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To Nancy Smith, who saw the panther







PROLOGUE



There must be people who live their whole lives with the unhappy feeling of being in the wrong place. They feel different from everyone around them, but they don’t know why. They sense something missing but never understand what it is. They never know their own story.


This is mine.





1
A DIFFERENT COUNTRY



According to my mother, the first person I ever properly smiled at after I was born was not her but her closest friend at the time, Claire Tinker.


Claire was my favourite person, my godmother, and my only baby-sitter for the first two and a half years of my life. I wailed whenever she left, and as soon as I could crawl, I made valiant attempts to follow her.


There are lots of family stories about my bond with Claire Tinker, but to me they were only stories. I had no memories of this woman, who had moved away from our Birmingham suburb, far away to Scotland, before I turned three. I had never seen her since, although every year she sent me a present on my birthday, and book-tokens at Christmas and Easter. She had often invited us to visit, but, although my mother had gone as far as making plans a couple of times, we’d never actually managed to get there.


I kept hoping. I didn’t know if I believed the things my mother said about the special relationship I’d had with Claire, and even if it had been true, I was no longer an innocent two-year-old, I was coming up to my thirteenth birthday, and, to tell you the truth, by the time I was twelve I didn’t feel that close to anyone. None of my primary school friendships managed to last out the final year, and the secondary school I went to, from necessity not choice, was a rundown, overcrowded, factory-like place where I knew no one and no one wanted to know me. Sure, I loved my parents, but they were like the residents of another planet, with their own language, and somehow when I tried to translate my thoughts into their words I almost never managed to say what I really meant. I occasionally wondered if Claire would be any different from my parents, or from any of the other adults I knew.


And then, suddenly, I got the chance to find out.


My mother, who had been trying to get her career as a commercial artist off the ground, had been offered a wonderful job which would mean spending nearly a month in New York. She couldn’t take me with her, and she was worried about leaving me at home since my dad’s job as a sales rep involves a lot of travel with occasional overnight stays. She was fretting about how ‘lonely’ and ‘bored’ I would be, as if that situation would be anything new. I expected my summer would be much the same wherever my mother was: long empty days which I would fill as best I could by reading, daydreaming and riding my bike.


‘You could go to your Gran in Norfolk,’ she said uncertainly. ‘Maybe just for a week or two?’


There would be the seaside, but to set against that there would be my Gran’s endless fussing, and never a peaceful moment to myself in the poky bungalow with its smells of lavender soap, medicine and mothballs. However, if I could go away—


‘What about Claire Tinker?’ I asked. ‘She’s invited us often enough. Do you think she might have me to stay?’


She would. Her voice on the telephone was husky and warm, telling me how happy she was that I wanted to come, and how much fun we’d have together, in her house overlooking the sea on the west coast of Scotland.


On the plane to Glasgow I couldn’t concentrate on the book I’d brought as I imagined meeting Claire, looking at her and feeling the bond my mother had spoken about. I imagined it as a peaceful feeling. The understanding between us would be so deep that we would hardly need to talk.


My mum had given me a photograph of Claire taken about ten years ago. It showed a slim, smiling woman with straight, shoulder-length fair hair. But I knew I wouldn’t need it to identify her. When the plane landed, I walked along the corridor towards the main concourse of the airport, certain that I would know her as soon as our eyes met.


Someone snatched at my arm and pulled me around. ‘Danielle? Are you Danni? I’m Claire Tinker.’


A very tall, thin woman with short, straw-coloured hair and a pinched-looking face peered down at me through enormous dark glasses. She was a total stranger.


She didn’t even smile at me. She seemed nervous, abrupt, her mind on other things. ‘Did you bring your cases as hand-baggage? Oh, God. Well, come on, let’s go and find them.’


She smoked, in defiance of the No Smoking signs everywhere, as we waited by the luggage carousel for mine to come around. She fired questions at me about the flight, my mother, my health and then didn’t listen to my answers.


