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      Prologue

    


    Rain hammered the glass like an angry man demanding entry. At the desk beneath the window Philip Morris started violently enough to stick the stamp askew on the postcard he was writing. An orderly man, he tried to peel it off and start again; but Her Majesty was already resolutely attached to the back of a bad photograph of Edinburgh Castle and picking at her with his thumbnail only defaced the trailing edge of her diadem. He sighed, smoothed her over with his fist and dropped the card on to the open pages of the book beside him. It was not a new book. It was a much used and much travelled book. It had just returned from a fortnight under canvas in the Hebrides, and if he hadn’t remembered to take it out of his pack it would have found itself on a train to Birmingham.


    The window rattled again, an ill-fitting casement in a tall house tucked away behind St Giles’s Cathedral where he’d seen a Rooms To Let sign when he first came to Edinburgh four years earlier. It had been his home base ever since, though he’d spent longer away than actually living there. But Mrs Mackey was an obliging landlady who watered his plants while he was abroad and, on receipt of a postcard heralding his return, would dust his room and air his bed. Once he’d come back unexpectedly to find the decorators at work: she’d put him in with her son until they finished, which was only a problem when the boy wanted to study maths while the engineer wanted to listen to ‘Guns ’n’Roses’. After four years they were like family: Mrs Mackey was as glad to see him back from one of his jaunts as he was glad to be home.


    But Philip Morris was no more designed for inertia than one of his machines, and sooner or later – typically after three or four months – someone in the Canongate offices of Webster Bryant (Civil Engineers) would mention in his hearing that they were looking for mission specialists to work on a bridge in Sarawak, a road in Colombia or a dam in a particularly inaccessible part of Wales, and he’d have blown the dust off his hard hat and checked his inoculations before anyone else could raise a hand. Even after four years it hadn’t struck him that nobody else intended to.


    The point was, Philip most enjoyed those parts of the job that his colleagues found most difficult. He had no family responsibilities, no obligations, not even a house to shut up. He could be packed and on his way in a few hours if necessary. And he enjoyed doing it. He enjoyed heading off somewhere he’d never been before, to take over a project someone else had already had enough of, with all the unfathomable problems that attend major construction works in distant lands.


    Which was one reason he needed only a part-time home. The other was that, when he wasn’t up to his ears in mud and D7s, his idea of relaxation was erecting a one-man tent on some blasted heath or spit of shingle, pulling up the collar of his anorak to meet the ribbing of his bobble hat, and watching birds. Philip Morris was a serious ornithologist who undertook scientific field surveys, sometimes for natural history organizations, often for his own research. Whenever he returned from somewhere hot and remote where corruption was the continuance of business by other means, he rewarded himself with a few weeks somewhere cold and remote where the thorniest problem was distinguishing a large buzzard from a small golden eagle.


    He’d spent the last fortnight on something that was more a rock than an island, a fly-speck on maps of the Western Isles that could be described as dry land only on those rare days when it didn’t rain. Though it was now officially summer, Philip had been wet so often that the contents of his backpack smelled of mould. In that fortnight he hadn’t seen another human being. There had been him, the bird book and the birds squawking, quacking, bickering, and crapping on his one-man tent. It was heaven.


    But all good things come to an end, and yesterday a boat had picked him up and returned him to – well; not, in the event, to civilization. He’d driven out of Oban and into trouble.


    Now he was on the run. An essentially ordinary man, an engineer and a birder, he was embarrassed even to think in such terms, but that’s what it amounted to. There were people hunting him, and half of them would like to see him dead and the other half wanted him behind bars. He needed to vanish for a while. Near Birmingham was the small Black Country town of Skipley where his sister lived.


    If Mrs Mackey had been at home he’d have confided in her. But she and Ian were at a family wedding today, wouldn’t be back till late, and there was no one else in the house. Two of the other tenants were teachers, they’d be back about five; the third was a solicitor’s clerk who usually went for a drink after work. He’d see them all at breakfast in the morning, before he caught the InterCity. He’d be safe here for one night, surely.


