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      Chapter One

    


    Ursula Ottway drove the Land Rover over the cattle grid, then got out to shut the gate carefully behind her. Back in the vehicle she paused for a moment before carrying on. It was late afternoon and the hills threw long shadows over Crow Water. Now she was almost home there was no hurry. She savoured the relief of her return to the valley.


    She hardly left the farm now apart from these monthly shopping trips to Appleworth and each time the excursion became more of an ordeal. The drive along the dual carriageway to the Superstore was a nightmare. Everyone seemed to go so fast. Traffic passed her, horns blaring, lights flashing, the drivers apparently irritated beyond reason by the slowness of the Land Rover. Once, she had been so shaken by the journey that she had driven into the back of one of the sleek, new cars queuing at the entrance to the supermarket carpark. The woman had been as polished as her car, quite beautiful Ursula saw, long legged and golden haired, but when she opened her mouth she spoke incoherent filth.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Ursula had stammered. ‘It’s my fault. I’ll pay.’


    But that, it seemed, would not do, The woman was determined to draw attention to them both.


    ‘I only passed my test last week!’ she screamed. ‘Do you know what my husband will say?’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Ursula said again. Once, she thought, I would have been able to deal with this. I might even have enjoyed it. What has happened to me?


    Still the woman would not get into her car and drive away. A crowd had gathered and most of the shoppers stared at Ursula. She struck a strange and compelling figure and realised suddenly how different she was from the rest of them. The girls wore designer track suits and smart white trainers, and the middle-aged women were smart enough to be at a Conservatives Ladies’ Luncheon. No one, it seemed, was as old as she.


    She was as tall and strong as a man, dressed in loose corduroy trousers, working boots and a thick woollen jersey. I should have changed before I came out, she thought desperately, but none of her clothes would have appeased these hostile women. At least she had taken off Fred’s old tweed jacket before getting out of the Land Rover to face them. She knew it had holes in the elbows and smelled of sheep.


    Eventually the woman had run out of steam and the audience had disappeared, leaving Ursula bewildered and frightened in the middle of the carpark. Each time she returned to the supermarket the memory of the confrontation returned, making her blush with shame and embarrassment.


    Then she had to face the hot, airless shop. She could, she supposed, go to the small, family-run stores in Appleworth High Street, but she had a horror that there she would meet someone she knew, someone who would trap her in conversation. The supermarket at least was anonymous. She recognised none of the women who jostled past her, disdainful of her inability to make a choice between the competing brands of cat food.


    She always bought the cat food first. She had nothing of value left now but the cats. The other residents of Crowford thought she was mad to stay in Back Rigg after her husband had died. How could she survive up there on the fells, all alone? Especially in the winter. Some family could move in there, make a proper go of it. But for the cats it was home and she could not consider moving them elsewhere.


    The thought of the cats cheered her and prompted her to move. She started the Land Rover and began to drive along the track to the farmhouse.


    She could see it ahead of her, surrounded by the spindly and wind-blown trees they had planted when they first lived there, to give the house some shelter. The track ran parallel to the road, which followed the edge of the lake. It climbed gently. At one time all this had been Back Rigg land but she no longer farmed it herself. When Fred had died she had handed it back to the estate. The lambs on the fell were fat and healthy and she felt momentarily jealous of the farmer to whom the land had been leased. She missed the ritual of dipping and clipping and sending to market. Still, she thought, as she pulled up in the farmyard, she still had Lottie and Belle.


    She swung open the heavy door of the Land Rover and jumped down on to the yard. It was still muddy after the winter rain. She rolled up the canvas flap at the back of the vehicle and fastened it with a webbing strap, then began to lift out the plastic carrier bags. All the time she made the soft, cooing noise that let the cats know she was there. She expected them to come racing out of the barn at the side of the house, but the place was quiet and she thought they were getting old, like her, and they were probably curled up in the kitchen next to the Aga.


    To get to the kitchen she walked through the garden at the side of the house. It was overgrown and unkempt, the only colour provided by daffodils, blown almost flat by the gale of the previous week, and some spindly twigs of forsythia. In one corner there was a hen house with a corrugated iron roof and a wire mesh run where six bantams scratched and pecked.


