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  For those patient and loving friends who have sustained me through the struggles of the last five years; and for all my fellow sufferers who are still fighting their way up

  the long path to recovery.




  







  ONE




  It was just after midnight when Nick slipped away from the house. The moon cast shards of pale light across the wide parkland and illuminated the beeches like giant

  white-sailed ships. The shadows were very deep, and he wondered if he would be able to find his way up through the glen. He’d never walked the glen in darkness before; usually he drove, and

  then in daylight with Alusha or Duncan, the estate manager, at his side. He could have done with Duncan’s special knowledge to guide him now, but Duncan had been told nothing of this little

  expedition: he wouldn’t approve.




  From the post-and-wire fence marking the end of the park, rough pasture rose gently towards the dense woodland which covered the lower slopes of the hills. The direct route to the glen led

  diagonally across the pasture, but anxious to avoid the obvious paths, Nick struck off at a tangent, making for a dark mass of oak trees on the fringe of the woodland.




  He paced himself for the long climb ahead. The shotgun in his hand felt awkward, absurd and rather obscene. He wasn’t sure why he’d brought it. Maybe because here, in what was

  possibly the safest place in the world, he still felt unsafe. Time had done nothing to alleviate the unease; if anything, it had increased it, and he needed the reassurance of the weight in his

  hand, even if the idea of ever firing the thing frightened him to death. He had no skill with the weapon. Duncan had given him some rudimentary tuition on pointing it in the right direction and not

  accidentally shooting friends in the backside, but even Duncan, with his boundless optimism, had given up hope of making a good shot of him. Alusha hated him even to pick up a gun. She would be far

  from happy if she knew he was carrying one now – and far from happy if she knew he was out here, playing cops and robbers in the middle of the night.




  But he couldn’t have stayed away, the chances were too good. For a week the weather had been foul even by West Highland standards, with blustery westerlies, lowering clouds and almost

  continuous rain. Then early that evening the sky had cleared, the wind had died, and a brittle blue-washed moon had risen over the hills of Cowal. It was then that Duncan’s prediction had

  flashed into his mind, the prophecy that they would come after the rain, as soon as there was a touch of moon to light their way up the glen.




  Almost as he thought it, the outline of the approaching woods became less distinct, blurring into the sky, and he saw that fingers of cloud were creeping across the moon from the west. Would the

  cloud be enough to put them off? The thought brought him a mixture of disappointment and relief. But it didn’t make him turn back; it was too late for that now.




  On reaching the woods, he had intended to follow a small footpath that wound between a succession of overgrown dells and hazel thickets, but the darkness was so great that he lost the path

  almost as soon as he found it and was forced back to the pasture, to skirt the edge of the wood.




  At first he had been conscious of few sounds except his own breathing and the soft squelch of his feet on the sodden ground, but now, close under the trees, the night came alive with faint

  rustlings and scratchings and suggestions of movement. He felt an absurd pride, as if the untouched forest, complete with its small unseen residents, was his very own creation. And in a sense it

  was. Duncan was forbidden to touch this part of the estate, apart from cutting the worst of the bracken and erecting protective fences around rare plants. Fallen trees rotted where they lay,

  saplings were left to compete for light in tangled thickets. In the early days this non-interference policy had driven Duncan mad but, despite dark mutterings, he had never actually quit. Nick

  liked to think that, after eight years, Duncan was beginning to see the point of it all.




  The clouds slid past the moon and the trees sprang into relief again. Coming to the corner of the pasture, he re-entered the woods, taking the path that would lead him west towards the deep cut

  of the glen. Now the forest was mainly oak and sycamore with the occasional Scots pine, the trees high and well-spaced, so that the moon filtered down onto the ground in delicate droppings of

  light.




  As he hurried on, the distant whisper of the river grew steadily until the rush of fast-falling water drowned all but the most distinct sounds.




  A pale ribbon appeared through the trees: the track that ran up the glen in a long lazy loop from the house. Stopping just short of it, he crouched in the shadows and, glancing up and down the

  empty road, strained to hear over the gush and rumble of the water. He became aware of how ludicrous he must look, hiding there like an overgrown boy scout, and, whether from nerves or amusement,

  he chuckled aloud. The chuckle died in his throat as the shadows at the bend in the track shifted and sent his heart thudding against his ribs. The shadows quickly settled into the benign shapes of

  trees and shrubs, but after that nothing seemed remotely funny.




  Once his heart was back under some sort of control, he tried to plan his next move. How would the men come? By car? If so, there was only one way they could get onto the track without driving

  past the house itself – something even they, brass-nerved as they were, wouldn’t dare. Some quarter of a mile down the glen a narrow overgrown track, hardly more than a wide path, ran

  off the main track towards the lochside road. Entry to this path was barred by a gate which Duncan had reinforced and locked with a massive padlock and chain. This hadn’t stopped their

  visitors from entering in the past of course; they’d merely used larger bolt cutters. Nor had a three-night stakeout by Duncan and the local constabulary – all two of them. The enemy

  had merely bypassed the gate and trailed up the glen on foot.




  So what would they do tonight? Would they break the padlock and drive up? Or come on foot?




  Whichever way they chose, they were bound to use the track, which followed the glen and the racing river for miles, up through the forest to the high moorlands. It wouldn’t be a good idea

  for him to be spotted dawdling along the middle of the road. On the other hand, he wasn’t too sure he could manage the full commando approach, crawling through the undergrowth with a

  mud-daubed face.




  Taking a final look both ways, he crossed the stony surface of the track and entered the woods on the far side. Here the ground fell steeply away to the river. Clambering down through the

  undergrowth, he made for the narrow path that ran close beside the rushing water, and began to follow it up the glen. Now and again, when the moon slipped behind the clouds, he had to reach a hand

  out in front of him to feel his way forward. Once he stumbled, jarring his shoulder against a rock and the shotgun barrel struck the surface with a loud crack. The sound was quickly swallowed up by

  the thundering water, but he paused, sweating coldly, before pressing on. Finally Macinley’s Rock came into view, a massive outcrop that obtruded into the river, deflecting the flow against

  the far bank and squeezing the water into a thundering cataract. Above the rock was the Great Pool. According to Duncan, this was where the vermin, as he called them, were to be found. Twice since

  April Duncan had found evidence of their visits in the form of trampled ground, cigarette butts and peg holes.




  It took some time for Nick to find a suitable spot for his watch. Finally he picked a rocky ledge a few yards up the sloping bank, opposite the widest section of the pool. It was rather open,

  but if he’d gone higher the trees would have obscured his view of the approaches.




  He lay on his stomach on the damp grassy earth, and peered over the edge. The Ashard was by no means a broad river – for much of its ten-mile length it was only a few yards wide –

  but after heavy rain the Great Pool flooded into a wide basin some fifteen yards across. After the commotion of the lower reaches, the pool was quiet, its surface satin-smooth in the moonlight,

  only the occasional ripple hinting at movement and eddies beneath.




  A mournful bird-cry made him start slightly. It sounded again, a cross between a moan and a hoot. A tawny owl – well, an owl anyway. He wasn’t quite up to positive identifications;

  The Oxford Book of Birds wasn’t something one got to grips with overnight.




  He rolled onto his side and felt something sharp dig into his hip: the shotgun cartridges in his jacket pocket. He pulled one out and fingered it. An unpleasant thought came to him. Might they

  be carrying a shotgun too? As he understood it, there was a sort of unwritten code in these parts, the sporting men’s version of the Queensberry Rules, which said that gamekeepers waved

  shotguns and sometimes even fired them in anger, but that poachers remained unarmed and bolted when caught. He hoped the rules would be in full operation tonight.




  If they weren’t carrying anything, would they turn and fight? He nursed the idea with a mixture of fear and unexpected excitement. He’d been no hero in the early days. Once, years

  and years ago, after a gig in Sunderland, a group of the local lads had decided to exhibit their particular brand of machismo by lying in wait for him at the stage door and beating him up.

  He’d put up the best fight he could muster, which wasn’t saying a great deal, but all that his meagre bravery had got him was a broken jaw and the lost earnings from five cancelled

  gigs. Not long after, he’d sworn a personal non-aggression pact with the world. It had lasted a long time – something like fifteen years – until six years ago and the incident in

  the Fifth Avenue apartment.




  After that, all sorts of things had developed the power to make him angry. Most of all anybody or anything that threatened Alusha. Then, as a close second, anything that threatened this fabulous

  patch of earth that had somehow become his own. Yet it wasn’t because Glen Ashard belonged to him that he was up here playing games in the middle of the night – though that would have

  been enough for most landowners hereabouts – it wasn’t even the idea of all his and Duncan’s painstaking work being ruined; it was the thought of having his space and peace

  invaded by money-grubbing oiks that he really couldn’t stomach.




  He never admitted as much of course; he talked about responsibility, a word he used to avoid like the plague but which he now said quite often, along with other words like obligation and

  conservation, which in these feudal parts were usually bandied about by tweedy aristos and retired army officers. According to Alusha, it was all to do with middle age. She said he was finally

  growing up.




  He put the cartridges back in his pocket. There didn’t seem much point in keeping them out, when he had no intention of loading them.




  It was well after one when the moon dimmed for the last time, lost behind the rim of the hills. The darkness wouldn’t last – the midsummer night up here was barely three hours long

  – but would they have the gall to come in the light? He resigned himself to the possibility that, if they were coming at all, they’d have shown by now. Yet he wouldn’t leave, not

  while there was still the slightest chance. He rested his head on the crook of his arm, pulled his jacket higher round his neck and, ignoring the damp chill of the earth, tried to doze.




  He woke after what seemed a very short time. Shifting his body a little, he tried to settle again but was seized by a tickle in the back of his nose. He drew breath, waiting for the itch to

  trigger the satisfaction of a good sneeze, and it was then that he heard it. A sharp sound. His mouth still poised for the sneeze, his lungs full, he jerked his head up. The sneeze hovered,

  refusing to die. He clamped his fingers over his nose and squeezed viciously until his eyes watered. Finally, reluctantly, the sneeze faded and died.




  Another sound. A scrape, like metal against stone. Then the murmur of a human voice some way off. A second later, a second voice, much closer. Slowly Nick rolled onto his stomach and peered over

  the edge. At first he could see nothing. Then he spotted a movement – a black shadow against the gleaming surface – and heard the sloshing sound of someone wading into the water.




  For a while he was frozen by indecision. He hadn’t thought this bit through. Should he stand up and yell? Should he creep up on them and give them a fright? Though it was questionable as

  to who would be getting the bigger fright. He decided it was worth the risk of heart failure for the satisfaction of seeing them jump.




  Taking the shotgun, he rose into a crouch and began to creep slowly down the bank, testing each footstep for loose ground, reaching a steadying hand out to the slope above him, all the time

  keeping his eye on the man in the water. It wasn’t hard to follow him: he was splashing a good deal and leaving a long trail of ripples. There was one nasty moment when a voice called out,

  but it was only to say: ‘Loose off.’ A moment later a reply came floating on the air, but the words were muffled by the water.




  A filigree of shimmering light rose above the pool as a thin line broke the surface: that would be the net. The excitement rose in Nick as he realized he was going to catch them right in the

  act.




  They appeared to be dragging the deepest part of the pool immediately behind Macinley’s Rock. But where would they pull in the catch?




  Nick decided on the likeliest spot and, keeping in a deep crouch, worked his way round to a point nearby and waited.




  But they weren’t bringing in the net, not yet. There was a tapping, like a mallet on wood, and he realized they were pegging the net to the ground, leaving the current to do some of their

  work for them. If he stayed where he was, it was likely to be a long wait.




  He crept closer. He saw the shape of a man’s head against the night sky. A moment later he heard a sloshing sound as a second man emerged from the water. Were there more than two? He

  couldn’t be sure.




  There was the flicker of a match and the glow of a cigarette, and the low murmur of voices.




  It was now or never. Gripping the shotgun, aware of a quite ridiculous fear which had somehow turned to elation, with his heart exploding against his ribs, Nick stood upright and walked steadily

  towards them. He felt amazingly conspicuous: they must see him, must hear him at any moment, but by some miracle no shout came, no challenge; there was only the glowing cigarette end and the

  suggestion of two shadows in the darkness. With only a few steps left, he was overcome by a bizarre sense of unreality – was he really going through with this?




  Suddenly they saw him. There was a sharp exclamation, a loud oath, and the two men jumped apart. One of them dropped into a crouch, as if to make a run for it.




  ‘Stop or I shoot!’ Nick heard his voice come out of the distance, as if it belonged to someone else. Had he really said that? It sounded like something out of a B-Western. They made

  no move. Then the one who’d been crouching straightened up slowly. There was a long electric pause. Nick tried to make out their faces, but it was too dark. What did one say next?




  He began: ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’




  One of them, the much taller of the two, relaxed his stance. There was something insolent in the gesture, as if he no longer considered himself at risk. That was it, of course: the fellow had

  realized that, far from facing the dreaded Duncan, who never had any compunction about peppering poachers’ backsides with shot, he was dealing with an altogether softer opponent.




  Nick held the gun higher to be sure the tall man could see it. ‘Who are you?’




  The man gave a grunt which was almost a laugh. ‘I’d say that’s for me to know an’ you to find out.’




  Nick’s anger rose over him like a hot sea. ‘I wouldn’t take that attitude, if I were you.’




  ‘No?’ The man sounded unconvinced. ‘What attitude should I take with a weapon pointin’ at me? Intendin’ murder, are you?’




  ‘Why not – you’re murdering the river!’




  ‘I’ve never heard of a river bein’ murdered. It doesna’ look dead to me.’ He was sounding very sure of himself now.




  ‘But it soon bloody well will be. Then you’ll have a chance to see what it looks like – when it’s too bloody late!’




  ‘Och well. Somethin’ to see then.’




  ‘You don’t give a shit, do you?’




  ‘I wouldna’ say that,’ came the cool reply. ‘But then, why should I? An’ then again, why should you? They say you’re rich enough, eh?’




  ‘What the hell’s that got to do with it?’ Nick’s wrath wasn’t helped by the realization that the tall man knew exactly who he was.




  The man pushed his head forward and spoke in fierce virtuous tones. ‘You come in here, you buy up the place an’ you think you own the entire country. You’ve no knowledge of our

  ways, no notion of our customs – ’




  ‘Your customs! You call years of wholesale poaching a custom! Christ – ’




  ‘No notion – ’




  ‘It’s you who’s got no notion, chum. The world won’t put up with your sort any longer. Perhaps you haven’t heard of conservation up here, but believe me the rest of

  the world has.’ Nick waved the gun in a vaguely southerly direction.




  ‘The rest of the world? Och, I beg your pardon.’ The voice was heavy with sarcasm. ‘It’s in the name of conservation, is it, that your friends come up from London in

  their grand cars an’ lord it over the place an’ boast how they caught a salmon all by theirselves, eh? It’s in the name of con-ser-vation’ – he drew out the syllables

  scornfully – ‘that we have to put up with your kind tellin’ us what to do, is it?’




  ‘There’s been no fishing on this river for three years,’ Nick cried in exasperation. ‘And there’ll be no fishing for years to come either – not while you go

  on draining the bloody river dry.’