    Though he’d put a first-class stamp on his postcard he knew he might arrive on his sister’s doorstep before it did. If she couldn’t put him up he’d find a bed and breakfast. He wasn’t sure what he ought to do next, only that he’d be better out of Edinburgh while he thought about it. At least the office weren’t expecting him back for another fortnight. But he probably ought to phone the police.


    He should, by rights, have phoned his sister. But Fee would be full of questions which he didn’t feel up to answering just yet. By tomorrow his mind would be clearer and he’d welcome her opinion; Fee could always be counted on for an opinion; at least one.


    The window rattled again, the summer gale threatening the glass. Outside the walled garden, the closest thing Edinburgh had to a rain-forest, tossed like a green sea, and rain driving out of the leaden sky blotted up the afternoon sun so that he had lit the lamp on his desk. Mrs Mackey had given him her ground-floor room, thinking that a man who spent so much of his time outdoors would get claustrophobic upstairs. In fine weather he could wedge the window open and have direct access to the garden.


    But not in weather like this. Philip turned his back on it and looked at his pack. He’d taken the tent out and exchanged the damp underwear and T-shirts for dry ones. It never occurred to him that a man of thirty-two really needed a different wardrobe for visiting his sister in the Midlands from what served for sitting on a rock in that great arm of the sea known as the Minch.


    He glanced at his watch. He didn’t know the time of the last collection but if Fee didn’t get the card tomorrow morning she’d come home from school to find him sitting on his bag in her porch. If that happened, taken aback as she’d be it might take her, oh, ten or fifteen minutes to start telling him what to do next.


    And he didn’t know what he wanted to do next. There were important issues at stake, but the fight wasn’t his and he wouldn’t have chosen to get involved. But though he wouldn’t have picked sides, sides had been picked for him: if his life really was in danger he would have to go to the police. He just wished he could have been left out of it. He still half hoped that if he got out of Edinburgh, out of Scotland, it would all just blow over.


    He reached for his anorak hanging behind the door; and then the window really did break under the hammer of the storm, glass tinkling to the floor beside the desk, the heavy curtain billowing into the room as the wind hit it like a fist. He pulled it aside to inspect the damage and shards of glass caught in the plush pricked his palm.


    But the little rush of sound that escaped him then, half a grunt and half a gasp, had nothing to do with pain and the start of blood. There was someone outside, a man framed by the casement’s jagged glass.


    For some moments he regarded Philip and Philip regarded him in speculative silence. The storm hadn’t broken the window: that was the man outside, and the light from the desk glinted off the thing in his right hand that he’d done it with.


    Philip was an engineer, more familiar with spanners than guns, but developing the Third World had given him a liberal education and he knew that far and away the best thing you could do in this situation was nothing. He stood still and waited for the other man to speak.


    Eventually he did. ‘Come with me. Bring your gear.’


    Philip opened the casement and passed his backpack through. But as he went to follow, the man indicated the desk. ‘Write your landlady a note. “Urgent business – back in a few weeks. Sorry about the window.” Show me. Yes. Leave her twenty pounds.’


    Philip did as he was told. But he didn’t have twenty pounds – he’d been planning on using a cashpoint on the way to the station tomorrow. The man outside gave a rough little chuckle and passed him the note, and Philip wedged it together with the message under the edge of the lamp. As he did so, his hands screened by his body, he closed the book. When Mrs Mackey went to put it away – she was always putting his books away – she’d find the card. With any luck she’d post it.


    The man said, ‘Come now.’ So Philip Morris went; and vanished, and was not for some time missed.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Another place, another time. Another desk, this one in an office, and behind it a tall slender woman of about thirty, her long brown hair bound up in a French plait, her large brown eyes lustrous. In her suit of willow-green twill, cut with an exquisite severity, the ambivalent colour a perfect foil for her flawless skin, she was a sight to strike terror into the hearts of working women everywhere. It’s no longer enough for Superwoman merely to run the office, ran the unspoken message, she has to look this good doing it! And this was a sight that working women everywhere, or at least everywhere in the Midlands, would get the chance to see, captured as it was by the lens of a television camera.


