards, the grass was dry and polished, and Miss Pink’s knees less flexible than she would have wished. She slipped, grabbed at the bank and stumbled back into the path of the truck. It stopped dead. 
 
    Rosie jumped down. People called anxiously. Miss Pink swore, flushed with embarrassment. 
 
    Apologies and assurances over they exchanged pleasantries. The bird watchers had seen a pair of short-eared owls and found a ring ouzel’s nest. They passed, leaving the walkers to follow at their own pace, Miss Pink silent. 
 
    ‘You didn’t hurt yourself?’ Rosie was diffident. 
 
    ‘Only my pride.’ Miss Pink stopped and looked back. ‘Suppose Phoebe had passed the Land Rover because it was stuck, or stopped for whatever reason, had seen Isa and spoken her mind –’ 
 
    ‘Rather vulgar of her.’ Rosie grinned. 
 
    ‘Spoken her mind about the orchids – and maybe other things as they came to mind, and she walked on, and they came down behind her in the truck and she jumped for the bank and fell back under the wheels?’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t run over. She drowned.’ 
 
    ‘He could have hit her a glancing blow with the wing. He could have thought she was dead.’ 
 
    ‘That would be an accident.’ 
 
    ‘He could have run her down deliberately, in a fit of temper, thought she was dead, taken her in the ‘Rover to the quarry and dropped her in the beck. I’ll show you.’ 
 
    It was as she remembered it and the features fulfilled all the requirements: the level green path just wide enough for a vehicle (and faintly marked by broad tyres), the locked gate over which a small person could have been lifted easily, particularly with two people on hand, the terrible slope that dropped to a gaping black pit below the waterfalls and from which, even with the water low, came the roar of cascades. 
 
    ‘The camera will be down there,’ Miss Pink said, ‘but with the film pulled out. And the binoculars.’ 
 
    Rosie admitted that it could have happened that way; it could explain the registration number on the hat, how the body came to be in the beck. ‘But if you’re right, then it was murder. He could have struck her by accident originally. And even if he drove at her deliberately, he didn’t kill her then. But when he went on to put her down there alive’ – she shuddered, staring at the convex slope that plunged like a polished slide into the depths – ‘I just hope she stayed unconscious.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know she was wasn’t conscious when he put her in there?’ 
 
    ‘Christ! Let’s get out of here.’ Rosie turned back to the gate and the security of level grass. 
 
    ‘When I was at this spot on Monday,’ Miss Pink said, ‘first Jean came along and then Blamire.’ 
 
    ‘What was Jean doing here?’ 
 
    ‘She was with the rescue team. They were searching for Phoebe, and the rest of them were up there on Blaze Fell.’ She pointed. ‘He could have sent Jean down to find out who I was and what I was doing, and then became too anxious and came down himself. Jean was bothered about my getting into difficulties in the quarry but he could have been worried that I might come across some evidence of what had happened the day before.’ She gasped. ‘It was Blamire who mentioned the orchids first. They were on his mind, particularly as they related to old ladies. Someone had made an issue of them, and that could only have been Phoebe.’ 
 
    They walked side by side on the soft turf. ‘There’s no evidence,’ Rosie said. ‘That’s the problem. Gibson might consider it as an interesting theory but he’ll say there isn’t a shred of proof.’ 
 
    ‘It goes further.’ Miss Pink was unmoved. ‘Isa was with him.’ She turned to Rosie, astonished. ‘Perhaps Isa was driving! Whatever, she thought Phoebe was dead so she helped him get rid of the body, but after the post-mortem, when it was learned that Phoebe drowned and so she was alive when she was pushed in the water, her nerve broke. She panicked and became a threat. So she had to be silenced. On second thoughts it had to be Blamire driving. If it had been Isa he’d have had no qualms about saying so.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to lose my job.’ Dwayne was furious. ‘You coming to my workplace and the boss here. He took me back the once, seeing as it were you hauled me to town, but he’s not going to stand for it twice.’ 
 
    The police had found him removing slates from the old outhouse in the garden at Blind Keld. Men were at work inside the house and Birkett was glowering from an upper window. 
 
    Sewell asked, almost casually, ‘Where were you yesterday week?’ 
 
    ‘At home.’ He didn’t take time to think about it. 
 
    ‘That was quick,’ Sewell said. 
 
    ‘It were Sunday; I don’t work Sundays.’ 
 
    ‘Who were you with?’ 
 