  ‘No fishin’, eh? Is that a fact?’ The voice was both mocking and uncompromising. ‘The folks round here will believe that when they see it. Let me tell you’ –

  he raised a hand and Nick took a step backwards, momentarily misreading the gesture in the darkness – ‘we’ve been comin’ to this river for longer than any of us can

  remember. It’s our right. We’re not about to stop, not for the wild ideas of some loony pop star.’




  Trembling with rage, Nick heard himself snap hotly: ‘Songwriter.’ No sooner said than regretted: what a time for accuracy.




  A bow. ‘Och, I beg your pardon.’




  Nick flushed in the darkness, and let his anger carry him forward again. ‘As for wild ideas, Christ, you can talk. You can’t see any farther than the next easy buck. You don’t

  give a damn about what happens to the river – ’




  ‘That we do!’ the rough voice interjected, sounding injured. ‘We want the fish back. It’s not been good for us – ’




  ‘But they’re not your fish!’ Nick cried.




  ‘An’ what makes you think they’re yours?’




  ‘Damn it, they are mine!’




  The other man didn’t reply and Nick had the impression he was pulling a contemptuous face, even a laughing one.




  Nick rushed on: ‘Not good for you – God, you’ve a bloody nerve. If we’re going to talk money, how much do you make a night, eh? Three hundred, five hundred? Who’s

  the rich guy, then, eh?’




  The comparison was a mistake, Nick knew it as soon as he said it. But the tall man wasn’t about to bother with words, not when action would do, not when Nick had forgotten all about the

  gun and let the barrel drop. He came for the gun with a speed and confidence that caught Nick totally offguard. Grabbing the barrel, he drove his body against Nick’s and carried him backwards

  until Nick staggered, fighting for balance.




  Finding his feet again, Nick held grimly on to the gun. But the tall man had the better grip and the better leverage, and as they grappled Nick could feel the weapon being slowly wrenched from

  his grasp. In his blind determination to hold on to the weapon, it was a moment before the vital realization seeped dimly into his brain. The gun wasn’t loaded, so why the hell was he

  battling for it? Even then it took a conscious effort to overcome the instinctive urge to clutch on to it at all costs, and let go.




  He was an instant too late. Just as he released his fingers, a powerful blow hit the back of his knees, knocking his legs from under him. He had the sensation of falling, then a jarring

  explosion came up and hit the side of his head and his brain was filled with flashes of brilliant light.




  He had no sense of time when he woke. It took him a long while to remember where he was and why he was there. His head hurt with the sort of intense dagger-like pain that he remembered from

  spectacular bicycle crashes in his youth.




  By screwing open one eye he registered the fact that the surface of the pool was reflecting the grey light of dawn. By swivelling the eye very carefully – he wasn’t about to move his

  head, not yet anyway – he saw that the pool was deserted. The men had gone, and the net, and with them what would inevitably be a ruinous number of salmon.




  His pride hurt almost as much as his skull. As a victim, he had been a gift. The tall man was probably laughing at this very moment.




  The daggers began stabbing at his skull in earnest. He concentrated on feeling sorry for himself, an emotion he felt he richly deserved. He pulled his jacket closer round his neck and dimly

  registered the fact that something else had been placed over him, a coat of some sort. The coverings didn’t prevent the cold from seeping up through the ground into his body, nor the sharp

  lump of rock from digging into the small of his back. But despite these aggravations, he no sooner closed his eyes than he fell into a heavy drug-like sleep.




  Duggan was not at his best in the mornings, and certainly not when forced to get up at such an ungodly hour. It was four thirty when the alarm went off, and it was only the

  recollection of his precarious financial position that persuaded him to sit up and face the ugly little room with its single overhead light. He felt rotten. Having heard the favourable weather

  forecast the previous evening he’d been careful to keep off the booze – even in his most despondent moments, and there were all too many of those, he wasn’t so stupid as to risk

  his licence – but he’d been hitting it hard earlier in the week, and for some obscure reason the hangover seemed to have caught up with him a few days late.




  It took him ten minutes to dress, run an electric razor over his face and get downstairs. The landlady had said she would leave some food out for him and he peered expectantly into the darkened

  dining room, hoping for a pile of bacon sandwiches and a flask of coffee, but the shaft of light from the hall revealed a loaf of Mother’s Pride, a pot of garish yellow margarine and a jar of

  runny marmalade. With weary resignation he slapped a sandwich together and went out to the car.




  It was a ten-minute drive to the airfield. Automatically Duggan cast an eye at the dawn sky. No cloud, very little wind. He breathed a prayer of thanks. It was high time the weather went his

  way. He was paid piece rate – no flying, no money – although Acorn Flying Services Ltd did provide what was laughingly called a bad-weather retainer, a derisory sum that barely covered

  the cost of beer.




  As he drove alongside the field he saw that the mechanic had got the generator and the two floodlights going, and was already poking around inside the Porter’s engine. Outside the

  Portakabin which served as the local office of Acorn Flying Services (AFS) Ltd, Duggan was surprised to see a smart BMW, very shiny and very black. He could think of only one person who might have

  such a flash wagon, and when he had parked and stomped into the cabin his suspicions were confirmed.




  Keen was at the table, poring over some papers. He was the executive director of AFS Ltd. According to the company’s letterhead there were two other directors, who were so non-executive as

  to be invisible. At least Duggan had never met them, and he’d been here about three times as long as was good for him. But then Keen wasn’t exactly a familiar face either; Duggan had

  seen him only once before when Keen had interviewed him at what was glowingly referred to as company head office – a couple of rooms in the converted stables of a country house north of

  Glasgow. During the interview Keen had spent all his time rattling orders down the phone to what appeared to be a host of operational offices at airfields all over Scotland. It was only later that

  Duggan had heard the rumours, which like all worrying gossip had proved to be absolutely true, that AFS was down to two aircraft, both of which were leased on short-term contracts, and, until the

  recent upsurge in business, had had severe financial problems. The mention of financial difficulties had made Duggan nervous – he had quite enough of his own, thank you very much – but

  as long as the pay cheques kept coming through on time, then it was no concern of his.




  Keen acknowledged him with a brusque nod and a frown at his gold Rolex. ‘About time. Here – ’ He tapped the chart spread out on the table. ‘We’ve got a lot to cover

  today. Got to make up for all the bloody weather. Take-off at six, preferably sooner. First job is the Drunour Estate. Three hundred acres of pine.’ His finger stabbed a red-ringed area on

  the chart.




  ‘What about the schedule? I thought – ’




  ‘No, Drunour first,’ Keen interrupted testily and without explanation. ‘Then we’ll go back to the schedule.’ He flicked through the typed sheets. ‘Yes –

  job number 563 next. Then 568 if there’s time.’




  Duggan glanced over the job sheets and knew without making calculations that the three jobs would take him well over his official flying time, but made no comment. He needed the money too

  badly.




  ‘No,’ came Keen’s voice. ‘Forget that last one. We’ll wind up with a little job by Loch Fyne.’




  Duggan liked the way Keen talked about ‘we’, as if he himself was going to be up there all day, sweating it out in the poky cockpit of the Porter. Keen was red-pencilling a block of

  forest on the north side of Loch Fyne. Duggan cast an eye over it. A little job it was not. A hundred and fifty acres at least, and bloody hilly. Could be tricky. And tricky or not, he’d be

  lucky to get it finished that night. He glanced at the schedule: the job wasn’t even typed up.




  ‘It’s not typed up,’ he said.




  ‘I’ll write a job card now,’ Keen said heavily.




  ‘I won’t have time to recce the site. And what about placing the Hi-Fix?’ The electronic spray guidance system required two black box transmitters to be placed on high ground

  so as to give cross-bearings over the target area and thence, by means of a decoder in the cockpit, to guide the plane along corridors of precisely the right angle and width. Normally the black

  boxes were put in position by the second member of the ground crew, a singularly brainless oaf named Reggie.




  Keen said with elaborate forbearance: ‘You can do it on reciprocals, can’t you?’




  It wasn’t worth arguing. Things had been hectic for weeks, ever since the panic about this new bug or moth or whatever it was that was gobbling up all the local forests. Duggan said:

  ‘Allow me an extra fifteen minutes’ flying time then.’




  ‘Fifteen minutes?’ Keen threw him a pitying glance. ‘I thought you ex-fighter boys could do it backwards with your mind in neutral.’ Duggan ignored this; he was used to

  facetious remarks from small-time flyers like Keen.




  ‘What about the notifications?’ he asked.




  ‘I had assumed that Jeannie could just about manage that,’ Keen said with heavy sarcasm.




  Jeannie, who would drift in later, constituted the complete staff of the Portakabin office. Normally she sent the prior notifications to the local police, the local Health and Safety Executive

  and the properties adjacent to the spraying area by post a good couple of weeks before the expected spraying date, although in all the recent rush Duggan knew she had got behind. How she would cope

  with the need to leap into sudden and urgent action remained to be seen; even by local standards she wasn’t exactly dynamite on the telephone.




  Keen scribbled on the job card then, muttering something about going to see Davie the mechanic, hurried out of the Portakabin, leaving Duggan to ponder on the reason for his master’s

  unexpected visit. Money troubles, probably: he had the look about him. Duggan should know; he saw a man with money troubles in the mirror every morning. He made a mental note to ask for his next

  week’s money in cash.




  Lighting another cigarette, Duggan settled down to look through the job descriptions and match them against the Ordnance Survey maps. The idea of double checking was to try to get the details

  right, details like spraying the correct forest, which was always a good start. Only a month before, he’d drenched a large corner of Forestry Commission land by mistake. Then, just last week,

  he’d showered a flock of sheep in a field that shouldn’t have been there.




  The sheep episode had refused to leave his mind, not because it was the first time such a thing had happened – it wasn’t: cattle, sheep, horses, he’d given them all a dusting

  in his time – but because of the small dot of colour that had imprinted itself on the periphery of his memory – a dot glimpsed before it vanished under the wing, a dot that wasn’t

  in the slightest sheep-like, a dot that should not under any reasonable circumstances have been there.




  He got up to make a coffee and drank it with his fourth cigarette of the morning.




  He reckoned up the flying time for the day. Even if he cut short his lunch break to the bare minimum, he’d be hard-pressed to finish all the jobs before nine that evening, uncomfortably

  close to twilight, and so far over his permitted flying time that it wasn’t worth calculating.




  As he glanced through the job card Keen had just scribbled, something caught his eye. It was the specification for the Loch Fyne job, a new chemical Keen had sent them out of the blue the week

  before, something which Jeannie had been writing up as ZXP, but which Duggan, congenitally allergic to technicalia, referred to as the new gunk. Duggan saw that Keen had used what must be the full

  name: Silveron ZXP.




  The question was, would it be compatible with the old gunk they were using during the first half of the day? If not, they’d have to flush out the tanks, which would waste valuable time. He

  supposed he should ask Keen, since he seemed to be the only one who knew anything about the Loch Fyne job, but when Keen reappeared he was in a flap to get the show on the road and Duggan, not

  taking kindly to being goaded along, wasn’t in the mood to ask.




  In fact, what with having to fold an unusual number of charts and failing to find an aspirin for his growing headache and having to put up with Keen breathing down his neck and, most irritating

  of all, discovering that there was only one Mars Bar left in the box under Jeannie’s desk, Duggan’s temper was at rock bottom. And the day had only just begun.




  At the edge of the forest Nick leaned against a tree and recovered his breath. Gingerly, he fingered the lump on his head and hoped it wasn’t going to show. It would be

  better not to get embroiled in explanations. Alusha wouldn’t understand. She’d give him that sideways look of hers, the one that asked him how he could have been such a fool, and he

  wouldn’t be able to give her much of an answer.




  It’d been hopelessly naive of him to think he could have a discussion, even an angry one, with a man in the act of breaking the law. And quoting conservation at him, that had been pie in

  the sky. The tall man was as likely to think green as to donate salmon to the poor and needy. As for the idea that everyone was going to stick to the quaint rules of conduct which required villains

  to turn and bolt – well, that cosy little myth looked pretty stupid now.




  It wasn’t the only myth looking shaky in the first light of day. He’d harboured this ridiculous idea that nothing unpleasant would ever happen at Ashard, that by settling his mind to

  it, by putting all his energies and emotions into the place, Ashard could become exactly what he wanted it to be – beautiful, flawless, safe. Now, with the night still fresh in his mind,

  nothing felt too safe any more, and some of the old bitterness and guilt come sourly into his mouth, and he remembered the suppressed rage that had haunted him when he and Alusha first left New

  York.




  Yet, even as he looked out over the enormous panorama before him, he felt the place begin to work its old magic again. Light was expanding over the eastern hills in a brilliant show of gold and

  yellow that radiated into the tall blue dome of sky above the loch. The water itself was hidden under a thin grey mist, its surface dusted with gold as it caught the early light. There was a

  wonderful stillness to the air, broken only by birdsong and a sort of vibrant whisper, like the sound of the earth coming awake.




  As the familiar delight began to creep through him, he folded the poacher’s jacket into a cushion and settled down at the base of the tree. It was five thirty; until the rest of the world

  awoke this all belonged to him alone. Beneath him, the ground sloped gently away in a long sweep of rough pasture to the richer green of the wide park, with its tall beeches, oaks and cedars,

  standing like scattered sentries. Then, where the land flattened out slightly before continuing its onward fall to the loch, the house itself stood in its circle of gardens and lawns. There was a

  faint mist around the house, giving it an even more unreal and extravagant air than usual, like a castle created for a film set. A product of the nineteenth-century baronial building boom, Ashard

  came complete with mock keep, flagstaff and crenellations. It was not a beautiful house – the stonework was heavy, with reddish tone, the effect dark and sombre – but it had a solidity

  to it, a dependability that gave it the air of a large and ancient family pet. It was what Alusha called a house of character.




  Despite encouragement from his friends, Nick had refrained from flying anything from the flagstaff. A local heraldry expert had assured him that with a good Scots name like Mackenzie

  there’d be no trouble in finding a coat of arms, but having been born and raised in Chertsey, the depths of green-belt London suburbia, having come nowhere near Scotland for the first

  thirty-five years of his life, he felt that stuff like flags and coats of arms was not only inappropriate but ludicrously sentimental. Also, flags and pageantry might make Ashard look something of

  a joke, which it most certainly wasn’t, a point on which he was particularly sensitive. Ashard was a working estate, the house his home, and he liked people to know it.




  He’d never really wanted to live anywhere else, not since first seeing the place. Certainly not in the house in Provence that he’d owned briefly and visited three or four times, nor

  the place in the Bahamas he’d kept until last year and secretly hated, and certainly not the apartment in New York. Getting rid of them was the best thing he’d ever done. The only place

  he’d kept, apart from Ashard, was Caycoo, a small island in the Seychelles, where he and Alusha went every winter. Much as he loved Ashard, winter was not its best season.




  He got up and stretched. He decided to walk the long way home, mainly to kill time. If he was going to pretend he’d gone for an early walk, he could hardly return yet.