    It wasn’t a big office so the cameraman was wedged in one corner while the interviewer perched on a chair in the open door. Behind her, though she’d already been shooed away twice, loomed Ms Holland’s personal assistant Alex Fisher. At least, personal assistant was how she introduced herself. She made terrible coffee and worse jokes, and interrupted the proceedings with a raucous cackle of a laugh; but if there was no other reason for employing her the obvious one was good enough. The woman behind the desk would not have seemed half so flawless, half so elegant, to someone who had not been shown in by a receptionist with all the personal charm of a brickie’s labourer.


    Conducting the interview was the bubbly Sally Vincent, who had two outstanding qualities as a broadcast journalist. One was the ability to seem bright and interested at the end of a long day, the other a precise instinct for timing. She knew, even allowing for out-takes, when she should be winding up. She glanced at the Skipley Chronicle lying open on the desk and the photograph of Primrose Holland gazed serenely back. ‘The Primrose Path – was that your idea or your editor’s?’


    The woman behind the desk elevated a shapely eyebrow in a tiny self-deprecating shrug. ‘I don’t remember now. It seemed appropriate for a feature of this type.’


    ‘There are no other features of this type,’ smiled Sally Vincent. ‘Other newspapers may have agony aunts but style-wise this is a totally new departure. Which is why, of course, it’s proving so popular. How does it feel to be the star of the year’s most improbable media hit?’


    ‘I’m not the star of anything,’ demurred Ms Holland. ‘If The Primrose Path has caught the public imagination it’s because those who’ve written in have been decent, genuine people readers could identify with and care about, and their problems real dilemmas not easily resolved with tea and sympathy. They’re the stars of The Primrose Path. It would be impossible to write an interesting column if the only advice I could give was “Stop being so pathetic. This is the only life you’re guaranteed, get on and live it!”’


    ‘I’m sure that’s true,’ nodded Sally. ‘But you do have an approach all your own. For instance’ – she shuffled the cuttings in front of her – ‘Doris from Kidderminster was contemplating suicide as the only way out of a marriage to a man who’d abused her verbally, physically and sexually for twenty years. Do you remember your reply?’


    The lustrous brown gaze dropped; Ms Holland had the grace to look faintly embarrassed. ‘Um –’


    ‘Did you tell her to call the Samaritans? Refer her to Women’s Aid or the Rape Crisis Centre? Did you recommend the power of prayer and wish her the strength to bear it for the sake of the children?’


    ‘Not exactly …’


    ‘No. I have here what you wrote.’ Sally Vincent was enjoying herself. ‘“Buy or borrow a pair of wellies and a flat hat. Perfume your oldest anorak with sheep-dip. Chewing a straw, present yourself at your local police station and enquire about the procedure for taking out a shotgun licence. On no account mention being a battered wife …”’


    When the television crew had left, the woman in the willow-green suit rising to see them out, the sturdy receptionist threw herself into the chair behind the desk and let out a gale of magpie laughter. Tears were streaming down her plump cheeks by the time the younger woman returned.


    She closed the door discreetly behind her before starting to shout. ‘Rosie Holland, if you do anything like that to me ever again I shall – I shall—’ Inspiration failed her. ‘I don’t know, but it’ll be something awful!’


    Struggling for breath, Rosie gasped moistly, ‘Alex, you were wonderful! You’re much better at being me than I am.’


    ‘Even were that true,’ snapped Alex, whose syntax did not desert her even under stress, ‘it’s beside the point. We were lying. We were lying, on camera, for a programme that’ll be watched by thousands of people. We’ll end up with egg all over our faces!’


    Rosie blew her nose. She used men’s handkerchiefs for the perfectly good reason that it was, to all intents and purposes, a man’s nose. ‘I don’t see why. It’s your photograph on the page, after all, and anyone who knows either of us knows that. Nobody’s blown our cover yet.’


    ‘I knew that was a terrible idea when I agreed to it.’ Enervated, Alex sank on to the edge of the desk. ‘I knew I’d regret it.’


    ‘Nonsense,’ Rosie said briskly, ‘it was the only thing that made sense. We couldn’t put my photograph on it – I have to be able to visit people without the neighbours immediately guessing they’re Susy from Selly Oak. And it was your boyfriend who wanted a face on the page.’