    ‘No one.’ 
 
    ‘So there are no witnesses to confirm that you didn’t leave your house.’ 
 
    Dwayne was still, smelling a trap, and indeed he resembled an animal, a fine young specimen. He was aware of Sewell’s scrutiny and preened himself. 
 
    ‘I coulda been with a woman.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you take her?’ 
 
    Dwayne glanced at the house. ‘Can’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘A week ago? You had a woman on Sunday and you can’t – Who was she’?’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather not say.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know where you took her and you don’t know who she was –’ 
 
    ‘I didna say that!’ He hesitated. ‘I have a lot of women.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a lie.’ 
 
    ‘No, it in’t! I go to discos in town, pick up girls –’ 
 
    ‘We’re not talking about a quick screw in the toilets, we’re talking about bringing women here or taking them on the fells, like last Sunday.’ 
 
    There was the ghost of a smile on the lad’s lips. ‘Maybe I did at that; I pick up hikers sometimes, give ’em a lift like.’ 
 
    He was too confident and Gibson decided it was time to take a hand, go for the jugular. ‘Like giving a girl a lift over Gowk Pass from Closewater,’ he said. 
 
    Dwayne looked away. Gibson went on quietly, driving it home. ‘Yesterday week. Sunday: the day the old lady went hiking and was killed. Why aren’t you looking at me, Dwayne?’ 
 
    He raised his head, blinking, licking his lips. He whispered something. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ Gibson was politely curious, not unfriendly. 
 
    ‘I said I were home.’ 
 
    ‘No. You were seen.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    Gibson looked at Sewell who produced the denim hat from the pocket of his chinos. He held it out: right side up and front foremost. ‘Recognize it?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ Dwayne shook his head jerkily, recoiling a little although his feet didn’t move. 
 
    ‘ “Alaska”,’ Gibson read, and waited. The other swallowed and his eyes wandered. 
 
    ‘It was Phoebe Metcalf’s.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ He was no longer a sexy hunk but a frightened boy. 
 
    Sewell turned the hat over and they watched his face. It was as if he felt himself forced to look at the figures exposed. Recognition was followed by blank incomprehension before his face smoothed out. 
 
    ‘Whose number is it?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    ‘Mine.’ He couldn’t deny it; his Land Rover was in the yard on the other side of the wall. 
 
    ‘The Sunday she was killed your Land Rover was on Gowk Pass.’ Dwayne stared at him, turning sullen. ‘What did you do, Dwayne? Run her down? Push her in the beck?’ 
 
    ‘It weren’t me.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ 
 
    ‘Blamire.’ 
 
    ‘You were out with Blamire?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, t’were Isa with him. He took the ‘Rover. I were in me bed – no, I were working here; he come and took it like he always did. They left his van and the MG. They come back in the afternoon, returned the ‘Rover.’ His voice rose, starting to shrill. ‘I told you all this before. I don’t know nothing about Phoebe; on my heart I swear I don’t know what happened to her. I knew she drowned like, we all knew, but not that he – Blamire killed un?’ 
 
    Sewell was left to watch him, to make sure he didn’t use a phone, and that no one went near his Land Rover until it could be impounded. Transport was summoned and more hands called for, while Gibson went to Borascal cursing himself for sending Rosie on the hill. Then he rationalized that she wasn’t wasting time; at some point it would have been necessary to retrace Phoebe’s route that Sunday. 
 
    The situation had changed, like one of those pictures where the mind’s eye shifts and you see things differently. Now, with Blamire driving the Land Rover that day, Isa with him, and the registration number being recorded by Phoebe, it was possible that Miss Pink was right and Isa’s murder might be explained by Phoebe’s death. Always accepting that Dwayne wasn’t out to frame Blamire. It was essential to hear Blamire’s version of the events of that Sunday. He wondered if Gemma would confirm Dwayne’s story. The lad hadn’t mentioned her. Out of chivalry? Fear, more like. 
 
    It was a short drive to the village. There was no time to formulate questions, even though he was resolved to ask nothing pertinent until Sewell arrived. His purpose now was to isolate the Blamires from the outside world and to keep the couple under his eye so that they couldn’t communicate between themselves. And there was Gemma. 
 
    Borascal looked as normal as it would ever look: the Fat Lamb open but with no one outside, purple rock plants draping pale walls, a bank of cardinal poppies, lavender wisteria, a red cat sprawled in the road. 
 