  He picked up the poacher’s jacket and, taking the gun in his other hand, set off along the edge of the trees, heading east across the top of the pasture. His head ached at each step and he

  winced as his feet jarred over rough ground.




  At the eastern corner of the pasture he came to the small dark round hill known as Meall Dhu – which meant, in the way of Gaelic names, dark round hill – and climbed it. It

  wasn’t very high, but from its summit he could look out over the whole of this side of the estate and see high above him, rising over the tree line, the moorlands, daubed gold by the first

  splashes of sun; and beneath them, reaching as if to his feet, the wide band of mixed deciduous forest that was so much a feature of the Ashard Estate.




  To the east the woodland curved round in a narrower band from one to three hundred yards wide, marking the estate boundary on that side. Beyond was the next-door Fincharn Estate. Owned by a

  London-based insurance company and run solely for profit, it had been turned over to plantations of fast-growing Sitka spruce. Rising over a prominent hill, the dense regimented rows dominated and

  overshadowed the soft woodland and, to Nick’s mind at least, spoilt the view.




  He made his way slowly down the hill towards the railed paddock and Alusha’s pony Rona. Rona, normally sedate and unexcitable, tossed her head at the sight of him. ‘No treats,’

  he called out to her. ‘Sorry.’ Coming to the rail, she inspected his empty hands before turning her substantial buttocks on him and trotting off towards her stable.




  He continued down, heading directly for the house. The mist was rising from the loch revealing waters the colour of gun-metal, very still and very dark. The loch was long, some forty miles from

  its head just beyond Inverary to the Firth of Clyde. Though Ashard was a long way from the open sea, he could often smell the salt in the air and sometimes, when up on the moors, he liked to

  imagine he could glimpse the open ocean beyond the distant Kintyre Peninsula, although he’d been told it was impossible.




  He strolled down the steep slope that led from the paddock towards the walled garden, and stopped abruptly. A figure had appeared at the back of the house. It was Alusha, walking in that slow

  purposeful way of hers, her head high, her hair loose, a basket in one hand, like something out of a pre-Raphaelite painting.




  Nick hesitated. He’d been intending to slip the shotgun unobtrusively into the house. Now, he realized, he’d have to think again.




  Breaking the gun open, he hung it high over the branch of a rowan tree where it would be hidden behind a screen of foliage, then, after a moment’s thought, hung the poacher’s jacket

  alongside it.




  Alusha had gone into the walled garden below him. He could see the top of her head as she bent to pick some vegetables. After a moment, she straightened up and stood very still, her face

  upturned. He knew exactly what she was doing: looking at the light spreading across the sky. The scene was so perfect, she looked so lovely, that his despondency lifted.




  He touched the side of his head, checking the lump. It hadn’t got any smaller. To cover it he agitated his hair into some sort of uniform confusion, then, brushing down his clothes,

  entered the walled garden by the nearest gate. Alusha was picking spinach.




  ‘Well!’ she exclaimed with a laugh. ‘There you are! Where were you when I needed you?’




  He gave her a brief kiss. ‘Oh? What happened?’




  She gave an expressive little shrug. ‘Too late now.’




  She had a way of being both suggestive and innocent all at the same time. A tantalizing smile hovered on her mouth, and he kissed it again. What he really wanted to do was hug her very hard, not

  only because he loved her, and today more than ever, but because just looking at her was enough to make him feel the night had been nothing but a bad dream.




  He settled on a small squeeze. Normally he wasn’t at his most demonstrative before noon and anything more would have made her suspicious.




  ‘What do you think our guests would like for breakfast?’ she asked.




  Nick had forgotten about them. ‘Mel’s never been a great one for breakfast,’ he said. ‘As for David – coffee I should think.’




  ‘And you?’ She looked up at him and her smile turned into a small frown. ‘What have you been up to? Digging with the rabbits? You’re covered in dirt.’




  Nick ran a hand over his cheek. ‘Don’t laugh,’ he said. ‘I fell over.’




  She laughed. ‘What were you doing?’




  ‘Tripped over a bramble,’ he said, avoiding the question.




  ‘Next you’ll tell me you grazed your knee and need a sticky bandage.’




  ‘A sticky plaster,’ he automatically corrected her. It was a habit from the days when Alusha’s English was fragmentary.




  ‘Poor love,’ she murmured with a soft laugh, and reached up as if to stroke his head.




  He ducked quickly away. ‘Must go and shower.’ He blew her a kiss to stifle the faint surprise in her face. She watched him for a moment, narrowing her eyes in a sidelong glance that

  was both affectionate and suspicious at the same time, then gave a small wave, a slow fluttering of the fingers, before turning back to her vegetables.




  It took him a while to find something for his headache. Pills and potions, though not exactly banned at Ashard House, weren’t encouraged either.




  As Nick crossed the hall, the phone rang.




  ‘Mr Mackenzie, if you please.’ It was a male voice with a local accent.




  ‘Yes.’




  There was a pause. ‘Is that you yourself, Mr Mackenzie?’




  ‘It is.’




  ‘You’re back then,’ the voice said.




  Nick stiffened, then, as realization came, he almost laughed with incredulity. ‘You’ve got a bloody nerve!’




  ‘An unfortunate mishap, Mr Mackenzie. Ma friend, he didna’ mean for you to fall on the rock. He wasna’ thinkin’.’




  ‘Wasn’t thinking! He almost killed me.’




  ‘It was the gun,’ the voice chided. ‘If it hadna’ been for the gun nothin’ would have occurred, I think you’ll agree.’




  ‘Agree! My mistake was not using the bloody thing. Next time I won’t make the same mistake.’




  A short pause. ‘In that case, Mr Mackenzie, it might be wise to try loadin’ it.’




  Nick gripped the side of the table. ‘I’ll remember that. Thank you for mentioning it.’




  ‘Not at all. I trust your head mends good an’ quick. An’ if you’d leave ma coat by the back there, I’d be obliged. You’ve a wood store, have you not. If you

  would leave it there, just inside the door.’ There was a soft click as he rang off.




  Nick wrenched the receiver from his ear and, holding it inches from his face, stared at it, unable to speak.




  Then he gave a short exasperated cry. He was still muttering when he stepped under the shower.




  







  TWO




  Saturday, Saturday. Daisy awoke feeling guilty, and it was a moment before she remembered that there was no need. She felt a wash of relief. No need to jump out of bed to push

  oranges through the expensive Californian juicer, which took hours to clean, no need to pound down the street to fetch newly baked croissants, nor feed freshly roasted coffee into the grinder whose

  screech carved right into her brain.




  But then Richard would have put up with anything to get these things right. She knew the end had come when he decided it was time to get into heavy opera, and, not being one to do things by

  halves, had made her sit through over five hours of Götterdämmerung. She wouldn’t have minded if opera had been a genuine passion, but like most things with Richard, it was

  a matter of social eclat. Something that had to be endured to get his lifestyle into shape.




  At the opera, during one of the all-too-short intervals, Daisy had failed to live up to cultural expectations in front of Richard’s friends by allowing her south London accent out of its

  cage – as often happened in times of exasperation or stress – and asking who this Wagner geezer thought he was anyway, rambling on for longer than Ben Hur, giving people stiff

  bums and tired brains?




  She was so used to waking to the sound of Richard showering – a signal that the rush to create the perfect breakfast must begin – that it was a moment before she identified what had

  woken her. It was, she realized, the ring, click and buzz of the answering machine. A little early for a social call, which was the only sort she was interested in, but she got out of bed and

  checked the machine anyway.




  ‘Daisy, something’s come up – ’




  ‘Oh no, it hasn’t,’ she said switching the machine firmly off. She didn’t need Alan’s voice first thing on a Saturday morning, not when she’d heard it all

  week in the office. What she needed was some calls from her friends, an invitation to a party or two, and while she was waiting for that, a bit of self-indulgence. Now that it was no longer an

  offence to be a slob, she wanted to go the whole hog – milky Nescafé, the Sun and the blare of Capital Radio while reclining on her uncoordinated sheets. And for afters

  – yes, a bowl of Coco Pops with full-cream milk – none of your skimmed stuff – and a heavy lacing of white sugar, followed by toast made from steam-baked sliced muck from

  Gateways.




  She pottered off to the rabbit-hutch of a kitchen and five minutes later was back in bed with a steaming mug of coffee which, coming straight from the jar, tasted like nectar. The newspapers,

  despite being yesterday’s, weren’t bad either, mainly because for the first time in months she passed straight over the Guardian and the Independent in favour of the

  tabloids and read all the silly bits.




  Skimming through the papers was a regular item in her life, and when pushed she could get through all eight of the main rags in twenty minutes without missing anything very important. She took

  cuttings on most environmental articles, whether or not they related directly to Catch. Three years ago, when she’d started with Catch, she’d been lucky to find as many as three Green

  articles in a week of tabloid-reading. Now the office files fairly bulged with Green news, views and opinions.




  Anything on chemicals or toxicity was of special interest, of course, but then she usually knew when something like that was coming up. The press, being short on time and information, and lazy

  to boot, often contacted her for their facts. After she’d done all their work for them she’d give them an earful on the government’s environment policy – not a subject she

  ever felt reticent about – before spelling out Catch’s name in full – the Campaign Against Toxic Chemicals – and telling them to put it in big letters near the top of the

  article, preferably with an appeal for funds. They never did, of course, but she lived in hope. If she hadn’t been a dedicated career optimist she wouldn’t have been in this job in the

  first place.




  At eleven, when she’d exhausted the last gossip column, she finally got up and, pulling on some jeans and a sweater, went down the hill to Mr Patel’s to fetch the Saturday

  papers.




  She still wasn’t quite sure why she’d chosen to live here on the borders of Tufnell Park and Upper Holloway. To the east was a ragbag of two-roomed flats and bedsits and crumbling

  terraces that housed every nationality, and a few more besides. To the west, ranks of grey-brick villas undulated over the switchback of hills that led up to Highgate. Inhabited by writers and

  academics, classless Guardian-readers and women who did pottery – professionally, mind you – and precocious chess-playing kids, it was another continent after the conspicuous

  consumption of SW3.




  And Richard’s consumption had been particularly conspicuous – designer haircuts, hand-made shirts, car phones, restaurants six nights a week – though, pig that she was,

  she’d miss the food all right – and a BMW convertible, for God’s sake, which had taken a bit of explaining away at Catch, where the employees – a grand total of three

  including Daisy herself – were on wages that would have caused the tightest employer to blush.




  Daisy hadn’t always been poor. In fact until she gave up her job as a solicitor specializing in family law her salary, being firmly tied to the divorce rate, had been buoyant and rising

  fast. But three years ago, taken by the thought that there had to be more to life than the breakdown of the family unit she’d decided to go for broke, quite literally, by joining the

  anti-chemical group. She hadn’t regretted it. Well, only when she was stupid enough to worry about money.




  The newspapers didn’t get any lighter, not even when Mr Patel handed them over with an apologetic smile. By the time she had bought Coco Pops, milk, jam, butter (a cholesterol no-no in

  SW3), a tin of mackerel, fruit, and a sticky cream cake (roughage-free), the walk back up the hill to number 50C Augustus Road became something of a trek.




  Climbing, she planned her day. Coco Pops, papers, then work on the flat. The word flat was estate agent’s hyperbole really: it was more of a one-roomed space with cubbyholes daringly

  described as bathroom and kitchen. The place was a new conversion of a Victorian house in a shabby terrace, and it was only after she’d moved in that she began to understand why the rent was

  affordable. The ceiling was so thin you could hear the two Greek waiters in the flat above arguing, which, being lovers, they did frequently; the fittings were so flimsy that the lever-type plastic

  door handles had assumed permanent downward curves, there was a chronic shortage of hanging space, and there wasn’t a single door that wasn’t slightly warped. That said, it was on the

  first floor with a large bay window which faced south, and the girl she shared it with, a social worker called Anthea, spent four days out of every seven at her boyfriend’s.




  She struggled in through the flat door just as the phone rang. A social call. One lived in hope anyway.




  It was Alan again.




  ‘Don’t want to hear from you.’




  ‘Didn’t you get my message?’ he asked. ‘Listen – your Mrs Knowles. Something’s come up.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘She’s planning a one-woman demo at some agricultural show in Berkshire.’




  Daisy groaned softly and said, more to herself than to Alan: ‘What does she want to go and do that for?’




  ‘Don’t know, but it could spoil your coverage.’




  Daisy didn’t need reminding. She’d been working on the Knowles story for two months and now it was within a week of being ready to tout round the quality press as a subject for a

  serious investigative piece. The last thing it needed was Mrs Knowles making scenes at some agricultural show, and having the tabloids make her look like some kind of agitator.




  ‘How did you hear?’ she asked.




  ‘Local pressman. Left a message on the office machine. Wanted some background. Apparently Mrs Knowles has talked to him and promised him the whole story. He says he’s going to try to

  string it to a national.’




  Daisy sat down heavily on the bed. ‘Why, for God’s sake?’




  She could almost see Alan shrugging at the other end of the line. ‘Finally got to her?’ he suggested. ‘Flipped her lid?’




  ‘Don’t even mention it.’ But the thought had already occurred to her. Alice Knowles was under intolerable pressure; many lesser people would have cracked before now.

  ‘When’s this meant to be happening?’ she asked.




  ‘At three this afternoon.’




  End of quiet Saturday.




  Daisy tried calling Alice Knowles, but there was no reply. Already left for the show, perhaps. Or lying low, avoiding the phone.




  There was nothing for it then, not if all the work wasn’t going to go up the spout. Quite apart from anything else, she rather liked Mrs Knowles; it would be dreadful to see her

  disappointed, maybe even humiliated.




  The case was typical of many that came Catch’s way. The Knowleses were a farming family with seven hundred acres of good arable land not far from Newbury. Nice hard-working people,

  reasonably prosperous, distinctly law-abiding. Like most farmers, they worked with large quantities of chemicals. But unlike most other families they had been unlucky or not careful enough, or

  both, and now things had gone wrong.




  But was a demonstration going to help? Daisy tried to imagine what sort of protest Alice Knowles might be planning. Handing out leaflets, setting up a stall? Not so bad. Banner waving, shouting,

  speech making? Not so good. In the minds of much of the press any sort of jumping up and down was still firmly associated with weirdos and political agitators, and while they might print a two-line

  protest story, they were unlikely to give the item the space it deserved. Alice would be written off as an isolated old woman with a grievance, and Daisy’s chances of getting a serious

  investigative piece would be that much reduced.




  But there might still be time to pre-empt things. Leafing through her address book, she found the number of Simon Calthrop, a Sunday Times journalist she’d just met. Simon was a

  committed environmental reporter, just as he’d been a committed consumer affairs correspondent two years before, and a dedicated investigative reporter the year before that.




  He sounded grumpy when he answered the phone. ‘Can’t do anything this week,’ he began unpromisingly.




  ‘As a human interest story then,’ Daisy suggested. ‘You know, how ordinary people are driven to desperate acts. It could make a good photo feature.’




  ‘Mmm.’ He sounded unconvinced. ‘So tell me about it.’




