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‘No,’ the woman said. She could feel the muscles in her neck tense into cords, and her nails dig into the palm of her hand in an effort to stop her voice from wavering. ‘Whatever you say, whatever you do – no.’


She had to use both hands to set down the receiver and even then she was shaking so much that she knocked it off its stand again.


 


‘What do you do about a dead sheep?’ PC Sandy Langlands’s cheerful, cherubic face was creased into worried lines as he came into the CID room at the Kirkluce headquarters of the Galloway Constabulary.


‘I don’t know, what do you do about a dead sheep? Just get to the punchline, Sandy – I’m busy.’ DC Will Wilson was working on a tricky report at one of the computers and didn’t look up.


‘No, a real dead sheep.’ Langlands came across to perch on a nearby desk. ‘It’s not very nice – pretty messy. Looks as if someone shot it, then dumped it in the courtyard of the Craft Centre. Mrs Paterson, her that has the pottery there, found it when she came in this morning and about had a fit.’


Reluctantly abandoning his report, Wilson grimaced. ‘I hate Mondays. The vandals all go on a spree at the weekend and we get to clear up the mess. Whose sheep was it – any mark on the fleece?’


Langlands shook his head. ‘No. Cut away, probably. And I checked – there’s been no report from any of the farmers about a problem.’


‘Not a lot we can do about it then, is there? Take statements to make them feel we’ve taken this seriously and get someone to remove the beast before the story’s all round the town and everyone comes to take a look. There’ll be muttering about us not stopping vandalism, but at least we can look efficient at clearing it up.’


Langlands thanked him and went away.


If only everything was as straightforward as that! Going back, frowning, to his problems, Will Wilson dismissed it from his mind.


 


On this windless Saturday evening, there were three swallows on the telephone wire which looped across Andrew Carmichael’s garden. Only three, but next week there would be more, then more, their twittering the knell for the passing of another summer.


Sitting on the low wall that surrounded the rose garden, Andrew sighed. It seemed an alarmingly short time since he had sat here last year in the same elegiac mood, watching the swallows prepare for departure as August slipped into September.


It was still warm, but over the low Galloway hills beyond the garden wall the weakening sun was a line of fire below a sky streaked with gold, pink, purple and lilac – a good show, tonight, in full technicolor. He was something of a connoisseur of sunsets from this vantage point. How old had he been when he had watched his first one? Four, perhaps.


That was a lot of sunsets over seventy years – minus, of course, the years when he’d been posted to the Tropics. Korea, Malaya, Belize: when night fell there like a shutter coming down, feeling homesick and sometimes scared, he had hungered for the slow golden gloaming of a Scottish summer night and the sweet-pea perfume of the old blush rose which had always rambled along the wall.


It was still and silent tonight, apart from the muffled croon of a wood pigeon in one of the silver birches. Andrew tipped his face back to the last of the sunshine and words by his beloved Browning came unbidden to mind:


 


I am grown peaceful as old age tonight.


I regret little, I would change still less.


 


That wasn’t true, though. He had much to regret, and old age was more of a burden than a benison when he would need so much energy for the meeting later. He was coming under pressure, severe pressure. How much easier it would be simply to give in to it! After all, it wasn’t as if there weren’t arguments in favour of doing just that.


But supposing he did, what about lovely, vulnerable Ellie? And Pete too – a charming fellow, but he was heading for trouble again, sadly, and Romy’s job as the main breadwinner would be harder still without his own support for her studio. He knew he ought to stand firm. Ought to.


He’d never had a problem when it was just bullets that were being fired at him. Physical courage was easy; moral courage in your personal life was different and he didn’t like to think about the times when he hadn’t had the guts to do what he knew was right. He’d paid the price today already for what had been cowardice, pure and simple. An ugly vice in an old soldier.


He shifted uncomfortably on the wall, which seemed to have become harder over the past few minutes. The colours were fading now, turning muddy and dull, and Andrew rose a little stiffly.


He still had a military bearing, straight-backed without the chin-poking stoop of old age. The twinges of creaking joints were no more than a nuisance; he’d been lucky compared to his poor Madeleine, who had found relief from the agony of her twisted, arthritic limbs only in death last year.


He turned towards the house. Fauldburn House was a sprawling grey sandstone building, grown over the centuries from its austere Scottish Georgian beginnings to accommodate large Victorian and Edwardian families. It was far too big for him now: with no one coming to visit, there were too many rooms shut up and unused. He and Madeleine had talked about selling, but he shrank from the thought of seeing his household goods dispersed. All he wanted now was to be left in peace, which at the moment seemed a forlorn hope.


The estate that went with the house was on the western edge of the market town of Kirkluce. It had never been extensive, and land had been very advantageously sold off for housing over the years, but there was still some tenanted farmland and a courtyard with old stable buildings round about, converted now into shops as a Craft Centre.


Andrew went down the stone-flagged steps, in at the back door and along the passage by the kitchen where Annie had said she’d left a salad for him on a covered plate in the fridge. He’d fetch it later, he decided, once he’d changed out of his gardening cords and the soft cotton twill shirt that was frayed round the collar. His King’s Own Scottish Borderers tie with grey flannel bags and his blazer would be more suitable to put steel into him, because no matter what he decided, battle lay ahead.


He changed, then took the silver-backed hairbrushes from his dressing-table, one in each hand, and was applying them to the springy white hair which, thank the Lord, showed no sign of deserting its post, when the doorbell rang.


He swore mildly. Someone coming round, no doubt, to bend his ear in advance of the meeting. Just as long as it wasn’t Norman Gloag: he’d been tried enough by that unspeakable man and he’d reached the point where he couldn’t guarantee to be civil.


He went downstairs, across the cool darkness of the entrance hall and opened the door.


 


‘That’s the last burger, Cammie.’ Bill Fleming, his fair complexion flushed from the heat of the glowing charcoal, took it from the grid, stuffed it into a bun and handed it to his son Cameron.


From an elderly deckchair with sagging canvas, Bill’s wife Marjory watched them lazily, putting her hand up to shield her eyes from the low sun. Cammie, at twelve, was growing fast now, so fast that she sometimes thought she could see the gap between his trainers and the hem of his jeans widen as she watched. He’d overtaken his older sister Catriona and looked set fair to top her own five foot ten by the end of the year. And she’d noticed a few more strands of grey in her chestnut crop lately – an unwelcome reminder of the passage of time.


Cammie was looking anxious as he took the burger. ‘What if I’m still hungry?’ he demanded.


‘There’s times when you aren’t?’ his mother said caustically, then relented. ‘OK, I brought the Tin back from Granny. She was baking today, and she filled it up for us.’


‘Oh good,’ Cammie said indistinctly and, still chewing, headed for the kitchen and the Tin, whose contents over the years had compensated for the inability of his culinarily challenged mother to bake so much as an edible scone.


