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      PART ONE


      A Very Long Weekend
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      She knew without glancing at the wall clock or slipping her watch from her pocket that it was close to half past three and

         that the working week was almost over. John Thomas had begun to bounce up and down in his seat and, taking their cue from

         the biggest boy in class, the five- and six-year-olds scrambled to find their schoolbags and scoop up their books and pencils.

      


      ‘Still,’ said Christine evenly. ‘Sit absolutely still.’


      The little ones froze obediently but the rebels in the back row muttered and, for some incomprehensible reason, kicked the

         iron stanchions of their desks as if, Christine thought, they were contemplating mutiny just to avoid five more minutes of

         confinement.

      


      At the beginning of the winter term Mr McKay – Freddy – had finally persuaded the Board of Rural Education that an electrically

         operated bell was essential to the welfare of the thirty-four pupils in his charge and that failure to install such a device

         would seriously damage their chances of going on to university. The fact that Greenhill Primary had promoted only three pupils

         into advanced education in the past ten years cut no ice with Freddy, who regarded every labourer’s son and farmer’s daughter

         as a bud just waiting to flower.

      


      ‘Times are changing, Chris, my love,’ Freddy informed her. ‘Out of the peasant class will spring the leaders that this country

         of ours – Scotland, I mean – so desperately needs. Observe the poor wee morsels, hungry for knowledge and parched of ambition.

         What do they know of the great wide world or the changes the twentieth century will foist upon them? Believe me, before long

         every ploughman and cowherd will be obliged to present a diploma in science to find any sort of employment at all.’

      


      Christine suspected that Freddy had pitched a similar argument to members of the Board who, to shut him up, had sent two men

         to fit a cable, a battery, a bell and a button and relegate the heavy brass-tongued ‘clanger’ to the cupboard. She rather

         missed the old wooden-handled bell. The button for the new electrical system was hidden beneath Mr McKay’s desk in his classroom

         across the hall and she, like her restless charges, was obliged to await the headmaster’s pleasure, which was not always as

         prompt as it should be.

      


      ‘Miss, miss, Charley’s out there again.’


      ‘Charley,’ Christine said, ‘has been out there all afternoon.’


      ‘Aye, miss, but now he’s at the fence.’


      In Christine’s opinion there was nothing remarkable about Charley Noonan who, perched on the skinny metal seat of the Wallis

         tractor, peeped into the classroom and gave his juvenile admirers a friendly wave.

      


      ‘I see he’s put the studs on,’ one eight-year-old remarked.


      ‘Aye, no’ before time,’ said another. ‘It rained heavy last night.’


      Nine years ago, when the big American-made Wallis had been new, the boys would have raced to the window and pressed their

         noses to the glass, for Noonan’s tractor had been the first of its kind in the parish. Now, in 1932, several other tractors

         had appeared, lighter, faster and more economical than Noonan’s old puffer with its upright exhaust and smelly paraffin engine.

      


      The boys were no longer impressed.


      The girls had no interest in Mr Noonan’s agricultural equipment. They signalled to Charley in hectic semaphore and darted

         sly glances at Miss Summers as if they expected her to dissolve into jelly at the mere mention of the farmer’s name.

      


      ‘Oh, miss, he’s waitin’ for you, miss.’


      ‘See, miss, he’s wavin’ at you.’


      For the past four days Charley had been preparing the field behind the school for potato planting. It had been a wet winter

         and Charley, like most Stirlingshire farmers, was running behind. Running behind, or not, he still found time to anchor his

         tractor by the fence shortly before the bell was due to ring.

      


      ‘If you’re goin’ t’marry Mr Noonan,’ one six-year-old piped up, ‘can I be a flower girl, miss?’


      ‘Can I be a flower girl, too, Miss Summers?’


      ‘Me too, miss. Me too.’


      ‘If ever I do decide to get married you can all be flower girls,’ Christine said, ‘but right now I’m not engaged to Mr Noonan

         – or to anyone else.’

      


      ‘Is he not your sweetheart then?’


      In her day, not so long ago, whether you were five or fourteen, talking out of turn inevitably brought a taste of the tawse,

         that thin black snake of a strap that lay coiled in every teacher’s pocket ready to be drawn across a small, trembling palm

         at the first sign of familiarity. It was still much used, she supposed, in city schools or rural institutions that didn’t

         have an ‘enlightened’ head like Frederick McKay who believed that freedom of expression was a keystone of learning.

      


      ‘No, Joyce, Mr Noonan is definitely not my sweetheart.’


      ‘Why not, but?’


      ‘Because he—’ Christine began.


      Then the bell buzzed, like a bee in a bottle.


      And the class exploded.


      *


      Greenhill Primary lay on the high road between Ottershaw and Kennart. Although traffic was rarely heavy at that hour of the

         afternoon, there were perils enough in the countryside to threaten small children. Infants were released a half-hour before

         Juniors, an inconvenient arrangement that obliged Christine to hang about to ensure that every child under seven had a brother,

         sister or trusted friend from the Junior class to accompany them to the road-end or farm gate where, in an ideal world, mother

         would be waiting to greet them.

      


      Johnny Thomas and his little sister made for the village where their father, a blacksmith, had his forge. The two mechanically

         minded experts, still arguing about fly-wheels, magnetos and studs, set off for the row of workers’ cottages on the Balnesmoor

         Estate. Christine ushered six little stragglers into the playground. They ran at once to the fence, drawn by the brown paper

         bag of wine gums that Charley had fished from his pocket.

      


      There was nothing sinister in Charley Noonan’s liking for children. Whatever his faults – and they were many – he had an impeccable

         reputation as a Sunday school superintendent and an officer in the Boys’ Brigade. He had enough respect for convention to

         wait for Christine’s nod before he began lobbing sweets over the fence, like a zoo-keeper feeding fish to seals.

      


      Chris hung back until every child had a wine gum stuck in his or her cheek then, with a sigh, she wandered over to confront

         the burly young farmer.

      


      ‘You really shouldn’t do that, Charley.’


      ‘Do what, darlin’? It’s only a few sweeties.’


      ‘Stop at the window, I mean, wave to them.’


      ‘I wasn’t wavin’ to them. I was wavin’ to you,’ Charley said. ‘Any roads, what harm does it do?’


      ‘It gives the children the wrong idea.’