It was a relief when my big blue suitcase came trundling along, followed immediately by the smaller grey bag. ‘Those two.’


She hauled them off. ‘Oof. Ever hear of travelling light?’


‘Mum said I should bring lots of warm clothes.’


‘Mmmm, well, we’re not in the Arctic Circle. Come on, this way.’


Her car was in the nearest car park, which was decorated with warning signs prohibiting stays of longer than twenty minutes. ‘Phew,’ said Claire. ‘Just made it! Oh, how I hate airports! And crowds. Hop in and we can get out of here. Sorry if I seemed unfriendly – places like this put me in a state and I can’t do anything but worry until I get out.’


An apology: so she didn’t hate me. But still there was no rapport. That ‘special bond’ between us must have been in my mother’s imagination.


I felt cold and sad and empty. The summer stretched ahead of me like a prison sentence. I should have gone to my Gran’s, I thought – at least she loved me. I had so been counting on Claire turning out to be my friend and mentor and filling the gap in my life. Now that I knew she wouldn’t, I couldn’t think why I was here.


At first I was too locked in with my disappointment to notice what was outside the car. When I did, I saw beautiful scenery. There was a loch. Water, reflecting the changing sky above, surrounded by forested hills, then mountains stretching away in the distance.


And it went on. On and on, hills and trees and water and sky. No people. No buildings. It was like nowhere I’d ever been. I kept expecting the pretty bits to come to an end, overtaken by the sort of cityscape I thought of as normal. But it didn’t. I wasn’t at home any more. This was a different country.


Something inside me loosened and opened up in response to the beautiful wilderness. I felt happy and excited.


‘Do you want to stop?’


Claire’s voice startled me; I’d practically forgotten about her.


‘We can stop here if you like.’


We had just rounded a bend, and the glittering water disappeared from view. Ahead I saw a sign advertising a hotel, and a petrol station. There was a row of houses on the other side of the road. I felt a clutch of disappointment. Back to the real world.


‘It’s just that if we don’t stop here there won’t be anything until Inverary, and that’s the better part of an hour away.’


‘I don’t want to stop,’ I said.


‘Good. I do like to get through the Rest before stopping … I don’t feel I’m back in my own territory until I’m through the Rest and Be Thankful.’


The Rest and Be Thankful turned out to be a place – but not a place with buildings. It was a pass through the mountains. As we travelled along the high road, I twisted and turned and craned my neck to gaze up the slopes that rose so steeply from the roadside, feeling my heart pound with a joyful excitement. Waterfalls tumbled and spurted down the hillsides. Some of the slopes were bare and craggy with jutting rock, others were furred with deep green pine forests. Far below I could see a rocky, meandering stream cutting through a grassy field. The little white blobs against the green were grazing sheep. Nothing else of human civilization to be seen except the road we were travelling, and the other cars.


There was a gentle bump and the crunching sound of gravel beneath the tyres as the car slowed, jarring me out of my dream. ‘What’s wrong?’


Claire took off her dark glasses and smiled at me. Her eyes were a sort of faded blue, with darker blue around the rims of the irises. Beneath her make-up I could see lots of tiny lines scored into the fine skin near her eyes. She looked older than my Mum.


‘You feel it, don’t you?’ she said. ‘You’re just as moved by this as I was when I first saw it. Such a shock, after all that tamed and civilized country down south! So much beauty – I nearly went off the road, my first time, trying to see everything, before I had the sense to stop. That’s what these roadside viewpoints are for, so you can look your fill.’


‘May I get out?’


‘Go ahead. I’ll sit here and have a smoke.’


Out of the car, I inhaled the cool, pine-scented damp air. It was cooler here than it had been in Birmingham, almost cold. But I didn’t want to go back for the jacket I’d left on the back seat. I walked to the edge of the gravelled area and saw a path leading down the grassy glen. I could hear the sound of rushing water, like wind in the trees, and I stared across at the wooded hillside, imagining myself hiking up through the trees. I was excited by the thought of being alone and free in the wilderness. It didn’t matter about Claire. I would be fine on my own. I was glad I was here.


