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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Ivar Campbell was dangerous. He wasn’t violent, he wasn’t in a bad mood; it was just that the wild geese were flying south and they had this effect on him. He was tinder waiting for a spark, a ticking bomb, a man born out of his time. 
 
    He came out of the Post Office and paused as he caught the sound of the geese passing over. Late September in the far north of Scotland and the air was warm enough for high summer. Hens crooned in the dust, eider duck talked at the edge of the loch, a buzzard mewed above the North Wood. Campbell stood immobile, his eyes shadowed by the peak of his cap, listening and watching. 
 
    All boys dream, but Campbell’s dreams had stayed with him. Before marriage he had considered becoming a mercenary, a detective, a spy. He read a great deal and all his heroes had blended to form the image of a tall, thin, loping man with restless eyes and a drooping moustache: a copy of himself. 
 
    He had left his Glasgow comprehensive school at sixteen to work in a garage, but although he was a competent mechanic he found the job stultifying. He lived for his books in the evenings, for camping trips at weekends when he could indulge the fantasy of a man on the run, a scenario varied only by the alternative: the killer on the prowl. 
 
    Then he met Debbie, a nursing auxiliary: a country girl disenchanted with urban life, who wanted only to return to the Highlands and raise a family. They married and Campbell threw up his job and bought an old van in which they lived for a summer, drifting up the west coast until Debbie discovered she was pregnant. They were then at Sgoradale, a crofting township at the end of a road. 
 
    Debbie found work as a housemaid to Lady MacKay at Sgoradale Lodge, and they moved into the old keeper’s cottage in the woods. Over the next ten years Campbell established himself in the community as an odd-job man. The boredom threshold was higher on this wild coast, but it was still there. Fishing and tree-felling, draining and fencing occupied his hands but not his mind. Another child followed the first and he discovered that family responsibilities were a world away from that free-ranging life which had been the dream before he met Debbie. 
 
    He returned to reading, switching now from fiction to true-life accounts of adventure, espionage, crime. Debbie accepted his absorption as easily as she accepted his ability to understand and use long words. Only recently, when the Russians hit the headlines and Campbell started to tell lies, did she start to wonder if all that reading was something more than a harmless hobby. 
 
    Soviet trawlers had been using the little port of Ullapool for years, but suddenly an enterprising reporter realised that no one kept surveillance on the landing parties. No one counted them back. The scandal was a nine-day wonder and, further up the coast, Campbell’s expertise was acknowledged. His fantasies were private, but everyone knew he was the authority on espionage. His opinion was sought, he became the arbitrator in the inevitable bar-room arguments. He swelled and bloomed—and started to drop hints of a dark and secret life before he came to Sgoradale. He wished passionately that a Russian trawler would put into the loch but he knew it wouldn’t happen now, at the end of the season, when any foreigner would be as conspicuous as a Siberian bear. 
 
    And yet there was a stranger in Sgoradale, which was why he lingered outside the Post Office after the geese had gone. His gaze slid over the grey water, past the cormorant that surfaced off the steps where his boat was moored, to come to rest on the figure at the head of those steps, its hands to its temples in the unmistakable stance of one using binoculars. Campbell, the observer, was being observed. 
 
    He looked away quickly, seaward. With peripheral vision he caught a movement and smiled thinly. She, too, had turned towards the mouth of the loch. I’ve got her now, he thought; she has to pass me to get away. He had been stalking her for two days, looking for a chance to engage her in conversation and discover what kind of story she would give him to explain her presence in the far north of Scotland at the back-end of the year. She had avoided him, not once but twice. Once could have been arrogance—she was old, but she was a lady—but twice was suspect. And why should Rose Millar, the postmistress, deflect his questions concerning the visitor? That had peculiar significance given that Rose was a government servant. Campbell climbed into his van and drove to the quay. 
 
    She was still at the top of the steps. He pulled up more sharply than he’d intended and the tools in the back shifted with a clatter. She regarded him from behind thick spectacles with green frames: a large solid lady with trim grey hair, wearing tweeds and clumpy shoes with huge serrated tongues. The binoculars were Zeiss. Campbell nodded curtly, opened the back of the van and reached in for a petrol can, remembering to heft it as if it were full. 
 
    At the top of the steps he paused and surveyed the sky. 
 
    ‘Is the weather going to break?’ she asked pleasantly. 
 
    ‘It won’t break today, ma’am.’ He grimaced as the courtesy slipped out. His tone hardened. ‘Were you wanting to go out?’ He nodded towards his boat. 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought of it. Is that yours: Blue Zulu? Why did you call it that?’ 
 
    He stared at her. ‘She was called that when I bought her.’ 
 
    ‘You were not curious yourself?’ 
 
    His anger flared. Questions were his job, not hers. ‘So,’ he said heavily, ‘you’re staying next to the Post Office. You’ll be writing a book?’ 
 
    Her eyes were steady. ‘That’s a possibility. Where do you stay, Mr—?’ 
 
    ‘I use the Post Office for an address. People contact me there if they need me.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘You keep a low profile,’ she observed. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ He was pleased that she should gauge him correctly, but he would play it cool. ‘I’m not much bothered, but in my line it’s always a good idea … I come and go; mail drops are convenient, you know, like collecting spots?’ 
 
    ‘Your line, Mr—?’ 
 
    ‘Campbell. Ivar. I’m …’ The eyes shifted, ranged the water and returned to her. ‘I’m a handyman,’ he told her blandly. She smiled and waited. He glanced at the empty windows of the hotel at the back of the quay and lowered his voice. ‘You’ve been listening to the talk. You shouldn’t believe everything you hear. I left all that behind when I came to Sgoradale. Mind you, I’m not saying it’s over; it can never be over, but I’ve got a wife and family to think of now. If I accept anything nowadays, it’s just routine work.’ His smile was smug; it was almost a leer. He saw her surprise and he giggled. ‘Not contracts—’ He stared at the twin discs of her spectacles, saw his own reflection and added wildly, ‘There’ll be time enough for contract work when the children leave home.’ He gave her a fierce frown, nodded, turned on his heel and strode to the truck, swinging the can. 
 
    His old Morris crept up the quay with a slow menace that was belied by its dangling exhaust and a trail of orange baler twine protruding from an ill-fitting rear door. 
 
    Miss Pink followed thoughtfully, wondering how long he had been what Rose Millar called ‘a wee strange in his ways’. It had been a short encounter and he’d been consumed by a kind of demon as if, in accosting her, he’d been conforming to an image. Well, the ice had been broken; next time he might have more confidence. 
 
    She dismissed him and sauntered along the quay observing Sgoradale with approval. From here the Post Office and its adjoining neighbours (the nearer rented by herself) were the focal point of the one street, but on either side of this short terrace were houses each standing in its own plot of land: the old schoolhouse, the police house, the nurse’s bungalow. Miss Pink had been here only three days and if she hadn’t met everyone she knew where they lived—at least, those who lived in the street. 
 
    On the far side of the bay that was the head of the loch, seaward of the hanging woods, was a scatter of crofts and that grim reminder of the Clearances: the sad grey stumps of ruins. On this side, at the back of the quay and inland of the fish sheds, was the Isle Chrona Hotel—a sprawling whitewashed building, all corners and extensions, with dormers, gables and a glazed verandah. The food was execrable. She had dined there once and next day had laid in a stock of tinned ravioli to serve against future emergencies. 
 
    Beyond the hotel with its garages, barns and disused stables were several cottages on a bend in the road, the approach road that was known locally as Lamentation because it had been built during the potato famine of 1846. At the other end of the so-called street the highway crossed a stone bridge above the mouth of the River Ord, then swung sharp left through the North Wood to run down the shore of the loch and end at the lighthouse on Fair Point. 
 
    Miss Pink’s attention returned to the foreground, noting that the largest house in the village was the only one to guard its privacy. Sgoradale Lodge was scarcely visible from sea level; only the upper slates of its roofs and the top of a crenellated tower showed above magnificent trees. Behind and above the lodge loomed an escarpment of rock below which the township nestled like the first colony on a strange continent. 
 
    The simile of stalwart pioneers did not extend to the inhabitants, at least not to sweet, fat Alec Millar from the Post Office, now coming carefully along the stone flags of the quay. Alec was always unsure of his footing. Some years ago he had contracted meningitis and had been left with brain damage, although the only obvious signs were a childlike mentality and a tendency to convulsions. He had worked in a bank: a clever man, destined to become branch manager, according to his mother. Now he was an overgrown child with nice manners and an overwhelming passion for a miniature apricot poodle called Baby. 
 
    ‘A fine morning, Alec.’ Miss Pink, who had been nipped by Baby, made no move to touch her. 
 
    ‘Great!’ His eyes shone behind his pebble spectacles. ‘Are you going out with Ivar?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    He looked down the loch. ‘I love going out in a boat—’ Miss Pink opened her mouth, then closed it, but he’d noticed. ‘They wouldn’t let me come,’ he told her. ‘I could fall overboard. I can swim but that’s no good if I faint, is it? I’m too heavy for you to get me back in the boat.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a steamer that goes round the Summer Isles in the season. Go with your mother and have a picnic.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t go if there wasn’t a doctor on board.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no doctor within fifteen miles of Sgoradale, Alec. I’m sure your mother copes very well if you faint, doesn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    She changed the subject. ‘Is this your regular walk?’ 
 
    ‘In the morning. After dinner I go the other way, past the big house. Usually I come down here later, when the bar’s open. I have one beer; that takes ten minutes. I can stay longer, so long as I don’t have more’n one beer. The visitors talk to me and they want to buy me drink, but I mustn’t let them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the fainting, isn’t it? You could have a nasty fall. You’re a big man.’ 
 
    ‘Be thankful for small mercies,’ he said cheerily, evidently echoing his mother. ‘I can look after myself and I enjoy my food, and I got Baby here.’ 
 
    Miss Pink and Baby exchanged wary glances. Alec said, peering, ‘Who’s that in your garden, miss?’ 
 
    ‘In my garden? I can’t see anyone.’ 
 
    ‘They’re gone now. Maybe it was my father. I don’t see all that well.’ 
 
    ‘But … it doesn’t matter. We’re all friends.’ With which inane comment she left him and made her way home, pondering his gentle nature, forgetting the possibility of an intruder in her garden until she entered her kitchen and was astonished to find the daylight blocked. A figure was outside, its hands shading reflections from the glass, peering round the interior until it spied Miss Pink. A grin materialised like that of the Cheshire cat, a hand waved, lips moved, there were faint calls of greeting. Miss Pink made no move towards the back door but that was immaterial; her presence was known and the front door was open. 
 
    Esme Dunlop knocked superfluously as she stepped in from the street: a large, ungainly woman in her fifties in fawn trousers with a knife-edged crease, a Viyella shirt and burgundy pullover. Her expression was as ingenuous as her style. She brimmed with enthusiasm and, having encountered her several times already, Miss Pink had found herself reflecting that such relentless exuberance might prove tiresome on occasions—upon bereavement for instance, or if one were trying to do something quietly without attracting attention. 
 
    ‘I went round the back,’ Esme was saying. ‘I got no reply at the front, so I thought you must be in the garden. You’ve got a wilderness out there! I wasn’t really surprised. I mean, Coline owns the holiday homes but who looks after them?’ 
 
    Miss Pink refused to be steam-rollered. ‘Gardens always look unkempt at this time of year—’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same in here—’ Esme wasn’t listening. Her eyes probed the corners of the living room. ‘Mary MacLeod is supposed to look after this property, but look at it! If I spent a couple of hours in this room you wouldn’t recognise it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had, in fact, spent an appreciable time cleaning her one reception room when she moved in. She had even polished the table. 
 
    ‘It’s not dirty,’ she said firmly. 
 
    ‘Well—those loose covers haven’t seen the inside of a washing machine for yonks, but I was thinking in terms of a spot of polish and some elbow grease. Look at that table … Is this your latest book—’ Esme advanced heavily. 
 
    Miss Pink skirted a chair and placed one hand on a pile of manuscript, forestalling her visitor. ‘It’s not a book as yet; merely a draft.’ 
 
    ‘That has to be typed.’ It was a flat statement. ‘And that’s your typewriter?’ Regarding the portable as if it were a museum piece, Esme gave a snicker of amazement. She said decisively, ‘Look, I’ll tell you what we’ll do. What you want is a secretary, and here I am, with oodles of free time at my disposal. Coline’s between books at this moment. I’ve got an electric typewriter and I’m an excellent typist. None of your two-finger pecking for me. I’ll come over each morning—better still, you give me that manuscript and I’ll return it to you, clean as a whistle, in three days. With all the spelling mistakes and grammar corrected: word-perfect, guaranteed. How’s that?’ Her beam split her face. 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated, and Esme pounced. ‘I promise you, I’ve got nothing else to do. It’ll be a pleasure. Give it to me now—’ Their hands shot out simultaneously, but Miss Pink was the quicker. Esme wasn’t beaten. ‘Half price?’ She twinkled roguishly. ‘I shall adore reading it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink struggled with her reactions. ‘No,’ she said, and knew she sounded aggressive. ‘You’re accustomed to Lady MacKay’s methods—’ 
 
    ‘No problem! All grist to the mill. I’m adaptable—and we’re all alike: romantic and gothic, the three of us—’ 
 
    ‘I want a man,’ Miss Pink said loudly and, since she had managed to silence Esme, went on more quietly, ‘I prefer working with men; their angle is different, and refreshing.’ 
 
    Esme was all contrition. ‘I was crowding you. You’ve only known me three days. And here I am, a total stranger, proposing to take more than half your work-load on my broad shoulders. Look, forget I ever proposed the arrangement, at least for the time being’—she grinned happily—‘and I’ll forget the crack about a male secretary, right? I’ll leave you now to get down to work, and we’ll meet this evening.’ She thrust past the sofa to the door and paused on the step. ‘We don’t dress, you know, nothing formal.’ Her gaze travelled from Miss Pink’s hair to her brogues. ‘Tweeds would do,’ she added doubtfully. 
 
    *** 
 
    Miss Pink walked along the street to take morning coffee with Beatrice Swan, whom she’d met on the foreshore two days ago while watching the waders. An old lady, emerging from the Post Office (which was also the store), had crossed the road and introduced herself. Having chatted about the local wildlife, she had indicated a house she called Feartag and extended the invitation to coffee. Miss Pink, observing the old but beautifully tailored Harris tweed, the leathery skin and serene eyes, sensed a kindred spirit: another loner living out her remaining years on the fringe of the wilderness. 
 
    Feartag was at the far end of the street where the road crossed the river before turning west towards Fair Point. The house had been built just upstream of the bridge and some thirty feet above the water which, in a dry autumn, was merely a stream between boulders. It was approached by a gravel drive between lawns which were still mown. Grass had a long growing season in this climate, where the Gulf Stream lapped the shores. 
 
    Feartag was Victorian; there were sash windows downstairs but the upper storey was in the roof, its dormers whimsically fitted with casements of leaded lights. The roof was purple slate; even the porch had its own neat cap of slates, supported at each corner by knotted trunks of Scots pine. The front door was open on a passage where a bowl of sweet peas stood on an oak table. Above it, on the planked wall, was a narwhal’s tusk of spiralled ivory. 
 
    Beatrice appeared in answer to the knock and, seeing Miss Pink’s interest, remarked that her brother had brought home the tusk from Greenland: ‘The narwhal is called the unicorn of the ocean. Isn’t that lovely?’ 
 
    She showed the visitor into a room that extended the width of the house. French windows opened on a terrace and Miss Pink was taken outside to admire tints in the birches opposite and the water chuckling among pink rocks below a stout fence of post and rails. There were two doors at the back of the house, one leading to the kitchen, the other open on a dim room Beatrice called the log cellar. There was a strong smell of sawn timber. 
 
    ‘We took a tree down,’ Beatrice said. ‘We must get all the logs under cover before it rains, although there’s little sign of that. These autumnal days are delightful, but there’s a nip in the air when you’re out of the sunshine. Come inside and we’ll have some coffee.’ 
 
    The sitting room was homely, with white walls and old furniture that was mostly oak. The floor was parquet, the carpet oriental, its jewelled shades echoed by paisley cushions on a coral sofa. One wall was lined with bookshelves, but there was also a television set and a record player. 
 
    Beatrice came in with the coffee and they settled to small talk. Miss Pink didn’t mention the brother but after he had, as it were, obtruded twice on the conversation, she wondered how long her hostess could refrain from doing so. ‘We are well above flood level,’ she said of the river and, acknowledging a compliment on the garden, ‘We’re fortunate; there’s a man who comes twice a week to mow the grass and cut up dead trees and so on. We do all the light work ourselves.’ 
 
    At that she looked uncomfortable and conversation dried up for a moment. 
 
    ‘You don’t live alone?’ Miss Pink’s tone was light. 
 
    Beatrice was still. ‘I’m alone now,’ she said. ‘I lost my brother two years ago.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t ill for long.’ The tone was flat. ‘It was cancer. He was in hospital, but he came home at the end.’ She looked round the room and her lips moved in the travesty of a smile. ‘Life goes on, doesn’t it? Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ 
 
    ‘I was an only child. My father died when I was young, but I was devastated when my mother died. I was in my late forties.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do? I mean, how did you cope once you’d recovered from the shock?’ 
 
    ‘I worked,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I started writing stories and articles for magazines while I looked after my mother. She had a long illness. But I wasn’t alone after she died. I had, and still have, an excellent housekeeper. I’ve never been lonely.’ There was a silence which stretched too far. ‘There was always something to do,’ she went on, ‘even if I had to fabricate it. Unfortunately that gets more difficult with age, at the same time as the writing becomes easier. So I started to travel.’ 
 
    ‘Did that work?’ 
 
    ‘It worked very well. I was something of a mountaineer when I was younger and I’d always thought I would have made a good explorer. When I go abroad, I don’t exactly court danger but I don’t go out of my way to avoid it. And there’s nothing to bring back the old joy of living so much as a good dose of fear.’ 
 
    ‘I was the timid one,’ Beatrice said. ‘Robert was the explorer. He crossed Greenland by dog sledge; he was in Spitzbergen, Baffin Land, the Yukon.’ 
 
    ‘Robert Swan!’ Miss Pink was amazed. ‘Of course. The polar traveller. I knew the name was familiar.’ 
 
    ‘You must come one evening and see some of his slides. I’ll put on a show.’ Beatrice smiled engagingly. ‘He used to call me his producer. I always helped select the pictures for a new lecture, and he tried out his commentary on me. I was representative of his audience, you see. He knew how mountaineers’ minds worked but he didn’t understand people who stayed at home.’ 
 
    ‘Did you always live together?’ 
 
    ‘Since the war. I had two more brothers. One was killed in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp in Burma, the other was a bomber pilot. He was shot down over the Ruhr. Robert went through North Africa without a scratch. Afterwards he worked for oil companies—he was a geologist—but when our parents died and we inherited, he didn’t need to do that kind of work any longer, so he explored and lectured. We came here in 1950. He loved Sgoradale—for a few months at a time—and then he’d be off again to some wild corner of the world. Are you like that: unable to spend long at home?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not yet found a home,’ Miss Pink confessed. ‘I thought it was North Wales, then Cornwall—where I still have a house. It doesn’t bother me; I’m not looking for a home. No doubt the right place will appear in due course.’ 
 
    ‘You’re good for the soul. When will you be free to come for a meal?’ 
 
    ‘I’m dining at the lodge tonight. Is tomorrow too short notice?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. Everyone in Sgoradale has freezers. Tomorrow it is. Shall we say six-thirty since we’re to have a slide show?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Miss Pink made her way along the street. The tide was high, lapping close to the green turf on the other side of the road. Across the bay a boat broke away from the steps and headed down the loch, the sound of its outboard coming over the water moments after it had picked up speed. She had meant to ask her hostess about Ivar Campbell’s background—what, in jargon, constituted his motivation. There had been no gossip from Beatrice Swan but, despite a conversation that had never overstepped the bounds of propriety, there had been a sense of self-exposure. Predictable, of course. There hadn’t been a sign of so much as a cat. Sgoradale would be a subjective place—heaven or hell or lotus-land depending on how you looked at it. In such an environment, Esme Dunlop’s gush and Campbell’s shiftiness did not seem excessive. Could they be defence mechanisms mutated in a rarefied atmosphere? 
 
    Miss Pink pondered the kind of eccentricities the MacKays might exhibit. She decided on a stiff walk from Fair Head to blow her mind clear and strengthen her defences for dinner at Sgoradale Lodge. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink drove to Fair Point, left her car outside the gates of the lighthouse and started along a sheep path which meandered through heather towards a craggy knoll. From this pimple of a hill, Sgoradale appeared more than ever like an outpost of civilisation. Even its sheltering escarpment was diminished, for behind it the high ground stretched across Scotland, fretted with spires and elephantine humps of hills, with glimpses of water like scattered sapphires in the peat and, most distantly, grey ranges frosted with the first snowfall. 
 
    Sgoradale turned its back on this hinterland, facing down the loch past wooded islets to skerries that marked the open sea. The sides of the loch were steep and, near the water, they were clothed with hardwoods now patched with gold as the leaves started to turn. Beyond the mouth of the loch and across the Minch, the Hebrides appeared like a fairy land on the horizon. 
 
    Miss Pink was not deceived by the gentle beauty of the scene. She could visualise Atlantic gales driving across the loch, lacy waterfalls swollen to brown torrents, blizzards where now the lochans reflected blue sky. Strolling back to the car she passed a ruin: a gable end above a scatter of stones. She remembered the Clearances, when cottages were fired and crofters evicted (cats thrown back in the flames) to make room for commercially viable sheep. There was a smell of blood and soot and burned fur. She shuddered; elemental violence was terrible, but it lacked malice. That was a human attribute. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘We have no local crime. No doubt we lose a few fish to the pot here and there, even deer, but I’ve seen no evidence of it. Poaching is traditional, y’know—wasn’t there a Norman king killed by a poacher? But they must follow up and kill a beast if it’s been wounded. Only criminals leave a wounded beast to die slowly. And poachers must not get caught; that’s another crime.’ 
 
    Sir Ranald MacKay grinned impishly at Miss Pink and waited for her reaction. They were in the drawing room at the lodge—a wood-panelled room ornamented with the heads of dead animals. Lamps cast pools of light downwards and the place had that dim glow characteristic of Victorian interiors. At one time this building, all slate and stone, would have been cold comfort; now it was centrally heated and a log fire burned in the basket grate. Miss Pink, chic in grey cashmere, sipped her Tio Pepe and considered her response. Sir Ranald, a large man, balding but trendy in light tweeds and a tie the colour of egg yolk, was waiting. 
 
    ‘No crime at all?’ she ventured. ‘What about drugs?’ 
 
    ‘You mean the hard stuff? Cocaine, heroin? Not locally. In Ullapool perhaps, or Oban, but even there it would be brought in by foreigners, Scandinavians probably; Sweden was first with the permissive society. And there are always the Russians.’ 
 
    ‘Glue sniffing?’ Miss Pink suggested, her ears alert to the sound of heels on the tiled floor. 
 
    The women who entered the drawing room were in sharp contrast to each other. The first was tall and thin, with the kind of bony elegance achieved by rigid dieting. She was wearing highwaisted gaucho pants with a bolero, all in white, a black shirt and gold chains with a pendant that was one large pearl. She was a tawny blonde with a mass of loose curls to her shoulder-blades. In that dim light, it was only her poise as she greeted her guest that suggested she was over thirty. Lady MacKay’s age was not public knowledge, but her string of romantic novels (notably their publication dates) proved that she’d never see forty again. 
 
    Miss Pink shook hands and turned to Flora MacKenzie, Coline MacKay’s daughter, Sir Ranald’s step-child. She was young, plump with the softness of puppy fat, her face delicately boned under the roundness, with large clear eyes. She had her mother’s tawny hair, but straight and cut short with a heavy fringe. She looked twelve years old, innocent but rich. Only the child of wealthy parents would come down to dinner in stained cotton pants several sizes too large, worn with a bulky blouson in shimmering colours that must have cost a fortune. 
 
    ‘Glue sniffing?’ Coline repeated, helping herself to sherry. ‘Are we having that kind of party?’ 
 
    Ranald said, frowning, ‘Miss Pink was asking about the incidence of local crime. I told her we don’t have any. Knox, the police constable, takes care of the drunks on a Saturday night, and if there’s a trawler in, the hands stagger straight across the quay and fall in their bunks—if they don’t fall in the water!’ He chuckled heartily. 
 
    Coline sat down on a sofa. ‘Nothing happens in Sgoradale,’ she said. ‘Except the weather, which can be very dreary, but then we’re all going to Bermuda in November, thank God! The only thing one can do here in winter is write, but I can do that in the sun too.’ 
 
    ‘Sgoradale can be lovely,’ Flora said. ‘Spring is gorgeous. And in summer it can be roasting hot—just like the Caribbean.’ 
 
    ‘The Caribbean doesn’t have trippers,’ Ranald said darkly. He looked towards Miss Pink. ‘Now that’s when we have crime; it comes with the gangs, the vandals—why, this June and July we had, what’—he glanced at his wife—‘five, six cars broken into? It was a gang from Inverness.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t proved,’ Coline reminded him. ‘No one was arrested, and there were two incidents after they left.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know they left? They weren’t seen, that’s all. They were probably camping on the moor and sneaked back to the car park through the woods.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen a car park,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘It’s not obvious.’ Ranald preened himself. ‘It’s a corner of the estate, in the woods just south of the village. Unfortunately, in hiding it away we made it vulnerable to thieves. There’s no attendant, you see.’ 
 
    ‘What was stolen?’ 
 
    ‘Money. Men take their wallets with them, but women leave their bags in the car: covered, but not always locked in the boot. Although, given this gang, a locked boot wouldn’t have stopped them.’ 
 
    ‘Did they take credit cards?’ Miss Pink asked, and had all their attention. 
 
    ‘That never occurred to me,’ Coline said. ‘Were credit cards taken, dear?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Never asked. Knox would know. Not important, is it?’ He regarded Miss Pink doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Taking only cash implies an amateur. A professional thief could get a better haul by way of credit cards—provided he acted quickly—than he could by stealing cash directly from cars.’ 
 
    ‘They were amateurs,’ Ranald protested. ‘A gang of Hell’s Angels working their way round the coast.’ 
 
    ‘Was that the kind of crime you were thinking of?’ Flora asked politely. ‘Or were you suggesting we might be into …’ she sought for the correct term ‘… capital offences?’ 
 
    Coline sighed. ‘ “Capital” means the kind of thing you could be hanged for once, sweetie. I don’t think we indulge in murder and … high treason? Nor even espionage, despite Campbell’s insistence that any of the villages on this coast could be harbouring a sleeper.’ 
 
    ‘A sleeper?’ Ranald goggled at her. 
 
    ‘A spy.’ Flora was patient with him. ‘Like the KGB, or whoever, had put someone in Sgoradale—Campbell, for instance—ten years ago, complete with a wife (who’d be working for them too) and he lived a normal life until someone decided to base nuclear submarines in the loch, and Campbell would be activated. To get the plans of the submarines, or blow them up, or pervert the crews.’ 
 
    ‘Subvert,’ Coline corrected. 
 
    Ranald blinked. ‘You’ve got too vivid an imagination.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Flora was cool. ‘I’m just observant—like Campbell. In fact, it was he who told me about sleepers.’ 
 
    ‘He mentioned contracts when I met him,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I might have thought he was talking about employment, but he took pains to emphasise the other meaning. Whether he meant he would accept a contract or thought himself the target for one escaped me.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of contract was he talking about?’ Ranald looked bewildered. 
 
    Flora said calmly, ‘He’d be wanting her to think he was a hit man.’ He made to interrupt, but she went on, ‘A hit man is hired to “take out” someone—meaning terminate, or kill, like culling stags. It’s a verbal contract.’ 
 
    ‘Good God, that’s Chicago stuff! Al Capone and—and Butch Cassidy.’ He rose and went to the sideboard where the drinks were. He looked back at his step-daughter. ‘Campbell told you all this?’ 
 
    ‘Where d’you spend your time? Miss Pink’s been here three days and knows Campbell has—what is it, Mum—folie de grandeur? And you’ve employed him for ten years and what do you know? You block things out.’ 
 
    ‘I know he’s barmy.’ 
 
    ‘He’s harmless,’ Coline said equably. ‘A good workman, an unremarkable family man—well, he doesn’t beat his wife …’ She giggled. ‘Rose Millar says he’s started using the Post Office as a poste restante.’ 
 
    ‘He told me that,’ Miss Pink said. ‘How long has he been like this?’ 
 
    Coline shrugged. ‘Probably since he came.’ 
 
    ‘He’s getting worse,’ Ranald said. 
 
    Coline sighed. ‘So long as he doesn’t upset Debbie.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Local women won’t work in the house,’ she explained. ‘They think domestic service is degrading. Our cook’s on holiday and we’re managing with Mary MacLeod, who looks after the holiday cottages, and Debbie Campbell. Esme Dunlop will help out when necessary—this evening, for instance. She’s my secretary, but she can turn her hand to most things.’ 
 
    ‘She called on me this morning,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘She said so,’ Ranald put in. ‘Said she thought she frightened you.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s jaw dropped and Flora looked at her with interest. 
 
    ‘She had a look at the black colt,’ Ranald continued. ‘She inspects his leg every day.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you do that, sweetie?’ Coline asked her daughter. ‘They’re your ponies.’ 
 
    ‘I do it,’ Flora said. ‘Every day.’ 
 
    ‘She thought he was moving a bit stiffly this afternoon,’ Ranald said. ‘She put a clean dressing on. Animal cut himself on some wire,’ he told Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Couldn’t you change the dressing yourself?’ Flora asked. ‘Or you could have asked me.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t trust me to do it.’ Again he addressed himself to the guest. ‘Esme’s as good as a man: she keeps an eye on the horses, the cattle, even the big trees—tells me when they need pruning or a branch gets dangerous; she keeps the pool clean, supervises the servants—’ 
 
    ‘She does what?’ Flora was strident. Miss Pink was not surprised; Ranald did seem to be piling it on. 
 
    He gave an embarrassed cough and glanced at his wife, who said, ‘We need all the help we can get—and she takes the grind out of writing as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    ‘I do love accolades,’ said a new voice, and Miss Pink turned to see Esme Dunlop. She wondered how long the woman had been there in the shadows. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Miss Pink.’ She came forward, incongruous in high-necked, long-sleeved red moiré, very tall in her high heels. ‘Sable is doing fine, Flora; you’ll be able to start exercising him in a fortnight.’ She turned to Coline. ‘Everything’s under control,’ she said quietly. ‘They’ll be dishing up in ten minutes, OK?’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. Help yourself to a drink.’ 
 
    ‘Can I top up anyone?’ Esme looked brightly round the room and replenished other people’s glasses before pouring herself a small gin and drowning it in tonic. She sat down beside Coline and beamed. The others sipped their fresh drinks, all except Flora who, drinking nothing at all, slumped in a deep chair and regarded the fire without expression. 
 
    Esme said, ‘How did you find Beatrice, Miss Pink?’ 
 
    The grapevine, thought Miss Pink. Aloud she said, ‘Well. Has she been ill?’ 
 
    ‘She took her brother’s death very hard.’ Esme’s tone was reverent. ‘She retreated into herself, you know? Shunned people. We had to be quite firm with her.’ 
 
    ‘You were,’ Flora murmured as her step-father nodded confirmation. ‘She was very much attached to Robert,’ he informed Miss Pink. ‘She told you about him? Yes, well, they never married, either of them, and then—the two brothers killed in the war, the parents dying shortly afterwards—they’d been a big family and there were just the two of them left. Yes, she took his death hard.’ 
 
    ‘He was a colourful character.’ Coline smiled. ‘I put him in a number of books.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have explorers in your books,’ Ranald protested. ‘They’re all doctors and nurses or tycoons and secretaries: dull people.’ 
 
    ‘But with romantic souls. Robert was what all my heroes would like to be.’ 
 
    ‘Not me.’ He eased himself in his chair. ‘I like my creature comforts. Eight hours on the moor is as much as I can take in dirty weather. Best part of the day is coming down the glen and thinking of a hot bath ahead and a Scotch and a good dinner. The thought of eighty degrees of frost in the North-west Territories makes my blood run cold. D’you know’—he turned to Miss Pink—‘they didn’t have down clothing when Robert was young?’ 
 
    ‘You’d have coped superbly,’ Esme assured him. ‘Robert did. No one knows what they’re capable of until they’re stretched.’ 
 
    ‘You mean few people realise their potential?’ Flora asked. ‘We’re all inadequate personalities?’ 
 
    Miss Pink studied the child carefully. The tone had been innocent, but not the sense. Flora was either old for her years or considerably older than she looked. 
 
    Esme had hesitated. She answered carefully. ‘Few people do realise their potential, but I don’t think that makes them inadequate.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Flora asked. 
 
    ‘Let’s say they don’t try hard enough.’ Esme’s tone became schoolmarmish. ‘Our potential should always be beyond our reach—’ 
 
    ‘What’s yours?’ Flora interrupted. 
 
    Esme checked and gave a small gasping laugh. ‘It’s not always revealed to us. I said no one knows what they’re capable of until they direct their powers.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like you radiate power, a kind of laser, and hope to pick up a target?’ 
 
    ‘You lost me.’ Ranald was shaking his head. ‘What’s there to get so intense about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not an aggressive concept.’ Flora’s eyes widened. ‘Or is it?’ she asked of Esme who shook her head, momentarily silenced. 
 
    Coline excused herself and left the room. Flora said sweetly, ‘Would you like to live in Sgoradale, Miss Pink?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ It was too curt. She elucidated. ‘There’s a combination of violence and decadence that grates on me. I would find it an uncomfortable place to spend any length of time.’ 
 
    ‘Violence?’ Ranald repeated. ‘Decadence?’ 
 
    Flora and Esme were staring—the one delighted, the other angry. Miss Pink realised that she was on her third sherry, and that on an empty stomach. Nevertheless, she was committed. 
 
    ‘The violence is in the elements,’ she explained, ‘and a form of decadence in the sense that here is a remote community leading a leisurely life without stress. I wouldn’t feel stretched here. That’s one person’s opinion, but you did ask.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be bored,’ Flora said flatly. 
 
    ‘Our lives aren’t leisurely,’ Esme protested. ‘There’s too much to do. I’m run off my feet. Not that I don’t love every minute of it,’ she added quickly. 
 
    ‘I’m a man of leisure,’ Ranald admitted, ‘but only because I’m well looked after. I’m a lazy fellow, but I’m never bored. Always something to do, y’know: fishing, shooting and so on. Never idle.’ 
 
    ‘Decadent,’ Flora mused. ‘I like it. We sound like Roman emperors—beautiful and wicked, and into unspeakable perversions.’ 
 
    ‘Now what?’ Coline asked from the doorway. ‘I make one entrance to a suggestion of glue sniffing, now this. Miss Pink has raised the tone of our soirées. Shall we continue this discussion at the table?’ 
 
    They rose and trooped out of the drawing room, their silent passage creating the effect of a subdued procession, or at the least, thoughtful. 
 
    ‘Seriously,’ Flora began when they were seated—all but Esme, who had disappeared. ‘Seriously, doesn’t decadence go with violence?’ 
 
    ‘It bothers me,’ Miss Pink said happily, her appraisal of the silver, the napkins and the range of glasses having suggested that she was about to be served something better than ‘meat and two veg’ even though the cook was on holiday. She gave them an embarrassed smile. ‘You lead such cosy lives in contrast with the elemental forces around you. I couldn’t accept that situation. I’m more at home in a place like the American West, where people fit their environment: wild men in a wild land. Most of them own guns because no system of law can be imposed on a wilderness. I believe those Westerners who tell me that many more crimes occur, even serious ones, than come to light.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true of any country,’ Coline said. 
 
    Esme entered with a tray and went round the table serving plates of smoked salmon. 
 
    ‘Home-caught,’ Ranald beamed. ‘And Campbell smoked it.’ 
 
    But Flora was like a young dog after sticks. She caught the one her mother had thrown. ‘There are unreported crimes in Sgoradale?’ She was incredulous. ‘You just said nothing ever happened here except weather.’ 
 
    ‘Not Sgoradale, but generally speaking. No doubt in Glasgow … Do you know how many people go missing every year?’ 
 
    Flora leaned her elbows on the table. ‘No. How many?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but thousands.’ 
 
    ‘You think they’re all murdered?’ 
 
    ‘A significant proportion of them.’ 
 
    ‘So where are their bodies?’ 
 
    Ranald lumbered round the table filling their glasses. Coline looked at Miss Pink. ‘Your cue, I think,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘You could become a mystery writer,’ she told Flora, ‘or a forensic pathologist. You have an enquiring mind. May one ask your age?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sixteen.’ The girl regarded her levelly. ‘What happens to the bodies?’ 
 
    Miss Pink wasted no time on surprise; she was now in her element. ‘Murder is easy,’ she said. ‘It’s disposal of the body that’s the difficult part.’ She took a sip of her wine and glanced at her host, who was watching anxiously. ‘A Traminer?’ she ventured. ‘A nice choice.’ She turned back to Flora. There were candles on the table, augmenting the low side lights. The girl still looked twelve years old. ‘Well,’ she resumed, ‘bodies have been put through stone crushers and become part of a motorway; they’ve been baled inside cars and reduced to cubes of scrap metal in a breaker’s yard. You know about corpses in cement foundations, of course, and animal feeding stuffs. Do you want more?’ 
 
    Flora smiled. ‘That’ll do for starters.’ 
 
    The conversation veered. ‘Why do you need a policeman here?’ Miss Pink asked generally. ‘Surely there aren’t enough inhabitants to justify a constable?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a bigger community than you think,’ Ranald told her. ‘There are large families crammed into small houses. At one time the young people left to find work, but now they stay. Those already in the towns get priority for any jobs and, goodness knows, there’s a high rate of unemployment in the towns.’ 
 
    ‘There were some motor bikes about on Saturday night. They were local youths?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘There are the crofts on the lighthouse road, and a number around that you don’t see, hidden in pockets away from the Lamentation Road. But there’s no crime, as such; however, that could well be because of a police presence. And there’s the harbour; boats put in for shelter or to unload a catch. In summer the population can quadruple, what with yachtsmen and caravans and visitors in the holiday cottages. Knox keeps a high profile in the season, particularly where ladies are concerned. The rest of the time I’d be hard put to say what he does, or where he is.’ People smiled at that. Miss Pink’s silence was polite but curious. 
 
    It was Coline who enlightened her. ‘One morning the police car was parked in the nurse’s drive. That was all. I mean very early, at dawn. And it stayed there until Knox collected it, apparently when he got up and realised it wasn’t outside his house.’ 
 
    Miss Pink preserved a careful silence. 
 
    ‘The implication being that he’d spent the night in the nurse’s house,’ Ranald said. ‘Of course, he hadn’t. Who’d go home and leave his car behind, particularly a police car?’ 
 
    ‘A practical joke?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Rather a naughty one.’ Coline stared into her wine. ‘Knox is a lady’s man, and Anne Wallace … In a place like this, one has to be quite extraordinarily discreet, and Knox is. I think everyone is, including Nurse Wallace. Putting the police car in her drive was … offensive; it was the action of someone not just calling attention to an extra-marital affair, but also to the cover-up.’ 
 
    A silence followed, until Ranald said tactlessly, ‘We have some amusing moments in Sgoradale. Remember the streaker?’ 
 
    Coline said, ‘Like the police car, that was a nine-second wonder, dear. If you’re on the loch in summer, you can see naked people sunbathing all over the place.’ 
 
    ‘He was in the car park!’ Ranald turned to Miss Pink. ‘Feller came galloping back to his car, starkers, couldn’t get in—no keys, d’you see—ran up to a couple, goodness knows what he said, they didn’t wait: chap started up and drove off like greased lightning. So the naked man disappears, comes back in a few minutes wearing a bin-liner!’ 
 
    ‘What had happened?’ Miss Pink asked, more curious than amused. 
 
    ‘Dunno. Lost his clothes. Those Hell’s Angels were around—no doubt they stole ’em for a lark.’ 
 
    ‘Who was the witness?’ she asked. Ranald stared. ‘Who told you the story? Someone had to be watching.’ 
 
    ‘Another motorist was sitting in his car changing a film. He was in the pub that evening; next day the whole village knew.’ 
 
    ‘So if he lost his clothes and his car keys, he lost his wallet too?’ 
 
    ‘Evidently.’ Ranald sobered and stared at her in the silence. ‘And he didn’t report it to Knox,’ he said in wonder. ‘Why was that?’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure he didn’t report it?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Flora said, ‘he didn’t. Hamish would have told me. He’s Knox’s son,’ she informed Miss Pink. ‘He helps with the ponies. The man got into his car eventually by breaking a window. There was a lot of that laminated glass in the car park; I was down there next day picking up litter.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell us,’ Ranald said. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t important.’ 
 
    After the smoked salmon there was a saddle of venison and with it they drank a powerful burgundy. An association of ideas prompted Miss Pink to ask if the district nurse had enough work to keep her occupied. 
 
    ‘More than Knox has,’ Coline said. ‘There’s a lot of elderly people and she travels a long way south, and inland. In summer time, like everyone else, she can be overworked: anything from sunburn to adder bites. The nearest doctor is fifteen miles away, at Morvern. Have you met the nurse?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I’ve seen her in the distance. Not young, I would say.’ 
 
    ‘Middle-aged but sprightly. Quite a good nurse on the whole, wouldn’t you say, darling?’ 
 
    Ranald shrugged. ‘She took some stitches out of my foot; that’s all the professional contact I’ve had. Haven’t heard any complaints. Pleasant enough woman socially; knows her place. What’s this?’—as Esme brought a bowl to the table—‘Blaeberry fool. You’ll like that, Miss Pink. Cream from our own Jersey.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The evening ended with Esme Dunlop insisting on walking Miss Pink home, an offer that could not be refused because they both went the same way. As they descended the drive by the light of torches, Esme took the older woman’s arm and squeezed it companionably. ‘It’s a bit rough,’ she said. ‘Can’t have you going down, can we?’ 
 
    Miss Pink stopped and detached herself. ‘I prefer to make my own way.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to annoy you.’ They moved on slowly. ‘Do I intimidate you?’ Esme pressed with anxious curiosity. 
 
    Miss Pink considered the question. ‘A little,’ she admitted. ‘I think you dislike being alone and you avoid the condition by cleaving to people who are stronger than yourself. It’s rather overpowering.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. I’m a big hefty lady who crashes in where angels fear to tread and I scared the daylights out of you. Come on, own up. There are a lot of eccentric characters round here and you’ll have to learn to live with us.’ On the rough drive they wavered towards each other, touched and sheered away. ‘You come from an undemonstrative family, right?’ Esme’s tone was roguish. 
 
    ‘And you?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Me? What?’ 
 
    ‘What is your background?’ 
 
    ‘My mother’s dead. My father’s alive—in a nursing home. He’s senile; I can’t stand him.’ 
 
    ‘How does he feel towards you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s mutual.’ Esme hated the tables being turned. Before she could regain that equilibrium which could be so infuriating, Miss Pink pressed her advantage: ‘And what brought you to Sgoradale?’ 
 
    ‘Coline put an advertisement in The Lady. That was eight years ago.’ 
 
    ‘You do more than secretarial work, I’m told.’ 
 
    ‘I virtually run the place.’ She seemed to take it for granted that she should be discussed by her employers. ‘I’m one of the family now; in fact, they are my family. I don’t know what they’d do without me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve made yourself indispensable.’ 
 
    ‘Do I detect a note of criticism?’ 
 
    ‘I was stating a fact. Isn’t it correct?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but it’s traditional for these old families to have a steward to run the house and estate, even—’ she laughed deprecatingly—‘even their lives to some extent.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Ranald’s is an old family?’ 
 
    ‘No. The baronetcy was created only in 1902. His grandfather was a jute merchant and made a pile of money, but now there’s nothing left except the title. And Ranald, of course.’ 
 
    ‘How did Lady MacKay lose her first husband?’ 
 
    ‘He ran off with a television actress, which is why Coline has custody of Flora. Not that Flora wouldn’t prefer to be with her father in London, but I don’t expect an actress in her twenties wants a sixteen-year-old step-daughter under her feet.’ 
 
    ‘Why isn’t Flora at school?’ 
 
    ‘She left, and refuses to go back. Her mother’s got a problem with that child. It’s virtually a one-parent family, as you saw. Flora has no respect for her step-father, and there’s not enough to amuse her in Sgoradale. She neglects her ponies, borrows her mother’s car—or Ranald’s, or the Land Rover—and disappears for days at a time.’ 
 
    ‘How does she … square the police?’ 
 
    Esme gave a snort of derision. ‘She runs circles round Knox, the same as she does with her mother and step-father.’ 
 
    ‘And yourself?’ Miss Pink asked innocently. 
 
    ‘An armed truce. I’ll stand no nonsense from Miss MacKenzie, and she knows it. I won’t have those ponies neglected, but I can’t force her to look after them, so I do it myself—like everything else that’s important.’ She changed the subject. ‘I see Anne Wallace is either dog-tired or has run out of library books. Her light’s out and usually she reads until midnight.’ 
 
    They stopped and looked along the street which shimmered softly in the starlight. The night was calm. From the open sea came a whisper of water round the skerries. 
 
    ‘You’d love it here,’ Esme said. ‘You should give lectures. I’ll draft a notice and have it printed in Inverness. We’ll put on shows in Morvern and Ullapool; the whole district will turn out—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t lecture.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but you must! You have an excellent speaking voice, a good command of English and a vivid imagination—’ 
 
    But Miss Pink had gone. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    ‘And forty Embassy, please.’ 
 
    ‘You smoke too much, Debbie.’ Rose Millar reached for the cigarettes and started totting up the bill. Miss Pink, awaiting her turn in the store, studied Debbie Campbell: a thin pale woman in jeans and an Icelandic sweater. She turned, murmured some response to Miss Pink’s greeting, hesitated, then left the store. 
 
    Miss Pink bought a loaf and milk, exchanged views on the virtues of wholemeal bread and the likelihood of the weather breaking, then stepped outside to find Debbie standing a discreet distance from her open door. The woman said quickly, ‘I work at the big house: Debbie Campbell. You talked to my husband yesterday.’ Her eyes flickered to the doorway. 
 
    ‘I did,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Won’t you come in?’ 
 
    ‘I shan’t take up your time; it’s just that if you want to go out with Campbell, I’ll tell him. I’m on my way home now.’ 
 
    ‘Is there much to see on the loch?’ Miss Pink knew that there was not at this time of year, but then that wasn’t why the woman wanted to speak to her. ‘I’m afraid I’d be taking your husband away from his work.’ 
 
    ‘He does pretty much as he pleases.’ 
 
    ‘A good workman is worth his weight in gold in a remote place.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a good worker, I’ll say that for him. Mind if I smoke?’ 
 
    Poker-faced, Miss Pink said she didn’t and found the ash-tray she’d put in the sideboard. ‘How long have you lived here?’ she asked as they sat either side of the empty grate. 
 
    ‘Ten years. We’ve got two kids, a boy and a girl. They go to school in Morvern; you’ll have seen the bus.’ It went along the lighthouse road, turned and came back, picking up children from the crofts. The kids were happy at school, Debbie said, happy in Sgoradale: ‘They’re too young to know better—ten and nine.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was suddenly effusive. ‘And both you and your husband have good jobs! There’s no bother about unemployment if people are prepared to work. And to travel. You had no worries about settling here in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t have much choice. There was a baby on the way and Lady MacKay, she offered me a job in the house, and in a while Campbell was finding enough work to keep him busy.’ 
 
    ‘You fell on your feet—but you must have had to work hard to stay there.’ 
 
    Debbie sighed and stared out of the doorway. A marmalade cat had come to sit on the step and wash his face; the only movement was a long red paw pressing and releasing a velvet ear. 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Debbie’s shoulders drooped. Her gaze returned from the foreshore to the questioner. ‘You talked to him,’ she said accusingly; Miss Pink nodded. Debbie’s eyes wavered. ‘I don’t have no one to talk to.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with Lady MacKay?’ 
 
    ‘She couldn’t care less.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyebrows rose a fraction. ‘There’s Miss Swan.’ 
 
    ‘She likes Campbell—but she don’t have to live with him.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he’s not likeable?’ 
 
    ‘No! I mean she’s not bothered.’ 
 
    ‘Like Lady MacKay?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no! They’re opposites. Lady MacKay doesn’t care if people are worried or even a bit scared. She’s got her own life to lead and can’t be bothered with working folk. They’re the lairds, aren’t they? But Miss Swan doesn’t take no notice of—all this talk about …’ Debbie bit her lip. There was a sibilant mutter. 
 
    ‘Russians?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Debbie gave her a hard look. ‘Is there anything in it?’ 
 
    ‘In your husband’s … speculations? There’s been a great fuss in London about fishermen coming ashore in Ullapool with no one keeping a check on how many return to their ships.’ 
 
    Debbie nodded. ‘They said so on TV. But there’s no call for Campbell to suspect everyone is a Russian spy!’ 
 
    Miss Pink smiled; she’d already guessed that she filled that role herself. ‘If you assume that some fishermen are spies, it’s reasonable to think they could make contact with spies already in position—sleepers.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been interested in spies all his life. It’s a long time to have a hobby like that, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Some men play with model trains all their lives.’ 
 
    ‘You mean toy trains? When they’re grownup?’ 
 
    ‘They convert their lofts and spend hours running trains round tracks.’ 
 
    ‘But aren’t they a bit—weird?’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary; some hold down highly responsible jobs—professional men.’ 
 
    Debbie tried to relate this to her own problem and failed. ‘It’s not the same. He’s started making things up. I’ve known him since he was in his first job; he knows I know he’s telling lies but it doesn’t seem to matter.’ 
 
    ‘How do the children take it?’ 
 
    ‘Like a game.’ 
 
    ‘It is a game, like the trains. Does he talk much about his interests outside the family?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t he talk to you?’ 
 
    ‘He referred to contracts.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God! Could you cope with it? I mean—getting the fidgets when he’s watching TV, saying, “I’ll take a turn outside. I didn’t hear anything; I just want to make sure …” Knowing he’s lying there listening in bed when an owl calls … He’ll get up and look out of the window, standing well back, then he’ll go in the kids’ room and I know he’s looking out of that window. It’s not a game. I’m scared, miss.’ 
 
    She sent Debbie away with the suggestion that she should discuss his behaviour with her husband. To her amazement that seemed to satisfy the woman. A trouble shared, Miss Pink thought, strolling across the road to sit on an upturned dinghy and contemplate the birds. After a while she became aware of the boat, Blue Zulu, drawn up below her—and here was Campbell himself, the old van emerging from the bend. It stopped and he came towards her, a figure of menace. 
 
    ‘You been talking to my wife,’ he said, not bothering to lower his voice. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Mr Campbell.’ Her tone was a rebuke, but he was far too angry to heed it. 
 
    ‘What was she telling you?’ 
 
    A youth on a bicycle swept out of the policeman’s drive and started along the street. He slowed suddenly and swerved across the road. 
 
    ‘You talked about me?’ Campbell was grinning unpleasantly. 
 
    ‘Debbie’s frightened,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Of me?’ He was astonished. 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Observing the boy, who was now leaning over the side of a beached dinghy doing something under a thwart, Miss Pink took the plunge. ‘But if you’ve got yourself involved in something you can’t handle, there are the children to be considered. She’s worried about the effect on them. They may think of it as a game. She knows better. The sensation of being watched can be terrifying.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s watching her?’ 
 
    ‘Not her. You. Who’s outside your cottage at night?’ 
 
    He considered this carefully, all signs of anger gone. Miss Pink was sympathetic, but she thought of the children and stuck to her guns. ‘I’m puzzled,’ she said. ‘I take it that you haven’t done anything illegal?’ 
 
    He glanced at her sharply. He’d be unaccustomed to being taken seriously by someone of her stamp. 
 
    ‘Because if you’ve done nothing illegal,’ she went on, ‘one assumes that the other people have—the watchers. Why are they after you?’ 
 
    His face cleared. ‘It’s a long story,’ he began, ‘and complicated. It’s like this—’ He bit his thumb and stared out to sea. He looked around, his gaze lingering on the lad by the boat, then passing on. No one was abroad in the street. ‘I was approached by the police,’ he resumed. ‘Recruited for undercover work. You don’t believe that, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ Her eyes were attentive. 
 
    ‘They approached me in Glasgow. I used to drink in a bar by the university. The Special Branch needed someone to infiltrate the subversives: anarchists, communists, ethnics, like that. I was perfect for the job; everyone thought I was a student. So I became an agent.’ He regarded her without expression. 
 
    ‘So who is watching your cottage?’ 
 
    But he’d decided to retract. ‘I don’t think anyone is at this moment. It could have been my imagination. We’re trained to be on the alert all the time. It’s all stress; you get so you see things that aren’t there.’ 
 
    ‘Who did you think it was?’ 
 
    ‘Someone from the Glasgow days, someone I’d put away, and he’d been released and come looking for me.’ 
 
    ‘The police wouldn’t help?’ 
 
    He looked meaningly at the lad who was still tinkering with the boat. ‘That’s the police,’ he said in scorn, ‘sending his son out to keep tabs on me. Special Branch has got no time for the uniforms, and Gordon Knox can’t keep the local lads in order, let alone deal with a professional hit man. No, you settle your own scores in Sgoradale.’ 
 
    ‘You said it was your imagination.’ 
 
    ‘I said it could be—this time.’ 
 
    She suppressed a sigh. ‘It could be more … comfortable to share your anxiety—’ 
 
    ‘Who says I’m anxious? I’m just on my guard.’ 
 
    ‘If you talk it over with your wife, there are two pairs of eyes—’ 
 
    ‘There are three pairs already. The kids know what to watch out for.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Campbell! If the children are in your confidence, then your wife should be. She’s worried sick.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ he said, casual as a child. ‘I’ll go and have it out with her.’ 
 