    The kitchen door was unlocked. She had never felt any need to keep the place fastened. She had nothing she would miss if it were stolen. The kitchen was at the back of the house, built into the hill, almost dark. She left open the door to let in more light. The room was old, shabby, not what people expected to find these days.


    There was linoleum the colour of pea soup worn through in places to the stone flags. There were the cupboards Fred had put up when they were first married. Once they had been painted white but they were discoloured now by the smoke from the Aga and grease and cobwebs. Ursula had stopped taking people into the kitchen – even her daughter Sally, on her rare visits, was kept firmly in the drawing room. The visitors’ looks of shock and disapproval made Ursula uneasy. Perhaps there was something shameful about the room, something she could not see. But it had always been good enough for her and Fred. Now it was good enough for her and the cats. She knew it was dirty but thought it had never been very clean. Farmers’ wives were too busy to be over-obsessed with hygiene. It occurred to her that recently she had let things slip and she thought vaguely that she should have a good tidy out. It was the time of year for spring cleaning. The cupboard at the side of the range, for example, was full of damp and disintegrating Farmers Weeklys. The scout group in Appleworth collected waste paper. Perhaps she could take it to them on her next monthly trip to the supermarket. And if she washed the windows she might let in more light.


    She went back into the yard to collect the remaining bags of groceries.


    ‘Lottie!’ she called. ‘Belle!’ She was more concerned about the cats than the state of her kitchen and there had been no sign of them by the Aga or on the scullery roof.


    But still they did not come and she stamped back into the house and crouched awkwardly to stack tins in the cupboard under the sink, because that was where the mice always seemed to get, despite the cats, and only tins were safe in there.


    She filled a kettle at the deep enamel sink, lifted the lid on the range and put the kettle on the hot plate to boil. While she was waiting for it she took a tin opener from the drawer in the table and began to open a large tin of cat food. She picked up the cats’ earthenware bowls from the corner of the range and rinsed them under the tap, then spooned in the food. She had chosen their favourite flavour and knew nothing would keep them away now.


    By the time Ursula made up her mind to go and look for the cats the light had nearly gone. At first she tried to persuade herself that her anxiety about the animals was foolish. They were hiding, playing some sort of game with her. What harm could they come to here? One might go missing but together they would be safe. So while she waited for the tea to brew she put away the rest of her shopping and went to feed the hens their layers’ mash. Then she poured out the tea and opened a packet of supermarket biscuits. She sat in the chair by the Aga and must have dozed off because when she awoke with a start her tea was cold and the room was almost dark. The cats’ food was still untouched in the corner and she was thrown suddenly into panic. She went upstairs, switching on lights, peering under beds, calling them, then, knowing that she would settle to nothing until she knew they were safe, she decided she would have to go out to look for them.


    On a hook by the door hung a large gaberdine coat, which she had always used for going out at night during lambing. There was still a torch in the pocket. She pulled on heavy wellington boots which were so wide at the top that they flapped around her legs, then she left the house and set off up the hill. It had been clear all day, and now, out of the house, there was enough light to see the whole of the valley spread below her. There was no real village. That had disappeared in 1963 when Crowford was flooded to provide a reservoir to supply the cities of the industrial north-east and Carlisle. The church and chapel were under the lake, visible only as ruins in times of drought when the water was low. At the bottom of the valley, below the dam, was the Cadver, the big house. She could see it better from here on the hill than from the road, where its privacy was protected by high stone walls and acres of woodland.


    Bloody Grenville, she thought, as she climbed steeply through the field behind her house to the dry-stone wall where the cats hunted sometimes, prowling delicately over the top, attracted by the small birds that nested there. Grenville owned most of the land in the valley and she blamed him, irrationally, for all its ills.


    At the wall she paused to catch her breath and looked down. It was very cold. She felt in her pocket and pulled out a length of string which she tied around her waist to act as a belt. She looked almost directly on to the roof of her house and saw that she had left the lights on and the kitchen door open.


    ‘Lottie!’ she called. ‘Belle! Where are you, you infernal animals?’


    In the school house, on the road between Back Rigg and the Cadver, the lights were on too, and were reflected on the lake. The school had been built on high ground and was saved when the valley was flooded, but with the destruction of the village there were no children to use it, and it was closed and sold. The class rooms had been turned into a pottery and showrooms and the owners lived in the adjoining house where the old school master had stayed.