A car went by on the road behind and broke my dream.


‘Here you are,’ said Claire when I got in, handing me a newspaper. She spoke in an aggressive, jolly voice that put my back up. ‘That’s my work, that is. What d’you think?’


‘This is your paper?’


‘Editor, chief reporter, and general dogsbody – I’m a regular one-man band. Except for the advertising. Somebody else handles that. Well, look at it! I’d like to know what you think.’


It was called the Argyll Advocate. The whole of the front page, except for an ad for a car dealer, was taken up by one story, headlined PANTHER IN ARGYLL: Eye-Witness Watches as Huge Cat Attacks Deer. Two boxes, black with white printing, presented selected quotes from the main article, but there were no pictures. I read the white-on-black quotes aloud: ‘It was at least five foot long; there is no doubt in my mind about what I saw.’‘Visitors Heard Strange Noises Coming From Woods.’


Claire was still watching me expectantly. She gave a sharp little nod, as if to say ‘Go on.’ So I read the whole story to myself.




A Corranbuie man claims he saw a black panther attack a red deer on Sunday night, and, in a totally separate incident in the same area, a visitor reports sighting a ‘huge beast’ after hearing strange noises in the woods.


These eye-witness accounts come only two weeks after an Ardmartin householder claims to have driven off an attacking panther with his shotgun, and three months after the discovery near Mealdarroch of mutilated sheep carcasses raised the possibility that a ‘big cat’ might be living in Argyll.


Mr Archie McFee, retired, was walking his dog about 10 p.m. on Sunday night when he was startled by the sight of a deer pursued by a black panther less than twenty feet in front of him.


‘It all happened so quickly, but there is no doubt in my mind about what I saw. A red deer came crashing out of the woods, chased by a big black cat. It was the size of a tiger, at least five foot long not counting the tail. They both raced across the road in front of me and then up into the woods on the other side, where I lost sight of them. I never believed those Big Cat stories until I saw it for myself.’


According to a neighbour of Mr McFee, visitors to her house last week reported unusual noises in the woods as well as a glimpse of some ‘huge beast’ which they were unable to identify.


Could there be a panther in our woods? Experts believe that a number of large cats such as panthers and pumas were released into the wild by their owners when the Dangerous Animals Act of 1976 required them to pay for a licence. Currently there is a government-sponsored hunt on for the ‘Beast of Bodmin’ reputed to roam Cornwall killing livestock. If such animals have managed to survive and reproduce and stay hidden in a relatively populous area such as Cornwall, how much more likely they would feel at home in the wilder parts of Scotland, where they could prey upon deer and other wild game in addition to livestock such as sheep.


Only time will tell if there’s a panther in Argyll. The Editor of the Argyll Advocate would be interested to hear from any readers who think they have evidence of its existence.





Frightened, I turned to Claire.


‘Is it true?’


‘Why, Danni! Do you think the Argyll Advocate is the Sunday Sport? I don’t make things up – I don’t have to, not in exciting Argyll!’


‘Does it attack people?’


‘Only if they’ve had far, far too much to drink and happen to have been waving a shotgun around at four in the morning. Well, you have to tell the neighbours something.’


‘Have you seen it?’


‘It doesn’t exist. There is no panther in Argyll – and not in Cornwall, either, no matter what they say. This is Britain, not Africa.’


‘Then why print the story?’


‘The story is true enough. There were some sheep killed, and there are people prepared to swear they saw a huge black beast which might have been a panther. Personally, I think Mr McFee forgot to put his glasses on when he went out walking the dog, and his neighbours and their visitors have overactive imaginations. As for the man in Ardmartin – pink elephants, my dear. If somebody says he’s seen something, others soon start to see it, too. Human nature,’ she sneered.


‘But why print it? If there’s no proof, and you don’t believe them, why make a story out of it?’