      ‘Aye, aye,’ said Charley. ‘You mean they think I’m your sweetheart.’


      ‘Which you’re not.’


      ‘It’s not for want o’ tryin’, is it?’ Charley laughed.


      Four little girls had formed a half circle behind the teacher and, sucking noisily on their sweets, were listening raptly

         to Mr Noonan’s attempt to woo her.

      


      ‘Don’t be so nosy,’ Chris told them sharply. ‘Go over there and play,’ and, to her relief, saw them scamper off.


      ‘Fancy a wine gum?’ Charley said. ‘Plenty left.’


      ‘No,’ Christine said. ‘Thank you all the same.’


      ‘Cigarette then?’


      ‘I don’t smoke,’ Chris reminded him, ‘on school property.’


      ‘Aye,’ Charley said, ‘you’re a model o’ propriety, right enough.’


      She ignored the back-handed compliment. ‘When will you finish here?’


      ‘If the rain stays away we’ll be finished by Wednesday, like as not.’


      ‘Good.’


      ‘Can’t wait to get rid o’ me, eh?’


      ‘I don’t like you bothering me in front of the children.’


      ‘Is it such a bother to snatch a bit o’ conversation?’


      ‘It’s not the conversation,’ Christine said, ‘it’s where the conversation leads that bothers me.’


      Charley leaned on the steering wheel. ‘An’ where might that be?’


      ‘I’ll tell you where it’s not,’ Christine answered. ‘It’s not to the Young Farmers’ dance tomorrow night.’


      ‘What have you got against farmers?’


      ‘Not a thing,’ said Christine.


      ‘What have you got against me then?’


      She shook her head. ‘I like you, Charley, I just don’t want to…’


      ‘To what?’


      ‘Encourage you.’


      ‘It’s a bit late for that,’ he said. ‘I’ve been courtin’ you for years, in case you haven’t noticed?’


      ‘Oh, I’ve noticed,’ Christine said. ‘How could I not notice? Why won’t you take no for an answer?’


      ‘’Cause I’m just as stubborn as you are,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Now, what do you say? Stick on your glad-rags, powder your

         nose, I’ll pick you up at seven o’clock tomorrow an’ we’ll dance the night away.’

      


      ‘In Kennart church hall,’ Christine said, ‘with a midnight curfew?’


      ‘Half past eleven,’ Charley corrected her. ‘It’s always the same wi’ Saturday dances, in case you’ve forgotten.’


      It had been eight years since she had last been to a dance in Kennart or, for that matter, in any of the villages in the neighbourhood.

         It was not that she did not like dancing, even the obstreperous jumping about that passed for dancing among young farmers.

         She could not bring herself to tell Charley Noonan that he was the reason she no longer went anywhere. Ever since she had

         arrived in Kennart and had passed three terms seated in front of him in what had then been the old parish schoolhouse he had

         been making up to her with a determination that most young women would have found flattering.

      


      Charley had never been cruel, had never bullied her, had never tugged her pigtails, dripped ink on her jotter or slipped grasshoppers

         down the neck of her dress. Indeed, he had protected her when other boys and girls had tormented her because of her unfamiliar

         accent and the fact that she lived with the Brigadier at Preaching Friar, which rendered her, in their eyes, ‘posh’.

      


      There was no reason for her not to like Charley, in spite of his bitten fingernails and coarse brown hair. Perhaps it was

         the shape of him, as broad as he was tall, that put her off, or the barely contained vitality that made him the life and soul

         of every party. But now, approaching thirty, she was almost ready to admit that she was well and truly ‘on the shelf’ and

         that if she did not marry soon she would not marry at all. A new generation was springing up and Christine suspected that

         if she showed her face at the dance in Kennart she would be surrounded by fertile young things of eighteen, nineteen or twenty

         who would dismiss her as far too old to be considered a rival for any man’s attention, even Charley’s.

      


      She nursed a gloomy feeling that being plain, with no figure to speak of and no other suitor on the horizon, she might eventually

         be daft enough to marry Charley Noonan, who, with all that energy spilling out of him, would drag her off to Ottershaw and

         fill her up with one baby after another until, in ten or fifteen years, she would be a worn-out hag. Besides, she was not

         cut out to be a farmer’s wife, but that did not seem to matter to Charley.

      


      ‘If I promise to keep my hands to myself an’ deliver you back to your mammy by midnight, will you consider it?’ Charley said.

         ‘Anyhow, it’s hardly the weather for lyin’ about in the heather, is it?’

      


      He was trying to make a joke of it but Christine remained wary. He had kissed her once, long ago, had held her so close that

         she could hardly breathe and although she had thrust him violently away, she had not forgotten the brief, lurid loss of control

         that his kiss had occasioned.

      


      As if he had read her thoughts, Charley went on, ‘I was too young to know better, Christine. It was a bloody long time ago,

         anyway.’

      


      ‘It’s not that, Charley,’ she told him.


      ‘What is it then?’


      ‘I just don’t want to give you any false hopes.’


      ‘Hopes?’


      ‘I’m not the marrying kind, Charley.’


      ‘Why? Don’t you like men?’


      ‘I like men well enough.’


      ‘But not this man, eh, not me?’ There was, it seemed, a limit to his patience. He adjusted his broad hips to the metal seat

         and reached for the starter switch. ‘Damn it, it’s only a dance, Chris, only another dance.’

      


      ‘Charley, I’m sorry.’


      ‘Not as sorry as I am,’ he said and, when the engine sputtered into life, fisted the wheel, steered the tractor round in a

         half circle and drove away up the side of the field without looking back.
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      It had been a good day, a very good day. He had thought of Marion hardly at all. He had called for an early surgery and had

         been at the table by eight with a varied slate to keep him occupied.

      


      First he had removed six large grey polyps from the nose of a five-year-old, a brave wee lad, who had shed not a single tear

         even when his nose was being cocainised. He would have preferred to put a patient of that age under but Josie Carmichael,

         his anaesthetist, was reluctant to use gas for what was, on the surface, a minor operation. He had let her have her way.

      


      Fifteen minutes with the cold wire snare and broad-bladed forceps had done the trick. The child had been so well-behaved that

         he had even taken time to pick off the tags and ensure that there were no other nasal deformities. It had all been perfectly

         simple, an easy tune-up for the more complicated operations that lay ahead. Perfectly easy save for the fact that the little

         boy had kept his eyes open all the time, big, brown eyes without a trace of fear in them, only a dog-like trust that he, the

         surgeon, would do him no harm.