  Daisy told him about the family and how the medical tests had shown them to have high levels of pesticide residues in their bodies – the residue of several pesticides unfortunately, and

  not just one or two, so that it was impossible to know which particular chemical or cocktail of chemicals might have caused their troubles. But Daisy had her suspicions. For years the Knowleses had

  been using the pesticide Aldeb on their potato crop. She reminded Simon that Aldeb was under notice of withdrawal in the US because of fears that it was carcinogenic.




  ‘And in Britain?’ he asked.




  ‘Here?’ Daisy gave a derisive laugh. ‘You know how it is – everything takes a little longer. The ministry did their usual trick and rejected the US research on the

  grounds that it was inconclusive. Aldeb’s still heading the bestsellers’ list.’




  ‘Mmm.’ He wasn’t sounding enthralled by the story so far. ‘Aldeb’s who, remind me?’




  ‘Morton-Kreiger. They’ve just announced their results. Worldwide profits of three hundred million, give or take the odd million. Pounds, that is.’




  ‘And what’s their response been? You’ve contacted them, presumably.’




  Daisy was beginning to realize that, for all his erudite environmental articles, Simon still didn’t know everything about the workings of agrochemical companies. ‘What

  response?’ she replied caustically. ‘You must be joking. I’m always referred to their legal department.’




  He took the point, though she could sense that he didn’t appreciate it being made so forcefully. Tactlessness – and instant regret – were such a regular feature of her life

  that she automatically backtracked, adding quickly: ‘What I mean is, they’ve been less helpful than they could have been.’




  ‘Listen, this isn’t exactly straightforward,’ Simon said. ‘If there’s a story, it could take weeks to dig out. I really don’t think there’d be much

  point in covering this woman and her demonstration this afternoon, not at this stage – ’




  ‘Maybe not, but let me come over with the file,’ Daisy urged. ‘It’s impressive, I promise you. The story could be an important one. At least we think so. And if

  we’re right, then a lot of farmers could be at risk.’ He was silent, but Daisy could sense a flicker of interest. ‘Needless to say,’ she added, ‘you’d have full

  access to all our material.’




  Another pause. She’d almost got him.




  ‘Where do you live?’ she asked.




  He lived in Islington. After a detour to the office at King’s Cross to pick up the Knowles file and the draft press releases, she made it in forty minutes. His flat was on the third floor

  of a tall house in a rubbish-strewn street off the Pentonville Road. The main room was basic but comfortable, with a couple of deep sofas, a Habitat dining-table and an expensive-looking

  Scandinavian hi-fi system. There were a few good etchings on the walls, a dying fig tree in the window and on the floor several piles of magazines and newspapers. A functional if untidy kitchen was

  visible through a half-open door.




  A typical bachelor flat – or was it? She found herself casting around for signs of female occupation, and was surprised at herself. Was she making room for a new man in her life? More to

  the point, was she considering the rather dry, unemotional Simon?




  He emerged from the kitchen with two mugs of coffee. He was wearing the rumpled but carefully assembled uniform of the north London intellectual: well-worn jeans, open-necked safari-style shirt

  which, if it had encountered an iron at all, had met it only briefly, and old tennis shoes. He had a pale face, glasses with minimal gold frames, dark eyebrows that feathered over the bridge of his

  nose and heavy black hair which kept falling over his eyes.




  She took him through the file, item by item. Eventually he said wearily: ‘It could make a small item, I suppose . . . Or a major investigative piece. But I can’t see anything in

  between.’




  ‘Okay then,’ Daisy said immediately. ‘Make it a major investigative piece.’




  He gave a weighty sigh. ‘I’ve got two big features on the go at the moment . . . I couldn’t possibly start on anything yet. Not for some time, in fact.’




  ‘But soonish?’ She was pressing him, she knew it, but it was vital to screw some sort of commitment out of him, however tenuous. ‘We could get more data, I’m sure of

  it,’ she said more out of hope than certainty. ‘Other victims and that sort of thing.’




  ‘Oh? Where from?’




  She had to think quickly. ‘Umm, the unions. The NFU, the Transport and General Workers.’ She had in fact already spent long hours with the health-and-safety officers of the two

  unions, combing their files. The National Farmers’ Union had produced a number of cases which might be traceable to Aldeb, but the evidence had been sketchy even by Daisy’s undemanding

  standards. There were hundreds of cases out there, Daisy was sure of it; the victims just didn’t know what had hit them.




  ‘Okay.’ Simon gave another, sharper sigh. ‘Find what you can and when I’ve got the time I’ll have a look at it.’




  She had to settle for that. She took another coffee off him all the same, partly to satisfy her curiosity about him, partly to argue her case again should the chance arise, which it soon did. If

  she was being dogged, it was because in this line of work opportunities had to be grabbed as they arose and then shaken into life. It wasn’t enough to have right on your side; that never got

  anyone anywhere.




  ‘Of course it has been known for the Americans to get it wrong,’ Simon said. ‘They can over-react.’




  ‘What, on Aldeb?’ Daisy exclaimed. ‘Have you seen the evidence?’




  He shrugged, as if nobody of any sense could seriously believe that anything, even scientific evidence, could be taken at face value. ‘To provide balance I’d have to interview

  Morton-Kreiger. Get their side of things.’




  ‘I wish you luck,’ she said drily. ‘I’d be interested to know what they have to say.’




  Simon, making an obvious effort to be sociable, asked about her background. She told him about being brought up in Catford, famous for the greyhound stadium, how her father had encouraged her to

  get some A-levels and try for a law scholarship to Birmingham, which she didn’t get. Her parents had sent her all the same, though it was a strain financially. ‘They thought education

  set you apart. It did, in Catford at least. None of my school friends ever spoke to me again. I had a best friend called Samantha who thought I’d got totally above myself. The last I heard,

  she was earning a thousand quid a week as a nude model. My only consolation is that my assets are likely to hold up longer than hers.’




  Simon’s forehead creased. ‘Assets?’




  Daisy studied him carefully but he wasn’t having her on.




  Comprehension finally slid over his face and his mouth cracked into a nominal grin. ‘I’m a bit slow this morning. Late night,’ he said with a hint of pride, and she wondered

  what – or who – had been keeping him up so late.




  Letting it pass, she went on with the story, about her years at Birmingham and coming back to London and all the divorces she’d processed and how she’d despaired at married

  people’s general desire to tear each other apart, and how she’d wanted to bash their heads together when they fought over the children. ‘The only thing that kept me going was the

  light relief. After five years, what I didn’t know about sexual proclivities wasn’t worth stamping on a pinhead.’




  Her life story had never been particularly exciting, even when she spiced it up a bit, but it was still disconcerting to find Simon staring past her towards the window, looking preoccupied. If

  there was potential in a relationship with Simon, then it was failing to reveal itself.




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘a pity to cut this short, but I must be going.’




  He looked mildly sorry, which was a surprise. ‘Ah.’




  ‘I’ve got to go and see Alice Knowles.’




  ‘I’ll give you a ring next week then, shall I?’ He shot her a quick glance. ‘There’s a good film on at the Screen.’




  So it was to be social? Was he keen after all? If so, he’d done a brilliant job of concealing it. More to the point, how keen was she?




  Perhaps he caught the doubt in her eyes, because he blinked at her through his spectacles and said: ‘Sorry if I’ve been less than . . . er . . . compos, you know. But I was

  up till four. Working.’




  ‘Till four? God, they push you hard.’




  ‘No, no. I was working on . . . well, my novel.’ He looked defensive, as if he’d just let her into a devastating secret and wasn’t sure how she’d take it.




  ‘Your novel?’




  ‘Yes. Nights are the only chance I get.’




  This explained the preoccupied look, and in her mind his image underwent an instantaneous metamorphosis from harassed journalist to tortured novelist. She agreed to go the cinema with him later

  in the week.




  Daisy’s W-registration Metro was perfectly adequate for London, but in recent months it had started to balk at motorways, and, reaching the M4, it began to grumble. A

  mechanic had told her the suspension was on its way out, a problem which hadn’t sounded too serious in Chelsea, but which here on the open road was definitely ominous. She stuck to the slow

  lane, ambling along with the family traffic and swaying caravans, and hoped there wouldn’t be too many jams getting into the show.




  A few miles short of Newbury it began to rain, solid permeable stuff that seeped in through the bodywork, but it eased off a little as she took the slip-road and followed the signs towards the

  showground at Newbury racecourse. The traffic, though heavy, was still moving and she made it into the field-cum-car park by a few minutes before three. The rain, choosing its moment, fell heavily

  again. She did not have an umbrella. Getting out, her feet sank ominously into the sodden grass. She pulled her jacket over her head, mainly to protect the sheaf of press releases that she had

  under her arm.




  Green wellies, dun-coloured waxed jackets, headscarves with chains and anchors; horsy women who talked in loud authoritative voices, farming types with jutting chins and grouchy expressions who

  looked as if they shot everything that moved, and probably did; also people, like Daisy, in unsuitable shoes, men in thin shirts and women in summer dresses sheltering from the rain. It was a big

  show and she had to ask the way to the agrochemical merchants’ stand a couple of times before finally locating it half-way down an aisle of large marquees, lodged between a bank and a

  brewery.




  Nothing. No Mrs Knowles chained to the railings. No Mrs Knowles brandishing a large placard. But there was a young man dripping quietly under the porch, sheltering a camera under his jacket,

  wearing the watchful lugubrious expression of a pro.




  Daisy retreated to the bank next door and waited beneath their tented porch on a boardwalk. Three fifteen. Still no sign of Mrs Knowles. Then Daisy spotted the small purposeful figure in brogues

  and a long raincoat marching up the avenue of stands with a flat parcel under one arm. She was flanked by four men, and Daisy recognised the long waterproof jackets and energetic strides of

  provincial pressmen.




  Alice was travelling fast. Daisy hurried to intercept her before she reached the agrochemical stand.




  She didn’t seem surprised at the sight of her. She even managed a faint smile. ‘Oh, hullo, Daisy,’ she said, stepping neatly past her and continuing her onward progress.




  ‘Mrs Knowles – Alice – look, are you sure this is a good idea?’ Daisy said, hurrying to keep up.




  She didn’t slow down. ‘Well, something’s got to be done, hasn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, but . . .’ Eyeing the reporters, Daisy dropped her voice. ‘What about our press release? What about the evidence and the meeting with the man from the ministry? I thought

  we were going to wait, like we agreed.’




  Alice narrowed her lips and said firmly: ‘Can’t wait any longer.’




  ‘But why now, Alice? Why so suddenly?’




  She snorted and shook her head. ‘Got a letter from the government safety people. Told me I was talking rubbish.’




  ‘But, Alice – one letter.’




  ‘Four years’ hell and the blighters aren’t even listening,’ Alice retorted. ‘Can’t wait any longer.’




  Daisy took her arm and whispered: ‘I know how you feel, Alice, but listen – people aren’t going to understand something like this . . . It might actually put them off, you

  know. They’re going to think – well, that you’re overdoing it a bit.’




  ‘Oh?’ Alice Knowles stuck her chin out. ‘Well, we’ll see, won’t we?’ Her hair, normally grey and bouncy, was plastered darkly over her forehead. Rivulets of

  water ran down her cheeks and hung from her nose in droplets. With her square face and jutting jaw, she looked like a bull terrier, small and very determined.




  ‘Alice – I really don’t think this is the best way.’




  ‘If Jane Fonda can protest and get her picture in the paper, why can’t I?’




  Oh my Lord, Daisy thought, there’s no answer to that. About the only thing Alice Knowles and Jane Fonda had in common was their age.




  ‘Alice – ’




  But Alice wasn’t listening any more. Having given her face an abrupt wipe on her sleeve, she was tackling the wrapping on her parcel, which looked uncomfortably like a placard.




  ‘What’s the story?’ a reporter murmured in Daisy’s ear.




  Where did one start? Tragedy sounded trite when reduced to a few sentences. Instead, Daisy fumbled under her jacket and pulled out one of her press releases.




  ‘Thanks.’ The reporter skimmed through it. ‘Can this be proved? I mean is it certain that this stuff killed her husband?’




  ‘Depends what you mean by proof,’ Daisy said. ‘We’ve got two doctors’ opinions. Aldeb was found in his blood and body tissue – ’




  ‘But is that proof? You know . . .’




  She knew all right. He meant, was it signed and sealed and agreed upon by the entire scientific community, the whole medical profession and all the various government departments. The answer

  was, of course, no. In fact: no, no and no. Not one body or group agreed on anything. Quite the opposite in fact: many so-called experts would rather die than admit to the possibility of agreeing

  with other experts in their own field.




  ‘As much proof as one can ever get,’ she said truthfully.




  ‘Oh.’ By the sound of his voice, he had lost interest and would probably have slipped away if the action, such as it was, hadn’t been about to start.




  The wrapping was off what was indeed a placard. Alice Knowles turned to face her audience, which consisted of the small knot of reporters and photographers, and a group of unsuspecting

  show-goers sheltering from the rain. She clasped the placard against her body, message inwards, so that no one could read it until she was ready.




  She cleared her throat and began in a fierce emotional voice: ‘I’ve come here today out of desperation. I’ve come to make myself heard because no one’ll listen . .

  .’ The show-goers began to shuffle imperceptibly backwards, as if this sudden burst of sincerity and passion might be dangerous. ‘. . . I couldn’t let this thing go unchallenged

  any more. I have already lost my husband. Now I’m in danger of losing my son . . .’ The crowd had stopped shuffling and was now rigid with amazement. ‘. . . They were both

  perfectly healthy men, nothing wrong with them, never been to a doctor in their lives. Not until they made the mistake of believing wholesale lies. Not until they made the mistake of believing the

  totally meaningless assurances they were given by the manufacturers of Aldeb and the Ministry of Agriculture . . .’ The listeners weren’t sure about that; nor, for that matter, was

  Daisy. Too much, Alice; too strong, too moralistic. The onlookers began to exchange glances and dive off into the rain in search of fresh shelter.




  Sensing the crowd’s restlessness, Alice faltered and seemed to lose her thread but then, fixing the reporters with her intense stare, she got a second wind and launched forth again.

  ‘I want to prevent this happening to other families. I want to make sure no one has to suffer as we have suffered. I want these dangerous untested chemicals banned, and not just to protect

  people like us, farmers who have to work with these poisons, but to save every man, woman and child in this country. To save everyone who’s eating and drinking these dreadful things and

  doesn’t realize it.’




  She went on for a bit, talking about the unrealized menace of pesticides, their role in disease – she quoted almost every incurable disease in the book, though where she’d got those

  ideas from, Daisy couldn’t imagine – then, having repeated herself a few times, tailed off.




  Daisy thought: Oh, Alice. It was a gallant little speech, bravely delivered but seriously misjudged. Daisy gave her a little cheer all the same. The pressmen looked less than bowled

  over.




  Suddenly remembering the placard, Alice Knowles turned it round and held it up. It read: BAN DEADLY CHEMICALS – BAN ALDEB – BAN POISONS THAT KILL INNOCENT FARMERS.