‘Because it’s interesting. Because it gets people talking, and buying the paper. It’s a bit of fun, that’s all.’


I started to object that it seemed like lying to me, but then I shut up. It wasn’t anything to do with me. Soon we were back on the road where I could lose myself in the wild empty spaces again.


It was a long way, nearly two hours drive to Claire’s house. She lived just outside the tiny village of Dunmore, which was nothing more than a cluster of houses with a church and a public hall. The shops and the newspaper office were all in Mealdarroch, five miles away by road.


To me, the seaside had always meant Norfolk, where my Gran lived. It was flat sand or shingle beaches fronted by rows of well-kept bungalows and crawling with visitors in the summer.


Claire’s seaside was very different, wild and rocky. Her house was tall and grey and stood all on its own, set well back from the single-track road and screened by a row of tall rhododendron bushes.


As she unlocked the heavy front door I heard animal sounds from inside: a low, threatening rumble, and then the scrape of claws against wood. Glimpsing black fur I shrank back, my heart pounding crazily, before I recognized the creature as an elderly black Labrador retriever.


It lurched at us out of the dimness of the hall with a muffled, half-swallowed bark.


‘Hallo, Goofus,’ said Claire. ‘Danni, this is Goofy Gus. Gus, this is your new friend, Danni.’


I put out my hand for the dog to sniff and then I patted his head and stroked the soft, floppy ears.


‘There should be another one around here somewhere. Gus, where’s Lizzie?’


The dog tossed his head back and gave a bark. There was an answering bark from upstairs, and then the sound of a weight hitting the floor.


‘On my bed again! Oh, Lizzie, you bad girl!’ A younger, sleeker version of Gus appeared at the top of the stairs and began to bark.


‘Oh, stop it,’ Claire shouted. ‘You’re too late. As a watchdog you are totally useless, Lizzie – totally! And you mustn’t bark at Danni. She’s our friend; she’ll be staying with us. Come meet her.’


She came down the stairs and let me stroke her silky ears. I started to smile. I’d never been allowed to keep a pet as my dad’s allergic to anything with fur or feathers. ‘Want me to walk the dogs for you while I’m here?’


‘I doubt you’ll coax Gus out very far, but Lizzie will enjoy going on rambles with you. Out of the way, Goofus! Come on, I’ll show you your room.’


My room was upstairs at the front of the house. I rushed to the window to look out. From up here I could see over the tops of the rhododendrons, over the road to the green pasture which sloped gently down to a strip of brown, stony shore and the edge of the grey-green, foaming sea. Towards the end of our journey it had started to rain, and it was still raining now, but a ray of sunlight lanced out of a cloud and made the wet air glitter.


‘What’s that out there? Is that an island?’


‘Yes. It’s the island of Jura. This house was called “Jura View” when I bought it, but I changed the name to Fasgadh.’


‘What’s that mean?’


‘It’s Gaelic for shelter or refuge. And that’s what it’s always been for me, a shelter from the world outside.’


I thought the world outside looked pretty wonderful, but I didn’t say anything. There was a wind-twisted oak tree which looked climbable, but just a bit too far away to get to from my window. The bright green grass below looked thick and soft, but I wouldn’t like to fall on it from up here.


‘The bathroom is across the hall, and there’s a shower-room downstairs if you prefer that.’ Claire was going on about the details of my temporary home, but I didn’t pay much attention, trying to work out how soon I could manage to get outside on my own for a good look around.


‘We don’t have to go out right away unless you want to; there’s plenty of time for you to unpack and change and even have a bath if you like.’


‘Go out?’ I echoed.


‘For dinner. I’m taking you to the Mealdarroch Inn to celebrate your arrival.’


My heart sank. ‘Do I need to dress up?’


‘Oh, no. You’re fine. If you’re hungry we can go now.’


I suddenly realized that I was hungry the snack I’d been given on the plane seemed a long time ago. ‘Let’s go now.’