      


      Compassion had not translated into self-pity, though, and for the rest of the morning he had been so absorbed in his work

         that Marion might never have existed, let alone have died.

      


      ‘Popping off early, old man?’ said a voice behind him.


      He balanced his coffee cup on the brass-topped table of the railway refreshment bar and looked round.


      McEwan was chief dispensary physician at the South Side Infirmary. He leaned on the bar, nursing a whisky and puffing on a

         shiny black cheroot. His overcoat was thrown open, scarf trailing, his hat, a squashed fedora, pushed back from his brow.

         He had been in the running for the Martindale Chair of Clinical Medicine at one time but rumours concerning his fondness for

         drink and fondling young nurses, though never confirmed, had put paid to his chances.

      


      Alan let out a muffled groan as McEwan eased over to his table.


      ‘Heard about the old lady, Kelso. Sorry.’


      ‘Thank you.’


      ‘Not sudden, though?’


      ‘No, not sudden.’


      ‘Best part of a year, was it?’


      ‘I’d hardly call it the best part,’ Alan Kelso said.


      ‘No, of course not.’


      McEwan pulled out a chair and, without invitation, plonked himself down at the table. He drew on the cheroot. ‘Cancer?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘Colon.’


      ‘Nasty,’ McEwan said. ‘Very nasty.’ He shrugged as if, duty done, it was time to step off the eggshells. ‘So where are you

         off to for the weekend? Somewhere exciting, I trust.’

      


      ‘Home,’ Alan told him.


      ‘Stirling, is it?’


      ‘Ottershaw.’


      ‘That’s it, that’s it,’ McEwan said. ‘I believe I did hear you’d become a lord of the manor. How long have you been out there?’


      ‘Five years.’


      ‘Really! I had no idea. Not awfully convenient for the factory, is it?’


      ‘Not awfully,’ Alan agreed.


      ‘How do you cope with early surgery, let alone ward rounds?’


      ‘I put up at the Caledonian overnight.’


      ‘Ah, yes, the jolly old Caledonian. I was blackballed out of the Caledonian, you know, back in the twenties.’


      ‘No, I didn’t know.’


      ‘Anyway, ’nuff said about that. What are you drinking?’


      ‘Coffee.’


      ‘Coffee – on a Friday afternoon? Let me stand you a stiff one.’


      ‘No, thanks,’ Alan said. ‘I’ll have to be off in a minute or two.’


      The hand on the sleeve, that confiding tone again: ‘Big house, is it?’


      ‘Big enough.’


      ‘Big empty house these days, I’ll bet.’

      


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Housekeeper?’


      ‘I’ve a woman—’


      ‘Thought as much – though I didn’t like to pry.’


      ‘… a woman who comes in every day.’


      ‘And every night? Sorry, sorry. Tactless thing to say.’ McEwan’s apology lacked conviction. ‘It’s just that if it were me,

         if I was your age – what age are you, Kelso, about forty?’

      


      ‘Forty-six.’


      ‘Well, if I was your age and, heaven forbid, my Doris gave up the ghost I’d be far too miserable to live on my own for long.

         I mean, how do you manage without a lady to look after you on the – shall we say – the domestic front?’

      


      ‘I keep busy,’ said Alan thinly.


      ‘Work, the great healer, yes. Still, all work and no play…’


      Alan got to his feet. ‘My train leaves in five minutes.’


      McEwan rose too. He glanced at the clock that dominated the concourse. ‘God! Is that the hour?’ He swallowed the remains of

         his whisky and dropped the butt of the cheroot, still burning, to the floor. He punched Alan softly on the upper arm. ‘Talking

         of ladies, I’m off to Aberdeen to fish the Don with a rather attractive peeress of a certain age. No names, no pack drill.’

      


      ‘And Doris?’


      ‘Gone south to visit the grandchildren.’ McEwan chuckled. ‘What the missus doesn’t know won’t kill her, will it?’


      ‘No,’ Alan Kelso said, ‘I don’t suppose it will.’


      Then, hefting up his briefcase, he wished McEwan a brusque goodnight, and headed for the faraway platform and the shabby two-coach

         train that would carry him home to Ottershaw.

      


      Bruce began barking as soon as she entered the house. She could hear the Scottie scratching frantically at the door of the

         sitting-room and, a moment later, the Brigadier calling out, ‘Christine, if that’s you, will you do something about this blasted

         dog, please, before I wring his neck.’

      


      Dumping her satchel on the chest beneath the window, Chris crossed the hall to the sitting-room and mischievously rattled

         the ornate knob for a moment or two before she opened the door and, kneeling, let the stumpy little terrier leap into her

         arms.

      


      Bruce was four years old and had not yet acquired the dour character common to all Scotch terriers. He spent most of the day

         lying on the Brigadier’s lap in one room or another or, if the Brigadier was busy with letters or trying to read a newspaper,

         snoozing at his master’s feet. But the instant Christine arrived home, he changed from a passive, if annoying, lap dog into

         a noisy, tail-wagging bundle of energy. Officially, Bruce was the Brigadier’s pet but it was Christine who fed him, Christine

         who took him walking and, the Brigadier grumbled, it was obvious to whom the deceitful little devil, like all pot-lickers,

         gave his true allegiance.

      


      The only member of the Brigadier’s household who Bruce did not take to, and who did not take to him, was Christine’s mother,

         Maude, but although she might grouse at the Scottie and now and then give him a nudge with the side of her foot, she knew

         better than to abuse him.

      


      The Brigadier twisted round in his high-backed armchair. ‘There,’ he said, ‘she’s home at last. Are you happy now, you rascal?’


      Puffing a little, for Bruce was no light weight, Christine carried the dog into the sitting-room where a coal fire burned

         in the grate and a standard lamp in the corner had already been lighted. ‘I’ll take him out, shall I?’

      


      ‘Have tea first,’ the Brigadier suggested.


      He tweaked the threadbare tassel that some long-dead tyrant, probably his grandfather, had installed to keep the servants

         on their toes. Maude Summers arrived with the tea tray before the echo died away.

      


      Tipping the dog on to the carpet, Christine brought a little kidney-shaped table from the corner and placed it by the old

         man’s chair. Her mother set the tray upon it, removed the muslin cover from a plate of toasted teacakes and poured two cups

         of tea.