    Bloody Grenvilles, Ursula thought again. The valley’s full of them.


    She began to walk along the wall, shining her torch along the base of it, because by now it was too dark to see anything but the shape of the hills and the dull gleam of Crow Water. She was not sure, even, what she was looking for. From the direction of Appleworth she saw a vehicle’s headlights, reflected first in the lake then turning towards her where the road crossed the dam. She had a brief glimpse of the towers at each end of the dam, then everything went dark again as the vehicle stopped by Keeper’s Cottage on the edge of the Cadver Estate.


    That would be the ambulance, she thought, bringing young Cassie Liddle from the special school in Appleworth where she stopped during the week to spend the weekend with her parents. It was late today. Marie would be waiting. From here on the hill she could see everything going on in the valley. She thought she knew them all, was aware of all their secrets.


    She decided to give the search five more minutes then return to the house. Her feet and her hands were freezing. She was too old for this sort of nonsense. She should have checked all the farm buildings before coming out on to the hill. Belle and Lottie were probably back in the kitchen, waiting for her. She walked on, shining the torch ahead of her, and came to one of Vic Liddle’s gibbets. The sight shocked her and she stood for a moment, holding on to the wall, trying to recover her composure. She had never seen one on the hill before; usually Liddle strung up the birds and animals he killed on a wire near the wood where they reared the pheasants. She muttered to herself disapprovingly. Why did gamekeepers have to make such a show of the vermin they destroyed, stringing the crows and jays and stoats on to a gibbet until they rotted?


    She had always got on well enough with Vic Liddle and thought he would know better. Perhaps it was some sort of pagan superstition. This was a pole, stuck into the ground where two dry-stone walls met at right angles. All the corpses were fresh, most were crows. Then she saw the buzzard. It had been tied by its neck, so the wings and the great claws hung down. It was still beautiful. She shone her torch over it, stretching the wings, looking for signs that it had been shot. There was nothing.


    She was so furious that for a moment she could not move, then she took a penknife from her pocket and cut the buzzard loose.


    ‘Poison,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘That bastard’s been using poison. I thought Vic had put a stop to that years ago.’


    It was bad enough that the buzzard had been killed. Many gamekeepers hated them, suspected them of taking young grouse, and though it was illegal to kill them they were often shot. But poison was indiscriminate. The poisoned bait laid on the hill to be taken by the larger birds of prey was also taken by other birds, by farm animals, even by domestic pets.


    Then her anger turned to fear and she knew that if Lottie and Belle had strayed on to the hill and eaten the poison, or one of the birds killed by poison, then they would be killed too. She turned the right angle of the dry-stone wall and walked on up the hill, past the keeper’s gibbet. Tears streamed down her face, and she shouted and swore into the still night, promising them vengeance, imagining bloody Grenville strung up by his neck on a pole.


    She found the cats curled up together in a nest of grass. They were cold and lifeless, surprisingly small. She lifted them gently into the large poacher’s pocket inside her coat, her anger blown out, still crying. She walked back to the farm, carrying the buzzard over her shoulder, sliding over the frosty grass.


    At the house she went into the kitchen without taking off her coat or her boots. She found one of the plastic carrier bags that had contained her supermarket purchases and put the buzzard inside. Even with the neck bent the claws stuck ridiculously out of the end. She tied the carrier bag at the top with a piece of string, fastening it around the horny legs, then put it carefully into the large chest freezer in the scullery. This was evidence. She was quite calm but determined that Marcus Grenville would pay.


    She went outside again, this time locking the door behind her with the heavy brass key. Now there was a full moon and she could find her way on to the hill without difficulty. She retraced her steps, walking very slowly, giving all her attention to the search. Cars moved along the road towards Appleworth without her noticing. She moved along the dry-stone wall, inch by inch, moving the long tufts of juncus grass with her boot, shining the torch into the crevices between the stones. She was not wearing gloves and the hand holding the torch was very cold, but still she persisted, towards the keeper’s gibbet, just a silhouette now in the moonlight. She found what she was looking for when she had almost reached it. Set in a nest of grass, similar to that where she had found the dead cats, were four white hen’s eggs. On the open ground some yards away were pieces of broken shell. She lifted the eggs carefully and wrapped them in a large and dirty handkerchief, thinking as she did so that as she usually supplied Marie Liddle with eggs they might have come from her own hens. Ursula began to feel very cold and tired and she turned and made her way back to the house. There would be other poisoned eggs on the hill, but these were enough to serve her purpose. She was sure that when she got home and held them under a bright light she would see the tiny holes in the shell where they had been injected with poison.