Marjory grinned at Bill, then leaned back and shut her eyes, enjoying the lingering warmth. For once she’d had a Saturday off from police work when the weather was kind, and Bill had been persuaded to leave the evening chores on the sheep farm to Rafael Cisek who, with his wife Karolina and their toddler son, had come from Poland to Scotland as soon as it became legally possible. The family was happily installed now in the farm-worker’s cottage just below the Mains of Craigie farmhouse. Rafael was a good man, son of a tenant farmer himself and experienced with the young cattle Bill was now buying in to fatten for the market. Better still, Karolina, who was sweet and shy, was delighted to have a little job helping in the house while Janek, aged two, tumbled about the place after her like a puppy. Marjory could hear them now in the cottage garden, Janek shouting with glee and his parents laughing. She smiled herself at the happy sounds.


At last Marjory’s personal life was running more smoothly, easing the domestic pressure on her as she coped with the professional demands of her challenging job as detective inspector with the Galloway Constabulary. Even Marjory’s father, Angus Laird, now in the long twilight of dementia, was settled in a pleasant, comfortable nursing home, and his wife Janet, relieved of the stress of caring for him, was more like her old self again.


Marjory’s main concern at the moment was Tam MacNee, her detective sergeant, mentor and friend, who was taking a long time to recover from the head injury he’d sustained in a vicious attack a few months before. He’d been a bad patient – ‘patient’ wasn’t a word she’d ever associated with Tam – and he was still suffering from cruel headaches and tiredness. He had lost weight, too, and with his thin, wiry build he didn’t have it to lose. The doctor had so far refused to pass him as fit for work and though Tam was all for ignoring this, she’d had to tell him that for insurance reasons he couldn’t be allowed to return to his duties. She’d made the mistake of trying to console him by saying if he took it easy he’d get better quicker: Tam had always been possessed of an acid tongue and Marjory got the full benefit. He was definitely improving now, though, and she thought it was probably only a matter of a week or two more.


She was missing her friend Laura, too. Laura Harvey, a psychotherapist whose perspective on some of Marjory’s problems, both personal and professional, had been invaluable in the past, had gone to London to record a TV programme based on her popular column in a Sunday broadsheet. It had been for a fortnight, originally. She had been away now for three months and Marjory had an unhappy feeling that she was unlikely ever to return. She sighed, unconsciously.


‘You do realise Cammie’s in there alone with the Tin?’ Catriona’s voice broke in on her mother’s thoughts. She was curled up on a sun-lounger, idly flicking through a teen ­magazine, and Marjory opened her eyes again to look at her fourteen-year-old daughter. She was growing up fast and, her mother recognised with a pang, was hardly a child any longer. She had the happy combination of Bill’s fair hair and blue eyes and Marjory’s own long legs, quite a lot of them now exposed in skimpy shorts, but she was slightly built and looked like remaining the smallest in the family.


This evening she was wearing make-up and had changed into a bright pink crop top – a little elaborate for a family barbecue, but then she was still at the stage when she changed her clothes three times a day and of course never wore anything again after she’d had it on, however briefly. Still, it didn’t matter too much now that Karolina had a firm grip on the laundry. God bless Karolina!


‘Good thinking,’ Bill said. ‘You’d better go and prise it away from him. Bring it out here – there was a rumour of brownies.’


Cat unfolded herself and was on her way to the kitchen when the evening peace was shattered by the roar of motorbike engines, close and getting closer. Meg the collie, lying asleep on the lawn, raised her head with a growl, then jumped up and loosed a volley of barks. Cat turned and went to look over the old orchard below the house, where Marjory’s hens had started cackling in fright, to the track which wound up to the farm from the main road.


‘What on earth—?’ Marjory exclaimed, sitting up, and Bill, who was still on his feet, went over too to peer down at the two approaching motorbikes, with their denim-clad and helmeted riders.


Cat turned pink. ‘It’s all right,’ she said hastily. ‘It’s just some boys from school.’


They had pulled up by the farm gateway, taking off their helmets to reveal one close-cropped dark head and one with bleached shoulder-length hair tied back in a ponytail. The engine noise stopped and petrol fumes drifted up to mingle with the lingering smell of char-grilled meat.


‘What’s all this about?’ Bill, eyebrows raised, turned to his wife.


‘It explains the make-up and the smart top. She must have been expecting them.’


‘Was she, indeed!’ Bill came back and sat down heavily on the vacated lounger. ‘What age do you have to be to ride a motorbike?’


‘Seventeen,’ Marjory said grimly.


‘And she’s fourteen.’


‘I had noticed.’


‘Well, she’s not going on the back of one of those things, and that’s flat.’


‘You tell her. If I do it’ll start World War Three.’


‘Oh, I’ll tell her. And I want to know a lot more about them, too.’ He got up purposefully.


‘Give her ten minutes, then go down and ask them up for coffee. Nicely,’ Marjory suggested.


‘Five.’ Bill sat down again, looking at his watch.


Cat was doing a lot of laughing. They could hear the distinctive teenage giggling, high-pitched with nervous excitement, and Marjory looked at her husband with a wry smile. ‘You have to face it, Bill – your little girl is growing up, and she’s bonnie. We’re going to have to get used to boyfriends.’


‘Not seventeen-year-old bikers. She’s far too young.’ He consulted his watch again.


‘That’s three minutes. Barely.’


‘I know.’ Bill got up restlessly and started collecting the ketchup-smeared plates. ‘It’s not going to be easy, this next stage, is it?’


‘No, I don’t suppose it is.’ Marjory sighed. ‘And I was just thinking how good it was to have things sorted out – Dad settled, and Mum so much better, and with Rafael and Karolina...’


‘So it’s your fault, is it? You ought to know better than to tempt providence like that.


‘Well, that’s five minutes. Seven, in fact. I’m going down.’


But just as he spoke the bikes’ engines started up again and when he looked they were on their way down the drive and Cat was walking back up the slope, still smiling. Without looking at her parents, she headed for the house.


‘Cat!’ Bill called and the girl turned, but made no move towards him.


‘Come here!’


She obeyed with obvious reluctance, the smile disappearing.


‘Who was that?’ he asked.


She shrugged. ‘Just a couple of the guys from school.’


‘Do they have names?’ Marjory asked.


‘Oh, so it’s police questioning now, is it? Do I have a right to remain silent?’


Marjory counted to ten. Bill said mildly, ‘Is there some reason why you shouldn’t tell us your friends’ names? Are you ashamed of them?’


The colour rose in Cat’s face. ‘’Course not. Just, it’s, like, my business, isn’t it? All they did was look in to say hello. So shoot me!’


‘If we had friends visiting and we spoke like that to you, you would have a right to be annoyed. Don’t be rude, Cat.’


There was an edge to Bill’s voice and Cat’s eyes filled. ‘Oh, if it’s so important – just Dylan Burnett and Barney Kyle. So now can I go – or did you want to grill me some more?’


‘Go if you want to.’ Recognising a losing situation, Bill shrugged in his turn and his daughter didn’t give him time to change his mind. They could hear her crying as she went back to the house.


‘Hormones,’ Marjory said. ‘That’s her going to phone her friend Jenny to tell her she’s got, like, the world’s cruellest parents.’


‘How many years before she leaves home?’ Bill was saying as Cammie emerged from the house eating a brownie.


‘What was with the bikes?’ he asked.


‘Friends of Cat’s,’ Marjory said. ‘Dylan Burnett and Barney Kyle.’


Cammie’s eyes widened. ‘They came to see Cat? Wow! They’re seriously cool.’