    Someone was singing in the Blamires’ kitchen: Sinatra on ‘Strangers in the Night’. Gibson waited until it finished, enjoying the man’s timing, staring sightlessly at the lilacs alive with bees. What was that about Sinatra and the Mafia? 
 
    The song ended. ‘Hello?’ he called. 
 
    ‘Who is it? Come on in.’ Sinatra was cut off as he started again. 
 
    She was turning meat in a bowl, spooning liquid over small joints. ‘Rabbit,’ she said coldly, seeing his interest. ‘I’m marinading it.’ Her attitude was one of barely suppressed hostility and she didn’t ask him to sit down. 
 
    He indicated the stereo. ‘Your husband doesn’t object to music when he’s working?’ 
 
    ‘He likes it himself as background, but he’s away right now.’ 
 
    ‘When do you expect him back?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t keep tabs on him, Inspector.’ 
 
    He should have anticipated this; a glorious day: an innocent man would be on the hill. And a guilty one could be on the run. ‘So,’ he announced, forcing a light note, ‘when you’ve finished there I’ll pick your brains instead.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes? Sit down.’ It was grudging and no refreshment was offered. 
 
    He asked to use the bathroom, determined to find out if she was lying. She showed no surprise at the request and he found every door open on the upstairs landing, every room empty. Blamire wasn’t in the house. 
 
    In the kitchen she sat facing the passage and the open front door. Nothing in that, but her position gave the impression of watchfulness. As he allowed himself a brief moment of silence he was wondering what kind of accomplice she would make. That masculine cast to the face might be echoed in mental – and physical – strength. Combine that with cunning … 
 
    ‘What was it you wanted to know?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that your husband’s been entirely frank with us.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘The business of the forged letter: the salmonella hoax.’ 
 
    Her eyebrows went up. She said nothing but then he hadn’t asked a question. 
 
    ‘Could Isa use a computer?’ he asked. 
 
    She gave a small gasp of amusement. ‘Hardly. She was a bit stressed in that department.’ 
 
    ‘What department is that?’ 
 
    ‘Operating a computer, thinking up the content of that letter.’ 
 
    ‘It’s something you could have done yourself?’ 
 
    ‘I could, but why should I?’ 
 
    ‘If Eleanor had annoyed you?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, but I wouldn’t get a kick out of that kind of retaliation. It’s petty.’ 
 
    ‘How would you retaliate?’ 
 
    ‘If someone had annoyed me I’d have a blazing row with them or’ – she sparkled and he was struck by the transformation of slightly heavy features into those of an attractive woman – ‘or I’d put them in a book: get my own back that way. I write.’ 
 
    He refused to be diverted. ‘If you didn’t forge the letter and Isa wasn’t capable of it –’ He stopped. 
 
    ‘He’ll tell you all about it when he comes home. I can’t speak for him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s admitted it to you?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly; he’s a bit childish like that; he thinks that if he doesn’t actually admit something, then he can deny any future accusation.’ 
 
    ‘He was quite specific with us; he said Isa forged the letter.’ 
 
    ‘No, he said he didn’t know what she was doing on the computer. It was rather more than a hint without actually accusing her.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ And he did. Hadn’t the fellow hinted that his own wife could have killed Isa? ‘What other hints has he dropped?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘About Isa for a start.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he said she was promiscuous, which was predictable; it got him off the hook, letting me know she was no more than a passing –’ A shadow darkened the passage and she stood up. ‘I have another visitor,’ she said, so calmly that Gibson guessed she’d been expecting this. Sewell came in, escorted by the collie. 
 
    ‘Did he get out again?’ Jean was fussing. ‘I’m going to have to find that gap and plug it. Thank God he doesn’t chase sheep. Sit down. I’ll make some coffee.’ 
 
    ‘Have they taken it?’ Gibson asked. 
 
    Sewell glanced at Jean’s back. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t use a phone?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Sewell was mystified. This in front of the woman? 
 
    She turned from the stove to reach for mugs. She placed sugar and biscuits on the table. ‘Help yourself, the biscuits are hazelnut and date.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve impounded Paxton’s Land Rover,’ Gibson told her. 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be examined by Forensics to see if there are any traces.’ She looked puzzled. ‘What were you doing yesterday week?’ he asked. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. She looked from one to the other, startled, wryly amused, sobering as she saw that they were waiting for an answer. ‘I was here,’ she said slowly. ‘All day. Why?’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so certain?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t entertain much. I’d remember if we’d gone out or had people here. I can’t say exactly what I was doing but it’ll be in the diary. Everything’s recorded.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t garden, do you? How would you know when you’d sown seed, how heavy the crop was –’ 
 
    ‘You were gardening all day?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m telling you. It’s a full-time job. I don’t write till it’s dark.’ 
 