    ‘Matt Gosling is not my boyfriend!’ Alex exclaimed indignantly, for all the world as if it were the first time she’d heard the rumour. ‘He is my employer, as he is yours.’


    ‘’Course he is, Alex,’ said Rosie in the tone of the deeply unconvinced. ‘Anyway, it’s not lying to use a professional name.’


    ‘But you’re not using a professional name, are you? You’re using my face. And making me pretend to be you in front of a television camera!’


    When Rosie Holland shrugged it was not a delicate evocative gesture like Alex’s. It was more like one buffalo suggesting to another buffalo that it pursue its business elsewhere. ‘Alex, we’re a partnership: we use our ideas, my name and your face. That’s not dishonest, it’s business. You have the sort of face that sells newspapers. I have the sort of face that sells forklift trucks.’


    Alex couldn’t help smiling at that. It wasn’t true, her contribution was more than secretarial but fell short of even a junior partnership, but it was typical of Rosie not only to say but to mean it. There was so much to like about the woman it was impossible to stay mad at her long enough for it to do some good. Alex sniffed, got up from the desk and, shaking her head in mute despair, headed for the coffee machine.


    Alex Fisher was perhaps the only person at the Chronicle who fed it money. Everyone else used a method pioneered by Rosie involving a sharp kick.


    Much of the building was like the coffee machine, old and unpredictable. Away from the smarter public areas there were brick walls, some with the Victorian gas-lights still in place. The cellar was supposed to be haunted by a printer whose party-piece was putting his head in the paper guillotine.


    The Skipley Chronicle was never one of the top newspapers in the Birmingham conurbation, though it was among the oldest. It began as a weekly in the nineteenth century, with advertisements for miracle soap and patent medicines on the front page and multiple strap headings that contained as much information and took up more space than the stories beneath. By the First World War it was publishing twice a week and the adverts on the front page were for motorcars and household appliances.


    Skipley people valued their independence from the big city next door, and having their own newspaper underpinned it. For four years in the thirties the Chronicle came out as a daily, but newsprint restrictions in the Second World War ended that. The bi-weekly format, resumed as a stop-gap, continued for the next twenty-two years, after which it went weekly again. By 1970 it was on the brink of closure.


    But it was a family firm and the owners preferred to divert profits from more successful investments to keep it afloat. An uneasy equilibrium survived until the last of the family died in 1992, when the paper passed to a second cousin in Australia who put it up for sale, either as a going concern or a town-centre building site.


    ‘Can I help?’ As Alex turned away, the machine grumbling abdominally over the unfamiliar meal of money, two plastic cups sloshing in one hand as she wedged her purse under her elbow, a third and larger hand materialized by her shoulder.


    ‘Oh, thanks, Matt,’ she said, letting him take the cups. ‘Are you coming in? Rosie’s dying to tell someone how clever she’s been.’ She felt in her purse for another coin.


    Matt Gosling shook his head sadly, gave her back the two cups and obtained a third by rattling the machine with a kick like a mule’s. He was a big man; also, one of his feet didn’t bruise in the usual way.


    He had only one qualification to be a newspaper proprietor. He’d never worked in the industry. He was a soldier until he left his lower right leg in the wreckage of an armoured car outside Newry. He’d never run a business of any sort. He was still on crutches when he came to Skipley and at that time the Chronicle building had no lifts. But he had seen Citizen Kane. He too thought it would be fun to run a newspaper.


    In the space of about two months Gosling had bought the Chronicle, scrapped the old rotary presses, negotiated a time-share deal on a web-offset array in Birmingham and put in a lift. Then he set about updating the content. Adverts were evicted from the front page around 1950: now Gosling banned the wedding photographs that had replaced them. He demoted star pupils of local dancing teachers to the inside as well. And the annual concert of the Gilbert & Sullivan Society. And the Pigeon Club’s monthly champion. ‘To the bulk of our readers,’ he told an affronted club secretary, ‘one pigeon looks very much like another.’