‘Oh, are they,’ Bill said drily. ‘What does being “seriously cool” involve?’


‘Well, they’ve got the bikes. And they do crazy things.’


‘Like what?’ his mother asked him, but he didn’t seem to know. Just ‘everyone said’ they did crazy things.


Later, as they were putting away the garden furniture, Bill said to Marjory, ‘I suppose it would be unethical for you to see if there’s anything on them in the files?’


Marjory laughed. ‘I’m sure it is. And in answer to the ­question you haven’t asked yet, first thing in the morning.’


 


Romy Kyle had arrived early at St Cerf’s Church Hall in Kirkluce High Street, hired for the public meeting about the superstore which Councillor Norman Gloag had arranged – not that she was even remotely inclined to cooperate with the nasty little man. But he’d have managed to get people together and she was going to see to it that they heard the other side.


There was a lot of unease, even anger, in Kirkluce. To the traditionalists, its atmosphere was unique and precious: an old-fashioned town centre, where greengrocers and bakers and butchers served the population in the way they always had since Kirkluce had been a village, where each day you ‘went for the messages’ and met your friends in the High Street. A superstore would drive most of the local shops out of business.


Ranged on the other side were the working mums, who found the little Spar supermarket inadequate for their needs, allied to those for whom tradition was a dirty word and the young who longed for the excitement of change and the ready availability of seventy-five different flavours of crisps as opposed to the half-dozen on offer at the moment.


The battle-lines were drawn and the plans were being made for committees and pressure groups, but it was early days yet. It was common knowledge that Colonel Carmichael could refuse to sell the land that was needed and it would all come to nothing. Only those most directly affected, whose immediate livelihood was threatened, were ready to make trouble.


The Church Hall was a clever choice of venue. In the sober atmosphere, with the hall’s dark cream and brown gloss-painted walls and splintery floor, strong passions would seem out of place. Well, Romy Kyle was prepared to do a bit of rabble-rousing, if that was what was needed.


A stocky figure in jeans and a burgundy cotton fisherman’s smock, she walked down the aisle between the rows of stacking chairs, her square jaw set as she made her way purposefully towards the table where Gloag and the representative from the superstore would sit. She nodded, unsmiling, at a couple of people who had arrived even earlier and took her seat right in the middle of the front row, where Gloag couldn’t pretend not to see her when she wanted to speak.


She set her well-worn leather tote bag down on the chair next to her to save it for Pete, her partner – and where the hell was he? She’d reminded him about the meeting this morning but when she got home from the Fauldburn Craft Centre he wasn’t there. She and Barney had eaten alone and there was still no sign of Pete when she left. Gone to the pub, no doubt. He’d claim he hadn’t noticed the time, like he always did. Romy suspected that he never wore a watch just so he had that excuse.


Why on earth had she put up with him all these years? Eight of them, last time she counted, including two when he’d been behind bars and at least wasn’t giving trouble then. If she had the sense of a dim-witted amoeba, she’d have thrown the useless bugger out years ago, with his ‘deals’ and his ‘projects’ which never seemed to work out. God knew she’d thought of it often enough, yet he’d only to look at her with those dark, dark blue eyes and that crooked smile, and her resolve would crumble. Her artistic soul loved beauty, and he was beautiful.


He was also a professional conman, with the record to prove it, and Romy was his most consistent victim. She had no illusions. He didn’t fool her – yet always she chose to swallow the latest lie. The only way she’d ever get rid of him was if he decided to go, and then she’d die of grief.


There were more people coming in, a steady trickle, and she half-turned in her chair to assess the strength of the opposition. There was MacLaren the butcher, with his wife and a posse of friends: he’d be happy enough to trouser what he could get and retire. And Senga Blair – her fancy goods shop had been struggling for years, and when she caught Romy’s eye she quickly looked away again. That was a bad sign. It was becoming clear that Gloag had managed to pack the hall with his supporters.


Andrew Carmichael hadn’t arrived yet. She hoped he wouldn’t be late: she was wanting a word with him to discuss tactics. If he told them outright he wasn’t prepared to sell, things could get ugly.


But Ellie Burnett had appeared. Romy waved, gesturing to her to come forward, but Ellie didn’t seem to notice, making for a seat in the middle of the hall as she greeted acquaintances with her sweet, vague smile.


As the mother of a teenage son, she had to be well on in her thirties, but she looked ten years younger than that, wearing a long flowered skirt with a ruffled white cotton shirt, her fair hair all pre-Raphaelite waves and tiny ringlets round that Madonna face. She was very pale, though, and there were blue marks like bruises showing through the delicate skin under her eyes, an indication of the stress she was under. She was looking utterly exhausted too.


They were all under stress, especially since that disgusting business with the dead sheep earlier this week – intimidation from ALCO or their chums, no doubt. It was just that in some people stress didn’t make you look so rose-petal fragile that men fell over themselves to pat your hand and ask tenderly how you were, like they were doing to Ellie now. But then, men always made fools of themselves over Ellie. When she did one of her folk-song nights in the Cutty Sark pub, they sat about drooling in a way that put you off your beer.


Romy’s tensions showed in the deepening lines between her dark eyes and around her wide mouth; she’d accumulated a crop of angry spots on her chin, too – not a pretty sight. Unconsciously she touched them with her short, square fingers, scarred with calluses and burns from years of working with silver.


And here, at last, was Pete, chatting his way down between the chairs, scattering his famous smile like largesse to the punters as he passed. Seeing her, he waved and came to sit down, breathing beer and charming apologies at her.


‘Sorry, sorry, sorry, babe,’ he murmured. ‘I had an idea about that project I needed to discuss with Dan and then I was late leaving him.’


‘So you didn’t have time for more than a couple of pints on the way home.’ Romy’s voice was tart.


Pete grinned, unabashed. ‘You know me too well. Forgive me?’


He took her rough hand in his, stroking the back of it with his thumb, and as always at his touch, a thrill ran down her spine.


‘One day I won’t,’ she warned.


Pete didn’t even acknowledge the empty threat. ‘Barney didn’t want to come?’


‘No, I suggested he might, considering what’s at stake, but—’ She shook her head.


Barney had looked at her as if she were mad. ‘How can I? I’m going out on the bike with Dylan,’ he said with the ­elaborate patience of one explaining to a small child with learning difficulties.


‘You wouldn’t have the bike if it wasn’t for the business,’ she’d pointed out, knowing she was wasting her breath. She hadn’t wanted him to get it anyway, given the shocking death toll for young riders, but it was never easy to make ‘no’ stick where Barney was concerned. He didn’t scruple to play the resentment card because she’d walked out on his father to take up with Pete, and once Dylan Burnett persuaded Ellie to get him a bike, Romy knew Barney wouldn’t give up. It was smarter to stick it on the credit card at the start and save weeks of aggro.


Dylan was a bad influence – there was no doubt about that. Well, what could you expect? His father was a showman in a funfair; Ellie had stuck with the travelling lifestyle for a couple of years but once their informal partnership broke up, such contact as Dylan had with his father had been casual at best. It was tough, being a single mother, and her worst enemy couldn’t call Ellie forceful. She doted on Dylan so that he was thoroughly spoiled, so no wonder he ran wild.