    ‘And your husband can confirm that you were here that Sunday?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God, you think I was up to something! What happened?’ She grinned in the face of their silence. ‘No, he can’t, Inspector; no one can. I was alone all day – except for Whisk here and he’s not talking. Martin was on the hill.’ 
 
    ‘On the hill?’ Gibson repeated, as if he’d never heard the term before. 
 
    ‘He was fell-walking – not for fun, he was working out a route for safari trips he’s going to run when my dad retires and we take over Sleylands.’ 
 
    ‘So that day he was out in a Land Rover –’ 
 
    ‘No, I said: he was on foot. We have a van but it’s not four-wheel-drive. So he has to walk, like he’s doing today. I don’t know what time he’ll be back but he won’t have gone far because he didn’t take the van.’ 
 
    ‘Sunday?’ Gemma said. ‘I haven’t the faintest. Miss Pink was here – Oh, that Sunday! How can I remember over a week ago? I’d have been out on my bike: Jollybeard, Ashgill, Sunder, you name it.’ 
 
    ‘With Dwayne Paxton?’ 
 
    They were in the garden at Borrans, Walter hovering unhappily, having taken the day off work. ‘You don’t have to talk to them, Gemma,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ She stared at him and turned back to Sewell. ‘It’s not as if I’ve done anything criminal.’ She was contemptuous. 
 
    ‘Did you see Dwayne on your travels?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘Probably.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. At the Lamb perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t go in the Lamb!’ Walter was horrified. 
 
    ‘People sit outside. One sees them as one goes past. It’s what he does: sits at a table half-naked, showing off his pecs.’ She stared pointedly at Sewell’s chest. 
 
    ‘Were you at Blind Keld?’ He was harsh. 
 
    ‘Maybe.’ She caught her brother’s expression. ‘I was helping him build up the garden wall there,’ she said defiantly. ‘Anything criminal about that?’ 
 
    ‘That Sunday?’ Sewell pressed. 
 
    ‘I tell you, I don’t know! I was often there.’ She glared at both of them. ‘Dwayne was my friend, and that’s it!’ 
 
    ‘There was no camera and no binoculars.’ Misella addressed Miss Pink; she had no time for police in any shape or form and ignored Rosie. ‘If he’d have found them he’d have told me, wouldn’t you, son?’ 
 
    Bobby, subdued and sullen, glowered and muttered. Misella pounced. ‘What were that? Speak up if you got summat to say.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not fair!’ The lower lip was trembling. 
 
    ‘Nothing ever is,’ Miss Pink said. ‘But if you come up to Ashgill I’ll give you another cap. It’s a bit worn and it smells of horses. I found it on the Bozeman Trail when we were bringing cattle down off the open range before the snows came.’ She took in Bobby’s saucer eyes, seeing that, if he didn’t believe a word of it, he liked the imagery. ‘You can have that one,’ she assured him. ‘You deserve it for finding the other one.’ 
 
    ‘I didna find the camera,’ he insisted. ‘Nor them binoclers.’ 
 
    ‘I know you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You like kids,’ Rosie said later. They had walked up to Ashgill and Bobby had been sent home with a cap embroidered with a rider on a bucking bronco and the legend ‘Rattlesnake Hills Rodeo’ on the front. 
 
    ‘Not really. Treat them like animals, that’s the answer.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t mean that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes: treat them all the same; animals are people too.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Like Bobby and Cooper and the Blamires’ collie – and me? You treat us all the same?’ 
 
    ‘There are differences. I’m tired. We’re both tired. Can I give you a meal before you start back to town?’ 
 
    ‘I’d better call Gibson and tell him I’m back. He’ll be expecting a report.’ 
 
    She went out to her car. Miss Pink put the kettle on and poured herself a lager. Cooper entered the kitchen and a few steps behind him came Sewell. ‘Just in time.’ She stifled a sigh. ‘Will you have a lager?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘I’d love one, but I may be driving later.’ 
 
    ‘One lager’s not going to hurt. Where will you be driving?’ She brought a can from the fridge and handed him a glass. 
 