    He turned and loped to his van. Amazed at his tone and not at all pleased with his turn of phrase, she stared after him as he drove away, then she looked towards the Knox lad. He had mounted his bicycle and was riding slowly in the direction that Campbell had taken. 
 
    She went home to her domestic chores. While she was washing up she glanced out of the kitchen window to see what appeared to be a string of beads moving diagonally across the escarpment. As she watched, the leader turned at an acute angle and the rest followed in its tracks. They were sheep and they must be on a path that was invisible from below. That would repay investigation. 
 
    After lunch, she followed the river upstream and climbed past a series of waterfalls to emerge on the open moor. She crossed the river by dry boulders and trudged through the heather to the lip of the escarpment. Following its edge, she came to the track where she’d seen the sheep and looked straight down on the roofs of the lodge. Beyond it were the grounds, less wooded than they appeared to be from sea level, more like parkland. Two riders were threading their way through spires of American spruce. 
 
    They halted. They must be talking for the horses swung about, anxious to be away, but the people were deep in conversation and ignored the fretting of their mounts. Another person was coming up the lodge drive, accompanied by a diminutive orange speck: Alec and Baby on their afternoon constitutional. 
 
    The sun was warm and she watched idly. She saw Alec approach the house but, before the drive widened to the forecourt, he took off across the lawns in the direction of the river. Where the lawns ended and the parkland began, man and dog disappeared behind trees, to emerge again—Alec plodding like an old man. 
 
    The riders were between Alec and the river. Now they were in motion again, riding away from him a half-mile or so ahead, and each party hidden from the other. The riders were still restraining their horses and even at this distance a horseman could sense the animals’ frustration as they walked with short stiff steps. A head was tossed, haunches swung out. It happened once too often, too near a tree; there was a flurry of bucking and the riders faced each other, the ponies backing and filling. Suddenly one broke away—amazingly fast it seemed to the watcher on the scarp; she saw an arm rise and fall as the rider whipped his mount to full gallop: down the path up which Alec Millar was coming. 
 
    Miss Pink watched in horror. He must hear the hoofbeats, she thought; he’s got time to jump clear. Alec had stopped. The horse exploded from a group of firs, closing the gap, but before they collided—fast horse and stationary man—Alec must have moved. There was a space between them as the horse passed, but the speed checked dramatically. There was a scream. The shape of the horse had changed; it had gone down. 
 
    Miss Pink raised the binoculars. The horse was climbing to its feet, the saddle hanging below its belly. The policeman’s son was standing, clutching his arm and staring at big, childlike Alec who was advancing on him like a gorilla, with what appeared to be a club in one hand. Of the poodle there was no sign. 
 
    Everything was in slow motion and Miss Pink had time to reflect that she could be the only witness when suddenly the scene changed. Young Knox was running through the trees and Alec, starting after him, lurched back, took a wild swipe at the horse which plunged away and took off at a gallop, the saddle bumping between its legs. 
 
    Miss Pink released her breath and lowered the binoculars. She looked to her right and saw a tiny figure moving rhythmically round a green space: Flora MacKenzie taking her pony over jumps. If that had been a lovers’ spat, she thought, it had been one-sided. This one wasn’t bothered. 
 
    She descended the green track and worked her way through the parkland until she reached the path she was looking for. This was used regularly by ponies, but their tracks were overlaid by the gouged imprints of an animal at full gallop. She turned north towards the river and, after some casting about, discovered the place where the incident had occurred. There was the indentation made by the pony when it fell and rolled, and there was the broken branch which must be the club that Alec had brandished, but there was nothing else and for that she was thankful. 
 
    As she approached her cottage, a woman came bustling down the nurse’s drive and hurried ahead to turn in at the Post Office. Miss Pink unlocked her front door and left it ajar. It was five-thirty. Mindful that Beatrice Swan had invited her to dine at six-thirty, she went upstairs to run her bath. 
 
    She was changed and downstairs again when the nurse passed the open door. Miss Pink called to her. She turned back: a slim neat person, her hair all but concealed by the uniform cap, her face unremarkable except for the eyes: hooded, large and grey, enhanced by careful make-up. Miss Pink introduced herself and Anne Wallace responded pleasantly and with no sign of impatience. 
 
    ‘I was on the cliff,’ Miss Pink said, with a gesture as incomplete as the statement. ‘Did Alec have an accident?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ The accent suggested the nurse came from the Hebrides. ‘His dog was killed. He’s—very unhappy about it. Did you see what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Probably less than Alec did. I was over half a mile away and they were in the trees. What does Alec say?’ 
 
    ‘He’s in no condition to tell us.’ 
 
    ‘A convulsion?’ 
 
    The nurse stalled. ‘He’s unwell. He came home with the dog in his arms, and crying, so you see …’ 
 
    ‘I know his history from Mrs Millar. Is there anything I can do?’ 
 
    ‘No, Rose can cope. She phoned me because he was worse than usual, with the dog and all. I mean—’ 
 
    ‘She was afraid that the convulsion would be worse,’ Miss Pink interpreted. ‘Shocking for anyone, of course, but worse for Alec.’ 
 
    ‘Who did it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no one. Not a person. The dog must have been in the way of a pony.’ 
 
    ‘Who was riding it, or do you mean the pony was loose?’ Miss Pink did not respond. ‘Alec will tell us when he’s better,’ the nurse said. ‘It was either Flora MacKenzie or Hamish Knox.’ 
 
    ‘It was the boy.’ 
 
    ‘He did it deliberately?’ 
 
    ‘No. The pony went down and the boy must have taken quite a nasty tumble, with the speed he was going.’ 
 
    ‘And then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Alec went for him and young Knox ran away. I thought, from a distance you know, that no harm had been done, except a few bruises to horse and rider. I did hear a scream, however.’ 
 
    ‘That was the dog. It was all Alec could say when he reached home: “She screamed.” He’s not going to forget it in a hurry.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘That was an understatement,’ Beatrice said. ‘Alec’s world revolved around that animal. He told me once, and without a trace of self-consciousness, that he thought of her as his “kid sister”. His words.’ 
 
    They were in the sitting room at Feartag. This evening Beatrice was in fine pink wool and in the lamplight her skin looked like parchment, the deep eye sockets stressing her age and fragility. 
 
    ‘Another dog would hardly fill the gap,’ Miss Pink mused. 
 
    ‘He’d kill it.’ The statement was without emotion and Miss Pink was amazed. On reflection she agreed that this would be likely. 
 
    ‘You know how his mind works,’ she conceded. ‘I didn’t tell Anne Wallace this, but he would have attacked young Knox—he’d picked up a heavy branch—but the boy ran away. So then he aimed a blow at the pony.’ 
 
    ‘A natural reaction for anyone, and Alec has less control than most people.’ 
 
    ‘What can his relationship with young Knox be now?’ 
 
    ‘Someone may have to accompany him on his walks for a while, but if there’s no dog he won’t take walks. The answer might be to send him away for a time, on a supervised holiday.’ 
 
    ‘Or Hamish might be sent away for a while?’ 
 
    ‘Hamish will do as he pleases.’ 
 
    ‘His parents have little influence?’ 
 
    Beatrice regarded her guest speculatively. ‘Have you heard about the police car being found in Anne Wallace’s drive at dawn? The village people pretend it was Hell’s Angels, who were also supposed to be breaking into cars around that time. But they wouldn’t have known about Knox and the nurse, and they didn’t have access to the keys of the police car. But if local youths moved that car, then the keys still had to be handed to them, and replaced.’ 
 
    ‘Why would Hamish want to do a thing like that?’ 
 
    ‘As a practical joke. The village has known—I should say some of us have known—for a long time that Knox was more friendly with Anne Wallace than he should be. I suspect his own wife knew. But Joan Knox is a doormat and even if she weren’t, she might hope that the affair would run its course. Be that as it may, people knew, but with the discretion that you get in small communities nothing was said, at least in public. There was no gossip. We have to live together. Turning a blind eye is a survival tactic in a place like Sgoradale. Hamish doesn’t have that tactic.’ 
 
    ‘Have there been other incidents?’ 
 
    After a while Beatrice said, ‘There are telephone calls.’ 
 
    ‘What kind?’ 
 
    ‘The type where you pick up the phone and no one speaks. Sometimes there is a laugh. The phone at the other end is put down with a clatter.’ 
 
    ‘A pay phone or private?’ 
 
    ‘A private line.’ 
 
    ‘And the laugh?’ 
 
    ‘Muffled, breathless, more of a snigger.’ 
 
    ‘Does anyone else get such calls?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t asked. It’s not the kind of thing one talks to people about.’ 
 
    ‘How long has this been going on?’ 
 
    ‘For a few weeks. I’ve had two of them—that is, two that I’ve answered. They come late at night. The first two times I came downstairs; now I let the phone ring and I lie there, listening. It rings for ages. One gets more and more disturbed. I find the whole business absolutely monstrous!’ She shuddered and bit her lip. 
 
    Miss Pink said calmly, ‘And you think Hamish is making these calls?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. No!’ Beatrice was shocked. ‘It’s one thing to play a bad joke on your father, but quite another to set out to terrify a woman living alone. But someone’s making them, certainly. I’m inclined to think it’s some children on the lighthouse road—older children, adolescents.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve not talked to Coline about it?’ 
 
    ‘No. I find Coline superficial and peculiarly arrogant. She’s sociable, but she’s more concerned with her books than with real people. Of course the books are money-spinners and sometimes I wonder if Coline’s only interested in money. She seems to have little feeling, even for her family. No, I don’t confide in Coline. And as for Ranald, he would be gallant and get on the telephone to the Chief Constable—and what could he do? This would never have happened when Robert was alive.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Even he couldn’t have done anything about an anonymous caller.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t understand. The call isn’t dangerous; it’s a signal—that someone is out there who knows you’re alone, who could even have seen the lights go on in your house as you went downstairs to answer the phone. You’re being watched. He’s revelling in your fear; fear that he’s going to break in and … you know the rest. None of it could have happened with a man in the house, a man whom everyone knew was a splendid shot and without fear.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had stiffened at mention of someone watching the house, but all she said was, ‘Are his guns still here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Locked up of course. But a gun’s pointless unless you’re prepared to use it.’ 
 
    ‘It might be a good idea to put in some shooting practice. Do you have a firearms certificate?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. One has to keep down the rabbits and grey squirrels.’ 
 
    A timer rang in the kitchen and brought an end to the conversation. Over dinner, Miss Pink gave an account of her meetings with the Campbells earlier that day. At the end she asked, ‘What do you feel about these stories of Campbell’s involvement with the Special Branch, and sinister people lurking in the wings?’ 
 
    Beatrice shrugged. ‘I ignore it. To be frank, I find it annoying because I’m the one who is actually getting telephone calls, while with Campbell the persecution is all in his mind. Then I’ve caught myself wondering whether I could have dreamed those calls, whether I could be going senile. So I discourage Campbell’s fantasies; they come too close to home.’ 
 
    After dinner they had the slide show. Polar wastes were not Miss Pink’s favourite kind of country but they were magnificent to look at, particularly from the comfort of an armchair, and Beatrice took obvious delight in the pictures. 
 
    ‘When I see that glacier on the Greenland ice-cap, I hear his voice talking about “crevasses like green glass”. I repeat it deliberately; it brings him back, if he ever went away.’ 
 
    As she was preparing to take her leave, Miss Pink considered whether this was the right moment to suggest that Beatrice should send for an expert to advise her on security. She caught the other woman’s eye. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ Beatrice said. ‘When you look at it sensibly I’ve nothing to lose. I don’t even have an animal as a hostage to fortune.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    ‘And how is Alec?’ 
 
    On the other side of the counter Rose Millar stiffened. ‘As well as can be expected. Nurse told us what you said happened. Are you certain it wasn’t done deliberate?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no question,’ Miss Pink assured her. ‘The pony was going full pelt; Hamish was lucky not to be seriously injured.’ 
 
    ‘He should have controlled the beast.’ 
 
    Rose was a small round woman and when she was angry she looked like a fiery robin. Suddenly the fire left her. ‘It’s their land,’ she said miserably. ‘I s’pose the lad can do what he likes when he’s exercising their horses. Alec was in the wrong being there, but Lady Coline never minded no one walking through the park.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s to blame,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It was an accident.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not going to believe that.’ Rose jerked her head at the ceiling. ‘He’s lying there, in bed. He won’t eat, he won’t talk. He don’t cry any more though.’ 
 
    Duncan Millar appeared in the doorway that led to the living quarters: a thickset man in his sixties with a beard, wisps of grey hair showing below his old deerstalker. Like most local men he was a jack of all trades—ghillie, fisherman, estate worker. Now he was out of his depth. ‘He says he’ll kill him,’ he told his wife. 
 
    ‘He’s talking then?’ Rose was relieved. ‘You mind the shop, and I’ll take him his breakfast. I knew he’d come round; it was the shock.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t let him out.’ Duncan was morose. 
 
    Rose’s eyes went from him to Miss Pink as the meaning penetrated. ‘One of us will have to go with him. But he’ll be wanting to stay in for a time, get his strength back. His turns take a lot out of him.’ 
 
    The post van drew up outside and the driver entered with the mail. In the ensuing bustle Miss Pink stepped back and collided with Esme Dunlop, who had come in from the street. They apologised to each other, Esme continuing with voluble explanations of her presence involving a parcel of bulbs and then—‘How is Alec?’ she asked abruptly. 
 
    Miss Pink told her what she knew—leaving out the part about Alec’s brandishing the tree branch—while Rose busied herself with the mail. Duncan had retreated to the back premises. 
 
    ‘You saw it all,’ Esme said, her eyes gleaming. 
 
    ‘From the top of the cliff. How did you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I was visiting Anne Wallace last evening.’ She smiled indulgently. ‘Quite simple, you see. No spying involved. Is that parcel for me, Rose?’ 
 
    ‘No, Miss Dunlop, but I did see a letter here somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll hang on; I need some bicarb. I eat too fast, that’s my problem—’ 
 
    ‘Here you are, Miss Dunlop.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know this writing,’ Esme said, taking a small white envelope from her. ‘It’s probably some poor old soul who wants me to sort out her electricity bill or something.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘What it is to be a secretary!’ She unfolded a sheet of paper absently, but as she read her lips parted and she lost colour. Miss Pink could see that the paper bore a short message in letters of differing size and type. Her eyes met Esme’s appalled stare and then the woman turned and blundered out of the shop. 
 
    Rose was occupied with the postman and showed no interest in the scene. Miss Pink stepped outside and saw Esme running towards the cottages on the bend of the Lamentation Road. She reached her front door, pushed it open and stumbled over the sill. The door slammed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Miss Pink telephoned Beatrice Swan, thanked her for her hospitality of last evening and returned the invitation. She conveyed the latest news of Alec and said that she had to go to Inverness: ‘My typewriter’s jammed. Can I bring you anything?’ 
 
    ‘Please. I need vanilla pods, plain chocolate, leaf gelatine. I’ll tell you where to go …’ 
 
    By ten o’clock she was on the Lamentation Road, coming over the moors on yet another glorious morning. She found herself wondering what she might do when the weather broke. Was it to be the Mediterranean or back to Arizona? She couldn’t return to her house in Cornwall because that was let—much to the chagrin of her housekeeper, who was looking after the tenants as well as the property. 
 
    She realised with astonishment that she had given no thought to the outside world for days on end. She had been absorbed by Sgoradale and its inhabitants. Now the outer world impinged and she felt as if she’d been away for months, not days. 
 
    The road dipped and sank over the long brown swells. A mile or so ahead there was something on the tarmac, and as the gap closed it was revealed as a hitch-hiker. At first she thought she was overtaking a tramp, his belongings in a bedding roll on a string, then she saw that he was carrying one of the large strap bags now favoured by trendy travellers. He turned and thumbed the car; it was no man, but Flora MacKenzie. 
 
    She was wearing the baggy pants, the chic sweater that she had worn at the dinner party, but a navy watch cap was pulled low on her forehead. Miss Pink stopped and the girl opened the passenger door. 
 
    ‘Good morning! Lovely to see you. Can you give me a lift?’ 
 
    ‘How far are you going?’ 
 
    ‘Edinburgh?’ 
 
    ‘I can take you to Inverness.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I can catch a train from there.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t drive?’ Miss Pink said as they started off again. 
 
    Flora stared at her. ‘I’m only sixteen.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Why didn’t someone run you to Inverness?’ 
 
    ‘My mother, you mean? Why should she? I wouldn’t expect it.’ 
 
    ‘She does know you’re going to Edinburgh?’ 
 
    Flora giggled. ‘Do I look like a runaway? Mum knows. I’m staying with a friend—very respectable people; her father’s a barrister.’ 
 
    ‘But hitching! Don’t you have the bus fare?’ 
 
    ‘Hitching’s more fun; you never know who you’re going to meet.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point.’ 
 
    ‘You mean rape. Miss Pink, you’ve seen Sgoradale. D’you really think it’s swarming with rapists?’ 
 
    ‘You only need one, and everyone has to start somewhere, even rapists. And rape can lead to murder.’ Flora looked bored. Miss Pink changed the subject. ‘So what’s the next step? University?’ 
 
    ‘You need A-levels for that. In any case, I see no point in my going up to university. What’s it for?’ 
 
    ‘Further education, perhaps. What’s your interest?’ 
 
    ‘If there’s nothing else to do, you write, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Is that a deliberate insult, or thoughtlessness?’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry!’ She did look devastated. ‘I meant the trash Mum churns out. You’re a professional.’ She stared anxiously at Miss Pink’s profile. 
 
    ‘Forget about creative writing. Journalism might be the answer if you’re interested in people—’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I am!’ 
 
    ‘So is there a plan in the short term, or am I probing?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I am one of the beautiful people—isn’t that what you used to call us?’ Flora smiled engagingly. ‘I’m teasing you, but I’m used to being slapped down at home so I’m taking advantage. The fact is, I shan’t be independent until I’m eighteen. Then I come into Grandmama MacKenzie’s money—along with a castle in Angus. I’m an heiress.’ Her lips twitched. ‘So I’m hanging around, waiting. But I am considering training for something. It’s just … there was no one to ask.’ 
 
    ‘Training?’ 
 
    Flora shot her a glance. ‘How’s this for a scenario? I train as a journalist, and when I’m eighteen I buy a newspaper?’ 
 
    ‘What do your parents say?’ 
 
    ‘My mother, you mean. She expects me to marry. The MacKenzies are old-fashioned and won’t hear of me going into television or advertising, or catering for an up-market takeaway. That would mean living away from home, and there are all kinds of evils lurking out there.’ 
 
    ‘You’d have to leave home to study journalism.’ 
 
    ‘It would have to be a residential college, or lodging with friends of Mum’s. I’m a marketable property, a dynastic pawn. There, have I a way with words?’ 
 
    ‘You have indeed.’ 
 
    ‘So perhaps you would speak to my mother about a college?’ 
 
    ‘And you do some homework in Edinburgh: go to libraries, read some careers books.’ 
 
    ‘I could do that.’ 
 
    Flora’s interest was spiked with boredom. When animated it was as if she never talked to other adults. As they were crossing the bridge over the Beauly Firth, Miss Pink said, ‘You’re friendly with Hamish Knox.’ Flora’s face became set. ‘I saw you riding with him yesterday,’ she went on. ‘Did he hurt himself when he came off?’ 
 
    ‘He was shaken up a bit. Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘I was on the cliff above your house. I had a bad moment; I anticipated the worst—that it would be Alec who was run down.’ 
 
    Flora said nothing. 
 
    ‘Unfortunate about the dog,’ Miss Pink added. 
 
    ‘Did it get kicked?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so. Or the pony fell on it.’ 
 
    Flora was looking hard at her. ‘Did it have to be put down?’ 
 
    ‘No, it was killed instantly, or so I understand. Didn’t you know?’ 
 
    The girl stared through the windscreen. She sighed. ‘I’m sorry. How would I know? Hamish came back to the yard, but he didn’t know either. Alec attacked him and he ran away as fast as he could. And I’ve not spoken to Hamish since, so I didn’t know about the dog. I’ll bring a puppy back from Edinburgh and give it to Alec.’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t do that. Wait until he gets over his loss. And Hamish should be the one to make amends; he was whipping that pony like a madman.’ 
 
    ‘He was? I didn’t look back—we’d had words about the jumps. He wanted to raise them for the gelding—but you’re not interested in shop talk. The point is, they’re my ponies and I won’t be dictated to, not by him anyway. I taught him to ride; no way is he going to tell me how to train my animals. He got mad.’ Flora grinned. ‘I guess I let the relationship get out of hand. He got pushy yesterday and I had to come the grande dame.’ 
 
    ‘And what does he plan to do with himself?’ They were on the outskirts of Inverness and Miss Pink’s attention was on the traffic. 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea. He’s a drifter. No doubt he’ll end up as an estate worker once he’s learned to control his temper. Most of them do. End up working for us, I mean.’ 
 
    Miss Pink dropped her passenger at the railway station and, Flora having declined an invitation to luncheon, lunched herself at the Station Hotel before setting out to find a man to mend her typewriter and to buy delicacies unobtainable on the West Coast. But the afternoon was warm and the city streets stank of exhaust fumes, so it was with relief that she crossed the last item from her list and, the boot stacked with boxes of food and drink, started back to Sgoradale. 
 
    She returned by a more westerly route than the central moors. The sun had set by the time she reached the coast and the tide was high. Water lay like pools of opal silk in coves where ragged stacks were silhouetted against the afterglow. As she came round the bend of the Lamentation Road, the lights of crofts were twinkling on the far side of the loch. When she pulled up on the turf and cut her engine, she could hear the water lapping a few yards away, and the air smelled of seaweed and salt. 
 
    After supper she relaxed in an armchair, a brandy at her elbow, The Times within reach. As she went to pick it up, she became aware of a sound in the kitchen, like someone knocking on the window pane. 
 
    Her thoughts flew to Esme Dunlop. There was no escape; her car was outside, her light was burning. She rose heavily and went to the kitchen. She was prepared for a face at the window pane so was not alarmed to see one, but there was no Cheshire cat grin and when she switched on the outer light and opened the back door, it was not Esme blinking in the glare but Ivar Campbell, and he looked terrified. 
 
    ‘The light,’ he gasped. ‘Put the light out.’ 
 
    ‘Damn it,’ protested Miss Pink. ‘Pull yourself together. And don’t give me orders.’ 
 
    ‘Please! Let me in. Have you got a drink?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on my way to bed.’ 
 
    ‘I must have a drink.’ 
 
    ‘The bar’s open.’ 
 
    He shook his head helplessly. Aware that she could be asking for trouble but too tired to argue, she retreated. ‘Close the door,’ she told him curtly. He did so, and bolted it. 
 
    She seated him beside the fire and gave him a tot of brandy. He was haggard: unshaven, dirty—black dirty. There were smears of soot on his face and hands. He didn’t remove his cap. She waited but so did he, and the silence gave her time to select her course of action. 
 
    ‘Were you followed here?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘There’s no doubt of it.’ The response was apathetic. She’d chosen correctly, not exciting him. 
 
    ‘And Debbie and the children? They’re on their own?’ 
 
    His eyes were desperate. ‘You don’t have to worry about them any more.’ 
 
    A cold hand twisted her gut. She started to speak, but he was muttering about a fire. ‘Fire?’ She heaved herself to her feet. ‘Your house is on fire?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    She checked and started to breathe deeply; she must not let him rile her. She sat down carefully. 
 
    ‘Are Debbie and the children safe?’ 
 
    He wouldn’t meet her eye. ‘I guess so.’ 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘It means I don’t know! How would I know?’ Now he did look at her: angry, bewildered, lost. ‘She left me.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Probably in the forenoon some time. I came home this afternoon and she was gone.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll come back.’ 
 
    ‘She’s taken all her clothes, and the kids’ things. Someone took her away; she couldn’t have carried all that stuff on her own.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not suggesting she’s been abducted?’ 
 
    He looked startled. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. You mean held to ransom?’ 
 
    Miss Pink considered this reaction, then asked, ‘What did you say about a fire?’ 
 
    ‘The place was set fire to. It was in flames when I got home. I been fighting it, that’s why I’m … like this.’ He spread his filthy hands. 
 
    ‘It’s still burning?’ 
 
    ‘No, I managed to put it out.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Campbell—Ivar—are you sure your wife and children are safe?’ Someone should check which parts of this story were fact and which fantasy, she thought, although the soot on his face pointed to at least part of its being true. Nevertheless, soot can be transferred from a fire-back to the face. 
 
    ‘I didn’t hear the fire brigade,’ she said. 
 
    ‘By the time I could have got to a phone, the fire was out. I don’t have a telephone.’ 
 
    ‘No one helped you fight the fire?’ 
 
    He was surprised. ‘Don’t you know where I live? In the woods beyond the car park. The place could have burned to the ground and no one the wiser except them that set the fire.’ 
 
    ‘Why did they want to burn it?’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ The exclamation conveyed deep satisfaction. ‘They’d have hoped I was inside, but that wouldn’t be all of it. They were after my records.’ 
 
    ‘Records?’ 
 
    ‘That’s confidential.’ He looked sly. 
 
    ‘Of course. So you haven’t informed the police?’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve left the records unguarded at this moment?’ 
 
    ‘The place is secure, and they won’t try again tonight. They know I’ll be waiting, and they’ll be pretty sure I’m armed. Did you see any strange cars about today?’ 
 
    ‘No. Wouldn’t they want to read the records before they destroyed them?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good point. Maybe they selected some, burned the others. The fire was started with paper; I was trained in forensics, so I could see how it started. They’d turned over the armchairs and put papers underneath and doused the lot with petrol. The house stinks of it. I’ll be printing the place, but I doubt they wore gloves.’ 
 
    ‘You’re taught to lift fingerprints too? But what use are they without comparison? Aren’t these people strangers to you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you,’ he said quietly. ‘I got the feeling you could be the only one I can trust. I think there’s a sleeper in this village. You know what a sleeper is?’ She nodded. ‘So I’ve collected all their prints over the years. They don’t know, of course. But if it’s a local tried to burn my place down, and me in it and all my records, I got my comparisons, see?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    One of the obvious moves of the wife-killer is to tell his neighbours that the wife left of her own accord, taking all her clothes. The knowledge of this had been bothering Miss Pink since Campbell first told her that Debbie had left the village, and it continued to worry her throughout the night. She did get to bed eventually, after she sent Campbell home. Then she was inclined to doubt that the cottage had been on fire, because when she asked him where he intended to sleep he said that he would go home. He gave no indication that his house was uninhabitable. 
 
    He had left, using the front door quite openly, with no anxious glance to see what might be waiting for him outside. Watching him walk past the nurse’s drive, illuminated by the last street light, his hands in his pockets, almost jaunty, she was struck by his change of mood. He appeared satisfied, as if he’d succeeded in his mission. To impress her, presumably, but in what respect? That he was a target for a killer, or cruelly treated by his wife? 
 
    She fell asleep quickly, only to wake an hour later convinced that Debbie had to be located. She went downstairs and sat over the dying fire with a cup of tea, considering whether she should go to the police or to Campbell’s cottage. But if the man were merely riding his imagination on a loose rein, she didn’t want some bumpkin of a policeman giving undue weight to her information. For all she knew, it could be the sympathetic hearing she gave his fantasies that was stimulating him to greater flights. 
 
    She didn’t get to sleep again until the dawn showed behind her curtains, and then she slept late. She came downstairs feeling gritty and disgruntled and took her time over breakfast. She knew that she was resentful, not because her day was disrupted, but because she was indecisive. 
 
    The sputter of an outboard motor alerted her and she looked out of the open door to see Blue Zulu chugging down the loch. There could be little wrong if he were going fishing and, better still, she was free to investigate the cottage, to eliminate all doubt without danger or the fear of ridicule. 
 
    She drove up the Lamentation Road, passing the track which she now knew led to the car park, looking for another which would give access to the cottage, but there was none. She turned and came back to take the dusty trail to the car park. This was a space in the trees with a drive taking off from the far corner and a notice saying: PRIVATE PROPERTY. NO ACCESS. Within a hundred yards she came to a whitewashed cottage nestling under the escarpment, with a stone barn off to one side. There was no sign of fire. 
 
    She opened the gate and walked up a flagged path to the front door. She depressed the thumb latch, smiling as she remembered Campbell’s talk of fingerprints, but as she’d expected, the door was locked. 
 
    She moved to the window on the left. There was a sink below it with dishes on a draining board, a mop, liquid soap. She could distinguish a plastic-topped table and four chairs. She glimpsed shelves, tins of food, crockery, pans, a cooker, a refrigerator. 
 
    She crossed to the window on the other side of the door, but there was no question of seeing inside this room. The glass had a smoky bloom that rendered it opaque. The little she could see of the inner sill was thick with soot. 
 
    A door slammed. She turned and saw a police car parked behind her Renault and a man in uniform approaching. He came up the path favouring her with a smile that lit his eyes. This was no country bumpkin. He was fair, with blue eyes and a small moustache. He was a fraction overweight, like a rugby player a little past his prime, but his uniform fitted him well. He held out his hand. 
 
    ‘Miss Pink, I believe. I’m Gordon Knox. You were looking for Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘For his wife actually.’ She returned the smile as she shook hands. She was greatly relieved; there were no more decisions to make—at least for the time being. Let Authority take over. In the person of this man it seemed capable enough. 
 
    ‘Mrs Campbell went away yesterday,’ he told her. He glanced at the smoky window. ‘And that’s not going to bring her back neither.’ 
 
    ‘There’s been a fire?’ She drew it out. 
 
    ‘Did you meet Campbell yet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we’ve had some conversation.’ 
 
    ‘And I believe you’ve been a magistrate, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I have.’ She pitied anyone who tried to hide their past in a Highland village. 
 
    ‘So you’ll have come across situations like this before?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that I know what the situation is, Mr Knox. There’s been a fire, his wife has left …’ She trailed off and he met her eyes without subterfuge. 
 
    ‘Exactly. He set the fire.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be certain?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not surprised, ma’am. And you don’t need to be well acquainted with Mr Campbell to see he’s an exhibitionist. He set the fire to bring his wife back.’ 
 
    ‘I’d think it would only serve to drive her further away, particularly if she has the children with her.’ 
 
    ‘She has the children. I called the school and she picked them up yesterday and didn’t send them back this morning. She phoned the headmistress and told her she’s taking them to her mother in Pitlochry.’ He paused and regarded her with a mock seriousness which was suddenly illumined by his dazzling smile. ‘You talked to Campbell. If he didn’t tell you that he was involved with the Special Branch and that someone was gunning for him, it was only because he thought you were the Enemy.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘So you think he started a fire to demonstrate to his wife that his fantasies were in fact reality? That’s possible. A bitter quarrel could have been the cause of all this; it makes sense. Poor man. But how did you know? I didn’t expect him to tell you about the fire.’ 
 
    ‘He came to my house early this morning with a story about arsonists breaking in here yesterday afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no sign of a break-in.’ 
 
    ‘He said they went to the back door. Shall we see?’ 
 
    They walked round the cottage. A neat vegetable plot was laid out between the house and rough ground at the base of the cliff. A dustbin stood by the back door, the wood of which was raw and splintered beside the keyhole. 
 
    ‘He’s thorough,’ Knox said with grudging admiration. He depressed the thumb latch and the door gave slightly, then stopped solid. ‘He’s barred it with something, probably a piece of timber.’ 
 
    Miss Pink removed the dustbin lid to reveal a garment which she lifted gingerly. It was a child’s jersey, clean but ragged and unravelled. In the bottom of the black plastic liner were a number of tins, burned and flattened. Knox regarded her with amusement. 
 
    ‘She did turn up at the school,’ he reminded her. ‘In a taxi, and she telephoned the headmistress this morning. The man’s unbalanced, but he’s not a murderer.’ 
 
    ‘Are you being indiscreet, Mr Knox?’ 
 
    ‘This is the back of beyond, ma’am, and there aren’t any witnesses to our conversation. We don’t—in fact we can’t—do things by the book in Sgoradale.’ 
 
    ‘So why are you confiding in me?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not telling you anything you don’t know, just reassuring you a bit maybe. The reason Campbell came to me was because he wants this’—he gestured at the cottage—‘publicised. He doesn’t know where his wife is; well, if he guesses she’s gone to her mother’s he’s too intimidated by the family to follow her. What he wants is this incident to get in the papers and on television, so she’ll know about it, be sorry she left, and come back.’ 
 
    ‘That would be totally irrational,’ Miss Pink murmured, ‘and he’s not. It’s more like a cry for help: showing Debbie what she’s forced him to do: retaliating, like a man threatening suicide because he’s been rejected. What motive did he attribute to the arsonists?’ 
 
    ‘First he tried to convince me that someone had meant for him to die in the fire, and when I said that wasn’t possible because if the fire started in the lounge, as he said, then the arsonists knew he wasn’t in the house. So he said that he knew too much, that they were after his valuables. I got interested then. He’s always snooping; he talks about “watchers” and no wonder: he’s always watching people himself! I suggested he might have seen something he shouldn’t, and he knew what I meant all right.’ 
 
    ‘This has nothing to do with blackmail.’ Miss Pink was firm. ‘He hasn’t got the confidence for it. He’s pretending he holds files; he could have compiled some, but you may be sure they have no more relation to reality than the rest of his fantasy.’ 
 
    Knox regarded the splintered door thoughtfully. ‘People could think he was keeping tabs on them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a harmless game.’ Miss Pink was vehement. ‘A secret life that started probably when he was adolescent and never grew out of.’ 
 
    ‘His wife didn’t think it was a game.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like to see families broken up: children without a father and so on.’ 
 
    Colour rose under the fair skin. He had a nervous mannerism of sucking in his cheeks. He was doing it now. ‘Well, I’ve done all I mean to do here,’ he said. ‘I told him I’d have a look round, but I’ll point out there wasn’t much I could do without him here to let me in and see inside that lounge.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m a bit confused. I know he’s mad, but is he sane enough to know I’m humouring him? Is he stringing me along? What would he do if I told him to forget the arsonist story and find some other way of getting his wife back?’ 
 
    ‘Go along with the fantasy for the time being,’ Miss Pink advised. ‘If he pushes too hard, if he tries to embarrass you, you could make a casual mention of bringing in the CID. Of course, there shouldn’t be any witnesses.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    She drove to Feartag to deliver the items she’d bought in Inverness. Beatrice had good news; she had convinced the Millars that the best thing they could do for Alec was to send him away for a month. The waiting list for state institutions was long, but she had found a place for him in a private holiday home. When Miss Pink asked how the Millars could afford the cost, Beatrice became flustered and changed the subject. ‘So what’s your news?’ she asked. ‘Did you paint Inverness red?’ 
 
    ‘But you had all the excitement! Or haven’t you heard about the fire at Campbell’s cottage?’ 
 
    She hadn’t and Miss Pink enlightened her with an account that included his visit to her cottage last night. Beatrice was appalled. ‘But weren’t you terrified? Knocking at your window like that, virtually forcing his way in!’ 
 
    ‘I was frightened, but had he been dangerous, the best way to deal with him was to let him talk. He’s harmless providing he’s treated correctly. Even Knox realises that.’ 
 
    ‘And now you’ve met Knox, do you see why that embarrassing trick was played on him? With the car?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the circumstances, although he could be unpopular with the local lads. He’s intelligent and well-mannered. Frankly I’m surprised. It’s usually the deadbeats in a police force who fetch up in remote villages.’ 
 
    ‘He’s well-mannered with ladies.’ 
 
    ‘It’s pleasant to be given a handle when one is addressed. I haven’t been called “ma’am” since I left Montana.’ Miss Pink was on the defensive. ‘Speaking of charmers,’ she began, and blushed but ploughed on, ‘I picked up Flora MacKenzie hitchhiking to Inverness.’ 
 
    Beatrice sighed. ‘She does it in summer-time too, when there’s no knowing whom she might pick up. Suppose she encountered a motor-cycle gang? It doesn’t bear thinking about. I blame Coline; she’s wrapped up in her books. As for Ranald, he’s hopeless as a father; I always thought he married Coline less for her money than for the security of having someone to order his life. He’s like an old dog who’s found a family to take him in. He’s treated a bit like an old dog too.’ She paused and, with one of those tangential swings to which Miss Pink was becoming accustomed, she went on, ‘They can’t blame Hell’s Angels for the fire at Campbell’s cottage.’ 
 
    ‘Who—oh, yes; Ranald thought they were responsible for the thefts from cars in the summer. Do you think Campbell set fire to his own place?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he’s capable of anything, but only as it relates to himself. He’s not a vandal; all his hostility is directed inwards. If only his doctor could persuade him to have therapy … but he’s unpredictable. He might well suspect a conspiracy. He would be right, of course.’ 
 
    ‘But only in order to help him.’ 
 
    ‘Can he see the difference?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    When Miss Pink returned to her cottage, the front door was wide open. From upstairs came the whine of a vacuum cleaner. Mary MacLeod, a large cheerful woman in her fifties, was doing her weekly chores. They exchanged pleasantries for a few moments, Mary obviously expecting more and, not getting it, taking the initiative. ‘There was no fire, was there?’ Her eyes were sparkling. ‘I see the poliss followed you, but you all come back soon enough.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was vague. ‘Can you have smoke without fire? Does Mr Campbell bother you?’ 
 
    ‘Never! He’s good entertainment. He’s clever too; I always tell him he should write a book, and off he goes—“Ah, Mary, I’ll write a book one day that’ll make your hair stand on end!” ’ 
 
    ‘What would he be writing about?’ 
 
    Mary laughed gustily. ‘Depends on his mood. If he’s happy it’s the network: spies, sleepers, “a web of intrigue”, he says, and we make guesses who the controller is—like the spider at the middle of the web, see. But if someone’s annoyed him, then he drops hints about people in the village.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t that upset people?’ 
 
    Mary shrugged. ‘ “If the cap fits, wear it.” But most people take it in good part. I mean, it’s all fun, isn’t it?’ 
 
    She turned to her vacuum and Miss Pink retreated to the shore, where the birds were feeding on the ebb tide. She had been there only a few minutes when there was a crash of breaking china behind her. A cyclist swerved at an alarming angle and she winced as Hamish Knox fell heavily, scraping the tarmac. Above him in an upper window of the Post Office Alec Millar was poised, about to throw a large bowl. 
 
    ‘No, Alec!’ Miss Pink shouted, starting to run. 
 
    There were people in the Post Office doorway, staring open-mouthed. The bowl emerged in a lazy curve and smashed beside Hamish, who rolled clear with his arms round his head. 
 
    Miss Pink reached him. Throwing a prudent glance upwards, she saw an empty window space and heard Rose Millar’s raised voice. She knelt beside Hamish who sat up, white and gasping, straightening one leg, then the other. Ranald MacKay emerged from the Post Office. Behind him Duncan Millar hovered in the doorway. Broken china was strewn across the roadway. 
 
    ‘I’d better get out of here,’ Hamish muttered. ‘Look at my bike!’ He was obviously frightened. 
 
    ‘Can you stand?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Ranald blustered. ‘There was this crash and the boy knocked off his cycle—did someone throw something?’ He glared at the littered road. 
 
    Hamish was standing, trying to grin. ‘That’s the second time in two days—’ He glanced at the open window. At that moment it was slammed down by Rose, who avoided looking at the group below. 
 
    ‘Let’s go home and get you cleaned up,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Ranald, move his bike to the side.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bring it,’ Ranald said gallantly, but the front wheel was out of alignment and he had to hoist the machine on his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Very well, me boy’—he was taking charge—‘I’ll go ahead and warn your mother, tell her to put the kettle on.’ 
 
    ‘She’s cleaning up at the lodge,’ Hamish told him. ‘I’m in luck,’ he said to Miss Pink. ‘She’d have a fit if she saw me like this.’ His smile was like his father’s. ‘She treats me as if I was six years old.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve certainly been in the wars recently. What on earth did Alec throw at you?’ 
 
    ‘Alec?’ Ranald turned so sharply that Miss Pink had to dodge the bicycle. ‘Alec threw that china?’ 
 
    ‘It came from the room above the shop.’ 
 
    ‘It was Alec all right.’ Hamish was gloomy. ‘He’s after my blood.’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ Ranald remembered. ‘You killed that wretched lap-dog. Couldn’t stand the thing meself: neurotic, yappy little runt. A good move, me boy.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do it deliberately,’ Hamish protested. 
 
    ‘Of course not. The result’s the same for all that. Now where shall I put this bike?’ 
 
    ‘Anywhere; it doesn’t matter so long as Dad doesn’t run over it when he comes home. You going, sir? Thanks for helping.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you’re all right? You’ve got Miss Pink there to take care of you. ‘Morning to you, ma’am.’ 
 
    He tipped the brim of his deerstalker and strode down the drive from the police house. Miss Pink opened the side door and they went in, the boy looking at his hands in consternation. Blood was encrusted with dirt and sand. He led the way to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Nurse Wallace—’ Miss Pink began. 
 
    ‘Miss!’ Hamish was indignant. ‘I’m sixteen! I fell off my bike. I’m all right! Please, if you’d just run the water for me.’ 
 
    She grunted. ‘I daresay you’re healthy enough to resist infection.’ She ran the water lukewarm and stood back, gritting her teeth when he cringed as he sluiced his hands. 
 
    He told her where to find the first-aid kit in the office. She bandaged his hands, but he said his knees were all right; he’d fallen on his hip. ‘The other one this time.’ 
 
    She made a pot of tea and they sat at the kitchen table. 
 
    ‘We nearly met three days ago,’ she said meaningly. ‘On the shore.’ 
 
    ‘I was keeping an eye on you—because you were with Campbell. He’s mad; he set fire to his own house.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think I can take care of myself?’ 
 
    ‘My dad says you’re a magistrate, but I don’t think that makes a lot of difference. You know the law, but you can’t know how Campbell’s mind works. Can you tell me why he says he’s working for the Special Branch?’ 
 
    ‘Did you never dream of being something exciting: a pop star or a fighter pilot?’ 
 
    ‘I did, but I grew out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Campbell didn’t grow out of it.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he’s retarded?’ 
 
    ‘Only where his ambitions are concerned.’ 
 
    ‘It colours everything he does.’ 
 
    ‘You sound hostile.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say I’m hostile. He scares me stiff! And all the other lads in the village. You never know what he’ll do next.’ 
 
    ‘Some of your friends have guilty consciences.’ 
 
    ‘No. Well, not exactly. But sometimes, just now and again, you know, someone’s old man might—I say might—have taken his lad on a fishing trip and maybe a fish was in the wrong place at the right time. I think that kind of thing might have happened.’ He eyed her anxiously. 
 
    ‘Hamish, the occasional salmon doesn’t give Campbell a hold over anyone. Besides, how would he know?’ 
 
    ‘He’s supposed to have night glasses; he knows all the surveillance techniques. He keeps records. That’s why he’s unpopular.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know he was.’ 
 
    ‘My dad says he’s got files.’ 
 
    ‘If I was writing a book about this area, I’d keep files. Would that bother people?’ 
 
    He grinned. ‘Depends what was in ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Skeletons in the closet? People with guilty consciences have to live with them, but I’ll tell you this for what it’s worth: no one with a conscience will make a successful criminal, so poaching and practical jokes are counter-productive.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t done any poaching.’ His eyes were guileless. ‘But talking about a conscience, I do feel bad about Alec’s dog.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to keep out of his way for a while. If that bowl had landed on your head, it could have meant a fractured skull.’ 
 
    ‘He’d kill me if he got a chance.’ 
 
    ‘Keep out of his way. You can’t afford another confrontation because he might have a stroke, and that could be fatal. Then you’d feel more guilty still.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Lord!’ 
 
    A form passed the kitchen window. A door opened and a thin dark woman hurried in, dropped her shopping bag, checked at sight of Miss Pink, and was mesmerised by the bandages on Hamish’s hands. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, son?’ 
 
    ‘Mum! This lady’s Miss Pink. She bandaged my hands. I fell off my bike, that’s all.’ 
 
    Wide, strained eyes fastened on Miss Pink. ‘Sorry, miss. Did you bring him home? Thank you. Did you make tea for him? That was kind of you. Is there …’ She faltered, as if trying to think of the correct form of recompense. 
 
    ‘I didn’t do anything,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Hamish cleaned his own—’ 
 
    ‘That Alec Millar!’ Mrs Knox wasn’t listening. ‘He could have killed you. Sir Ranald told me; I met him on his way back to the lodge. Said that Alec threw a pitcher and bowl out of the bedroom window.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he didn’t throw the potty, Mum.’ 
 
    ‘Hush! In front of this lady!’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up, but she wasn’t allowed to slip away. Mrs Knox accompanied her out to the drive, reiterating her gratitude until she remembered her boy was alone and unattended in the kitchen and flew back to comfort him. Poor lad, Miss Pink thought, it’s fortunate he has a good father—and then wondered why she should think Gordon Knox good. 
 
    As she turned into the street, she met Esme Dunlop carrying something in a paper bag. 
 
    ‘ ’Morning. Anything broken?’ Esme’s eyes were on the police house. 
 
    ‘No, only grazes. Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘In my living room. I heard a noise and there you were, all converging on Hamish. I’ve brought him some fruit.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t thank you for it.’ Miss Pink was grimly amused, then she softened. ‘I mean, there’s his mother about to wrap him in swaddling clothes. I think fruit from another woman might be salt in the wound. He has his dignity.’ 
 
    ‘Has he?’ It was tart. ‘You could be right.’ Esme turned and fell into step. After a moment she said, ‘I hear Campbell’s house caught fire.’ 
 
    ‘Just a small fire in the living room. I think Mr Knox has everything under control.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose Campbell did start it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged. ‘I’m a stranger in Paradise.’ 
 
    Esme looked at her sharply. ‘Oh, I see. Very neat, yes.’ 
 
    They came to the Post Office. Miss Pink kept walking. ‘I have to do my shopping,’ Esme said, and slipped inside. She was reluctant to talk—and that was out of character. The mail box, set in the window, reminded Miss Pink of that letter with its message composed of words cut from newspapers. That was yesterday morning. Twenty-four hours seemed a long time for a person like Esme to be subdued. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    A crimson Mercedes swept up the street and stopped as Miss Pink reached her cottage. Coline stepped out, stylish in designer jeans and tooled Western boots. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if we talk, Melinda—I can call you that? It’s by way of being important.’ 
 
    They went indoors, Miss Pink brought out the sherry and Coline came straight to the point. ‘What’s this about the business of the keeper’s cottage: the fire, so-called?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know enough about it to reach a conclusion.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! You were there this morning; Knox told me. And Campbell says you agreed that it was arsonists.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked pained. ‘Campbell came here last night and talked. You don’t tell a man in his condition that the arsonists exist only in his imagination, and imply that he set the fire himself. I didn’t know that there was a fire, so I went up this morning to find out.’ 
 
    Coline nodded briskly. ‘He set some furniture alight. Two armchairs are a write-off, and the sofa; we can never clean the soot off. The rest of the room he’ll have to deal with himself. He’ll do it; I’ve had a heart-to-heart talk with him. I went along with the arsonist theory too; he wouldn’t have agreed to redecorate otherwise. We can replace the furniture easily enough—our attics are full of junk; but he’ll have to live in an unfurnished parlour for a while: teach him a lesson.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that. You wouldn’t think therapy more appropriate?’ 
 
    ‘A psychiatrist? Who’s to persuade him? He’s all right this morning; he came up to the lodge early, very contrite. He said it was “them”, a kind of ritual accusation, you know? But he was really apologising for the mess. I hope Debbie comes back soon. It’s all her fault, silly woman.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked doubtful. ‘So we all go along with the fantasies. Don’t you think it’s possible that our collusion could be making him worse—driving him to greater lengths in order to attract attention? I do feel that this kind of behaviour is a cry for help.’ 
 
    Coline regarded her with interest. ‘You’re more familiar with this kind of thing than I am. All right, I’ll have a word with his doctor when I get home. I might give Anne Wallace a ring too. I have to go to the shop now and ask after Alec. What a ridiculous thing to happen! It would be a poodle, wouldn’t it? Any dog with a grain of sense would have frozen when it saw a horse coming fast. Apparently this thing ran straight into the pony. This is a good fino—Tio Pepe? You must have brought your wines with you.’ 
 
    ‘I was in Inverness yesterday. I picked Flora up on the Lamentation Road.’ 
 
    ‘How you do roll that out—but it is an exquisite name. Kind of you to give her a lift.’ 
 
    ‘I took her as far as Inverness; she said she’d catch the train from there.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt if she did that, she’d rather have the money. Once you were out of sight she’d have continued hitching to Edinburgh.’ 
 
    ‘She told me she’s interested in writing.’ 
 
    Coline was mildly surprised. ‘You could have fooled me.’ 
 
    ‘People tell strangers things they’d never mention to their families. We discussed writing as a career and she was intrigued by the idea of journalism.’ 
 
    ‘Was she now? And you volunteered to test the water. Well, I see no reason why she shouldn’t go to some college of journalism, or whatever. How on earth does one teach people to write? I picked it up, as I assume you did. However, a college would keep her out of mischief until she marries. Oh, there’s Esme. Esme!’ 
 
    Esme Dunlop, hurrying past the open door, turned back at the call. 
 
    ‘Come and have a glass of sherry,’ Miss Pink said, getting up for another glass. The woman entered carefully, like a nervous dog. 
 
    ‘Can you come up this afternoon?’ Coline asked. ‘I had a call from Timothy—my agent,’ she explained to Miss Pink. ‘The ending of Orient is ambivalent, Esme; we have to tighten it. That means the last two chapters must be rewritten. Come back with me now and we’ll have a bite to eat and get stuck into it.’ 
 
    Esme plucked her lip. ‘Fine,’ she said, without enthusiasm. ‘I’ll do that.’ She accepted a sherry from Miss Pink and drank absently. 
 
    ‘Something wrong?’ Coline asked, showing her annoyance. ‘You’ve made other plans?’ 
 
    Esme started. ‘Oh, no, it’s quite convenient. I’m not doing anything—’ She stopped short. 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ The tone was surly. Coline stared at her and the silence was intimidating. ‘I had a letter,’ Esme said. 
 
    ‘What kind of letter?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you guess? We all deal with fiction, don’t we?’ It was hurled at them. 
 
    Coline looked bewildered. ‘Anonymous?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘You saw it,’ Esme said. 
 
    ‘I glimpsed the type—I mean the format. The words were probably cut from newspaper headlines.’ 
 
    Now Coline was fascinated. ‘What did it say?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to tell you. It was disgusting and it was a lie. No one is going to know—well, he knows, the one who sent it, but—’ 
 
    ‘ “He”?’ Coline and Miss Pink spoke together. 
 
    ‘You know who sent it?’ Coline pressed. 
 
    ‘I know.’ Her expression was defiant. 
 
    After a moment Coline said, ‘I wouldn’t think you had an enemy in the village. Who’ve you been rubbing up the wrong way?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t. It’s evil, that’s what it is—like random violence, only this is random torture.’ 
 
    Coline laughed. ‘Ignore it! You said it wasn’t true. I’ve been getting this kind of thing ever since I started to get my name in the papers. You know I do.’ She addressed Miss Pink: ‘She filters my mail, but occasionally she tells me she burns a letter.’ She turned back to Esme. ‘Isn’t that right?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my job to monitor your fan mail—we discussed that when you interviewed me for the position. It makes a hell of a lot of difference when the message is intended for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Was it a local postmark?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘This is my problem. I’m going to deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ Coline was earnest, ‘you’re accused of some crime—or sin, or whatever some diseased mind thinks is a perversion, and you know it’s a lie, so the whole thing is ridiculous. Forget it. Or give the thing to me, and the name of the sender, and I promise you he’ll never send another poison pen letter after I’ve had a session with him.’ 
 
    ‘The same applies to me,’ Esme said coldly, ‘so let’s leave it, shall we? I assure you I can cope. I’ll nip over and lock my door and then I’ll come up to the lodge, right?’ 
 
    ‘How bizarre,’ Coline exclaimed, scarcely giving the woman time to get out of earshot. ‘Do you believe her?’ 
 
    ‘She certainly had a letter. As for whether she knows the identity of the sender, that’s a different matter. She’s implying it’s a local person, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes people send letters to themselves,’ Coline said darkly. 
 
    ‘You’ve known her for a long time. She’s insecure, but she hasn’t given me the impression of being that unbalanced. On the contrary, I’d say she’s got all her wits about her; she’s just short on judgement of other people’s feelings.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. Like I said, she’s rubbed someone up the wrong way. She rolls right over people, and she’s got a hide like a rhinoceros. She dominates Ranald, but then he wants to be dominated. Flora keeps out of her way for the most part, and as for me, I allow her to run the secretarial side—she’s good at that—but when it comes to my personal life, that’s a no-go area.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you draw the line?’ 
 
    ‘A broad hint that she’s being rather too masculine, dear.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’ve guessed what was in that letter.’ 
 
    Coline smiled thinly. ‘I’ve no sympathy for the woman. There’s nothing wrong with her; she’s just self-indulgent. She’s got plenty of control for most of the time; she has to learn to assert it all the time and stop trying to run other people’s lives.’ 
 
    When Coline left, Miss Pink closed her front door, not wanting more visitors as she prepared the meal she was to serve Beatrice. The afternoon was still and beautiful. Sunshine slanted across the loch and for a short time flooded the sitting room. The front window was open and she was vaguely conscious of sounds: of gulls and curlews, sandpipers and oystercatchers, and an outboard motor. A car passed occasionally. At one point there was shooting from the direction of the North Wood: different types of weapon; Beatrice must be firing her brother’s guns. 
 
    By tea-time the kitchen was a confusion of dishes in different stages of preparation, of food scraps and spilled packets—and a sink so packed with dirty dishes that the surplus was stacked on the floor. 
 