    He hired new staff capable of replacing dancing tots and pouting pigeons with something better. An editor who knew that while a local weekly shouldn’t try to compete with the nationals it should deliver real news, properly researched, intelligently written and attractively laid out. Also a photographer who hadn’t learned his trade taking mug-shots for Winson Green prison, and a women’s page editor. From the outset that was always going to be either the best decision he made or the worst.


    Rosie Holland was working as a pathologist in a West Country hospital. For light relief, and because she didn’t get a lot of feed-back from her patients, she wrote a health column for a Bristol paper, which was how the Chronicle’s new editor Dan Sale knew of her. It wasn’t the sort of health column usually seen in the provinces – asked about emergency contraception she wrote: ‘The word No, enunciated clearly and repeated often enough, will prevent most pregnancies’ – and Sale imagined her doing something similarly breezy for the Chronicle, faxing him her contribution each week.


    He’d have been wise to discuss it with her himself; but he was busy and Matt offered to go instead. He met Rosie at her hospital and they went for a three-hour lunch; the same day she handed in her notice and put her house up for sale. She hadn’t realized how dull her life had become until the man with the tin leg limped into her morgue.


    She saw a young man of twenty-nine, tall and strongly built, still trying to walk like a soldier though he had yet to achieve either physical or psychological comfort with his prosthesis. Months of illness had stripped his skin of colour: he looked pasty and drawn, light brown hair glued to his broad forehead by the effort of walking from the carpark, a distance that a year ago he’d have sprinted without breaking sweat. But beneath the pallor Rosie glimpsed the bones of something strong and enduring. Ten years of his life were etched on his face too deeply to be entirely erased by what had happened.


    Three months before his transport drove over a culvert with a bomb in it Lieutenant Matt Gosling made captain; but since he’d done it primarily by being fitter and faster than any of his soldiers he surprised no one by spending less time in the office than any captain the company could remember. He was the last man who should have been crippled, and family and friends worried how he’d cope.


    But soldiers know about disability, never see a crutch or a white stick without thinking that could be them. When it happened to Matt he coped by throwing all his energy first into getting well and then into making a new career not dependent on being able to run a mile in full kit. The bomb had left much more than it had taken and the determination to succeed was like silver bullets in the glance of his pale blue eyes. Rosie’s first thought was: If I were ten years younger!


    Though she was aware that, even ten years ago, she was not an irresistible magnet to handsome young men. She’d been thirty-seven, five foot eight and fourteen stone, with brown hair that frizzed at the threat of rain and a crooked front tooth where she’d broken up a brawl in Accident & Emergency. She smoked too much, drank too much and swore like a trooper. With eyes like that, even a one-legged man could do better.


    So she might have been surprised to know the impact she had had on Matt Gosling: not even so much as a woman, more as a force of nature. He felt to be in the presence of an Immortal: Gaia, the Earth Mother, the Willendorf Venus, the Sphinx. Working up to her elbows in the formaldehyde stink of death she was the very stuff of life, her wide face and red cheeks aglow with health, her brown eyes sharp with intelligent good humour, her big deft hands hunting disaster down all the labyrinthine ways of the human body. An amalgam in one monolithic form of every school matron, every regimental sergeant-major and every buxom barmaid he’d ever met.


    Over lunch at a nearby pub Matt talked – at length, he rather suspected, and with excessive enthusiasm – about his plans for the Chronicle, and the more he talked the more discontented Rosie became with an existence that hadn’t changed in any material way for fifteen years. Financially she was secure; she had no dependants to consider or consult; before the new media mogul had even offered her a job she was spelling out her terms and conditions.


    ‘I’m not interested in writing an essay in first-year medicine every week,’ she warned. ‘I want a staff job. I want a page, and a broad degree of freedom as to what I fill it with.’


    Matt could have refused her nothing. ‘Such as –?’


    ‘Well, health matters, of course. Ailment of the week, news on medicine and surgery, maybe a Good Drug Guide – some are worse than the diseases they’re prescribed for. All the latest surveys showing that eating, drinking and being merry are better for you than being careful.’ She gave her infectious cackle of a laugh, dumped ketchup on her burger. ‘I’m particularly keen on those. And …’


    ‘What?’