    ‘We’re waiting for Blamire to come home. You didn’t see him?’ He hadn’t answered the question. 
 
    ‘No, we’ve been on the hill all day.’ Didn’t he remember they’d gone to Gowk Pass? ‘Where’s Mr Gibson?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He’s back at the station. I saw Rosie on the phone. Isn’t she speaking to him?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ The words were mundane and uninformative but behind the exchange there was a powerful sense of urgency. ‘A biscuit?’ she suggested, rather too loudly. ‘Or would you prefer a sandwich? You don’t know how long you’ll be.’ She blinked. ‘Without food,’ she added. 
 
    ‘I’m fine, ma’am. We’ve asked the lady at Jollybeard to provide us with a meal.’ 
 
    ‘ “We”?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a number of us.’ 
 
    Rosie appeared in the doorway. ‘We’ve to go to Bailrigg.’ She was addressing Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Have a coffee before you leave, and something to eat.’ 
 
    ‘We have to go now.’ Rosie looked embarrassed. ‘He wants to see you too.’ 
 
    ‘Me? Why does Gibson want me?’ 
 
    Rosie gestured limply. She was exhausted. ‘We were both up there: on the fell.’ 
 
    ‘Hill,’ Miss Pink said absently, ‘on the hill.’ She looked at Sewell. ‘Where’s Blamire?’ 
 
    ‘According to his wife, he’s on the hill too, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what she says.’ Gibson waited while a constable served them with coffee in styrofoam cups. ‘And she could believe it herself, but I’ve got a feeling he’s not coming back. Now what did you discover on the pass?’ 
 
    They managed to give a factual account of their day, Rosie appealing to the expert for the kind of details only a mountain person would register, such as distances and the state of the ground. It was a bleak account and he asked, as they’d known he would, what significance they attached to any of it. At first tentatively, then more firmly, Miss Pink outlined her theory. ‘From everything I’ve heard about Phoebe her reaction would be predictable once she’d come on the ruined orchids. Perhaps she saw the Land Rover’s number through the binoculars but then she overtook it and discovered that Blamire was the driver. She admired the man for his rescue work but that wouldn’t have stopped her speaking her mind about the orchids. In fact the more disappointed she was in him, the greater the anger. And if he lost his temper as a result things could have deteriorated.’ She paused, she had all his attention. ‘Although,’ she went on, less certainly, ‘it’s difficult to imagine how matters could have escalated to such an extent that he could run her down – if he did. A sudden flare of rage perhaps – as in road rage?’ 
 
    They waited for his comments: no evidence, no proof. 
 
    ‘He had Isa with him,’ he said, astonishing them. ‘And if Phoebe – already angry as you suggest – if she questioned what he was doing there with his neighbour’s wife, there could have been hell to pay. Martin had a lot at stake: he was expecting to take over Sleylands from his father-in-law, but not if Jean kicked him out.’ 
 
    ‘I’d forgotten that,’ Miss Pink said, adding quietly, ‘but where’s the proof?’ 
 
    ‘We have the Land Rover.’ Gibson explained about that. ‘They’re going over it for traces and tomorrow Forensics will be in Phoebe’s cottage looking for matches: hair, fibres, fingerprints. You’ll know the drill.’ 
 
    ‘You were right,’ Rosie said, suddenly fierce. ‘The man’s done a runner; he’ll have walked over the hills and hitched down the A6. He could be in Manchester by now, even London.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t get away,’ Gibson said firmly. ‘All the airports and ferry terminals will be watched. Besides, he has no money. We’ll catch him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent, remembering the ones who’d got away. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Blamire didn’t come back that night and the police, waiting discreetly in unmarked cars, were kept awake by Eleanor’s coffee until, in the small hours, she went to bed, leaving them with full flasks. 
 
    Phoebe’s cottage had been sealed, even to the cat-flap, and Cooper spent the night coiled against Miss Pink’s spine, which was mutual comfort in the cold and dewy dawn. 
 
    Rosie appeared at breakfast time, fresh and clean, relieved to find Cooper on hand. It was too soon for a proper report on Dwayne’s Land Rover but the lab people had found coarse red hairs, almost certainly animal and very likely feline. She regarded Cooper with satisfaction: ‘We’re going to need samples.’ 
 
    ‘He wanders,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘He could have climbed inside the Land Rover on his own initiative. It’s the kind of thing defence counsel would pick on.’ 
 