    With the oven going full blast, she opened the back window. The garden was in shade, but the escarpment and the trees were in brilliant sunlight. The rock glowed pink, grass was emerald, foliage was touched with garnet and gold. She sipped cooking burgundy from a measuring jug and contemplated the skyline which, unknown for a time, was now known. She hoped that the fact that she derived pleasure from having been on a cliff a few hundred feet high instead of a peak of several thousand feet was not a sign of decrepitude. She looked back at her kitchen, deploring its domesticity, never realising that it was as undomesticated as a gangland squat. 
 
    Her eyes returned to the escarpment, but she caught a movement much closer at hand. The plots at the backs of the houses were bounded by an old stone wall. The park’s timber came right up to this so that, with the fruit trees in the paddocks and hawthorns along the wall, the cover extended almost to the houses. But here and there a section of the wall could be glimpsed, at this hour floodlit by the sinking sun. She had seen something move on the other side of the wall and now a figure appeared on top, jumped lightly to the ground and disappeared. She thought she recognised Hamish Knox, which wasn’t surprising; Mary MacLeod lived on the far side of the Post Office, then came the police house. Evidently Hamish had been up to the lodge, probably to exercise the ponies. He wouldn’t want to go along the street and up the lodge drive, because that would take him past the front of the Post Office. In any event, with his bicycle unusable this back way would be the quickest. She applauded his good sense—and was galvanised into activity as she realised that a second batch of cheese straws was burning. 
 
    The smell was still hanging about when Beatrice arrived at seven o’clock. Miss Pink apologised and, with the sherry, served potato crisps hurriedly purchased at the Post Office. They discussed Alec, Beatrice having heard about the morning’s incident from Greg Sinclair, the widower from the old schoolhouse who kept bees and had brought her some honey. ‘That was the excuse,’ she said. ‘The real reason was to find out what I knew about the confrontation between Alec and Hamish. My not knowing it had taken place was a bonus for the old fellow. How is Hamish?’ 
 
    ‘He was a bit shaken up.’ Miss Pink threw a calculating glance towards the kitchen and relaxed enough to take a few sips of sherry. ‘I find it hard to believe that he had a hand in that trick with his father’s car. He appears a normal youth: innocent, naive … Why should he want to embarrass his father?’ 
 
    ‘Jealousy?’ 
 
    ‘Of Anne Wallace?’ 
 
    ‘No. Of his father’s machismo. During the season young girls, particularly foreigners, flock round him. And then there’s the flouting of authority; in this case rebellious youth gets his father and the police in one fell swoop.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve given this some thought. Have you worked out who is writing the anonymous letters?’ 
 
    ‘Gracious! Who’s receiving them?’ 
 
    Miss Pink related Esme Dunlop’s experience and Beatrice looked grave. ‘I don’t like it; it’s disturbing. It’s not the same thing, is it? Like the unpleasant telephone calls, an anonymous letter’s in a different category from a practical joke with a car.’ 
 
    ‘An escalation of mischief?’ Miss Pink stood up and Beatrice followed her to the kitchen. She surveyed the clutter and said absently, ‘Campbell’s not himself either.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure what his natural self is, but how is he deviating?’ 
 
    ‘He’s tense—as if he were on drugs, but I don’t think he takes them. He’s been at the house this afternoon, getting the last of the logs under cover and helping me clean the guns.’ 
 
    ‘I heard the firing. Let’s hope the heavy breather did too. People know now that you’re not as vulnerable as you appear to be.’ 
 
    There seemed to be a tacit agreement to keep the conversation light while they were eating. So with the baked scallops Beatrice expounded on the magic of fishing for sea trout, and with the veal olives Miss Pink reciprocated with the joys of desert travel. They demolished an extravagent torta di noti, followed by a reasonable piece of Stilton and then, having cleared the table, they sat by the fire, coffee and brandy between them. 
 
    At nine o’clock there was a sound of skidding tyres in the street and someone thudded on the front door. It was no knock but a hammering with the clenched fist. They stared at each other in astonishment. Miss Pink got to her feet. ‘Who is it?’ she called. 
 
    ‘Campbell. Can I speak to you, miss?’ 
 
    Beatrice came and stood beside her. ‘I’m here too, Campbell: Miss Swan. Are you drunk?’ 
 
    ‘No, Miss Swan. I’m glad you’re there; I want to see you too.’ 
 
    Beatrice pushed past Miss Pink and opened the door. Campbell entered wide-eyed, removing his cap. ‘They set my place afire,’ he said. 
 
    They turned away from him. ‘Sit down, Campbell,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘You’ll take a whisky?’ She bit her lip to keep from smiling. To have offered him brandy would have seemed like a slavish imitation of last night. 
 
    ‘I can’t stop,’ he said, ‘but I’ll take a dram.’ 
 
    Beatrice was watching him. ‘Is the fire bad?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘They’ve finished the place this time. Thank God no one was inside.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Lady MacKay’s property.’ It was a gentle rebuke. 
 
    ‘She says it’s insured. Miss Swan, let me have one of the guns.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever for?’ 
 
    ‘I need protection. I can smell petrol at that place. They would have thought I was inside. When they know I didn’t die in the fire, they’ll come after me.’ 
 
    ‘No, Campbell; I’m not lending you a gun.’ 
 
    ‘Miss, I got to have protection!’ His voice was rising. 
 
    ‘Campbell!’ Miss Pink spoke loudly. ‘Why did they set fire to your house two nights running? You were here only last night.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, I was.’ He seemed surprised. ‘This is different. I know why this happened. I’ll tell you. I should have told you first, but I was shocked. It’s not nice to come home and see your place blazing.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve called the fire brigade?’ 
 
    He gave a snort of derision. ‘Fire brigade’s in Morvern! But if it was here, in Sgoradale, it wouldn’t be no good. The place is destroyed, and all my belongings. Hell, who cares? I’m worried about my life now. What happened? I come back from Miss Swan’s this afternoon and I find them in my house, one of them anyway; maybe the other got out when they heard the sound of the van. Last one couldn’t get out because I’ve nailed up the back door, so the only way out is the front door, see? And they’d forced that. The crowbar they’d used was there on the step—taken from my own barn. So I knew the place had been broke into—again, but I never thought anyone was still there. He must have been hiding in the lounge. I went in the kitchen and he hit me from behind. Knocked me down, but didn’t make me unconscious. When I picked myself up he was away. I run outside and he’s streaking for the trees like a deer. I couldn’t have caught him; he was much too fast.’ 
 
    ‘Who was he?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    ‘He was wearing a hood. And jeans and a dark anorak.’ 
 
    ‘But the place wasn’t on fire then,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘No, not then. I hung around waiting for him to come back but he didn’t, so I went down the bar. The men there told me to fingerprint the place. I’d do that anyway; he hadn’t been wearing gloves. I stayed in the bar too long. When I went home again the place was afire. He’d come back to destroy his prints.’ 
 
    Beatrice sighed and Miss Pink said, ‘Are you saying he slipped out of the bar, set the place on fire and came back?’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought of that. It’s possible, but I shouldn’t think it’s likely. I’d have noticed he’d gone away. No, what happened was when I was chasing him earlier, when he ran out of the cottage and I saw him making for the trees, I shouted after him, “I’ve got you now: you left your prints.” He had to have come back when I was down the bar. Now, Miss Swan, will you let me have a gun? Doesn’t have to be a rifle. Shotgun will do.’ 
 
    ‘No, Campbell. Now you go home—’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t listening! I got no home! It’s been burned—’ 
 
    ‘Campbell!’ Again Miss Pink tried to stem the flood. ‘What was he doing in your place the first time, before he set it on fire?’ 
 
    He shrugged angrily. ‘I don’t know. Looking for something. The place had been burglarised: all the drawers pulled out, books on the floor. Doesn’t matter about that; they’re after me now. I’m not sleeping in this village tonight. I’m a marked man. I’m getting out now.’ And he went, closing the door quietly. They sat looking at each other. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t taken his van,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Beatrice pointed to the window. ‘Listening,’ she mouthed. 
 
    ‘It’s a very strange story,’ Miss Pink said loudly. 
 
    ‘I’m going to telephone Knox.’ Beatrice went to the telephone and held a one-sided conversation with a non-existent police station. She replaced the receiver. ‘He’s on his way,’ she said. 
 
    After a few moments they opened the front door. Campbell’s van stood there, lit by the street lamp. 
 
    ‘He’s not in it,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    Miss Pink found a torch and shone it inside the van. ‘Just another move in the game,’ she said in exasperation. 
 
    ‘Oh, God!’ Beatrice breathed. ‘Look!’ Her fingers dug into Miss Pink’s arm. 
 
    There was a glow above the Lamentation Road and the rocks of the escarpment leapt and faded in a pink light against which the trees were clearly silhouetted. Smoke billowed and rolled upwards. Golden sparks flew like fireflies. 
 
    Then they did ring Knox. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    People converged on the burning cottage. Gordon Knox was followed by Miss Pink and Beatrice. They left the Renault in the car park; the fire brigade would need a clear run to the cottage—although by the time it arrived there would be little left to do but damp down the embers. When they walked up the short track, they saw that already the roof had fallen in and only a few rafters were left flaming against the smoke. The fire still raged inside the walls: a glimpse of hell through the angular voids which had been windows and a front door. 
 
    ‘I’m relieved that no one was inside,’ Miss Pink observed, ‘but it’s still sad to think of the lives that were lived out here: people who loved the place and were happy in it. As if the ghosts had lost their home.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t happy,’ Beatrice said. ‘That’s why he burned it.’ 
 
    ‘He must have been happy here in the early days, and with a young family. All the more reason for destroying it—to emphasise his present misery. He swings to extremes.’ 
 
    Beatrice turned away. ‘It’s unbearable, like suicide. Where do you think he is now?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea. Here’s Knox. Where have you been, Mr Knox?’ 
 
    He was in gumboots and anorak, and he carried a heavy torch. ‘I was in the barn. There’s a stink of petrol but no sign of fire in there. The man’s mad. I don’t know what Lady Coline’s going to say. This could be her now.’ 
 
    Two sets of headlights were approaching through the trees, diminished by the glare. When they stopped people came stumbling forward, bobbing in front of the lamps until the firelight revealed them as a group of men—some a little unsteady on their feet. 
 
    ‘Customers from the bar,’ Knox said drily. 
 
    The newcomers pushed forward, Duncan Millar and Sinclair, the apiarist, in front. The old men regarded the burning cottage in silence, while from behind them came a murmur ranging from incredulity to grim humour. That last would be the younger men, Miss Pink thought. 
 
    ‘Has anyone seen Campbell?’ Knox asked. 
 
    ‘He can’t be inside!’ someone said. 
 
    ‘No, there’s no one inside. Campbell’s been in the village since it started.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been—’ There was a swift movement in the gloom and the words were choked off. 
 
    ‘He was in the bar,’ Duncan Millar said firmly. 
 
    ‘What time?’ asked Knox. ‘What time did he come in?’ 
 
    ‘Seven, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Nearer seven-thirty,’ Sinclair said. 
 
    ‘What time did he leave?’ 
 
    The old men looked at each other. ‘Nine?’ Sinclair suggested. ‘Round about then.’ 
 
    ‘It was nine o’clock when he called on us,’ Miss Pink said. They had told Knox on the telephone that they’d seen Campbell since the fire was started, but had had no time to tell him more, except that they didn’t know the man’s present whereabouts. ‘He said the place was on fire then,’ she reminded him. 
 
    ‘You phoned me at nine-forty, ma’am!’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t believe him,’ Beatrice said, and the men muttered amongst themselves; they wouldn’t have believed him either. 
 
    ‘Didn’t he give any hint as to where he was going?’ Knox asked wearily. 
 
    ‘No.’ While Miss Pink was considering whether to add that Campbell had said he wouldn’t sleep in the village, she saw more lights approaching. She decided to say nothing at this point and then realised from her silence that Beatrice had come to the same decision. 
 
    The new arrivals were Coline and Ranald. The men made way for them. Ranald was vociferously appalled, Coline mutely horrified. When Knox assured them that no one had been inside the cottage they were bewildered for a moment, trying to adjust to the mere destruction of property rather than loss of life. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Coline breathed. ‘Thank God for that!’ 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ echoed Ranald. ‘Quite. Only bricks and mortar, what?’ 
 
    Coline turned her back on the customers from the bar and addressed Miss Pink quietly. ‘Where is he?’ 
 
    ‘No one knows. He visited us, said the place was on fire, and we didn’t believe him. Then he vanished.’ 
 
    ‘And he said other people were responsible for the fire, of course.’ 
 
    ‘He did.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder—’ Coline began, to be interrupted by Anne Wallace who had arrived unnoticed and pushed through the crowd of men. ‘Is anyone hurt?’ she asked urgently. 
 
    ‘Oh, Anne!’ Coline greeted her with a kind of relief. ‘He’s done it again. You see! No, no, there’s no one inside. We’ve talked on the phone,’ she explained to Miss Pink. ‘It’s out of our hands now, Anne,’ she said meaningly. ‘This is a crime, isn’t it, Knox?’ She lowered her voice further, addressing the women. ‘I shall use blackmail: we won’t bring a charge provided he submits himself for treatment. How would that be?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think of anything better at the moment,’ Beatrice said. ‘But no one’s at their best for making an objective assessment. I shall go home now. I’m very sorry about your little house, Coline, my dear.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I suppose we shall rebuild with the insurance money, so we’ll be better off in the long run. All these old places are damp.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    As Miss Pink and Beatrice reached the street, an unearthly wail rent the night. Miss Pink switched off the engine and opened her door. 
 
    ‘It’s the fire engine,’ she said. ‘They must be trying to move the sheep off the road. As Campbell said, a fire brigade fifteen miles away is no use in an emergency.’ 
 
    They got out of the car and stood on the turf looking down the loch. 
 
    ‘Where do you think he went?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘A bothy back on the moors perhaps, or the woods …’ 
 
    ‘What on earth’s happened?’ Esme had come silently across the grass from her house. ‘I heard a siren. Is someone hurt?’ 
 
    Beatrice gave her the gist of the night’s happenings. 
 
    ‘So where is he now?’ Esme asked. ‘His van’s still here; he can’t go far without transport.’ The van was where he had left it outside Miss Pink’s front door. 
 
    ‘He has his boat,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t taken that anywhere. I’ve been reading this evening; I didn’t have the television on, so I’d have heard the sound of an outboard. For my money, he’s gone to ground with one of the crofters out on the lighthouse road.’ 
 
    They looked at the few lights burning seaward of the North Wood. ‘At least, I hope he has,’ Esme said. 
 
    *** 
 
    The search for Campbell started after breakfast. Coline was maintaining there was no proof that the cottage had been deliberately set on fire, and since the firemen confirmed that there were no human remains in the debris, word had gone out from the lodge that the fire was an accident. Nevertheless, some people felt a compulsion to find Campbell. 
 
    Knox was not on duty this weekend and, with Coline and Hamish on ponies and Ranald in a Land Rover, the four of them started to search. Miss Pink, rising late, went back to the ruins of the cottage. 
 
    No smoke rose from the charred remains inside the walls. Mindful of the danger to woodland, and of Coline’s presence, the firemen had made a thorough job of damping down. Miss Pink stood in the gap where the front door had been and surveyed the interior. There was the shape of a blackened cooker, the metal struts and springs of three bedsteads, the frame of a table and what had been kitchen chairs. Everything that could burn had burned. The blaze had been intense. 
 
    She crossed a patch of grass where a sooty washing-line was stretched between a stout post and the barn. The latter was small, with half-doors in front and an ordinary door at the side which was open; it revealed a space which had once been a byre but was now used for storage. Driftwood was stacked against a wall above a saw-horse and chopping block. There was a work bench below a rack of tools. Everything was in good order and neatly hung or stacked: a cross-cut and a bow saw, a felling axe and hatchets, lobster pots, gardening implements. There were also two ten-gallon drums, one empty, the other indicating by its residue that it contained heavy oil. A five-gallon jerry-can lay empty on the earth floor. A dark patch reeked of petrol. 
 
    Miss Pink picked up a garden fork and returned to the cottage. Starting at the front door, she began to rake through the ashes, a task complicated by metal objects which had been contorted and fused: a heater, many small and unidentifiable structures and a curiously familiar article that turned out to be the keys and guts of a typewriter. The petrol smell was here too. There was a lot of glass where you’d expect to find it, under the window gaps. It crackled underfoot, but when she trod on something that rolled and didn’t crack, she stopped and teased it clear with the fork. 
 
    First testing its temperature with a finger, she picked it up gingerly: a rounded piece of thick glass, black but still recognisable: part of a milk bottle. 
 
    She replaced the fork in the barn and started to search the old byre. In a manger she found a funnel. Leaving it where it was, she returned to her car and drove to Feartag. 
 
    ‘Petrol bombs?’ exclaimed Beatrice, turning the piece of glass in her hand. ‘I can’t believe it! This could have come from a bottle that never contained anything other than milk.’ 
 
    ‘True. But the petrol can has been emptied recently, and the funnel was used; there’s a damp patch in the manger where it was lying. Certainly I can’t think why he didn’t carry the can to the cottage and splash the petrol around and set fire to a trail with a match. But if he’d done that, he’d surely have left the can at the fire, not replaced it in the barn. And where would the funnel come in? The way things are, it points to petrol bombs.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re implying—no, it’s impossible.’ Miss Pink was silent. Beatrice, watching her, said slowly, ‘It looks as if he went to amazing lengths to try to prove someone was after him.’ 
 
    Still Miss Pink said nothing. ‘Who would hate him so much?’ Beatrice asked weakly. ‘You are suggesting that someone thought he was inside, or have I misread you completely?’ 
 
    ‘Only partially. I wasn’t thinking of a potential murderer, only an arsonist.’ 
 
    ‘Only?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not so bad if the person didn’t intend to kill Campbell, only to destroy fingerprints.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve started to believe that story?’ 
 
    ‘What time did Campbell leave here yesterday afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘He finished at five. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Some time around then, while the sun was still high enough to be on the wall at the back of the street, Hamish Knox came home the back way, through the park. I thought he’d been up at the lodge exercising the ponies.’ Miss Pink moved across the sitting room and regarded the yellowing birches on the far bank of the river. 
 
    From behind her came a shocked voice: ‘You’re suggesting that Hamish had something to do with the fire?’ 
 
    ‘What I’m saying is that it looks as if bottles were filled with petrol, that I can’t think why Campbell should do that unless, as you say, he’s trying to put the blame on someone else—and I’m telling you that I saw Hamish come home, and not openly, about the time when Campbell says he found an intruder in his cottage.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fantasy. Hamish would never break into a place, let alone set it on fire. Why should he? You’re talking about mindless violence, the kind of thing you get in inner cities. I know these people. That cottage is Coline’s property and she’s well respected. And Hamish’s father is the policeman!’ 
 
    ‘Having an affair with the nurse.’ Miss Pink tried to restore balance. 
 
    Beatrice shifted ground, but angrily. ‘Have you forgotten Alec’s dog? Hamish is guilty and terrified. I’d expect him to come home over his back wall; I’d be surprised if he didn’t after what happened last time he went along the street. If anyone is dangerous in this village it’s Alec, but that danger is out in the open. Of course,’ she added more thoughtfully, ‘Campbell is a danger to himself. Forget about Hamish. I feel I should be doing something. What do you say to taking a flask and some sandwiches and driving around?’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘Looking for Campbell, of course. I can’t work in the garden knowing he’s out there somewhere in need of help. And where’s his boat anyway?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve looked for it, but I can’t see it anywhere in the bay.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s start moving.’ 
 
    They drove to the end of the lighthouse road where they found the lodge’s Land Rover parked outside the perimeter wall. The light was automatic, so there were no keepers to call on. They walked down one side of the wall to the top of the cliffs, but saw nothing untoward except a group of gannets beating low past the headland. Beyond the Minch the hills of the Hebrides were insubstantial, a gauzy mirage. 
 
    Miss Pink sniffed the air. ‘The wind’s backing.’ 
 
    Beatrice squinted at the Long Island. ‘You’re right, and the visibility’s not so sharp. I think we’ve seen the last of the Indian summer.’ 
 
    ‘Two more days, do you reckon?’ 
 
    ‘Quite. This is a slow deterioration. Look at the sky.’ 
 
    There were a few small clouds above the Hebrides, more to the east on the mainland mountains, but the sky was still blue, although robin’s egg rather than gentian. As yet there was little to presage a break except for that hint of humidity in the west. 
 
    ‘Time enough to find him,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘He can’t have gone far.’ 
 
    They turned and trudged up the slope. When they reached the road they looked towards the village, but it was hidden by the lie of the land and all they could see was an empty stretch of water and the wooded southern shore of the loch. 
 
    ‘I didn’t realise how many trees there were on that side,’ Miss Pink said. ‘There should be pine martens.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the shore. It is wooded, but those trees are on the islands. They’re covered with scrub birch.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so? And yesterday he was out on the loch. I thought he was fishing, but he could have been transporting stores.’ 
 
    ‘There are no buildings on the islands, no ruins. And the fire wasn’t until after dark.’ 
 
    ‘The first fire was the previous evening. It would be logical to sleep on an island if you wanted people—including your wife—to think you were in danger.’ 
 
    ‘Searching all the islands would take ages; they’re terribly overgrown. We used to picnic on them, and fish. Ah, here’s Ranald.’ He was approaching from the far side of the lighthouse boundary. 
 
    ‘Good morning, ladies. Any news?’ They shook their heads. ‘And nothing here,’ he went on. ‘Although I’d hardly expect him to hang around, as it were. It’s just that I told them I’d come to the point and work back. I started with the cliffs under the light; it’d be a good clean way to do it—straight over the edge. He doesn’t own a gun.’ 
 
    They stared at him. ‘What makes you so sure he killed himself?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    He blinked owlishly. ‘Well, if he meant to do it he’s done it already. Wouldn’t you say so?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but—’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think there can be any doubt about it: we’re looking for a body. Have you been inside?’ He gestured at the lighthouse. ‘Can’t get in the light, of course, but I’ll have a look round the outbuildings and the old living quarters, see if anyone’s broken in.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll leave that to you,’ Beatrice said. ‘We thought we’d go out to the islands.’ 
 
    ‘The islands?’ He looked across the loch. ‘That’s possible, or he could have holed up in a bothy. I still think he opted for a cliff. I’m going to look in the bays along the coast here where stuff washes up.’ 
 
    ‘He’s enjoying it,’ Beatrice exclaimed as they started back. 
 
    ‘Enjoying the drama?’ Miss Pink suggested. ‘A defence mechanism perhaps; he doesn’t relate the situation to a real person.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you’re right. I’d hate to think he was a ghoul.’ 
 
    ‘He’s repressed.’ 
 
    Beatrice stared at her profile. ‘People are speaking their minds today. Is this what happens to ordinary men and women in the proximity of violence?’ 
 
    ‘The circumstances are abnormal. And what’s this?’ 
 
    A horse was standing across the road, Coline in the saddle and waving them down. She approached the driver’s side. ‘Melinda, you’re just the person I need—and Beatrice. I want you to come and look at something.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know—something very odd indeed. I want your opinion. Follow me.’ 
 
    She set off at a canter along the grass verge and Miss Pink followed, exchanging speculations with Beatrice. When they came to the North Wood, Coline took a cart track that led diagonally down the slope towards the loch. Beatrice said, ‘This leads to Camas Beag. It’s a holiday place, one of the more luxurious ones. But Campbell can’t be there or she’d have said.’ 
 
    ‘Does she own all this land?’ 
 
    ‘Clear to the point. Presumably the Northern Lights lease the lighthouse property, and a few of the crofters have bought their places, as we did, but the holiday cottages belong to Coline. Stop here.’ 
 
    The track widened to a turning circle under the gable end of a house. Coline had dismounted and was waiting for them. She led the way to the back of the building which at first sight was unremarkable: a stone-paved yard with outhouses, a dustbin, drains, back door, windows. They were casement windows with small panes; one pane was broken and the casement unlatched. The room beyond was the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Have you been inside?’ Miss Pink asked, peering at what she could see of the interior. 
 
    ‘Yes. He’s not here, but I’d like you to take a look and see if you can spot anything significant. I’m not a criminologist.’ 
 
    They walked round to the front door. ‘You mean there’s nothing missing?’ Miss Pink asked as Coline inserted a key in the lock. 
 
    ‘Not that I can tell. Of course, there’s nothing of value in a holiday place …’ 
 
    A subjective opinion, thought Miss Pink as they stepped inside. Camas Beag was furnished with some good Victorian pieces and Liberty fabrics. There was a large colour television set, electric radiators, a range of kitchen gadgets, a telephone—all except the phone were portable and desirable. 
 
    They went upstairs. There were three bedrooms and a bathroom. The bath fittings were whiter than white, the bedrooms so neat that the pale carpets showed no sign of traffic since they were last vacuumed. The beds were made up with patchwork quilts tucked under pillows in the fashion of hotels, with hospital corners at the feet. 
 
    ‘All the same,’ mused Miss Pink, following unspoken thoughts, ‘did you look in the wardrobes?’ 
 
    Coline was appalled. ‘Oh, no! No, I didn’t. Are you going to?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. We’re here now. And the window is broken. When did you come here last—or anyone else who had a right to be here? Who looks after the place?’ 
 
    ‘Mary MacLeod. The last tenants left two weeks ago; Mary would have cleaned after they went and I doubt if she’s been back since. I’ll ask her.’ 
 
    She went downstairs and Miss Pink walked from room to room opening wardrobes and cupboards, pulling out drawers—which were all empty—looking under beds. 
 
    ‘Surely no one’s been up here,’ Beatrice remarked, watching from a doorway. 
 
    ‘There’s no sign of it, but someone broke in. Why?’ 
 
    Below stairs Coline was talking on the telephone. They descended and Miss Pink went to the kitchen. She studied the stainless steel draining boards, the double sink, the white tiles of the window sill, stooping to look along the shining surfaces. 
 
    ‘If someone came in,’ she said, ‘they removed all their traces.’ 
 
    Coline appeared in the doorway. ‘Mary says she hasn’t been back since she cleaned two weeks ago. The window wasn’t broken then.’ 
 
    ‘She has her own key?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, all the places have duplicate keys. The cleaners have one, I keep the other and hand mine to the tenants when they arrive.’ 
 
    Miss Pink went to the sitting room. There were two main rooms downstairs; the second was a dining room. The others trailed after her. She turned to Coline. ‘You think there’s nothing missing, but didn’t anything strike you as odd when you came in the first time, on your own?’ 
 
    Coline shook her head helplessly. ‘I came in the front way because the back door’s bolted. Nothing seemed odd until I went to the kitchen and saw the window, then I thought that the weirdest thing was that there was nothing wrong. I mean, even the tinned food doesn’t seem to have been touched. If it was Campbell or a tramp who broke in, then he didn’t sleep or eat here. If it was a thief, he didn’t steal anything. Surely a burglar would at least have taken the food mixer for his mother or his girl-friend.’ She sounded affronted. 
 
    They went outside and she locked the front door. ‘I’ve told Mary to send Sinclair to replace the pane,’ she said. ‘It’s a mystery. Has it given you any ideas?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head. ‘Not yet. Something may occur to me.’ 
 
    Coline untied the pony’s halter. ‘What do you propose to do now?’ 
 
    Beatrice said, ‘We thought we’d borrow a dinghy and take a look at the islands.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good idea. His boat isn’t around. Damn, it’s low tide and we’ll never get our boat across the sand. I know—we’ll take Sinclair’s dinghy; it’s on the bar below the schoolhouse. I’ll see you there.’ She mounted and pushed the pony down a slope so steep he was sliding on his haunches like a dog. They came out on a strip of sand and set off at a canter towards the village. 
 
    ‘I’m glad she’s coming,’ Beatrice said. ‘She’s happy with engines, I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘She took it for granted that she should join us.’ 
 
    ‘The islands are part of the estate. Nothing happens in Sgoradale without the family being concerned.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    At any other time exploring the southern shore would have been sheer delight; even today, searching for a man in trouble, they couldn’t fail to be affected by the beauty of the islands. The water was calm and Coline had no difficulty in navigation. Even underwater reefs appeared innocuous as the boat slipped past submerged rocks and their fringes of waving weed. 
 
    From a distance the islands looked like a solid mass, but on approach miniature straits and channels revealed a maze of rock and water. In places Coline cut the engine and they pushed themselves along the rock with their hands. A seal bobbed up and followed them for a while like an inquisitive Labrador. A heron gave an angry croak and flapped away, trailing water across the surface. On a patch of grass at the back of a small bay a group of barnacle geese was grazing. Some of the islands were several hundred yards in length and even the heather was tall enough to conceal a man if he were lying down; the trees would have hidden a tent. 
 
    ‘All the same,’ Miss Pink said, ‘he can’t hide the boat. It’s too heavy for one man to drag into the timber, and we’ve seen no caves.’ 
 
    ‘There’re none on the shore either,’ Coline told her. ‘The nearest caves are in the big cliffs under the lighthouse.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing for it. We have to go ashore.’ 
 
    ‘But if his boat’s not here—’ Beatrice protested. 
 
    ‘He could have set it adrift or sunk it.’ 
 
    ‘But that would mean—’ 
 
    ‘Let’s start with the islands in the middle,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Those most effectively concealed from the mainland.’ 
 
    It was hot and exhausting work. The heather was full of dust and pollen, and a smell of old honey. Blackbirds fled from them shrieking, eider duck grumbled in the shallows and the three women ploughed doggedly through the undergrowth, more than one of them wondering if this were not a waste of time, merely a show of concern. 
 
    They shared their lunch with Coline, sitting on rock slabs across the water from the island where the barnacle geese were grazing. ‘We’ll try there next,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    The geese padded to the other side of the bay as the women trudged up the sand. On the higher ground there was gorse, then came rock outcrops with the heather and old gnarled birches rooted in the cracks. Miss Pink was in the lead when she stopped suddenly. 
 
    The camouflage was almost perfect. It was a dull green pup tent, its ridge descending almost to the ground, and it was closed. 
 
    ‘Campbell?’ Miss Pink called, but no one responded, nothing moved. She unzipped the flysheet to reveal the tent proper, also fastened. She opened the second zip and the sides fell loose. The interior was a green gloom and it was untenanted. She sat back on her heels and the others peered over her shoulders. 
 
    The tent wasn’t empty; there were possessions: a sleeping bag, a camping stove, a set of dixies and cutlery—clean and stacked—a few tins of food: beans, potatoes, stewed steak. Miss Pink backed out and rose to her feet. ‘Now where did he go?’ 
 
    They closed the tent and went back to the shore. She looked around and said, ‘This bay is invisible except from the next island. He could come and go unseen by anyone on the mainland. He could take off down the loch and once he passed behind an island he could enter the maze and no one would know where he was.’ 
 
    ‘Who’d be interested?’ Coline asked. ‘No one was after him. We agreed that was a fantasy.’ 
 
    Beatrice said suddenly, ‘I’m going to leave a note in the tent. He trusts me and he has no friends; he needs help and he knows I can supply it.’ 
 
    They agreed that leaving a note could do no harm; it might flush him out, and he had to be located for his own good. Miss Pink found a pencil and they returned to the tent where Beatrice wrote a message on a label from a tin of beans and placed it on the groundsheet under the tin. As they retreated Coline asked what she’d written. 
 
    Beatrice said, ‘I want both of you to keep this confidential. I promised him that no one else would be at the meeting and that I’d tell no one the location.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think that’s wise?’ Coline asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve been employing him for ten years.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing. Later, in the boat, she mentioned the bothies on the moors and utilising horses to reach them; she considered her own participation, but thought the lodge ponies too small for her weight. Who did the exercising in Flora’s absence, she asked casually; she’d seen someone riding yesterday—Hamish? 
 
    ‘That would be him,’ Coline said. ‘He comes up every day. He’s paid, of course, but he has to groom and muck out and everything.’ 
 
    Miss Pink felt old eyes watching her. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Would you like me to keep you company this evening?’ she asked, passing Beatrice the shortbread. They were drinking tea in Miss Pink’s sitting room. 
 
    Knox had seen them coming in and was waiting below the schoolhouse when Coline put them ashore. They had come to the conclusion that there was no point in looking further for Campbell, at least until tomorrow, by which time it was hoped he would have approached Beatrice. There wasn’t much they could do anyway; there were only two or three hours of daylight left. Hamish had ridden to the southern headland and he would come back before dark; Sir Ranald had given up and gone home saying that if Campbell were in hiding four people weren’t going to find him, and if he was dead there was no urgency. 
 
    Coline took her pony out of Sinclair’s paddock and rode back to the lodge, while Miss Pink took Beatrice home for tea and discussion. 
 
    ‘I’d prefer to be alone this evening,’ Beatrice said. ‘And I promised Campbell I wouldn’t reveal the meeting place, remember? I feel I have to meet him on his own level. But I assure you I’ll telephone as soon as he’s gone, if possible.’ 
 
    ‘If possible?’ 
 
    ‘He may ask me to promise not to call anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Then I shall call you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do that. An interruption could be fatal.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an unfortunate turn of phrase. But it’s because he is so unpredictable that I feel some precautions should be taken.’ 
 
    ‘If he intends harm, a telephone call isn’t going to avert it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink filled their cups and passed the milk. ‘You have firearms.’ It was a statement, not a question, but when her guest didn’t respond Miss Pink looked at her with deliberation. 
 
    Beatrice raised her eyes from her cup. ‘Yes,’ she said, without inflection. ‘I have Robert’s guns.’ 
 
    ‘I’m wondering if you’re doing the right thing.’ 
 
    ‘He knows he has nothing to fear from me. He’s simple, like an animal. I’ve always known how to deal with him, and we’ve never had a misunderstanding. Don’t worry about it; I’m quite confident.’ 
 
    She was adamant and Miss Pink made no further move to dissuade her from being alone when she met Campbell, if he came. Would he return to the tent, and would he accept the invitation if he did so? She pondered these questions when Beatrice had left, and wondered if much hinged on the outcome in any event. It was possible that he would leave his spartan camp, particularly if the weather broke, and return to the village without visiting Beatrice. He had no home, but his van was still outside the cottage. The keys had been in the ignition and Miss Pink had moved it to the verge across the road, close to her Renault where it wouldn’t block her view of the loch. She had left the keys where they were. 
 
    The sun set, the afterglow lingered, darkness fell. She would have liked to go out and stand on the shore listening for the sound of oars. If he slept on the island last night and Esme heard no outboard motor, then he must have rowed there. By now, if his paranoia were rampant, he would have muffled the oars. But she didn’t go outside; he would be watchful as a wild beast and she must leave the field to him and Beatrice. She drew her curtains and switched on the television. 
 
    The telephone rang while she was watching the ten o’clock news. She sighed with relief when she heard the familiar voice. 
 
    ‘I’m all right,’ Beatrice said in answer to the inevitable question, sounding exasperated that it should have been asked. ‘And he’s all right. No problems. He’s coming ashore tomorrow and he’s agreed to see his doctor on Monday. We’ll keep this to ourselves, shall we? It embarrasses him. I have to call Coline and Knox, of course, but I shall say as little as possible to Knox.’ 
 
    ‘Was Campbell amenable?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes, I had no trouble with him at all. He’s had a bad time. By the way, he’ll be moving his van; don’t be surprised when you hear the engine start. You left the keys in it, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Where will he put it?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask. Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Are you alone now? Are you quite happy?’ 
 
    ‘Happy?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t like me to come along—’ 
 
    ‘No. But thank you for suggesting it. After I’ve made those phone calls I shall turn in. It’s been a tiring day.’ 
 
    Miss Pink replaced the receiver with a strong feeling of anticlimax. She felt the constraint of her four walls and yet, if the visit had gone off so smoothly, with Campbell agreeing to see a doctor, it would be tempting fate to go outside for a breath of fresh air and risk an encounter with him. She compromised and went upstairs to stand in her dark bedroom at the side of the open window. 
 
    The tide had turned, but it was still high; she could hear the water rippling. From the hotel came the faint beat of a jukebox. A dog barked out on the lighthouse road, an owl called in the North Wood to be answered by another from the direction of the islands. There was no moon and only a few stars were visible. The night was mild and still. Campbell’s van stood behind her own, their roofs gleaming in the light of the street lamp. There was no sign of the man. She was glad Beatrice had telephoned; without that brief conversation she would not have known he was alive. She wished he would come and drive away and give her proof that he existed, but the van waited mutely and nothing moved. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Dan Butchart was the proprietor of the Isle Chrona, a large sweaty man who, out of season, did most of the work of the establishment. On Sunday mornings he drove to Morvern for the newspapers and, after the return of his white Volvo had been observed, a trickle of people made their way along the street, and the crofters came in from the lighthouse road. Collecting the Sunday paper was a ritual, on fine days an occasion for gossip. 
 
    This morning was dry if not exactly fine; there was an onshore breeze, and surf bloomed about the skerries. The islands looked near enough to touch. As people walked past Campbell’s van they betrayed no interest in it; only on the quay, standing outside the hotel, did they look towards the vehicle—perhaps feeling that speculation was safe at a distance. 
 
    Miss Pink, coming down the steps of the hotel with her Observer, noting the sudden silence of a group of crofters about Duncan Millar, wondered what they had been saying, and forgot them as Beatrice approached wearing an ancient Burberry and gumboots. She looked as if she hadn’t slept. She nodded and glanced meaningly at the crofters. 
 
    ‘I’ll wait and walk back with you,’ Miss Pink said, and went to stand at the edge of the quay. A few boats lay stranded by the ebb tide, but there was no sign of Blue Zulu. From this point the house that had been broken into, Camas Beag, was obvious at the head of a small clearing. She was still staring at it when Beatrice said from behind her, ‘Did you hear him at his van last night?’ 
 
    She turned. ‘You think he couldn’t start the engine? I didn’t hear anyone at all. He must have changed his mind.’ 
 
    They started to walk back to the street, Beatrice staring fixedly at Campbell’s van. 
 
    ‘He went back to the island,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘That’s where he’ll be now, having a lie-in. Do you realise that he’s rowing? There was no outboard motor running last night.’ 
 
    ‘People would hear the outboard.’ 
 
    Miss Pink glanced sideways, made to comment, then changed her mind. ‘But he’s promised to come in for treatment?’ 
 
    Beatrice threw her a wild look. ‘Oh, yes. Monday. I promised to arrange it—the doctor’s appointment. Monday morning.’ 
 
    As Miss Pink was considering this, Esme overtook them, carrying a plastic bag like a baby in her arms, a posture sometimes adopted when one is carrying something heavy and breakable—like a bottle. Esme was tight-lipped and there was a defiant gleam in her eye. Tension did not become her; the plain features were sullen and when she spoke she sounded rude. ‘You look ghastly,’ she told Beatrice. ‘Don’t let it get you down.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Only a manner of speaking. You’re snappy this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be impertinent.’ 
 
    Esme gaped. Miss Pink was blinking in surprise. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Beatrice muttered. ‘I didn’t sleep much last night, and then … looking for Campbell, not knowing where he was, what he’d done, his state of mind—you know?’ 
 
    ‘I should have been searching.’ Esme was contrite. 
 
    ‘It’s immaterial,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He’s safe.’ 
 
    ‘He was,’ Beatrice put in and they stared at her, then at the van. 
 
    ‘You’re keeping something back,’ Miss Pink said, and her eyes went to Esme, who flared up like a firework. 
 
    ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘I meant Beatrice was keeping something back.’ 
 
    ‘You looked at me!’ 
 
    ‘All right, what are you keeping back?’ 
 
    Esme’s jaw dropped. Beatrice said quickly, ‘I’m afraid we’re back where we started. I told you what he said last night. I think he may have changed his mind after he left my house.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ Miss Pink was at a loss, feeling that things were happening fast and yet she had little or no idea of what was happening. ‘Just because he didn’t move his van? Where did he intend taking it?’ Esme was following this with interest, making no move to interrupt. 
 
    Beatrice said, ‘He wasn’t going back to the island, except to collect his gear. It wasn’t safe. He was adamant on that point: a quick visit to the island, back to the village and then he’d move the van. He said he’d sleep in it.’ 
 
    ‘You might have told me that last night,’ Miss Pink grumbled. 
 
    ‘I promised to keep it quiet. He was terrified of discovery; that was why he wouldn’t sleep on the island: because we found his camp.’ 
 
    ‘He’s scared of us?’ 
 
    ‘Coline would tell too many people.’ 
 
    ‘Including the obvious one,’ Esme said coldly. ‘He had good cause to be terrified.’ 
 
    Miss Pink rounded on her. ‘Had?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I said.’ 
 
    ‘The past tense?’ 
 
    ‘Figure of speech.’ 
 
    ‘So who did he have cause to be frightened of?’ 
 
    ‘The same person who’s sending anonymous letters.’ 
 
    Before Miss Pink could respond to this, Beatrice said firmly, ‘I want to go out to the island. Esme, will you take me in Sinclair’s dinghy?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come too,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Beatrice hesitated, then nodded. ‘All right. You could be an asset.’ She seemed oblivious of her own rudeness. 
 
    *** 
 
    The barnacle geese had gone when they approached the island and there was no sign of a boat. They landed and approached the camp-site in the birches. The tent was still there, flysheet and inner tent unfastened, the flaps hanging loose. ‘Campbell?’ Beatrice called, as Miss Pink had done yesterday. There was no reply. She looked at Miss Pink who swallowed, stepped forward and lifted a flap. No one was inside. 
 
    A meal had been prepared. The stove stood to one side, a can had been emptied, beans were in a dixie with a spoon. The dixie stood on the grass under the flysheet. Miss Pink touched the metal; it was cold. 
 
    ‘But it was too hot for the groundsheet,’ she observed. ‘He’d turned out the stove and taken the dixie off the burner. Just as he was about to start eating, he put down the dixie and came out. Why?’ 
 
    They stood up and looked around. There was only a screen of birches behind the tent, which had been pitched close to the edge of the island where the ground dropped vertically for some thirty feet to the water. The heather was so dense that, suspecting an overhang, they didn’t approach the edge. A few yards away an outcrop of sandstone formed a small prow. From this they could look down into water so clear that they could see the bottom ten feet below the surface. 
 
    ‘What do you think happened?’ Esme asked. 
 
    Beatrice looked as if she were in shock. Miss Pink said, ‘Well, he was disturbed at his supper, that’s obvious.’ She thought about this, then added, ‘Not breakfast, I would think … His sleeping bag is rolled up; one would imagine it would be unrolled if he’d just got out of it to make breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t spend the night here,’ Beatrice insisted. ‘Whatever happened was important enough to make him leave everything and not come back.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he jumped in his boat and pushed off?’ Esme asked. ‘So where did he go?’ 
 
    ‘Where was he all day yesterday?’ Miss Pink asked of Beatrice. 
 
    ‘He was on the mainland. He rowed to the shore when he saw us coming out to the islands and he hid among the rocks until we’d gone.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll go and see if he’s there now.’ 
 
    Esme took the boat by the shortest route to the shore and they came to a rock-fringed cove with a burn splashing down slabs at the back. The sand was covered with sheep droppings and was too deep and dry to hold footprints, but there was a corner which was probably awash at low tide and where a boat would be concealed from the view of anyone on the islands. Then they discovered a narrow sheep path running parallel with the shore, and where it crossed the burn there were the marks of cleated soles in the mud. 
 
    Miss Pink turned to Beatrice and said bluntly, ‘He’s gone, his boat’s gone, but his van’s still here. Do we start to look for him all over again, or is it a waste of time?’ 
 
    Esme stared at her, then transferred her gaze to Beatrice who bit her lip and turned to look at the islands. ‘I don’t know where he is,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Do you suggest we start looking?’ 
 
    Beatrice didn’t answer. ‘We go back then?’ Miss Pink pressed, ‘and inform the police?’ 
 
    Her tone roused the old lady from a kind of torpor. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but I can’t help you. I’m at a loss. Yes, go back. The more people who know, the better—I suppose. We need a lot of people to search.’ She held Miss Pink’s eye. ‘The last thing he told me,’ she said, gathering strength, ‘was that in no circumstances would he sleep on the island—because of these people who were after him. He would fetch his gear and drive out of the village to somewhere safe. I suggested that he should go to Debbie in Pitlochry; there was nothing to keep him here. The appointment with the doctor was a red herring—to convince people he wasn’t going to run when in fact he meant to get as far away as possible. Obviously he hasn’t gone.’ 
 
    On their return, Beatrice directed Esme to bring the boat in to the steps below the hotel where it would be more accessible if it were needed later. The steps did not dry out at low tide. They left Esme at her cottage and went on to the police house. Joan Knox came to the door; her husband was at his dinner, she said, flustered. She showed them into an over-furnished sitting room and shortly afterwards Knox entered, apologising for keeping them waiting. Beatrice told him what they had found on the island. 
 
    He looked from one to the other. ‘You reckon he’s put an end to himself?’ he asked, without surprise. He would have discussed the possibility with Ranald yesterday. 
 
    Beatrice said unhappily, ‘I think he’s finally lost control. He was close to the edge last night.’ 
 
    Knox sighed. ‘And there’s no sign of his boat. It looks as if he went down the loch. I hope he didn’t get as far as the open sea. Would he be that mad? A helicopter is what we’re needing, but they’ll say at headquarters the expense isn’t warranted—they’ll talk about the taxpayer. They know Campbell, you see. No one takes any notice of him now, but years ago someone took him seriously, so there is a record. And as mad as he is, he could have put ashore anywhere between here and the skerries, and if it was on the north side he might be holed up in an empty cottage like we thought yesterday. Are you suggesting we should search the same places all over again?’ 
 
    ‘If he’s mad, we should look for him,’ Beatrice persisted. ‘You’d look for a mental patient. What about bringing in dogs?’ 
 
    ‘We wouldn’t know where to start.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘If a tent were found in the mountains, abandoned in this fashion, a rescue team would be called in. It’s good practice for them. No expense to the taxpayer, and they have dogs.’ 
 
    Knox looked at her with admiration. ‘Now that’s a very good point, ma’am. I’ll get in touch with the local team. Most of them come from around Morvern.’ 
 
    But Sunday afternoon was not a good time to assemble a mountain rescue team; by two o’clock only six members had reached Sgoradale, and they had no dogs. Meanwhile a total of four boats had been put in the water, and throughout the remaining hours of daylight searchers scoured the loch shores looking, not for Campbell so much as for his boat which would be conspicuous. Like most Highlanders, Campbell wore drab clothing that would blend with heather and rock. 
 
    On the land Coline alerted her tenants and, by delegating much of the work, she saw to it that all the empty cottages—including Camas Beag—were searched a second time. On foot, on horseback and by Land Rover, every bothy and ruin was visited, and several crofters combed the North Wood with their sheepdogs. The situation took on an added urgency as the afternoon wore on and the wind freshened from the south-west. 
 
    ‘Front coming in,’ Coline observed to Miss Pink as they came out of Lone Bothy. This had been a shepherd’s cottage, but no one had lived in it for over a decade. Five miles inland from Sgoradale, in the lee of a mountain called Ben Tee, it was visited only by stalkers in bad weather, and by mountaineers using it as a way station or a base for exploring the central massif. It was unlocked, but too far from a road to attract vandals. There was nothing inside except bare boards and a grate, the ashes of which were cold. No one had stayed here recently. 
 
    Something moved on the slope of the mountain and Miss Pink’s eyes sharpened, but before she could raise the binoculars Coline said, ‘The deer are moving down. We’re in for a wet night. I’m glad we don’t have to walk back.’ 
 
    Two ponies were tied to a rowan tree. A stocky cob had been found for Miss Pink, for which she’d been thankful as they’d splashed along the line of a rough track which was wet even after weeks of drought. 
 
    ‘He’d never come here anyway,’ Coline remarked as they mounted and turned for home. ‘There are too many places available to him around the village.’ 
 
    ‘Everywhere has to be checked,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Even the improbable places. One doesn’t know how his mind is working.’ 
 
    ‘What made him flip, d’you suppose? After all, he’s been here for ten years and stayed roughly at the same level: some lows and highs perhaps, but nothing ever approaching this kind of behaviour. Suddenly he goes to pieces. Do you have a theory?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve only been here eight days!’ 
 
    ‘That’s a cop-out. You’ve listened to us, you know the background.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t investigating a crime. There was no need to ask probing questions. Remember, nothing happened out of the ordinary until Thursday night with the first fire, the abortive one. I’ve had no time to form an opinion.’ 
 
    ‘You’re hedging.’ 
 
    ‘I assure you, I’m as bewildered as anyone else. I can’t think why he should have chosen this moment to vanish … There’s a spot of rain; what do you say to a turn of speed?’ 
 
    Her pony leapt forward and Coline’s followed. By the time the riders had slowed them to a hand gallop, awkward questions had been forgotten, to Miss Pink’s relief. And as they came trotting along the rim of the escarpment all thoughts of Campbell faded before the outlook. Only a few miles distant long skirts of rain were trailing up the loch. 
 
    The ponies jolted down the zig-zags and the first shower met them as they entered the stable yard. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Sgoradale awoke to drizzle and low cloud, and to a feeling of disorientation as people remembered that one of their number was still missing. News had gone round that Debbie had been contacted, but her reactions weren’t known. Her mother’s home was not on the telephone and all that Knox could say was that Debbie had been seen by Pitlochry police and that Campbell was not with her. 
 
    As she lay in bed listening to water dripping from a faulty gutter, Miss Pink reflected that her own mood of indecision and vague resentment could prevail throughout the village. She thought she might stroll along to Feartag for coffee, although she would wait until later before calling Beatrice. They had spoken on the phone last evening after the visit to Lone Bothy, but there was nothing definite to say and they both recognised that speculation was futile. They had rung off with the ritual if forlorn hope that Campbell would turn up tomorrow. 
 
    She bathed and dressed and went next door for a bottle of milk. To her surprise Alec was behind the counter, not serving, but contemplating packets of cereal. She smiled in genuine pleasure and said the first thing that came to mind: ‘How nice to see you about again,’ then checked, thinking it might be unwise to refer to his condition, however obliquely. 
 
    But Alec was in no way disconcerted; in fact he returned her smile. ‘I been about,’ he said. ‘It’s just that I didn’t go out till yesterday, and you were away with Lady Coline to Lone.’ 
 
    After a fractional pause she said, ‘You were looking for Ivar too?’ 
 
    ‘He was.’ Rose came in and bustled along the back of the counter. She glanced at two packets in Alec’s hands, and said indulgently, ‘Take them both, son, and go and get your breakfast.’ She pushed him towards the living quarters and turned to Miss Pink, smiling brightly. ‘Oh, yes, he was out searching for Ivar—’ She grimaced and gestured at Alec’s back. ‘All pulling our weight, aren’t we?’ she went on loudly. ‘Milk, was it, Miss Pink? Anything else?’ She leaned over the counter, her face resuming its natural lines, her voice low. ‘I let him out with his father for a wee while. They didn’t go out of my sight: walked down the quay a ways, Alec with his dad’s field-glasses. Gave him a breath of air, didn’t it? Half an hour, I thought, that can’t do any harm; half an hour a day, could it now?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps increasing it each day?’ Miss Pink suggested. ‘Or going out more than once?’ 
 
    ‘Well …’ Rose considered, fingering her lips, eyeing Miss Pink uncertainly, ‘the outing yesterday didn’t seem to take too much out of him; maybe he can do a little more today, with me or his father. There’s no question of allowing him out on his own. I mean—’ she caught herself suddenly’—he could do himself an injury: fall off the quay, walk in front of a car. There’s no knowing what might happen, is there?’ 
 
    Miss Pink went home, reflecting that she was only a visitor; it wasn’t her place to suggest that protection could go too far. She was eating her breakfast when Alec shuffled jerkily past her window, alone but talking with great animation. Unable to help herself she opened the door and stared after him—and her expression softened. His irregular progress was occasioned by a small round sheepdog puppy which was alternately scampering at his heels and sitting down to worry its scarlet leash. She turned, smiling, to find herself observed by Rose who was standing in her own doorway. 
 
    ‘A good idea,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I’m surprised he’s accepted a substitute so quickly—but delighted.’ 
 
    Rose ignored the gist of this and said quickly, as if she’d been waiting for the chance, ‘Maybe we do protect him too much. I thought I’d take a chance and let him out on his own. He’s not to go near the edge of the quay, mind. He’ll not be out of the sight of one of us at any time.’ 
 
    Miss Pink returned to her breakfast and the problem of what she should do on a poor day in a Highland village when one of its residents was missing. She found the inability to reach a decision annoying and something of a bore, but this was to be her last experience of ennuie for some considerable time and it was short-lived. 
 
    The interruption came when she was drinking her second cup of coffee. She was reading a book review in yesterday’s Observer when she caught the sound of someone running fast along the road—a woman in high heels. She heard the bell ring on the Post Office door and raised voices, muted as the door swung shut. She sat unmoving, her coffee forgotten. She could still hear a voice, even through the party wall. It moderated a little, there were moments when it ceased altogether; finally she heard the bell again and then, to her amazement, the clack of heels terminated with the banging of a fist on her own door. She opened it to Joan Knox, her hair awry and her eyes anguished. 
 
    ‘Have you seen my boy, miss? Hamish—did you see him this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Why, no.’ Miss Pink stood back. ‘Won’t you come in?’ 
 
    ‘No. I got to find him. I can’t go to her …’ She gestured savagely at the nurse’s house. 
 
    The police car came out of the Knoxes’ drive and roared along the street in low gear. It stopped and Knox got out and came quickly to Miss Pink’s door. He took his wife’s arm. She shook him off. ‘The boy’s gone,’ he told Miss Pink, putting an arm round Joan’s shoulders. She whirled and punched him in the mouth. They fell apart, Knox holding his jaw, Joan cringing. As the woman opened her mouth for what might well be a shriek, Miss Pink pushed her firmly indoors and into a chair where she collapsed in a paroxysm of sobbing. 
 