  A photographer dutifully took a picture or two. A local radio reporter advanced on Alice and pointed a microphone at her. Daisy handed out press releases. But it was no good, she knew it was no

  good. The popular press didn’t like one-woman demos any more than they liked stories about obscure chemicals, shadowy unseen things neither they nor their readers knew or cared to know about,

  not when there were good old bogey men like nuclear power to pick on, not when they had tear-jerking pictures of children with leukaemia, not when they had villainous substances that were certified

  guaranteed all-bad, things like PCPs, CFCs and leaded petrol.




  Poor Alice. Husband dead of cancer. Only son fighting the disease. She’d believed that her evidence, with the opinion of two doctors, would be enough to get her some sort of justice;

  she’d imagined that the world would listen. Well, she’d learnt differently, and now she was going to be disappointed all over again.




  Not that the event was over. The agrochemical merchants had finally woken up to the fact that someone was saying nasty things about one of the products on their stand. A small bullish man had

  shoved his way through the onlookers and pushed his face close to Alice’s. Daisy couldn’t hear what was said, but Alice drew back, looking at once nervous and defiant, then, rallying,

  pulled herself up to her full height, which wasn’t very much, and stood her ground.




  Daisy stepped forward. ‘Can I help?’




  The bullish man spun round. ‘She’s got to go, or I’ll have to call the police.’




  Daisy was soothing. ‘She’s finished now, I think. Just making a point. Quite peaceably.’




  But he wasn’t having any of that. ‘Off – now. This minute.’




  ‘Well, of course, if that’s – ’




  Alice cut in: ‘I refuse to leave, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Right,’ said the bullish man, vibrating with sudden rage. ‘If that’s the way you want it, no problem. I’ll get the police to remove you forcibly.’ And

  elbowing his way past Daisy, he swept off into the rain.




  Not surprisingly, the pressmen had changed their minds about going and were now waiting patiently for their police-remove-lady pictures. They weren’t disappointed. It was an ugly little

  scene, and Daisy felt a lurch of humiliation for Alice Knowles. Once the two policemen had established that she wasn’t going to go willingly, they took an elbow each and marched her towards

  the showground entrance. As Daisy set off after them, she looked back and saw the bullish man pick up the placard and break it across his knee.




  It took quite a while to get Alice Knowles back into some sort of shape. Despite her brave front, she was badly shaken. She’d never experienced the police in anger before. Daisy drove her

  to a motorway café and fed her tea and biscuits for over an hour before deciding it was safe to take her back to the ground to collect her car.




  They sat in the Metro for a while, watching the rain course down the windscreen.




  Alice gave a deep sigh. ‘I suppose I’ve been a bit of an ass,’ she said.




  ‘I wouldn’t say that!’ Daisy said quickly. ‘A bit of an optimist maybe.’




  ‘I had to do something.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘What next then?’




  ‘Well, I’ll have another go at the live wires in the ministry,’ said Daisy. ‘Beat them over the head, you know. Interrupt their tea break, remind them we’re not

  going to go away and give up.’




  ‘Do you really think they’ll listen?’




  It was hard to explain to people like Alice just how obtuse and convoluted were the workings of the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. MAFF had until a few years ago worked entirely on

  the principle that pesticide manufacturers were all frightfully good honest chaps, and should be allowed to run their own chemical safety scheme on a voluntary basis, administered by the

  ministry’s Advisory Committee on Pesticides. The safety scheme was now legally enforced, which was a step in the right direction, but that didn’t prevent the activities of the ACP from

  being secretive, and their findings unchallengeable. Worse, there was no proper watchdog in the UK, nothing like the USA’s Environmental Protection Agency, no one to re-examine the

  manufacturer’s safety tests to make sure they had been sufficiently thorough, no one to challenge the widespread official view that chemicals were all right until they turned round and bit

  you. Ludicrously, the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food was meant to represent not only the farmer and the agrochemical industry – groups whose interests were often diametrically

  opposed – but also the consumer. And though consumers might have a number of vague worries about the amount of chemicals in their food, it was the farming and agrochemical lobbies that had

  all the clout. Outsiders, people like the Knowleses, found it hard to understand just how low consumer interests came in the pecking order. Getting information out of the ACP or MAFF was like

  extracting a tasty bone from the teeth of a fierce dog: almost impossible without a large stick and a lot of muscle. Catch had neither.




  ‘We’ll get to them in the end,’ Daisy said with a conviction she didn’t entirely feel. ‘There’s our tame MP, Jimmy. He’s had four shots at getting a

  question at prime minister’s question time. Might be fifth time lucky.’




  ‘But it’s no good, is it? Any of it.’




  Daisy laughed. ‘Blimey, Alice, if I thought that, I might as well tie my ankles together and jump in the river. Honestly, I’d give up tomorrow if I thought I was getting nowhere.

  It’s just slow that’s all. Like swimming through wet concrete. But we’ll get there in the end. I do believe that, Alice, I do, really, otherwise I wouldn’t be

  bothering.’




  Alice was slumped in the seat. Her hair had dried into a grey frizz. She looked exhausted. ‘But they won’t even speak to us, will they? Won’t tell us anything. That’s not

  going to change, is it?’




  ‘Well – no, not for the moment,’ Daisy admitted. Incredibly, information on certain types of pesticides came under the Official Secrets Act because the chemicals had been

  developed from nerve gases. No good pointing out that almost every belligerent country in the world – and there were enough of them, God only knew – was well aware of how to produce

  nerve gases. No good arguing that information on this type of pesticide was freely available in the US. The British loved secrets. Correction: the British Establishment loved secrets

  – a different thing. The information that wasn’t protected by the Official Secrets Act was covered by that old stalwart of profit-making prevaricators – commercial

  confidentiality. MAFF and the pesticide manufacturers looked after each other very nicely, thank you. From the rosy picture the two of them painted, you’d never have thought there’d

  ever been a mishap, far less a disaster. No DDT, no 2,4,5-T, no dioxins. Very cosy, very frustrating, and very difficult to comprehend when all you wanted was the answer to a few simple questions

  like why and how, and can’t this be prevented from happening again.




  Alice blew into a handkerchief with a blast like a ship’s siren, and shook her head. ‘Just what will it take?’




  Daisy knew the answer to that. Cast-iron scientific proof in triplicate. A silenced agrochemical lobby (that would be the day). Further disaster.




  ‘They’re banning it in the States,’ Daisy reminded her. ‘It’ll get banned here in the end too.’




  ‘But when?’




  Daisy sighed. ‘Good question.’




  ‘What will it take?’ Alice repeated, almost to herself.




  ‘Money, I’m afraid, Alice. Pots of dough. On a scale I don’t even dare think about.’




  Alice nodded with weary resignation. She began to get out of the car. ‘I’ll send you a cheque when I can.’




  Daisy’s throat tightened. ‘Oh, Alice, don’t. Keep your money. You’ll be needing it.’




  Alice didn’t reply but climbed out and slammed the door.




  Daisy wound the window down and called after her: ‘Sure you’ll be all right?’




  Alice gave a small wave and got into her car. Daisy watched to make sure she got away all right, thinking that if only worthiness and dedication were enough, then the Alices of this world would

  keep Catch going for ever. But Catch ran on hard cash, and it took a shocking number of small cheques from the likes of Alice to keep it afloat. And that was without any wild notions about an

  independent research programme.




  Put off by the rain, people were going home early and there were long queues of cars leaving the ground.




  A research programme or two . . . And a proper press office, professional parliamentary lobbyists, a national membership organization, a glossy newsletter . . . Well, the list was endless. All

  it needed was what Catch’s accountant liked to call a healthy injection of cash. But then what campaigning organization didn’t need that? The few outfits that had managed to trap a tame

  environmentally minded millionaire kept good and quiet about it – and who could blame them – and those that hadn’t, which was an awful lot, sat like alley cats, waiting to pounce

  on a passing moneypots, fully prepared to scratch each other’s eyes out in the process. Green campaigning wasn’t quite the benevolent business people imagined it to be.




  Finally getting away from the showground, Daisy pointed the Metro in the direction of London, thinking about money, wondering what she could salvage from her press campaign on the Knowles story,

  and doing her best to ignore the grinding noises coming from the suspension.




  







  THREE




  David Weinberg awoke with a sense of alarm. It was a moment before he was able to identify the reason. It was the quiet; a pervasive and sinister sort of hush. For David, a

  Londoner born and bred, silence was unsettling: it was the world standing still, someone else getting a deal, and being dead and knowing all about it, all rolled into one.




  The sound of a car in the drive reassured him sufficiently to get up. His instinct was to reach for the phone and start worrying his way through the day, but he remembered this was Saturday, he

  was in the middle of Scotland and this was supposed to be a break, something people like him were meant to need, though he could never understand why, since leisure had never done anything for him

  except upset his stomach.




  Once dressed, he wandered downstairs in search of Nick. The house was quiet, the doors around the large flag-stoned hall open, no sounds issuing from the sunlit rooms. Only in the kitchen were

  there signs of life: coffee on a hot stand, croissants in a warming dish, butter and marmalade on the table. He helped himself to coffee, added forbidden sugar, and looked for the newspapers. Then

  he remembered: Nick had told him they didn’t arrive before late morning.




  Without the Financial Times the croissant tasted bland, the coffee flat. The kitchen was pleasant enough – Nick had always spent a lot of money on his homes – but if David

  couldn’t look at the share index then he would like some company. Shoving the last of the croissant into his mouth, picking up his coffee cup, he went in search of the household. The formal

  living room was, as expected, empty. The room was high and vaulted, with polished wood floors, Persian rugs, Victorian-style high-backed chairs, long damask-covered settees and a vast baronial

  fireplace crying out for stags’ heads which, this being Nick’s and Alusha’s house, it would never get.




  Nick called this the drawing room – a bit grand, David thought, even for such a grand room. There was something delightfully incongruous about Nick, whose family had never inhabited

  anything more impressive than a small lounge, talking about a drawing room as if he’d lived in one all his life. But then the Nick of Ashard House wasn’t the same boy that David had

  first met in the poky Chertsey semi all those years ago – and that was just as it should be. Of all his people, David had been – perhaps still was – proudest of Nick. Nick had

  made the most of himself; Nick, as David’s mother used to say, had made good. He’d never allowed himself to be taken in by the lunacy of fame and the endless flow of cash. Nick had gone

  his own way, in his own way.




  Standing behind one of the long settees was a large drinks trolley, thickly forested with bottles. At one time Nick’s way had included the drink, of course; but even then he had drunk with

  style, unobtrusively, almost secretively. Unlike Mel and Joe, there’d been no benders, no downhill races towards self-destruction, no stoking up on chemical cocktails. Not to say the drinking

  hadn’t been a big problem: it had. Nick had drunk steadily and with single-minded concentration, as if mastering a new skill, and it was only after two unproductive years that he’d

  frightened himself into doing something about it. But once he’d made up his mind to stop, that was it. As David knew to his cost, Nick could be determined when he chose to be.




  It was typical of Nick both to have such a lavishly stocked bar, and to have it in full view, where it would provide a constant reminder and maximum temptation.




  On the other side of the hall was the library, now a television and video room, which looked altogether more lived in than the drawing room. This too was empty. Back in the hall, David paused to

  glance at the visitors’ book, a thick leather-bound volume, already more than half full of signatures and comments from what seemed to be a fairly constant stream of guests. There were a few

  big names – actors, writers, new rich – but in the main it was Nick’s carefully chosen inner circle, none of whom, as David well knew, came from the music world. The dining room

  he didn’t bother to check, but went straight along the adjoining passage to the studio. The padded door was open, a sure sign that Nick was not at work, but David looked in all the same, just

  in case. He was curious to see if the setup had changed and, though he hardly admitted it even to himself, to see if there were signs of work in progress. In the twenty-eight years he’d

  handled Nick, David had never once asked when the next song was coming. He liked to think that that was one of the reasons he was still around.




  The studio was a fairly recent addition to the house, built when Nick had decided to move in permanently six years before. Like everything else Nick had a hand in, it was beautifully designed,

  though, unusually for him, the room was untidy. In the old days Nick had always been neat to the point of obsession, especially when it came to his work places, yet there were books scattered over

  almost every working surface, even the piano and synthesizer.




  David peered at the titles. There were books on organic farming, broadleaf forestry and environmental protection. Nick had been interested in things Green for a long time. As far back as the

  early seventies he’d marched in protest against whaling – or was it sealing?




  On another surface were two large expensive-looking books on, of all things, birds. The books were lying open to show large colour illustrations of such feathered friends as – David had to

  peer at the unfamiliar names – kites, buzzards and ospreys. Beside them was a loose-leaf student’s pad covered in Nick’s spidery scrawl. David couldn’t help glancing at it.

  Under the heading ‘Habitat’ were various notes on, as far as David could make out, the nesting habits of ospreys.




  He scanned the rest of the room. There was no sign of anything like work, no scattering of sheet manuscript. Sipping the last of his coffee, he returned to the open pad and stared thoughtfully

  at the bird notes. When Nick had first thought of burying himself up here David had been as keen as anyone for him and Alusha to find a place where they could get over the unpleasantness of the New

  York incident, and had gone out on a limb to encourage him, something he would normally have avoided. It was one thing to be responsible for people’s working lives – money and deals had

  neat conclusions – and quite another to interfere in their private affairs, which were always, but always, minefields of the most lethal kind. The mildest suggestion, the slightest offer of

  help, earned you nothing but resentment, hostility and a lifetime’s blame.




  Having broken his own rule and encouraged Nick, he had long since regretted it. He’d hoped this Scottish jaunt would mark the beginning of a new era of productivity, but far from

  stimulating Nick the place seemed gradually to have stultified him. The first three years had been all right – there’d been enough material for two albums – but more recently the

  flow had dropped to a trickle. Three songs in two years, not enough for an album, and worst of all, unrecorded because, try as David might, he couldn’t get Nick near a recording studio.




  Nick had hinted that he was working on some experimental material – there was a chilling rumour that it was a modern opera-type piece using a choir, or something else equally uncommercial.

  Whatever, it was a project rarely mentioned and never seen, and consequently written off by David. Yet Nick seemed perfectly happy. To David, this was totally mystifying. How could Nick be happy if

  he wasn’t producing albums, wasn’t using his gift? How could he live without work?




  There was a sound from the passage, the door swung wide, and Nick strode in. He gave a start like a nervous animal, then a characteristically quiet smile spread across his face. ‘David!

  Looking for the action, were you?’ He gave a wry laugh. ‘Well, you won’t find it here, I’m afraid.’ This admission didn’t seem to upset him.




  David gave a slow shrug. ‘Just wondering where everyone was.’




  ‘We were down in the new garden, looking at the roses.’ Nick shot him an oblique glance. ‘You found some breakfast all right?’




  David raised his coffee cup in reply.




  ‘Sleep well?’




  David made a so-so gesture. ‘I was a bit worried when I woke up. It was so quiet I thought I might have bought it in my sleep.’




  Nick laughed at that. ‘No chance. You’ll die at ninety. Doing a deal with the undertaker.’




  ‘Don’t you find it quiet?’




  Nick perched himself on the edge of a table. ‘Too much to do. The estate, the gardens – you know. And people to stay. Alusha loves that. And so do I, of course,’ he added

  quickly in case David should think otherwise.