    ‘There will be other traces: her hair, fibres from her clothes. And Blamire hasn’t come back. That’s the clincher.’ 
 
    But Miss Pink had slept on her own theory. ‘He could have murdered Isa, but you have only Dwayne’s word for it that Blamire took the ‘Rover on Sunday. And Dwayne has no alibi for Phoebe’s death.’ 
 
    There she was wrong. Gemma, unwontedly scrupulous, had consulted her diary and discovered that she’d been at Blind Keld for part of Sunday morning, and she remembered that Blamire’s old van and Isa’s MG were there, as was Dwayne of course, but not his Land Rover. They’d worked on the garden wall, she told Rosie artlessly. Rosie didn’t believe her but Gemma couldn’t be intimidated into retracting any more than she would retract her alibi for Walter on Wednesday night, when she maintained she’d been up and down all night and had heard him in his room. 
 
    ‘They’re still sniffing about round Walter,’ Gemma protested to Miss Pink. ‘They’ve got their murderer now, or rather they will have him if he doesn’t slip through the net.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine Rosie was more concerned with Dwayne and the alibi you give him.’ Miss Pink’s tone was loaded. 
 
    ‘Well, he’s cleared now, but what I had on Martin could be fatal. I told Rosie …’ 
 
    Miss Pink found Rosie talking to the occupants of a police car and drew her away. ‘I’ve been thinking about times,’ she said. ‘Gemma told you that Blamire went to Borrans at least twice after Phoebe’s murder, is that right?’ Rosie nodded. ‘The first time,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘was when he left the team on Blaze Fell. He’d seen me and he thought I was taking too much interest in the quarry. He didn’t like that and he came down to the village to warn Isa, to impress on her how essential it was to keep quiet.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that’s possible.’ 
 
    ‘But he was far more emphatic the second time,’ Miss Pink insisted. ‘He didn’t trust Isa. It was after he learned that she’d been working in the Lamb that he went straight to Borrans and had the row with her that Gemma overheard, or overheard part of. Blamire was terrified that if Isa was mixing with media people she could reveal that she knew more about Phoebe’s death than an innocent person could know. I think Blamire told her to stop going to the pub. She objected but she was close to the end of her tether and then, at some point, she learned that Phoebe had drowned, that she hadn’t been dead when they pushed her down the slope. She could face disposing of a body but not murder. She would contact Blamire, perhaps suggesting they make a run for it, and they drove to Waterhouses.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a gap in the timing here,’ Rosie pointed out. ‘She was gone by the time Walter came home that evening. There were hours of daylight left. You can’t tell me they drove in an open-top sports car, in daylight, to Waterhouses.’ 
 
    ‘She must have picked him up outside the village and they went – anywhere, a barn or a wood. She didn’t go to Elfhow because Jean was there. She could have phoned him and perhaps, terrified of a charge of murder, she was drinking already. That would give him the idea of how to deal with her. When they met he brought more whisky. All he had to do was keep her drunk until dark or – more likely – he strangled her and then waited until dark before driving to Waterhouses, pushing down the wall and sending the car into the river.’ 
 
    Rosie pondered. ‘At least part of it could be true; it’s a useful tool anyway, it could be used to break him down, make him confess when we catch up with him.’ 
 
    That afternoon Jean avoided the watchers in the lane by climbing the garden wall in order to visit Miss Pink. She looked drawn but defiant and, on the face of it, unconcerned that her husband had been out all night. Miss Pink pointed out that when a mountaineer doesn’t come home, the first thought is that he’s come to grief on the hill. Jean said that Martin could take care of himself. 
 
    ‘Then what do you think has happened to him?’ Miss Pink asked. Jean spread her hands. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t do. If he were on the hill your reaction would be to call in the rescue team. You haven’t, so logic says he isn’t on the hill.’ 
 
    ‘He could be with a woman.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing. ‘Or protecting a woman,’ Jean said. 
 
    ‘He’s not protecting you. He tried to frame you for Isa’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Isa committed suicide. She was dead drunk.’ 
 
    ‘That last is true; she was too drunk to drive.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, which is why she went through the wall.’ 
 
    ‘What did he tell you to account for his absence on the night she died?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. He didn’t go out that night.’ 
 