2
A PAIR OF GLOWING EYES



Mealdarroch was a pretty little village of white-painted houses set with their backs to the hills in a semi-circle around a small, sheltered harbour where nearly a dozen boats bobbed on the water. Claire parked on the harbour front and we walked across the road to the Mealdarroch Inn, which had a brightly-painted wooden sign showing a sailing ship in a harbour sheltered by an impossibly huge oak tree.


I expected a dining-room, but we went into the bar. I felt awkward, thinking Claire had forgotten my age and that we’d be kicked out (this had happened to me once with my father at home), but then I saw two little girls of about five and seven eating at a table with their parents, and on the far side of the room, huddled in a corner, was a group of boys who were maybe a couple of years older than me. They weren’t eating, and they were all talking and laughing with drinks in their hands.


One of them looked up just then, as if he’d felt me watching, and caught my eye. He was the smallest of the lot, really skinny and raggedly dressed, with dark hair and something about his eyes that wouldn’t let me look away.


Claire tugged me away. ‘Over here, before someone else takes the last table.’


‘Your usual, madam?’


‘Yes, thank you, Kevin. Danni, what would you like to drink?’


I looked at the man who was waiting for my order. He looked too old to be a waiter, and too badly-dressed. With his weather-beaten face and keen blue eyes he looked more like a sailor or a fisherman. ‘I’ll have a lemonade, please,’ I said.


‘One white wine, one lemonade,’ he said, nodded, and went away.


Claire, meanwhile, was gazing around the room, nodding and smiling like a visiting royal.


‘Do you know everybody here?’ I asked.


‘Oh, no, not this time of year. It’s about half tourists, just now. I know that couple at the bar, and those two men, and … well, I’ll probably introduce you to a few as the evening wears on.’


‘Do you know those boys over in the corner, next to the fire?’


‘Boys?’ She sounded surprised; her eyes focused on them for the first time. ‘Oh, yes, they’re local. They’re with Jamie. He’s a teacher and he runs the sailing club – they’re probably it, or part of it. They’ve probably been out sailing today, and he’s brought them in here for a drink before they go home. Did you want to meet them? I suppose they’re only a couple of years older than you, if that. I could ask Jamie …’


‘That’s OK,’ I said hastily. ‘I was just curious … anyway, the sailing club sounds fun. Do you think I could join? I mean, I’ve never been sailing before, but I’d like to learn.’


‘Well, we’ll definitely teach you to sail while you’re here, then. Now have a look at the menu.’


When Kevin came back with our drinks I still hadn’t decided what I wanted to eat. ‘The fish is always good,’ he said, helpfully. ‘And the smoked ham is a speciality.’


‘I’ll have the smoked ham salad,’ I decided, handing him the menu.


‘Certainly. A wise choice. And you, Madam? Will it be Madam’s usual?’


Claire sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. ‘Yes. I’m sorry …’


‘Not at all, Madam. To serve you is my only desire.’ He bowed and took the menus away.


I was laughing at his behaviour, which seemed so out of place here – calling Claire Madam and everything – when the look on her face stopped me cold. ‘What?’


‘Treating Kevin like a waiter!’


‘Isn’t he?’


‘Of course not! He’s my friend. He bought us drinks out of – didn’t you realize he was joining us? That’s his beer.’


For the first time I noticed that he’d set down three glasses on the table. I felt embarrassed, and then I got angry. ‘Well, how was I supposed to know? You didn’t tell me. You didn’t even introduce him. If he’s your friend—’


‘Of course I introduced you!’


‘No you didn’t. Not properly.’


‘Oh, never mind. It doesn’t matter. He obviously thought it was funny.’


She was backing down because she knew she was wrong. I wasn’t going to let her get away with it, but then a big, red-bearded man loomed over our little table.


‘The return of the panther,’ he intoned.


‘Oh, have you seen it, too, Angus?’ said Claire brightly. ‘I’m always interested in eyewitness accounts.’
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