  Nick glanced towards the door and whispered in a theatrical voice: ‘Got a smoke?’




  ‘I gave up. Five years ago.’




  ‘Of course. So you did. I gave up – when was it?’




  ‘Four years ago. The year after me.’




  Nick shook his head, surprised that David should remember such details of his life. ‘I wouldn’t mind a smoke now. I didn’t sleep much last night.’ He patted the side of

  his head and screwed up his face, as if in pain.




  ‘That’s not like you.’




  ‘It’s your visit, David, it makes me nervous.’




  He didn’t look in the slightest bit nervous. David made a mild gesture of astonishment. ‘Me? Why?




  ‘Because you never say anything.’




  ‘What about, Nick?’




  ‘You know. About the next album. You should be beating me over the head and giving me a hard time. And you don’t. It makes me feel guilty as hell.’




  David didn’t take this accusation too seriously. ‘Nick – when did I ever beat you over the head?’




  ‘I’ve just been too busy, David. There’s been all the forestry work. That took an age. Then there was the farm to get off the ground.’




  ‘Nick, you don’t have to apologize to me, you know.’




  He conceded this with a small laugh. ‘I know, but . . . I feel everyone’s hovering quietly on the sidelines, waiting for me to produce the goods.’




  ‘I don’t think anyone’s complaining.’




  ‘Not complaining. But expecting, which is worse.’ He paused apologetically. ‘They might have a long wait, David. I’m not sure when there’ll be another

  album. Or even if there’ll be another album.’




  ‘Well, if that’s the way it is, then that’s fine with me,’ David lied, hiding a sudden swoop of disappointment. He could understand Nick’s reluctance to get

  together with Amazon again – it was thirteen years since the band was at its peak and ten since it was more or less disbanded – but to give up his solo career? After the last two albums

  had gone platinum? It tortured David even to think about it.




  ‘But it’s not so fine with Mel and Joe, I take it?’ Nick asked, sounding beleaguered.




  ‘Joe, he’s got his Medea tour. I don’t think he minds one way or the other. Mel, well . . .’




  ‘What is it he wants? To get back together again?’




  ‘I think so.’




  This evasion earned David a mildly reproving look. ‘The two of you coming up here. Looks like a deputation to me.’




  ‘It was Mel’s idea.’




  Nick gave a slow nod as if he’d suspected this from the beginning. He went across to the window and stood staring out at the garden. ‘I can’t do the old stuff any more, David.

  I’ve moved on. I’m just not interested. I couldn’t . . .’ He lost momentum and trailed off. ‘What does Mel want – an album?’




  David moved across to a deep leather chair and sat down. ‘I think so.’




  ‘What – Amazon Ten Years On?’




  ‘An album was one idea.’




  Nick threw him a sharp glance. ‘What was the other?’




  David looked pained that he should even have to speak the word. ‘A tour.’




  ‘You’re kidding? You are, aren’t you?’ Reading David’s expression, he gasped: ‘You’re not. God. I never thought I’d hear that coming from Mel. Of

  all people.’ He gave an incredulous laugh. ‘I thought that was the one thing we were all agreed on. No more tours. What’s made him change his mind, for heaven’s

  sake?’




  ‘I honestly don’t know. You’ll have to ask him yourself.’




  Nick frowned for a moment then left the window and flopped into the chair opposite, stretching his long legs across the carpet.




  ‘Kids don’t want to see middle-aged trendies,’ he argued. ‘What’s Mel – forty-eight? I’m almost forty-seven. That’s as good as a hundred to them.

  They don’t want to watch wrinkles and bulging tums and grey hairs peeking through gold medallions. Hell, they’ve got fathers of our age on their second coronary bypass.’




  David knew the argument wasn’t really about age or restarting Amazon or a shortage of the right material. It was all about touring being agony for Nick, who was too private a person to

  find the hysteria and clamour of the circuit anything but ridiculous.




  ‘The Stones’ US tour was a sell-out,’ David ventured.




  ‘They’re different.’




  ‘The Who, the – ’




  ‘Okay, okay. But turning back the clock? Trying to act twenty. Worse – trying to look it. They’d have a hell of a job tarting up my mug anyway.’ Laughing, he

  rubbed a hand mercilessly over his face.




  ‘You look fine,’ David said, and meant it. Nick had never been good-looking – that accolade, such as it was, had always gone to Mel – but he was a striking man, with his

  broad strong features, sandy hair and pale eyes, made remarkable by having one of the most lived-in faces David had ever seen.




  ‘It makes my blood run cold,’ Nick added reflectively, ‘to think of being sprayed into leather jeans and having my hair tangled each morning . . .’




  David said: ‘That’s the biz though, isn’t it?’




  ‘I suppose so,’ he agreed heavily.




  ‘You’ll have to talk to Mel.’




  Nick gave a sigh of resignation or perhaps weariness. David didn’t envy him the chat with Mel. Although Amazon had disbanded amicably, both Mel and Joe had regretted opting out. While

  Nick’s solo career had rocketed, their attempts to go it alone had been less than successful. Which didn’t come as any surprise to David, who’d never had any doubts as to who was

  the lynchpin of the group. Without Amazon, Mel and Joe were nothing, because they were nothing without Nick. Everyone knew it. ‘It’s not as if we needed the money,’ Nick said

  almost to himself. He turned suddenly. ‘We don’t, do we?’




  David shrugged. In his book one always needed more money because money was the only reliable measure of success. ‘No one needs the bread,’ he conceded. ‘Except perhaps

  Joe, but then I warned him about getting married in California.’




  ‘Is it the live gigs then? I mean, is that what Mel’s hankering after?’




  David was careful to make a non-committal face, but Nick wasn’t fooled.




  ‘You know, don’t you?’ he accused gently. Suspicion darted into his face. ‘What is it – a woman?’




  David went through a last gesture of reticence, then gave a slow nod. ‘She’s eighteen.’




  Nick rolled his eyes. ‘Dear Lord. What is he thinking of? No’ – he held up a hand – ‘don’t answer that!’ He pushed his head hard against the

  back of the chair, his eyes screwed up against some non-existent glare. ‘It’s no good.’




  ‘But with new material, new ideas?’




  ‘What new material? There is no new material. I’ve been writing solo stuff, David. Or stuff Mel or Joe wouldn’t want to use.’




  David was curious to know more about this experimental material and what made it so unperformable – was it lyrical, like most of Nick’s solo material, or was the horrid rumour

  correct and it was opera stuff? And, just as relevant, did it exist on paper or was it still an unrealized idea in Nick’s head?




  Before he could think of a way of framing an appropriate question, Nick stood up abruptly and smiled his gentle sidelong smile. ‘Come on, David, I’ll show you round the

  estate.’ He said it with such anticipation that David got to his feet and, looking suitably enthusiastic, asked him to lead on.




  It was one by the time they had inspected the forest, the new broadleaf plantation and the farm which Nick had added to the estate three years before. As Nick liked to recount it, he’d had

  to buy the farm to obtain manure for the vegetable garden. Being a purist, only chemical-free manure would do, so the farm was slowly being turned into an all-organic showpiece.




  It was costing, of course. Though the estate was a limited company which Nick ran more or less independently, David had a pretty good idea of what was being put into it in the way of hard cash.

  Nick didn’t stint when it came to staff: there was a workforce of three on the farm; four estate workers including the manager; two gardeners, and a couple for the house. But then apart from

  Caycoo Nick had no other drain on his income. There was no reason why he shouldn’t amuse himself in this or any other way he chose.




  Hopefully the fascination with this place wouldn’t last for ever. Nick might never return to touring – that would be too much to hope for – but the regular albums, recording

  studios, London, must lure him back eventually. Even as David tried to convince himself of this, he looked across at Nick in the driving seat, his face a picture of contentment, and wasn’t so

  sure.




  When they returned to the house, a large cold lunch had been laid out in the dining room. David had forgotten what a wonderful housekeeper Alusha was. The food was a mixture of Scottish feudal

  – cold wild salmon with mayonnaise, tender cold beef with horseradish sauce – and Seychellian exotica – spiced fish, devilled chicken with a variety of sweet spicy sauces.

  David’s diet suffered another postponement.




  After helping himself from the sideboard he made for the nearest place at the table but Alusha, sweeping up behind him, waved him to the far end, near the window. ‘The sun, we must sit in

  the sun,’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s too good to waste.’ She sat next to him and, though the others had not yet appeared, urged him to start. As they ate, she chattered brightly,

  breathlessly, charmingly. She was one of those people who had the rare gift of intimacy, the ability to make you feel you were the most important friend in the world. David was flattered to

  remember that she bestowed this gift with considerable discretion.




  Her looks, both exotic and unusual, had seemed entirely appropriate for Nick when he was at the height of his touring career but here, in the richly panelled dining room, amid the tartans,

  watercolours and heavy oak furniture, against the soft northern background of trees, mountains and water, she could not have looked more incongruous. David had never enquired about her parentage,

  but it was said her father was French, her mother Chinese or Indian or, much more likely, a mixture of both. The result was arresting rather than beautiful, but that, to David, was a recommendation

  rather than a fault.




  ‘Can’t you stay another day, David?’ she asked, widening her eyes at him. ‘It’s Sunday tomorrow.’




  ‘I’ve got a meeting.’




  ‘And if you didn’t have one, you would make one up.’ The reprimand was delivered with such a beautiful smile that it was impossible to take offence.




  ‘You know how it is.’




  ‘Nick would have loved you to stay. So would I. Can’t you really?’ Alusha, for all her gentleness, had a streak of tenacity. But it was just this mixture of charm and quiet

  determination that seemed to make her relationship with Nick such a success. Not many women would have made the move from New York to the back-of-beyond; fewer still would have stuck a life of

  organic farming and long country walks.




  It was another ten minutes before Nick and Mel joined them. Mel looked stormy, Nick quietly pained: they had obviously had their discussion, complete with predictably unsatisfactory outcome.




  Mel’s mood didn’t bother David; he’d been desensitized by eighteen years of Mel-instigated dramas. Alusha was not so hardhearted. She directed all her attention towards Mel,

  trying to soothe his ruffled feathers. Typically Mel was not to be placated so easily, and after a time even Alusha had to admit temporary defeat.




  Nick, a peacemaker by nature, did his best to make conversation. Then, without warning, he said: ‘What about that charity concert Amazon were offered some time ago, David? The one in aid

  of the rain forests. Are we still considering that?’




  David could hardly believe his ears. The concert invitation had actually been for Nick, but that wasn’t the point. Nick was talking about ‘we’, he was talking about Amazon.

  ‘Well – no. You said . . . You . . . I turned it down. They’ve advertised it now.’




  ‘Is there something else we could do? A one-off charity thing.’ Nick shot a guileless look in Mel’s direction. ‘If it’s all right with everyone else, of course. And

  if it could be fitted in on our way to Caycoo in the autumn.’




  David recovered himself. ‘It could be fixed, sure,’ he said swiftly.




  ‘Something worthwhile,’ Nick continued. ‘You know, something we all feel strongly about.’ This wasn’t just a small conciliatory gesture on Nick’s part, it was

  a massive act of generosity, and David was relieved to see from Mel’s expression that he had the grace to realize it.




  ‘You name the charity, they’ve been asking for you,’ David said. ‘You only have to choose.’ He immediately flicked his memory through the large quantity of requests

  that regularly flowed into the office and, inventing what he couldn’t remember, listed a few ideas. The discussion roamed from whales to the ozone layer and back again, without decision.




  ‘What about the clean water campaign?’ Nick suggested. ‘I don’t imagine it gets much attention. Not glamorous enough.’




  Mel dug himself out of his mood sufficiently to make a typically unhelpful comment. ‘Clean water – isn’t that the government’s bag? I mean, where would our money be

  going?’




  Not surprisingly, Nick knew something about the subject and patiently took Mel through it. Not for the first time David was struck by the contrast between the two: Nick, articulate, rational,

  restrained; Mel, thorny, mercurial, forever a victim of his own instincts and therefore life. Nick had had some education – grammar school and a year at Newcastle University – while

  Mel, like Joe, had left school at fifteen. But the contrast went far beyond that. Sometimes David wondered how Amazon had held together for as long as it did.




  Mel announced himself unconvinced on the clean water campaign and, it seemed, on most other ideas as well. ‘Everyone’s on that bandwagon,’ he kept saying. ‘It’d

  look like we were desperate to cash in or something.’




  There was an inconclusive pause. Determined not to let the idea wither, David dredged his memory further. ‘There’s always famine. That’s got a good image. Even better, famine

  and children. The Save the Children Fund are having a famine-relief drive for the Sudan, I think it is. You can’t go wrong with Save the Children. Worthy. Caring image. One of their fund

  raisers has been after you for months.’ The fund raiser had actually been after Nick solo, but he didn’t mention that.




  No one expressed wild enthusiasm, but then no one looked unhappy about it either. In an effort to leave no stone unturned, David said to Nick: ‘She says she’s an old friend of yours.

  The fund-raising lady, that is. Wife of an MP. Driscoll, is it?’




  Nick gave a shrug. ‘Could be.’ Like everyone in his position, he’d met thousands of people for a few minutes each. It was impossible to remember them by name.




  ‘Perhaps you do know her,’ teased Alusha, narrowing her eyes. ‘Perhaps she’s an old flame.’ She rolled her tongue round the idiom with obvious pleasure, as

  if she’d just learnt it.




  Nick gave her a broad smile. ‘Before you, my love, it’s all a great big blank.’




  Alusha laughed with great delight, as if hearing the remark for the first time, although to David’s certain knowledge Nick had used the same phrase several times before. Perhaps this was

  the secret of a happy marriage: repetition, ritual and feigned delight at each other’s jokes. He wondered how they were getting on with their attempts to have babies. He would be careful not

  to ask. The last he’d heard Alusha was about to try yet another fertility treatment.




  ‘Is it agreed then?’ David pressed. ‘Shall I pursue the Save-the-Children idea?’




  Nick gave him an imperceptible wink of encouragement. Mel shrugged in what was not, apparently, disagreement. David breathed a sigh of pleasure and profound relief; against all expectations it

  seemed that Amazon was back on the road again. And from one charity concert, who knew what might grow?




  Duggan felt the sweat dripping down the side of his face. His eyes flicked over the instrument panel: engine temperature normal, no malfunctions. Cockpit heating off; vents

  discharging cool air. What the hell, he was just hot. Hot and tired. The headache had settled into a sharp stabbing pain behind the eyes. He put the Porter into a steep turn and lined up for the

  next run. Only three more runs before the end of this job, thank the Lord, then back for a feet-up. He pulled the throttle back, dropping the machine quickly towards spraying height. This was a

  little game of his, to see how quickly and proficiently he could level out at the magic spraying height after a rapid drop. On a good day he could hit it in one, on a bad day – and there were

  plenty of those – he levelled out too high and had to ease her down. Now and again he gave himself a fright and dipped a bit too low. One way or the other, it relieved the boredom.




  As usual, the job was forest. The terrain was almost flat and the trees of fairly uniform height, a doddle compared to ground crops, which were apt to be surrounded by tall trees, roads,

  telephone wires and houses with irate people.