Romy had been strict enough with Barney as a child, but she was worried about him now. He spent holidays with his father, and the occasional weekend, but that didn’t give him the paternal discipline that a young man needed. Pete certainly wasn’t about to take on the role. His attitude to Barney was detached, to say the least. Sometimes Romy suspected there was actual dislike there, though it was hard to tell with Pete.


Still, she had other, more pressing problems at the moment. She turned again to scan the hall. There were probably seventy people here now, but there was still no sign of Andrew and she felt a little lurch of disquiet. Surely he couldn’t have forgotten?


Alanna Paterson appeared, panting, at her side and collapsed into a chair. She’d shut up her potter’s workshop at the Craft Centre just before Romy left, but she didn’t seem to have found time to change. She was still wearing clay-smeared jeans and a grubby-looking top and her grey hair was wild.


‘I thought I was going to be late! I had a couple of phone calls.’


‘Better late than never. Andrew hasn’t arrived yet. I can’t think what’s happened.’ Romy was starting to get nervous.


Alanna seemed surprisingly unmoved. ‘Oh, I expect he’ll turn up. What about Ossian – did he say if he was coming?’


‘He’ll probably only come if he can sit staring at Ellie. He’s hardly going to be worried about losing the studio. Mummy and Daddy will write the cheque for another one,’ Romy said acidly. She didn’t have much time for Ossian Forbes-Graham; the oils he produced from his Craft Centre studio were beginning to be taken seriously by the art establishment in Edinburgh and even London, but it was all about image, in her opinion. He’d seen La Bohème once too often, probably, from the way he behaved, and he seemed to her weird and getting weirder.


‘Oh well,’ Alanna said, a little uncomfortably, ‘everyone’s got their own take on this.’


Romy gave her a sharp look. Was it possible that Alanna, too, had been got at by the enemy? And perhaps even Ellie had been made an offer she couldn’t refuse? You could produce crochet work anywhere and there she was now, her head bent over some coloured wool and her fingers flashing. But Romy had so much to lose – the perfect workshop, the expensive equipment – and when Gloag had phoned to try to talk her round, she’d told him in no uncertain terms that she wouldn’t drop her opposition to the project.


But Andrew – surely not Andrew too, Andrew who had been her saviour and whom she trusted as she didn’t trust herself? With his background of soldier ancestors, it was hard to imagine that Andrew could do a dishonourable thing.


Yet there was Norman Gloag now, beaming as he ushered in the too smart young man from ALCO, ready with his file of rebuttals and the promises which would fool the gullible into believing that a superstore wouldn’t leach the lifeblood out of the place.


And Andrew hadn’t come. Romy’s lips took on a curl of bitterness. There was no such thing, after all, as a man who didn’t deal in lies. She despised herself for ever believing there might be.


 


The young man from ALCO spoke well, Ellie Burnett had to acknowledge that. He was very personable, with a soothing manner and a light touch as he talked about all the benefits a superstore would bring to Kirkluce: low prices, extended choice, employment prospects. He laid particular emphasis on the scope for part-time jobs, ideal for mums wanting to be able to pick the kiddies up from school, and for the older kids after school, ‘saving for further education – or just saving Dad from having to fork out for all those cool items “everyone else” has!’. That got a responsive laugh. He was working well, and you could feel the mood of the meeting shifting in his favour.


She could see why people would like the idea of jobs for their kids. If Dylan had been doing even a few hours a week, the money would have helped, though she couldn’t imagine him paying off the loan she’d taken out for his bike and she’d be too frightened of losing him even to suggest it. But at least it might have kept him busy, instead of spending all his time hanging round with Barney Kyle, who always led him into trouble.


It had got worse since he had the bike – but how could she have said no and risked alienating him? Even as it was, her heart was in her mouth every time the funfair was in the area and Dylan went off to see his dad – not that she had anything against Jason. It was only after she left him that her life had fallen apart for those dark, dark years. He was a kind man, but she had found caravan life in a small, intimate community quite simply unbearable. Now it was her constant fear that their son might choose the travelling life and never come back to her.


It was thanks to Andrew that she’d been able to indulge Dylan. ‘One of your lovely, delicate flower paintings on my birthday,’ he’d asked as a rent for the studio. Then, a couple of years later, he’d quietly handed her the keys to the two-bedroom flat above it, saying he couldn’t let it and he’d be grateful to have someone to keep it aired: it had belonged to his father’s chauffeur and it wouldn’t be economic to do it up. He’d had central heating and a new bathroom and kitchen equipment put in, though, and saving the rent for ‘social housing’, as they called it nowadays, had made all the difference to her.


She’d been keeping her hands busy with the mechanical creation of a little bunch of blue and green crochet flowers to put on a hat, in an effort to keep her mind off other things, but now they faltered and she laid the work down in her lap.


The tiny shop in the Craft Centre where Ellie sold paintings, knick-knacks, crochet and colourful wall-hangings wasn’t just her workplace. It wasn’t too much to say that it had saved her life: it was her refuge, the personal space she needed if she were not to feel – well, bruised, was the only way she could think of it, by the harsh world outside. It barely washed its face: even living rent-free with such state benefits as she could claim, it was harder and harder to keep her head above water financially as Dylan got older and more expensive.


She was having to accept more singing engagements. She was very popular in the local pubs, and she liked to sing – perhaps even needed to sing, sharing the beautiful instrument God had given her for the delight of others – but it was so often an ordeal. Men looked at her as if they fantasised about possession. They always had. If she needed a reminder, Ossian was looking at her adoringly from across the hall, with his strange eyes, almost aquamarine in colour, fixed on her face.


He had come in late, and she had seen him trying to find a seat as near her as possible. He was only a boy, not a great deal older than Dylan, and he was romantic and over-sensitive, but she found it difficult to handle his fixation with her, ­especially when his studio was only twenty steps away from her little shop.


She’d read, in her Catholic girlhood, of some saint or other – Agnes, was it? – who had mutilated herself as a deterrent to the lusts of men. Perhaps she should have done that ... But she daren’t go there. If she wasn’t careful, she’d reach the point where she yielded to the deadly longing which was still at the back of her mind: to escape, to blot out all the problems in the old way...


The applause startled her. She hadn’t even heard what else the ALCO man had said and now he was handing over to Councillor Norman Gloag.


What was it about Gloag that so repelled her? He was ugly, of course, with a bulbous nose and flabby pouches round a fleshy mouth, but it wasn’t simply that. Perhaps it was his air of invincible self-satisfaction, suggesting that whatever he wanted would happen, regardless of the wishes or needs of anyone else.


He was wearing a blue suit, expensive no doubt, but ­fractionally too small for his bulky frame, and the sort of club tie that was like a Freemason’s handshake. It didn’t mean anything to you unless you were the right sort of person.


He’d been a surveyor for years, but more recently an estate agent, when, despite properties having been bought and sold without their help for centuries, the Scots were foolish enough to be persuaded that they were necessary. Gloag had done well for himself; he knew all the Kirkluce solicitors and had what was almost a monopoly in the area. One of Ellie’s friends had told her, when she sold her house, that she was sure a deal had been done behind her back. She’d got a disappointing price for it from a friend of Gloag’s, but of course nothing could be proved.