    ‘How can you go on protecting him? I can understand your taking him back after the affair with Isa but you know he was out the night she died, that he was on the hill the day Phoebe died –’ 
 
    ‘That’s sheer speculation –’ 
 
    ‘They’ve found traces in Dwayne’s Land Rover –’ 
 
    ‘Then he was driving it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying Dwayne was on the hill and he killed Phoebe? And Isa? He killed her too?’ Jean was silent. Miss Pink studied her, then said quietly, ‘And he forged the salmonella letter?’ 
 
    ‘That was a joke,’ Jean said quickly. Miss Pink gulped and tried to hide it. Jean fidgeted. ‘It was cruel,’ she conceded, ‘but he did it to please Isa. She’d picked up the letterhead when she’d been poking around Walter’s office one time and she suggested the hoax to Martin. She was a very demanding person.’ 
 
    ‘He told you it was a joke?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t think anything of it. He was amazed that anyone else should.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think that’s significant, that he couldn’t foresee the consequences of this – joke?’ Jean’s eyes wandered and Miss Pink frowned. ‘I think Phoebe suspected,’ she said heavily. ‘I think she tackled him, perhaps that day on Gowk? It started with a confrontation over the orchids and the argument escalated? Is that how it was?’ Jean said nothing. ‘Did she call him a psychopath? He let her go – go on for some distance, and then he came down behind and ran over her.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Jean was shaking her head. ‘That’s not how it was. Isa was driving and she trod on the accelerator instead of the brake. It was an accident.’ 
 
    Miss Pink couldn’t believe what she was hearing. That Phoebe had suspected Blamire to be the hoaxer was unlikely – she’d surely have told Eleanor – but a nerve had been hit and the result was a revelation: not that Isa had been out with Blamire, had been driving, but that Jean should admit it. And then she knew that this was the purpose of the visit. 
 
    Jean was watching her. Miss Pink steadied her breathing. ‘Phoebe’s death wasn’t an accident,’ she pointed out. ‘She was alive when they put her in the water.’ 
 
    ‘We know that now, but they didn’t at the time. They thought she was dead. It was when Isa heard that Phoebe drowned that she went to pieces. Martin tried to impress on her that if she kept her head no one would ever know, it would be assumed that Phoebe fell in the beck. But Isa lost her nerve, drank a lot of Scotch and deliberately drove over the cliff.’ 
 
    ‘This is the story he’s going to tell the police?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a story. It’s the truth.’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t he stay here and tell them instead of going on the run?’ 
 
    ‘He says he has to think things out.’ 
 
    ‘Such as why he told the police you knew about the affair with Isa all along? If you didn’t know you had no reason to murder her. And you didn’t know, did you?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill her.’ She was lacklustre. 
 
    Miss Pink said kindly, ‘You’ve rationalized him into a lovable rogue. You’ve convinced yourself – or he’s brainwashed you into thinking that Isa was responsible for Phoebe’s death and that the girl couldn’t live with her guilt afterwards. You admit he forged the salmonella letter and you deplore the sadism of it but you’re probably thinking that a man with a twisted mind can be healed. You’re not the first woman to think that way. But when they catch up with him and he confesses, where will you be then?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not making excuses for him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re putting up a good front. You know everything. Are you going to stick to the version of events you’ve given me?’ 
 
    ‘He’s my husband.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t make her out,’ Miss Pink confessed to Eleanor and Rosie in Jollybeard’s kitchen. ‘Whether she knows the truth or is believing what she wants to believe, she’s still protecting him, but she has to know that if Isa killed Phoebe and then committed suicide, there would be no need for Blamire to have gone on the run.’ 
 
    ‘There is,’ Eleanor grated. ‘He put Phoebe in the beck alive. And of course it was he who killed Isa. The inquest’s tomorrow and the verdict will be murder, right?’ Rosie nodded slowly. ‘He’s a cold-blooded killer,’ Eleanor went on. ‘Society would be well rid of him. At one time he would have hanged.’ 
 
    The inquest on Isa was adjourned; it was Gibson’s contention that Blamire would soon tire of a precarious existence in a city and give himself up, but he didn’t. A factor in his continued disappearance could be his horror of having to face a life sentence. In addition to Cooper’s hairs, fibres and grey hairs had been found in Dwayne’s Land Rover which matched those from Phoebe’s cottage, but the terrible clincher was her fingerprints on a wheel cover in the back. She had regained consciousness at least for long enough to grasp the metal. 
 
    When the inquest on Isa was finally held the verdict was as predicted: murder by person or persons unknown. 
 