  He found his height at about fifteen feet over the treetops, throttled down to a steady ninety-five knots, located a visual marker at the far end of the run, and, fifty yards from the edge of

  the plantation, engaged the atomizers. He glanced briefly back through the scratched Perspex, saw the answering cloud of vapour, and looked ahead to the marker. The marker was less than adequate,

  but since dear gormless Reggie had somehow managed to cock up the placing of the black boxes and the Hi-Fix wasn’t working, he had no choice but to rely on eyeball fixes, reciprocal bearings

  and old-fashioned seat-of-the-pants stuff. He had to estimate the spray widths, calculate what he’d already covered and find some landmark to keep him straight on the next run. Inevitably the

  spraying would overlap a bit. Just as inevitably there would be the occasional gaps. But he’d only get to hear about them when the angry proprietor complained about swathes of rampant

  bugs.




  He completed the run, and the next. He noticed that the wind had got up. That was all he needed. Not only did it make flying more difficult but it caused excessive drift, blowing the spray

  off-target. His theoretical wind limit was eight knots. It might be close to that now, but since he had almost finished he wasn’t going to let that get in his way. One more run, then it was

  back to the Portakabin for a couple of well-earned cigarettes, a large cup of coffee and one of Jeannie’s lead-lined ham sandwiches.




  He turned and came in for the last time. He switched on the atomizers, automatically glancing at the flow meter as he did so. He did a double-take. No spray. Red light. Cursing, he disengaged

  and re-engaged the atomizers several times. Still a red. He fiddled the control valve. Nothing. He spun it again, then punched at it viciously. Finally he was rewarded with a feeble green light and

  the sight of vapour when he glanced back. Too late for most of the run: the end of the plantation was approaching fast. The question now was, would the blasted spray turn off?




  Only with great difficulty, he discovered. It took several flicks of the switch and a fast turn of the control valve before the spray trail finally thinned and vanished. Looking down, he saw he

  was overflying a clearing with a fleeing deer.




  ‘Sorry about that, old girl.’




  Gaining height, he turned sharply and headed back to the air strip. Hot and weary, he half hoped the mechanic would be unable to fix the trouble so that, though it would mean the loss of

  much-needed loot, he could take the rest of the day off.




  







  FOUR




  As soon as lunch was over, Nick slipped away and strode briskly up through the park to the rowan tree. Wrapping the shotgun in the poacher’s jacket, he made his way back

  to the house, feeling conspicuous as he walked stiffly and unnaturally with the gun clamped firmly against his thigh. But there was no Alusha to see him this time, nor anyone else, and he managed

  to return the gun to the secure cupboard in the corner of the boot room unobserved.




  As for the jacket, he couldn’t make up his mind about that. To leave it in the wood store would be to suggest that last night was forgiven and forgotten, which it most certainly was not.

  To keep the damn thing would be equally unsatisfactory. Putting the decision off, he finally hung it on a peg behind the door.




  On his way out he met Alusha in the hall and almost gave himself away with a guilty laugh. Duplicity had never been his strong point. But if Alusha noticed, she chose not to mention it. Instead

  she invited him to walk with her to the paddock while Mel was watching the American football on TV and David was, inevitably, phoning London.




  They stepped into air that was unexpectedly fresh. He stood looking around him, as he always did when leaving the house. The sky was clear, the hills were bathed in a light which seemed to have

  burnt the high moors an unaccustomed shade of ochre. The trees sparkled and shimmered, their leaves tinkling and rustling in the breeze.




  They walked past the walled garden, through the rhododendron grove and began the climb towards the paddock. Nick looped his arm firmly in Alusha’s. Already the events of the previous night

  seemed a long way off and, if he tried really hard, he could persuade himself that none of it had happened.




  Clear of the gardens the breeze was stronger and cooler, and he realized that, unusually for the time of year, it was coming from the north, maybe even a little east of north.




  From the house came the distant sound of a car crunching across the gravel and a moment later Nick glanced back to see the unmistakable figure of Duncan coming round the side of the house. Nick

  whistled to him and Duncan, waving a brief acknowledgement, started after them. Even at that distance Nick could see that Duncan was using his angry walk: stride rapid, head down, arms pumping. By

  the time he caught up with them at the paddock rail, his complexion was a deep and dangerous shade of red.




  ‘They’ve been at it again!’ Duncan panted through clenched teeth. ‘They’ve been at it again!’




  Nick caught Alusha stifling a slight smile and frowned at her. ‘Who has?’ he asked.




  ‘Those damned poachers! Up at Macinley’s Pool, curse their eyes! Just when I was away for the evening.’ Duncan had been in the business of outmanoeuvring poachers for thirty

  years, but it never seemed to occur to him that the opposition’s intelligence-gathering system might be better than his own.




  ‘We’ll get them next time,’ Nick said soothingly.




  ‘Of that you may be sure! If it’s the very last thing I do. Oh yes!’ Duncan was momentarily silenced by his own indignation.




  Alusha had entered the paddock and was calling Rona, who was going through an elegant charade of evading capture. ‘I could get some of those image-intensifying things,’ Nick

  suggested. ‘You know, sort of night binoculars. Would that help?’ This offering was made to mollify Duncan, but also to assuage his own guilt at having cocked up a perfectly good

  opportunity for capture.




  Duncan’s eyes sparkled. ‘Those things they use in the SAS?’




  Nick hadn’t thought of Duncan as a military enthusiast. He couldn’t resist teasing him. ‘I’ve only ever seen them in nature films,’ he said innocently. ‘But

  what do you think?’




  Duncan chortled with unconcealed glee. ‘Now that would do the trick very nicely! Oh yes. I could set myself up on the hill-side, with a two-mile stretch of river in my sights. Oh

  yes!’




  The pony, after a last coquettish dance, had allowed herself to be captured and was following Alusha meekly to the rail. Duncan, his optimism restored, said brightly: ‘Not riding today,

  Mrs Mackenzie?’




  Alusha stroked Rona’s neck rhythmically. ‘No, not today.’ She looked away slyly, secretively. This small evasion was so uncharacteristic of her that Nick allowed himself to

  read an unmistakable message into her decision, and felt his stomach tighten.




  Turning quickly to Duncan he said: ‘Anyway, I thought you were taking the evening off. Going to Oban.’




  Duncan admitted to the possibility with a dismissive grunt. ‘But I’ll be back later,’ he said significantly. ‘And every night, by God. Until the river falls.’




  Nick heard this with some alarm. A stakeout wasn’t likely to be too productive; the tall poacher, for all his artfulness, surely wouldn’t come back so soon, not after a fracas like

  that. Hastily, he invented a job which would require Duncan to be in Oban early the next morning, so that it wouldn’t be worth his while to come back from the evening with his sister. They

  argued gently for a while. Duncan vacillated, looked unhappy, but finally agreed.




  ‘It’s that Alistair Campbell from Inveraray, you know,’ Duncan said over his shoulder as he started back down the hill.




  ‘Who is?’




  ‘The damned poacher.’




  Alistair Campbell. Nick didn’t know the name, but he turned it carefully over in his mind, fitting it to the voice and the dark faceless figure by the pool. ‘You’re

  sure?’ he called after Duncan.




  ‘Och, I’m sure,’ Duncan said heavily, and, giving a rueful wave of farewell, plodded back towards the house.




  Alusha said: ‘The police, can’t they arrest this Campbell?’




  ‘They’d need proof.’




  ‘What about the salmon? His house, it must be full of them.’ Nick regarded her fondly. ‘Sold on by now.’




  She gave him a narrow cat-like stare. ‘And after you so nearly caught him.’




  He was completely taken aback. ‘I . . . caught him?’




  Alusha unclipped Rona’s halter and the pony shimmied away, picking up her feet and showing the whites of her eyes like some affronted spinster. Alusha ducked under the rail. ‘You

  were out all night, weren’t you? And there’s that bump in your head.’




  ‘On. On my head,’ he corrected her. ‘Does it show?’ He put a hand to the lump.




  ‘You’ve been touching it all day. And blood – I can see blood. Not much, but enough.’ She gave him a triumphant grin. ‘See? Easy.’




  Alusha, as always, had an unfailing talent for rooting out the truth. Far from minding about this, Nick was rather proud of her for it.




  Putting on a suitably sheepish expression, he said: ‘It seemed a good idea at the time.’




  ‘If you like to go falling over in the dark or whatever you did, well’ – she gave a small shrug – ‘what can I say? Playing cowboys and Indians. It’s

  almost funny.’ She raised her eyebrows to show how unfunny she thought it was.




  A Wild West comparison wasn’t the first Nick would have made, but considering the gun and the ridiculous tussle by the pool she wasn’t so far wrong.




  Alusha prodded his shoulder. ‘So long as no one gets silly, Nick. As long as no one gets hurt. That’s all I ask.’




  He thought for an appalling moment that she knew about the gun. But reading her expression, he saw that there was nothing deeper in her remark and pulled her into his arms so that she

  wouldn’t see the guilt and relief in his face.




  Breathing the musky scent of her hair, feeling the familiar shape of her body against his, he wondered not for the first time how it was possible to foul up so much of one’s life and still

  end up with the first prize.




  Then her last words drifted back into his mind, and he complained mildly: ‘But I am hurt.’




  ‘No sympathy,’ she said firmly, pulling away from him. ‘Serves you right.’ But she couldn’t have been too cross with him because she put her hand into his as they

  walked down the hill.




  Nearing the house, Nick could make out David’s figure in the rose garden, wandering between the beds, examining the flowers, but stiffly as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of it

  all.




  From long habit, Nick and Alusha made a detour through the walled kitchen garden. But unusually, they walked in silence as they made their inspection of the vegetables, the burgeoning raspberry

  canes and the vine in its long glasshouse.




  Nick gathered his courage. This was the obvious moment to ask the question that had been hovering between them for days, since the time Alusha had stopped riding Rona.




  He got to the point of opening his mouth then, hesitating disastrously, turned away to examine the grapes. His courage ebbed away. It was superstition, it was nameless fear, but he felt that

  asking the question would only invite disappointment, and he wasn’t sure he was quite ready to face that yet. Postponement offered a sort of promise that seemed to go hand in hand with the

  perfection of the day. Anything, perhaps, was better than the blunt certainty of failure, although in some curious way the hope of children had been with them so long that it was almost enough in

  itself.




  The sun was warmer here, the breeze soft, the day perfect. Later, when everyone had gone, the moment would come.




  Squeezing her hand, he talked instead about the visit to Perthshire they were planning for the coming week.




  David was first into the car, getting into the back with his briefcase at his side, doing his best to look sorry the visit was over.




  Mel came next, sauntering jauntily out of the house, chattering with Alusha, kissing her warmly, as if the weekend had been an unqualified success. An afternoon in front of the television seemed

  to have restored his humour. As he climbed in, Nick started up the Mercedes. Alusha put her head to the open window. ‘You’ll come back soon, both of you – promise?’




  She had pulled back her hair into a long plait and donned her workman’s kit, a pair of baggy overalls. Nick tried to remember what she was planning to do for the remainder of the

  afternoon. Painting perhaps – she’d taken a watercolour course – or renovating an old lamp she’d bought in London.




  As the car rattled over the cattle grid Nick glanced in the mirror and saw that Alusha was still there, waving slowly. Something about the sight of her small figure standing in the wide expanse

  of the front sweep bothered him, but he couldn’t pin it down. He slowed the car to give himself time to think, but Mel shot him a questioning glance and, remembering that they had a plane to

  catch, he pressed on.




  ‘I can see the attraction of this place, you know,’ Mel said as he surveyed the spectacular beauty of the loch. ‘Unadulterated escapism.’




  ‘Escapism? I wouldn’t have called it that,’ Nick replied amiably. Purposely choosing to misunderstand, he added: ‘There’s no need to escape from anything

  here.’




  ‘No, I mean it’s places like this you escape to,’ Mel explained, impatiently. Then, catching Nick’s expression, he closed his mouth abruptly before commenting:

  ‘I wouldn’t mind a place like this myself, mind. No aggravation. No pollution. No stress. And all that organic food – I tell you, you’ll live for ever if you’re not

  careful.’




  Nick smiled. Sometimes, when he thought back to the early days, he could persuade himself that he missed the companionship, the running gags, the buzz one got after a good show. On the other

  hand, he only had to remember the horrors of the attendant nonsense, the tensions and disagreements and crises that used to spring up with unbelievable regularity to miss nothing at all. ‘Is

  this for ever?’ Mel asked suddenly.




  ‘What?’




  ‘This stopping the world and getting off.’




  ‘I haven’t got off. Not the world, not anything. You make me sound like a recluse or something.’




  ‘I’m only asking if it’s for ever.’




  Nick was aware of David in the back making a poor job of pretending not to listen. ‘I don’t know, Mel,’ he replied honestly. ‘I really don’t know.’




  He knew what they were thinking. That the New York incident was years ago now, that he should have put that behind him, that he should be back where he belonged, producing an album a year and,

  while he was about it, throwing in a few gigs and an album or two to get Amazon off the ground again and put Mel and Joe back in the way of money and success.




  One charity show wouldn’t be enough to satisfy them. He should have realized that. They didn’t understand, either of them, that he was quite happy alone at Ashard with Alusha and his

  work.




  They came into Inveraray, with its main street of neat white-painted shops and hotels. A string of tourists dawdled along, staring into windows packed with tartan dolls, plastic bagpipes and

  miniature haggises.




  A car drew out from in front of the Spa grocery shop on the other side of the street and came towards them. He recognized the car, and saw one of the occupants wave. It was his housekeeper, Mrs

  Alton, and her husband. He waved back. The vague concern about Alusha clarified. He realized that, with Mrs Alton here in town, all the staff were either off-duty or away. Even Duncan, who lived

  barely half a mile from the house, would be on his way to Oban by now. Alusha was on her own at Glen Ashard.




  He calmed himself. He hadn’t chosen a house in a remote corner of Scotland with automatic gates and high fences for nothing. Nevertheless, he felt guilt. Years ago, he’d made himself

  a promise never to leave her alone again. Now after all this time, he’d broken it and he couldn’t for the life of him think why.




  He pushed his foot down and the Mercedes leapt forward, accelerating out of Inveraray and along the winding lochside road. Another fifty minutes to the airport if he stepped on it and went in

  for some adventurous overtaking. He could be back at Glen Ashard by eight.




  The afternoon sunlight was spreading a golden glow over the hills, like molten honey. Away to the right, above the ruffled waters of the loch, a small black dot appeared, moving smoothly across

  the absolute clarity of the sky. For a moment Nick thought that Helen in the estate office might have got it wrong and ordered a helicopter to take his visitors to the airport, but then he saw that

  it was not a helicopter but a light plane, and turned his attention back to the road.




  The plane carried straight on, heading south-west, down the loch towards Glen Ashard.




  Duggan wrestled with the Ordnance Survey map. The damned thing was not designed for small cockpits, nor for much else as far as he could tell. The multitudinous folds did not

  lend themselves to being pulled open and refolded. Though he’d prepared the blasted thing back in the Portakabin, he now needed to take a closer look at the terrain around the target area,

  specifically the area to the northwest, a patch he’d not planned on overflying, and would, under normal circumstances, have avoided.