      


      ‘Aren’t you joining us, Maude?’ the Brigadier asked.


      ‘I’m in the middle of making dinner.’


      The old man reached for a teacake. Maude slid a plate on to his lap and Christine tucked a napkin into the neck of his cardigan.


      The Brigadier frowned but did not complain. In the past few months, he had become reconciled to the debilitating infirmities

         of old age and no longer chided the women for ‘babying’ him.

      


      Bruce put his paws on the arm of the chair and cocked his head.


      ‘Now what could you possibly want?’ the Brigadier said as he tore off a piece of teacake with his crooked fingers and fed

         it to the dog.

      


      ‘I do wish you wouldn’t do that,’ Maude Summers said. ‘It’s small wonder the creature has no manners.’


      ‘Manners?’ the Brigadier said. ‘He’s a dog, for heaven’s sake.’


      ‘And should be treated as such.’


      ‘Madam,’ the Brigadier said, ‘don’t you have something to do in the kitchen?’


      ‘Yes,’ Maude Summers said. ‘I do.’


      ‘Then scamper off and do it,’ the Brigadier told her, not at all sternly, while Bruce, having gobbled down the titbit, squatted

         at Christine’s feet and placed a pathetic paw on her knee.

      


      ‘Mum does have a point, you know,’ she said. ‘Bruce is getting rather fat.’


      ‘A good run about will pare him down,’ the old man said. ‘It’ll soon be time for you to dig out the bicycle and race the little

         blighter from here to Ottershaw. If I were ten years younger, I’d do it myself.’ He bit into the teacake, chewed and swallowed.

         ‘I used to run the legs off poor old Bracken when she was alive.’

      


      ‘You used to run the legs off me, too.’


      ‘Oh, you were more than up to it in those days.’


      ‘I still am,’ Christine reminded him.


      ‘Of course, of course you are.’ He lifted his teacup and, holding it close to his chest, sipped. ‘Why, when I was your age,

         I was…’ He paused. ‘Where was I?’

      


      ‘In the Transvaal,’ Christine told him.


      ‘So I was, so, indeed, I was.’ He looked up. ‘By gum, child, you know my history better than I know it myself. You’ve heard

         it rather too often, I suppose. Well, I’ll not bore you with more of the same – at least not today.’

      


      Christine had been brought to Preaching Friar in 1915, a few months after her father had been killed in the March offensive

         at Neuve Chapelle. The Brigadier had been wounded in the same battle and, much to his disgust, put out to pasture. He had

         retreated to Preaching Friar, the big, old ancestral house in which he had spent no more than a handful of months in the course

         of a long military career.

      


      He claimed not to have known Christine’s father, a lowly private, and his reason for contacting Maude out of the blue had

         never been made clear. He had written to Mrs Summers to offer her a position as his housekeeper, the child being, it seemed,

         no impediment. With nothing but a scrap of pension to support her, Maude Summers had jumped at the offer.

      


      The Brigadier sat up. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘what time is it?’


      ‘Just after five,’ Christine answered.


      ‘Switch it on then, girl, switch it on.’


      Carefully wiping her fingers on a napkin, Christine crossed to the breast-high walnut cabinet that housed the radiogram. She

         switched on the set and thumbed the Bakelite knob until a faint whine changed to a fierce crackle through which the strains

         of a dance band emerged.

      


      ‘Who is it tonight?’ she asked.


      ‘Jack Payne,’ the Brigadier told her.


      Five o’clock marked the beginning of the BBC’s evening programme of light entertainment and brought Brigadier Sandy Crockett’s

         dreary afternoon to an end. Newspapers excepted, he had no stomach for reading nowadays but revelled in the sweet, swinging

         music that the wireless provided. He knew all the orchestras and band-leaders by name and, to Christine’s amusement, would

         croon the sentimental love songs without so much as a blush.

      


      During the long winter evenings they sat, all three, by the fire in the sitting-room and listened to one programme after another

         or, if the broadcast turned pompous, played records on the gramophone. Before his legs became too weak to support him the

         Brigadier would dance, sedately, with her mother. Even now, half crippled, he would hoist himself from the armchair and sway

         in time to the music as if the rhythms remained, youthful and clamouring, in the marrow of his bones.

      


      The band-leader’s signature tune emerged loud and clear from the cavernous cloth-covered speaker.


      The Brigadier let out a sigh and, closing his eyes, sank back in his chair.


      ‘Happy now?’ Christine asked.


      ‘Quite happy, thank you,’ the Brigadier answered and hardly seemed to notice when she cleared the tea things and, with the

         Scottie trotting at her heels, carried the tray out into the hall.

      


      If there was one thing Alan hated it was riding home in the dark and the long, stumbling walk following the beam of his pocket

         torch up the country road from Ottershaw Halt to Moss House. He gazed, thoughtfully, from the window as the train rattled

         through the small, smoky towns on the outskirts of Glasgow and jogged at length on to the line that skirted the hills.

      


      ‘Rain before morning, I fear.’


      ‘Yes,’ Alan agreed, ‘another wet weekend in store by the look of it.’


      Weather was the sole topic of conversation between the two men who shared the first class compartment. Alan did not even know

         the chap’s name, only that he smoked scented tobacco in a blackened briar pipe, wore pale grey spats and pored over the Scotsman with grim concentration.

      


      He did not get off at Ottershaw but rode on, with nothing more than a nod by way of farewell; rode on to where, Alan wondered:

         to Kennart or Harlwood or all the way out to the junction and beyond?

      


      One word to Marion and she would have unearthed everything there was to know about the fellow but he had never mentioned his

         mysterious travelling companion to Marion, and it was too late now.

      


      He watched the hills slide away as the track looped along the plain.


      The river, the Kennart, trailed the embankment for a mile or two. He caught the glint of fading daylight on the water before

         the river vanished into the trees above the salmon pool. Marion and her friend Mrs Waddell had often toddled down there in

         the autumn months and had come back full of tales of spate and spray and the courage of the spawning fish. Marion had revelled

         in the wonders of the natural world, wonders that he had long ago put behind him.

      


      He spotted a tractor, big and square like a water tank, rolling along the highway in the gathering dusk, and on the back road

         that climbed from the river a dung-cart drawn by a Clydesdale and, a little further on, a girl and a dog.