    ‘Shut the door, Mr Knox,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Then put the kettle on and pour some brandy. You’ll find everything in that corner cupboard. Take a dram yourself.’ 
 
    She sat opposite Joan, alert for any renewal of hostilities, but the woman had lost all initiative. Knox busied himself as directed and eventually, with the aid of tissues, the brandy and Miss Pink’s stern supervision, she regained control of herself although still shaken by the occasional racking sob. At last, and without a word being said, she looked at Knox with eyes that were still hostile but which seemed to hold a plea. There was fear too; she was terrified, but not—Miss Pink thought—of her husband. 
 
    Knox took it upon himself to explain, shifting uneasily under that intent stare. ‘There was a bundle of clothes, a dummy like, in his bed this morning. She went up when he didn’t come down to breakfast. His clothes are gone—he’s been out all night.’ 
 
    ‘He’s sixteen.’ Miss Pink was equable. ‘I’ve no doubt he has friends among other lads: virtually young men. It’s not unheard-of for an adolescent boy to stay out all night. It’s very thoughtless, but young people aren’t always thoughtful.’ 
 
    ‘It’s unnatural,’ Joan said. ‘He never did this before; he’s been set a bad example.’ 
 
    Knox opened his mouth and closed it again. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘You don’t know how many times he’s done it and come back without your knowing he ever left his room.’ 
 
    ‘Then what’s keeping him?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at Knox, who said wildly, ‘He stole a car and ran out of petrol, or he’s with his mates in Morvern. Or someone got drunk and couldn’t drive him home. He got drunk. Christ! (beg pardon, ma’am) anything could have happened.’ 
 
    ‘That Millar were out yesterday.’ Joan made it sound like an accusation. 
 
    ‘Hamish could run rings round him.’ 
 
    ‘He’s mad. He’d kill Hamish.’ She stopped, her hand over her mouth. 
 
    ‘Alec was with his father yesterday,’ Miss Pink said firmly. ‘They’d never let him out on his own.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ The hostility was turned on Miss Pink. ‘Our boy got out, didn’t he? Maybe that Alec Millar was out all night. Maybe they met.’ As she envisaged the confrontation, her mouth widened. 
 
    ‘No!’ Miss Pink said, so loudly that the rising hysteria was quenched. She went on, enunciating very clearly. ‘Rose Millar is so concerned about her son that I doubt if she goes to sleep. A mouse couldn’t move in that house at night without her hearing it.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a powerful man,’ Joan said. ‘He could get past his mother.’ 
 
    ‘And his father?’ 
 
    ‘Duncan Millar would egg him on. They always hated us—poachers and thieves, the lot of ’em.’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough!’ Knox flushed dangerously. ‘You’ll have to make allowances, ma’am,’ he said, dropping his voice a fraction. ‘She’s hysterical; I’ll get the doctor to her.’ 
 
    ‘Not the doctor, nor yet that nurse, so-called. I’m all right. I’m frightened, that’s all. I want to know where my boy is.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘We can’t do anything about finding him until you calm down. At the moment you’re claiming all the attention for yourself. If you go home with Mr Knox quietly and have Mary MacLeod in for company, the rest of us will start looking for Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘Where will you look?’ 
 
    ‘We shall make enquiries methodically; we know the drill—’ Miss Pink stopped, appalled, and Joan responded as if cued. 
 
    ‘There are two people missing now.’ 
 
    There was a grim triumph in the statement, as if she felt herself vindicated. 
 
    *** 
 
    Anne Wallace received her visitor without surprise. ‘Yes, I know he’s missing,’ she said calmly. ‘Come in, please.’ She ushered Miss Pink into her sitting room. ‘What can I do?’ she asked. They both remained standing. 
 
    ‘Some effort has to be made to find out where Hamish is,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Some compromise between reporting him as a missing person and ignoring his absence completely.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you suggest?’ 
 
    Miss Pink felt at a disadvantage and this annoyed her. ‘Aren’t you bothered?’ she asked. 
 
    Anne nodded as if she’d been expecting that question. ‘I’m not concerned,’ she admitted. ‘I’m interested as a neighbour, but not professionally. If I was to get involved every time a teenager stays out all night, I’d have ulcers inside a month.’ 
 
    ‘I see your point. May I ask how you knew about Hamish?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Knox phoned me. He was bothered about his wife. She was hysterical when she found the boy’s bed hadn’t been slept in; Knox panicked and asked me to bring a sedative.’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no. I made him see reason and told him to talk some sense into his wife. So how did you get involved? I’m sorry, that sounds rude.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Miss Pink told her about the Knoxes’ visit. 
 
    ‘And are you really going to look for Hamish?’ Anne asked. 
 
    ‘Knox is ringing the hospitals in Morvern and Inverness. He’s contacting his friends in the police without reporting it officially. Since Joan Knox’s outburst the affair can’t be kept secret, so while he’s making his enquiries I intend to ask people if they have any information that might help. It’s the least I can do. If all the results prove negative, I expect Knox will make an official report. Ultimately it’s up to him, and he’s under pressure from the boy’s mother.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ The tone was dry. 
 
    ‘She’s hostile to you,’ Miss Pink said bluntly. The woman stared at her. ‘Is it a coincidence,’ Miss Pink asked, ‘that she should be hostile at this moment, or does she make a connection?’ 
 
    ‘A … connection between—what?’ The woman was white. Her eyes narrowed and she fidgeted, but professional calm had not deserted her. ‘It’s not a coincidence,’ she said at length. ‘Hamish is spoiled, and only the fact that his father manages to assert some authority keeps the boy straight—and not quite, at that. He’s got a nasty line in practical jokes. He played a trick on me last summer which was quite outrageous and I shan’t forget it in a hurry. Of course, Joan Knox won’t wear it; Hamish is a good boy.’ It was a spurt of venom that was gone in an instant. ‘Joan and I are not on visiting terms,’ she concluded coldly. 
 
    ‘So,’ Miss Pink said with a burst of joviality that clearly startled the nurse, ‘I’ll complete my interrogation with the traditional question: When did you last see Hamish?’ 
 
    Anne seemed undecided as to whether her visitor were mad and harmless, or devious. She answered carefully, ‘I didn’t see him yesterday. I don’t have many calls to make at a weekend: it’s a morning round only on a Sunday. In the afternoon I stayed indoors and I wouldn’t see anyone pass the gateway unless I was looking out at that moment. My hedge is pretty high, as you see; it hides the street from this window. I did see him Saturday afternoon. I was coming home from Morvern and he was turning in to the lodge drive. He was on a pony. That would be some time after five, around five-thirty.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you think has happened to him?’ 
 
    Anne smiled. ‘There are no witnesses to this conversation, so I’d say that either he got into trouble along with the local lads or he’s played a trick that’s rebounded on him.’ 
 
    ‘Who are his friends?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll have to ask his father.’ 
 
    ‘And Campbell? When did you see him last?’ 
 
    ‘At the fire—no, he wasn’t there. Friday morning probably; he was out in his boat.’ 
 
    ‘Have you any theories about his disappearance?’ 
 
    ‘I assume that he put out to sea and just kept going until his fuel ran out.’ 
 
    ‘You mean suicide? Why should he kill himself?’ 
 
    ‘I think he went mad—burning his home down like that.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘She’s wary.’ Miss Pink leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘The nurse is wary, Knox is angry, his wife is terrified. And I’m at a loss. What about you? What’s your reaction to this latest development?’ 
 
    ‘Too much is happening; I’m bewildered.’ Beatrice suited actions to words, absently moving the coffee things about the table in her sitting room. 
 
    ‘I came straight here from Anne’s house,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I couldn’t face anyone else for the moment. I needed to talk to someone—not to put too fine a point on it—someone like myself.’ 
 
    ‘You flatter me.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Well, what’s to do now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m hoping that shortly Knox will have to do something himself.’ 
 
    ‘He can’t expect you to do anything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a peculiar situation. He doesn’t want to bring the authorities in officially in case the boy is playing some kind of trick. It’s obvious that he knows Hamish does indulge in practical jokes. Anne is in no doubt about it. On the other hand, the boy could have met with an accident. But then there’s Campbell’s disappearance; can there be a connection? If Hamish is up to mischief, he’s placed his father in an awful dilemma. He needs all the help he can get.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s walk to the lodge and talk to Coline. By the time we get there either Knox will have news—or he must come to a decision. If his wife doesn’t make him, Coline will as soon as she hears what you have to say.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The rain had stopped and a stiff breeze was blowing up the loch driving the next shower before it, obscuring the skerries and veiling the sodden slopes. As they turned into the street Miss Pink said, ‘I’m sure Rose Millar knew that Hamish was missing when I was in the shop at breakfast time, but she didn’t mention it.’ 
 
    ‘Wait! Can that be a whimbrel?’ 
 
    They stopped and listened, their eyes on the birds feeding at the edge of the tide. ‘Mostly curlew,’ Beatrice murmured. ‘Sorry, you were saying Rose knew Hamish was missing before you did?’ 
 
    ‘She was too concerned to impress on me that Alec went out only once yesterday, and that with his father. But he was out alone this morning. So then she implied that today was the first time he was unaccompanied. None of that cuts any ice with Joan Knox, who says Alec could even have been out last night. If Hamish comes to grief, it’s obvious who she’ll hold responsible.’ 
 
    ‘A foregone conclusion.’ Beatrice turned away from the birds. ‘They’re all curlew. Oh dear, can this be more trouble?’ 
 
    Esme Dunlop was bearing down on them. ‘How are you?’ she called. ‘Lovely soft day—we need the rain. Seen anything?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Miss Pink said. ‘But one keeps looking: for wreckage, clothing, anything. And you?’ 
 
    ‘Hell! You think he’s in the loch?’ She swung round, taking in the woods and the escarpment. ‘I hadn’t got that far—wondering whether he was on land or in the sea. He’s gone and that’s it as far as I’m concerned. Good riddance.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t like him,’ Miss Pink observed lightly. 
 
    ‘You can say that again. If you ask me, he was behind all the mischief in this village from the word go: car thefts, the police car, the heavy breather, anonymous letters—particularly letters.’ 
 
    ‘Campbell sent you that?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s talking about Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘I was.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ There was a long silence, then she laughed. ‘I was talking about Hamish.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked mildly interested. ‘So you had phone calls in addition to the anonymous letter. May one ask what was said?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. It was a heavy breather—giggling too, but no words.’ 
 
    ‘What time did he call?’ 
 
    ‘After midnight.’ 
 
    ‘You answered the phone.’ 
 
    ‘Once. Why? Someone else was getting calls, or everybody? I see, you’re not talking. Well, take my word for it; there won’t be any more telephone calls.’ 
 
    ‘He could start again, unless he’s had a bad fright.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be coming back.’ It was said smugly but, as if the words had been too much for her own equilibrium, Esme’s face fell. ‘Or is that wishful thinking?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Gay as a puppy,’ Beatrice remarked when they’d parted from Esme and were walking up the Lamentation Road. 
 
    ‘Jolly,’ Miss Pink corrected absently. ‘How I detest this corruption of the language. So she got heavy breather calls too. She was subdued, now she’s back to normal—and Hamish is missing. How much does she know about his disappearance?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Beatrice said promptly. ‘She’s far too frank about her relief.’ 
 
    ‘Have you never heard of double-bluff?’ 
 
    Beatrice shrugged. ‘She’s wrong. The business with the police car could have involved Hamish conniving with local boys, but anonymous letters and phone calls and car thefts—never. That wasn’t him; he’s just … well … naughty.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    At the lodge Coline had learned something of the village gossip, but by no means all. ‘It’s scarcely enough to have hysterics about,’ she said, serving sherry: ‘A sixteen-year-old not coming home at night.’ 
 
    ‘Who told you?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Rose Millar. Joan Knox didn’t turn up for work—we employ her full-time now that Debbie’s left—and I called the police house. I couldn’t get through, so I rang the Post Office to ask if Joan were ill. I got a pretty cool reception there, I can tell you. Apparently Joan accused Rose of nameless horrors in respect of Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘Alec, actually; she’s accusing Alec,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You couldn’t get through to Knox because he was calling the hospitals and various friends in the police. And Hamish was home during the evening; he left a dummy in his bed. So there was an intention to deceive his parents should they look in on him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a different kettle of fish. Now why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ Ranald entered in his stocking feet. ‘Excuse me, ladies; we’ve been battening down the hatches, or rather I have. I miss Campbell. We’ll have to get Sinclair and Millar to give us a hand, m’dear. First storms after a long drought always find all the weak places.’ 
 
    ‘Melinda says Hamish was out all night and left a dummy in his bed.’ 
 
    ‘Was he now! Why did he do that?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what we’re wondering. He’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘What! Like Campbell? Why wasn’t I told?’ 
 
    ‘Sweetie, I’ve known since ten o’clock, but I didn’t think it important.’ 
 
    ‘Two people missing? It’s dead serious. What’s Knox doing about it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink told him. Beatrice said, ‘I wonder if Knox has thought to get in touch with Hamish’s friends. There are a number of lads on the crofts along the lighthouse road.’ 
 
    ‘I think we should find out.’ Coline rose and left the room. 
 
    Ranald stared after her, then turned to Beatrice. ‘What do you think? You know him.’ 
 
    ‘Not well; I don’t employ him. You’d have seen more of him.’ 
 
    ‘True. He’s a nice enough lad. Flora was a bit impatient with him. Of course, she can ride. She had to teach him … Wonder what Knox has discovered.’ He made to rise, remembered his manners and sank back in his chair. 
 
    ‘Was Hamish out yesterday when everyone else was searching for Campbell?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘After we returned from the islands and told you about the meal in the tent?’ 
 
    ‘He was on the moor behind Fair Point, on horseback. I saw him once or twice. I went out to the light again in the Land Rover.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see him when he brought the pony back?’ 
 
    ‘No, there would be no need. He’d put the tack away and turn the pony out himself. He knows what to do.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose all your ponies are accounted for?’ 
 
    ‘What? You think he’s gone off with a pony like Campbell took a boat? Impossible. The ponies are all there anyway—I gave them some hay this morning. I’m the dogsbody now.’ 
 
    Coline returned, looking concerned. ‘Knox has drawn a blank,’ she said. ‘He’s mystified and unhappy. Joan’s giving him no peace. He says Hamish had no close friends among the local lads, but he’s spoken to several of the fathers; no one else is missing, and no other boy who’s available at the moment can help. I told Knox he must report the business to the superintendent at Morvern and let him take it from there. Any other parent would do that; Knox has to stop thinking of appearances.’ 
 
    ‘You’re thinking of the police car in Anne’s drive,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    ‘Well, that, and worse.’ Seeing Miss Pink’s raised eyebrows, Coline added, ‘One always wondered about the car thefts, you know.’ 
 
    ‘That was Hell’s Angels,’ Ranald spluttered. ‘I’d never have employed Hamish if I’d thought he was a thief.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t,’ Coline said. ‘I did. Why am I talking in the past tense? Hamish is employed by us, when he’s here. That reminds me: Flora will have to come home and look after those ponies. I haven’t the time or the inclination to exercise them, and we’ll have to start feeding soon. You shouldn’t have given them hay today, sweetie; there’s enough grass.’ She clutched her temples. ‘I’m getting distracted—and I should be working on a book! I’m going to call Flora; she won’t like it, but she’s got to think of her responsibilities. I don’t hold with children persuading their parents to buy animals and then leaving Mum to do the chores when it suits—particularly when Mum is by way of being the breadwinner.’ Venom had crept into her voice and Ranald shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    ‘What’s the next step, once the authorities at Morvern have been informed?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    ‘If they think he’s in this locality, they’ll bring in a search party,’ Miss Pink said, picking up her cue. ‘But it’s more likely that they’ll look in amusement arcades and cafés—anywhere that youngsters hang out in Morvern and Inverness. You can’t search meticulously unless there’s some indication that the missing person is in that area, as we thought Campbell was.’ 
 
    ‘I still think he’s here,’ Ranald said. ‘Campbell, I mean. They’ll find his boat or his body in the sea. It’s obvious; he went mad and drowned himself.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    They stayed to lunch at the lodge and afterwards Beatrice walked home across the park while Miss Pink, pleading the need for exercise, strolled along the drive to the highway. A few yards down the Lamentation Road she came to a gate at the back of the terrace where Esme lived. Only the upper windows of the houses were visible, the lower ones hidden by walled yards. Along the field side of the wall a path, muddied by small hooves, looked as if it would run past the back of the hotel towards the shore of the loch. 
 
    It was a nasty slimy little path on a slope, but Miss Pink was in boots and she took her time. The slope was wooded and there were still enough leaves on the trees to obscure all but a grey glimmer of the hotel and its outbuildings as she traversed behind them. Her boots left clear prints in the mud, superimposed on sheep tracks. There were no other human prints, but before the rain came yesterday no one could have left prints except where the burn crossed the path. 
 
    She reached that place and found an appreciable increase in the volume of water coming down. Another heavy shower was approaching, heralded by a gusty wind that sent white horses running over the surface of the loch. Spray burst on the rocks and she wondered if Campbell’s tent was still standing. Looking towards the islands, the furthest of which was now obscured, something caught her eye—something close to the mainland shore—but when she studied the heaving water the object had disappeared. 
 
    She scrambled down to the beach and found an overhanging corner where she could shelter from the shower. From here the point on the far side of the cove was in full view. Two oystercatchers were standing on the weed, facing into the wind, their shoulders hunched. There wasn’t much wrong with her eyes; she could distinguish their scarlet bills and legs. 
 
    The tide was lower than she’d thought. Kelp bobbed up, branched at the top, and vanished below the next wave. She hadn’t seen kelp since California, and then there’d been sea otters diving through it. She’d thought that this kind of weed was a Pacific species; surely Atlantic kelp was only exposed at the lowest tides, and this tide had two hours to go before the turn. Dry and sheltered in her rock corner, she stared out at the water and pondered her ignorance. After a while her gaze became fixed and she emerged to move along the beach. The oystercatchers took off with wild calls. She ignored them. 
 
    She walked into the water until she was wading. When the waves were slapping her thighs she climbed on to the rocks and, stumbling across the bladderweed, reached the point she had been aiming for: within twenty feet of the kelp that now, with the falling tide, was regularly revealed in each trough of the waves. 
 
    It was no kelp but a human arm. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Sgoradale was suddenly a centre of activity, intensifying from the moment when Knox saw the thing in the water. Miss Pink had stressed that it had been immersed for a while and, when they drew near, coming in by sea, she was glad that she’d taken that precaution. The water was lower now and, in the heaving sea, a more or less globular object appeared at the end of the arm, all colour washed out: dark hair plastered to a splintered skull. The arm was no longer projecting but floating limply on the surface. 
 
    They went back to the village, Knox informed his superiors at Morvern and was told to guard the cove. Miss Pink told him to take a gun. ‘For the birds,’ she said, when he looked puzzled. He raised no objection when she accompanied him to the boat. 
 
    The weather was worsening and the sea rising but, once in the lee of the islands, they were sheltered from the wind. They landed in the cove. Gulls were swooping at the head and he fired at them wildly—a useless gesture. From cracked white bone, empty sockets regarded the shore, the head swaying on the stalk of a neck. The damage had been done already by crabs; gulls could do little more. 
 
    ‘It’s been there days,’ he said. 
 
    She calculated. ‘A day and a half. Miss Swan saw him on Saturday night.’ 
 
    ‘He must have tied something round himself and jumped in.’ 
 
    Questions crowded her mind but they were technical; she was appalled at the questions that he must be asking himself, had been ever since she told him of her grisly discovery. For him the body itself could have little importance compared with Hamish’s present whereabouts. 
 
    Their enforced intimacy did not last long. The shoulders of that dreadful form had just appeared when a boat emerged from the islands with four people aboard. ‘It’s the Chief Inspector,’ Knox said, and walked down to the water. 
 
    The men came ashore and pulled the boat up. The boatman was old Sinclair. He studied the partially exposed body without surprise; he wouldn’t be unfamiliar with the appearance of a body recovered from the sea. Knox introduced Miss Pink and she found herself scrutinised by pale blue eyes in a pale face. Detective Chief Inspector Pagan belied his name: short ginger hair under a flat cap, a smart trench-coat and dark tie implied conformity. His sergeant had the blunt features, the alert bearing of a bright Gorbals youth, but he wasn’t a youth, and the creases in his tanned cheeks spoke of the kind of wasting that goes with hard training. His name was Steer and he moved like a boxer. Pagan regarded the body without expression, but Steer had the look of a boy presented with his first bicycle. The fourth man was the diver. 
 
    There was no need to use a boat. The diver approached the body from the rocks and seemed scarcely out of his depth when his head submerged, giving the impression of a monster nosing its prey. He was gone only a short time before returning to the rocks and the other officers. From the beach Miss Pink and Sinclair watched in silence. 
 
    After a short exchange the diver went back to the body, submerged a second time and suddenly the torso gave a little jump before keeling over on the surface. The diver’s head appeared, then the rest of him as he waded shoreward dragging the corpse. He pulled it from the water and it lay on the wet sand, rope trailing behind it. The rope was tied round the ankles. 
 
    The body lay on its face. Steer turned it over. Pagan looked towards Miss Pink, who approached. Sinclair followed her. ‘Does anyone recognise the clothes?’ Pagan asked. 
 
    ‘Campbell was wearing a tartan shirt the last time that I saw him,’ she said. ‘That shirt is a check material. Apart from that I couldn’t say who this is—no one could except his dentist.’ 
 
    Pagan nodded. ‘Someone hated this man badly. It wasn’t enough to batter his skull in, they had to tie him to the boat’s painter and sink the boat—although he’d have been dead by then, of course.’ 
 
    ‘How was the boat sunk?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Pagan’s eyes were bright as a stalking cat’s; he only looked like a bureaucrat. ‘How?’ he repeated. ‘The diver reckons the plug isn’t in the boat, but what is in it, is some big rocks. This chap’—he motioned to the body—‘was tied to a rock as well as being fastened to the boat.’ 
 
    The diver had returned to the water and must have cleared the rocks because suddenly the boat surfaced, upside down. He pulled it to the shore with some difficulty. The name Blue Zulu was on the prow, and the plug was missing. 
 
    ‘Like I said,’ Pagan observed, ‘he meant business. Didn’t study his tides though; didn’t realise this gentleman was going to expose himself at low water, did he?’ 
 
    ‘This was a man two days ago,’ old Sinclair said. ‘The corp is still entitled to respect.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes.’ Pagan seemed to glow. ‘You liked the man, did you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at Sinclair and saw an old man demonstrating disapproval. She looked at Knox and saw, behind the cold policeman’s eyes … terror. 
 
    While Steer produced a camera and started taking pictures, Pagan drew Miss Pink aside. ‘I understand you also discovered Campbell’s tent,’ he said. ‘I’d like you to show it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly. And you ought to know that yesterday, before the rain, there was at least one boot mark by the burn here.’ 
 
    ‘Show me.’ 
 
    They scrambled to the path and he stared at cleated prints in the mud. ‘Those are mine,’ she said. ‘No one else had made any tracks since the rain. The track I saw yesterday could have been Campbell’s; he’s wearing boots.’ 
 
    ‘When was he seen last?’ 
 
    ‘To my knowledge, on Saturday evening.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the boatman said he visited Miss Swan. Do you know why?’ 
 
    She told him about the message Beatrice had left in the tent. ‘He came at her instigation. Miss Swan thought he should have professional help. We were all afraid of what he might do to himself; we thought him paranoid. He said he would come ashore, take his van and drive somewhere safe.’ 
 
    ‘And his van is still in the village.’ He held her eye. ‘I’ve heard about you, ma’am; you’re friendly with Professor Brodie. You remember—the pathologist? He did the autopsies when the girls were killed on the Isle of Skye.’ [Over the Sea to Death.] 
 
    ‘That was ten years ago. Is he still going strong?’ 
 
    ‘Like a spring chicken. So I know of you and I’d welcome your help. These remote communities close up when the CID arrives.’ 
 
    Their eyes locked. ‘What do you want to know?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘It’s a curious thing. Less than two hours after a lad’s reported missing from this village, a man is found murdered.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds odd, but while the body was in the sea—assuming it’s Campbell’s—young Hamish was helping to search for him. And my finding the body was accidental; no one else has cause to visit the cove.’ 
 
    ‘Except people coming to take another look at the man’s camp-site. Show me that tent. One thing,’ he added archly as they walked to the boat, ‘a whole village may be under suspicion, but I do have one objective witness.’ 
 
    She returned his smile, wondering how much faith he put in her cooperation. 
 
    The body was placed in Sinclair’s boat and, accompanied by Steer and the diver, conveyed to the village. Pagan had relieved Steer of the camera and Knox ferried his superior and Miss Pink to the island where Campbell had pitched his tent. The geese had disappeared from the bay, which was now an inhospitable place: colourless and swept by rain. 
 
    Sheltered by the scrub birch the tent was still standing, apparently untouched since she had closed it yesterday on leaving. Knox was told to stand beside it to show the scale while Pagan took photographs. The constable’s face was wooden. The flysheet was unzipped to reveal the spoon in the pan of beans, then Pagan opened the inner tent. The interior looked undisturbed: the stove, the sleeping bag, the remaining dixies, cup and cutlery, the empty can and the full ones. Knox and Miss Pink held the flaps aside so that there should be enough light for photographs. Pagan put everything in plastic bags, then they struck the tent and carried the loads down to the boat. 
 
    On their return to the village Pagan had them identify the different houses—what could be seen of them through the rain—eliciting everything they could tell him about the inhabitants. He was double-checking. As Knox responded to the seemingly casual questions the Inspector’s pale eyes noted Miss Pink’s reactions. They were halfway home when Knox eased up on the throttle and asked, ‘Is anything being done about my boy?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry about that,’ Pagan said. ‘They’re looking in all the likely places. That’s not a CID matter, of course. Maybe there’ll be some news when we get back.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a connection?’ It burst out of him as if he couldn’t arrest it. 
 
    ‘You know better than to ask me a question like that.’ Pagan was almost avuncular. ‘I expect your lad’s in the big city spending his money on fruit machines and fags. He’ll be back when he gets cold and hungry and he’s got nowhere to sleep, mark my words.’ 
 
    No one answered him. They looked at the approaching shore and a further question hung in the air: if not in the big city, where? 
 
    *** 
 
    Miss Pink changed into dry clothes and walked to Feartag. Getting no response to her knock, she went round the house and came on Beatrice filling a basket with peats from the stack under the gable end. ‘You must have had a wet walk,’ the old lady said pleasantly, picking up the basket. 
 
    Miss Pink was dumbfounded for a moment before lurching forward. ‘Here, let me give you a hand.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s light. You shut the gate. You can bring the logs in and close the cellar door, if you don’t mind. The wind’s getting up; we’re in for a wet night.’ 
 
    Miss Pink obeyed in a kind of stupor, unable to credit that the grapevine had broken down. She closed the gate, mounted a couple of steps to the terrace, closed the cellar door, picked up a basket of logs and followed her hostess into the sitting room. She said firmly, ‘I would suggest a good stiff drink.’ 
 
    Beatrice stared at her. ‘Something’s happened.’ She moved to the sideboard, then stopped. ‘You may as well tell me. I’m prepared now.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that. Campbell met with an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Dear God! I can guess what you mean. So he did commit suicide?’ 
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Poor fellow. And yet he gave me no indication at all. You amaze me. Could I have stopped it? I could have influenced him, I’m sure, if I’d known how his mind was working. I was very obtuse. Could—’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t commit suicide. He—’ 
 
    ‘You mean he really did have an accident. His boat capsized? Or did—’ 
 
    ‘Beatrice, let me tell you. He was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ It was quiet, little more than an exhalation. Miss Pink outlined the salient points: the fractured skull, the weights, the plug removed from Blue Zulu. 
 
    ‘I always loved that name,’ Beatrice said. ‘But the name can be used again, can’t it, even though the boat’s gone?’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up and went to the sideboard. Beatrice sat down and allowed herself to be waited on. She drank a glass of brandy as if it were milk while Miss Pink gave the less horrible details of her visits to the cove with Pagan, Steer and Knox, ‘who sound like a music hall turn,’ she concluded. 
 
    ‘How can you talk like that?’ 
 
    ‘Defence mechanism. I don’t find Pagan amusing—and he’s definitely bad news for the murderer.’ 
 
    ‘He’s intelligent?’ 
 
    ‘He and his sergeant. They’re a good team. Most investigative teams are; the best men gravitate to each other. I daresay he’ll be here as soon as he’s finished at Campbell’s old cottage. He’s gone up there with the others. He’ll need to talk to you because you were the last innocent person to see Campbell.’ 
 
    ‘The last innocent …? Of course, someone else had to see him. There’s nothing I can tell the police other than what I’ve told you.’ She sat up suddenly, spilling her drink. ‘But this is appalling! Is it—can it be someone in the village? No, that’s ridiculous. But then—was Campbell right all the time? It was some form of secret service activity?’ 
 
    Miss Pink sipped her sherry thoughtfully. ‘I hadn’t even considered it,’ she confessed. ‘What I’ve been occupied with ever since I found the body, and what concerns Knox to the exclusion of anything else, is the disappearance of Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘No one knows, although several people may be speculating. Knox looks as if he dreads the worst. Joan will maintain that there’s no connection at all.’ 
 
    ‘And she’d be right. If Hamish had anything to do with Campbell’s death, he wouldn’t have waited a whole day before running away. And he has no reason to … oh, this is stupid; no one had a reason for killing Campbell, no one in the village anyway.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was staring at a water-colour of an iceberg. ‘Someone had a reason,’ she murmured, ‘and if you do exclude espionage, only local people are left. The motive isn’t all that elusive either. Greed and sex are out: Campbell seems to have had nothing valuable and he surely wasn’t a philanderer. But he was a snooper. The motive was probably elimination; he got in someone’s way, or he learned something—something connected with crime?’ 
 
    ‘Not in Sgoradale. We don’t have crime.’ 
 
    ‘Hamish’s disappearance?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think—’ 
 
    ‘No, he disappeared after Campbell was killed.’ 
 
    There was a knock at the front door. ‘That will be the police,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Do you want me to stay?’ 
 
    ‘That’s kind of you, but I can cope. Why don’t you stroll through the North Wood and come back later?’ 
 
    ‘It’s nearly dark. I’m going home. Ring me when they’ve gone.’ 
 
    She followed Beatrice to the front door. Two strange men were on the step, one with a photographer’s bag. The other one said brightly, ‘You’re Miss Swan? We’re from the Northern Mail. May we come in?’ 
 
    ‘How can we help you?’ Beatrice made no move to admit them. Miss Pink hovered in the rear. 
 
    ‘You were the last person to see Campbell alive.’ 
 
    ‘I was.’ Beatrice was startled. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’ 
 
    ‘Colin MacAllister. We were told—’ 
 
    ‘The last person to see Mr Campbell alive was his murderer.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He looked past her to encounter Miss Pink’s penetrating stare. 
 
    ‘You can get the facts from the police,’ Beatrice said. ‘Those that they’re able to make public, that is. I’d think it would impede the investigation if they divulged everything they know. All I can tell you is that Mr Campbell was helping me on Friday afternoon, and he left here at five o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he come here on Saturday night?’ 
 
    The old eyes flashed. ‘Is this normal practice?’ 
 
    ‘Is what normal practice?’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved forward. ‘Mr MacAllister, you must be the first reporter Miss Swan has come into contact with, and you’re not making a very good impression. She was quite right when she said you must go to the police for facts; as for a human story, we can tell you no more than that Campbell was a good worker. We knew nothing of his private life; that wasn’t our business, and speculation is a waste of time and energy. And now we mustn’t keep you any longer. Thank you for calling. Good night, gentlemen.’ 
 
    Back in the sitting room Beatrice said, ‘I’ve changed my mind. Please stay. The police I can handle, but not that kind of thing.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged. ‘They were doing their job … And the television people will be here tomorrow. It’s a sensational story—and with Hamish missing as well, the Press are bound to speculate. I was tempting fate to use the word; they’ll do nothing else.’ 
 
    ‘What did you mean when you said earlier that Knox was thinking the worst?’ 
 
    ‘Now that’s an odd thing. Before Campbell’s body was found I thought—given the premise that Hamish was the village joker—he could well have run into more trouble than a boy could deal with. That was what I thought originally. Then I found Campbell’s body.’ 
 
    ‘That makes a difference?’ 
 
    ‘It must do. Who killed Campbell? Is it possible that Hamish isn’t a victim but a murderer?’ 
 
    ‘You know how I felt about arson, so this leaves me unmoved. A sixteen-year-old boy!’ 
 
    ‘There have been younger murderers.’ 
 
    Beatrice shook her head and leaned back in her chair. ‘This is all too much for me. Murder in Sgoradale! But we don’t know anything, do we?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know who killed Campbell.’ 
 
    ‘That’s horrible. It has to be someone local?’ Beatrice was begging to be contradicted. 
 
    Miss Pink gave the question thought. ‘It doesn’t have to be,’ she admitted. ‘Someone could have left a car on a peat track out on the moor where it wouldn’t be seen from the Lamentation Road, or he could have been dropped by an accomplice to hide in the woods and be picked up after he’d done what he came for. There were two visits to Campbell’s cottage on Friday evening: the intruder who knocked him down, and the arsonist. Two visits but, we assume, one visitor. Of course, we only have Campbell’s word for those incidents, and now there’s no way of finding out how much of what he told us was truth and how much fantasy, if any. Was someone else similarly frustrated, and killed him to be on the safe side?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The police came late, presumably after interviewing other people. Pagan looked tired and Steer had lost some of his alertness, but once they were seated and furnished with drinks Pagan got down to business, wanting to know what time Campbell had left Feartag on the Saturday evening, after the clandestine visit. About ten o’clock, Beatrice told him. Then he wanted to know everything Campbell had said, and this she found difficult to recall in view of his fantasies, which were inclined to make one nod if he got on to one of his hobby horses. ‘Such as?’ Pagan asked. 
 
    ‘People watching his house. Arsonists.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I want to come back to that. What did he say about his future movements, starting with when he left this house?’ 
 
    ‘He said that in no circumstances would he sleep on the island, that he would go back and pick up his gear and drive to somewhere that was safe.’ 
 
    ‘Where was his boat? Where did he come ashore?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I assumed it was at the mouth of the river, below this house. It was high tide … But I hadn’t heard an outboard … Of course, he was rowing; I’d forgotten that.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘I don’t think he’d row all the way from the island. I’ve been thinking that he put ashore in the cove—the one where I found the body—and walked to the village. That would be safer if you didn’t want to be seen. It’s not easy to get out of the way if you’re in a boat.’ 
 
    ‘Out of the way of what, for example?’ 
 
    ‘A bullet?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know how he was killed. There may be a bullet wound under those fractures, but so far it looks like a blunt instrument.’ His tone changed. ‘So we have him starting back to his boat around ten o’clock. How would he go from here?’ 
 
    ‘Along the street and the quay,’ Beatrice said. ‘He’d work up through the trees on the other side of the hotel to strike the path along the south shore—the little sheep trod.’ 
 
    ‘There are lights as far as the end of the quay. How would he go if he didn’t want to be seen?’ 
 
    ‘Providing he had a torch, he could go up river for a short distance, then through the park and cross the Lamentation Road to the gate at the start of the loch path.’ 
 
    ‘How long would that take?’ 
 
    ‘Twenty minutes, perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘Could someone follow him without him knowing?’ 
 
    ‘No, they’d make too much noise and he’d be aware of a torch.’ 
 
    ‘And his killer couldn’t take a short cut along the street for fear of being seen. So how was he killed, and when?’ 
 
    Steer said, ‘Someone was waiting at the cove—someone who knew he had to come back to the island.’ 
 
    ‘How did he know that?’ Pagan asked of Beatrice. 
 
    Surprised, she said, ‘His sleeping bag, all his gear was there. He’d lost everything else in the fire.’ 
 
    ‘How did the killer know about his camp?’ 
 
    Beatrice looked blank. Miss Pink said, ‘That’s easily explained. Three—’ She stopped dead. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Pagan asked pleasantly. 
 
    ‘Three of us were there,’ she said, without expression. ‘Miss Swan, myself and Lady MacKay. We didn’t keep quiet about it when we returned. After all, we thought the poor fellow was mad and had to be found. He’d set fire to his house—’ 
 
    ‘You thought he was responsible for that?’ 
 
    Beatrice said tentatively, ‘There were two fires, on consecutive nights. I believe everyone thought he was responsible for the first one.’ 
 
    ‘I still believe he was,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘And why is that, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Because that night he made no bones about returning to sleep in that place.’ 
 
    ‘Returning from where?’ 
 
    ‘From my house. He called on me late that night, in something of a state. That was just after his wife left him.’ 
 
    Steer produced a notebook and she was taken back over that visit from Campbell, recalling her reactions which, in retrospect, were imbued with something of fantasy themselves—her fears for Debbie and the children, her inability to distinguish fact from fantasy. Campbell had said his family had gone, he said the fire had been set in order to burn his records, that he would dust for prints, that he possessed those of all the locals, collected over the years … Pagan interrupted. ‘He said that: “all the locals”?’ 
 
    ‘Why, yes.’ 
 
    ‘And on the second night’—he transferred his gaze to Beatrice—‘he shouted “I’ve got your prints” at the intruder.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at her friend, thinking furiously. Steer turned back the pages in his notebook. Beatrice said slowly, ‘I remember fingerprints were mentioned but …’ She spread her hands helplessly and Miss Pink felt a twinge of anxiety; she was too old and frail for horror at this hour of the night, at any time. ‘Can’t we continue this in the morning?’ she pleaded. ‘We’ll be much better after a night’s sleep.’ 
 
    Pagan was all apologies. Steer made to close his notebook, but his superior stopped him with a gesture. ‘We’ll spare you the questions,’ he told them. ‘Listen to the sergeant for a moment and tell us if he’s got it right.’ 
 
    Steer cleared his throat and started to read in his Glaswegian accent: ‘Campbell was knocked to the ground but not rendered unconscious. He went outside and saw the intruder running fast into the trees. Intruder wore a hood but no gloves. Campbell shouted: “I have you now. You have left your fingerprints.” Campbell continued conversation with information on the science of fingerprints which sounded authoritative.’ 
 
    Pagan lifted a hand and Steer, who had read the last sentence with difficulty, stopped. ‘Is that correct?’ Pagan asked. 
 
    Beatrice was puzzled. ‘I don’t remember his talking about the science of fingerprints.’ She looked at Miss Pink, who said, ‘It’s near enough what he told us. I gather those notes were taken from customers who were in the bar on the night of the big fire.’ 
 
    Beatrice gave them her sweet smile. ‘Of course, you’ve been talking to other people.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Pagan went on, ‘evidently the fire was set to destroy the prints. Whether or not Campbell did collect fingerprints, someone believed he did, and that was the same person who broke in before the fire—trying to find out if Campbell kept records on local people. This chap didn’t believe the fantasy about secret agents, of course, but he did know that Campbell was inquisitive and mad enough to follow any interesting trail that presented itself—like petty thieves who wear gloves.’ 
 
    Miss Pink, who had been following this carefully despite her fatigue, interrupted: ‘No, he wasn’t wearing gloves.’ 
 
    ‘The thefts from cars back in the summer.’ 
 
    They stared at him. ‘Go on,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Only two of those cars were printed. People were too busy to attend to the others. Thefts from cars in the summer run into hundreds. Where those two cars were concerned, the thief wore gloves. Legitimate prints were smudged. And all the burglarised cars were Renault 14s or Ford Sierras of particular years, if they weren’t unlocked. The thief had keys. What does that say to you?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t have any work to do,’ Miss Pink said promptly. ‘He didn’t have to pick a lock or break a window—’ Her voice trailed away. 
 
    ‘Only money was taken; no cameras or clothes, no credit cards, only money—and that can’t be traced in the normal way. What kind of chap likes cash but doesn’t know a fence, won’t risk obtaining money on a credit card, and wears gloves?’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like Campbell,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Immature, an opportunist, careful—but it couldn’t have been. He was killed.’ 
 
    ‘The point is,’ Pagan said, as if he hadn’t heard, ‘there were two arsonists, but only one matters. Campbell set the first fire out of pique because his wife walked out. She’d had enough when he told her he’d been recruited by MI6 before he met her. We got that by way of the Pitlochry people,’ he added, seeing Miss Pink’s amazement. ‘But the second fire was for real—and petrol bombs were used; the firemen found the bottles. And Campbell came straight to you. Why?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyelids were drooping. ‘He told us about the fire …’ Her words seemed distant, ‘… the intruder, fingerprints … He wouldn’t go home—he had no home. We didn’t believe him. He asked for a gun and Miss Swan refused. That’s why he came—for a gun.’ 
 
    ‘He came here?’ 
 
    ‘No, to my house. Miss Swan was dining with me.’ 
 
    ‘And did you give him a gun, ma’am?’ 
 
    Beatrice stared at him. ‘Of course not. I feel bad about it.’ 
 
    ‘He could have done a lot of damage.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, I feel bad because I didn’t take him seriously.’ 
 
    Pagan stood up. ‘It’s ironic when you come to think of it. Here’s this fellow, spends the greater part of his life acting a big macho role, and then he comes up against the real thing and he’s snuffed out like a candle.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Gales lashed the coast throughout the night. The loch was partly sheltered by the southern headland, but last evening when Pagan dropped her at her door Miss Pink tasted salt on her face. Rain and spray gleamed in the lights, merging and parting in drifts of grey and gold. The sweep of water on tarmac was punctuated by waves crashing on the shore. 
 
    With her window closed she slept badly, waking in the small hours to become aware that the sea was quieter, but the wind howled like a wolf in the power lines. Savage gusts drove fistfuls of rain against the window panes. A continuous low note puzzled her until she identified it as the roar of the open ocean. 
 
    She slept soundly then and woke at nine to a wet and windy morning with the cloud ceiling skimming the escarpment. Waterfalls draped the crags like shreds of lace, obscured even as she watched by a mass of rain. 
 
    By nine-thirty an increased volume of traffic in the street was noticeable; by ten the shop was so busy that cars were parked outside her sitting-room window, obstructing the view. Whenever there was a lull in the weather, people with video equipment and movie cameras appeared on the turf across the way. 
 
    Beatrice telephoned. ‘Are you alone?’ she asked. ‘I thought you might have company with all the traffic about. Is this the Press or police?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine it’s the Press. They seem to be concentrating on the Millars.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Rose—I must go, there’s someone at the door. I’ll call you back.’ 
 
    Miss Pink put down the receiver and moved to the window, looking over the net that draped its lower half and glowering at a battered station wagon. She glanced at her typescript, waiting for the telephone to ring. After a few minutes she guessed that the visitors had remained at Feartag and applied herself to the chore of answering her agent’s letter about a Brazilian edition of her current book. After twenty minutes the telephone rang. 
 
    ‘It was the police,’ Beatrice said. ‘They wanted to see Robert’s guns—to make sure they hadn’t been “interfered with”, they said. Could they be implying that I’m so old I wouldn’t notice someone had been in my bedroom and broken into the cabinet?’ 
 
    ‘It’s more likely they thought that the reason Campbell came to you on that last night was to borrow—or indeed to take—a gun.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds more reasonable. But of course all the guns are there and the cabinet was locked. Melinda, they actually smelled the barrels! I told them some would have Campbell’s prints on them because he was helping me clean them on Friday. But they didn’t dust them—is that the term?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Did the results of the autopsy come through?’ 
 
    ‘Pagan said nothing. Why?’ 
 
    ‘I wondered if Campbell had been shot.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not, with those injuries. Pagan was acting rather brash this morning; perhaps he’s been upset by the reporters. By the way, did you tell him about my telephone calls?’ 
 
    ‘Which …? Oh, the heavy breather. Certainly not. Why?’ 
 
    ‘He knew about them. It followed on from the guns, d’you see; he said he appreciated why I’d been shooting; it would remind the villagers that I had firearms in the house. He said: “I mean the person who was making the telephone calls.” So I thought you must have told him last night.’ 
 
    ‘Who did you tell besides me?’ 
 
    ‘No one. But Esme had the same problem—perhaps she told them.’ 
 
    ‘Cross-checking,’ murmured Miss Pink. ‘And he tricked you into revealing you’d had heavy breather calls.’ 
 
    ‘He wanted to know who I thought was responsible. Surely Esme wouldn’t have told them she suspected Hamish?’ 
 
    ‘She made no bones about naming him to us. In fact, she maintained his activities went way beyond nuisance calls.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he want to frighten old ladies and lonely spinsters? It doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the caller, whoever it was, wanted attention. Or it could have been the thrill of power, and that’s heady stuff. Look how he played on your emotions, and Esme’s.’ 
 
    ‘Not to speak of his own fa—’ Beatrice broke off, and resumed in a different tone, ‘There’s too much psychology in this for me. It started as mischief and got out of hand. I’m only glad the calls have stopped; now perhaps we can get back to our old routine.’ 
 
    Miss Pink wondered if Beatrice had achieved the blinkered attitude of some old people who block out the more negative aspects of modern life, at least when not personally involved. Her telephone calls had stopped, so she was unconcerned about heavy breathers. And although she was aware of murder, the fact that the killer could be one of her neighbours seemed to have escaped her. Miss Pink suggested a drive, luncheon in Morvern or Ullapool, that she come to Feartag for coffee—all of which the old lady declined on the excuse that she was going to redecorate her guest room. 
 
    The telephone rang soon after Miss Pink replaced the receiver. It was Coline. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you,’ she said hurriedly when Miss Pink, not wanting an invitation to the lodge, said she was on her way to Morvern. Coline said this was perfect: ‘I had a call from Flora. Buffy MacLean’s brought her back as far as Slaggan. D’you know it—Invermarsco House, a few miles beyond Morvern? Would it be too dreary to go out of your way a mile or two and pick her up? I’d be most grateful; we’ve got the police here again this morning. They were here last evening too: a fellow called Pagan with his sidekick, Steer, who looked very virile; both names highly inappropriate if you ask me. They wanted to know all about the fire, among other things, and this morning the forensic people are down there sieving ashes. They wanted us on hand, but I removed myself after a while. When you’ve seen one sooty milk bottle you’ve seen them all. Did you know petrol bombs were used?’ 
 
    ‘The smell was strong.’ 
 
    ‘So I left Ranald there, getting under their feet. Pagan seems eager to find Hamish—almost as if they’ve got him labelled as a suspect. Flora’s going to enjoy this.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The drive south was wet and dismal and she would have turned back had she not agreed to act as cab driver. She passed through Morvern and the sign for Slaggan appeared on the verge. Vaguely recalling past journeys, she continued through a hamlet comprising a hotel, petrol pumps and a few houses to where, a mile beyond, stone pillars stood at the side of the road and a drive took off between sodden rhododendrons. 
 
    Invermarsco House was large, its owner slim and chipper: an elderly Don Juan who insisted on her taking a glass of sherry before starting back. Flora’s big strap bag was in the hall and, thrown over a chair, a fur that looked like a wolf’s skin—oddly exotic for the Highlands. As she was ushered into the drawing room MacLean shouted up the stairs, ‘She’s staying for sherry, Flora; come and have a Coke.’ 
 
    When Flora appeared, she looked as if she hadn’t changed her clothes; she was still wearing the Escada top, the baggy pants and trainers. She had a new cropped hairstyle but, despite its sophistication—perhaps because of it—she looked like a child actor playing an adult role. She was saying, ‘It was too bad of Mum to ask you to pick me up.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have run her home if I’d known,’ MacLean said. ‘How are they making out in Sgoradale? What’s this about a chap being found drowned? Suicide, was it?’ 
 
    ‘I told him what Campbell was like,’ Flora explained. ‘He reckons it’s an occupational hazard if you live on the coast: losing your marbles and committing suicide.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too remote up there around Loch Sgoradale,’ MacLean said. ‘Foreigners can’t stick it. They leave, or they stay and go ga-ga. Seen it happen scores of times.’ 
 
    ‘Come off it, Buffy,’ Flora jeered. ‘Some crofters stay sane.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not foreigners.’ 
 
    She sniffed and turned back to Miss Pink. ‘How’s Debbie taking it?’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t know.’ Miss Pink went off into a spiel about Campbell’s being an agent for MI6 or MI5, and Debbie’s going home to her mother in Pitlochry, which MacLean received with courteous bewilderment and Flora with impatience. As soon as Miss Pink put down her empty glass, the girl stood up and said it was time they were leaving. Back on the road, the car’s nose turned for home, she said, ‘You didn’t want me to ask any more questions in there, particularly about Debbie. What happened?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, she left Campbell. Then he set his place on fire—your mother’s place, rather. Are the newspapers saying he committed suicide?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t seen any today, and Buffy doesn’t have a telly. What else could it have been?’ 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated. Flora was only sixteen. Snuggled in her furs, she regarded the older woman steadily. ‘Not suicide?’ she ventured. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid he was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘You’re having me on.’ Silence. ‘No, you’re not.’ Another silence. Flora stared through the windscreen. ‘Debbie?’ she asked. ‘Is she all right? And the kids?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. They were safely away by the time he … died.’ 
 
    ‘How did he die?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at the girl’s profile. ‘You’ve lost weight.’ 
 
    ‘I was too fat?’ 
 
    ‘Puppy fat, in the cheeks.’ 
 
    ‘This is a red herring. How did Campbell die?’ 
 
    ‘He was hit over the head, put in his boat, tied to the painter, and the boat sent to the bottom.’ 
 
    Flora sighed, then breathed deeply for a few moments. ‘You’d better tell me everything,’ she said. 
 
    Miss Pink told her what she knew of Campbell’s movements, adding a rider that, with hindsight, one couldn’t tell how much of his own statements was true, ‘Which may account for his downfall,’ she said, and reminded Flora of his propensity for playing games. ‘He could have seen something he shouldn’t, something connected with a crime.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of crime?’ 
 
    ‘If we knew that, we’d know who the murderer is.’ 
 
    ‘No kidding. I was talking to Neil—that’s my friend’s father in Edinburgh; he suggested I should go into television—as a journalist. I’d like to specialise in crime. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘What attracts you about criminal work?’ 
 
    ‘People’s minds, what makes them tick. OK, so Campbell was eliminated because he knew too much, but what did he know? It’s fascinating. Are there crime reporters in the village?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure there are; the place is swarming with media people. Did your mother tell you about Hamish?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, that’s why I had to come home. She’s going up the wall about the ponies.’ 
 
    ‘It seems irresponsible going off when you were away, and your mother says he was paid to look after the animals.’ 
 
    ‘He’s no good without supervision.’ 
 
    ‘Does it surprise you that he’s disappeared?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. “Disappeared”? That’s an odd way of putting it.’ 
 
    ‘How would you put it?’ 
 
    ‘I thought he’d run away—like they do, kids, to Inverness or somewhere. You’re not suggesting there’s something sinister about it, are you?’ 
 
    ‘You remember the thefts from cars in the summer?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. What’s that got to do with—’ 
 
    ‘And the police car in the nurse’s drive?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that!’ 
 
    ‘And strange telephone calls: heavy breathers, and anonymous letters.’ 
 
    ‘Those are new since I left.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not, actually. There’s a feeling that Hamish may be at the bottom of it all.’ 
 
    ‘Hamish? Oh, no—’ Flora stopped suddenly and blinked. She started to frown. ‘Hamish,’ she repeated thoughtfully and then, as if she’d thought of it herself: ‘It could be, you know.’ She laughed. ‘Rebelling against his old man? And now he’s been found out and he’s run away. Typical.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought about the intruder running from Campbell’s cottage, and the fire, the big fire—links in a chain that ended in murder. ‘Why should he steal from cars? What did he spend the money on?’ 
 
    Flora looked blank. ‘I’ve no idea. What do kids spend money on? Drink, drugs, cigarettes? I don’t know what he did in the evenings with his friends.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t seem to have had any.’ 
 
    ‘Are you investigating?’ Flora twisted round in her seat. ‘What fun! Can I help?’ 
 
    ‘Not me. An inspector called Pagan’s heading the investigation. I’d like to see his reaction to an offer of help from you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a child.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the new hairstyle and the furs are sophisticated enough, but you still look like a child. Are you aware of that?’ 
 
    ‘People keep telling me. That’s the point of the new image—trying to look my age.’ 
 
    ‘Would a sixteen-year-old buy a wolfskin?’ 
 
    ‘This is rabbit. You can get long-haired rabbit fur of any shade nowadays. Actually it’s supposed to be lynx.’ She looked hurt. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. It looks well on you.’ 
 
    They went through Morvern. On the open road again, Flora asked, ‘When did he go?’ 
 
    ‘Hamish? On Sunday night, but it was only discovered yesterday morning.’ She told Flora about the dummy in the bed and the reactions of the Knoxes. 
 
    ‘Didn’t he leave a note or anything?’ 
 
    ‘Evidently not. His father suggested that he was up to some comparatively harmless prank, with a gang or at least with someone who could drive, and they were stranded a long way from home—an accident perhaps. But he drew a blank with hospitals and other policemen. One can’t help feeling that if Hamish doesn’t communicate it’s because he can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Or won’t, is more like it. He’s scarpered. He got cold feet when Campbell was found and he’s run away because he’s got a guilty conscience. He’s not going to be around when the police start making enquiries about who’s been playing practical jokes.’ 
 
    ‘That makes sense except that Campbell’s body was found after Hamish disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he knew it was g—’ In a tense silence she stole a glance sideways at Miss Pink whose attention was on the road, her lips pursed. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Flora asked. 
 
    ‘The point is: are the police thinking it? Unless Hamish comes back soon, they’re going to suspect a connection.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Yes, we want that lad badly.’ Pagan took his cup from Miss Pink. ‘He has a motive; it’s an adolescent motive, but it’s there.’ 
 