  But since his backup was as usual nil, and the weather information he’d been given by Jeannie as good as useless, he was having to think again. The north-westerly he’d been promised

  on take-off had developed a distinct northeasterly slant, and increased from a light wind to a firm breeze. The easterly twist might possibly result from the funnelling effect of the hills, but

  more likely the weather information was simply hours out of date. Whatever, he would have to look carefully at the approach angle. As far as he could estimate, the wind strength was ten knots or

  so. Well, maybe it was a touch more, but as long as he could fly crosswind on an east–west slant without hitting a hill on the way out, then it shouldn’t be too much of a bother.

  Inveraray was down to starboard. The target area would be coming up shortly. With a last angry punch at an obdurate crease he finally got the map into some sort of order and started comparing the

  symbols with the landmarks below. The target area was immediately obvious, a large block of high-standing conifers, planted in serried ranks with occasional fire breaks.




  The northern and eastern perimeters were clear-cut – the forest ended in rising moorland – but to the west and the south the conifers blended into broadleaf forest with no obvious

  boundary, excepting the contrast in colour. There was some broadleaf forest in the south-west corner too, but it soon gave way to pasture, paddocks and, beyond, a large castle-type house belonging

  to the neighbouring estate.




  Duggan made a couple of passes over the timber, assessing the local wind conditions, gauging the lie of the land, checking for livestock. The obvious run was parallel to the high land, on a line

  south-west to north-east. The approach was long and reasonably level, and the exit even kinder, the land dropping gently away to the open pasture. Plenty of turning room. A doddle in a

  northwesterly.




  The only problem was he didn’t bloody well have anorth-westerly. And, trying a dummy run, he soon discovered that the northeasterly that he did have was powering over a wide cleft in the

  hills in nasty gusts, causing the Porter to crab sideways.




  He considered the possibility of flying on a south-to-north line. But while it might be easier to control the aircraft that way, it would also in all probability kill him. Quite apart from an

  approach over sharply rising ground, which was bound to be prone to down draughts, the way out was steep and craggy.




  This was not the sort of job Duggan needed at the end of a long day. Not after an inadequate recce, not with the corking headache that refused to go away, not with the dodgy spray mechanism that

  might or might not have been fixed. Davie had sworn it would be okay, but then he would. Mechanics always said they’d fixed things even when they’d patched them up with sticky tape.




  For the umpteenth time he cursed Keen who, after creating the maximum disruption and aggravation, had pissed off back to Glasgow in his vulgar little motor, throwing a last Hitlerite command

  over his shoulder to the effect that everyone had better pull harder or else they’d all be in trouble.




  If anything, the wind seemed to be freshening. No point in hanging about then.




  He took a swig of lemonade, pushed a toffee into his mouth and banked steeply to port to line up for a dummy run.




  Rona snorted in sudden agitation. Alusha paused in her work to shush her. ‘What’s the matter with you? Go away.’




  The mare stamped her feet, her shoes ringing on the hard standing in front of the stable.




  ‘Away,’ Alusha Mackenzie repeated. ‘You’re being a nuisance.’ She waved her paintbrush at Rona and shooed her into the paddock. ‘Off with you.’




  The pony trotted off and stopped a short distance away, tossing her head. Turning back to the stable door, Alusha dipped her brush in the preservative and slapped some more onto the bare wooden

  door. The thin green mixture had an evil smell and instinctively she pulled back to avoid inhaling it.




  Somewhere an engine buzzed lazily in the sky, like an insect in the sun. Rona snorted again.




  Alusha laughed at her. ‘What do you want this time, eh?’ She finished the door and, fetching a large metal bucket, upended it and positioned it in the doorway. Balancing on it, she

  could just reach the lintel.




  When it came to it, there was no decision really. It had to be the south-west–north-east line; Duggan wasn’t about to kill himself to earn a mention in

  anyone’s rule book. Besides, he should be able to adjust his course to allow for drift. It couldn’t be that difficult.




  He found his height, lined up on an imaginary line a width inside the southern perimeter of the plantation, and, holding a steady course, hovered his thumb over the spray switch.




  The conifers sped towards and under him. He switched on. There was an answering billow of vapour from under the wings. That was something anyway; he supposed he should be grateful. Eyes front

  again, he was surprised to see broadleaf trees moving in under his port wing. The gust must be stronger than he’d thought. He compensated, touching the rudder once and again, only to find

  that either he’d overdone it or else the crosswind had dropped suddenly, because he was too far into the conifers now. Cursing, he eased the Porter back on line, only for the same thing to

  happen again. He was weaving about like a bloody amateur.




  Not a moment too soon, the end of the plantation loomed up and vanished beneath. He switched off the spray and swivelled his head back.




  No change: the spray continued to course lavishly from the atomizers. He felt a vicious choking anger. Swearing loud and long, he flicked the switch rapidly back and forth, kicking the heel of

  his hand against it, then leant down and rapidly rotated the control valve beside his feet until, quite suddenly, the indicator light went off and, an instant later, the trail of vapour finally

  thinned and died.




  He looked up. Christ! He was almost over the parkland; the big house was not far ahead to port. Instinctively he took the Porter into a tight turn to starboard, rapidly gaining height

  to clear the rising ground beneath.




  He twisted in his seat to press his face against the Perspex and look back towards the park. Nothing. Thank God. No sheep. No small figure, face upturned, like that child the other week.




  The relief left him exhausted. He knew exactly what he was going to do now: give up and return to base. And he knew precisely what he was going to do once he got there: telephone Keen.

  Rehearsing the exact combination of expletives kept him occupied all the way home.




  The buzzing hung languorously in the air, faded, then got louder again. Rona, unseen by her mistress, sidled silently back towards the stable and, blowing loudly in

  Alusha’s ear, gave her a terrible fright.




  ‘That’s it!’ Alusha exclaimed, stepping off the bucket. She made a grab for Rona’s bridle, but the mare was too quick for her and danced away.




  Alusha held out some sugar. ‘Come on, you greedy pig.’




  The pony, despite her uncharacteristic nervousness, couldn’t resist the sugar and within a minute Alusha had caught her and hitched her to the ring on the stable wall. ‘And here you

  stay until I’ve finished.’




  The soft drone grew louder again. Alusha shaded her eyes and looked up but, seeing nothing, returned to her brush and her pot and dabbed some more green fluid on the door frame.




  For some reason the smell of the stuff suddenly clutched at her throat. It was incredibly strong, like ammonia or worse. She clamped a hand over her mouth and nose and tried not to breathe, but

  the stuff seeped into her nose and throat. She staggered off the bucket and retreated onto the apron. She coughed, and the act of coughing made her pull a deep draught of air into her lungs. Air

  that wasn’t air; air that was sharp and burning. Inexplicably, the fumes seemed to have followed her across the apron. By the time she had raised her collar over her mouth, it was too late.

  The acrid vapour was eating at her lungs, her eyes were streaming, her head was weaving violently.




  She tried to find her way back to the stable. She was dimly aware of noise, of a clattering of hooves and sounds of alarm from Rona. But the collision, when it came, caught her by surprise. One

  moment she was groping her way back towards the stable, the next moment the bulk of Rona’s hindquarters was barrelling into her, a solid weight that cannoned into her shoulder and toppled her

  over.




  Her head didn’t hit the concrete terribly hard – in fact, the impact was more like a hard knock than a solid thud – but it was enough to send her sliding into a grey land

  somewhere between panic and nightmare, a land in which her eyes saw nothing, in which every breath drew her deeper into some terrible darkness.




  







  FIVE




  Fifteen column-inches. Daisy pasted up the fourth and final cutting, already worn and ageing from the cutting agency’s tardy service, and held the finished montage at

  arm’s length. Not bad if one overlooked the origin of the stories – the Newbury Chronicle, the Reading News and such like – and imagined that the items had

  appeared in the national dailies. Alice Knowles’ demonstration hadn’t merited the attention of the nation, not in print, not on radio or TV. Nor had it, apparently, justified the

  undivided concentration of the journalists who’d covered it. One described Aldeb as a fumigant instead of a fungicide, while another talked vaguely about the dangers of processing potatoes as

  if the Knowleses ran a chip factory instead of a farm. All in all, the coverage was no better or worse than she’d expected.




  The street door banged as someone arrived and Daisy heard the unmistakable sound of Alan clearing his throat, something he did so regularly first thing in the morning that she suspected him of

  being a secret smoker. Not that she dared say so; Alan wasn’t too good with jokes.




  She heard him enter the cubicle next door and shuffle around, the rubber soles of his shoes squelching softly on the lino-tiled floor. Catch didn’t run to carpets or other such luxuries.

  Under normal circumstances it wouldn’t have run to an office near King’s Cross either, but the place had been let to them by a sympathetic developer at a peppercorn rent. Situated in

  the rambling basement of an Edwardian house due for demolition in a couple of years’ time, with high barred windows and woefully little daylight, it was not the ideal workplace, and certainly

  not in winter when, for lack of central heating, they had to suffer the fumes of mobile gas heaters, an expedient which did little for their corporate image let alone their lungs.




  Alan appeared round the door and, sorting through the mail, dropped a batch onto Daisy’s desk. ‘Can we have a talk some time?’ he said.




  ‘Now, if you like.’




  He hesitated as if he’d rather have put the moment off, then sank into the chair beside her desk. Alan, dark and slightly built with the stoic tenacity of the seasoned campaigner, had come

  to Catch by way of Greenpeace, the anti-fur campaign Lynx and, for a brief time ten years before, his own environmentally friendly cleaning products company which had folded after six months, a

  victim of being ahead of its time.




  Picking up a bulldog grip, he started operating the jaws. ‘The Knowles case. What exactly are we recommending to the Committee?’




  Daisy was on her guard. The two of them had discussed this only the previous afternoon. Alan was well aware of her views on the subject, so this could only be the opening gambit in an attempt to

  shift her.




  ‘We’re going to recommend full backing for the Knowleses, in their legal action and whatever else is needed,’ she reminded him.




  Alan closed the bulldog grip on his finger, screwed up his mouth in mild pain. Withdrawing the finger, he examined it carefully. ‘I think it would be a mistake.’




  ‘What – to help them?’ Daisy tried to smooth any exasperation out of her voice. ‘But why, for God’s sake? We agreed – we should do everything we could –

  ’




  ‘Their case won’t succeed.’




  This needed to be taken gently, not an approach that came naturally to Daisy. ‘How can you say it’s doomed? We don’t know till we try, do we?’




  ‘A case like that – it’ll take years and God only knows how many thousands of pounds.’




  ‘I know, but we’re not promising the family a lot of cash, are we? Just a token offering to get them going.’




  ‘And back-up – data, information, research, liaison . . .’




  ‘Well, of course . . .’




  ‘Which means a helluva lot of time and money.’ Alan agitated the jaws of the grip so rapidly that they made a loud clacking noise, like the teeth of a mad animal. He looked up,

  wearing his most resolute expression. ‘We decided right at the beginning, when Catch was first set up, that it would be absolutely futile to take on the agrochemical industry direct while we

  had such limited funds, that confrontation would be a sure way of defeating ourselves. Nothing’s changed since then, Daisy. In fact, if anything there’s even more

  reason to avoid getting bogged down in something like this. We’re just as stretched as before, if not more so. Committed on too many fronts – the new newsletter, setting up all the

  regional groups . . . well – you know how it is. But a legal fight . . . it’d be a minefield, Daisy. We can’t afford to go pioneering, not over totally untested ground.

  We just don’t have the resources. The media – that’s our battlefield, that’s what we understand, it’s the only place where we know how to

  win.’




  Daisy let this flow over her; it was familiar, not to say well-trodden, ground. ‘But it’s not us who’re taking on the case,’ she pointed out. ‘It’s the

  Knowles family.’




  ‘Quite.’ He waved the bulldog grip in the air, as if he had just succeeded in explaining everything. ‘The Knowleses should never have been encouraged to take legal action in

  the first place. The scientists are still totally divided, the evidence is too weak for any British court of law. You know that, I know that, but it seems the Knowleses of all people don’t

  know it.’




  ‘You’re making it sound as if I pushed them into it,’ she said defensively. ‘You’re making it sound as if I encouraged them. Which isn’t true, and you know

  it.’




  Alan shot her a stern look. ‘Put it this way, perhaps you could have done a better job of discouraging them.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Daisy said sharply. ‘And how exactly do you tell people that the law is a total waste of time? How do you tell them that their whole experience has been for

  nothing?’




  ‘You tell them, that’s what you do. You tell them because it’s true.’




  Daisy was losing ground but couldn’t see how to fight her way out of it.




  ‘Oh, the case’d get some publicity all right,’ Alan went on remorselessly. ‘On the last day of the case, that is. And maybe the first. But in the middle, all through the

  weeks and weeks of expert evidence and the months waiting for the second appeal, there’d be zilch. The only sure thing would be the catastophic expense and almost certain bankruptcy for the

  family.’ He finished with a flourish: ‘It seems rather a high price to pay for a little publicity.’




  Daisy leant back in her chair and folded her arms tightly across her chest. ‘So what on earth are we doing here then?’ she said, unable to suppress the frustration in her voice.

  ‘I mean, if we can’t help people like the Knowleses?’




  Alan stood up. ‘You know the answer to that – to campaign. It’s the only game we can play. More to the point, it’s the only game we can – ’




  ‘Yes, yes,’ she said wearily, ‘I know, I know – it’s the only game we can afford.’




  A phone began to ring. Neither of them was in a hurry to answer it and it continued to sound eerily through the dingy rooms. Suddenly the street door banged and they heard the rapid tap of

  Jenny’s metal-heeled boots as she ran into the general office to snatch up the phone.




  In the silence, Daisy picked up her argument again. ‘We should be doing both. Campaigning and offering support. Honestly, Alan, what’s the point otherwise?’




  He gave an exasperated laugh. ‘But, Daisy . . . It’s always a mistake to get too . . .’ He hesitated. She had the feeling he had been about to say emotional, not a word she

  would have appreciated. Instead he murmured: ‘. . . involved in these things.’




  Jenny’s voice called from the outer office, summoning Alan to the phone. Before disappearing he gave a gesture of regret, an affirmation that, according to his reckoning, he had won his

  point.




  Daisy stood up and took a couple of turns round the filing cabinets, trying to make sense of her anger. It wasn’t just the lack of money, though that was a continual problem, it

  wasn’t even Alan’s habit of putting a dampener on her most precious ideas, though he did that often enough to make her suspect that he got a perverse satisfaction from it. No, the worst

  part was the knowledge that he had a point, that much as she longed to see a case brought against the agrochemical camp it would be wrong to let it go ahead at the Knowleses’ expense. However

  determined Alice Knowles was, however keen her son to find a purpose in his illness, it was doubtful that a case fought with such meagre resources would be worth the emotional and financial strain.

  Reluctant though she was to admit it, Alan could have been right, and she should have done a better job of talking the Knowleses out of it.




  Dropping dejectedly back into her chair, she leafed through her diary, looking for a date when she could go and see Alice again. The weekend, as usual, was the only time she had free.
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