Gloag was talking now. As local councillor, he should be putting the hard question which the ALCO man had so efficiently ducked: the effect of a superstore on a market town with thriving individual shops. But it was clear his only interest was to support a future planning application and discourage objections. A farmer who demanded to know what price he’d get for his milk once the superstore had strangled the local dairy was slapped down so unceremoniously that the emollient young man had to intervene, softening the rebuff with an assurance that his company used local products at a fair price ‘wherever possible’. Meaningless words, of course, but there were nods of approval from the audience, apart from the farmer who walked out, turning at the door to yell, ‘Bloodsuckers, that’s what you are – bloodsuckers!’


There was fierce applause from one small sector of the hall, where older people were sitting together, but the hostile looks directed at them from all round told their story.


Now Romy was on her feet, with bright colour burning in her cheeks, haranguing Gloag and ALCO and – unwisely – people who were stupid enough not to see how bad this would be for the town, how the atmosphere would change, how the holiday visitors who had brought trade to Kirkluce because of its good local shops would go to Castle Douglas instead, how shops would close and how, once the superstore had no rivals, the prices would rise.


Ellie winced. Romy had never been sensitive, and despite the rebellious mutters behind her seemed oblivious to the damage she was doing. Her cause was losing support with every word she uttered.


Now Romy was using the big gun. ‘Anyway, Gloag, however you threaten and bully, you and your oily little sidekick there can’t do a damn’ thing about it. If Andrew Carmichael refuses to sell the Craft Centre, the deal collapses. And he will.’


She sat down to a chorus of booing, with only a few brave people clapping.


You wouldn’t think, Ellie reflected drearily, that Gloag could look smugger than he normally did. But somehow he managed it as he smirked, ‘So you say, Mrs Kyle. But perhaps some of us have noticed that Colonel Carmichael isn’t here to speak for himself, which may tell us something.


‘Clearly there are negotiations still ahead, but if the sale to ALCO goes through, from the tone of this meeting I feel I would be able to assure the planning department that local opinion is in favour.’


Although there were people sitting with their hands firmly in their laps, the number applauding made it clear enough where the balance lay. Romy got up and stormed out, as Ellie gathered up her crochet and stowed it into the workbag she always carried. It had been clear right from the start that this was what would happen.
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Had anyone expected a different outcome, except perhaps Romy Kyle? Christina Munro stumped out of the Church Hall, knowing that unless Colonel Carmichael stood his ground the battle was lost. She’d wanted to come and vote against the proposal if votes were to be counted, but there had been no need to count. The feeling of the meeting was all too obvious.


She hadn’t much of a personal stake in what happened, beyond hating the changing world. Oh, everyone mocked the Fifties, when the horrors of a second world conflict had shocked people into good behaviour, but in those days you felt so safe you never even locked your door. And if youngsters were causing trouble you told the parents, who would give them a good leathering and see that it didn’t happen again.


It wasn’t like that today. All you could do was phone the police and if you were lucky someone would come to take a statement the next day. And you knew it wouldn’t stop them, and you lived in fear all the time, being punished instead of them.


As she hurried back to where she had parked her elderly pickup, Christina, a small, stooped figure with a face where nose and chin looked set to meet eventually, glanced anxiously at her watch. One of Ellie Burnett’s crocheted cloche hats – dark maroon, with a jaunty bunch of bright pink, purple and white flowers – was pulled down over her ears.


She’d taken a risk leaving the farmhouse this evening, but it was still light and they hadn’t come before until it was growing dark. She’d have time to get the donkeys into the shed and check that every door was locked before she settled down to wait fearfully with the cats and her rescue greyhound.


Sometimes she wondered what her father would say if he could see her now. When he’d died thirty years ago Wester Seton, just on the eastern edge of Kirkluce, had been a flourishing small farm. She was never sure it was true that he thought she was as good a farmer as any son would have been, but he’d said it as if he meant it, which was important. She’d never been bonny; he was the only man who’d ever loved her, but looking at the messes that the other kind of love got folks into, she reckoned she hadn’t missed much.


He’d trained her well, and at first the farm prospered in her hands. But then, with all the regulations and the complicated paperwork, and the supermarkets beating down the prices, you found yourself with an operating loss and in order to go on, having to take charity – which was what she knew her father would have termed the handouts from Brussels.


There wouldn’t be anyone to take over after she’d gone, anyway. She’d sold off the land gradually until there was only the house – a low, grey stone building, not really much more than a but and ben – with a couple of fields for the elderly donkeys she’d rescued from the knacker’s yard and the steadings, mainly unused and now falling quietly into decay.


Christina had always prided herself on being feisty, but she was old now. Latterly her life had contracted more and more, and with this latest persecution she had begun to feel trapped and helpless. And what was the point of life as a prisoner? She was a countrywoman born and bred: she had a shotgun for herself and the animals no one else would look after if she wasn’t there, and she wouldn’t scruple to use it.


It would only take her minutes to get back to Wester Seton, but the shadows were lengthening as she drove out of the car park. The rickety frame of the pickup shuddered as she floored the accelerator, disregarding the speed limit. This just could be a matter of life or death.


 


‘And what can have happened to Uncle Andrew, then?’ Fiona Farquharson wondered aloud as she left the hall with her husband.


Giles Farquharson didn’t look at her. ‘I don’t know.’


She gave him a look of barely concealed dislike. ‘It has to be a good sign that he didn’t turn up. Perhaps he’s changed his mind about the development after all. That ghastly Kyle woman was obviously rattled.


‘You didn’t go and see him this afternoon, did you?’


‘No. No, I didn’t.’ He marched on, staring straight ahead.


‘Oh – just as well, probably. You’d only have made things worse.’


‘It’s his decision, Fiona. There’s nothing either of us can do, anyway.’


‘You’d always take the easy option, of course,’ she said with a sneer, but he wouldn’t be drawn, lengthening his stride so that she almost had to trot to keep up.


Fiona’s thin scarlet lips tightened in irritation at his feebleness, wondering yet again why she’d ever married him. But in those days, when she was a leggy blonde and he was a tall, fit young officer in the Coldstream Guards, he’d looked a good prospect, especially given his mother’s benevolent and childless older brother. Now, though her own legs were admittedly sturdier than they had once been and she only remained blonde at considerable expense, he was totally unrecognisable from the wedding photos. Giles, as Fiona’s mother was wont to say crisply, had run to seed; what had once been muscle was now fat and flab. The bright prospects had been dimmed by a succession of dead-end jobs, culminating in his present one as land agent for an estate about five miles to the north of Kirkluce, in the hillier countryside on the fringe of the Galloway Forest Park.


When Fiona was having a bitch session with her two closest girlfriends once, she’d said Giles’s name should have been Sidam, since he was Midas in reverse: everything that he touched turned to dross. If Uncle Andrew hadn’t paid the boys’ school fees at Wellington, they’d have ended up at the local comp, unable to read and write. Not that you would think they could, given how seldom they contacted their parents.


Uncle Andrew’s legacy was their only hope of a comfortable retirement – even a luxurious one, considering that the superstore would pay whatever it took. If he just hadn’t been so damned selfish, fussing about that pathetic little Craft Centre ... She felt deeply embittered about what she had been through, thanks to that.