    ‘How about an advice column? Partly medical, partly help for the troubled and lovelorn. Can you see me as an Agony Aunt?’ But before he could reply she’d forged ahead. ‘Something a bit gutsier than the usual. I don’t arse around, you know.’ Matt had never thought for a moment that she might. ‘If people need telling to extract the digit that’s what I’ll say. What do you think – worth the risk?’ She gave a huge Cheshire-cat grin.


    He didn’t want time to think about it or even discuss it with Dan Sale. ‘Yes,’ he said simply.


    So he had some explaining to do when he got back to Skipley. But it was too late to back out, even if he’d been prepared to. Rosie Holland was on her way and the Skipley Chronicle would never be the same again.


    Alex came with her. Rosie needed a secretary and Alex had run the chief administrator’s office at the hospital. For two such different women they got on well and Rosie needed someone who could stand up to her if need be.


    Alex could never quite remember why she’d thrown up a good job for something about as permanent as a chocolate teapot. It wasn’t the money: Matt did his best but couldn’t match what she’d left at the hospital. It must have been that contagious enthusiasm spreading from Matt to Rosie to her, like scabies.


    Matt Gosling. Of course, she’d heard the gossip. It was unfounded. Certainly she liked him. He was a kind, brave, admirable man; it would be perverse not to like him. She hoped he liked her. But Alex had two inflexible rules about dating: she didn’t go out with married men, and she didn’t date people from work. If her employer needed a partner for an official function, or secretarial assistance at a weekend meeting, or if she and Rosie and Matt and Dan Sale had an evening at the theatre or met for Sunday lunch at a country pub, that was different. That wasn’t dating, it was just four single people – Dan was a widower – doing things together instead of doing them alone. There was nothing between Alex Fisher and Matt Gosling but a friendly professional relationship.


    Now the Chronicle had been under new management for fifteen months and Rosie Holland had been there for six. The Primrose Path – the name had in fact been chosen in a dyspeptic moment by Dan, who thought he’d never met anyone less like a Primrose than his new women’s page editor – had been an instant success, the circulation had doubled and Matt Gosling had graduated from crutches to a stick to a heavy limp to really quite a jaunty one.


    Rosie, still chuckling over the morning’s sport, drank her coffee, her fourth since getting in at nine, then reached for her coat. ‘Who’s coming to lunch?’


    Alex cast a startled eye at her watch. ‘At five past twelve?’


    Rosie shrugged. ‘So we’ll have a drink first. Come on, there’s nothing to do here for a bit. Have you looked at the in-tray?’


    ‘Of course.’ Alex sounded quite affronted. She read all the mail as soon as it came up from the front desk.


    ‘The highlight of that lot is some woman who wants Interpol to investigate why she hasn’t had a postcard from her brother. I’m off down The Spotted Ferret for a ploughman’s. Maybe there’ll be a nice juicy sexual fantasy waiting when we get back.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Alex answered the phone on the third ring, which was what she aimed at. Longer than that smacked of inefficiency; sooner suggested you’d nothing better to do than hover over it.


    ‘Is that the advice column?’ It was a man’s voice, but that was not unusual. Women and girls accounted for the majority of calls and letters but perhaps one in four were from men.


    ‘How can I help you?’


    ‘Slugs.’ said the man on the phone. There was a subcurrent of desperation in his voice and he didn’t give her the chance to refer him to the gardening page. ‘Do they come in different varieties?’


    Eight years in a hospital had taught Alex never to be surprised; working on The Primrose Path had elevated that to an art form. She racked her memory for information. ‘I believe so. There are those big grey field slugs that are like stepping on a skateboard. Then there’s the little black one.’


    Interest quickened at the other end of the line. ‘How little?’


    Alex squinted at the phone. ‘If it matters, maybe you should ask a garden centre. At a guess I’d say three or four centimetres. They look like a bit of liquorice.’


    ‘Or a blackcurrant jelly baby?’


    ‘Well yes, I suppose –’ Premonition stopped her mid-sentence.


    ‘Oh shit!’ said the man on the phone. ‘Shit shit shit shit shit.’ The instrument went dead.


    People phoned, or wrote, or occasionally called in. As Rosie came through reception there was a girl at the front desk asking to see her.