    *** 
 
    Martin Blamire had vanished like mist and he never came back. Jean stayed on in her father’s house, tending her garden and writing highly charged romantic novels. Jacob and Mabel retired, and a horsey couple bought Sleylands and turned it into a pony trekking centre. They ring-fenced and refenced and made the little quarry wood into a nature reserve. It contained two badger setts. The tip was gone, filled in by Jacob, and the resulting slope was now colonized by tiny hazels and birches. 
 
    On holiday in Patterdale some years later Miss Pink rode over to Borascal on a fell pony. She found everyone flourishing: Eleanor in her tearoom, a plumper and less springy Cooper cohabiting, and Jean: now a romantic lady novelist, stylish and confident, a confidence that faltered only slightly when Miss Pink expressed a desire to visit the new nature reserve. 
 
    They went together: Eleanor, Jean and the visitor, climbing the hillside from the gate in the lane, the track now grass-grown since no tractor had used it after Jacob left. It was late spring again, bluebells a haze below trees in early leaf, late primroses pale stars on the banks, young rabbits lolloping silently before them. 
 
    The crag rose ahead, little more than a rock step since the quarry had been filled in, the slope gay with pink campion and wood anemones, with one bare chute of soil. 
 
    ‘A young boar making a sett?’ Eleanor suggested. ‘Or is it the sows who start the digging?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever.’ Jean was sharp. ‘They smell the old carcasses.’ 
 
    ‘It was a neat solution to the problem,’ Miss Pink observed, advancing to the chute and teasing a bone out of the earth. ‘Jacob didn’t have to dig a pit to bury the dead sheep, he just tipped rubble down from above. Once I started to find the bodies he was working like a Trojan.’ 
 
    ‘No wonder.’ Eleanor was tart. ‘He was terrified of you.’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned quizzical eyes on her. 
 
    ‘We all were,’ Jean said. 
 
    ‘I only found a few dead sheep.’ 
 
    ‘You exposed all our secrets. Only little scandals of course: like Bobby being my half-brother but no one ever talked about it – and Dad leaving sheep to the foxes and ravens. And there were Dwayne and Gemma.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember saying anything about Bobby.’ 
 
    They were silent then, each filling gaps in her own way, remembering the secrets that hadn’t been little scandals. Miss Pink looked at the bone in her hands: a long bone, a femur, or rather half a femur, broken, shattered when the load – earth and rocks – rained down on it from Jacob’s shovel. 
 
    ‘Didn’t Martin say something about clearing this old tip when you took over Sleylands?’ 
 
    ‘Often.’ It was as if Jean had expected the question. ‘He said it was difficult to work out how to do it without professional help, which would have been expensive. He was undecided whether we should remove everything or leave the biodegradable stuff like carcasses. There’s probably a calf or two in there as well.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that a calf might explain the presence of a femur that was too large for a ewe, a man-sized thigh bone. ‘The wire was the worst problem,’ Jean was saying. ‘It was dangerous, beasts could get caught up in it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked up at the top of the crag. She thought of a beast caught in wire in this old tip and Jacob arriving with the next load of rocks and earth, unable to hear bellows above the noise of the tractor, tipping … She thought of Phoebe drowning slowly in the underground caverns, of Isa fastened in her seat as the water rose over the MG. Carefully she pushed the broken bone back in the soil until it was hidden from view. 
 
    ‘She still loves him,’ Eleanor said when they were alone. ‘Of course she can afford to now that he won’t come back and create more mayhem.’ 
 
    ‘Memory is selective,’ Miss Pink agreed. ‘And Jean’s a past master at blocking out unpleasant truths. She’ll remember the good times.’ 
 
    ‘She adored him. As a couple they seemed so right: a marriage made in heaven.’ 
 
    ‘That was the trouble; she put him on a pedestal, worshipped him, and when he betrayed her twice she wasn’t going to give him a third chance.’ 
 
    ‘Twice?’ 
 
    ‘First the affair with Isa, and she’d have forgiven him for that, might even have continued to protect him, to find excuses for him, but to frame his own wife for murder, that was when he went too far. He was mad but she wouldn’t take that into account. Loyalty is what Jean’s about and when he betrayed her he was signing his death warrant. You know that isn’t a calf’s bone, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Miss Pink Investigates Part 4, please share your thoughts by leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads. 
 
      
 
    For more discounted reads and a free eBook when you join, sign up to our newsletter. 
 
      
 
    And why not follow us on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram for more great book news. 
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