    After dropping Flora at the lodge she had reached her cottage to find Pagan’s car parked outside. She’d been indoors only long enough to make a pot of tea when he was at the door; he’d seen her arrive from Esme’s sitting room, he told her. He said nothing of Steer’s whereabouts. He had opened the conversation with the subject of Hamish. 
 
    ‘A motive for what?’ she asked. 
 
    He looked pained. ‘All right, you have to go through the motions’—she remembered that Beatrice had said he was brash this morning—‘but they’ve come clean—’ His gesture implied the whole community. ‘There’s Miss Dunlop: a mine of information, she is, fills any gaps left by the nurse and the postmistress—and anyone else come to that.’ He looked at her meaningly. ‘But you’re the one whose word I can rely on.’ 
 
    She was on her guard immediately—but she didn’t know where he’d been all day, what he’d been doing, and she’d had no time to find out. Why should she worry? Because in this small community there were a number of people she liked, and none whose arrest she might view with equanimity. 
 
    ‘You’re quiet,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I was waiting for your questions.’ 
 
    ‘I’m here for discussion, not questions.’ 
 
    She gave him a cat’s smile; appreciative, knowing. ‘Tell me what you’ve learned that presents Hamish with a motive.’ 
 
    He answered obliquely. ‘There were the phone calls, and just one solitary letter—to Miss Dunlop. You were there when she received it; she refuses to divulge its contents.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect that it was needling her: jeering at her for a lesbian, and in obscene terms. The accusation would have shocked her to the core.’ 
 
    ‘Enough to murder the writer?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come, Inspector: in these days?’ 
 
    There was silence, wary on her part, thoughtful on his. 
 
    When he spoke again, he’d changed the subject. ‘This boy came and went as he pleased at night; there’s a flat roof outside his bedroom window and the house is built into a bank. Take the time he put the police car in the nurse’s drive; he’d wait until his parents were watching something noisy on television. Knox says the keys were in the car; I’d have his hide for that, but there are more important issues at stake. The nurse says Hell’s Angels were responsible.’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘And you?’ he prompted. 
 
    ‘Hell’s Angels wouldn’t have known about village relationships. Those aren’t talked about except within the family, sometimes not then.’ Pagan waited. ‘She thinks it was Hamish,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘That’s what Miss Dunlop told us.’ 
 
    She took his empty cup without a word and held his eye as she returned it. ‘Have the results of the autopsy come through?’ 
 
    ‘I should have told you. Campbell’s dentist identified him—or rather, the jaws. There was water in the lungs. He was alive when he went in the loch.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t die of that terrible battering?’ 
 
    ‘He would have done, the brain was a mess. We also have the results on those prints from the pans and things in the tent—Campbell’s prints slightly smudged. Could be that on a cold night Campbell was wearing gloves, but you wouldn’t expect it of a man who’s lived here for ten years. And if he had been, his old prints would have been heavily smudged. So someone else was in the tent, and wearing gloves. Ties in with the car thief—you look serious. Something struck you there?’ 
 
    ‘A thought hovering at the back of my mind. It’s gone, but it will come back. So, gloves at the camp and the car park, but no gloves when he ran away from the cottage. Why not then as well? Will you have some more shortbread? What have I said?’ 
 
    He was staring at her. ‘ “No gloves when he ran away from the cottage”,’ he repeated. ‘You’re right. If it was the same person, why the lapse in precautions on the night of the fire? He didn’t have a car either. Everything points to young Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘Surely it’s all circumstantial.’ 
 
    ‘Not even that, ma’am; we haven’t got a case. But we want him and we’re going to find him. Although if he’s responsible for something more than petty theft and a few naughty pranks then he’s in Glasgow by now, or even further afield, like London. But he’s a young lad; he doesn’t know his way around. We’ll find him. You look doubtful.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t get over his wearing a mask and forgetting gloves. It’s inconsistent. He wiped his prints— Have you been told about the cottage that was broken into: Camas Beag?’ 
 
    ‘Lady MacKay told us. She said you thought the place was too clean. I’ll send Steer over there, but there’s little point in printing it; too many people have been in since, and then there were all the visitors before. It’s a pity because if he had left a print at that cottage, it could be the one that would nail him.’ 
 
    ‘Really? What have you got to tie that intruder to anything else that’s happened, least of all the murder? What puzzles me is why anyone should break into Camas Beag. The beds hadn’t been slept in, no food had been taken, yet the surfaces must have been wiped because they were so clean under the broken window. So what did the intruder want?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no knowing how their minds work.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Killers, criminals, they’re all mad.’ 
 
    ‘Even madmen have motives that make sense to them.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    By Wednesday morning rain had been falling for sixty hours, but Sgoradale was fortunate; with the deep cut of the river to carry off storm water there were no floods, although the river itself was an awesome sight. When the rain stopped, around eleven o’clock, it was possible to hear through the thunder of the torrent the muffled rumbling of boulders being carried down the bed. Miss Pink, looking at the amber rapids from Feartag’s sitting room, swore that she could feel the house vibrating. 
 
    ‘It does,’ Beatrice said. ‘It’s built on rock, so the vibrations can be felt quite distinctly. It worried the police too, and it wasn’t so bad yesterday morning. Wasn’t it odd that they should want to see Robert’s guns?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what was in their minds. The autopsy didn’t turn up a bullet wound. I noticed a difference in Pagan’s manner when he came to me yesterday: almost conspiratorial, as if he suspected I was considering Hamish as the killer although I wasn’t yet ready to admit it openly.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Beatrice spoke as if she’d been giving the matter a lot of thought. ‘I’m sure he’ll turn up. His nerve broke and he ran away.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what Flora says, but he ran away before the body was found.’ 
 
    ‘But not before Campbell was murdered, if the body had been in the water for longer than a day.’ 
 
    ‘So you have come round to thinking that Hamish was responsible. It’s as well you haven’t given any interviews to the Press. Do you think I might have another cup of coffee?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no milk. Come to the shop with me; I’m still very wary of the reporters. You can deal with them.’ 
 
    Overnight the gale had moderated and by the time they turned into the street the wind had died to a zephyr and there were splashes of sunshine on the water. A little East Coast fishing boat was coming up the loch on the tide. 
 
    ‘Where’s she been?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘She was never fishing in those gales.’ 
 
    ‘She could have put in for shelter to some remote cove and the crew have eaten all their stores. Or maybe they have some fish they caught before the gale and need to get it to market.’ 
 
    She was wrong. The first inkling they had of anything untoward was when they realised that the street was empty but the quay was a jumble of cars. ‘There’re a lot of people in front of the hotel,’ Miss Pink said. ‘What can they be doing?’ The fishing boat had slowed down and was coming round to the quay. ‘Those people have to be the Press,’ she continued. ‘So there’s another story, and it must be connected with the boat. Could they have picked up someone who was in trouble?’ 
 
    ‘There was nothing on the radio.’ 
 
    They were standing on the turf in the vicinity of the police house and now Joan Knox emerged from her drive and crossed the road towards them. Her hair was uncombed, she wore a shabby brown dress and bedroom slippers. She looked at them bleakly, not returning their greeting. 
 
    ‘What’s happening, Mrs Knox?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    ‘They’re bringing in a body.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    She looked across the water and only her lips moved. ‘The captain radioed ashore.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Mr Knox?’ 
 
    ‘With the others on the quay. Waiting.’ 
 
    Beatrice looked from her to Miss Pink, then everyone stared across the loch, two of them refusing to speculate because they felt that Joan Knox had known all along that her son would not return of his own accord nor with the police, but in some fashion like this: coming in with the tide and caught up in a fishing net. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ Rose Millar said. ‘All I know was the shop was full of people and suddenly they were all gone. A body? It’s not unusual after a big blow.’ But she licked her lips and her eyes were uneasy. 
 
    ‘Mrs Knox seems to think it’s Hamish,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    Rose was very still. ‘Why would she think that?’ 
 
    ‘The captain of the boat could have said it was a boy’s body.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he could have.’ Her restless hands aligned and realigned magazines on the counter. ‘We shall know soon enough. Why should it be him?’ A door slammed at the rear of the building and she moved towards the living quarters so fast that she knocked some tins off a shelf. 
 
    ‘That must have been someone going out,’ Beatrice said. After a few moments they heard Alec protesting loudly, his voice punctuated by urgent muttering. ‘They can’t hurt him,’ he was saying. ‘I won’t let them … that was him on a horse! Cars aren’t the same; I’ll keep him on the lead. He’s got to have his walk … How can you? You got the shop to mind, and Dad’s down there anyway … I always walk him at—what’re you doing?’ This was a rising wail. ‘I don’t care about them; you can’t keep me a prisoner—’ 
 
    Rose showed for a moment, struggling with a door-stop, then the inner door slammed on herself and Alec, if not the sound of his voice. The shop-bell rang and Esme walked in. ‘Good morning.’ She smiled grimly. ‘Have you heard?’ 
 
    ‘Is it anyone we know?’ Beatrice asked delicately. 
 
    ‘I didn’t hang around, but rumour says it’s a boy’s body.’ With one accord they stared through the shop window. The East Coaster was now alongside the quay. 
 
    ‘How’s Joan taking it? I saw you talking to her.’ Getting no response, Esme gestured towards the back of the shop. ‘Why’s that door shut—and who’s that shouting?’ 
 
    ‘She won’t let Alec out,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    ‘Well, she wouldn’t, would she?’ 
 
    A telephone was ringing in the house. It stopped and after a moment or two, the door to the living quarters opened gently and Alec eased into the shop, carrying the puppy. He lifted the flap in the counter only to find his way blocked by Miss Pink. Behind him Rose appeared, flustered and fierce. ‘He’s not to go out,’ she said quickly. ‘He’s not well.’ 
 
    ‘You must stay in this morning, Alec,’ Beatrice said pleasantly, ‘because we don’t want you talking to the people from the newspapers.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ He was sweating and he didn’t look all that fit. His mother had hold of his arm, but she couldn’t draw him behind the counter. The puppy whined and struggled. Beatrice looked at Miss Pink, who said, ‘Because the reporters are clever and they may print things you didn’t say.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll sue them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, great,’ Esme exclaimed. 
 
    ‘You can’t.’ Miss Pink was equable. ‘You could if you were poor, because then the lawyer’s free; in your position the bill has to be paid by your mother. Has she got several thousand pounds to give you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He was dumbfounded. ‘She hasn’t got hundreds. Oh dear, what do I do then?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no problem; let’s go in and talk about it …’ She had turned him round and was edging him through the doorway as she talked. None of the others followed. He stepped into a cosy little parlour and asked her to sit down. ‘Now tell me what’s on your mind,’ he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘It took the wind out of my sails,’ she told Beatrice when they were outside the shop again. ‘The words, the intonation were a perfect mimicry of someone: wise, kind, compassionate. After that he was a child again. He didn’t know what “sue” meant any more than he would know the motive behind a reporter’s questions. He’d tell them every detail of his confrontation with Hamish: the poodle’s being run down, the bowl hurled out of the window. He’d probably say he meant to kill Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if the police have interviewed him.’ Beatrice looked across the water. ‘People are moving; we’d better make tracks for home. You’ll stay for lunch?’ 
 
    ‘Beatrice, you’re too calm. We have to find out who it is.’ 
 
    ‘You go then; I don’t want to know.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stumped down the road to her car and drove to the quay. When she reached it she got out and closed the door quietly so as not to alert the people in the crowd. She could distinguish Duncan Millar, old Sinclair and Butchart from the hotel. The media men were at the front and facing them were two uniformed policemen. 
 
    She skirted the people to a point which brought her astern of the boat, with no one blocking her view. For a minute or two she saw nothing remarkable, although she could hear the click of cameras and the watchers were obviously focusing on something. Then, on the boat, two men stood up—Pagan and Steer—and conferred as they looked downwards, absorbed in some object at their feet. Pagan gave an order and several men in plain clothes went aboard. The body, wrapped in tarpaulin, was lifted ashore and carried to a trailer. The police had brought in a Mobile Incident Unit. There was a general movement towards it, the detectives and the cortège followed by the Press, Miss Pink to one side. 
 
    When he reached the steps of the trailer, Pagan stopped and turned. Reporters pushed forward. Miss Pink caught his eye and saw him frown as if puzzled by her presence, but he turned back to the reporters and the cameras and said calmly, ‘The body is that of a local boy, and he’s been identified as Hamish Knox. He disappeared from home on Sunday night, but it was thought that he’d left the area—’ 
 
    ‘How did he die?’ 
 
    ‘Are there signs of foul play?’ 
 
    ‘Is there a connection between this death and Campbell’s?’ 
 
    ‘How old was he?’ 
 
    ‘Where is Knox?’ 
 
    He held up his hand. ‘Now you know,’ he chided them, ‘that I can’t answer any questions regarding his death until after the autopsy, and as for a connection between this and Campbell’s death, we’ll be considering that possibility of course. The boy was sixteen; as for his father, I would expect you to cooperate here (“as I with you” was the tacit corollary) and respect the privacy of the bereaved parents.’ He caught Miss Pink’s eye again, nodded towards the interior of the trailer and went inside. Other men in plain clothes emerged to watch the crowd disperse. Miss Pink mounted the steps of the trailer. 
 
    The bundle lay on the floor. Pagan said grimly, ‘Well, here’s a pretty kettle of fish, and no mistake.’ He lifted a corner of the tarpaulin and she saw features with a familiar cast, although she wouldn’t have said immediately that this was Hamish Knox because she was confused by the condition of the face. She had flinched when she saw Pagan’s intention, anticipating some horror similar to Campbell’s head, but the same forces had not been at work here. 
 
    The face was dark where she would have expected it to be blanched, and the skin of the forehead was rubbed, giving it the appearance of scuffed leather. The lips had a blue cast, and when she looked closer she saw that the whites of the open eyes were speckled with little dark spots. She was so astonished by this that she could only stare at Pagan. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Those flecks in the eyes—and the blue lips—can it be asphyxia?’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ He was like a professor commenting on a student’s progress. Behind him two strange men were studying papers, ostentatiously not listening. Pagan seemed to be waiting. 
 
    ‘He was murdered?’ she asked quietly. 
 
    ‘We mustn’t jump to conclusions.’ 
 
    She wanted to shake him, but as his words sank in she saw that there was a technical problem and she responded with interest. ‘Asphyxia by accident?’ she wondered. ‘You mean he could have choked—or drowned? Do you get those flecks in drowning? What are they called? It’s like pistachio.’ 
 
    ‘Petechial haemorrhages. I think we can turn him over since he’s been tumbled about by the sea for quite a while. Give us a hand here.’ 
 
    He peeled back the tarpaulin and, aided by the two junior men, eased the body on to its face. It was painfully slight; she hadn’t realised what a small boy Hamish was—most obvious now because, although wearing jeans and trainers, the upper part of the trunk was bare. The waist above the shrunken cinch of the jeans was reddened with a kind of blush, but the shoulders would have been white—were still white where they weren’t marked with the same kind of abrasions as those on the forehead. There were similar marks on the elbows. The body had the appearance of having been partially scrubbed with a wire brush. 
 
    Pagan felt delicately in the damp hair, looked at his fingers and straightened up. ‘Slight fracture there,’ he said. ‘You see the abrasions, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘The body was carried along the bottom? That’s the effect of sand and rocks, after he went in the water?’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and gestured to the dark lumbar region below the pale shoulder blades. 
 
    ‘Post mortem staining,’ she said, knowing exactly what it portended, knowing as he held her eye what he would say, and he said it: ‘Post mortem staining. The body was kept somewhere before it was put in the water. We’ve got a double murderer on our hands. I’m going to see Knox now; he’s in the hotel with Steer, away from the Press. I need more information about this boy and somehow I don’t think the father’s got anything else to tell me. And the mother? Is she alone now, I wonder?’ 
 
    ‘Miss Swan was going to ask Mary MacLeod to be with her.’ 
 
    ‘I’m worried about tonight, about people who live on their own who may have seen something they shouldn’t—like Campbell did.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure of that? What kind of crime would be worth murdering two people for?’ 
 
    ‘Another—old—murder? You could go on for ever. And then this place has access to foreign ports. It could be drugs, although they don’t come so far north usually; Cardigan Bay is good enough for the drugs runners. Poaching? Surely not. I’ve no idea why these two were killed, but I’m worried. Killing gets progressively easy. Our man’s not mad, not so’s you’d notice, but he’s unhinged. And think of all the people living alone in this place without even a dog to bark at an intruder. You might spread the word around—impress on them that they ought to get home before dark this evening, and secure all their doors and windows. And that goes for you too, ma’am.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Miss Pink’s leaving the trailer was the signal for Esme to intercept her before she could reach her car. The woman had been talking to the crew of the fishing boat. When Miss Pink dutifully passed on Pagan’s warning, her reaction was careless: ‘And what makes him so sure it’s not one of us?’ 
 
    ‘It could be,’ Miss Pink agreed. ‘But asking everyone to stay indoors after dark is tantamount to a curfew; it affects the guilty as well as those at risk. Anyone abroad could be asked his business.’ 
 
    ‘On the excuse that he’s in danger? That’s a bit transparent. So how was Hamish killed?’ 
 
    ‘He was murdered and he had a fractured skull.’ Pagan had told her to say no more than that. 
 
    Esme looked puzzled. ‘With that storm, it’s surprising he was still in one piece. Surely a fractured skull isn’t sufficient evidence to assume he was murdered? The impact could have been against a rock. What else did the police tell you?’ 
 
    ‘Only that: a fractured skull.’ 
 
    ‘I see. There must have been other marks, but you’ve been told not to talk. That way they may be able to trap the murderer and weed out false confessions from exhibitionists, right?’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you bothered about Hamish being killed?’ 
 
    ‘No. He was a hooligan—far worse than a gang of louts because he was a loner. His father is supposed to be upholding the law—but it wasn’t illegal activities Hamish enjoyed, just immoral ones. Amoral, I should say. He was anti-social in the fullest sense of the word. He’s got his come-uppance, and you ask me if I’m bothered!’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to take that line with the Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a line; it’s how I feel. Of course I shall say the same thing to him. What do I have to be afraid of?’ 
 
    A car came round the Lamentation bend and turned into the nurse’s drive. ‘You’ll have to excuse me,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I have to see Anne.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you. I have to see her too,’ Esme said firmly in the face of Miss Pink’s hesitation and then, coyly: ‘You can’t have things all your own way, you know!’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Anne Wallace’s reaction to their appearance on her doorstep was certainly not one of pleasure, although it was difficult to determine what emotion was uppermost in her mind. Her gaze flicked from one to the other, then to the quay. ‘Is it important?’ she asked, holding the door as if prepared to close it in their faces. 
 
    ‘Extremely important,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘You’d better come in then.’ There was no attempt at politeness. ‘I’m in a rush this morning,’ she went on, leading the way to her kitchen. ‘I’ve just nipped in for a coffee and a bite to eat and I’m off again. Will you have coffee?’ 
 
    Miss Pink declined for both of them. Esme was silent, but her eyes followed every movement of the nurse as she filled a kettle, switched it on and turned back to them. ‘Well?’ 
 
    ‘You know that Hamish’s body has been recovered?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Anne’s face was set. ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Did Knox call you?’ Esme asked. 
 
    Anne turned on her as if she’d been attacked. ‘You mind your own business!’ Her wild eyes came back to Miss Pink. ‘What have they done with him?’ 
 
    Panic was infectious and there was a trace of it in Esme’s reaction: ‘What would they do with him? He’s not arrested. You’re not thinking straight. He’s the boy’s father!’ 
 
    Anne swallowed, fighting for control. She kept her eyes on Miss Pink. ‘How did he come to be in the water? And what’s it got to do with Gordon anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Hamish was murdered,’ Esme said coldly. 
 
    ‘No!’ Anne looked from one to the other. ‘That’s her exaggeration, isn’t it?’ There was a smothered snort from Esme. Anne faced her. ‘You talk like a bad book: always making things up. You get your kicks out of other people’s lives.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ The kettle boiled, was switched off and ignored. Miss Pink told her of the fractured skull, of Pagan’s warning about a double murderer, of the need for prudence. 
 
    ‘What kind of prudence do you employ against a homicidal maniac?’ Esme asked. ‘He broke into Camas Beag just by smashing a window-pane.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not a maniac,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And as for Camas Beag—’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ Anne was strident. ‘If he’s killed two people in a week, what’s stopping him killing a third, or more? Why is he doing it?’ 
 
    ‘You tell us,’ Esme said. 
 
    ‘You interfering old cow!’ 
 
    ‘That’s enough, Esme!’ Miss Pink showed a flash of anger. ‘You were persecuted too; don’t forget that. Whoever was playing tricks on village people had an instinct for vulnerable targets.’ Esme licked her lips. Miss Pink turned back to Anne. ‘It’s because the police don’t know the motives for the murders that Pagan wants us all to take precautions, particularly if we live alone. Being the nurse, you may be forced to go out on call. I suggest you telephone Pagan at the hotel and ask him if you can have an escort in an emergency.’ 
 
    Anne gaped. ‘How long is this going to last?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably until Pagan is sure that it’s safe again.’ 
 
    ‘That’s when he’s caught,’ Esme said savagely. ‘And how long is that going to take, that’s what she’s saying, right?’ 
 
    Accusing eyes were turned on Miss Pink—united now in their distrust of her. She was the scapegoat for a situation that confined them to houses where the enemy could effect entry just by smashing a pane of glass. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    She glanced across the water as she drove along the street, saw that trees obscured Camas Beag and had a sensation of déjà vu. At Feartag Beatrice looked up in astonishment as she burst into the kitchen. ‘I know why he went to Camas Beag: to use the telephone! Three years ago someone broke into a summer cabin in Montana for the same reason. I suddenly remembered.’ 
 
    ‘That means that the person who broke into Camas came from a house without a telephone.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. He could have had a telephone but not the opportunity to use it. Every road seems to lead back to Hamish.’ She recounted her interview with Pagan; she had been circumspect with Esme and Anne, but at Feartag she felt secure and uninhibited. She told Beatrice about the petechial haemorrhages and what they meant. 
 
    ‘You’re much more confident about this murder,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    ‘The motive for Hamish’s death seems obvious.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you think it was in the case of Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘Ye-es, that he saw something he shouldn’t have seen—but Hamish was alive then—that’s a point. How does the sequence go? I found Campbell’s body on Monday afternoon and he was here Saturday evening. With the amount of damage that had been done to the body, he must have been put in the water on Saturday night, probably not long after he left here. But Hamish was around on Sunday; he was searching for Campbell at the back of Fair Point. Hamish disappeared on Sunday night, and turns up in the sea on Wednesday morning. Where was he on Monday and Tuesday?’ 
 
    Beatrice shook her head helplessly. ‘I’m talking to myself,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The autopsy may be able to narrow down the time of death—the extent to which his last meal was digested and so on—but if we assume he climbed out of his bedroom window some time around … tennish? There’s a huge gap before he was put in the sea, and that was either Monday night or last night.’ 
 
    ‘How do you arrive at that?’ 
 
    ‘Because the trawler picked up the body at the mouth of the loch, and it had to be put in the water on an ebb tide. The tide turned last night around eleven.’ 
 
    ‘You left out Sunday. If he left his home about ten in the evening, the tide would be ebbing until about three in the morning.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent. When she did speak her mind was elsewhere; she said absently, ‘He wasn’t put in the sea the first night.’ Her eyes glazed. ‘Yes,’ she said at last, ‘he could have been put in the water anywhere on an ebb tide, even from the lighthouse road, and he’d still be found at the mouth of the loch.’ She focused suddenly on Beatrice. ‘I’ll opt for last night,’ she said crisply. ‘There was a risk of his coming back on a rising tide otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you so sure it wasn’t the first night?’ 
 
    ‘The body was kept on land for over eight hours.’ She explained about post mortem staining. ‘The blood drains downward after death so that, if a body is on its back as this one was, the dorsal parts are stained, but not those parts that are in contact with the ground, like shoulders. After six to eight hours, the blood coagulates and if the body is then moved, the blood can’t disperse, so you know whether a body has been kept elsewhere before discovery.’ 
 
    ‘That’s amazing. Are you saying that the person who strangled Hamish kept the body for two days—in the village?’ 
 
    ‘The village, or a car, a boat, a byre, even a ruin. All traces of where it was kept would have been washed away by the sea. He wasn’t strangled by the way; there were no marks on the throat. He was suffocated.’ Beatrice looked stricken. ‘Sorry,’ Miss Pink muttered absently. After a while she asked, ‘Why would he want to use a telephone?’ 
 
    Beatrice treated this as rhetorical until the silence seemed to demand an answer. ‘How could I know, Melinda? He had to speak to someone of course, and he needed privacy.’ 
 
    ‘And when did he call?’ Miss Pink asked, and then answered her own question: ‘It was before our visit to Camas Beag—which was on the Saturday. Campbell’s cottage was set on fire Friday night.’ She regarded Beatrice so intently that the older woman began to fidget. ‘Campbell visited you on the Saturday evening,’ she said, ‘and you kept something back …’ 
 
    ‘No—’ 
 
    ‘Campbell recognised Hamish—’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say—’ 
 
    ‘… as the intruder who ran away from the cottage earlier that evening, the person who knocked him down.’ 
 
    ‘The intruder wore a hood.’ 
 
    ‘But he wasn’t wearing gloves.’ 
 
    ‘He forgot his gloves.’ 
 
    ‘He wore a hood and forgot gloves? Rubbish. How did Campbell know it was a man—or a boy?’ 
 
    ‘The figure,’ Beatrice said wildly. ‘He was slight, like a—’ 
 
    ‘Like a boy. Men aren’t slight. It was Hamish and he wasn’t wearing a hood.’ 
 
    Beatrice looked so miserable that Miss Pink went to the sitting room and returned with a bottle of Cointreau. ‘Can’t find your brandy,’ she said, pouring a generous measure into a glass. ‘You can’t hurt Hamish now,’ she went on gently. ‘Nor Campbell. In any event, you can tell me.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a problem.’ Beatrice shook her head: an old lady close to the end of her tether. ‘I can tell you what Campbell said, but you know how much reliance can be placed on that.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s it! You didn’t say anything before because you didn’t believe it.’ 
 
    Beatrice nodded eagerly. ‘Campbell seemed to be acting in character—hysterical, making wild accusations … Yes, he did say he lied to us about the intruder wearing a hood; that in fact he wasn’t, and that although he was running away so he didn’t see the face, he knew it was Hamish by his figure and his agility. I didn’t put any credence on it. I thought he was accusing someone who was hostile to him—just another example of paranoia—if that was—’ 
 
    Miss Pink interrupted. ‘Why was Hamish hostile to Campbell?’ 
 
    Beatrice frowned, trying to remember a conversation four days old. ‘He showed no surprise that Hamish was the intruder, nor that he’d turned violent … And he was quite sure that Hamish was the arsonist—’ 
 
    ‘Hamish’s speciality was practical jokes,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘He didn’t try heavy breather calls here because Campbell had no phone. Anonymous letters? Somehow Campbell doesn’t seem a suitable target. He might have known something about the police car being put in Anne’s drive … cars! His cottage was close to the car park; could he have seen Hamish breaking into vehicles back in the summer?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility—’ 
 
    Miss Pink rushed on, ‘You wouldn’t think anyone would murder for that—although children murder for the most trivial motives.’ Beatrice gaped at her. She went on, ‘Someone postulated a gang from outside—Hell’s Angels—but what about a local gang? No, too risky, too many people involved—but someone telephoned from Camas Beag after the fire. The sequence was: fire, telephone call, Campbell killed, Hamish killed. Doesn’t it look as if Campbell was murdered because he knew too much, then Hamish because he could expose Campbell’s killer?’ 
 
    ‘Campbell was murdered just because he knew Hamish had been stealing from cars?’ 
 
    The question hung between them and they were so absorbed by it that for a moment neither could identify a familiar sound from the passage. 
 
    ‘Telephone,’ Beatrice murmured. As she stood up, someone pounded the door knocker. 
 
    ‘I’ll see to that,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Pagan was on the doorstep. She was annoyed at the interruption. ‘You’re operating alone again. Short-handed?’ 
 
    ‘Always. May I come in?’ 
 
    Beatrice nodded a greeting to him as she listened to her caller on the telephone. Miss Pink took him along the passage to the sitting room and offered coffee. He declined. ‘I’ll get caffeine poisoning. People are hurt if I refuse, but with you I can be truthful. I can’t take any more coffee.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had a hard morning?’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘Did you pass on my warning? Good. And did you learn anything from Miss Dunlop and the nurse?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. Esme Dunlop is convinced Hamish asked for trouble. They’re both concerned that a killer’s on the loose. The nurse is worried about Gordon Knox. Did he say anything about the odd incidents—like the police car in the nurse’s drive?’ 
 
    ‘He suspected Hamish all along but he couldn’t tackle the boy, or was afraid to. He’s not the first officer to sow a wild oat in middle age, but he says he didn’t intend it to become serious. He’s probably speaking the truth. The nurse is a trifle long in the tooth—a bit possessive, if you take my meaning.’ 
 
    ‘Making allowances for the chauvinist attitude, I do. Is that significant, that the relationship was one-sided?’ 
 
    ‘That depends. Would you say that the nurse is unbalanced?’ 
 
    ‘No. Infatuated, perhaps; I’d leave it at that.’ 
 
    He stood up as Beatrice entered, flustered because he wasn’t taking any refreshment, thinking it had not been offered. Having got that straight, she asked diffidently if he had come for another interview. Pagan said he was just passing, and turned back to Miss Pink. ‘Have you thought of anything I should know?’ 
 
    She looked meaningly at Beatrice who blinked, refusing her cue. Miss Pink spoke for her. ‘Campbell said he recognised Hamish as the intruder at his cottage.’ Pagan listened without comment as she elaborated, but halfway through the explanation she said petulantly, ‘This doesn’t surprise you.’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. We knew enough about the so-called practical jokes and about young Hamish to have him down as a suspect for that fire.’ 
 
    ‘And did you suspect that it was Hamish who broke into Camas Beag to phone an accomplice after the fire—and before Campbell was murdered?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Pagan said slowly. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. An accomplice—to what?’ 
 
    ‘Well, we were saying,’ Beatrice put in chattily, ‘would Campbell be murdered just because he’d seen Hamish break into a car?’ 
 
    ‘No, but if something more than theft was involved …’ Pagan left that hanging and reverted to the accomplice. ‘So you reckon this other person wasn’t in the neighbourhood?’ 
 
    ‘Do we?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘We hadn’t speculated.’ 
 
    ‘He made a telephone call after the fire and before Campbell was killed,’ Pagan repeated. ‘Was he asking for advice—or orders? Or bringing in his accomplice? That boy couldn’t have overpowered a grown man, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no.’ Beatrice was firm. ‘Campbell didn’t look strong but he was wiry, and much heavier than a boy of course.’ 
 
    ‘He brought in an accomplice from elsewhere,’ Pagan mused. ‘Yet another point in young Alec’s favour.’ 
 
    They stared at him. Miss Pink laughed. ‘You haven’t been interviewing Alec!’ 
 
    ‘The whole family. It was hard work, but I think we got the picture quicker than if we’d taken them separately. Alec says in all seriousness that he’d intended to kill Hamish but he changed his mind. His mother thinks he’s accusing himself—virtually confessing—and tells a lie every time she speaks, to be contradicted by Alec immediately. The father walked out after five minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Miss Pink’s tone was absent. ‘This business is far too sophisticated for Alec.’ 
 
    ‘What business?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    Miss Pink looked at Pagan. ‘Well, what is it? What’s the crime behind the murders, the motive for them? You must have considered possibilities, however remote.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll leave that to you ladies.’ He was trying to sound gallant. ‘Your minds are fertile enough. Me, I’m working from the other end. I’ve got two bodies; I’m trying to discover who struck the final blows to each, and where Hamish’s body was kept until it was put in the sea last night, on an ebb tide. At any other time, it would have come back.’ 
 
    The ladies refrained from looking at each other. ‘When do you expect the results of the second autopsy?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Soon, ma’am; a preliminary report, anyway. The body was flown out from Morvern. But I’m not expecting a lot from that direction. A rough time of death possibly; we know he had a hamburger at nine o’clock, but as for where the body was kept between whiles, I doubt those rough seas will have washed away every trace.’ 
 
    After he’d gone, they stood on the gravelled sweep enjoying the bliss of soft air and sunshine after the gales. 
 
    ‘Lovely walking weather,’ Beatrice said wistfully. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Miss Pink was suddenly forceful. ‘There can’t be any risk in broad daylight with two of us. Let’s stroll along the lighthouse road.’ 
 
    ‘Lovely. We have time. That was Coline on the telephone. She wants us to eat there tonight; a council of war, she says.’ 
 
    ‘What’s she got in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Obviously the same subject as all of us, but it will be interesting to have a fresh light on it. You’re looking doubtful. Oh, I see; we shall be out after dark.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t got that far; what I was thinking is that we still have no idea who killed Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘He could be here, in Sgoradale—still?’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed at such innocence. ‘He could be at the lodge.’ 
 
    ‘That’s in poor taste, Melinda.’ 
 
    ‘So were the murders.’ 
 
    Before those faded old eyes Miss Pink conceded defeat. ‘I’ll pick you up and bring you home,’ she said. ‘And we’ll drive with locked doors. Even Pagan can’t object to that.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    That afternoon the sky was clear of clouds and the sun was warm. ‘We’ll have a frost tonight,’ Beatrice said as they crossed the bridge. 
 
    Miss Pink sniffed the air and agreed. They entered the North Wood, which was curiously light now that the storms had stripped much of the foliage. Sky showed through slim trunks of birch and ash and as they reached the first little house, hens were scratching for worms on the muddy verge. A plume of smoke rose from a chimney. It was all refreshingly pastoral, a blessed relief after the violence—human and elemental—of the last few days. Beyond the house they heard laughter and, looking up, saw two riders dashing across the wooded slope. A man shouted, there was a shriek; in quick succession the horses leapt an unseen obstacle and raced on. 
 
    Miss Pink was astonished. ‘They’re on a track,’ Beatrice said. 
 
    ‘That has to be Flora, but who’s the man?’ 
 
    ‘It’s certainly not Ranald; he can’t ride like that.’ 
 
    ‘Are there guests at the lodge?’ 
 
    ‘Coline didn’t say so. Could it be one of those reporters?’ 
 
    ‘It could be. Flora’s capable of fraternising with anyone.’ 
 
    It wasn’t a reporter, but the police. Towards the end of the afternoon they were returning from the lighthouse when they heard the beat of hooves approaching fast, and they spun round to halt as the riders bore down on them. They pulled up, holding their excited horses with ease: Flora and Detective Sergeant Steer. 
 
    Miss Pink was totally at a loss. Beatrice said, ‘How nice to see you home again, Flora. And you’ve got Mr Steer to help you with the exercising.’ 
 
    ‘He’s investigating,’ Flora said. ‘He has to go all over the place; we’ve been to Lone, Fair Point, all the ruins, and now it’s Camas Beag. I’m his guide; he couldn’t get to those places without a horse, and couldn’t find them without me.’ She glanced at Steer, then studied his mount. ‘We’ll have to go slow,’ she said. ‘We’re getting close to home and he’s sweating like a pig.’ 
 
    Steer nodded, watching her, ignoring the ladies. 
 
    ‘Where did you learn to ride?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    He switched his attention with an effort. ‘My dad was a stud groom, ma’am. We lived on the premises. I was brought up with horses.’ 
 
    ‘He’s mad,’ Flora said. ‘He thinks he’s on a hunter. He’d be jumping walls if I didn’t stop him.’ Steer blinked lazily. ‘Wouldn’t you?’ she pressed. His lips moved, sketching a smile. Flora held the look a moment longer and said casually but with a sigh, as if they were children obeying the grown-ups’ orders, ‘So now it’s Camas Beag. Hamish called me one night when I was in Edinburgh and I reckon he made the call from there.’ 
 
    ‘Called you?’ Miss Pink repeated stupidly. 
 
    ‘Well, he couldn’t tell anyone else, was how he put it. He’d fired the keeper’s cottage. Talk about going over the top!’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t mention this when I brought you home from Buffy MacLean’s place.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know, did I? All I knew was he’d been caught red-handed, left his prints behind and had had to burn the place down. I wasn’t going to shop him. Now he’s been murdered, so there’s no more point in protecting him. Might as well tell the fuzz, make a clean breast of it.’ She looked defiantly at Steer. ‘Wouldn’t have told you in the ordinary way.’ 
 
    Steer grinned weakly. Miss Pink stared at him. 
 
    ‘Why did Hamish turn to you?’ Beatrice asked Flora. 
 
    ‘He needed someone to intercede with Mum, I guess—and I was by way of being his employer.’ 
 
    ‘How did he find your telephone number?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘He knew who I was staying with. Neil Fleming’s a famous criminal lawyer and everyone knows I went to school with his daughter.’ 
 
    Steer glanced at his watch. ‘We’d better get on to this cottage,’ he said uneasily. 
 
    ‘Ride on,’ Flora directed. ‘I’ll catch you up.’ 
 
    When he was out of earshot Miss Pink said, ‘You’ve seduced that poor fellow.’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Beatrice added. 
 
    Flora looked after him, wrinkling her nose. ‘He’s a bit rough, but there’s room for improvement. Did I say something I shouldn’t? Of course, I know Pagan sent him with me so’s he could pump me. Did I give anything away?’ 
 
    ‘Go on as you are,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You’re doing fine. By the way, how long had you known that Hamish was the car thief?’ 
 
    ‘Not till he phoned me; didn’t I say? I don’t think it ever crossed my mind that it could be him. He didn’t need the money; there’s nothing to spend it on in Sgoradale and he never went anywhere. Perhaps he was saving up for something.’ She gathered her reins. ‘Are you coming to our place tonight? Mum said something.’ 
 
    ‘Flora!’ She checked as Miss Pink stepped forward. ‘What’s Steer been doing this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘ “Following the victim’s movements,” he says. And trying to find out where the body was kept.’ Flora looked across the loch with a face like flint. ‘I’m interested in that too.’ The pony leapt away down the grass verge, flying over drainage ditches—Flora sitting like a centaur, collecting Steer as she went. 
 
    ‘She’ll bring them home steaming,’ Beatrice said with disapproval. ‘That young man’s head over heels in love. Isn’t that an odd thing to happen?’ 
 
    ‘Policemen are human. Look at Knox—and Flora is in a different league from Anne Wallace.’ 
 
    ‘But Steer is supposed to be investigating a murder.’ 
 
    ‘Violent death can be an aphrodisiac, or so I’ve heard.’ They were walking again, Miss Pink staring at the ground. After a few minutes Beatrice asked what she was thinking. 
 
    ‘I was wondering if she was speaking the truth when she implied that Hamish wanted her to intercede with her mother. It seems more likely he’d be asking her for something tangible, like money.’ She was silent for a few moments and when she spoke again she had changed gear. ‘I wonder if he could have killed Campbell on his own after all? Although we mustn’t forget that the fact that he wasn’t phoning an accomplice from Camas Beag doesn’t mean he didn’t have one.’ 
 
    ‘If he did, why didn’t he confide in that person instead of phoning Flora?’ 
 
    ‘Because Flora had money, or access to money? Because his accomplice didn’t have any, or wouldn’t part with it?’ 
 
    ‘Why should Flora part with it?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, why should he think Flora would let him have money?’ 
 
    ‘All that is hypothetical. Flora didn’t mention money.’ 
 
    ‘You’re enjoying this,’ Miss Pink said, smiling. ‘You’re getting involved.’ 
 
    ‘Only intellectually. I find it stimulating.’ 
 
    ‘Then keep your eyes and ears open tonight. We might, as the lawyers say, hear something to our advantage.’ 
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    By six o’clock the sun had set and the sky beyond the mouth of the loch held a pearly sheen smudged with rose. Across the shimmering water a line of cormorants hurried to their roosts on the islands. 
 
    ‘What about Mary MacLeod?’ Beatrice asked as they drove along the street. ‘Is she alone tonight?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ Miss Pink braked for a strolling cat. ‘She’ll be with the Millars or old Sinclair. But she’s not in danger.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you so sure of that?’ 
 
    ‘The murders were connected with the practical jokes. Mary had none played on her.’ 
 
    ‘So far as you know. And I thought we were agreed that knowledge of the car thefts—which weren’t jokes—was insufficient motive for murder.’ 
 
    ‘There was a connection.’ 
 
    As they came up the drive the tower showed in the headlights; the forecourt was empty of cars. The family was gathered in the drawing room; everyone had dressed for dinner but no one looked dressy and the group had an air of sombre respectability. 
 
    ‘How are the Knoxes bearing up?’ Ranald asked, bringing sherry to the guests. 
 
    ‘There’s no way of knowing,’ Beatrice said. ‘All our information comes by way of the police, and Flora will have more from that source.’ 
 
    ‘They’re coming up for drinks,’ Flora said. 
 
    ‘Pagan and Steer?’ Miss Pink couldn’t hide her surprise. 
 
    ‘I invited Steer,’ Flora explained, ‘and he was uneasy about accepting, so I said to bring his boss as well.’ 
 
    ‘Common courtesy,’ Coline said. ‘We should set an example. Haven’t you had them along for drinks?’ 
 
    ‘One asks them to have a drink if they’re there,’ Beatrice said, ‘but is it etiquette to issue a formal invitation to men investigating a murder? It could be thought that you wanted something from them.’ 
 
    ‘I do,’ Flora said. ‘Steer’s going to be useful with the ponies.’ Seeing their expressions, she shifted ground. ‘OK, he told me what’s happening. It’s wild! Not just this case, but all the cases he’s worked on. My mind’s made up, Melinda; I’m definitely going to be a crime reporter.’ 
 
    ‘It’s rewarding to find someone who knows what she wants,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And what conclusions have you—and they—come to about this crime?’ 
 
    She looked solemn. ‘There’s evidence to suggest a connection between the deaths—’ 
 
    ‘That’s more than obvious,’ Ranald barked. ‘We’ve got a multiple murderer! I keep telling you—’ 
 
    ‘Obviously Hamish murdered Campbell,’ Flora said loudly, overriding him. ‘It had to be him because he didn’t know enough about the tides to sink the body where it would still be submerged at low water. A local, born and bred, would have known.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a point,’ Miss Pink conceded. ‘And how did he lure Campbell back from the island?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I’m not with you.’ 
 
    ‘Campbell was about to eat his supper. The body and the boat were sunk just off the mainland shore. What was so urgent that he went ashore leaving his spoon in the beans?’ 
 
    ‘And why weren’t his fingerprints on the dixies?’ Beatrice asked. 
 
    ‘Well, let’s say that Campbell never went to the island, that Hamish was stalking him as he walked to the cove—we know someone did follow him—and Campbell was killed before he reached his boat. Then Hamish rowed to the island and set up the interrupted supper scenario, came back and scuttled the boat with the body attached.’ 
 
    ‘What would be the purpose of the Marie Celeste bit?’ Coline asked. 
 
    ‘Hamish wanted people to think that Campbell did go back to the island.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Ranald asked. 
 
    No one answered him. He got out of his chair and went round the circle, filling their glasses. 
 
    ‘Something to do with an alibi?’ Coline ventured. ‘To do with times?’ 
 
    ‘He hadn’t intended Campbell’s body to be found?’ Miss Pink wondered. 
 
    ‘If we’d only discovered the tent,’ Beatrice said slowly, ‘and the abandoned supper, and Campbell’s body had remained submerged, had never been found, wouldn’t we have assumed that he’d capsized during the storm and been drowned by accident?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no,’ Miss Pink countered, ‘because the tent was found before the storm.’ 
 
    ‘But the body needn’t have been! If you hadn’t taken it into your head to stroll along the southern shore at low water and then hung around sheltering from a shower, you’d never have seen it. Even then at first you thought the hand was weed.’ 
 
    ‘But we’d have gone back to the island to find out if he’d revisited the tent.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily before the storm. We were intended to think that Campbell drowned by accident. Or suicide: we thought that at first.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded her friend thoughtfully. Coline said, ‘This means we haven’t got a double killer, but two killers. That’s worse.’ 
 
    ‘One of them’s dead,’ Flora said. 
 
    ‘But who killed Hamish?’ Ranald asked. 
 
    ‘The investigation bifurcates at this point.’ Flora grinned, enjoying her own pomposity. ‘Either you say that Hamish was running a scam with someone else and that person killed Hamish because the boy was a threat in some way; or Campbell was killed by this other guy after all, and again Hamish had to be killed because he could expose the killer. That way you come back to the theory of the double murderer.’ 
 
    ‘Which do the police favour?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Beatrice said quietly, ‘If Hamish was killed because he could expose his partner, why did the partner allow a whole day to elapse before silencing him? Hamish could have talked to anyone during that time; he was free to come and go as he pleased. Why wasn’t he killed at the same time as Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘I can answer that one,’ Ranald put in. ‘When he saw this fellow—X, he’s called usually—saw him take a swing at Campbell, he got the wind up and took to his heels. Murderer couldn’t catch him, see?’ 
 
    ‘He had all night and the next day in which to find Hamish,’ Beatrice persisted. 
 
    ‘Found him, didn’t he?’ Ranald blared in triumph. ‘Found him the next night and silenced him for good.’ 
 
    ‘And kept him—where?’ Flora asked. ‘The body was kept under cover for two days.’ 
 
    ‘Under cover?’ Beatrice repeated. 
 
    ‘And carefully concealed. You were searching for it, for heaven’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘We weren’t,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It was thought he’d run away.’ She turned to Ranald. ‘And if you’re right in thinking the murderer found Hamish the following night, what made Hamish leave his bed? There was no sign of anything other than a voluntary exit, you know: the dummy in the bed, the absence of noise—’ 
 
    There was a knock at the front door. ‘That will be the police,’ Coline said, and laughed at her own words. ‘How ominous that sounds!’ 
 
    Pagan and Steer had brought good suits to Sgoradale. Changed, bathed and smelling of after-shave, they made an exotic addition to the party. Far from merging with their environment, they stood out against it: stiff, smart, even handsome. Given that Steer found it difficult to keep his eyes off Flora, these two men were still the experts; side by side on a sofa, Miss Pink and Beatrice sat like embattled Buddhas—observing, listening, correlating and at first saying nothing. 
 
    ‘We were trying to solve the case for you,’ Coline said brightly as the new arrivals accepted whisky. 
 
    ‘Oh, come,’ Ranald protested. ‘It was all hypothesis.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not quite,’ Flora murmured, and Steer’s eyes came round to her as if drawn by a magnet. 
 
    ‘And you have no forensic evidence, sir,’ came Pagan’s response. ‘Let alone the autopsy reports.’ 
 
    Miss Pink and Beatrice sat up, Ranald gaped, Coline frowned. Flora’s eyes sparkled until she remembered that Hamish was a kind of employee and carefully smoothed out her expression. 
 
    Pagan glanced at Miss Pink. ‘Not much in the way of surprises externally,’ he said. ‘We knew about the post mortem staining, of course, and the depressed fracture of the skull; not enough to cause death incidentally, and delivered with a piece of wood. Not a cudgel or a club, more like the branch of a tree; there was a splinter caught in a crack of the bone—the only thing the sea left for us. Externally, that is.’ He stopped talking and was met by silence. A log shifted in the fire and a few sparks flew up the chimney. ‘Internally,’ he went on, ‘was another matter. He was full of alcohol.’ 
 
    After some moments Flora said, ‘He didn’t drink.’ 
 
    Pagan ignored her. ‘He was given a lot to drink, hit on the side of the head and suffocated.’ 
 
    Ranald spoke first. ‘He couldn’t have been in the bar, or Butchart would have talked. He must have been in someone’s house.’ 
 
    ‘Where would he go?’ Pagan asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Ranald was blustering, 
 
    ‘It doesn’t have to be someone’s house,’ Coline said. ‘He could have broken into a holiday cottage, taking a bottle with him. That could be why he went to Camas Beag originally; we never thought of that.’ 
 
    ‘Wrong night,’ Flora said. ‘I told you, he called me from Camas Beag and that was two nights before he was killed.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t have to be in a house,’ Steer said. ‘He could have been sat in a hayloft, or even in the open, drinking with a friend—or someone he thought was a friend.’ 
 
    ‘Did he ask you for money?’ Pagan asked sharply. 
 
    ‘Me?’ Flora was startled, then she gave the question thought. ‘He was kind of rambling; well, more than that, almost incoherent. All I could make out was that Campbell was on to him—his words: “He’s on to me,”—and he burned the place down to destroy his prints.’ 
 
    ‘Go on, sweetie,’ Coline urged. ‘He asked you if the place was insured; he wasn’t all that incoherent.’ 
 
    ‘He had lucid moments, but on the whole he wasn’t thinking straight—although he did say he wouldn’t come to Edinburgh, that he’d go to Glasgow.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t say that before,’ Pagan said. 
 
    ‘It’s not important. He was always talking about leaving home.’ 
 
    Pagan nodded. ‘His father hinted as much. What would he need in order to leave?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ Flora looked blank. 
 
    ‘How much money would he need?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know much about this lad. He had over six hundred pounds under the lining of a drawer in his bedroom.’ 
 
    Flora was surprised, but all she said was, ‘There are good pickings in tourists’ cars.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a hell of a lot of cash for a boy to have in his possession,’ Ranald pointed out, ‘even if he was a delinquent. What does Knox have to say about it?’ 
 
    Pagan looked tired. ‘The same kind of thing any parent would say who suddenly discovers he’s got a delinquent son.’ 
 
    In the ensuing silence Miss Pink caught the sound of voices outside the door. Flora had heard them too. She said quickly to her mother, ‘I asked them up for drinks since we were having a party.’ 
 
    Despite her surprise, Coline had her expression under control as Esme and Anne Wallace came in—Esme determinedly jolly, the nurse diffident, if not tense. In the resulting bustle, Miss Pink stood up and crossed the room to Pagan. ‘This isn’t following your advice about security,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘On the contrary, ma’am; while they’re here, they can’t get into trouble.’ 
 
    Her eyes flickered. ‘He’s in this room? Silly question, there’s only Sir Ranald. She is in the room? Oh, come now, it could have been anyone from outside the district, or any villager.’ 
 
    Pagan smiled. ‘You misunderstand me. When I said these people can’t get into trouble I meant that, while under my eye, there’s no danger of their becoming victims.’ 
 
    ‘And I walked straight into the trap. You’re a devious man, Mr Pagan.’ She looked towards Steer, who had settled on a window seat beside Flora. They were staring at the room with unseeing eyes, their lips moving in a private conversation. ‘What interpretation do you put on Hamish’s being drunk?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He was easier to kill.’ 
 
    ‘Is there any clue as to where his body was kept?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘Not even of where he was killed. Only the splinter in the skull. It didn’t have to be a branch; it could have been a log. Everybody burns logs.’ Their eyes went to the wood basket beside the fire. ‘Whether there are two killers or one is immaterial,’ he murmured. 
 
    It was a moment before the last statement penetrated her brain. ‘Say that again.’ 
 
    ‘If Hamish didn’t help with Campbell’s murder, he was there; that’s why he had to be killed. I’m looking for the person who killed Hamish; once he’s found, the other murder will slot into place.’ 
 
    Ranald had approached. ‘What you have to do,’ he told Pagan, ‘is find out where the body was kept—’ 
 
    Miss Pink drifted away, finding Esme and Anne Wallace in a huddle with Beatrice. Across a space of carpet behind them, Flora was listening to Steer’s low murmur. 
 
    The cool, clear voice of Beatrice was audible for some distance: ‘… only in its broadest sense, Esme; by sex, I meant no more than relationships between the sexes.’ 
 
    Anne Wallace said tightly, ‘You’re saying the motive was sexual?’ 
 
    ‘She said she didn’t—’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t make—’ 
 
    Esme deferred to Beatrice, who started again. ‘I didn’t make myself clear, I’m afraid; I was thinking that there were few crimes without any sexual angle. I’m not suggesting the poor boy was killed for a sexual motive; that would be quite bizarre, even if …’ Aware that this part of the room had fallen silent, that Steer and Flora were staring at her, she bit her lip. 
 
    Esme asked ominously, ‘Even if what?’ 
 
    Beatrice lowered her voice. Miss Pink pressed closer. ‘Even if he wasn’t normal.’ The old lady looked from Esme to Anne. ‘You know that,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Know what?’ Anne asked. ‘All I know was that he was a juvenile delinquent, and heading for trouble.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that Steer’s interest was divided between the conversation and that part of the room where Pagan was still talking to Ranald. 
 
    ‘He was already in trouble,’ Beatrice said. ‘He always would be, given his tendencies.’ 
 
    Esme’s eyes were slitted. ‘Are you saying he was gay?’ 
 
    Anne’s reaction was a whisper. ‘I don’t believe it!’ 
 
    Beatrice addressed Miss Pink. ‘It accounts for everything—including the streaker, so-called.’ 
 
    ‘What streaker?’ Several people spoke at the same time. Steer stood up, followed by Flora. Beatrice said, ‘The naked man who couldn’t get into his car. He ran away and found a bin liner to cover himself—he stole it from Campbell’s cottage, and probably Campbell saw him. Campbell knew what was going on anyway. Why didn’t that man go to the police and report that his clothes, his keys, almost certainly his wallet had been stolen? Why did he take his clothes off in the first place? We all know why people do that, and it’s not usually a crime. But Hamish was under age.’ 
 
    Their silence was stunned and their attitudes so stiff that Pagan, becoming aware of something untoward, started to make his way across the room. Flora was staring at Beatrice with wide eyes, smiling incredulously. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘Is that anything more than a hypothesis?’ 
 
    Beatrice sighed. Steer intercepted Pagan and spoke quietly. Flora looked from the police to Beatrice with the absorbed air of a child. 
 
    Pagan advanced. ‘Tell me about this naked man, ma’am.’ 
 