    She would arrange for them to be tested like the buzzard. That would give her all the proof she needed.


    After the cold of the hill the kitchen seemed very hot. Condensation ran down the windows. Ursula stood by the Aga until her hands and feet tingled. She moved the kettle back on to the hot plate and padded into the drawing room in thick woollen socks to fetch a bottle of whisky. She missed Fred desperately. It seemed a daunting prospect that she would have to see the thing through by herself. She had taken all the decisions in their marriage but he had been there, behind her, giving her unquestioning support. She was not sure how she would face Marcus Grenville alone.


    The sound of the telephone broke into her thoughts and she went unenthusiastically to answer it. She supposed it would be her daughter.


    ‘You care more about those blasted cats than that lass of yours,’ Marie Liddle had said when she had last been up to the farm. Now, guiltily, Ursula wondered if that were true. Would she be able to grieve so unequivocally for Sally? For more than a year Sally had been trying to persuade her to leave the farm. She sent glossy brochures advertising private retirement homes and estate agents’ details of bungalows in exclusive sheltered housing schemes. There was never any suggestion that Ursula should move in with her daughter. Sally lived with her accountant husband and their son in a sterile flat in Docklands. Sally worked full time and the spare room was needed for the nanny. Ursula supposed that the telephone call would be an attempt to see her mother neatly tidied away.


    ‘Hello,’ she said, non-committally. She was in no mood for a long conversation about the pressures of Sally’s work and the early signs of genius displayed by Joshua, her son.


    ‘Aunt Ursula.’ It was not Sally. The voice was female, calm. Ursula recognised it at once.


    ‘Molly,’ she said. ‘My dear. What a pleasant surprise.’


    Her relief made her lose attention and like an old fool she had to ask Molly to repeat what she said next.


    ‘We would like to come to stay with you tomorrow night,’ Molly said without a trace of impatience. ‘George has a conference at the Cadver. It seemed too good an opportunity to miss.’


    ‘Of course!’ Ursula said. This was like magic, wish fulfilment. She should have thought of George and Molly at once. Molly was the child of Ursula’s elder sister. Now, in later life, they seemed almost contemporaries, though there was perhaps fifteen years between them.


    ‘Why don’t you come tonight?’ she asked. George and Molly would advise her.


    ‘But it’s late,’ Molly said. ‘And we’re booked into a hotel in Teesdale. George has been doing some birdwatching.’ She paused. ‘Is something the matter? she asked. ‘Has something upset you?’


    ‘Yes,’ Ursula said. ‘It has rather.’


    ‘We can come now if you like,’ Molly said. ‘It won’t take more than a couple of hours,’


    ‘No,’ Ursula said. ‘That would be ridiculous. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.’


    Molly accepted that without a fuss and rang off.


    Back in the kitchen Ursula felt happier, but still could not settle. The cats were still in the pocket of her coat. She could not bear the thought of some scientist from the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food cutting them up. She drank a large whisky, pulled on her wellingtons and went outside into the cold again.


    The moonlight was very bright, the shadows of the house and the trees were black and sharply defined. She took a spade from an old pig sty which she used as a shed and began to dig a grave in the garden, underneath the daffodils. The earth was hard and stony, and it took her longer than she had expected. She laid the cats inside and was stamping the earth down on top of the grave when a car went past her, along the road by the reservoir.


    Marcus Grenville, on his way home from London to spend a weekend in his constituency, saw Ursula Ottway, caught in the outside light of her cottage, a spade in one hand, bending over the black earth. To someone less preoccupied with his own concerns, less self satisfied, she would have been an object of some curiosity, and anxiety. She had always been eccentric. Perhaps this showed she was a danger to herself. Marcus Grenville, however, took some pleasure in the old lady’s bizarre behaviour. He had wanted to get Ursula out of Back Rigg for years. He pulled into the side of the road and watched her. She stood, quite still, looking over the lake, her head bowed.