    ‘I’m Rosie Holland. Come on upstairs, tell me what the problem is.’


    But the girl didn’t fall obediently into step behind her. ‘What I have to say won’t take that long.’ There was a hard note in her voice that made Rosie look again.


    The girl was older than she’d thought, probably mid-twenties: small of stature, a cap of short fair hair and a pair of huge sapphire-blue eyes made her seem younger. She was wearing a long T-shirt and baggy shorts with a bum-bag strapped around her taut waist.


    Rosie sighed. Penny from Harborne: I fancy my sister’s new husband? Blossom from Handsworth: Mummy and Daddy still treat me like a child? Or perhaps – outside chance this but worth an each-way bet – Simon from Skipley West: Nobody here knows I’m gay. ‘Should I know your name?’


    ‘Fiona Morris. I wrote about finding my brother – he vanished after a camping trip. The police say if there are no suspicious circumstances it’s none of their business if a grown man goes walkabout. I wondered how to go about finding a reputable private investigator.’


    ‘Yes, I remember,’ said Rosie. ‘A teacher, was he?’ There was nothing in it for the column. She’d replied briefly by letter and forgotten about it.


    Fiona Morris breathed heavily. ‘I’m the teacher; Philip’s an engineer. He got back from the Persian Gulf in May and went for a fortnight’s bird-watching in the Hebrides. On the first of June he was home again, for just one day apparently: he left word he’d be away a bit longer and vanished off the globe. Last week, when he’d been gone six weeks and I still hadn’t had a card, I wrote to you.’


    ‘And I replied,’ Rosie said patiently, ‘didn’t I?’


    ‘If you want to call it that.’ The girl’s lips were tight. ‘I’m worried sick Philip’s come to some harm, and you reckon he’s getting his rocks off in a tartan knocking-shop and I’ll hear from him when he needs his fare home!’


    ‘That’s not what I said!’ Rosie exclaimed indignantly. Then, remembering: ‘Not in so many words.’


    She’d written: ‘I expect your brother spotted some Highland beauty the first time he raised his binoculars and they’ve yet to come up for air. My guess is you’ll hear from him in three months, asking you to send him money, or in twelve asking you to be godmother to twins.’


    ‘It was the words’, said Fee Morris forcibly, ‘that I found so offensive! Who the hell do you think you’re dealing with – some apprentice hairdresser whose idea of a really big adventure is a week in Benidorm? Between us my brother and I have lived in, worked in, or crossed two-thirds of the world’s surface. He builds bridges in Africa and dams in Arabia; I’ve taught English in a Brazilian slum. We don’t spend every waking minute worrying about one another’s safety!’


    ‘Then why this time?’ Rosie was aware of having misread the situation. She’d pictured Miss Morris as a staid, conventional, middle-aged schoolma’am getting hysterical about a man sowing his wild oats. Meeting the girl, Rosie began to wonder if she’d been too quick to dismiss her concern.


    ‘Because there was no postcard.’ In spite of what she’d said Fee did want to talk about it, and allowed Rosie to usher her upstairs. ‘It’s a kind of tradition: everywhere we go we send a card. This is where I am now, third mud hut from the right, next week I’m moving up-country, I’ll write again then. Always – however inconvenient. I got a card from Oban, which was the last post-box before he went out to his bird-infested rock in the Western Isles, but that’s nine weeks ago. So far as I can discover, nobody’s heard from him for seven. He’s never been out of touch so long.’


    They reached the office. Alex cleared some papers off a chair so the visitor could sit down. ‘Perhaps he sent a card and it never arrived,’ said Rosie.


    The girl’s expression was scathing. ‘Credit me with some intelligence, Ms Holland! That was my first thought too – he’s on top of a Scottish mountain and a sheep ate the mail. So I called his landlady and his office, and neither of them knew where he was or why he wasn’t back long before now. It’s so unlike him to let people down. I even tried the Edinburgh police – he lives in Edinburgh. They were polite enough but they said that without blood on the carpet there was nothing they could do. They said he was probably fine, he’d just got tired of his job, he’d turn up again soon.
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