    Beatrice shook her head. Things had got out of hand, she implied. ‘Village gossip. I know nothing more than anyone else. I just remembered, that’s all. Everyone else had forgotten.’ 
 
    Coline and Ranald approached and the other residents hastened to enlighten him, delighted to find something he hadn’t known—something which he obviously found important. Miss Pink hovered on the edge of the group, listening to them trying to cap each other’s stories concerning that hitherto forgotten incident. After a while, she became aware that her feet were aching and was reminded that she’d walked a considerable distance today. Looking round for a comfortable seat, she saw that Flora and Beatrice had retreated to a sofa where they were absorbed in conversation—Flora pensive, Beatrice talking with animation. They were discussing wildlife: ‘badger’, Miss Pink caught, and ‘Kenya’. 
 
    ‘Kenya?’ she repeated, subsiding in an easy chair. ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    Flora blinked at the interruption, even Beatrice looked a trifle disconcerted. Miss Pink realised that she could have drunk too much Tio Pepe; it was unusual for her to force herself on others but then, she thought, it is a party and one circulates at parties. Beatrice was saying, ‘Flora was suggesting I go abroad for the winter. We were discussing possibilities, such as Kenya. I’ve always wanted to see big game. Have you been on safari, Melinda?’ 
 
    Although taken aback, Miss Pink forced herself to concentrate. ‘Not as such. I’ve seen puma and grizzlies in the States, of course. Why don’t you go? It would be just the thing; get away from this awful climate.’ 
 
    ‘Distance myself from the climate of violence?’ Beatrice suggested. 
 
    ‘That too. But why not? You have no pets, and the garden can take care of itself at this time of year. Kenya’s relatively cheap.’ 
 
    ‘There speaks the career woman! Flora takes the same view—and that’s the heiress talking. Oh yes, you are, my dear—’ as the girl shifted impatiently—‘Do you know the cost of a safari, Melinda? Two thousand pounds! I’ve made enquiries.’ 
 
    ‘Sell something,’ Miss Pink suggested. 
 
    Beatrice looked at her sternly and Flora said, ‘Lateral thinking’s the answer. Consider the situation from a different angle.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ Beatrice asked with interest. 
 
    ‘Look at it this way: the Highlands are uncongenial at this time of year.’ She grinned. ‘Right now they’re actually unsafe, particularly for people on their own.’ 
 
    ‘Your contemporaries call that going over the top.’ 
 
    ‘I’m only thinking of your welfare.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you are.’ Beatrice patted the girl’s hand. She looked at Miss Pink. ‘Two thousand pounds isn’t a lot to raise when you consider all your options,’ she admitted. ‘Would you come with me?’ 
 
    Flora stood up. ‘Mum’s making signals. I’m probably needed in the kitchen. We’ll get rid of the fuzz and then we’ll eat.’ 
 
    ‘Fuzz,’ Beatrice repeated when she’d gone. ‘How do they think of these words?’ 
 
    Pagan, noticing movement on the part of his hosts, collected Anne and Esme and left, his flock under his wing. Behind him a flash of hysterical amusement subsided and during the subsequent meal people played raggedly with the new hypotheses—the significance of the streaker, Hamish’s homosexuality—and allowed them to drop. Dinner was a subdued affair and the evening was not protracted. After coffee in the drawing room, the guests pleaded fatigue and took their leave. 
 
    ‘I’m falling asleep,’ Beatrice said, collapsing in the car. 
 
    Miss Pink, recognising that this was not the moment for serious matters, made light conversation. ‘We must talk about Kenya tomorrow. Are there other countries one might consider—less commercialised perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘Why the sudden interest in badgers? Surely there must be a dozen species claiming precedence in Africa?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s interested in badgers?’ 
 
    ‘Why, you. You were talking to Flora about them.’ 
 
    After a few moments Beatrice asked, ‘is your hearing quite all it should be?’ 
 
    ‘I have excellent hearing.’ There was a pause. ‘The hearing in one ear is slightly inferior to the other.’ 
 
    ‘So is mine. It’s not always easy to locate sound. You heard someone make a remark and it seemed to come from me.’ 
 
    Miss Pink drove to Feartag, but declined the offer of a nightcap. They were both exhausted. A good night’s sleep, they said, and they would meet in the morning. Beatrice promised to bolt her front door as soon as she was inside, and Miss Pink drove back to her little cottage, parked on the grass verge and went indoors. 
 
    She was so tired that she could hardly face the thought of reading in bed, but knew that if she didn’t follow her nightly custom she would not unwind. Sighing heavily, she put a saucepan of milk on the stove and, ten minutes later, went upstairs with a cup of cocoa and the latest Tony Hillerman. 
 
    Usually she read a few pages while she drank the cocoa, and one more page afterwards. Then words started to blur, she would mark her place, remove the cardigan that protected her from the frosty air and put out the light. 
 
    Tonight was different. She had finished the cocoa and started on that last ritual page when, very distantly, she heard a familiar sound—although at first it was only the subconscious mind that was aware of it. The sound continued rhythmic, persistent, and she became aware of other factors—constriction, cold, a flood of light. She opened her eyes resentfully. The bedside light glared and she was lolling sideways on her pillows, still wearing her cardigan, Hillerman open on the quilt. Downstairs the telephone was ringing; it was one o’clock. 
 
    She went down the stairs carefully, knowing the dangers of haste in the small hours. She lifted the phone. 
 
    ‘Melinda? It’s Beatrice. Can you come? I’ve shot him. The intruder. I heard him downstairs and I came down and—it must have been the glass I heard—he broke it: the glass pane in the french window—you know those windows—’ 
 
    ‘Is he dead?’ Miss Pink asked roughly. 
 
    ‘Oh. Oh, I hope not. I don’t like to go near—’ 
 
    ‘Stay there. If he moves, shoot him in the legs. I’ll be with you in a moment.’ 
 
    She grabbed her car keys and, in dressing gown and slippers, drove like a fury to Feartag, pulling up with a long skid on the gravel before the front door. Beatrice was on the step, holding a rifle. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t moved,’ she said. ‘He’s in the sitting room.’ 
 
    Miss Pink took the rifle and went along the passage. The lights were on in the sitting room; one french window was open and sprawled on its face on the floor was a dark figure. 
 
    Miss Pink dropped to her knees and felt for a pulse in the neck. ‘Help me get this thing off his head; it must be interfering with his breathing, if he’s alive. No, don’t turn him on his back, just free—’ She stopped talking. They had peeled the black ski mask over the head and Flora’s blank eyes stared along the jewelled carpet. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘How could the girl be so silly—on this night of all nights?’ The question was not rhetorical; across the kitchen table Beatrice pleaded for an answer. Miss Pink looked away: at the window, the stove, the brandy bottle between them. ‘Everyone knew about Robert’s guns,’ Beatrice persisted. ‘What could have possessed her?’ 
 
    ‘Death wish?’ hazarded Miss Pink. ‘A compulsion towards self-destruction, or just a craving for high risks?’ 
 
    ‘She was always taking risks.’ 
 
    ‘The guns made it supremely exciting.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t come here because I had the guns.’ 
 
    ‘Pagan is going to ask why—’ There was a pounding at the front door. ‘Talk of the devil—’ She left Beatrice and admitted the police herself. She gestured to the sitting room. ‘It’s there.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Miss Swan?’ Pagan asked. 
 
    ‘In the kitchen.’ 
 
    He went along the passage, followed by Steer. She rejoined Beatrice. ‘Have you any idea why Flora should come here?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘None.’ It was curt, as if Beatrice refused to consider a motive. She went on, ‘Masked too, and gloved. Did you see those great thick gloves?’ 
 
    ‘For breaking windows.’ 
 
    Beatrice stared at the table. ‘Unsuitable for autumn wear.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said sharply, ‘I’ll put the kettle on again. There’ll be a run on your tea and coffee tonight—this morning rather. I’d go back to bed if I were you, after Pagan has spoken to us. I’ll stay, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting I’d be able to sleep?’ 
 
    ‘The body’s at rest even if it’s only lying down.’ She winced at her own unfortunate wording. 
 
    Pagan loomed in the doorway, Steer behind him. ‘Good morning, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Morning?’ Beatrice repeated stupidly. 
 
    ‘A nasty shock for you.’ He looked at Miss Pink, who asked them to sit down. They pulled out chairs and all sat at the scrubbed wooden table like actors in a Christie play: the ladies in their warm dressing-gowns, Steer correctly dressed except for the absence of a tie, Pagan with his pyjama sleeves showing below the cuffs of his jacket. 
 
    ‘Did you move the body?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Only to get the mask off,’ Miss Pink told him, ‘and to free the airway. I wasn’t sure, you see … I’d already seen the exit wound—a wound, I mean, in the back—-no, a tear—but even with the dark anorak there was so much blood …’ She was gabbling. 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Pagan turned back to Beatrice. ‘Do you feel up to telling us what happened?’ he asked gently. 
 
    After a while she said, ‘I never thought I’d have to use it, you know. I locked and bolted everywhere so carefully, and then I thought how ridiculous all these precautions were; he had only to break a window and one would be at his mercy, as they say. I realised that I was totally helpless; that we all were—except yourselves. Presumably you’re armed? You’d told us to stay indoors, bolt the doors, secure the windows, but you knew all along that there wasn’t any security for us. I was very angry.’ She looked at him steadily, then at Steer. No one was taking notes. 
 
    ‘I can see why you’d be angry, ma’am,’ Pagan said. 
 
    ‘It would never have happened when my brother was alive,’ Beatrice continued. ‘I asked myself what he would have done—although no one would have dared to approach this house knowing Robert was inside. A man of great courage, Inspector; he was the Arctic explorer, Robert Swan. I’m sorry, I’m rambling. My brother would have slept with a loaded gun beside him, as he did abroad when dangerous predators were about. So I loaded his Winchester and put it by my bed. That made me feel much more secure.’ 
 
    ‘It would,’ Pagan said. ‘What time would that be?’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘When you went to bed.’ 
 
    ‘The first time was shortly after Miss Pink brought me home, and that would have been about ten o’clock. But I couldn’t sleep and it must have been about half an hour later that I got up and unlocked the gun cabinet. Even then it wasn’t easy to get to sleep, but I must have done so eventually because I was wakened by something—I don’t know what—and I was wide awake immediately. After a while, I picked up the rifle and went to the top of the stairs. I stayed there, listening, but I couldn’t hear anything. All the windows were closed, so the river was scarcely audible. Then I heard the glass break—quite loud really. The noise came from the sitting room. Suddenly I was angry again. I didn’t think of myself, only that this monster—as I thought—was about to destroy my property. For some reason, I thought of petrol bombs. I was quite convinced that a bottle had been thrown into the sitting room, or would be thrown through the broken window.’ She made a helpless gesture. ‘Old people get very attached to their possessions, Inspector, more so than they are to their own bodies perhaps. So I came downstairs in a rage, prepared to shoot as soon as I saw him. By the time I reached the sitting room he was inside and silhouetted against the glow of the street light. There’s one on the bridge; it’s only a faint glow but my eyes were accustomed to the dark by then. I fired straight at him. Had I thought about it, I might have aimed for the legs, but you don’t think in a situation like that. I’d heard the glass break and here was the person responsible. And there was a murderer in the village.’ She spread her hands. ‘That’s all.’ Suddenly her face changed, became fiercely intense. ‘But why Flora?’ she demanded. ‘Why?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘There has to be a connection between her and Hamish,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Six hours later, Feartag was in a quiet state of siege. While Beatrice and Miss Pink slept, or at least retired to rooms upstairs, various authorities had dealt with the body, finally removing it along with the carpet. The Press had been chivvied away from the drive, the gates closed and Knox stationed outside them in a police car guarding the property while he himself was in clear view of most people in the street, including other police officers. Miss Pink had discovered his presence when she got up to make a pot of coffee and glimpsed the car on the other side of the gates. From her angle, it looked as if it were blocking the exit from Feartag as much as protecting the occupants from curiosity seekers. 
 
    They breakfasted in the kitchen, but it wasn’t until Beatrice was on her second cup of coffee and Miss Pink had assured her that, except for the missing window pane, all evidence of the night’s events had been removed—not until then did she refer to the most astonishing aspect: a criminal connection between Flora and Hamish. 
 
    ‘They dressed similarly,’ Beatrice agreed. ‘At least when they broke into houses. What else is there to prove a connection?’ 
 
    ‘There’s not much proof of anything in this business,’ Miss Pink said with unwonted vehemence. She had been thinking that there had been three violent deaths and the only one where the killer was known had been an accident. ‘There were connections,’ she went on. ‘Hamish’s telephone call to Flora—and since last night, I suspect that the reason for that call was much more important than to ask her for money.’ 
 
    ‘He made it after he burned down Campbell’s cottage.’ 
 
    ‘And what effect would that information have on her? It would depend on why he set fire to the place. Was it to destroy his prints or to destroy Campbell? He—or they—wanted Campbell dead, because he was killed the following night. Why wasn’t he killed the same night?’ 
 
    ‘Because Hamish wasn’t strong enough to kill a grown man.’ 
 
    ‘What made him stronger the second night?’ 
 
    ‘He’d acquired a gun then. His father has a shot-gun.’ 
 
    ‘Campbell wasn’t shot.’ 
 
    ‘You can use the threat of a gun to control a victim while you engineer his murder in some other way, a way that can’t be traced back to you.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head. ‘That’s impractical. If a lad is holding a gun on an adult, he keeps his distance. You need another … that’s it! Another person. Flora came back and they killed Campbell between them.’ 
 
    ‘She was in Edinburgh.’ The tone was dull; Beatrice was beyond shock. ‘You brought her home two days later.’ 
 
    ‘She could drive, she could have borrowed a car. Let’s work it out. We need a road atlas.’ 
 
    The distance between Sgoradale and Edinburgh was 250 miles. ‘Six hours at the very least,’ Miss Pink said. ‘She wouldn’t risk going fast for fear of attracting attention from the police. She could drive here in the afternoon and evening, leave the car on a peat track out on the Lamentation Road, meet Hamish and they’d kill Campbell at the cove. She’d have time to get back to Edinburgh before dawn, and if she’d made the right excuse to her hosts no one need know she’d ever been away.’ 
 
    ‘The owner of the car would find it had done 500 miles overnight.’ 
 
    ‘She stole it and replaced it close to where she’d taken it from. If the owner had reported its loss, he might be so pleased to have it back undamaged he might not bother to mention to the police it had been taken for such a long joy-ride. And if he did, who’d connect that with a murder in the northern Highlands?’ 
 
    ‘How would she steal it?’ 
 
    ‘The thief operating in the car park here had keys; Pagan didn’t mention finding keys in Hamish’s room, but Flora could have Kept them for him. I doubt if she stole from cars; the practice seems a trifle tame for her.’ 
 
    ‘Tame?’ 
 
    ‘Juvenile, I mean. Not much risk attached.’ 
 
    ‘Mm. Yes.’ Beatrice seemed to be following a line of her own. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘When you suggested Hamish was homosexual, were you implying the boy was soliciting back in the summer?’ 
 
    ‘What explanation do you have for the naked man not reporting the loss of his clothes—and car keys?’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what happened to that man. Could he be traced? He had to repair his window. What kind of car did he have? Who’d be likely to know that?’ 
 
    ‘There was the man who saw him trying to get into his car—the one who spread the story around. He was in the hotel.’ 
 
    ‘So he was.’ Miss Pink lapsed into silence. ‘And it would get you off the hook,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘I’m on the hook?’ Beatrice asked politely. 
 
    ‘Pagan isn’t interested in motivation; he wants to know who delivered the final blows to Campbell and Hamish, and where the boy’s body was kept for two days. The rest is surmise so far, the product of what he’d call a hyperactive imagination. Apart from the nudist, I think the clue to the mystery lies in Flora’s activities. I think she came here to kill you last night, probably in the same way that she killed Hamish—with a pillow over his mouth—’ 
 
    ‘The person who did that got Hamish drunk and hit him with a piece of wood first.’ 
 
    ‘Or they were drinking, and they quarrelled and she hit him.’ Miss Pink thought for a moment and came to a decision. ‘I’m going to Edinburgh. Will you be all right on your own?’ 
 
    ‘With the police on the gate, yes. And the naked man?’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up. ‘I’ll see Butchart and find out if he can remember where that other man was staying. Since both men probably lived south of here, I may be able to kill several birds with one stone. What was the name of the barrister whom Flora was staying with?’ 
 
    ‘Neil Fleming. Just a moment …’ as Miss Pink headed for the door. ‘Did Flora repeat that 500-mile drive the following night in order to kill Hamish?’ 
 
    Miss Pink halted, her lips pursed, then her face cleared. ‘She didn’t go back to Edinburgh. She stayed on, holed up somewhere—in an empty cottage perhaps. She returned to Edinburgh on the Sunday night, after killing Hamish.’ 
 
    ‘Having concealed the body somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Ye-es.’ 
 
    ‘And you brought her home on Tuesday, and she found some way to put the body in the sea on Tuesday night. You could do with some help in tracing her movements. Shall I come with you?’ 
 
    ‘No. You’ve had enough excitement. And I have contacts, fixed points to start with. They’ll lead to others.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘I remember that fellow,’ Butchart said. ‘Ice in his whisky and complaints about my barman putting his cigarette in the ashtray while he was serving. Then he asked for the menu—and who was the chef? Then he said he’d decided he could make it for dinner at his own hotel, after all. Yes, I remember that customer!’ 
 
    Miss Pink smiled in sympathy. ‘And which hotel did he think was superior to this one?’ 
 
    ‘He was staying at the Claymore in Morvern. Their chef can only do something called country cooking.’ 
 
    ‘Was he well-known?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The photographer. The man who stayed at the Claymore.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know—oh, yes, he was sitting in his car changing a film, wasn’t he? I don’t remember that he mentioned his name.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘He was called Osgood,’ Alec said, tightening the pup’s leash to prevent his jumping up at Miss Pink. ‘I didn’t meet him, but my dad did. He was staying at the Claymore and the date was August 4th.’ 
 
    ‘How on earth do you remember that?’ 
 
    ‘I went to the car park next day, to see if it was true, and I saw the broken glass on the ground. It wasn’t like ordinary glass; a car window breaks into bits like tiny gravel.’ He stopped and Miss Pink waited, her eyebrows raised. ‘She hurt her paw,’ he muttered, refusing to speak the poodle’s name, ‘and I remember dates when they had to do with her. I thought she got a bit of glass between the pads, but she was better next day.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The receptionist at the Claymore wanted to play it by the rules. ‘Shouldn’t you tell me why you want to know?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He’s a photographer,’ Miss Pink explained. ‘I allowed him to take a picture of my house on condition he sent me a copy. He did and it’s quite exquisite. I want Christmas cards made from it. The trouble is copyright, you know? He stamped the back of the print with his name and phone number, but I can’t get any reply. It must be an old stamp.’ 
 
    The receptionist was turning back the pages of the register. ‘August 4th, you said? Here it is: Hedley Osgood, Aberdeen. That doesn’t help you much.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thanked her effusively and drove south. It was six o’clock before she managed to get Hedley Osgood on the end of a telephone line. The number Directory Enquiries had given her was for his home address and she’d tried it three times, shivering in desolate call-boxes on the open road. Finally she booked a room in the Caledonian at Inverness, not wanting to go further until she had spoken to Osgood. When she did reach him he was offhand at first, but intimidated as soon as she adopted an exaggerated air of authority. Her voice, naturally deep, could pass for a man’s when she chose. She was, she told him, a detective inspector involved in the Sgoradale murders. He was amazed to find that his own odd experience could interest the police, but he agreed to meet her the following lunchtime. There was a pause while she pretended to note down the address of a city bar. ‘One other thing,’ she said before ringing off, ‘What kind of car was he driving?’ 
 
    ‘A VW Golf. White.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you remember it so well?’ 
 
    ‘I took a picture. It’s pinned up over my desk. I’m a supermarket manager.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t happen to get the registration number?’ 
 
    ‘No. I can let you have a print though.’ 
 
    ‘I’d be obliged.’ She rang off. He might contact Pagan when the mythical detective inspector failed to materialise in Aberdeen, but she wasn’t bothered. By that time Pagan should have more important things to think about. 
 
    The Yellow Pages gave her the Volkswagen garages in the area and by mid-morning next day she had the information she needed. This time she posed as an insurance agent, but it was the confidence of her bearing as much as the bogus occupation which persuaded the manager of the relevant garage to produce his records. She was in luck; the motorist with the smashed window had paid his bill by cheque and the office had his address: ‘We always ask for it in the case of a cheque.’ The driver’s name was J. P. Geddes and he had given an address in Stirling. 
 
    *** 
 
    Montrose Gardens was a fairly new estate on the outskirts of Stirling and No. 16 was what agents refer to as ‘ranch style’. A picture window gave a bleak view of a room that extended the depth of the house to another wall that was mostly glass. The room was sparsely furnished in grey and pale yellow, with a lot of bare shelves and a music centre. There was a light over the doorbell but no one came to Miss Pink’s ring. After some minutes a woman in her thirties came out of a house opposite and crossed the road. 
 
    ‘Are you looking for Mr Geddes? Can I help you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked confused. ‘Not Geddes. Jameson—Mr and Mrs Jameson. She’s my niece.’ 
 
    ‘You must have the wrong address. Have you got it written down anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘I have it committed to memory. 16 Montrose Gardens.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the address, but Mr Geddes lives here and he’s not married. He’s all on his own.’ 
 
    ‘Geddes,’ Miss Pink repeated. ‘It doesn’t even sound like Jameson.’ 
 
    ‘And your niece is married, so you’re looking—hold on! Are you all right?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyelids drooped as she swayed on her feet. ‘Just a little dizzy,’ she breathed. ‘I’m not as young as I was.’ 
 
    ‘Look, come into my house and let me make you a cup of tea.’ 
 
    She was helped across the road and into another bleak living room, this one in beige. Beyond the window No. 16 returned her stare enigmatically. When the tea was brought she had a story ready about being homeward bound to Berwick from a visit to an old friend in Dingwall. Her hostess’s name was Jefferies and she was good-hearted but not over-intelligent. Miss Pink invented a brother in Falkirk who would disentangle the mistake in the address, then she looked back at No. 16. ‘Who lived there before him?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Now that I don’t know. We’ve only been here eighteen months and he’s been in that house at least three years. He bought it when he started at Earl’s Hill—that’s the local school; John is a schoolmaster. But wouldn’t you have known if your niece left Montrose Gardens three years ago?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked embarrassed. ‘She could have given me her new address and I remembered the old one. You know how it is.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind. Have another tea-cake.’ 
 
    Miss Pink ate greedily as old people do, mesmerised by the huge window. ‘So sad,’ she said. ‘A young man living alone.’ 
 
    Mrs Jefferies smiled indulgently. ‘He has interests—hiking and mountain climbing, and he takes kids on trips. This weekend he’s youth hostelling in the Trossachs with a group and he won’t be back until Sunday night.’ Miss Pink listened with polite interest, visibly recovering her energy with the tea. 
 
    She drove away hoping that the woman didn’t have the wit to wonder why her doddery old visitor should own a sporty Renault GTL. The last thing she wanted was for Geddes to come home to the news that someone was making enquiries about him. What had terrified the man two months ago might have even more power to terrify him now. 
 
    *** 
 
    Neil Fleming, the barrister, lived in a Georgian terrace north of Princes Street in Edinburgh. The door was answered by a middle-aged person who showed Miss Pink into an airy room overlooking a walled garden. After a few minutes an attractive woman entered. She was a slim blonde and, like Coline MacKay, looked far too young to have a grown daughter. 
 
    ‘I’m Sidonie Fleming,’ she said, none too warmly. ‘Did you have an appointment with my husband?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you can help me,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s about Flora MacKenzie. I’m from Sgoradale.’ 
 
    The woman caught her breath and her eyes blazed. ‘Coline sent you?’ 
 
    ‘No one sent me,’ Miss Pink said quietly. 
 
    Mrs Fleming made an obvious effort to pull herself together, nevertheless her response was menacing. ‘You’ve come on behalf of the MacKenzie girl?’ 
 
    ‘I’m a friend of Beatrice Swan, the old lady who shot Flora. My name is Melinda Pink.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that could make a difference. And Coline MacKay doesn’t know you’ve come to see me? So why did you?’ 
 
    ‘Neither Coline nor anyone else had any idea of what was going on. Flora appeared to be a healthy captivating girl, a little young for her age perhaps—’ 
 
    Mrs Fleming gave a sardonic laugh, but her eyes were furious. ‘Captivating is not the word I’d have chosen. Flora was a slut, and the only thing that surprises me is that she was shot by accident. If I’d been here, I’d have strangled her with my bare hands.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you invite her here?’ Miss Pink was the picture of innocence. 
 
    ‘I didn’t! I was in the Seychelles and she invited herself in my absence. I’d never have left two young girls alone in this house without adequate supervision. I’d be thinking in terms of loco parentis, my God—and I’d have been a world away from the reality of the situation. You think I’m exaggerating; you imagine she just—what? Made a pass at my husband? Held all-night parties in the house with hard drugs? All right, you haven’t come from Coline but when you go back to Sgoradale, you can tell her about what I’m going to show you. Unless you see it you won’t believe it. I didn’t; my daughter had to show me.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was driven to another Georgian terrace, to a house that was less immaculate than the one she’d left and where the hall and lift held an air of seedy transience. They rode to the third floor and Mrs Fleming produced a key which opened the door of a large room. Inside was a double bed, a dressing table and easy chairs either side of an old-fashioned gas-fire. There was a glass ash-tray on a bedside table, under a lamp with a dingy shade. On the dressing-table were a bottle of whisky half-full, one of gin unopened, and several bottles of tonic water and bitter lemon. 
 
    The room’s proportions had been spoiled by a partition that boxed off one corner. A flimsy door was open to show a bathroom, some towels, a tablet of soap and a toothbrush. 
 
    ‘Utilitarian,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘Not a joyful place. Who pays the rent?’ 
 
    ‘The keyholder was an F. MacMasters but there’s no such person. The rent was paid by my daughter and Flora MacKenzie, in advance, which is how I come to have the key. I got it from my daughter and I was waiting for Flora to come back and claim it.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have done then?’ Miss Pink asked, opening a wardrobe. 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought. I was looking forward to it actually. Maybe your friend’s saved me from a murder charge.’ 
 
    ‘I see your point.’ Miss Pink was shifting clothes along a rail: a mini-skirt and long jacket in thin red leather, a jumpsuit in black lace, a kind of mock trench-coat in a dark silky fabric. There was a similar fur to the one which Flora had been wearing when she was picked up at Buffy MacLean’s: long-haired, but this was white. On the floor of the wardrobe were shoes with very high heels or huge platform soles. ‘It’s sad rather than depressing,’ Miss Pink said. ‘One wonders why they had to do it.’ 
 
    Mrs Fleming answered promptly. ‘Flora needed the money; she was an heiress, but Coline kept her on a very short rein. But basically, she did this for kicks. She wasn’t into drugs or drink; she took care of her body.’ A spasm contorted the woman’s face. ‘There are condoms in the bedside table. Can you believe that? A sixteen-year-old tart frightened of Aids. Not many have been used. According to Charlotte, my daughter, Flora quickly got bored with this—’ she gestured at the room—‘and said there were easier and safer ways to make money. They’re supposed to have used this place only a few times. And now you’re wondering why my daughter did it. Well, it was partly because Flora is … was the stronger character, but mostly because she’s evil: seductive in every sense of the word. She made mincemeat of my husband. And shall I tell you why she had to seduce him? Of course he wasn’t interested in her, he’s a workaholic anyway, but he was a challenge to her and she broke him down. But she got more than she bargained for. She’d be used to married men keeping quiet, but Neil had to tell me: no way was he going to let Charlotte see her again. He said he’d never met anyone so corrupt—and he’s a criminal lawyer. And he didn’t know about this place.’ 
 
    Mrs Fleming lit a cigarette with a gold lighter, pacing the room like a dog, stiff with hatred. She went on, ‘It was through my husband that I was able to get the truth out of Charlotte. The girls had spent hours away from the house and it was essential to me that I found out what they’d been doing. When I told Charlotte that her friend had been in bed with her father, she told me everything. They used to pick up men in bars. In good hotels they wore long coats over those ridiculous clothes. Those in the wardrobe are Flora’s; Charlotte’s were thrown in a skip.’ 
 
    ‘How can I find out where Flora was on Saturday and Sunday of last weekend?’ 
 
    ‘Why do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘You knew Flora was dead. Don’t you know of the other events in Sgoradale?’ 
 
    Mrs Fleming was still, the only movement the smoke from her cigarette. ‘There have been two other deaths: the policeman’s son and the MacKays’ handyman. They had something to do with Flora? Why should I be surprised? She was capable of anything.’ 
 
    ‘Those two nights,’ Miss Pink pressed. 
 
    ‘Let’s go home. Charlotte should be back from school. She’s very subdued; I’ve put the fear of death into her—and that’s a remark in bad taste if ever there was one.’ 
 
    Charlotte Fleming was a pretty and very frightened girl. Under her mother’s eye she agreed to tell Miss Pink what she could remember of Flora’s movements, but even the first question was unwelcome. When asked where Flora had been the previous Saturday evening, her mouth opened and closed and her eyes were anguished. 
 
    ‘You can’t do her any harm now,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Promises are annulled by death.’ 
 
    ‘She never asked me to promise.’ The girl picked at the piping on the sofa. ‘She spent the night at the flat.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see her there?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘So how do you know that’s where she was?’ 
 
    ‘Because she told me.’ 
 
    ‘When did she go to the flat?’ 
 
    ‘Saturday afternoon. About three o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘And when did you see her again?’ 
 
    ‘Breakfast time—about eight o’clock.’ 
 
    ‘She came down for breakfast at eight on Sunday? And when did she go away again?’ 
 
    ‘Monday evening.’ 
 
    ‘Monday? Where was she on Sunday?’ 
 
    ‘With me.’ 
 
    ‘Are you quite—’ 
 
    Mrs Fleming interrupted sharply. ‘You want to find out where Flora was on Sunday? Or where she wasn’t?’ 
 
    ‘I need to know if she could have been in Sgoradale between Sunday breakfast time and Tuesday morning.’ 
 
    ‘How much time did she spend with you on Sunday?’ Mrs Fleming asked her daughter. ‘There’s no need to say what you were doing—just where, and was she with you?’ 
 
    Charlotte looked at her shoe. ‘We were at the flat or … or together until Sunday evening. Then Daddy took us to the Rendezvous.’ 
 
    ‘They came straight home from the restaurant.’ Mrs Fleming held Miss Pink’s eye. ‘That is, the girls split up. Flora returned to this house, Charlotte went to visit a friend.’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘Go and help Jeannie with the tea,’ Mrs Fleming told the girl. She turned back as the footsteps receded. ‘Flora was with my husband until late that evening,’ she said bitterly. ‘And Charlotte had gone to that ghastly place to meet—oh, let’s forget why she ever went there, can we? Anyway, she came home some time after midnight and looked in on Flora, who was in her own bed—for a change. So she couldn’t have been in Sgoradale. Charlotte can fill you in on the rest.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible that, in telling me this, you won’t have to talk to the police.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ll keep it to yourself—the details, I mean; you’ll consider my family, not to speak of my husband’s career?’ 
 
    ‘I’m also considering Coline and Ranald.’ 
 
    ‘God! Those poor things. How was Coline to know?’ 
 
    ‘And I want to clear Beatrice Swan.’ 
 
    ‘How can you? She shot the girl.’ 
 
    ‘If Flora can be shown to be responsible for the two murders, Beatrice is in the position of a householder defending herself against a killer who almost certainly intended to kill her. She’ll have everyone’s sympathy.’ 
 
    ‘She must have a good deal of that now.’ 
 
    ‘There’s an element of public opinion that disapproves of people defending themselves with firearms.’ 
 
    Charlotte and the housekeeper came in with afternoon tea. When the woman had left, Miss Pink returned to her questions, obstructed by a mother determined that her daughter should not say in as many words that she’d been dabbling in prostitution. Despite this, and the emotional state of mother and daughter, it seemed that Flora couldn’t have left Edinburgh between Sunday breakfast time and Monday evening, when the girls met Buffy MacLean in the bar of the North British Hotel and Flora asked him for a lift to Slaggan. ‘Lady MacKay called on Monday and told her she’d got to go home,’ Charlotte explained. 
 
    ‘And you had to go back to school,’ her mother said meaningly. ‘And I was due back from the Seychelles. So when was the boy killed? Sunday night, I take it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at Charlotte’s blank face and shook her head. The mother was more concerned with her hatred for the dead girl than the state of mind of the living one. She sipped her tea and wondered how Flora had engineered Hamish’s death. 
 
    There was still an hour of daylight remaining when she left the Fleming house and the weather was fine. This was Friday and if she were to wait until Geddes returned to Stirling on Sunday night, she was faced with the daunting prospect of a weekend of idleness. On the other hand, the Trossachs were only fifty miles away and she should have no difficulty in locating Geddes. The atlas showed only two youth hostels in the area. 
 
    She struck lucky at the first attempt: a minibus from Earl’s Hill School was obvious among the vehicles outside the hostel. This was a Victorian country house, brilliantly lit and packed with youngsters. She felt a surge of confidence; the journey had been uneventful and, in order to give her quarry time to get supper out of the way, she had stopped in Callendar for a meal. Fresh and alert, she emerged from the Renault, smoothed her skirt and advanced on the youth hostel. 
 
    A girl with spiky hair took her to Geddes, who was supervising washing-up: a gangling man in his late thirties with a large nose, thinning hair and worried eyes. He regarded Miss Pink with an astonishment that was quickly suppressed, but not before she had seen the alarm in his eyes. She retreated to the empty hall and he followed. ‘What is it?’ he asked and then, carefully, ‘What can I do for you? Have we met?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Pink.’ She gave him an old card, one with JP after her name. He turned pale. ‘Shall we sit in my car?’ she suggested. ‘It’s a pleasant evening.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind telling me what this is about?’ he asked stiffly as the doors closed on the outside world. 
 
    ‘Does the name Flora MacKenzie mean anything to you?’ 
 
    ‘I … don’t think so. I’ve taught a lot of children.’ 
 
    ‘Or Hamish Knox?’ 
 
    She was turned towards him and he must have been aware of her scrutiny, but he made no attempt to speak. The silence stretched agonisingly. At length she broke it. ‘You weren’t the only victim.’ 
 
    He looked at her then, but in the refracted light neither could read the other’s expression. ‘I wasn’t?’ he breathed and, in the same dull tone, ‘I haven’t the remotest idea what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘The girl was called Flora MacKenzie.’ 
 
    ‘What girl?’ 
 
    ‘You were photographed as you were trying to get into your car.’ 
 
    After another silence he gave a small sigh. ‘So that card was a hoax. Clever though; you look just like a JP.’ 
 
    ‘I was a JP.’ 
 
    ‘What happened? Were you de-frocked when they found out you were blackmailing poor sods who’d been up in front of you on the bench?’ 
 
    ‘How much blackmail have you paid to date?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s talking about me being blackmailed?’ 
 
    ‘You’re terrified of it. I’m legitimate and I’m here to try to find the explanation for two murders. They were associated with your experience in Sgoradale, and both victims were killed because they knew too much. If they’d shared their information, they wouldn’t have been killed. Were those children blackmailing you?’ 
 
    He didn’t respond immediately, but stared into the night. After a time he sighed again and said, ‘No. Yes. Only in the first place, but I was terrified they’d come back. My life’s been a torment for weeks. I haven’t got the courage to kill myself, but I did consider … I thought about killing them. No, they’re not blackmailing me; I’ve got nothing they can take.’ 
 
    ‘You have a nice house.’ 
 
    ‘You know about that? I suppose you know everything about me. Those two didn’t want money; they took over a hundred pounds off me, but that was just for laughs. The object of the exercise was straight viciousness. They’d beaten an adult, a teacher. Authority, right? It was a put-up job; I worked that out eventually. That boy didn’t come on us by accident when he was out shooting rabbits; he was waiting for her to bring me to a place that they probably used over and over again with any other poor sucker she could entice into the woods—and who’d believe my story? I was trapped. God, I was glad when he got himself murdered, and I know exactly how he felt—the guy who did it. There but for the grace of God …’ 
 
    ‘It seems that Flora killed him, and you postulate a motive. His nerve cracked and she had to silence him.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘She got someone to do it for her then. A child of twelve hasn’t the strength to kill a boy of sixteen. She’s only a little thing.’ 
 
    ‘How did you allow yourself to be seduced by a twelve-year-old, however charming?’ 
 
    ‘She said she was seventeen, she looked seventeen—’ 
 
    ‘She looked twelve,’ Miss Pink said firmly. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ He slumped in his seat. ‘You’ve got no proof, not even of this conversation. It’s not taking place; no one knows.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. So tell me how they managed to relieve you of your possessions.’ 
 
    ‘I said—he had a gun. Didn’t they use a gun on the other victims?’ 
 
    ‘They had different methods, but a gun was used on one person—not to kill him, but as a threat.’ 
 
    ‘I saw through it eventually,’ he repeated savagely. ‘I’ve had nothing else to think about for weeks. She’s a better actor than him. She really did appear to be frightened of him. He can’t be her brother—different names, I suppose he’s her half-brother—it’s immaterial. And then, he saying he’d fetch his father and she saying he’d keep quiet if I gave him money. So I gave him everything I had and he was laughing. He was standing on my clothes and when he told me to run and lifted the gun, I ran. But I swear to you she told me she was seventeen.’ 
 
    ‘She was sixteen.’ 
 
    ‘But you said—he said she was twelve! His kid sister, he said: twelve years old.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    ‘So that was the game: pick a victim, entice him into the woods, big brother turns up—after rabbits with a shot-gun—and tells the victim his sister is twelve years old. Child molestation; it’s a variation on the badger game.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was home again, back in the sitting room at Feartag. A new carpet had been laid and the pane of glass replaced in the french window. ‘It’s good to be here,’ she said, looking round the room. 
 
    ‘It’s good to have you back,’ Beatrice responded. ‘When do you propose to tell Pagan about this terrible double life of Flora’s?’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t answer directly. She said, ‘I can see how Campbell’s murder was worked, but if Flora were alive she’d have an alibi for that night—probably a client in the Edinburgh flat, and it would be up to the police to prove he didn’t exist. On the other hand, they might unearth a record of a car stolen in Edinburgh that night, which reappeared later with five hundred extra miles on the clock. All the same, those records would be complicated if Flora left the car in a poor part of the city with the keys in the ignition, and it was then stolen by a petty thief.’ 
 
    ‘But there would be a record, even if the car was stolen twice.’ 
 
    ‘And the police are good on these meticulous time-consuming enquiries.’ But Miss Pink did not sound convinced. 
 
    ‘What is the rest of the case against her?’ 
 
    ‘Them. They were in it together. The evidence is circumstantial—and how unusual is that? Campbell saw something, knew something—suspected the worst, being Campbell. I doubt that he was aware of the seriousness of his position until near the end …’ 
 
    ‘He came to me for a gun; if I’d let him have one, he could still be alive.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not responsible for other people. You thought he was paranoid, or playing a game. No one knew whether he was harmless or dangerous, but Hamish knew that Campbell could expose them—or thought he could—so he set fire to the cottage and then panicked—or his panic increased—and he sent for Flora, phoning her from Camas Beag. She came and destroyed the people who could expose her, first one then the other.’ 
 
    ‘Could they have sent Campbell an anonymous letter?’ 
 
    ‘No, his reactions were too unpredictable. In any case, they sent only one: to Esme. She was a sitting duck—as you were in a different context: the elderly lady deprived of the protection of a strong man. No wonder you got nasty telephone calls.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying the only motive was to terrorise people.’ 
 
    ‘You need more? It’s adequate for all anonymous callers, heavy breathers. There’s a sense of power, a flouting of authority, thrills: heady stuff. Geddes understands: “It’s how they get their kicks,” he said. Hamish wasn’t so bad; he followed, she led—and no man can be as vicious as a woman.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t a woman. So Hamish was killed because he was weak.’ 
 
    ‘Because he was a threat. His nerve had broken, he forgot to wear gloves when he broke into Campbell’s cottage to try to find out once and for all what the man knew. Flora wouldn’t have allowed him to do that had she been here, but she’d gone off to Edinburgh after the altercation that I witnessed—when Hamish thundered away and rode down the poodle. With Flora gone, Hamish had lost his anchor, so he tried a spot of villainy on his own—to prove his value perhaps. Could I be right?’ Beatrice looked blank. Miss Pink went off on another tack. ‘But how did Flora kill the boy? She had alibis from Sunday breakfast time onwards, and Hamish was alive until late on Sunday night. Pagan might say she had the motive, so never mind the opportunity. Perhaps he’ll close the case.’ 
 
    ‘You said a moment ago she destroyed both of them.’ 
 
    ‘She was responsible for their destruction. She meant to kill Hamish. She’d set him up as Campbell’s killer. Campbell never returned to the island that night; they killed him on the shore and used his boat to reach the island. The fact that there were no prints on the dixies, the boat sunk in water that was too shallow—those weren’t mistakes but pointers, first to foul play and then to the identity of the perpetrator. Hamish was the fall guy, and by the time the police got to him he would be dead: a faked suicide perhaps—by drowning. You look surprised.’ 
 
    ‘I’m amazed—at how you’ve worked it all out. Why didn’t she kill Hamish, then, immediately after they’d killed Campbell?’ 
 
    ‘He ran away.’ 
 
    ‘But he had his father’s gun!’ 
 
    ‘He’d never use it on her; he was terrified, but if he wasn’t infatuated with her he was the only male that came within her orbit who wasn’t. Flora used sex as a weapon, and Hamish was immature emotionally; he must have been in a fine turmoil—and that would bother her. Like Campbell, Hamish would have become unpredictable; like Campbell, he had to go. He ran too fast that night, and she had to get back to Edinburgh to sustain her alibi. She ran the risk of his talking before she could get back and kill him, but it wasn’t much of a risk; they were now partners in murder.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed and stood up. She crossed to the french windows and looked out at the bare birches. After a moment she undid the latch and stepped out on the terrace. Beatrice followed and they stood at the rail while the river talked busily below them. 
 
    ‘How much did his father suspect?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘He knew Hamish was responsible for the prank with the police car, but—more than that? At some point he locked his gun away. The night Hamish was killed, he was defenceless.’ 
 
    ‘He was always defenceless.’ 
 
    ‘Flora was going to return, so he had to find another gun; he was desperate: trying to equalise his position with a firearm. He entered a house with the intention of acquiring one. What I can’t understand is how he was persuaded to drink. He was the violator; how did his victim turn the tables?’ 
 
    Beatrice smiled. ‘It’s a neat technical problem. Could it have been a variation on the Stockholm syndrome, where a bond is formed between terrorists and hostages? Hamish could have entered a house armed with some weapon—a knife, perhaps—but instead of killing his victim he was persuaded to talk, and then to drink. According to you he was confused: frightened of Flora, yet obsessed by her, knowing he must kill her or she’d kill him. He could have been aching to talk to someone and it wouldn’t matter; he meant to kill the person he was confiding in anyway. He’d talk a lot, he’d get thirsty, he’d drink—anything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a reasonable hypothesis, but why was he suffocated after he’d been hit on the head?’ 
 
    ‘Because the first blow didn’t kill him? And a second could have resulted in blood on—what? The furnishings?’ 
 
    ‘You’re proposing one of his victims for the role of killer?’ 
 
    ‘Their victims,’ Beatrice corrected. ‘But we don’t know who those were, do we? There could be any number of people who kept quiet about victimisation. There could have been some motive for killing him that hasn’t crossed our minds. Self-defence isn’t good enough because, once he’d been knocked unconscious, the police could have been sent for—’ 
 
    ‘His own father?’ 
 
    ‘Why not, if the boy was only unconscious? There is no excuse; there was an intention to kill, and there was no remorse. The body was concealed.’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned and surveyed the back of the house: grey stone laced with ivy except where a Virginia creeper flamed around the door of the log cellar. ‘He had to be kept close to water,’ she said. ‘So Flora was never a double killer.’ 
 
    Beatrice changed the emphasis. ‘There’s no case against her. There’s no proof, there isn’t even circumstantial evidence, and all those people you approached over the last two days are going to deny everything. You obtained information by methods the police couldn’t use—and Geddes didn’t even know Flora was dead. If he had known, you wouldn’t have got a word out of him.’ 
 
    ‘If Pagan suspected the truth, I wonder what he might do about it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a nip in the air; shall we go in?’ 
 
    They returned to the sitting room and Beatrice closed the french windows. ‘You’ll tell him what you discovered?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. What I found out about Flora’s activities doesn’t exonerate you legally for her death, but morally you’re in the clear, and she killed Campbell.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t sound convinced.’ 
 
    ‘I know you’d never sleep with your window closed, so what kind of noise did you hear above the sound of the river that woke you and made you get up?’ 
 
    ‘The river doesn’t make much sound when the water’s low.’ 
 
    Miss Pink ignored this. ‘And how did you get downstairs and into this room after she broke the glass? She’d have moved too fast. Either she’d have met you in the passage or she’d have hidden herself to wait for you to show up.’ 
 
    ‘Pagan was satisfied with my statement.’ 
 
    ‘You were waiting for her downstairs,’ Miss Pink went on. ‘The place was in darkness, the curtains drawn back, a faint glow through the windows from the light on the bridge. You’d have seen her approach the house and you’d picked on this room as the most likely point of entry.’ 
 
    ‘You’re making the assumption that I knew an intruder was going to come to my house.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you might say to Pagan, and what policeman would believe that an old lady would use blackmail as a lure and herself as live bait? But Pagan didn’t hear you mention a badger and two thousand pounds.’ 
 
    ‘Nor did anyone else.’ 
 
    They regarded each other without expression. Beatrice said, ‘Before capital punishment was struck off the statute book, we delegated justice to a judge and a jury and the public executioner.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve lived in states where capital punishment still exists.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t forgotten. So you condoned it.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t blame legalised killing on me,’ Miss Pink protested. ‘I’m not responsible.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your choice,’ Beatrice said equably. ‘But someone has to be.’ 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Where she stopped on the mountain road the traveller’s vision was limited only by the curve of the earth – and most of the land looked flat. The ground was shadowless, without colour, dull under a low ceiling of cloud, but far to the west a pale lemon streak suggested that the sun was shining out there beyond the San Rafael Desert and the Dirty Devil canyons. 
 
    On closer inspection features could be distinguished that were not horizontal, or not completely. Long lines of cliffs might terminate in sharp prows, but these appeared diminutive above an expanse that could have been water reflecting the cloud. No forests were visible, no lakes or rivers, no roads. 
 
    The traveller walked back to her jeep and climbed into the driver’s seat. As she reached for the ignition the world brightened, like a stage at the start of a performance. 
 
    The sun had dipped below the edge of the cloud and its light came flooding eastward. The land took on substance but, streaked and scalloped with shadows, it was even more alien than when it had been horizontal and dull. This was a plateau – but not a tableland; pink, black, orange, white: every rent and pockmark in that tortoiseshell landscape was a declivity. Canyon edges were delineated by the light and their depths were black as a black cat’s fur. And then, turning her gaze to the long escarpments with their sharp prows, Melinda Pink (from the rural fastness of Cornwall, England) adjusted herself to the scale and decided, not without a thrill, that those headlands she had thought diminutive could be all of two thousand feet high. 
 
    ⋆ ⋆ ⋆ 
 
    She had not been prepared for this, but the lack of preparation had been deliberate. Miss Pink was a person who revelled in the initial impact of strange country. Years ago she had glanced at a coffee-table book on Utah’s canyon country: a crazy red rock wilderness of sandstone pinnacles and reefs and plunging canyons. She had been in the Mojave Desert of California at the time and she had put the book down with the feeling that if she remembered those images, then one day she would gravitate to the reality: would walk those sandy washes, feel the rough red stone, see new birds and strange flowers. 
 
    She went to the Montana Rockies, returned to Cornwall, wrote gothic novels through wet raw winters and dismal summers – and she pined for the clear soft air of the West where you might see for a hundred miles. And when, in response to a nostalgic cri de coeur, she received a letter telling her of the writer’s friend: a rancher in straitened circumstances who would be only too glad to rent her a cabin in a Utah canyon, those old images thrust themselves forward and she took the place unseen for a month. 
 
    Now, looking out over a space floored with stone that was nowhere level, in which, somewhere within view, must be her destination, she was awestruck. That was home for a month? What was it really like, outside the pages of a coffee-table book? She speculated and sighed and shook her head helplessly; there was only one way to find out. She switched on the ignition and eased down the gradient, her mind washing clear of surmise, the cool notes of a Mozart concerto a gentle and civilised comment on the elemental exuberance below. 
 
    With every hundred feet that she descended, the country dropped a veil, not coyly but with blatant carelessness. Miss Pink was reminded of other spires, other towers, of the Cioch (that great lizard’s head on the Isle of Skye) all of which had remained unsuspected although in full view until one day the mist crept in behind the rock and threw the feature into prominence against its parent cliff. So her first impression of this land had been of a vast level; the second, of a dissected plateau. Now, with the slipping of the veils, the slow drift down the mountain became a descent into fantasy as buttes and mesas, spires and tusks and incredible cliffs rose like slow magic. From above she had seen only the crevasses; as she dropped a thousand feet, two thousand, she realised that, in the same way that crevasses are separated by séracs, so these canyons, many of them, were bounded by reefs some of which were so thin that holes had been eroded in the mighty walls. 
 
    She stopped and climbed down to stare upwards at one of these dizzy windows. At that moment a dark form detached itself from the lintel and plunged towards her. She lost sight of it against the rock but then, through the whisper of water close at hand, she heard a thin angry chattering and a scream. In the space above her head two shapes parted abruptly, one with a clumsy lurch, the other veering widely at high speed. A red-tailed hawk had come too close to the peregrine’s eyrie. 
 
    She drove on silently. In the face of this land and all its promise – peregrines too – Mozart would be gilding the lily. 
 
    Miss Pink did not look the kind of person who used music as background. Her eyes, behind the latest in designer spectacles, were extremely sharp (although she could assume a blank expression with ease). She looked like a solid, elderly lady, affluent – with her big jeep, the expertly layered grey hair, the man’s Rolex on her wrist – the modern traveller in Explorer trousers with bellows pockets, and a mulberry polo shirt. On the maps covering the passenger seat was an old but serviceable straw hat. 
 
    The road was running down a canyon with a full creek in the bottom, the banks lined with cottonwoods. The cloud cover was disintegrating and as she came round a corner and emerged from the trees she was blinded by the sun. But now, as the road continued to descend, the shadows lengthened, the sunlight climbed a wall to her right until suddenly she was in a defile so black under both rock and trees that, panicking, she switched on her lights. 
 
    She crept round a tight bend, the rock stood back, the wooded creek sparkled away to the left, and she was looking down a wide canyon below ranks of golden spires that walled it on the west, their crenellated shadow reaching across pastures that glowed like emeralds, across clusters of trees where, a culminating fantasy, smoke climbed lazily from shingled roofs. She had reached Salvation Canyon. 
 
    She was surprised to feel relief. People lived in this wilderness; they built houses and worked the land, lit fires and cooked the evening meal. On her left cattle grazed in lush grass, on the right a notice was nailed to a post at the start of a track. junque and what-ever, it announced shakily. Underneath and attached to the same post, a smooth piece of driftwood had been neatly lettered in black and red: paintings by creed. 
 
    At the end of the track was a low cabin. A small figure sat on the planks of the porch, immobile, watching the road. Miss Pink waved but got no response. She drove on, bound for the end of the road. When you reach the river, her landlord had said, you’ve gone too far. She wanted the Forset place and that was at the mouth of the second side canyon. The first was opposite the cabin with the notices: an obvious rift running back to a hinterland of jumbled cliffs. There was a ranch in the mouth of this canyon, dwarfed by shade trees. Then came the skyline of bristling spires in which she could see no break for miles. 
 
    She passed more cabins and, on the far side of the creek, a group of children on ponies stood in a field while one of their number tore round barrels, leaning inwards at an alarming angle. As she slowed, Miss Pink realised that some were waving. They were all waving. With so many children about, this was no dying community. 
 
    On her right, now, were three newish cabins, all big A-frames, set too close together to have much land attached. They looked like a sub-development. There was no land to speak of behind them either: steep rocky slopes running back to end against the great escarpment that had walled the canyon all the way down the road. She passed more cows and a disproportionate number of horses. A stream entered the main creek on its far side and there was a cabin near the confluence but no canyon behind it, no break in the jagged wall. There were white goats in a paddock where a figure in a long skirt stared towards the road. Miss Pink waved again and the woman raised an arm uncertainly. 
 
    At length she saw what might be a break in the fretted reef: a wide side valley, still bounded by rock but running back far enough to be more than just an amphitheatre. The far wall was a mesa, flat-topped with a crumbling scarp above slopes that were dotted with juniper and stunted pinyon pines. Below the mesa was a cluster of ancient cottonwoods, a group of buildings and the inevitable corrals. A placard stood beside the ranch gate: a faded painting of a red and white bull below a caption: forset herefords. She turned in under the high cross-bar. 
 
    The house was set back a few hundred yards from the road: a structure of ageing wood in which could just be distinguished an original cabin. Other log rooms had been added at diverging angles, each with its shingled roof. A yellow Labrador stood on the porch and barked at the approaching jeep. A screen door opened and a large, thickset man clumped across the boards to welcome her. 
 
    Her first impression of John Forset was of familiarity. The thinning hair was cut as short as that of an old-fashioned military man, and he affected a small clipped moustache. He wore a mud-coloured shirt, a yellow cardigan with a hole in one elbow, and khaki slacks. Only the high-heeled riding boots marred the image of an English country gentleman caught before he had had a chance to change for dinner. She recalled that her friend had said he had served in England during the War. 
 