      


      He craned forward to watch her wave her scarf at the passing train, as a child might do. For a moment he was tempted to wave

         back but before he could obey the impulse the curve of the track blocked her from view.

      


      The gentleman lowered his newspaper an inch or two and regarded him with the trace of a smile.


      ‘Sandy Crockett’s girl,’ he said.


      ‘Sandy Crockett?’ Alan said.


      ‘The Brigadier.’


      ‘His daughter?’


      ‘His housekeeper’s daughter.’


      ‘I didn’t know we had a Brigadier in these parts. What regiment?’


      ‘Gordon Highlanders. Retired,’ the gentleman said, and retreated behind his newspaper once more.
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      ‘For God’s sake, Charley,’ Beatty McCall said, ‘if you’re going to hang about like a soul in torment, the least you can do

         is make yourself useful.’

      


      ‘What do you want me to do?’


      ‘Give me a hand with this tree branch for one thing.’


      ‘What are you burnin’ that for, Beatty? It’s good firewood.’


      ‘It is not good firewood. It’s green rubbish that’ll make my chimney smoke. I’ve more than enough firewood to see me through

         the spring, as well as a coal pile the size of Ben Lomond. Here, grab hold.’

      


      She gave him a thump with her shoulder to spur him on.


      Between them, they dragged the huge broken branch to the bonfire and, on Beatty’s count, lifted it and swung it on to the

         blaze. A shower of sparks rose into the air and rode gleefully off to flicker into oblivion halfway across the pasture.

      


      Beatty planted her hands on her hips and watched the flames eat into the smooth grey bark. She looked handsome in that pose,

         Charley thought. She was taller than he was, and older. She wore a patched ankle-length skirt and a faded flannel shirt and

         her features had a lean, almost masculine cast. When she lifted her shoulders and stuck out her chest, though, there was no

         mistaking her for a man.

      


      ‘What are you burnin’, anyway?’ Charley said. ‘You’ve no bracken on your patch, have you?’


      ‘Keep your mind off my patch, Charley Noonan, or I’ll tell your mother on you.’ She clapped a grubby hand to his shoulder.

         ‘What do you want? I’ve no spare ponies if that’s what you’re after and if you’re looking for an extra hand to help plant

         your spuds – forget it.’

      


      ‘It’s not that.’ His Adam’s apple bobbed. ‘It’s – ah – the dance.’


      ‘What dance?’


      ‘Young Farmers – at Kennart – on Saturday.’


      ‘What about it?’


      ‘Would you – I mean, do you fancy a dive out there, Beatty?’


      She stared at him for five long seconds then threw back her head and laughed. ‘Dear God, Charley, if I didn’t know you better

         I’d think you’d been at the booze. I mean, I don’t clap eyes on you for weeks then you turn up to invite me out for a spot

         of the old ballroom with a bunch of kiddies.’

      


      ‘They’re not all kiddies.’


      ‘Aye, but they are,’ Beatty said. ‘When you reach my age everyone’s a kiddie – even you, Charley Noonan.’ She nudged him with

         her shoulder and steered him towards the long, low hut that nestled near the pillar of the railway bridge. ‘Come on, sonny,

         out with it. What do you really want? It can’t be to invite me to a dance? For God’s sake, I’m old enough to be your mother.’

      


      ‘No, you’re not, nowhere near.’


      ‘Well, no, actually, I don’t suppose I am,’ Beatty admitted. ‘But in this part of the world if you’re still single at twenty

         you’re past it and if you’re female and fast approaching forty they think you’ve one bloody foot in the grave.’

      


      ‘You’re not past it, Beatty.’


      ‘Aye, but I am.’


      ‘You don’t look it.’


      She grunted, more amused than flattered, and pushed him on to the step that led up to the open door of the hut.


      For a moment Charley thought she might be about to drag him inside, as she’d done once before, ten years ago. She’d been tipsy

         on beer that night and he’d been too dumb to know what she wanted with him until it was all over. He did not regret it – far

         from it – but when, a week or two later, he’d come sniffing round looking for more of the same she’d sent him off with a flea

         in his ear and had never let him near her again.

      


      Beatty seated herself on the step beside him. She fished a crushed paper packet of Woodbine from the pocket of her shirt and

         offered him a cigarette.

      


      He took it, straightened it carefully, and, digging out his matches, lit her cigarette and his from the same match while cupping

         his hand over hers; something he’d seen Maurice Chevalier do in The Playboy of Paris and had being dying to try ever since.

      


      ‘If it’s romance you’re after, Charley’ – Beatty removed her hand from his – ‘why don’t you go solo? I’ll bet there’s a dozen

         young girls who’d be more than willing to be led astray by a fine handsome guy like you.’

      


      ‘I’m not interested in young girls.’


      Beatty blew a plume of smoke into the night air. ‘It’s the teacher, isn’t it? You’re hoping to make the teacher jealous. You

         want to shuffle into the hall with a woman on your arm and let it leak back to her. What’s wrong, Charley? Will she still

         not give you the time of day?’

      


      ‘Nah, she won’t.’


      ‘Then she’s not the one for you.’


      ‘She is,’ said Charley sourly. ‘She just doesn’t know it yet.’


      ‘You mean, she’s not desperate enough.’


      He drew on the cigarette and slumped forward with his arms on his knees. ‘I’m not lookin’ for a bit o’ fluff, Beatty. I want

         to marry her.’

      


      ‘How long have you been courting Miss – what’s her name again?’


      ‘Christine Summers: ten years, give or take.’


      ‘And you’re not getting any younger, right?’


      ‘I’m damned near thirty-two.’


      ‘Lucky you!’ said Beatty. ‘Is there someone else?’


      ‘No, Christine’s the only one for me.’


      ‘I mean does she have someone else, someone on the side?’

      


      Charley sat up. ‘I never thought o’ that.’ He shook his head. ‘Nah, I’d have heard if there was someone else.’


      ‘Then she’s waiting for him.’


      ‘For who?’


      ‘Prince Charming.’


      ‘Geeze!’ said Charley. ‘She’ll wait long enough for one o’ them.’


      It was almost full dark now and the wind was cold. He stared at the bonfire and watched the elm branch sag and another dense

         shower of sparks fly upward. The woman beside him was warm – he could feel the heat of her body through her clothes – but

         he had no desire for her now, or not much.