‘Of course, none of this mess had to happen. If you had gone to him years ago, the way I told you, and got him to put the estate in trust to avoid death duties...’


Her husband’s face had flushed. ‘There’s no point in going on about it. Where did you park? I’m up the side street here.’


‘In the Square,’ she said, but found she was talking to herself.


The War Memorial was in the Market Square, just off the High Street, surrounded by self-important grey stone buildings which housed the council offices, the library and firms of long-established solicitors and accountants. When Fiona reached it, there was a group of the local neds and hoodies fooling about at the other side, clustered around three motorbikes with their engines running. It was a common gathering-place for them, and Fiona had wondered at the time about the wisdom of leaving the Saab there, but with so many people coming to the meeting, parking space was at a premium. She looked anxiously at the car as she reached it.


It was thankfully unscathed and, focused on the bikes and their riders, they weren’t paying any attention to her either. There was a lot of laughter, jeering and pushing, then they scattered in mock terror as the motorbikes revved their engines and took off, one after the other, going far too fast and cutting the corner of the Square.


Where were the police when you needed them? Having evening classes in Human Rights, Fiona reflected acidly, which never seemed to take account of the rights of people like her not to have to share the planet with people like that.


 


The motorbikes shot along Kirkluce High Street, past a group standing talking just outside the Church Hall, provoking an outburst of communal tutting.


‘Kill themselves, that’s what they’ll do,’ an elderly man ­leaning on a stick said, glaring after them and shaking his fist.


‘Sooner the better,’ added his wife. ‘Just as long as they don’t take anyone with them.’


‘Where was the Colonel tonight, then, Annie?’ Another woman, after shaking her head in disapproval, returned to the main topic of conversation.


Annie Brown, a comfortable-looking woman with greying hair and clear blue eyes, shook her head too. ‘When I went in at five o’clock to leave him his tea, he was out in his garden, though he was meaning to come. But I thought maybe he was kinda sweirt to go and speak out—’


Two young women, coming out together, stopped. One of them, a henna redhead with a steel ring through her eyebrow and several more along the side of one ear, said aggressively, ‘What’s he got to be reluctant about? See him? He can screw the whole deal, right there, and none of us able to do a thing about it. It’s not right – it’s high time this dump joined the twenty-first century and had some real shops.’


Annie squared up to her. ‘If you wonder why he wasn’t keen to come, it’s because of the likes of you. He’s a good man, the Colonel, and there’s plenty of us don’t want to see the High Street just a row of charity shops and folk who’ve been there years put out of business. We maybe don’t make as much noise about it as you lot, but we’ve a right to our opinion too.’


‘You tell them, Annie,’ the old man quavered. ‘That’s the trouble with you young ones nowadays – want it all your own way.’


The girl sneered. ‘You’re living on borrowed time, Granddad. Get on with it – move aside and make room for the future.’


Her friend giggled and they strutted off, well pleased with the shocked silence left behind them.


‘Well!’ Annie said, recovering herself. ‘What those young besoms need is a good skelping.’


‘We’ll come and visit you when you get the jail for assault,’ someone assured her, and raised a laugh.


‘Might as well laugh,’ the old man said morosely. ‘There’s not a muckle lot we can do about it anyway.’


 


Tam MacNee pulled off the sweater with the elaborate dartboard motif, lovingly knitted by his wife Bunty for his evenings out with the Cutty Sark Warlocks darts team. It was out of keeping with his usual style – black leather jacket, jeans, white T-shirt – but it had been a labour of love on her part and he wouldn’t hurt her feelings by failing to wear it, even if she wasn’t there to see. Bunty was the rock on which his life was built, a buxom, pleasant-faced woman with a heart as generous as her hips, and he adored her.


Anyway, the sweater had become a sort of talisman for the whole of the team from the Cutty Sark and had probably got more credit for the Warlocks’ victories over the years than had Tam’s own skill with the arrows. It hadn’t worked tonight though: his first night back after his injury, and he’d even missed the board a couple of times.


His team-mates were overly supportive, cheering extravagantly anything that could possibly qualify as a good shot. Worse still, their opponents, the Toreadors from the Black Bull, were ready to make allowances, one of them even beginning an offer not to count a particularly wild shot, an attempt which ended in a sharp ‘Ow! Whad’ya do that for?’ as a Warlock’s foot made contact with his shin.


Tam was in a black mood as he sat down with his pint afterwards, deliberately pushing his way through the crowded bar to a chair in a corner at the back of the big room. If there was one thing he couldn’t take, it was pity. Even when it came disguised as kindness, he recognised it with a curling lip. Marjory had tried it more than once and he’d had to be – well, what he termed straight, but Bunty, when he’d repeated it to her, had called downright rude. Women! Can’t take a telling, then get all hurt when you repeat it.


It had been a punishing spell. His work was the focus of his life, and though at first the struggle towards recovery had been a job in itself, now that he was feeling better the lack of occupation had been driving him demented, to say nothing of what that did to Bunty. Only another couple of weeks or so, the doctor had promised, but he’d said that before to buy him off and Tam wasn’t holding his breath.


Staring morosely into his glass, he didn’t hear the team captain say quietly, ‘If he’s feeling thon way, better just let him be.’ But before long Tam perversely began to resent his isolation, and was on the point of swallowing his beer as well as his pride and using his empty glass as an excuse to rejoin the party, when a little stir of activity indicated the arrival of the folk-singer.


Tam brightened. He liked Ellie Burnett’s voice. They all did, and as a bonus she was a wee smasher. Every man’s head turned as she made her way to the stool at the back where a microphone had been set up, near to where Tam was sitting. She shook her head at the offers of drinks that pursued her, sat down, tuned her guitar and without introduction began to sing.


She had a surprising voice for someone with her slight frame, a honeyed contralto with an earthy tone to it. Her repertoire was undemanding jazz, Scots ballads, Bob Dylan classics. She began with Gershwin’s ‘Summer Time’ – a favourite with Tam. The caressing voice wove its magic; he could feel the tension in his neck and shoulders beginning to ease, and the sadistic monster which now inhabited a corner of his brain, and had been stirring, quietened down again.


Conversation gradually started up once more, though at a lower level so that she could still be heard; there was a smattering of applause when Ellie finished. After a sip of water from the glass on the table at her side she went on into ‘O whistle and I’ll come to ye, my lad’, another of Tam’s favourites. Anything at all written by his idol, Rabbie Burns, was a favourite with Tam.


Watching idly, he became aware of a young man sitting opposite, beside the table nearest to the singer. He had pulled his chair towards her and away from it, turning his back on its other occupants who were chatting and laughing, though quietly enough. It was the extraordinary intensity of his unwavering gaze that attracted Tam’s attention.


He was a striking-looking lad, pale-skinned with a mop of light brown hair flopping forward over his brow. His eyes were a vivid light blue, and the way they were locked on Ellie’s face must, Tam thought with slight professional unease, be making the woman uncomfortable, however used she might be to punters who thought stripping her with their eyes wasn’t assault. Bastards!


Tam had a well-hidden romantic streak, and she had an air of vulnerability that made you want to protect her, to go out and duff up a dragon or two if necessary, or maybe just tell that wee nyaff to move along now and not embarrass the lady.