    She was ushered through an interior so dim that she was aware only of a passage between objects. She blundered against the dog. ‘Allow me to go first,’ Forset said. ‘Get on, dog! This,’ he explained, ‘is the original cabin. We just use it for junk. Should be cleared out and most of it burned.’ 
 
    A large, light room showed through a doorway. Miss Pink stepped over its uneven sill and gasped in astonishment. She had a sense of large pieces of solid furniture but her eyes were drawn immediately to the view. One wall was mostly glass, and she looked diagonally across the shadowy valley to the regiment of pinnacles, their burnished summits presented like lances. She walked forward, entranced, and saw, through a second window at the side of the room, that the red escarpment to the east was quietly smouldering. 
 
    She became aware of silence and turned to find her host observing her almost smugly. ‘I like watching people’s reactions,’ he said. ‘I’ll never regret the cost of that window – although I might have second thoughts if it shattered in an earth tremor. What would you like to drink?’ 
 
    ‘A dry sherry,’ she murmured absently, turning back as if mesmerised. ‘And they complement each other,’ she went on: ‘the golden towers and the long red wall.’ 
 
    ‘The Crimson Cliffs. Will California fino be acceptable?’ 
 
    She smiled acceptance, reflecting that circumstances were conspiring to enchant her. 
 
    ‘And you will eat with us,’ he said, as if reading her mind. 
 
    She remembered her manners then and relinquished the spectacle, but he placed her in a chair that turned her to the window again. He walked to a doorway and gave a shout. She heard a clatter of dishes and realised that part of the pleasure of this unique welcome had been a good smell: of sautéed meat and hot wine. 
 
    A woman appeared: red-faced from a stove but sparkling, a small, buxom person with damp curling hair, wearing jeans and an apron patterned with sunflowers. 
 
    ‘The chef,’ Forset said, beaming, ‘Dolly Creed. Our guest is dying for her sherry, Doll, and too polite to start. Drink up, girl, and get back to your kitchen.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that he was embarrassed. Dolly Creed wiped a palm on her jeans and shook hands firmly. ‘Did you have a good trip?’ she asked, taking a glass from Forset, sitting down and giving all her attention to the visitor. 
 
    ‘Creed?’ Miss Pink repeated, ‘ “Paintings by Creed”? Did I pass your house?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Creed,’ Dolly admitted cheerfully, ‘but that was Myrtle Holman’s cabin; she just sells my stuff. I live in one of the hideous A-frames you passed afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘They were economical,’ Forset put in coldly, ‘and they’re convenient.’ 
 
    ‘If you go for that sort of thing,’ Dolly countered. ‘They clash with the environment. And they’ll never blend in, because they’re the wrong shape.’ 
 
    ‘You could have had Weasel. Then short-term tenants like Miss Pink here could have rented a nice modern place.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no light at Weasel.’ 
 
    ‘Weasel Cabin?’ Miss Pink ventured. 
 
    ‘Creek,’ Forset told her. ‘It’s the old Mormon place to us, but since all the older cabins are Mormon, we distinguish yours by its creek.’ He sniffed. ‘Do I smell burning?’ 
 
    Dolly went out, carrying her glass. ‘A fine artist,’ he murmured when she was out of hearing. ‘That’s hers.’ He gestured to the wall behind Miss Pink, who turned and then stood up, the better to observe a picture of pinnacles with, in the foreground, a dusty little path running through a meadow starred with flowers. It was pretty but too close to chocolate-box art for her taste. 
 
    ‘How did she get that glow of reflected light on the walls?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘She takes photographs and paints from the prints. Very clever. These are all hers.’ 
 
    He meant those that were not photographs of bulls and horses. She walked round the room pausing at Dolly’s paintings, which were mostly of the local sandstone country, but there was one small view of a great canyon, cloud-filled, with just the suspicion of a distant rim and, off-centre, the tip of a butte. Far, far below, glinted a loop of water. 
 
    ‘That’s the best,’ she said firmly. 
 
    ‘It’s her favourite too. She wouldn’t sell it to me until she needed a new saddle. Then she had to let it go.’ 
 
    ‘She must make a good living.’ Miss Pink was aware that western saddles cost a small fortune. 
 
    ‘She does, but so does Myrtle Holman, who takes a commission. Doll sells mostly in town. We don’t get many tourists down here. It’s a dead-end road, and dirt at that. City folk don’t like driving on dirt roads. A few river-runners come up in summer but you’re not going to buy pictures when you’re going down the river, and they don’t get as far as the Holman place anyway. Usually they reach here, see the “Private” notices and turn back to the boats. Leave us to ourselves; that’s how we like it – except for invited guests, of course,’ he added quickly. 
 
    ‘There must be a number of young couples living here. I saw lots of children.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, you came past the Olson place. Jo and Erik have ten kids. Poor Jo. I don’t mean the kids, but she was so unfortunate with her menfolk. They say women gravitate towards the same kind of husband each time. Erik is … ’ He trailed off and looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘Can I dish up?’ Dolly asked from the doorway. 
 
    It was not until Miss Pink had pronounced judgement on the boeuf Stroganoff and an excellent burgundy that Dolly asked curiously: ‘You were saying Erik Olson was – what?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. Olson.’ Forset put down his glass and looked up the valley. ‘Careless?’ he ventured. 
 
    ‘Accident-prone,’ Dolly suggested. 
 
    ‘No, that’s not it either. He’s thoughtless. He’s the kind of guy will be talking to you, and he’d walk round the back of a kicker when the flies were biting and slap it on the rump to emphasise a point. All Jo’s husbands were like that.’ His gaze had returned to Miss Pink. ‘The first was killed when he flew his plane into a mountain in cloud, the second got himself shot— ’ 
 
    ‘He shot himself,’ Dolly said firmly. 
 
    ‘That implies something different. He was climbing through a fence and his gun was propped against the wire and it slipped and went off.’ 
 
    After a moment Miss Pink said: ‘So all the children have different fathers?’ 
 
    ‘There are four from the first,’ Dolly said, ‘two from the second, and all the little ones are Olson’s.’ 
 
    ‘Where do they go to school?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t. At least, Jo’s educated all of them. She used to be a teacher. Must have been a good one. All those kids are bright as paint, and they’ve got beautiful manners. Not like some,’ Dolly added darkly. 
 
    ‘Now, now.’ It was a warning from Forset. ‘Don’t be racist.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, I see. I didn’t mean Birdie; I was thinking of Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn has a lot— ’ Forset began, and stopped. Dolly and he turned suddenly to their plates. 
 
    ‘Jo teaches all the valley children?’ Miss Pink asked brightly. 
 
    ‘They kind of go along to classes,’ Dolly said slowly. Suddenly she seemed to get a grip on the conversation. ‘Birdie is Indian,’ she said firmly. ‘A little Ute girl who was adopted by the Estwicks: Sam and Paula; they have the place across the creek from the Olsons. There was a Ute hand working at Wind Whistle – the upper ranch – about seven years back, wasn’t it, John?’ 
 
    ‘He was married,’ Forset said. Dolly glanced at him. ‘And they left,’ she said. ‘Poor people, you know? Paula – the Estwicks adopted the baby. They didn’t have any children of their own.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Miss Pink was affable, knowing there was more to it than that, but it was not her business. She went on smoothly: ‘But the teacher won’t have twelve children in class all at the same time. Is that right? Twelve children in the valley?’ 
 
    ‘If you include teens,’ Forset said, ‘but Jo’s three eldest are working, but then they all work. Even the smallest can do jobs around the ranch – except the baby, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Full employment.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that. We may not all be earning, but everyone’s doing something, wouldn’t you say?’ This was addressed to Dolly who did not respond immediately but twirled her empty glass. Forset replenished their drinks. ‘There are nine households,’ Dolly said at length, as if she had been calculating: ‘two ranches, three homesteads and the four cabins. Obviously the ranchers work: John, and the Duval brothers at Wind Whistle. Of the homesteaders, the Olsons have got a couple of cows and a few calves, not enough to keep that huge family, of course. Erik works for John.’ 
 
    ‘Seasonally,’ Forset put in. ‘I don’t employ a man full-time.’ 
 
    ‘The same applies to the Estwicks,’ Dolly went on. ‘They’ve got only a hundred acres or so and a few steers. Paula could run that place with one hand behind her back. Sam Estwick works for the Duvals. They take people into the back country: pack trips, hunting in the fall, that kind of thing, so there’s more work there than here on John’s place.’ 
 
    ‘They’re younger than me,’ Forset said, as if she had accused him of malingering, ‘and they lease all that land in the Straight Canyons. They can afford to run several hundred head.’ 
 
    ‘And then there’s the four cabins,’ Dolly said, ignoring him. ‘Myrtle Holman and her daughter and grandson in the top one; of the A-frames, one’s owned by a retired biologist who’s writing a book on the natural history of the area, and the others are still owned by John. I rent one and the other’s let to a multi-millionaire who’s dreaming up a scheme to build a resort and marina at Gospel Bottom where Salvation runs into the river.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was startled. ‘But aren’t there cataracts— ’ 
 
    ‘He’s got that worked out. There’s going to be another dam, of course, and the river will back up, flood this whole canyon – among others – right back to Horsethief, even up Horsethief, behind Wind Whistle.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t take any notice,’ Forset said comfortably. ‘She pretends Plummer’s got a forked tail and horns. She makes it up as she goes along; it’s an ongoing war between her and Plummer, adds spice to everyday living.’ 
 
    ‘To Glen Plummer,’ Dolly said, ‘the environment is the air conditioning and central heating in his house – and the temperature of a pool. He can put a value on scenery only because that’s the point of having picture windows, but scenery would command a far higher price if you could change it when you got bored with it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink smiled and changed the subject. ‘Who keeps goats?’ 
 
    ‘I forgot the Stenbocks,’ Dolly said. ‘How could one forget Lois and Art?’ She giggled. ‘They’re self-sufficient, or trying to be. Living off the land – with goats, can you imagine? Why is it organic people always have to keep goats? They make a desert of any place you tether them. Goats made the Sahara; did you know that?’ Miss Pink nodded. ‘Wait until you meet them,’ Dolly went on. ‘They’re city folk, from Minneapolis. Grown daughters working in LA, they don’t come home much, can’t blame them for that. It’s not just that Art and Lois are trying to be self-sufficient; they’re so intense about it.’ 
 
    ‘They’re doing their best, Doll.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ She was contrite. ‘Forget it. You’ll have to judge people yourself as you meet them.’ She stood up and started to clear the table, returning from the kitchen with a platter of English water biscuits and a small Stilton. ‘We have them mailed to us,’ Forset said, seeing Miss Pink’s surprise, ‘from a place in the English Midlands, what’s it called?’ 
 
    ‘Hartington,’ Dolly supplied. ‘I was taken over the factory once and I’ve had Stiltons sent to me ever since. I forgot the wine, John.’ 
 
    He went out and came back with a dark bottle. After she’d tasted the contents Miss Pink sighed luxuriously and said: ‘I never thought that I would end a dinner in Utah with a ripe Stilton and a venerable port.’ 
 
    ‘All credit to the chef,’ Forset said. ‘She educated me, even in wines. I was a beer and bourbon man before I met this girl.’ 
 
    ‘Not so much of the girl,’ Dolly protested. ‘I’m forty-three and I love it. But thank you for the compliments. I think, if you enjoy food, then you enjoy preparing it and watching people eat it. And if you like good food you’ve got to complement it with the proper wine, otherwise it’s like elegant clothes and tacky jewellery and your hair in a mess.’ 
 
    They drank brandy with Turkish coffee while the afterglow faded, and then Miss Pink was escorted across the road to the cabin on Weasel Creek. As she stopped the jeep Forset came back asking for her bags. Behind him light streamed from an open door and two small windows as if from a cabin in a fairy tale. 
 
    Her cases were deposited in a room that was lined with pine, where a large bed stood with the sheet turned down over a patchwork quilt. She smelled lavender. Dolly stood in the doorway reminding her that they were going to ride tomorrow, assuring herself that the guest had everything she could conceivably need, promising a lovely morning and that she would be there at ten, saying goodnight. The light in the living-room was switched off, the outer door closed. She heard the truck drive away. 
 
    She sat on the bed and kicked off her shoes. Through an inner door there was a glimpse of white porcelain: not just a shower but a bath too. It might be an old cabin but it certainly wasn’t primitive. She bathed and got into bed. The reading lamp was positioned correctly on the wall and on the bedside table was a set of Chandler novels, some Hillerman, P. D. James and Ruth Rendell. She was too tired to start a new book. She switched out the light. The room was pitch-black and the silence was profound. Then, from above the cabin, curiously resonant among the rocks, came the long hooting call of a great horned owl. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    ‘We have a small problem,’ Dolly said, ‘a small Ute problem.’ 
 
    She stood at the cabin door, her back to the light. Miss Pink was drying her breakfast dishes. Dolly sounded casual, only a trifle put out. ‘Birdie,’ she went on, ‘the Indian child, is missing. There’s nothing to worry about – ’ as Miss Pink looked concerned, ‘ – it’s not the first time. The worst that can happen is she’ll get off her pony and go to sleep and the pony will wander home. She’s too small to walk far.’ 
 
    ‘How old did you say she was?’ 
 
    ‘Six.’ 
 
    ‘You mean, she goes riding alone, in this country, at six years old?’ 
 
    Dolly shrugged and looked round the cabin. ‘I’ve brought lunch so you don’t have to prepare anything. It’s a gorgeous morning. We’re not going to change our plans. Birdie will have gone up Horsethief Canyon and that’s what I intended anyway, take you into Rustler Park. And Birdie will be headed that way. She did that last time.’ 
 
    ‘Why, what’s the attraction there?’ 
 
    ‘There’s an old cave, a ruin or something … This valley’s full of Indian ruins. I guess Birdie’s old enough to start looking for her roots.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t her people worried?’ 
 
    ‘Paula’s always worried about Birdie, and Sam’s in trouble because he’s supposed to keep the child’s pony in a locked paddock. The idea is she’s too small to go off without the pony. And then she goes and jumps it over the rails – bareback! I ask you: she’s not going to come to much harm on the trail if she can do that, is she? Sam will be thinking that way too, so I guess he’s not bothered. Come on, let’s go before the sun gets too hot. You drive to John’s place; I’ll follow.’ 
 
    A handsome, mouse-coloured horse was tied to a rail outside the cabin. Dolly handed Miss Pink a pair of saddle bags. ‘Put anything you want to take in those. Bring binoculars, if you have any; they could come in useful.’ 
 
    ‘I always carry them,’ Miss Pink said shortly, not liking this, thinking that the situation held sinister undertones, trying to stifle the thought with the reminder that a child who could jump her pony over rails bareback could not be incompetent on a trail. 
 
    At the ranch they found Forset saddling a muscular yellow horse which eyed the newcomers with interest. Miss Pink tied her bags behind the saddle and adjusted the leathers. She looked round and spied a section of tree trunk, solid as a rock. Using it as a mounting block, she climbed on, settled herself and started to walk the yellow horse in a circle. Dolly and Forset watched critically. 
 
    ‘He may do a little buck on the grass,’ Forset said. ‘He hasn’t been out recently. Just keep his head up and that’ll be the end of it.’ He turned to Dolly. ‘You’re going into Rustler. Then what?’ 
 
    ‘Either Rustler or the Straight Canyons, I thought, but if we see Birdie’s tracks going up Horsethief into the Straights, we should go that way. We can go up Rustler another time.’ 
 
    ‘She won’t go into the Straights. She knows it’s in the Barrier.’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ 
 
    ‘It has to be. Someone would have found it otherwise. Never mind Birdie; I want to know where you’re going to be.’ 
 
    Dolly sighed. ‘There are two of us, John. Tell you what we’ll do: at the Y below the Twist, we’ll build a cairn in the middle of whichever trail we take. How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘All right as far as it goes, but if you go up Horsethief and into the Straight Canyons, how are we to know which one of those you’re in?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, if we don’t come back by dark? If we’d both fallen under our horses and been so seriously injured neither of us could get back? Come on, John; you’re as bad as Paula Estwick.’ 
 
    She was mounted now. He looked up at her dumbly: an elderly greying man wearing his heart on his sleeve, forgetting that a third person was present. Miss Pink turned her horse and started to walk away. Suddenly Dolly was beside her and both horses sprang towards open ground. For a moment the women had their hands full. Miss Pink’s mount sketched a buck before she had him under control and then they turned and waved to Forset who was watching anxiously. 
 
    ‘He’s getting senile,’ Dolly said. ‘He thinks I’m one of his daughters.’ She grinned tightly as her gelding danced. ‘Maybe he’s worried about old Yaller there.’ 
 
    Not as much as I am, Miss Pink thought. She had no time for the view, not even to notice their direction. She was waiting for more bucks. They came to the creek and plunged through, scattering diamonds in the sun. Their jeans were drenched. As they came up the far bank Dolly shouted: ‘O.K.?’ on a rising inflection which Miss Pink recognised with a sinking heart. ‘Keep behind me,’ Dolly shouted, and they were off. 
 
    The yellow horse moved like a dream and in a moment her qualms evaporated and she was enjoying herself, remembering just in time to stay on the trail where the mousey rump ahead effectively blocked Yaller’s attempts to break into a gallop. Dolly was going at the brisk lope of a range rider and Miss Pink admired the control she had over her mount when another animal was pounding on its heels. 
 
    After half a mile they came to a loop of the creek and slowed to a walk. The trail ran along the bank, in places eroded by flash floods. Suddenly the ground crumbled under the yellow horse and his hind quarters went down. Scrambling with his front feet he clawed his way back like a dog, emerged on the bank and tried to take off as he felt the grass under his feet. 
 
    ‘Hold him,’ Dolly called – softly so as not to exacerbate matters. 
 
    Miss Pink did so. Restrained on the spot, the yellow bucked, bucked higher, his rider clutching the horn. Then Dolly walked her horse deliberately past his nose and he fell into place behind, mild as a lamb. 
 
    ‘Now we can settle down,’ Dolly said over her shoulder. ‘How do you like him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s great fun,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Smooth as silk – most of the time. But an appalling name – Yaller.’ 
 
    Dolly dropped back and walked beside her. ‘John is devoid of imagination. This one’s Mouse.’ 
 
    ‘I thought that was your horse.’ 
 
    ‘John gave it to me.’ Miss Pink was silent. ‘You might have noticed,’ Dolly said delicately, ‘that John’s taken a shine to me. His wife died years ago, and his girls live in the East and he’s lonely.’ 
 
    ‘He’s also in love.’ 
 
    ‘Is it all that noticeable?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I’m more observant than most people.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well— ’ Dolly was defiant, as if the question had been asked. ‘I’m not going to marry him. I value my independence.’ 
 
    ‘We all do.’ 
 
    Dolly shot her a glance. ‘You saw how protective he was. I couldn’t stand that. At the cabin I can stay out all night, visit with friends in Grand Junction, wherever. How could I lead that kind of life with John? Old men are terribly possessive. I like things as they are. I’ve got my horse and my home and a studio; I’ve got enough money for good food and nice clothes and pay the vet’s bills, and I’ve got my freedom. What more could I want?’ 
 
    ‘You never married?’ 
 
    ‘Ladies like me don’t marry; they have relationships.’ 
 
    ‘And children. You never wanted them?’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t.’ She turned innocent eyes on her companion. ‘And you? You never married?’ 
 
    ‘Touché!’ Miss Pink smiled. After a moment she said: ‘I’m not all that different from you; I write romantic novels where you paint, and perhaps there were fewer – relationships – but, I agree, one does cherish one’s independence. Of course, being able to earn a comfortable living puts one in a position to choose.’ 
 
    ‘A lot of women marry just to be supported. They’re kept women.’ 
 
    ‘An old concept.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true, though.’ 
 
    Conversation lapsed. They had come to another loop of the creek which meandered all the way down this level section of the valley. Now they were approaching that side stream which Miss Pink had noticed last night, and across from the confluence stood the cabin with the goats that belonged to the organic Stenbocks. Miss Pink looked right, up the course of the tributary, and saw rock rising in massive benches to a shadowy cliff that must be showing a false summit, for its crown of spires was hidden from this point; they were too close underneath. About a hundred feet above them, above a black stain on the slickrock, the cliff was gouged: scooped out like an enormous cove in a sea coast. The walls of this cove, what they could see of them, were several hundred feet in height and overhung gently. 
 
    ‘What an intimidating place,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘Can you get into it?’ 
 
    ‘Climbers might, with ropes, but I wouldn’t advise it. There must be a spring, you can see the tops of trees, and this stream has to come from there. It will go underground for a way. The black stain down the rock is just a bit of seepage. But a spring means rodents, so that big bay will be crawling with snakes. Why are you interested?’ 
 
    ‘It’s fascinating to think that we’re looking at a place where no one’s ever been.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that. The Ancient Ones will have been in there. They’ve been everywhere. A lot of their ruins are inaccessible without ropes. The Indians used ladders to reach them.’ 
 
    ‘You mean the Anasazi Indians, like the ones who built the cliff houses at Mesa Verde?’ 
 
    ‘All over the South-West. Mesa Verde, places like that, are just the best examples. The people who lived here weren’t nearly so sophisticated. Their art is good, though. Superb sometimes.’ 
 
    They stared up at the impending walls. ‘What is Birdie looking for?’ Miss Pink asked quietly. 
 
    ‘It’s just a legend. She’s heard a rumour, that’s all. You know how kids embroider things.’ 
 
    ‘A ruin? Or something else?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a story about a cave. Of course there are caves all over the place. Look around you.’ She was right; the cliff walls were pocked with caves, large and small. 
 
    ‘But this cave is special,’ Miss Pink pressed. 
 
    ‘They call it the Cave of Hands. It’s only a story.’ 
 
    ‘What is the story? Real hands?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! Nothing like that. Just a cave with handprints, you know? They often signed their pictures with a handprint, the Ancient Ones, but this cave is just hands, nothing else. I mean, that’s the story.’ 
 
    ‘And no one knows where it is?’ 
 
    Dolly turned to the trail. Miss Pink fell in beside her. ‘It’s like the stories about lost gold mines,’ the younger woman continued. ‘Someone found the Cave of Hands and told someone else where it was and then died. The second man went to find it and never came back so no one knows where he went. That kind of thing. You ask me, someone made the whole thing up to attract the tourists except the tourists never caught on. I don’t believe the place exists at all.’ 
 
    ‘John said it had to be in the Barrier.’ 
 
    ‘Because everyone’s been all the other places: Mormons, miners, ranchers. And no one’s been in the Barrier or the Maze except probably Indians. So that’s where Birdie thinks it is. I suppose the kids think it’s there and she got it from them. But she’s living in a fantasy world! She’s only a little girl; she can’t reason.’ Dolly’s voice dropped. ‘She’s not a secure child,’ she muttered. ‘She can’t be, with her background. I suppose it’s not long since she understood Sam wasn’t her father, that she’s Indian. And she’s looking for traces of other Indians. It’s ironical when you think about it. It’s the Pueblo Indians down south in New Mexico that have the Anasazi blood, not Utes. If the cave exists someone ought to take her there, let her see it. She might be quieter then.’ 
 
    Miss Pink made to respond but Mouse broke into a trot and Yaller followed. As they advanced, the rock behind quickly blocked the cove from view. The formations above them now were different from the elongated spires; these were squat towers in shades of red with pale caps like solidified dough. In places the caps overhung as if they had been petrified the moment before they started to drip. Here and there an outer tower had subsided, like a high-rise on poor foundations, and the cap had slid off to shatter at its foot. 
 
    The pastures ended at a point where the towers came close to the creek. The trail was overhung with cottonwoods. They could hear children calling in the distance. They were passing the Olson place. On the other side of the water the bank rose high and rocky. A butte appeared with a strange triangular rock on its summit. 
 
    ‘That’s the Blanket Man,’ Dolly said. 
 
    ‘Do all the features have names?’ 
 
    ‘The unusual ones. I named some of them. Look, that’s the Stone Hawk.’ 
 
    Above on their right, aloof from the towers, was a grey image like a perched bird, its head sunk between its shoulders as if it were watching the valley. It must have been fifty feet high. 
 
    ‘I didn’t notice that last night,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t show up against the cliff. You see it best from Rustler. If you stand under a column called the Pale Hunter at the side of Rustler, and you get Stone Hawk in line with the Blanket Man, there’s supposed to be a way down to the valley through the Maze. Rustler’s just above us: a mile away perhaps, but there’s the Barrier and the Maze between. The Barrier is the needles and the Maze is these old towers. When you go round, as we’re going to do, it’s nine or ten miles to Rustler.’ 
 
    ‘And is there a short-cut?’ 
 
    ‘John says there isn’t, and he was born here. Or if there is, no one’s found it, so far as I know. It’s played down anyway; no one wants the kids in the Maze, looking for a way through and getting lost. I’ve flown over it; John gave me a trip in a plane my last birthday. It’s terrifying to look down on. The towers have what are called joints all the way round them but they’re not always continuous. If you tried to get through you wouldn’t be able to walk in a straight line for more than a few yards.’ 
 
    ‘In mazes you can leave threads, string … You could build cairns.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that simple. Rustler’s a few hundred feet higher than this point, so any route would be descending. Imagine jumping down to a lower level and then finding you’ve got to retreat because the next jump is about fifty feet – and then finding you can’t get back. Or you’ve forgotten the way back. Or someone’s kicked away a cairn by accident!’ Dolly shuddered. 
 
    ‘But no one has been lost there – that you know of?’ Miss Pink’s smile was replaced by an expression of horror. 
 
    Dolly shook her head vehemently. ‘Birdie would never leave her pony – anyway, she’s got enough Indian blood in her not to attempt to get through the Maze on foot. When they found her the other times – once in Rustler, asleep under a juniper with the pony tied to the tree, the other time in the Twist – each time they heard the pony first. It neighed. Let’s move on. We’re too close to the Estwicks’ place and I can’t stand Paula in hysterics. Or anyone else for that matter.’ 
 
    After a mile or so the trees ended at a wire gate and beyond was a flowery meadow between the rocks and the creek. Dolly closed the gate and they cantered towards buildings in the distance. At the far end of the meadow the Duval brothers were trying to cut a bull out of a herd. Dolly went to help them and, with the approach of another rider, the bull turned meekly into a lane that ended in a corral. 
 
    The Duval men did not look like brothers. Bob was dark and intense and he regarded Miss Pink seriously, even critically – or was he, she wondered, resenting the interruption and thinking of whatever they were about to do with the bull? Alex Duval, on the other hand, was a big bluff man, a jolly fellow, beaming at her, crushing her fingers in a powerful grip, naïvely expressing his surprise that an English lady should be mounted on old Yaller: ‘You didn’t come off when he bucked?’ 
 
    Nothing was said of Birdie until Dolly remarked that they were probably going into Rustler, to see if the child were at the old line camp. 
 
    ‘That’s where she’ll be,’ Alex said, smiling: ‘Fast asleep in the shade with that ol’ pony standing guard; there or somewheres in the Twist.’ 
 
    His brother threw him a glance, then studied the bull in the corral. ‘She’ll come to no harm,’ he said tightly. ‘Nothing to hurt her in the valley.’ 
 
    ‘No one’d hurt a little girl,’ Alex said, varying it slightly, his smile fading to be replaced by a frown. 
 
    ‘She’ll be thirsty.’ Bob’s tone was suddenly loud, his eyes jumping in the shadow of his hat brim. ‘She’ll be wanting home. We won’t keep you.’ 
 
    ‘That was rather a curt dismissal,’ Miss Pink said as they rode away. 
 
    ‘Bob’s like that.’ Dolly was casual. ‘Terribly intense about everything. And of course: two ladies interrupting men at work – with a bull!’ She hooted with laughter. 
 
    ‘They’re very different. You’d never take them for brothers.’ 
 
    ‘You think not? Bob’s the elder, and Alex is a bit – naïve. Not very worldly, you know? I think he’s illiterate, so that could imply he’s simple – but harmless. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.’ 
 
    ‘That was my impression.’ 
 
    Beyond Wind Whistle ranch they left the main valley and turned up that canyon, called Horsethief, which Miss Pink had noticed the previous evening. ‘This is magnificent,’ she announced with sudden fervour. ‘To be entering a canyon which a few hours ago represented the Unknown. I feel like a pioneer.’ 
 
    Dolly was closing the last gate. Miss Pink held Mouse’s reins and stared up the swath of cottonwoods in the bottom to the rock that formed the headwall. Dolly relieved her of the reins. ‘This is where it gets a bit hairy,’ she said. ‘Keep in my track. I never asked: you don’t mind heights?’ 
 
    The canyon was steep-sided and, upstream of the gate, water fell over a band of rock – the Lower Jump, Dolly called it. The trail doubled back on itself. After a long gradient there was a hairpin and the path continued, gently rising, graded for horses, the exposure increasing. 
 
    Miss Pink was disturbed when she thought of Birdie above these drops. She found herself thinking: but the child is an Indian; she may have some ingrained sense of danger like an animal. She shook her head. ‘Do you see any tracks?’ she called, herself seeing only trampled dust. 
 
    ‘There’s a pony ahead of us,’ Dolly shouted. ‘The Duvals have been up here recently, or someone, but the small prints are the latest.’ She rounded a couple of hairpins, gave Yaller room to complete the top turn, and stopped for a breather. They studied the slopes ahead. 
 
    ‘Do we go up that rock?’ Miss Pink was trying to sound casual. 
 
    ‘It’s all right, the horses are used to it. That’s where the trail splits: at the slickrock above the Upper Jump. You take a right and go through the Twist into Rustler Park, or continue up Horsethief and out into the Straight Canyons. Why, there’s someone coming down the slickrock.’ 
 
    ‘Birdie?’ 
 
    ‘No, her pony’s a pinto and this is dull. It must be Sarah Gray. She rides a blue roan.’ She fumbled in her saddle bags and produced a pair of binoculars. ‘It is Sarah,’ she said, focusing. ‘She must have gone up ahead of Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘Could these prints be hers?’ 
 
    ‘No, her horse is too big. This is Jerome Gray’s girl, the retired biologist I told you is writing a book. Sarah’s seventeen and very laid-back. Jerome must have been quite old when she was born; that could explain it: elderly parents. Sarah’s almost too cool; she was grown up already when she was a teenager. Like Birdie … Now why did I say that?’ She looked up the canyon and thought about it. ‘They’re not a bit alike. Birdie’s impulsive – but the child’s taken a shine to Sarah. There’s the parentage: Birdie’s – and Frankie is Sarah’s stepmother. Her own mother died when she was quite small so Frankie raised her. They hit it off, though; you’ll see for yourself.’ She started to move then checked. ‘Funny thing,’ she went on. ‘We’re not ordinary folk in this canyon, and you’d expect sparks to fly more than they do.’ She grinned and Mouse moved up the trail. Miss Pink caught something about ‘the Olsons’. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ 
 
    ‘I said maybe the Olsons keep us sane. They’re normal.’ 
 
    ‘Who isn’t?’ 
 
    But this was too sharp a question for such a lovely day. Dolly interpreted it as rhetorical and made no response. 
 
    The girl on the blue roan was waiting for them below the slickrock, horse and rider immobile against the shining sky, the abyss plunging beneath them. Statuesque and watchful, they fitted their environment, even their colours blending with the rock: the horse’s grey coat, the girl’s faded shirt and jeans, her drab hat. She was slim and tanned with long russet hair. Pale eyes were shadowed by the hat brim. There were bulky packs behind her saddle. 
 
    ‘No sign of her?’ Dolly asked, and made the introductions. 
 
    Sarah smiled and said: ‘No sign of who?’ 
 
    ‘Birdie. She’s gone again. Disappeared this morning. Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been in Ringtail for two days trying to get pictures of sheep for Dad’s book. You’re going to Rustler?’ 
 
    ‘If you were in the Straights and saw no sign of her, then she has to be in Rustler. Her tracks are here. You’ve overlaid them now but we were following them to this point.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll come with you.’ The roan turned neatly and they fell in behind, the girl automatically assuming the lead. 
 
    The trail ran into bedrock and forked at a large cairn. They took the right fork which started to climb and now the way was marked by the rudimentary cairns which hikers call ducks: one stone placed on another at salient points. The rock was soft and rough and the only sounds were the muffled clop of hoofs and the creak of leather. They began to feel the power of the sun reflected by rock which had been exposed to the heat since early morning. 
 
    They came out on a brow and saw the next duck on a lip above. They were mounting a system of rounded terraces that rose, one above the other, to a rank of pinnacles in which there seemed to be no break large enough for a cat to slip through. The terraces, although horizontal, were not always continuous. Some ended abruptly above a precipice, others were blocked by the outer edge of buttresses. In places the riders would approach a short but impassable wall to swing sideways along its foot until a line of weakness allowed them to turn the obstacle. They scrambled up shallow gullies and climbed bulges with a screech of nails. They did not dismount but they rode with loose reins, allowing the horses to pick their way. The ledges were not bare. Juniper and small pinyons had established themselves in cracks, and here and there a clump of Indian paintbrush flamed scarlet against the sun. 
 
    They reached the fissured wall that formed the base of the pinnacles, and turned left along a platform where patches of sand were marked by tracks. ‘You see?’ Dolly called to Sarah, and the girl nodded. ‘She came by here,’ she called back. Miss Pink noticed that she did not say: ‘She is here.’ 
 
    ‘Is there no other way out?’ she asked. 
 
    Sarah turned to regard her levelly but it was Dolly who answered: ‘No, no other way.’ 
 
    Deep chimneys rose above them, inviting for a distance: pleasant back-and-foot work for old climbers, and then, fifty feet up, the way would be blocked by a monstrous wedged boulder. Or a rough crack, with splendid holds, fined down to a line which, defying convention, would angle across a wall to a sheet of ochre rubbish like flaking plaster. This was one place where no one would ever want to climb, but a spectacular place for all that, and more so as one penetrated its mysteries. 
 
    Miss Pink had a sudden hawk’s-eye vision of their party traversing this ledge under the titanic wall with its jagged skyline. The terrace was strewn with rock like breadcrumbs and the junipers were bonsai trees, the three riders dwarfed and all but lost under the rock. She was askance at their temerity in coming here. She heard a squeak and saw a chipmunk perched on a boulder, scolding them, its tail jerking spasmodically with every cry. 
 
    The chipmunk was not awed by the scale; the boundaries of its world were probably no further than it could see. Lulled by their steady progress, she reflected on her situation relative to that of a small rodent and concluded that she preferred to be human. She could, with application, reduce the scale to manageable proportions; the chipmunk was totally at the mercy of snake or buzzard: tangible dangers which could never be reduced. Prey animals must spend all their short lives listening for the soft passage of a body crossing sand, or the brush of wind through pinyons in the terrible penultimate moment before the strike. 
 
    A clump of cactus caught her eye, the blooms a spray of saffron cups. Yes, it was good to be human on a fine morning in Utah, with wars and violence far away, in another country. 
 
    Mouse turned at right angles; Sarah on the roan had vanished. Panic seized her. Where— ? Fallen? There was no commotion. Yaller swung round a rock as big as a cabin and a few yards away a grey rump was a pale blob in the gloom of a mighty portal. Still she could not see Sarah. The horses’ hoofs were silent in the sand. Walls rose on either side, near enough to touch, sometimes both at the same time. She had to be careful not to scrape her knees. The shadowed rock soared until it caught the sun blindingly. This, then, was the Twist. A canyon wren suddenly burst into song, the notes descending to a gurgle. Mouse turned again and she saw his muscles bunch. He heaved and was on a higher level. Dolly shouted something and Miss Pink grabbed the horn a moment before Yaller gave a lurching spring up a bank. 
 
    On they went, turning, twisting, until they came to a level defile still between walls but now they could see sunshine on ground ahead, and grass in a frieze against the light. 
 
    At first sight Rustler Park was a gently sloping meadow surrounded by rock, with an isolated reef towards the centre. On three sides were the pinnacles, on the fourth was a wall, not very high, perhaps a hundred feet, a wall that was a plinth for towers and buttes in fantastic shapes with the light showing through in the most unexpected places. ‘Incredible!’ breathed Miss Pink and turned with relief to ordinary grass, clumps of sage, wildflowers. 
 
    ‘We’ll try the line camp,’ Sarah said, and they moved out towards the reef. 
 
    It was a large park, over a mile square, and it was not at all level once they were crossing it. There were old water courses, quite deep, into which they disappeared for minutes at a time. A person might stay hidden in this place even if he were mounted. They climbed a bank and paused. Dolly swore softly. ‘There’s no pony about,’ she said. ‘It would have whinnied. And our horses are showing no interest.’ 
 
    ‘It’s hot,’ Sarah pointed out. ‘She’d be round the other side, in the shade.’ 
 
    They came to the reef at a point where a corral had been built against the rock. The rails were broken now and a low cabin was in no better shape, sagging forlornly, its roof collapsed. Sarah looked down through the beams without dismounting. There was a sound from the interior; they all heard it: unmistakable, like a big grasshopper clattering as it took off. The roan jumped and tensed, its eyes glaring. 
 
    ‘Well, she wouldn’t be there,’ Dolly said grimly, ‘but the pony’s tracks are here.’ 
 
    They moved towards the end of the reef. Miss Pink remarked that there must be rattlesnakes everywhere. 
 
    ‘There are,’ Dolly assured her. ‘Normally they get out of your way. It’s only in enclosed places they’re dangerous, when they’re cornered. But no one in their senses would go in a ruin, particularly that one.’ 
 
    ‘That snake’s years old,’ Sarah said conversationally. ‘It was there when Dad brought me up here the first time. I was twelve then.’ 
 
    ‘You can distinguish them?’ Miss Pink asked in amazement. 
 
    ‘Of course. They’re all marked differently.’ 
 
    ‘She can’t distinguish all of them,’ Dolly said with a trace of irony. ‘Just the ones she knows.’ 
 
    Sarah said nothing. They came round the point of the reef and there was a screaming neigh from the shadows. The other horses nickered and snorted; there was a jangle of bits and, from Dolly: ‘The little monkey!’ 
 
    A small figure was sitting up in a drift of lupins, rubbing its eyes. Miss Pink saw an unexpectedly pale face above a grimy T-shirt with Mickey Mouse across the front. The skewbald pony, tied to a pinyon, had slewed to face them. It had turned wisely; had it gone in the opposite direction it would have trampled the child. 
 
    Sarah dismounted, took a flask from her saddle bag and knelt in front of Birdie, watching her drink. The child took rather longer over it than seemed necessary, even if she were dehydrated. At length she lowered the flask and regarded Sarah warily. 
 
    ‘O.K.?’ the girl asked. 
 
    There was a nod and then: ‘Is Jo mad at me?’ 
 
    Sarah shrugged. ‘I don’t go off without I tell someone where I’m going.’ 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t have let me go. He locked the gate. I’m going to kill ’im some day.’ 
 
    Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s baby talk. It’s what the littluns say.’ 
 
    The eyes were defiant but the lower lip trembled. The watchers were forgotten. ‘Where’s my dad?’ Birdie asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know where my mom is either.’ Sarah sounded eminently reasonable. ‘I changed moms, same as you changed dads.’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t let me choose.’ 
 
    For a moment Sarah’s shoulders slumped, then she stood up and went to lift the child to her feet, but Birdie hurled herself into the big girl’s arms, sobbing wildly. Dolly shook her head at Miss Pink who, for something to do, dismounted, untied the pinto, collected the roan’s reins and stood waiting until the sobs subsided. Shaken by the occasional hiccup, Birdie stood red-faced and miserable while Sarah wiped her eyes. Suddenly she thrust the older girl away. ‘You show me that cave,’ she demanded. ‘Now!’ 
 
    ‘You have to wait.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’ 
 
    ‘So what makes you different from everybody else?’ 
 
    ‘The others know.’ 
 
    ‘They know about it. They haven’t seen it. You know the story: they’re not old enough.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling lies.’ 
 
    ‘So you don’t believe me. You break my heart. I’m going home.’ 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Birdie said, and kicked the sand. ‘Didn’t you bring no Snickers?’ 
 
    Sarah looked round, her eyes eloquent. Dolly nodded grimly, reached behind her and produced a candy bar. She tossed it over. Birdie unwrapped it in silence, studying Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Who’s she?’ 
 
    ‘A friend of Dolly’s.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like her.’ 
 
    ‘And Indians are supposed to be polite folk,’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘She’s on Forset’s horse.’ 
 
    ‘Not everyone has their own pony,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You gotta ride well enough first.’ 
 
    Dolly stared at her. Birdie thought about this and asked: ‘Did you come off him yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Maybe old Forset will sell him to you, offer him enough.’ 
 
    Dolly snorted. ‘Come on,’ she muttered. ‘We’ve done our bit, and we’re certainly not needed here.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on our way,’ Sarah said, acknowledging the breakup of the party, taking the reins from Miss Pink. ‘Thanks for the candy.’ 
 
    She lifted Birdie on to the pinto’s back, mounted, and the two trotted away through the flowers. Dolly gave a deep sigh. ‘Let’s get out of here; this place gives me the creeps with that rattler round the corner. We’ll go over and have lunch under the Pale Hunter.’ 
 
    They moved across the park to a slim-waisted tower of light rock that stood on the boundary and marked what appeared to be a breach in the Barrier. They tied the horses in the shade and removed themselves to a distance in order to escape the flies. Dolly arranged lunch on napkins on the ground: chicken, rolls, the Stilton in foil but somewhat the worse for the heat, cans of beer, pears. ‘So what did you think of that?’ she asked, not looking at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Birdie? That she’s not a full-blood.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant.’ Miss Pink was silent. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d notice.’ Dolly sat back on her heels and stared at the food like an anxious hostess. Miss Pink was not deceived. 
 
    ‘I’m uncertain whether you’re being naïve or trying to cover up,’ she said. It was Dolly’s turn to be silent. ‘Look,’ Miss Pink went on, ‘I’m proposing to stay here for a month, and on my first day you present me with a situation which is obvious to any person of normal intelligence. Here’s a child who is only half-Indian, but since you maintain that she’s wholly Ute then there’s a secret which you – and no doubt others – know but don’t discuss with strangers. Birdie, you say, is an Indian child adopted by the Estwicks.’ Dolly was expressionless. ‘It’s not an uncommon situation,’ Miss Pink went on. ‘The husband has an affair and the wife agrees to adopt the child. Only with Birdie it’s obvious because of her colour. Now do you want me to conform and put on blinkers? If so, I’ll forget the whole thing, which will be easy because it’s not my business – but don’t insult me by inferring that I’m too dim to know when a child has a white parent.’ 
 
    Dolly popped a can of beer and proffered it. ‘Sorry. It was a last-ditch effort on my part to bluff it out. Neighbourhood loyalty and all that. You’re right about her parentage, except that the one who, as you so delicately put it, “had an affair” wasn’t Sam, but Paula. She’s Birdie’s real mother, and the father was a Ute working for the Duvals like I said last night. Paula and Sam married after Birdie was born. When Paula got pregnant she was living alone with her old dad and she went away for a year or so, came back with the baby and the usual story of marrying a guy and he ran off and left her with the kid. Said he had Mexican blood, which accounted for Birdie’s dark colouring. I mean, it’s darker than white, isn’t it? When Paula’s dad died she and Sam got married. He was just a cowhand and glad of a home and a woman to look after him. Am I being bitchy?’ 
 
    ‘How much does Birdie know?’ 
 
    ‘She has to know Sam’s not her father. You heard her ask Sarah where her dad was. She’ll have got the story from Jo’s kids, but they wouldn’t tease her about it. That tribe is so mixed up with all the different fathers that I don’t expect the younger ones give it a thought that she’s not Sam’s child.’ 
 
    ‘What’s Birdie’s mother like?’ 
 
    ‘Big, plain – typical ranch wife. She was brought up Mormon by the old man and, although she lapsed after he died, she’s hung on to some of the bad habits, like no coffee or drink, so Sam would have a hard time of it but that he visits with the neighbours, particularly … Well, he has to go out for his drink,’ she ended lamely. 
 
    ‘Is Paula a good mother?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of … No, she isn’t, not the way you mean. She swings between being over-protective and permissive. She just doesn’t know how to cope. But Birdie would be a difficult child for any woman to raise. She drives me up the wall.’ Dolly thought about that and went on: ‘Jo has a very loving relationship with her, though; you heard her ask if Jo was mad, not a word about her mother – and you saw how she was with Sarah. She can be sweet. I feel sorry for her although she’s so damn rude – but, six years old, a half-breed and a bastard: poor little kid. Trouble with Paula is: she feels guilty; six years ago she committed a sin – perhaps the only one of its kind – and there’s Birdie to remind her of it for the rest of her life. If she was Jo’s baby it would be no different to her from having a baby by a Mexican or a Swede. And Sarah! She’d be fascinated to see how the cross-breeding’d turn out. Sarah’s a scientist’s daughter to the core. Me, if I was Birdie’s mother, what I’d see is fine bones and bad manners, but Paula – hell, all she sees is sin.’ 
 
    ‘How do the other children treat her?’ 
 
    ‘Carefully. She behaves better when she’s with them because, I suppose, in her mind Jo belongs to them. But she likes to be cuddled by Jo and then she’ll stare hard at the others as if she’s won a point. I’ve seen it happen, and the little Olsons look away and get very busy doing something else. It’s obvious that she needs people to be demonstrative and if she can’t get it from her own mom she’ll come to the old earth mother. Jo mothers everyone, including her men.’ 
 
    ‘How does Birdie relate to other Indians?’ 
 
    ‘Now that’s odd. You know we adopt the culture we grow up in, irrespective of parentage? Birdie behaves like an Anglo child as regards Indians. Jo takes the kids to town in the pickup and Paula lets her take Birdie. She acts just like the others: ignores adult Indians and stares at their children coldly. But she’s fascinated by the Anasazi, no doubt about that. And it’s not surprising. Jo tells them stories about the Ancient Ones, and then there are all the ruins. It’s the fashion to cultivate the first native Americans; they were too long ago to have any vices. And their houses are beautiful, the way they blend with the rock. It’s difficult keeping the children out of them.’ 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t – oh, rattlers.’ 
 
    ‘That, and where they’re built: in the weirdest places.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked down the slope below the Pale Hunter and into the stony wilderness they called the Maze. 
 
    ‘I was thinking more of cliffs,’ Dolly said. ‘They wouldn’t build houses here; they had to be close to water. No one would ever live in the Maze.’ 
 
    Miss Pink wiped her greasy fingers on a napkin and stood up. She took a few steps to the edge. ‘You line the Stone Hawk with the Blanket Man?’ 
 
    Dolly came and stood beside her. ‘That’s right; Blanket Man is almost hidden by the Hawk, but look at what’s this side of them!’ 
 
    The ground fell gradually towards the hunched stone bird, more distinctive from here than it had been from below. It must have been a mile away but in the translucent air it looked only a third of the distance. Immediately below them there was an earthy gully, and the towers started at the foot of it: squarish formations, perhaps eighty feet in height, each crowned by its thick white cap. ‘So close,’ Miss Pink murmured, ‘it looks as if you might jump from one to the other.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you can: downwards.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go a little way: just a few yards. We’ll build cairns.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a spunky lady.’ Dolly was amused. ‘O.K., but I’m not going more than a hundred yards. After that you’re on your own.’ 
 
    They gathered the remains of the picnic and stowed them in the saddle bags. They moved the horses until they were in deeper shade. Dolly picked up a dead branch and they started down, Miss Pink leading. ‘Here,’ Dolly said at the foot of the slope, ‘take this.’ 
 
    Miss Pink took the branch and hit the rock experimentally. ‘They ought to hear us coming anyway,’ she said loudly. ‘Trouble is, down here, it’s rather difficult for them to get out of our way. They might feel cornered.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to go slow, building cairns.’ 
 
    ‘There is a cairn.’ 
 
    They stood and stared at a neat pyramid at the mouth of the slit between the first towers. It had not been visible from above. ‘That’s wild,’ Dolly breathed. 
 
    They moved forward, forgetting the noise they should be making to drive the rattlesnakes away. They looked down at the cairn, they peered into the dark joint; their gaze travelled sideways. ‘No!’ Dolly gasped. A few yards away, at right angles, was a diminutive duck. 
 
    They walked to it, found it stood outside another joint at the end of which was a cairn in a ray of sunshine. They moved down the joint carefully, their eyes scarcely having time to adjust to the gloom before they came to the cairn and saw that it was at the intersection of three ways. The wall of the tower on the right overlapped. They looked, and saw the next cairn along the joint on the left. 
 
    ‘They’re built where you turn,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘Yes, but who built them? I never dreamed there was a trail here.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t look.’ 
 
    ‘I never came down the first slope. I’ve passed the Pale Hunter dozens of times but there’s no way I’d come down into the Maze on foot – until today. I’d sooner have swum the Colorado.’ 
 
    ‘But this trail is well marked.’ 
 
    ‘There are no tracks. Didn’t you notice? There’s not one footprint ahead of us.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. And the sand is wavy. No one’s been here since the last rain. When was that?’ 
 
    ‘The rain took the last of the snow. That would be in February. You’re not going on … ’ Miss Pink made to move forward. 
 
    ‘Why not? We’ve got the cairns to guide us back.’ 
 
    ‘As long as – ’ Dolly looked round and shivered, ‘ – as long as they’re the only cairns.’ 
 
    ‘You think there’s more than one trail?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know there is a trail. All we know is there are cairns. They don’t have to be the only ones; we could follow the wrong line back.’ 
 
    Miss Pink studied the other’s face. ‘We’ll put a duck beside each cairn.’ 
 
    They penetrated deeper into the Maze, placing ducks beside the cairns as they went. Above them the needles that surrounded the park sank below the level of the towers until they were lost from view. Now, but for the sun, they would not have known in which direction they were going. They worked their way along the bottom of the joints, occasionally sliding down a slope, sometimes forced to sidle between constricting walls. Despite the slit of sky overhead it was like being in the bowels of a stone earth. Sometimes the walls almost met above them. It was a relief to emerge in a kind of well, shadowed at the bottom but with lank grass at the foot of an ash sapling, its crown a sunlit diadem of spring foliage. 
 
    They looked round for the next cairn but there was none. There were four joints leading from the well: that by which they had come and three others. They scouted separately but neither went beyond a corner from which they could look back to the clearing. They found no more cairns. They returned to the ash tree. 
 
    ‘I can only think,’ Dolly said, ‘that someone started to explore and this is as far as he got.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Miss Pink didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    Dolly glanced at her and went on, with a touch of defiance: ‘Well, that’s that. We’d better get back. Can’t leave the horses long in the sun.’ 
 
    Miss Pink refrained from pointing out that the horses were in the shade. She looked thoughtfully at the entrance to a joint that Dolly was supposed to have explored. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said, moving away. 
 
    ‘You’re on your own,’ Dolly called, trying to sound amused but with a shrillness behind the words. Miss Pink smiled and nodded reassurance. Dolly’s eyes were wide. ‘Only a moment,’ Miss Pink pleaded, and walked into the joint. 
 
    Halfway along, a passage went off to the left, the main joint continuing. She stooped, placed two stones with a slab on top and she had a Welsh cromlech: something that could not be confused with a marker placed by someone else. She walked up the side passage to discover, on the right, a sloping gully leading to a heap of jammed boulders. Behind the boulders there was a hole with the light showing through. 
 
    It was quite a large hole, big enough to allow the passage of an adult. She emerged on top of the boulders – which shifted a little under her weight but not alarmingly – and she saw that a few yards away the left wall leaned back, and there were pockets – natural holds – in the rock. 
 
    The angle was easy and the holds were nicely placed. She climbed about twenty feet to a crack which ran up to a pale band of rock. She had found a break in one of those dough-like caps that crowned the towers. 
 
    She stepped out on the summit and looked around, and was overwhelmed by panic. She did not know how long she was confused, probably only for a few moments. When she did manage to get a grip on herself she realised that the basic cause of this disorientation was the light, which was different: emanating from the wrong place; the sun was behind her when she had expected it to be on her right. Worse, she had thought to step out on the summit of the tower to find the Stone Hawk close at hand and the Crimson Cliffs visible on the other side of the valley. What she did see was a great wall looming above the tops of trees and no Stone Hawk, no Blanket Man, not one feature that she could recognise. 
 
    There were the towers, certainly: rising behind her and level on both sides. But in front, this side of the trees, there were only one or two towers, somewhat lower than the one on which she stood. She had come to the outer edge of the Maze and the reason why everything seemed to be askew, even the sun, was that she was facing not south-east but north-east. During their progress inside the labyrinth their general direction had changed by ninety degrees. If they had been observing the sun more carefully they would have realised it. Now she was not looking across the valley but down it, towards the Colorado, although that vista was obstructed by the looming wall. She was above the great cove, that wooded depression set high in the stone barrier that was supposed to be inaccessible except to the Anasazi. 
 
    The Anasazi. At one point, near the foot of the wall, she could see the start of an overhang, a soft bulge, shadowed but softly gleaming with reflected light. There seemed to be marks on the rock below the bulge but the edge of the next tower cut the view, even through binoculars. 
 
    She moved forward and looked down on the next summit which was only marginally lower and so close that a jump would be no more than two or three feet, but downwards. The move could not be reversed. Even if one could spring upwards, there was nothing on the smooth and convex cap to grab hold of, and below – she felt sick – below, the joint could be eighty feet deep. The top of the next tower was remarkably tempting but it was as bare as the one on which she stood. There was not even a scatter of stones to indicate that a cairn had once stood here. 
 
    ‘Melinda! For God’s sake! Melinda! Miss Pink!’ The shout climbed to a despairing shriek. 
 
    ‘I’m coming back. Right now!’ 
 
    She knocked down her cromlech-cairn and met Dolly in the joint before the clearing, the woman’s face pale in the gloom. 
 
    ‘I was terrified! Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Just looking. I’m ready to go back now.’ 
 