      


      Out in the pasture pressing against the sagging wire fence that he had put up for her a year or two back he saw eight or ten

         ponies huddled together in a shaggy bunch, their eyes glistening in the firelight.

      


      ‘What’ll I do, Beatty? What can I do?’


      ‘Find someone else, Charley,’ Beatty McCall told him, ‘someone young enough not to have any illusions.’


      ‘What does that mean?’


      She rose suddenly to her feet, flipped away the shreds of her cigarette, offered him her hand and when he took it yanked him

         upright.

      


      ‘You’re still a fine catch, Mr Noonan. Go and find a girl who has her head screwed on the right way, one who knows a good

         thing when she sees it and who’s willing to learn to be a farmer’s wife. You’ve a thriving farm and a big farmhouse and while

         you might not be six foot two with eyes of blue you’re not the Hunchback of Notre Dame either.’

      


      ‘The what?’ said Charley.


      ‘Never mind,’ said Beatty. ‘It’s one thing to love, Charley, quite another to be loved. If you’re desperate enough to contemplate

         asking me to the Kennart hop then it’s high time you learned to tell the difference.’

      


      ‘So it’s not on?’


      ‘No,’ said Beatty firmly, ‘it’s not on, Charley. It’s definitely not on.’


      ‘Oh well,’ he said, ‘you can’t blame me for tryin’, can you?’


      ‘I never blame anyone for trying,’ Beatty said.


      She watched him clump off towards the tractor parked at the field gate and then, with a little shrug, went back to tending

         her bonfire.

      


      Cooking had never been his forte. He could, of course, bone a chicken or fillet a piece of fish – anything less would have

         been a joke – but when it came to chopping vegetables and gauging the temperature of the iron stove or the electric hot-plate

         he was all at sea.

      


      In twenty years of marriage he had never been called upon to lift a finger in the kitchen. Marion had seen to all that. Before

         Marion, his mother had prepared his meals and a maid had served them and all he’d had to do was turn up at table and eat what

         was put before him. Even during his four years of service in Egypt there had been a batman or orderly to ensure that he was

         fed and watered. It had come as something of a shock, therefore, to realise how much time and effort was involved in preparing

         a decent breakfast or a simple three-course dinner.

      


      His erratic schedule made planning difficult for his part-time housekeeper, Mrs Mackintosh. There was no telephone in the

         house and she rarely had any idea when he would return from the hospital, or if he would return at all.

      


      The poor woman did her best to see that he did not starve by leaving cold cuts, meat pies or bowls of stew under plates in

         the larder and vegetables peeled in the basin by the sink. She had recently taken to scrawling notes on odd scraps of paper

         instructing him how to boil potatoes or fry chops. He might have been tempted to replace Mrs Mackintosh with a resident housekeeper

         if the woman had not proved so invaluable during the last months of Marion’s illness.

      


      Mrs Mackintosh lived with her husband, a slater, in a tiny rented cottage on the outskirts of Ottershaw and clung so tenaciously

         to her independence that he did not have the heart to suggest that she move into Moss House to look after him.

      


      Besides, he had a notion that one day soon he might sell up and move back to Glasgow which, in all respects, would be the

         sensible thing to do.

      


      The move to Moss House had been Marion’s idea. She had never much cared for the city. To please her, he had sold the flat

         in Glasgow and acquired a lease on the square, grey sandstone house that looked out to the hills above Loch Lomond. For three

         years Marion had been happy here, pottering about in the garden, fitting into village life, trading news and gossip, making

         friends. And then she had fallen ill. And then she had died. And everything he had done for her, every trifling sacrifice

         had seemed like too little, too late.

      


      The stove had been stoked, the fire in the sitting-room set, the electrical lamp in the hall left burning. He couldn’t have

         missed Mrs Mackintosh by more than ten or fifteen minutes.

      


      Putting down his briefcase and peeling off his overcoat, he leaned over the table and read the instructions she had left for

         him. His appetite waned as he read the note. The effort involved in feeding himself hardly seemed worth while.

      


      The empty house, all six silent rooms, weighed heavily upon him.


      Peering through the window above the sink he saw the shrubs thrashing madly in the wind and beyond them, dark against the

         sky, the larch at the corner of the garden bowed almost double. He thought of the folk who were out on the road in this nasty

         weather and, for no logical reason, of the girl with the dog on the back road to Kennart.

      


      He wondered if she was still there, waving her scarf at passing trains.


      He let out a rueful snort, headed across the hall to the library and poured himself a drink from the bottle of Black & White

         he kept in the desk. Then, sipping whisky as he went, he ambled from room to room, checking window catches and bolting doors

         to secure the house against the wild March weather and settle in for what promised to be a very long weekend.
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      Cleavers was expected at half past nine and would bring his list of ‘requirements’ with him. The list was a joke, of course.

         Any healthy stallion close to four years old was fair game for the horse dealer.

      


      To Beatty’s credit Bob Cleavers had never quite got the better of her even in these hard times. Her sturdy miniature ponies

         remained in demand in the tight-seamed pits of Lanarkshire and West Lothian. Cleavers was well aware that however indifferent

         he and his colliery clients might be to bloodlines Beatty McCall’s Shetlands were the best that money could buy.

      


      She had four young Shetland stallions ready for sale plus six Highlands, bigger and stronger, on which Cleavers would surely

         bid. Her stable at Picton – she resisted calling it a stud – was close enough to Cleavers’s ‘ranch’ – his term – on the outskirts

         of Glasgow for his purchases to be herded on the hoof, thus saving the mean old devil the cost of rail carriage or the bother

         of sending a couple of his rickety lorries to collect them.

      


      The high days of the early twenties, when a healthy pony had fetched as much as forty pounds, were long gone. With industry

         in depression and money scarce Beatty expected no more than nine pounds a mane for the Shetlands and six for each of the Highlands;

         just enough to pay the wages of her stable hands, the vet’s bill and buy fodder until Cleavers came round again in the autumn.

      


      Her property was composed of a grassy paddock fenced off from ten acres of rough grazing on which her ponies ran free for

         most of the year. The hut under the railway bridge was flanked by a tumbledown barn and a slope-roofed stable within which

         foaling was done and, in the worst winter weather, the herd was given shelter.