    ‘What’s the old witch up to now?’ he said to himself, not really caring, only glad of this indication that she was mad as a coot, and needed locking up.


    Ursula was thinking that she could not possibly wait for George and Molly before taking action.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Marie Liddle hardly moved from the kitchen at Keeper’s Cottage all day. Vic came in for his dinner at twelve and she had soup and bread ready for him. He ate in silence but she could tell he was worried.


    ‘Have you had a good morning?’ she asked carefully.


    He shrugged. ‘Bloody busy,’ he said. Then, ‘It’s not Jeremy’s fault. He’s only doing what his old man tells him. But this should be a quiet time.’


    They had hoped for some improvement when Jeremy Grenville had taken over the management of the estate from his father. They both liked Jeremy, had done since he was a lad. But if anything the situation was more awkward now. Marcus Grenville interfered and Vic was caught in the middle, given conflicting instructions by both men. He had never got on with Marcus Grenville but with him as boss at least there had been a certain security. You knew where you were. Now it seemed he could do nothing right.


    ‘Mr Grenville phoned from London this morning,’ he said bitterly, ‘with a list of instructions as long as your arm. There’ll be some important visitors up at the weekend, he said. He’ll be hosting a Conservation Conference at the house. He doesn’t want any mistakes. It’s a bloody liberty. And I could tell Jeremy didn’t like it.’


    ‘They should know by now that you can manage on your own,’ she said. ‘They should let you get on with it.’


    ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’ And he went out, closing the back door behind him with a bang, calling to the dog that had been waiting for him in the yard, leaving Marie in the kitchen to worry.


    In the beginning she had tried to make light of the new arrangements on the estate, jollying Vic along as if he were a child with a new teacher. Now she was starting to wonder if things were so serious that they would have to think of moving. There was Cassie to consider of course. She was settled at the special school. But Marie knew that she could always care for Cassie at home and in some ways she thought of Vic as the most vulnerable of the two. Perhaps she should broach the subject of moving with Vic. He would never think of it for himself.


    ‘Who would want me?’ he would say. ‘At my age?’


    He had been born in the valley and had never lived away from it. His father had worked at the Cadver as head gardener. Without her he would never have the imagination or the confidence to consider breaking away. She rehearsed in her mind what she would say to him:


    ‘Anyone with any sense would want you. You’ve been running this estate almost single handed for years. The upland and the lowland. Even now there’s only Danny Craven to help you and what use is he? You know you run the best shoot in the country.’


    It was true, but would his skills transfer to somewhere strange? Here, she thought, he could walk the estate blindfold and not falter once. He knew every tree in the woods in the valley where he reared pheasants, every outcrop on the fells where the rich Italians and Germans came to shoot grouse. If he were uprooted to a quite different landscape she felt he would be lost and rather pathetic.


    She stood at the sink to wash the lunch dishes and looked out at the garden where Vic worked every evening until it got dark. He had enjoyed gardening once, but now he dug and weeded with a compulsive restlessness. He knew he would not relax indoors unless he was physically exhausted. He brooded too much, she thought. That did nobody any good.


    It was to stop herself brooding that she decided to have an afternoon’s baking. The freezer was almost empty and she liked to cook something special on Friday ready for when Cassie came home. She lit the oven and set her weighing scales on the table, then began the therapeutic business of sifting and mixing.


    Once she was married it never occurred to Marie that she might have a career of her own, though she knew she was brighter than Vic, quicker at picking up facts and ideas. She had taken him on when they had married and even though she was younger than he she had known that he was a responsibility.


    ‘Whatever do you see in him?’ her sisters had said when she had first started courting Vic. It was 1962 and their heads were full of pop music and boys. They went to village dances with teenagers in black leather and came home late on the back of motorbikes.


    What had she seen in him? she wondered now as she rubbed fat into flour in a large, china bowl. Someone gentle, steady. Someone who needed looking after.


    She had done quite well at school, moving from secondary modern to the grammar when she was thirteen and staying on for the sixth form. She had thought she would go away to Carlisle and train to be a teacher. She had always liked little children. Her father ran the garage in Crowford Village and encouraged her, proud to think that one of his daughters would go away to college. Even when she started going out with Vic her plans were the same. She could come home for weekends, she said. She would see Vic then.


    The flooding of the valley changed everything. Her family had been forced to move and used the compensation from the Water Board to set up in a new petrol station on the A69.