She finished that song, and another, then set down the guitar to catch her breath. Immediately the lad was on his feet, going over to her.


‘You snare my soul with your songs,’ Tam heard him say. ‘You set me ablaze.’


Ellie smiled faintly; she knew him, obviously, and seemed to be treating his extravagance with a kind of weary indulgence. But he reached out to take her hand, then, when she moved it away, grabbed her wrist in a sudden movement. Ellie said nothing, seeming reluctant to make any sort of fuss, but she was twisting her wrist to try to break his hold. He didn’t let her go.


Just as Tam was getting up to see to it that he did, another man brushed past him: a man in his late thirties, perhaps, wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt which exposed well-muscled arms. The pub was crowded but a passage opened in front of him as he reached Ellie’s side, attracting a few curious glances.


‘Evening, Ossian,’ he said. ‘I don’t think Ellie likes you holding her arm.’


The younger man flushed scarlet, then dropped his grip with a look of hatred at the speaker. From where he was sitting, Tam could see a red pressure ring on Ellie’s pale skin where his hand had been, but her face was expressionless and she didn’t rub it, as if she was afraid that might provoke a scene.


‘That’s better,’ her protector said. ‘But you’ve hurt her, Ossian. Don’t do it again.’ He reached out and took Ellie’s arm himself, rubbing it gently. He had big, powerful hands, but his touch was delicate.


Ossian looked at the mark on her wrist. His eyes filled. ‘I wouldn’t hurt you, Ellie, you know that,’ he cried. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I just wanted you to listen to me, that was all. Oh God, you’re bruised! I want to die!’


The little drama was beginning to attract attention. Ellie said hastily, ‘It’s all right, Ossian. Don’t worry, Johnny, I’m not hurt.’


She looked, Tam thought, as if she would have liked to pull her arm away from him too, but she waited until he let it go with a final pat, then picked up her guitar.


‘I’m going to do my next song now. People are waiting, and I’m being paid for this.’


Ossian, his face still crimson, shouldered his way to the door. As he passed Tam, he was on the point of bursting into tears. Tam grinned, unfeelingly. Humiliation was good for the gallus young, who thought that if you’d enough cheek you could have whatever you wanted. It was a small revenge for the roaring boys whose gallus days were, sadly, over.


Johnny had stood his ground. ‘Just been chatting to Dylan,’ he said, and Tam saw Ellie’s face change.


‘What was he doing?’ Her anxiety was obvious.


‘Oh, not a lot. He and Barney and some of the other guys were just hanging out in the Square.’


Ellie’s eyes were on his face. ‘They weren’t planning to do anything stupid, were they? There’s been complaints—’


‘No, no,’ he said soothingly. ‘They’re good lads. They’re young – it was just a bit of fun anyway – hysterical old bat—’


‘She’s not—’ Ellie began, then, seeing the landlord looking pointedly at her, said, ‘I’ve got to do my next song.’


‘Fine.’ He turned to move away. ‘We can chat later. See you after.’


He took up his position by the bar, a little distance away, and she launched into ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, a little hesitantly.


Tam had a clear view of him now; short, curly dark hair, dark eyes, designer stubble and a face that gave no clue as to what he was thinking. And he’d seen him before – not in a professional context, just seen him before. But where was it? There was nothing wrong with Tam’s powers of observation, but his retrieval system wasn’t as good as it used to be.


He was worrying away at it when a hand grasped his shoulder.


‘Come on, Tam, stop brooding, man! If you think you can put the blame on being injured because you can’t hit the side of a bus, think again. You’re out of practice, that’s all, you idle bugger. And if you’re sitting there indulging an old man’s fantasies about Ellie, I’ll clype on you to Bunty, and she’ll show you what a sore head’s really like. Rejoin the human race, and I’ll even buy you a drink.’


‘I know you, you crafty sod,’ Tam said as he got up. ‘We’ll reach the bar, and then it’ll be “You pay and I’ll fumble.”’


As he followed his friend to the bar, the memory came back: that was Johnny Black, who’d come to Kirkluce fairly recently to work in a motorbike business. Tam had even gone in himself once, to lust after a Harley Davidson that was on display. Only the ‘mid-life crisis’ mockery that he’d get from colleagues, and the thought of Bunty’s anxiety which would be bravely but inadequately concealed, had stopped him falling for the illusion that youth was something you could buy with money.


Greatly cheered, he accepted a dram. Maybe his hand–eye coordination really would improve with practice, and it gave him a good excuse for a few more evenings at the Cutty Sark.


 


It was the dog that heard them first. It was an elegant creature, a honey-coloured greyhound with a coat soft as cashmere and eyes outlined in black like Cleopatra’s. It stiffened and sat up from the rug where it had been lying at Christina Munro’s feet, a low growl rumbling in its throat.


The old woman’s stomach lurched. She had been listening to the radio; she turned down the volume, and now she could hear it too – the distant whine of motorbike engines. The black and white cat which had been purring in her lap jumped down, affronted by her sudden movement, and glared round, tail twitching. A tortoiseshell in a basket beside the kitchen stove raised its head lazily, while another cat, asleep on a cushioned chair, opened one eye.


Christina’s eyes went nervously to the door, though she knew she had locked and bolted it when she came in. She had secured the shutters then too, blotting out what was left of the daylight, so for some while the kitchen, where she spent most of her time now, had been in darkness, apart from the lamp by her chair. She had to fight the temptation to switch it off and pretend there was no one in; it might feel safer, but who knew what they might do if they felt there was no one to witness their actions?


Anyway, she told herself, it was only noise and a bit of minor damage. They’d broken some old flower-pots and churned up her vegetable patch, but she didn’t think they’d actually harm her. At least, she had to hope they wouldn’t. The police seemed to know who they were, and they’d had a word, they told her, with the parents and with the boys themselves, so that should put a stop to it. Christina knew it wasn’t polite when she laughed in their faces.


The bikes were roaring up the farm track now. The noise was deafening, and led by the tortoiseshell, the cats, one after another, shot under the dresser. The greyhound, shivering, came to press itself against her side and she stroked its velvety ears soothingly, though she suspected that all she was doing was communicating her own fear. Her heart was banging in her narrow chest.


Now they were in the yard. Through the chinks in the shutters she could see their headlights flickering as they began their usual roaring circuits of the farmhouse and the yard. Even above the engine noise Christina could hear their whoops and hollering.


Wearily, she reached for the phone and dialled 999. She gave her message, admitted that no one was hurt and that as far as she knew no particular harm was being done, and received the bland assurance that someone would attend as soon as available.


She heard a crash, somewhere at the back of the farmhouse. What had they found to damage now? Or had someone come to grief? She was always afraid that one of the speeding bikes would lose its grip on the rounded cobbles of the backyard, and she feared their fury if one of them got hurt.


Apparently not. They were coming towards the front again, stopping just outside her door, talking and laughing.


Bang! Bang! Bang! She leaped to her feet in fright and the dog, startled, began to bark – high, terrified yaps. They were bashing at all three windows round the kitchen. They’d never done that before, and though with the sturdy shutters bolted in place she didn’t think they could break in even if they broke the glass, it told her that their attacks were getting bolder. They were shouting now too, taunts, threats, obscenities, challenging her to ‘come out and give us a laugh’.