      


      She had lived on the patch since her husband had strolled off to fight the Kaiser, just a month after their wedding, and had

         died in the mud of the Somme. If it hadn’t been for a faded studio photograph propped behind a beer bottle on the shelf above

         the fireplace she might have forgotten what Andy had looked like, though not the ardour with which he had taken her virginity

         or his appetite for love-making in the few short nights they had spent together in the creaky bed in the upper floor of the

         McCalls’ farmhouse with Andy’s father, mother and sisters listening to every gasp and groan.

      


      Maggie and Todd Thomas had turned up prompt at eight, sloshing through the mud in the apron of ground that passed for a yard.


      The girl was a willing worker, fond of the ponies and not at all resentful of the monotonous tasks allotted her. Her brother

         Todd was a different kettle of fish. At fifteen he was already taller than his blacksmith father; a great ugly brute of a

         boy who had a gentle way with animals but a fiery temper governed, Beatty reckoned, by the phases of the moon.

      


      She perched on the step at the door of the hut sipping tea from a mug and blearily scanned the pasture. Todd had been delegated

         to round up the marketable ponies and drive them through the gate into the paddock. He rode bareback on Lavender, her oldest

         mare, and coaxed the herd to follow him.

      


      Beatty was not unduly impressed. The mare was used to gatherings and might, she thought fancifully, have brought the herd

         in on her own if she had been left to it. She dashed out the tea dregs, tossed the tin mug behind her into the hut and, lighting

         a cigarette, paddled through the mud to the fence.

      


      She was not at her glorious best. She had blown three shillings on brown ale yesterday afternoon, lugging the bottles down

         from the off-licence in Ottershaw in a canvas sack and, after Charley Noonan had sloped off, had drunk the lot in lieu of

         supper. She felt sluggish and dull-witted this morning; not an ideal state in which to deal with Bob Cleavers.

      


      Leaning on the gate, she puffed out her cheeks and let the wind wash through her like a dose of salts. She watched Todd nudge

         the recalcitrant ponies into the paddock where, to demonstrate their mettle, they galloped madly round and round as if the

         paddock were a circus ring.

      


      She was still draped on the gate post when, ten minutes later, Bob Cleavers came hopping across the yard like the toad he

         was and, being nothing if not bold, placed a hand on that indeterminate region between her kidneys and her bum.

      


      ‘Top o’ the mornin’ to ye, Beatty me love,’ he crooned in cod Irish.


      She rolled round and glanced at the motorcar parked on the shoulder of the road. ‘I hope you’ve brought your money as well

         as your fancy piece.’

      


      ‘Do you mean the lady or the vehicle?’


      ‘I mean the lady,’ Beatty told him, ‘though the vehicle looks pretty fancy, too. I trust you haven’t squandered all your cash

         on it – or on her, for that matter.’

      


      ‘The lady’s name’s Theresa. She’s very spiritual.’


      ‘Aye, I’m sure,’ said Beatty sarcastically. ‘And the motorcar?’


      ‘Austin Seven – not new,’ he added, ‘not straight out of the showroom.’


      ‘What happened to your old lorry?’


      ‘Oh, I still have that, never fear.’


      ‘And your old wife?’


      ‘I’m not parting with her either,’ Bob Cleavers said, ‘just easing her gently out to pasture.’


      ‘Ah, you’re all heart, Bob, all heart.’


      He was already eyeing up the ponies that Todd had driven into the paddock. He swung round and waved to the woman in the motorcar

         which, with the hood down, reminded Beatty of nothing so much as a baby carriage.

      


      The woman, a young, slim brunette, was none too happy at being whisked out into the country at such an ungodly hour on a windy

         Saturday morning and her answering wave was grumpy, Biddy thought, rather than adoring.

      


      Stripping off his driving gloves, Cleavers said, ‘Now, Beatty, what have you got for me by way of horse flesh?’


      ‘Bob,’ she sighed, ‘just show me your list.’


      ‘Then we’ll get down to haggling, I suppose?’


      ‘Yes,’ Beatty agreed, ‘then we’ll get down to haggling.’


      Alan woke at six with rain drumming against the window. He rolled on to his back and lay listening to the squall for two or

         three minutes before he turned on his side and, with the sheet over his head, willed himself to sleep again.

      


      Marion had once remarked that with a sheet wrapped over his ears he bore an uncanny resemblance to Lawrence of Arabia, a comparison

         he did not take too seriously. In fact, he had acquired the habit in the Mena Camp in Egypt as protection against the furnace

         blast of the khamsin, the wind that blew straight from the desert. He had told Marion little about his ‘war years’ as she chose, just a little

         mockingly, to call them. She had continued to believe that by not serving in France he had somehow dodged the worst of the

         fighting and that she, stuck at home, had suffered just as much as he had which, in spite of her miscarriage, was far wide

         of the truth.

      


      The smell of frying bacon finally lured him from sleep. Ignoring the scowling alarm clock that he had learned not to trust,

         he reached out to the bedside table for his wristlet watch.

      


      Half past nine: Mrs Mackintosh had allowed him to sleep late.


      He swung his legs from the bed, found his slippers, found his dressing-gown, found his way into the corridor and calling downstairs

         as he went – ‘I’m up, Mrs Mack, I’m up’ – shot into the tiled bathroom. He washed his hands, drenched his face in cold water,

         decided that his housekeeper would not be too scandalised if he appeared for breakfast unshaven and, drawn by the appetising

         odour, leapt down the staircase and across the hall to the kitchen.

      


      On Saturdays Mrs Mackintosh left at noon. He would not see her again until Monday. He seated himself at the table and when

         the woman put a plate of bacon and eggs before him, smiled and thanked her.

      


      ‘Coffee, Doctor?’


      He nodded.


      Marion had tried to correct the woman by explaining that Mr Kelso was not a physician but a surgeon. Mrs Mack would have none

         of it. In her view anyone who worked in a hospital was either a nurse or a doctor and she was a doctor’s housekeeper and,

         he imagined, gained a few stock points in the community because of it. He had no idea where he was placed in the league table:

         higher than the minister, lower than the vet, somewhere on a par with Tom Currie, the local GP, perhaps?

      


      Landowners and farmers had their own league table, of course.


      Top of that particular list was Sir Maurice Vosper, peer of the realm, whose family owned vast parcels of land in the parish.

         When he was not whooping it up in Paris or Berlin, Sir Maurice resided in a baronial castle in the heart of the Balnesmoor

         Estate which was, to all intents and purposes, as far removed from the lives of ordinary mortals as the Hanging Gardens of

         Babylon.