    Vic was frightened of losing her. He thought she would never come back. On the summer day when she left school he asked her to be his wife, explaining in a strange, old-fashioned way, what his prospects were. He was only under-keeper, he said, but in six months his boss would retire and they could live in the cottage on the estate. She had been touched by the emotion in his voice and his need for her. On her nineteenth birthday they were married in Crowford church, the last couple to have a wedding there before the waters came. Now, nearly thirty years later, she would have wished for nothing different.


    She scattered flour on the table and began to roll out the pastry in firm, hard movements. She was a large woman, big bosomed and hippy with strangely fine ankles and small feet which she squeezed into patent leather shoes. Shoes, she always said to Vic, were her weakness.


    At half past three when the oven was full she went into the garden to fetch in the washing. She saw Ursula Ottway drive along the road from the dam and turn up the track to Back Rigg. Marie waved at her but Ursula did not respond. Marie was not surprised. Since Fred had died the old woman had become more eccentric and isolated. Besides, she would have been out to Appleworth to do her shopping and that always upset her.


    On the way back to the house she stopped, setting the heavy basket of washing on the grass, to shut the outhouse door. The wind had caught it and it was banging. The outhouse was stone built, part of the cottage. Vic should clear that place out, she thought. Most of the stuff inside had been there since before they were married and he never used it now. There were snares and traps, long since illegal, and on a shelf at one end dusty glass bottles which probably contained poison, the labels faded so they were illegible. He should keep it locked, she thought, briefly, and went back into the kitchen, wiping her shoes carefully before she went in. She piled the crockery on the draining board ready for washing then made a cup of tea and waited for the ambulance to bring Cassie home.


    Cassie had been a surprise, a gift out of the blue. Marie had always wanted children but the years passed and no babies came. The doctors could give them no adequate reason. Then there had been Cassie. They had known from the beginning that she was brain damaged but by then Marie was so desperate for a child that she was grateful even for the chance to hold the baby in her arms.


    ‘Are you sure you can manage her?’ Vic had asked anxiously. Perhaps he was afraid she would have no time left for him.


    ‘Of course I can manage her,’ Marie had said. She was almost pleased to hear that Cassie would be dependent on her for ever. It meant that she would never lose her. The decision to let the girl go away to the special school in Appleworth when she was twelve was the hardest she had ever taken. Vic had left the matter to her.


    ‘You have the care and worry of her,’ he had said. ‘You’ll know where she’ll be happiest.’


    The social worker had spoken about Marie needing a break.


    ‘You deserve some time to yourself,’ she had said. ‘You’ve worked wonders with her. No one would have believed that she could progress so well. Now it’s time to think of your own needs.’


    It had been impossible for Marie to explain that she had delighted in caring for Cassie. Impossible, too, to say that compared with the effort of giving Vic the confidence to survive in the valley there had been a relief in meeting Cassie’s uncomplicated demands.


    All the same she decided to let the girl go. Cassie was becoming bored and frustrated at home and as she grew bigger and stronger Marie found her temper tantrums increasingly hard to control. And she realised that, although he tried not to show it, Vic was upset by the girl. When she was a baby he had been almost affectionate, holding her anxiously, buying her presents, taking her for walks up the valley in her pram. But now, as she approached adolescence, Marie could see that her uncoordinated movements and her slurred speech disturbed him. Sometimes Cassie would throw her arms around him, pulling him down so that his head rested against her cheek, damp from the saliva dribbling from her slack mouth. He would pull away without a word and go outside to stand in the garden, staring up at the hill. He would have liked a son, Marie thought suddenly, with a stab of guilt. A fit and healthy young man like Jeremy Grenville. Someone to take up on to the hill and teach everything he knows.


    Vic Liddle spent the afternoon on the hill. He did not spend enough time there, especially at this time of the year. He thought it was too much work for one man – rearing the pheasants and keeping 2000 acres of heather moorland in a fit state to provide a decent day’s shooting five or six times a season. The moor always had to take second place. Perhaps now he had someone to help him things would be different, but he did not trust Danny Craven further than he could throw him and he thought there would still never be enough hours of daylight to get it all done.