Opening the door, confronting them, getting it over with was a real temptation. The police knew about them so they wouldn’t actually harm her, would they, and maybe once they’d got what they wanted, abused her to her face, seen her alarm, they’d lose interest and leave it at that.


But bullies didn’t. Bullies who got their way went on and on, getting worse and worse, high on the excitement of their cruelty. And if ever she came out, it would be more dangerous not to, the next time.


There was no point in telling them she’d called the police. She wasn’t sure she could shout loudly enough to make herself heard, and anyway these thugs knew as well as she did that the polis wouldn’t appear till long after they’d made their escape. She’d only make a fool of herself if she tried.


Her legs were giving way. She collapsed back into her chair and the dog came to lay its head on her knee, the pleading eyes begging for protection.


And at last, the banging stopped. The bikes drove off and the engine noise dwindled away into the distance. The room was suddenly very, very quiet, the only sound the muted voices from the radio. Shakily Christina got up, and with the dog closer than a shadow at her side she went to draw back the bolts and open the door.


Outside it was quite dark now. Over the low, rolling hills which rose beyond her land the moon had come up, a waning half-moon, and in the starry sky darker clouds were drifting across. There had been a heavy shower earlier and she could still smell rain on the rising wind, though for the moment at least it had gone off. In the old barn she could hear the three donkeys moving restlessly but the steel bar with its sturdy padlock was still in place across the double doors. The grass in front of the house was badly churned up, but she could live with that. It had never been what you could call a lawn anyway.


When she went round to the back, the yard was awash where they had overturned the rain-butt, which explained the crash. With some difficulty she got it set up and back in its place, then continued her round of inspection. No broken windows, no other damage that she could see.


She’d got off lightly – this time, at least.


 


The rain started again, whispering through the leaves of the old mulberry tree in the middle of the gravel turning-circle in front of Fauldburn House. The black front door was standing open and Andrew Carmichael lay on the doorstep, his eyes wide open and sightless, with a gaping hole blown in his chest.
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Norman Gloag sliced a careful triangle off his fried potato scone, speared it along with a piece of bacon, dipped the forkful into the yolk of his fried egg and conveyed it to his mouth.


Sunday breakfast was his favourite meal. On Sundays he always insisted they ate in the dining-room of their modern villa – ‘the ultimate in distinctive living’ – instead of the family room off the luxury kitchen, ‘boasting integrated appliances’. As pater familias he enjoyed presiding over the only meals the family ate together, when he could instil what he called ‘proper values’ over the inadequate meals his wife unenthusiastically provided.


A fry-up was the high point of her culinary activities, but in the frigid atmosphere this morning he found himself ­chewing and swallowing without pleasure.


His wife Maureen, at the other end of the black glass and chrome table, was still in her dressing-gown, a slovenly habit, as he had told her often enough, and it wasn’t as if the dressing-­gown was even particularly clean, marked as it was with old coffee stains that hadn’t quite washed out. She was engrossed in the medical page of the Sunday Post.


His daughters, eleven-year-old Cara and Denise, sixteen going on thirty, were respectively eating Chocolate Krispies and drinking a virulently pink slimming milk shake. Where his son Gordon should have been, a cream upholstered dining-chair stood empty. Its emptiness seemed mocking, and Gloag could feel himself starting to lose his temper.


He was scowling as he addressed Denise. ‘Ask your mother where Gordon is.’


Denise, leafing through the magazine section of the Sunday Mail, paid no attention.


Maureen, a small, wiry woman with the sort of neat features which, while pretty enough in youth, sharpen unbecomingly in dissatisfied middle age, took a cigarette from the packet that lay on the table, lit it, and took a drag before she said, ‘Tell your father he’s in bed.’


Gloag addressed the table at large, his face red with anger. ‘Oh, he is, is he? Well, he needn’t think, if he chooses to come home at one in the morning, that he can make up for it by lying in bed all day. Denise, go and waken your brother.’


Denise raised her eyes only to roll them, and went back to her magazine.


‘I’ll go, Dad,’ Cara piped up eagerly. ‘I’ll tell him you’re mad at him and he’s to get up now.’


Gloag looked with approval at his youngest. She was the one most like him in appearance, a sturdy, round-faced child who so far at least seemed to have escaped the attitude of insolent indifference which had been fostered in her siblings by their mother’s attitude.


As Cara left the room, Maureen looked up from her newspaper and said, ‘Tell your father he’s a bloody idiot. That’s bound to cause trouble.’


Gloag glared at his wife. ‘Tell your mother that if she didn’t encourage Gordon to behave badly—’


With a sudden movement Denise pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘You two are pathetic. Tragic, really. Stop trying to use me in your stupid games. I’m going to my room, so you’ll have to shut it, won’t you? Or behave like adults – as if!’


As her daughter stormed off, Maureen too stood up, stubbed out the cigarette and walked out. Gloag heard her go to the kitchen and shut the door; then there was the sound of Cara hurrying down the stairs.


‘He called me a fat pig!’ she said as she opened the door. ‘And he used the f-word.’ She gave a few token sobs, but as she went on, ‘And he won’t get up. He just turned over and went back to sleep. I told him he’s in B-I-G trouble,’ satisfaction banished any tears.


Gloag felt suddenly very tired. It had been, as Maureen had not hesitated to point out, a bad decision, one that was going to cost him. ‘That’s all right, Cara,’ he said heavily. ‘Now, why don’t you clear the rest of the table and take it through to the kitchen, like a good girl.’


Cara pouted. ‘I haven’t finished my breakfast.’ She sat down again, helped herself to a piece of toast and spread it lavishly with Nutella.


Her father looked down at his own congealing plateful without appetite. It was all Maureen’s fault, of course. Women nowadays believed that because they went out to work it gave them the right to spend their earnings in any way they chose, even when it should involve a family decision. And he’d made it quite plain what this decision was: no motorbike. The two youths in Kirkluce who had them already weren’t the types that Norman Gloag’s son should be associating with, and Maureen’s deciding to buy one for Gordon, in full knowledge of her husband’s opposition, had been an act of pure spite.


Even by their standards the row which had followed a humiliating visit from the police had been on an epic scale. They hadn’t spoken since, and Gloag’s attempt to assert his paternal authority by confiscating the bike had failed. His son had the nerve to tell him that since his mother had paid for it, it was up to her.


Last night, Gordon had ignored the rule that he was to be back by midnight, and this morning, in the grip of temper, his father had put himself in a position where his bluff could be called. Where was he to go from here? He could hardly go upstairs and eject him physically from his bed. Gordon was bigger than he was now.


Cara had at last finished and under protest (‘Why shouldn’t Denise do it?’) began to clear the table. Gloomily, Gloag collected up his own plate, cup and saucer and handed them to her.


But, he told himself, he wouldn’t have to put up with it for ever. He had had enough of Maureen’s sluttish habits and her constant undermining of his authority with his ­children. He’d even caught her laughing with them behind his back the other day – that came close to being the last straw. He’d have gone for a divorce years ago, but he’d no doubt she’d fight like a cat to get every penny off him that she could, and he’d no fancy for living in penury.
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