      


      Alan had no interest in the rural class system or who was who in Kennart, Balnesmoor and Ottershaw, though, as Marion had

         shrewdly pointed out, it was really not so very different from the back-biting, rumour-ridden enclaves of the medical profession

         which had its own pecking order, no less rigid and defined.

      


      He shook brown sauce on to the edge of his plate, plunged his fork into the heart of a fried egg and watched the yolk run

         deliciously over crisp strips of bacon. He tucked a napkin into the collar of his pyjama jacket and set about demolishing

         his breakfast while Mrs Mackintosh, a small, stout, broad-beamed woman of about sixty, busied herself grinding coffee beans.

      


      ‘Tell me, Mrs Mack,’ Alan said casually, ‘who lives in Preaching Friar?’


      She glanced over her shoulder. ‘The Brigadier. He’s lived there for years.’


      ‘I take it he is retired.’


      ‘Aye, he’s an old man now.’


      ‘Does he live alone?’


      She poured the ground beans into a metal percolator and filled the barrel with boiling water. Alan mopped up egg yolk with

         a pinch of bread, waiting. He sensed that she did not approve of his questions or, perhaps, that she did not approve of the

         Brigadier.

      


      ‘Why are you asking about him, Doctor?’


      He couldn’t blame her for being suspicious. Until now he had betrayed no interest in what went on in the community apart from

         a polite enquiry now and then about Mr Mackintosh’s health.

      


      He pushed away his plate and sat back. ‘Idle curiosity, I suppose.’


      The housekeeper rested her beam on the edge of the dresser and folded her arms. ‘Well, I’m not one to gossip but he’s not

         the one causes trouble; it’s her.’

      


      ‘His wife?’


      ‘Never had a wife, not official anyway,’ said Mrs Mackintosh. ‘No sayin’ what went on with him in the army when he was off

         in those foreign parts.’

      


      ‘Who looks after him?’


      ‘Mrs Summers. He fetched her here from Lord knows where about ten minutes after he came home injured from the war; as if there

         weren’t enough ladies in Ottershaw willin’ to look after him. Nobody knew her – or the girl.’

      


      ‘The girl?’


      Mrs Mackintosh leaned closer. ‘Some say she’s his daughter.’


      ‘Is there any reason for supposing that?’


      ‘He dotes on her.’


      ‘Oh! Well, if the girl is his daughter, where’s her mother?’


      ‘She’s there too. His live-in.’


      ‘The housekeeper, you mean?’


      ‘Call her that if you like.’


      ‘Perhaps she is just his housekeeper,’ Alan suggested. ‘I assume she arrived with the girl in tow. The girl must have been

         fairly young at the time. She’s not very old now, is she?’

      


      ‘Old enough to teach at Greenhill School. The Brigadier paid for her year at the training college. Now why would he do that

         if he didn’t have something to hide?’

      


      ‘Perhaps he’s generous by nature.’


      ‘He’s rich enough to be generous, I suppose,’ Mrs Mackintosh conceded, ‘but there was never a man born who gives a woman something

         for nothing.’

      


      It seemed that his placid little housekeeper had a mean streak after all.


      ‘Is that what the girl does,’ Alan said, ‘teaches?’


      Mrs Mackintosh nodded. ‘Nearly thirty years old and still single. We all know what that means.’


      ‘Do we?’


      ‘She’s the old man’s darlin’. He’s not going to let her go.’


      The lid of the percolator chugged.


      The woman adjusted her apron and returned to the stove.


      ‘I take it,’ Alan said cautiously, ‘that Mrs Summers and her daughter are not awfully popular in Ottershaw?’


      ‘Keeps herself to herself, the both of them.’


      ‘I see,’ said Alan. ‘They don’t – ah – mingle?’


      ‘Oh no, they’re far too grand for the like of us.’ Mrs Mackintosh brought the coffee pot to the table and poured a stream

         of cloudy liquid into his breakfast cup. ‘She’s had her chances, that girl. Charley Noonan would have had her up the aisle

         ten years ago but she wouldn’t – and she won’t – give the poor man the time o’ day.’

      


      ‘Charley Noonan is – what?’


      ‘A farmer, an honest, hard-working, down-to-earth farmer.’


      ‘Of course,’ said Alan.


      He experienced a ripple of sympathy for the school teacher who, unless he missed his guess, was a victim of rustic snobbery.

         Salt-of-the-earth farmers might be the epitome of desirability as far as Mrs Mackintosh was concerned, but they were also

         more than likely to be uncultured and uncouth. He spooned sugar into his cup, added a dash of milk and touched the scalding

         liquid with the tip of his tongue.

      


      ‘Careful,’ Mrs Mackintosh warned, ‘or you’ll burn yourself.’


      ‘Yes,’ Alan said. ‘I think I’ll take my coffee into the library to let it cool – if that’s all right with you?’


      ‘Why would it not be all right with me?’ the housekeeper said stiffly. ‘It’s your house, Doctor. You can do what you like

         in it.’

      


      Which, Alan realised with a jolt, was absolutely true.


      Beatty was pleased with the way things were panning out. The brunette in the baby carriage was proving an asset. She persisted

         in bobbing up and down and calling out to ‘Bobby’ that she was cold and needed to pee. There was a perfectly serviceable chemical

         toilet behind the hut but Beatty was not about to sacrifice her advantage to some tart’s weak bladder.

      


      Todd Thomas sat on the top bar of the gate, grinning.


      Maggie lolled beside him, a cigarette dangling from her lips.


      Todd might be several pence short of a shilling and Maggie just an innocent country lass but they were both worldly enough

         to appreciate that Mr Robert Cleavers’s impatient companion might cost the dirty old devil more than he had intended to pay.

         Even with his fancy piece grizzling in the distance, however, Mr Cleavers was not about to dole out a fistful of dough without

         a struggle.

      


      ‘They look big to me,’ he grumbled. ‘That one in particular.’


      ‘He’s only thirty-eight inches at the shoulder,’ Beatty said. ‘For God’s sake, Bob, if he was any smaller you could put him

         in a shoebox and carry him home under your arm.’

      


      ‘Bobby, Bobby. I need to pee. I need to pee.‘

      


      ‘Who are you buying them for?’ said Beatty. ‘Is it Duddingston?’
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