    All the same he looked up to Crowford Crag with some satisfaction. The heather was just as he liked to see it. They had almost finished burning and the blackened strips showed up dramatically against the brown hill. Soon it would be replaced by the new shoots of heather that the grouse liked to eat. He burnt each year in strict rotation, following the plan left to him by the old keeper. He kept it on the wall in the cottage, though he knew it by heart and did not need the guidance of the crayon-coloured map. Marie complained about it good-naturedly and said it made the place look untidy but he would not let her take it down. Some keepers went in for November burning but he preferred to do it in the spring to leave some heather long to feed the birds in case there was snow. Now he wanted to check that there weren’t any areas that needed reseeding.


    He walked on towards the Crag, flushing the grouse which came lower down the hill in spring, looking all the time for signs of predators. There had been a lot of carrion crows this year and it was a bad time for foxes, just after lambing. Pest control was Craven’s responsibility and if his gibbets were anything to go by he was conscientious enough, but Vic wanted to see for himself. They could do with some Samson traps to have a go at the stoats and weasels. He came to a shooting butt and stopped to get his breath. That would be the next job, he thought, repairing the butts. There seemed no end to it. As he set off again he saw Ursula Ottway’s Land Rover drive up the track to Back Rigg, but thought nothing of it.


    When he got down from the hill he was tempted to call in to the cottage and have a quiet cup of tea with Marie before the girl came home. Once the ambulance arrived there would be no peace for either of them until Monday morning. But he had sent Craven to build a new pheasant release pen in the wood at the east of the estate and he wanted to see if the job was finished. He took the van along the road past the cottage then set off across the fields by foot, thinking that they could do with a crop providing more cover here if they were going to release pheasants from the wood. Something like turnip would be best. If Jeremy Grenville had more authority on the estate he would arrange it, but he let the tenant farmers walk all over him.


    The relationship between Vic and the tenant farmers had never been good. They came occasionally to work as beaters for the shoots but otherwise had little contact. Vic found it impossible to see the problems of the estate from their point of view. What did the drop in sheep prices have to do with him? He only thought the farmers should be more cooperative. His shoots made a profit for the Cadver and kept their rents down. They had no right to whinge. He walked on, brooding about this lack of gratitude, until he came to the small wood where he hoped this year to move the pheasants.


    He bought in the pheasants as day-old chicks, when they were tiny, thumb-nail size, and kept them confined at first in very small pens, hardening them off as they got older, moving them into bigger rearing pens. You needed an affinity with pheasants to achieve his success rate. Each evening he would phone the met office in Carlisle and decide whether they could be let out at night. The release pen was the last step before they were returned to the wild.


    He heard Danny Craven before he saw him. There was the sound of hammering and the low, tuneless whistling that a child makes when he’s concentrating. It had been a cold spring and most of the trees were bare and the ground was thick with last winter’s leaves.


    Vic had known the wood since he was a child. It was one of the features of his landscape. There had been a fox covert, encouraged by the old squire, Olivia Grenville’s grandfather, who had been more interested in hunting than shooting.


    One summer holiday Vic had come to the wood each night at dusk to watch the cubs. It had been an obsession. While other boys watched television and played cowboys and Indians he came to the wood to see the foxes. Even now, when he should consider them as vermin, they held a fascination for him. If he had problems with a fox taking pheasants from the release pen he preferred to wait for it, in the special look-out he had built in a tall tree, and shoot it with a deer rifle, than put down poison which would kill them all.


    At the edge of the wood Vic paused and looked back over Crow Water, preparing himself for the meeting with Craven. Vic found even the most routine exchange a strain. He had never had friends. There had only been one other boy of his own age in the village and they had never got on. When he had moved on to the secondary modern at Appleworth he had been even lonelier, out of his depth. He never knew what to say to the other boys, who all seemed quicker, more sophisticated. He had left at fifteen to work on the estate and had never shared the interests of other teenagers. He cared for Marie. And Cassie, of course. But there was no one else he felt the need to bother with. He went occasionally for a pint in the Crowford Hotel, and all the regulars knew him – he had been at school with most of them – but they never had any real contact beyond a nod and a chat about the weather. He got on surprisingly well with Jeremy Grenville, but he was hardly more than a boy and as shy and awkward as Vic himself. Otherwise he preferred to be alone, and though there was really too much work for one man he was happy that he had no assistant.
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