    ‘You were up somewhere. I heard you.’ Miss Pink raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, that’s how it sounded,’ Dolly said sulkily. ‘It must have been the echo. You shouldn’t go off on your own. You don’t know what could happen: sprain your ankle, anything. It’s dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Who would be likely to come here?’ 
 
    Dolly chose to misunderstand this. ‘I don’t mean people. I mean getting lost – or bitten. There are scorpions besides rattlers. What are you doing? Why are you knocking down the cairns?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was not knocking them down but carefully dismantling the ducks which they had placed themselves. ‘Because,’ she said, ‘if the Cave of Hands is in the Maze and someone is looking for it, but is keeping quiet, it’s good manners not to advertise that we’ve been here.’ 
 
    Dolly was astonished. ‘You’re thinking of Birdie?’ 
 
    ‘No, she wouldn’t build cairns. This is an adult, but secretive. It would be – neighbourly – to keep quiet, don’t you think? We haven’t been here; we just had a picnic in Rustler and rode out again.’ 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting someone thinks he’ll make money out of it if he finds the cave, that there’ll be a ruin or a tomb and artefacts: pots, weapons, that kind of stuff? Turquoise?’ 
 
    Miss Pink had not been thinking along those lines. She would be hard put to it to say how her mind had been working. In eliminating the evidence of their presence she could be demonstrating a tidy nature rather than prudence. ‘Our tracks are here all the same,’ she pointed out. 
 
    ‘They’ll be washed out in the first storm, and who cares anyway?’ The earth slope appeared ahead, and tall flowers below the Pale Hunter. Dolly was suddenly cheerful now that they were back on familiar ground. ‘He doesn’t have to worry about anyone discovering his secret; there were no cairns after the little ash tree, unless you saw any when you wandered off on your own. Did you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink stumbled and paused to catch her breath. She looked back into the Maze, blandly innocent under the sun, the Stone Hawk once again in line with Blanket Man. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see anything familiar at all.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s this mark?’ Dolly asked suspiciously, staring at a painting of Rainbow Bridge. ‘It looks like soot.’ 
 
    Myrtle Holman peered through her ornate spectacles. ‘That’s shadow, deep shade. I love this picture; it has an aura of magic about it.’ Her tone changed. ‘You should put a higher price on it. A hundred dollars would make it more valuable.’ 
 
    Dolly licked a finger and touched the black smudge. ‘It is soot.’ She showed her dirty finger to Miss Pink who nodded agreement and turned away to encounter the stare of a small boy standing in the doorway of the room, watching them. 
 
    The Holman store (Junque and What-ever) was an extension of the main cabin. Light entered by way of one small window and the open door. It revealed shelves crammed with rusty gin traps and unidentifiable bits of cracked harness, broken pots, smeary glass bottles, and a rank of books with tired jackets. There were two chairs, their backs carved so elaborately that it was a safe bet raw edges would be revealed if the pieces were up-ended. 
 
    The largest piece of ‘junque’ was a glass display cabinet which served as a counter. Its shelves were cluttered with cheap silver and blue plastic jewellery simulating turquoise: belt buckles, bangles, rings and pendants, with polished pebbles and broken crystals and a few badly made kachina dolls. The legend on a belt buckle read: ‘I will give up my gun when they pry my cold dead fingers from it’ above a moulding of a smoking gun. ‘That was my late husband’s,’ Myrtle had informed Miss Pink proudly, seeing the other’s interest. 
 
    One side of the display cabinet had lost its glass which had been replaced by a sheet of plywood. A square of dusty black velvet lay on the flat surface. 
 
    Myrtle stepped back from the painting of Rainbow Bridge and tripped over to the counter on her spiked heels. She touched her lacquered blue rinse and said brightly: ‘I forgot. I cleaned and everything had to be re-hung. Maybe I touched it then. Shawn will get a clean cloth, won’t you, sweetie?’ 
 
    The boy’s eyes moved slowly from her to Dolly. Miss Pink’s lips compressed. He was perhaps ten years old: a country boy, and yet that lack of expression was streetwise. ‘Do you have television here?’ she asked curiously. His gaze was transferred to her and now it was calculating; he was taking her measure. Without a word he turned and disappeared. 
 
    ‘We can’t get T.V.,’ Dolly said, ‘but Maxine’s got one of those sets that will take videos and she belongs to a library. Shawn is an addict, but I doubt he could be corrupted by anything he’s likely to see, and that includes hard porn.’ Her tone was casual, conversational. Miss Pink was astonished but Myrtle listened politely as if Dolly were discussing her painting. ‘So what did your little grandson do?’ she asked sweetly. ‘Put his hand up the stove pipe and wipe it on my picture?’ 
 
    Myrtle fingered the gold chains at her throat with scarlet talons. ‘He’s a child, Dolly— ’ 
 
    ‘Why do you let him in here?’ Dolly started to lose control. ‘Can’t you keep the place locked? You wouldn’t let a dog in, shit all over the floor, but that little bugger can— ’ 
 
    Shawn slipped in and placed a rag on the counter. He did not look at Dolly. 
 
    ‘You smeared my picture!’ she said furiously. 
 
    ‘Now you don’t know that,’ Myrtle protested. ‘He’s only a little boy and you got no proof— ’ 
 
    ‘That’s no little boy,’ Dolly said with withering contempt. 
 
    ‘Is there anything else I can do for you right now?’ Shawn asked his grandmother in a child’s voice. 
 
    Myrtle looked flustered. ‘Go ask Mommy if she needs any help with the supper.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll chop some sticks.’ The tone was ingratiating but the expression remained blank. 
 
    ‘Such a helpful kid,’ Dolly threw at his back as he left the room. ‘I don’t owe you anything, Myrtle.’ The tone was loaded. 
 
    The old woman looked suddenly defeated. She must have been in her late seventies and was so thin as to appear anorexic. The sharp features and the big glasses with their ridiculous ‘jewelled’ chains, her fierce make-up and outrageous eyelashes made her look like some exotic bird in a fashionable fairy tale. She wore a peach-pink dress with coloured chiffon scarves, the waist cinched by a wide gold belt. Half a century ago she might have been in the chorus of a third-rate musical and she had never lost the art of presenting herself. Before the interested regard of Miss Pink she fidgeted self-consciously. Picking up the rag she made to approach the picture. 
 
    ‘No!’ Dolly cried. ‘Don’t touch it! I’ll clean it myself. I’d take it now but I’m riding. I’m going home and get my car and come straight back. I’ll take all my stuff. We’re square, you and me; well, not exactly,’ she amended viciously. 
 
    Miss Pink looked away from Myrtle’s stricken face and saw, through the doorway, the back view of Yaller and Mouse standing patiently at a rail. At that moment something occurred which for an instant she could not identify. There was a movement in the air, a quick sharp flash that seemed to terminate on Yaller’s big rump, and she heard something fall to the ground. All hell broke loose. The horse squealed and kicked, Mouse lashed out in retaliation, Miss Pink plunged through the doorway and saw a screen door closing further along the porch. She strode down the boards and yanked the screen open. Behind her Dolly ran to the horses. 
 
    In the middle of the cabin a woman had caught the boy and held him, his head pressed against her stomach. She was a startlingly beautiful woman, not thin like her mother, but fragile all the same. Her hair was piled carelessly on top of her head, lifted and caught there with Spanish combs. Flaxen tendrils had escaped to curl against the slender neck. She stared at the visitor with eyes the colour of violets, then smiled like an angel. 
 
    ‘You have to be Miss Pink. Hi!’ 
 
    ‘He kicked me!’ Shawn gasped. ‘I only petted him and he kicked me!’ He tried to rub his leg but his mother held him too tightly. 
 
    ‘I’ve told you,’ she said patiently. ‘You don’t go near the big horses. They can be vicious. And you’re too small for them to see you anyway; you could be a fly touching them. Poor little boy. But nothing’s broken; you can stand properly. Show Mommy.’ 
 
    ‘He can move fast too,’ Miss Pink said grimly. ‘He threw a stone at the horse and was in here like greased lightning.’ 
 
    The lovely eyes narrowed. Maxine Brenner released her grip on her son and he moved carefully to one side, out of reach. His mother said gently: ‘I don’t think you see too well.’ 
 
    Miss Pink became aware of a sweet cloying smell. ‘I see well enough— ’ she began. 
 
    Dolly’s voice came from behind her. There was a hiss in it. ‘What did he do, throw something? A rock?’ 
 
    Shawn faded into the shadows like a mouse. His mother stepped back and closed a door. She swayed as she turned to face them and put a hand on the door jamb to steady herself. In that position she resembled a beautiful animal defending its young, but the eyes were vacuous. She was breathing hard and the sweet smell seemed to fill the room. 
 
    ‘Why don’t we all sit down and have something to calm our nerves?’ she asked, subsiding in a chair and staring at Dolly. ‘I’ve never been able to understand this thing you have against kids,’ she went on mildly. ‘It’s not natural in a woman, even middle-aged.’ 
 
    Dolly muttered an obscenity and turned, then stopped short. ‘You’ve got a customer,’ she said. 
 
    A pick-up was turning in off the road. ‘Sam needs a drink,’ Dolly went on nastily. ‘Has to be that; there’s nothing else on offer.’ 
 
    ‘Christ!’ Maxine stared down the track. ‘I can do without him.’ 
 
    Sam Estwick was a tall, spare man in his late thirties. He had a brown hatchet face, cool eyes and a drooping moustache. He wore a greasy cap which he did not remove as he stepped into the cabin. He looked round as if he belonged there, nodding to the company, his eyes resting longer on Maxine. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said rudely, focusing on him. ‘This is a neighbour, Sam Estwick,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘He lives in the canyon and his wife won’t let him drink so he comes here. And that makes me popular, as you might expect.’ 
 
    ‘Listen, Sam.’ Dolly was urgent, ignoring Maxine, as everyone was doing. ‘Shawn threw a rock at the horses. Can’t you do something?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘He’s not my boy.’ 
 
    Dolly opened her mouth then exhaled audibly. She tried again. ‘So what would you do if it was your horse?’ 
 
    ‘I’d beat him.’ He grinned. ‘It was your horse. You beat him.’ 
 
    ‘Over my dead body,’ Maxine said. She had found an empty glass and was staring at it vacantly. Now she waved it. ‘Beer’s in the fridge, Sam. Get me one while you’re there. Sorry – Miss Pink, what’ll you have?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing for me, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘We’re on our way,’ Dolly said. ‘I’ll be back shortly. He put soot on one of my paintings too,’ she told Estwick, ‘but you wouldn’t be interested.’ 
 
    Maxine was regarding her pointedly. ‘You’re letting yourself go, Dolly,’ she said, as if she had given the matter considerable thought. ‘You’re putting on weight and your pants are too tight. How about we go to Denver, buy some new clothes, have our hair fixed nice – a facial perhaps?’ 
 
    Dolly took a breath but Miss Pink was at her elbow. ‘Let’s go,’ she urged, manoeuvring the younger woman towards the door. Estwick followed them out of the cabin. ‘Is that kosher?’ he asked. ‘He really did throw a rock at the horses?’ 
 
    Dolly glared at him. Miss Pink said: ‘I saw it.’ 
 
    ‘The bugger! He’s been on at me to get him a pony for months because Birdie’s got one and all the other kids ride. He can ride himself – but I’d trust him with a pony only as long as he was in my sights. He’s never touched my animal, mind. He knows what would happen.’ 
 
    ‘Over Maxine’s dead body,’ Dolly said sweetly. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well— ’ He looked away. ‘The kid needs a father.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be that, Sam, but you might try acting as a substitute.’ 
 
    ‘No one can control that kid. And the old lady encourages him. She suggested she’d buy him a pony if I found one cheap. He’s got her eating out of his hand, his mother too for that matter. All I can say is: don’t bring an animal up here – ’ his lips stretched, ‘ – and if you come in a car, park where you can keep an eye on it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s jaw dropped. Dolly said: ‘He means it. We got a budding psychopath on our hands.’ They rode away. ‘And small wonder,’ she went on, when they were out of earshot, picking up the conversation where she had left it. ‘What can you expect with an alcoholic for a mother, and that raddled old witch for a grandma? All the same, he’s a runt: he should have been drowned at birth.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘Estwick didn’t mention Birdie’s coming back.’ 
 
    ‘And the part we played in it. He might not know about us. Maybe Sarah didn’t say; she hasn’t got much time for Paula. Anyway, Sam’s used to Birdie going off and he probably thinks it’s a great joke, her jumping her pony out of the paddock. That makes Birdie one up on Paula.’ Dolly glanced sideways at Miss Pink. ‘I shouldn’t think that’s a smooth marriage; everything’s public in a place like this, and Paula has to know where Sam is at the moment, and what he’s doing. It won’t make it any easier for her that. Maxine is bored to tears by Sam; more than that, she wants him out of her hair. Maxine’s set her sights on Glen Plummer.’ 
 
    ‘The millionaire?’ 
 
    ‘Who else? Maxine’s broke. I know she’s lived on food stamps in the past and – tell you the truth – that’s why I let Myrtle go on selling my paintings after I started selling well in town and didn’t need Myrtle any longer. I felt sorry for them, you know? And Maxine hasn’t always been mean. It’s only lately she feels I’m treading on her toes and she’s gotten real nasty. O.K., I know I’m overweight and my hair’s in a mess but that’s not the kind of thing you make remarks about in public. ’Course, she was drunk – and I guess I’d let Myrtle keep the pictures, but not with that little bastard fouling them.’ Dolly’s voice was rising. 
 
    ‘How are you treading on Maxine’s toes?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. Why, Glen Plummer comes over to my place now and then, but he’s the kind of guy will visit with any woman who’ll listen to him. He says he’s bored with all that money and no goals. His wife died last year, of hepatitis, and he’s not over it yet. Maxine’s full of sympathy and since he likes a drink himself I’d never be surprised if they drove off to Vegas one weekend and came back married. She could manipulate him that far – but she gets mean when she remembers I might steal him from under her nose. As for Sam Estwick: he’s in the way; she’s afraid he’ll drive Glen off.’ She was thoughtful. ‘I wonder if she sounds off in front of Shawn. If she did, that could be why he mussed up my picture. They’re very close, those two – and that could account for a lot. She didn’t wean him until he was three years old. At least, that’s her story. I’m not sure Maxine hasn’t a rather peculiar mind in addition to everything else.’ Dolly’s attention was not on the road and the horses loitered. Mouse tripped. She was alert immediately, glanced at her watch and said: ‘I want those pictures where I know they’re safe: in my house. Can we go faster? I must get the car and rescue them before young Shawn decides to get his own back because I spoke my mind back there.’ 
 
    But the ground was giving up the stored heat of the day and Miss Pink had no desire for speed. ‘You go on at your own pace,’ she said. ‘I shall walk and enjoy being lazy.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll see you at John’s – or somewhere. There’s no chance of missing each other in this canyon.’ 
 
    She cantered ahead. Miss Pink checked Yaller’s eagerness to follow suit and when they were ambling peaceably in the dust again she saw that they were overtaking Lois Stenbock and a large white goat. Observing Miss Pink’s approach the woman waited: a thickset figure in a tiered skirt of mauve cotton and a green T-shirt with the head of a jaguar on the front. She looked harassed but not self-conscious, even when the goat jerked her backwards as it made a dive for some weeds. 
 
    ‘Quite a handful you have there,’ Miss Pink said pleasantly. ‘I’m John Forset’s new tenant: Melinda Pink. I passed last evening.’ 
 
    ‘I’m pleased to meet you,’ Lois said. ‘This animal dragged her tether and I’ve been chasing her up the road. Don’t ever keep goats; they’re untrainable, except they’ll always come for food. Their milk’s good, though; it’s free of tuberculosis. Come down to the house and try some. My husband wants to meet you.’ 
 
    Evidently Lois said what she thought and without following through, the implication here being that she had no interest in the visitor. Miss Pink’s lips twitched with amusement as she dismounted to stroll slowly down the track. At the end a man was splitting logs in the yard. As they approached he took a mighty swing at a log, the blade glanced off, chipped the chopping block and there was a resounding clang of steel on stone. Miss Pink winced. The man was wearing sneakers and he could have chopped off half his foot. 
 
    Lois called: ‘I’ve brought our new neighbour to see you, Art. Here, take Snowball, and drive the peg in real hard this time. You’ve got to use the sledge; she’ll pull the peg out if you just push it home with your hand. No, wait; say “Hello” first.’ 
 
    Flustered, dropping the axe, wiping his hands down his jeans, he gave Miss Pink a limp handshake. 
 
    ‘I’ve been hoping you’d come by,’ he told her, his eyes wide and ingenuous. He was a lanky man with thinning grey hair and a grizzled beard, carefully trimmed to a point. 
 
    ‘He’s writing a book,’ Lois said with a proprietorial air. ‘He hopes you can give him some pointers.’ 
 
    Miss Pink smiled, sighed inwardly, and went to tie Yaller to a rail. Stenbock pulled the goat round a corner and his wife took the visitor inside. 
 
    The cabin was dim but airy, screens on door and windows keeping insects at bay, and there were many of these on a warm afternoon. As her eyes became accustomed to the gloom Miss Pink made out a sofa covered with flouncy chintz and scattered with small, hard cushions, easy chairs to match, a large, solid table, scrubbed pale and with a bowl of eggs to one side, an oval stove in the centre of the room and another with a square surface in an alcove hung with copper pans and a battery of kitchen implements. The wooden walls were covered with posters: mountains, islands, a marsh with egrets, a baleful wolf, a sleepy puma licking its paw. 
 
    Lois came from an inner room carrying a jug and glasses. Miss Pink sat down and tasted the milk, which was cold and very good. She admired the posters, the stoves, and the cosiness of the cabin, and was given a run-down on the Mormons of Salvation Canyon who had settled here in the nineteenth century, having had such a strenuous time working their way through the country north of the river that, once across the Colorado, they decided to go no further. The intention had been to colonise the empty region further south, but by the time they reached what they were to call Gospel Bottom their cattle were failing, they had lost two mules drowned in the river crossing – and a woman went into labour on the south shore. They looked around and the men decided that they could not do better than settle here. 
 
    Stenbock came in with his hat full of eggs. ‘That little red chicken,’ he told his wife. ‘I found her nest under the old plough back of the apricot trees.’ He was transferring the eggs to the bowl. Lois watched him absently. ‘While they were exploring,’ she went on, ‘a boy rode up Calamity Mesa on a mule and it slipped and rolled down the slope, taking him with it. That’s why it’s called Calamity. Should you be mixing those eggs, Art? How long’s she been using that nest?’ 
 
    ‘Why, there’s six eggs, so I guess around a week.’ The couple regarded each other dubiously. Lois looked cross. ‘Now they’re all mixed up.’ 
 
    ‘No, I know which were the new ones, but some of them will still be fresh.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t touch them, just leave them.’ They argued, handling the eggs, the visitor forgotten. 
 
    Miss Pink sipped her milk. A tortoiseshell cat came to the screen door and mewed. Still talking, Stenbock opened the screen, closed it, opened it again for three kittens to come bouncing in like furry balls. He checked and stared through the mesh. 
 
    ‘Isn’t that Forset’s horse? Were you out with Dolly? I saw her go by.’ 
 
    ‘We were looking for the little girl: Birdie.’ 
 
    The Stenbocks exchanged glances. The woman’s lips were compressed to a thin line but her husband looked curiously helpless. 
 
    ‘Has she turned up yet?’ Lois asked tightly. 
 
    Miss Pink observed them with interest as she recounted the details of finding Birdie in Rustler Park. They listened with all expression carefully smoothed away. She found herself wanting to arouse some kind of reaction in them. ‘It’s a reflection on the atmosphere in this valley,’ she began, realising that in choosing her words she was sounding pompous, ‘or on the inhabitants, that no one seems the least concerned about the child’s safety, except her mother, or so I’m told.’ She paused. 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of hysteria in this country about the safety of children,’ Lois said. 
 
    ‘In urban areas it’s justified.’ Miss Pink was firm. ‘Not hysteria, but concern. It’s not out of place in many rural areas either.’ 
 
    The man’s eyes gleamed. Lois said, as if Miss Pink had not spoken, ‘I don’t hold with teaching children to distrust strangers. What kind of adults are they going to grow into? Frightened parents have paranoid children. I know Art doesn’t agree with me on this but I raised our two girls without fear or prejudice and now they’re afraid of nothing. And of nobody.’ 
 
    Miss Pink glanced at Stenbock for his contribution but he appeared merely attentive as if he were listening to someone else’s debate. She said: ‘Fear is not a bad thing.’ 
 
    ‘Respect,’ Lois contradicted, ‘not fear.’ 
 
    ‘We could be skirting the same ground.’ Miss Pink was equable. ‘I still find it amazing that a small girl can run loose anywhere without people worrying even a little.’ 
 
    ‘Except her mother,’ Stenbock reminded her, adding, at last, his own criticism, indirect though it was: ‘And our girls are now in Los Angeles, nursing. I’m only thankful they’re sharing an apartment.’ He stared at his wife who sniffed and said angrily: ‘People are like animals; if you show fear they’ll attack. Ruth and Katherine are more than capable— ’ 
 
    A telephone rang, the sound alien in this cabin with its woodstoves, the goat’s milk, the eggs. Lois rose with a swirl of skirts and went to a sideboard. 
 
    ‘Why, it’s for you,’ she said in surprise, holding the receiver for the visitor: ‘It’s Frankie Gray,’ she added in a stage whisper. ‘She must have seen you come down the track.’ 
 
    In a pleasant, cultured voice Frankie Gray introduced herself, mentioned the meeting with Sarah that morning, and asked Miss Pink to come and eat with them. Miss Pink, who held that a certain etiquette should attend dinner invitations – some advance warning – declined politely, citing the need to bathe and unpack. Mrs Gray, however, was persistent, and she was forced to compromise, agreeing to come up later, around nine. 
 
    She turned back to the room. Stenbock had disappeared, Lois was shaking eggs to see if they were addled. ‘You must come and eat supper with us when you’re settled,’ she said pointedly. ‘Art has to milk now and we won’t keep you any longer if you’re going up to the Grays. I’ll be in town tomorrow and I’ll go to the library, see if they’ve got any of your books.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that she was being given to understand that a favour was being conferred on her: she warranted study. They went outside where Yaller, annoyed at the interruptions to the homeward journey, was pawing the dust. 
 
    ‘Would you hold his head?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Lois was suddenly diffident. ‘What do I do?’ 
 
    ‘Just grip the bridle firmly – here.’ 
 
    Yaller rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll call Art,’ the woman said, wanting nothing to do with it, turning with a flare of skirts under the horse’s nose. Miss Pink muttered as he jumped and flattened his ears. There was nothing to do now but wait for Stenbock. He came and held the bridle. 
 
    ‘Are you going to be all right?’ he asked anxiously as she mounted from the chopping block and before he released Yaller’s head. 
 
    ‘I’m heavy enough to hold him down,’ she responded grimly, and managed to do so over the last two miles to the Forset ranch, trotting at a good clip along the verge and sending the sandpipers screaming down the creek when the road came close to the water. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    From the outside the A-frame was raw and lacking in character. There was a balcony at half-height with breeze-block walls below and yellow pine above, except that most of the western wall that opened on the balcony was of glass. The steeply pitched roof lent a cramped air to the structure, dispelled as soon as one approached the main door, which was at the side. Now it could be seen that the accommodation was extensive, stretching back with rooms on two levels. The living-room boasted a mezzanine. 
 
    Sarah, in white bib overalls and a black shirt, had met her at the door and taken her to the main room. Forewarned, remembering the lure of Forset’s picture window, Miss Pink ignored the glass wall and concentrated on the people present. 
 
    Frankie Gray, despite a hospitable welcome, gave an impression of restraint. She was in her fifties, big-boned, with a solidity that suggested exercise and rigid dieting, nevertheless she was clearly not an outdoor type. In this harsh climate she had retained the delicate skin of a girl, and her fine silky hair had been layered and tinted by an expert. She wore a blouson and slacks in pale blue linen with a navy shirt. On anyone else it would have made the wearer appear massive but on Frankie it was chic. 
 
    Her husband, Jerome, was an old man but well preserved. He had the kind of pouchy mobile face, not uncommon among American academics, that is reminiscent of an elderly turtle. From behind large spectacles he observed Miss Pink as if she were a new species, while greeting her in a gravelly Eastern accent and with elaborate courtesy. 
 
    Dolly Creed, in designer denim, stood at a small bar with a stranger who turned out to be the tenant of the third A-frame: Glen Plummer. He was oddly proportioned. Basically a tall man, broad-shouldered with narrow flanks, he had developed a pendulous paunch which, far from making any effort to disguise, he accentuated with a close-fitting shirt decorated with mauve flowers on a white ground. It was hard to relate his taste in clothes with the astuteness required to make millions. No doubt, thought Miss Pink charitably, the old robber barons had their blind spots too. 
 
    Apart from his dress Plummer was intriguing if not prepossessing. His hair grew low on his forehead and had been blow-waved to the extent that he looked furry. He had heavy brows, spreading nostrils and a prognathous jaw, the whole effect being Neanderthal. When he informed Miss Pink that he had been looking forward to meeting her, his voice was surprisingly soft. Exchanging small-talk she looked past him at the view, which was similar to that from Forset’s ranch except that from here they looked directly across the valley at the needles, now a silhouette against the light. Plummer was talking about a Hasselblad. Her gaze came back from the skyline to the long pool below the balcony where the needles were inverted in the water. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of the bulge of his stomach and was irritated. 
 
    ‘You use a Hasselblad, Mr Plummer?’ 
 
    ‘I always buy the best.’ 
 
    She could think of nothing to say to this and he seemed to find her silence disturbing. ‘With a Leica,’ he went on, ‘you pay for the name.’ 
 
    ‘And what is your field of interest?’ 
 
    He was disconcerted. ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘In photography. You don’t use a Hasselblad for snapshots.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m bored with photography now. It held my interest for a while but I can’t remember the last time I used a camera. D’you know anyone wants to buy a Hasselblad? Same with everything: I buy a power boat for racing, sell it next month. Skiing: go up to Tahoe, buy the complete outfit, never use it after a coupla weekends. My garages are full of toys: water skis, trail bikes, racing cars, you name it. I got no motivation.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your work?’ Finesse was not called for with Mr Plummer. 
 
    He beamed. ‘I buy and sell. I’m an entrepreneur. I promote, I finance, I get schemes off the ground, sometimes I manage them. Getting the right calibre of employee these days is impossible. The labour turnover in my companies you wouldn’t believe.’ 
 
    ‘Office staff?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone. Senior executives, clerks, truckers, you train ’em … why, I had to learn myself how to operate the computers, then you train people to take over, soon as they’re proficient they’re off: working up the road for better wages than I’ll pay ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Where is your business located?’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ He was enjoying himself. ‘I’ve got so many I have to count them; let’s see, there’s the condo in Santa Fé but that should be sold this weekend. The consortium that was after it was holding out for us to knock off half a million. I’m not bothered. If they do back off, there are other people anxious enough to buy. It’s a bargain at two million.’ 
 
    ‘You’re selling a condominium in Santa Fé for two million dollars?’ 
 
    ‘It’s in a select neighbourhood.’ 
 
    ‘It’s cheap,’ Dolly said from behind Miss Pink. ‘You’re being taken for a ride.’ 
 
    They started to argue. Frankie Gray approached and suggested they move out on the balcony to enjoy the evening. There she seated herself beside Miss Pink and said calmly: ‘I was rescuing you. Dolly and Glen will now argue themselves hoarse over money. She wants to divert some of his millions towards the environment. So far she hasn’t succeeded. I don’t think Glen is greatly drawn to the environment somehow. And how are you liking Salvation Canyon?’ 
 
    ‘Enchanting.’ Miss Pink made to continue but stopped. 
 
    ‘You’d qualify that?’ 
 
    ‘Not to retract. I wouldn’t say that rattlesnakes and childish pranks are enchanting, but they have drama. I don’t imagine life could ever be dull here.’ 
 
    ‘Some people find it so.’ 
 
    ‘But they don’t live here. If you choose to stay— ’ She faltered and looked away from her hostess’s smart suit. 
 
    ‘I choose.’ Frankie smiled, guessing what was in the other’s mind. ‘Because I live in the sticks is no reason to go about in an Indian skirt and sneakers. But I love the canyon; I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. I enjoy our trips; we like to go to London for a week or so in the fall, and sometimes I go with Jerome when he attends a conference in a place I’m fond of: Paris or Rome or Vienna, but I can’t wait to get home. People en masse bore me very quickly.’ 
 
    Sarah came and sat on the foot of her stepmother’s chaise longue. ‘Frankie’s got no interests outside of salons and shows,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Cooking is no interest?’ 
 
    ‘I meant when you’re abroad. You don’t care for skiing and you’re not interested in horses. When we go to another country,’ Sarah told Miss Pink, ‘we split up like atoms. My dad’s at a conference, Frankie’s shopping, I’m at Olympia or Badminton or St Moritz.’ 
 
    ‘You go to conferences too,’ Frankie said. 
 
    ‘I go to some of the lectures, those I can follow, but most of them are too specialised for me. I’m no academic.’ 
 
    ‘Are you thinking of a career?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘It’s a difficult question. At the moment I’m doing the illustrations for a book my father’s writing on natural history. It’s quite demanding. I was in the Straight Canyons for two days trying to get pictures of bighorn sheep. I used three rolls of film and I haven’t got anything that’s even passable.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Frankie asked, concerned. ‘What does Jerome think?’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t troubled to print any. We can see what they’re like from the negatives. I’ll just have to go back. It doesn’t matter. I mentioned it to demonstrate the trials of an illustrator. I like spending days in the canyons trying to get the definitive picture of a bighorn ram.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if Birdie might grow up like that,’ Frankie mused. 
 
    ‘Of course she won’t.’ Sarah was surprised. ‘She doesn’t have the background.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t mean— ’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t mean her birth; that could work to her advantage. The genes don’t matter so much as the environment however, isn’t that so?’ Sarah turned to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Nurture not nature?’ she hazarded and saw that Jerome had approached and was listening attentively. 
 
    ‘Sarah has been coming in to the field with me since she could walk,’ he told her. 
 
    ‘Anyway, Birdie is all emotion and mysticism,’ Sarah pointed out. ‘She’ll be into Tolkien and Richard Adams in a few years.’ 
 
    Her parents laughed. Everyone was on the balcony now and Dolly said, mystified: ‘What’s wrong with Tolkien?’ 
 
    ‘I was just saying Birdie’s the type will lap him up.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right – providing she settles down enough to learn to read. What did Paula have to say when you brought her home?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t go to the house. I left Birdie at the road-end. I asked her if she’d be all right and she said Paula wouldn’t whip her because if she did she – Birdie – would run away again.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll run in any event,’ Frankie said. ‘Paula must learn to accept that.’ 
 
    ‘Could you?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘If she were your child?’ 
 
    Frankie said: ‘She rides as if she’d been born on the back of a horse, and Sarah says her pony is very steady. What could happen to her?’ She had turned to her husband but he addressed his reply to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘These country children know all the dangers,’ he told her. ‘They absorb them instinctively, like animals; you never hear of a ranch child being bitten by a rattler— ’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you do,’ Sarah contradicted, ‘but they’re subnormal, or at least, they’re kids without any fear … There was that boy in the Nebo valley last year, only six, and he was hunting snakes in an old barn. Same age as Birdie but a lower level of intelligence. He could be spared.’ 
 
    Miss Pink pricked up her ears but Jerome was saying: ‘How intelligent is she?’ 
 
    ‘She’s shrewd. She may be more than that; it’s early yet to tell.’ She regarded her father. ‘Doesn’t this running away – three times now – remind you of something?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Suicide? Contrived attempts at it: cris de coeur. You think she’s sending out messages?’ 
 
    Plummer burst in, wide-eyed: ‘You don’t think she’s going to commit suicide?’ 
 
    Dolly patted his arm soothingly. ‘No, dear. The similarity is just in sending messages. Birdie is trying to call our attention to the fact that she doesn’t have a father.’ 
 
    ‘So if she’s doing it consciously: attracting attention,’ Sarah resumed, ‘that suggests a high level of intelligence for her age.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be interesting to see how it develops,’ Jerome said. 
 
    Sarah looked thoughtful. ‘Badly, would be my guess – unless Paula sees the light and adopts a more reasonable attitude.’ She exchanged a long look with her father. 
 
    ‘It’s not worth it,’ he said. ‘I think we should leave well alone, let Birdie take her chance. After all, she’s got the Olsons across the river, it’s not as if there were no one to befriend her. How does she play?’ 
 
    ‘She’s wild, but not violent. It’s all talk, this stuff about killing people— ’ 
 
    ‘Who does she say she’s going to kill?’ Plummer interrupted. He was the odd man out in this company but the others were patient with him. Miss Pink realised with some amusement that, with the exception of herself, the party was composed of the occupants of the new cabins. There was no one from the other side of the road, but Plummer, she thought, did not really belong on this side. She concluded he had been invited as a partner for Dolly. 
 
    ‘Where other children sulk,’ Sarah was telling him, ‘Birdie says she’s going to kill people. But like I said, it’s only talk – unlike Shawn, for instance, who says nothing and behaves violently.’ 
 
    ‘Guess what!’ Dolly exclaimed. ‘He threw a rock at Miss Pink’s horse!’ 
 
    Everyone looked shocked and clamoured for an explanation. Dolly obliged them: ‘And that’s not all,’ she went on, and related how she had found her painting daubed with soot. ‘Of course, that’s why he threw the rock, because I was bawling him out. So that finishes me with the whole family, because obviously Myrtle and Maxine will have nothing to do with me after I sounded off about Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘I think Shawn has more problems than Birdie,’ Jerome said. 
 
    ‘And for the same cause,’ Frankie put in: ‘A broken home. No father in either case.’ She looked at her stepdaughter fondly. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t always follow,’ the girl said. ‘Look at the Olsons. Six of them don’t have natural fathers and see how they’ve turned out.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they’ve got Jo.’ 
 
    ‘Where would we be without earth mothers?’ Dolly asked, and everyone smiled indulgently except Glen Plummer who looked as if he were trying to discover the joke. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jo Olson looked no more like an earth mother than did Miss Pink. She was plain and dumpy, with long hair of an indeterminate shade caught back in a clasp of plastic beads. She wore a blue work shirt, jeans, sneakers, and the type of granny spectacles that had been the rage a few years ago. She was sitting in a rocking chair on the porch of the Olson cabin, two kittens and a naked baby on her lap, surrounded by six more of her children. The younger ones had observed Miss Pink’s approach, had gone to meet her at the road-end and accompanied her like a guard of honour to the cabin. Of course, it was a formal visit, a necessary one. The Olsons were the only family in Salvation Canyon that she had not met and, although intrigued by the occasion, she had had qualms about meeting them. She was not always at her ease with children but now, seated in the shade of the eaves, she felt as if she were participating in a kind of entertainment. 
 
    ‘No school,’ Jo was saying in answer to her question. ‘It’s Saturday.’ 
 
    Debbie, a child of five with a blond pony-tail, in slacks much too large for her and a purple velveteen blouse, had been regarding the visitor intently. ‘Did you forget it was Saturday?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I did,’ Miss Pink confessed. ‘How do you remember?’ 
 
    ‘Because we have school Monday through Friday. Saturday and Sunday we work.’ 
 
    ‘She means weekends we do the farmwork we don’t have time for other days.’ The speaker was a beauty in a western shirt and a man’s tweed cap. She was darning a sock with great care. ‘The littluns mostly play weekday evenings,’ she added. 
 
    ‘There’s the milking evenings,’ a small boy pointed out. He was as blond as his little sister, and as serious, concerned now that the visitor should not think of them as idle. ‘But we don’t have lessons Saturday and Sunday; that’s the difference.’ 
 
    ‘Who says what jobs you shall do?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Jo rocked back and forth, kittens and baby comatose on her big thighs. She smiled serenely at her brood and let them do the talking. 
 
    ‘Mom says what has to be done,’ the blond boy said. 
 
    ‘We tell her first,’ a six-year-old reminded him. She must come between him and the solemn five-year-old. Miss Pink had been told all their names – and those of the absent trio who were doing odd jobs for neighbours – and had forgotten most of them, although, after ten minutes in their company, she was sorting them by their appearance. The four youngest were obviously all from the same father, fair and blue-eyed: the boy of eight, his young sisters and the baby. These were the Olson children. 
 
    There was a dark, thin pair of twins, boy and girl, perhaps ten years old, who did not say much, and there was the girl, Jen, in the becoming cap, who was also dark, and the only real beauty among them. She was about fifteen, very different in appearance from the little Olsons, but they were all united by their manner, and their manners. They were very still children but it was a stillness charged with vitality and intelligence. They were attentive. Even the small girl, Debbie, perhaps she more than her siblings, listened, considered and pronounced. Now she said, summing up carefully: ‘We tell Mom what has to be done, if she doesn’t know, and she says who’s to do it.’ 
 
    ‘Like now,’ Jo said, coming to life. ‘How about some milk, Rob, Laurel?’ The twins stood up and went into the cabin. 
 
    ‘Do you have goats or cows?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Cows,’ Jo said. ‘They’re more economical, providing you’ve got the land.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got four milkers,’ Debbie said. ‘I make the butter.’ There was a concerted movement, a turning of heads. ‘I help make it,’ she amended. 
 
    ‘And we’ve got five steers and a coupla calves,’ her brother said, ‘and we’ll have another calf any time.’ 
 
    ‘You better go and look at Lucy,’ Jo told him, and he got up and jogged round the corner of the cabin. 
 
    ‘I’m not watching,’ Debbie said firmly. She came and stood at Miss Pink’s knee, leaning forward confidentially. ‘I don’t like it when they fall out; I’m afraid they’ll break their necks.’ 
 
    ‘I never heard of one breaking its neck,’ Miss Pink said, responding in kind. 
 
    ‘You didn’t? You’re quite sure? Well, maybe I’ll watch next time.’ 
 
    An Australian collie approached the porch, a kitten dangling limply from its jaws. Behind it came a distraught cat, mewing. The dog walked up the steps and deposited the kitten on the baby’s naked stomach. Jo stroked it absently. It opened a tiny mouth and yawned. The cat rubbed itself against the rocking chair. 
 
    ‘Shelly, see to this lot,’ Jo said. 
 
    The girl removed the damp kitten and put it on the boards. The cat picked it up by the scruff and turned away. Shelly followed with the other kittens, accompanied by the collie. 
 
    ‘That cat goes to be spayed,’ Jo said, handing the baby to the oldest girl. ‘We’ve saturated the neighbourhood with her kittens. Everybody’s cat’s descended from her.’ 
 
    ‘The Grays don’t have a cat,’ Debbie pointed out. 
 
    Jo went indoors. ‘You can try Mr Gray,’ Jen said. ‘See if you can convince him to take a good hunting kitten. He likes you.’ 
 
    ‘The Brenners don’t have a cat neither,’ the child mused. ‘No, I won’t take a kitten to the Brenners.’ 
 
    ‘Why was the collie carrying the kitten?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Debbie turned to her, obviously pleased at her self-imposed role of mentor: ‘What happened is that Bluey lost her pups – she only had two and they died – so she takes Tabitha’s kittens instead. She’s got – what?’ She appealed to her big sister. 
 
    ‘Post-natal depression.’ 
 
    Debbie nodded solemnly. ‘That’s what she’s got.’ 
 
    People emerged from the cabin with milk and mugs and a platter of chocolate-chip cookies. ‘We’ll have to weed those beans before it gets too hot,’ Jo said. ‘Why, here’s Birdie.’ A small figure was crossing the bridge over the creek. 
 
    ‘They still got her pony locked up,’ the boy twin said in disgust. 
 
    In a sudden silence Jen exchanged looks with her mother. The boy who had gone to inspect the cow came back. ‘She’s just grazing,’ he told Jo. ‘No sign yet. She’ll be a while— ’ His gaze followed that of the others. ‘No pony,’ he said flatly. 
 
    Jen said: ‘She can ride the sorrel.’ 
 
    ‘He’s too big for her. It’ll have to be Buster. After we done the weeding, eh, Mom? She can’t ride without we’re there, can she? S’pose she took off?’ 
 
    ‘No sweat,’ Jo said comfortably. ‘Birdie will help with the weeding.’ 
 
    Shelly returned empty-handed. ‘I’ve shut that bitch in the tack-room,’ she said. ‘Let the cat suckle ’em for a while in peace. Mom, Bluey ought to have more pups … oh, here’s Birdie.’ It was a flat statement of fact but then she shot her mother a look of enquiry. Jo smiled reassuringly. She doesn’t need to say anything, Miss Pink thought; they know how to behave. 
 
    Birdie was wearing a clean shirt and denims and her dark curls were damp from a recent shampoo. As she approached she surveyed the company without expression, climbed the steps, walked deliberately to Jo and leaned against her thighs. Jo encircled her with a large arm. Birdie regarded Miss Pink. ‘Hi!’ she said. 
 
    ‘Hi!’ It was the first time Miss Pink had made such a response, but the situation was unique. She felt she had to be careful. 
 
    ‘They put my horse in the stable,’ Birdie said. ‘Where she can see if I takes him out.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was saved from comment by Jen. ‘You asked for it,’ she said equably. ‘You shouldn’t have run off.’ 
 
    Birdie looked up at Jo and pressed closer. ‘You go an’ talk to her,’ she pleaded. 
 
    Debbie tapped Miss Pink’s knee to gain her attention. ‘How old were you when you started to ride?’ 
 
    She thought about it. ‘I don’t remember being on a pony before I was nine.’ 
 
    ‘I started when I was three. Birdie was riding before she could walk properly.’ 
 
    Emotions flitted across Birdie’s tough little face: surprise – quickly suppressed, an assumption of arrogance – then suddenly all feeling was gone, the eyes widened and turned stony. A child on a bicycle was crossing the Olsons’ pasture: Shawn Brenner. 
 
    ‘We’ve got a full crew of field-hands this morning,’ Jo observed. 
 
    Again there was an odd silence, full of unspoken thoughts. Miss Pink did not like it and she expressed a wish to see the garden. Debbie said it was a mess but she would show her all the same, meanwhile Shawn arrived, dropped his bicycle on the ground and came to the porch, his face as blank as Birdie’s. 
 
    ‘Can I help in the garden?’ he asked Jo. 
 
    ‘We’re not riding till after dinner,’ Debbie told him. 
 
    He ignored her and kept his eyes on Jo. Birdie squirmed closer to the woman and sucked her thumb. 
 
    ‘We’ll find a job for you,’ Jo said. 
 
    Debbie turned to Miss Pink and spoke in a very grown-up voice. ‘I want you to meet my dad.’ 
 
    ‘I would like to.’ 
 
    ‘After dinner? I’ll take you. Mom, Miss Pink wants to meet Dad. I can take her after dinner.’ It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    Jo hesitated. ‘I’ll go along,’ Jen said. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Jo told the little girl. ‘I guess you can do that.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that Debbie had neatly engineered what was almost certainly an ‘adult’ expedition, and that Jen had taken it upon herself to supervise the trip. She saw that Birdie and Shawn were staring at each other. Birdie looked up at Jo. ‘I want to go with them.’ 
 
    Shawn tensed, hanging on the response. 
 
    ‘The others are going to have a rodeo,’ Jo said. 
 
    ‘Oh, no!’ It was a wail from Birdie, then: ‘I’m going ’ome, get my horse. I’ll kill anyone tries to stop me.’ 
 
    Shawn’s jaw dropped. Suddenly he was just a disappointed little boy. Jo said calmly: ‘There’ll be horses for everybody. You can only compete one or two at a time.’ 
 
    ‘But Tommy’s best!’ Birdie cried. ‘I can beat everyone.’ 
 
    A look of fury showed in Shawn’s eyes, and was gone. Jo said to Birdie: ‘Maybe if your mom knows we’re having a rodeo, if you promise not to run, we’ll see if we can go get Tommy.’ 
 
    Birdie’s face softened. She pushed her head into the big breasts, while behind her Shawn turned and stared across the creek to the Crimson Cliffs. His hands were thrust deep in his pockets and even through the stuff of his jeans it was obvious that his fists were tightly clenched. 
 
    ‘You certainly lead exciting lives,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘How many girls of your age would have a choice of competing in a rodeo or exploring a canyon on a Saturday afternoon?’ 
 
    They were riding abreast up the track behind the Forset ranch, Debbie bareback on a small black pony, Jen on a sorrel. The little girl gave the observation serious thought. 
 
    ‘My pony needs exercise,’ she said at length. ‘And I can’t do a lot of the things the others do in a rodeo. I can’t rope without a saddle. Anyways, I’m too small to rope.’ 
 
    Jen rode silently, staring at her horse’s ears. Miss Pink was reminded of the girl’s mother, who let the little ones do the talking. ‘What can you do?’ she asked Debbie. 
 
    The child took a deep breath and glanced at her sister. ‘Not very much,’ she confessed. ‘I can try but it don’t get me nowheres.’ 
 
    ‘ “Doesn’t”,’ Jen murmured. ‘ “Doesn’t get me anywhere.” ’ 
 
    ‘So what does Birdie do at a rodeo?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Well, she’s got a saddle,’ Debbie conceded quickly, ‘so she can do lots of things I can’t. ’Sides, she’s six, and there’s only one of her. She’s spoiled.’ It would appear that sometimes she repeated other people’s words. 
 
    ‘And Shawn?’ 
 
    There was no answer. Miss Pink glanced sideways but the child was well below her level, and the cute little cowboy hat obscured her face. 
 
    ‘Shawn wouldn’t want to be left out of anything,’ Jen supplied drily, ‘but he’s not all that good at the trick stuff. He hasn’t ridden as much as the rest of us.’ 
 
    Debbie asked politely: ‘When Mr Forset said Dad was “up the top” did he mean the top of the canyon or the top of the mesa?’ 
 
    ‘The canyon. There’s no fence on the mesa, ’cept at the bottom of the talus.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought he meant. I think we ought to let them out a bit.’ 
 
    The pony broke into a springy lope. The big horses ignored it and continued to amble in the rear. 
 
    ‘Are you ever bothered about her becoming an infant prodigy?’ Miss Pink asked, aware that the tense was wrong. Debbie was a prodigy. 
 
    Jen laughed. ‘She’s a caution, isn’t she? We try not to encourage her and if she starts to show off we squash her flat. And no one spoils her – I mean the neighbours don’t.’ She considered that. ‘People who might try to spoil her – or who could take offence at some of the things she says – them, she hasn’t got time for.’ 
 
    Miss Pink murmured a response, thinking of Myrtle and Maxine, of Paula Estwick. ‘I haven’t met Paula,’ she said. ‘I’ve met Sam Estwick but not his wife.’ 
 
    Jen sketched a nod but made no comment. Debbie came back, jogging, riding like an Indian. 
 
    ‘How old do you have to be to get a saddle?’ Miss Pink asked as the pony ranged alongside. 
 
    ‘When I’m old enough for a horse as’ll fit a big saddle. Small kids always ride bareback; there’s no money for little saddles. Mom says it was the same with shoes until sneakers came along. Kids had to go barefoot ’cause they grew out of shoes too quick.’ Solemn eyes were turned up to Miss Pink. ‘I wouldn’t like that; think of all the prickly pear and stuff! ’Course, it wouldn’t never have happened in our family, everything’s handed down.’ 
 
    ‘I was wondering where you got the pretty blouse.’ 
 
    ‘This old thing? It was Tracy’s. Mom said it made her look like an old movie star, so she gave it to me and Jen made it over. Did you meet Tracy yet?’ 
 
    ‘No. Let’s see: seven of you today – so I haven’t met three: the three eldest.’ 
 
    ‘I’m the third eldest,’ Jen said. ‘Tracy’s eighteen and Sandy’s seventeen. They were working for the Grays this morning; they run a maid service. Mike, he’s thirteen, he’s up at the Duvals’, pulling fence.’ 
 
    ‘This fence is in poor shape,’ Debbie said critically. ‘Dad’s got his work cut out. He ought to be up in this old canyon full-time, just mending fence.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Forset can’t afford to pay him full-time.’ 
 
    Debbie sighed. ‘It’s not fair. Everyone’s poor these days.’ 
 
    ‘Not much money,’ Jen corrected. ‘We’re not poor.’ 
 
    ‘So how come Mr Plummer’s got so much money he don’t know what to do with it? He could give some to Mr Forset.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t work that way.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Why can’t he— ’ 
 
    ‘Be your age, Debbie. It’s economics, and I’m not a teacher. You want to know, ask Mom, get her to explain so’s you’ll understand.’ 
 
    But Debbie had lost interest. They were coming to the end of the flat land that they called Mormon Pasture and the canyon walls were closing in. This was a box canyon with no way out at the headwall; only about a quarter-mile from the end, a trail left the track they were following to climb the talus below the cliffs of Calamity Mesa. In response to her query they told Miss Pink that the trail came out on top of Calamity and a ride across the plateau to the north rim would give them a view of the Colorado. They were standing at the fork in the track when a man on a mule came down from the direction of the headwall. Debbie shouted delighted greetings and Miss Pink turned her horse to meet Erik Olson. 
 
    The initial impression was sombre: a man in dark clothing on a dark mule. Even his hat and chaps were black, his shirt grey, but when he went to wipe the sweat from his forehead he exposed hair as pale as Debbie’s, and light Scandinavian eyes. He acknowledged Miss Pink’s presence gravely, accepted a bag of cookies from his daughter and attended to her chatter. ‘Calamity,’ he repeated, with speculation. ‘Did you ask if Miss Pink’d feel happy on that trail riding a strange horse?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not strange to her. She took him up Rustler yesterday.’ Debbie turned, her eyes anxious. ‘You’re quite happy on this old trail, aren’t you, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘That old trail,’ Jen said. ‘It goes up.’ 
 
    Debbie was mouthing: please! ‘This horse is very surefooted,’ Miss Pink told Olson. ‘I think we can cope.’ 
 
    He nodded, evidently satisfied. ‘So what time d’you expect to be down?’ he asked Jen. 
 
    ‘Long before dark.’ 
 
    ‘Right, I’ll be watching for you. I’m packing it in and going home; I need to fix that old chicken-house in the orchard before a skunk gets in after them young chicks. You take care now.’ He looked hard at Debbie. ‘Remember?’ 
 
    She nodded vehemently. ‘Yessir!’ 
 
    She explained the emphasis to Miss Pink as they started up the trail. ‘Dad says accidents are always the rider’s fault. Whatever happens: if your horse goes over the edge, or puts his foot in a hole, or gets bit by a rattler, it’s your fault ’cause you’re cleverer than the horse.’ 
 
    ‘It’s like, anticipating events,’ Jen put in. ‘There are exceptions, I guess, but that’s the general rule.’ 
 
    ‘A good one to live by in this country,’ Miss Pink said, thinking of the cliffs above. 
 
    In fact they looked more imposing than they turned out to be, and from underneath the ledges had not been visible. Unlike the Twist below Rustler Park, this trail was open and there was no slickrock. For several hundred feet it slanted diagonally upwards to the foot of the cliffs where there was a gully so wide that the path could zigzag without putting undue strain on the horses. In any case, as Jen remarked cheerfully, the exercise was good for them; they had all grown too fat on spring grass. 
 
    Miss Pink was bothered about the heat. The sun beat full into the gully and the air was stifling. Far to the south-west, beyond the big mountains, clouds were piling up ominously, their tops like silvered cauliflowers. 
 
    They came over the lip of the gully and halted. A thousand feet below the green pastures gleamed, in striking contrast to the rosy screes. The slanting route had brought them way out to the east so that they had an uninterrupted view up Salvation Creek to the narrows. Three miles away, a bright yellow speck in the pinyons could be part of an A-frame, while from close below their perch came the whine of a chainsaw. ‘Sounds like fall,’ Jen said: ‘Mr Forset cutting logs.’ Miss Pink could distinguish her jeep standing outside the ranch house, full in the sun. The sun was glaring. She glanced to her right and saw a monstrous anvil-shape, smudgy white and shadowless, looming above the mountains. 
 
    ‘That’s nice,’ Jen said. ‘We may get some rain.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t want to be on top in a storm,’ Miss Pink pointed out. 
 
    ‘Race you to the Stone Man!’ The black pony leapt away. 
 
    ‘No!’ Jen shouted. Debbie slowed and came round to wait for them. ‘No racing,’ Jen told her. ‘This isn’t the home pasture – just remember that, miss. We take it steady to the rim; you keep with us.’ 
 
    For over a mile they jogged across the high tableland towards a tall cairn which evidently marked the highest point of a mesa that otherwise looked level. As they drew nearer Miss Pink saw that, a mile or two beyond, an escarpment curved gently across their line. They could see about a thousand feet of rock but its base was blocked from sight by the near rim of the mesa. They came to the cairn and below their feet an abyss gaped like a wound in the crust of the earth. 
 
    The cliffs opposite dropped to talus that ran down to the lip of a lower cliff and then plunged, smooth as a diver, into the brown ribbon that was the Colorado. There were pale specks on the surface of the water and, once the horses were standing quietly, the riders could hear the whisper of the cataracts. 
 
    Swallows, their backs iridescent in purple and emerald, flicked along the rim, a hawk screamed; far below an eagle floated in the sunshine. 
 
    Thunder muttered behind them and wonder was superseded by alarm. ‘Come on,’ Jen called and, to Miss Pink’s surprise, the girl set off westward along the rim. The mouth of Salvation Creek lay below to the east. 
 
    She was somewhat reassured when she caught sight of a trail below the cliffs. She did not mind rain, just so long as they were not on a high point when the storm struck. She glanced round at Debbie, thinking that the child should be in the middle, an older and more experienced person bringing up the rear, as would be the case if they were on foot, then Yaller stumbled, she grasped the horn – and thought grimly that the order was correct; the least able rider was in the middle. 
 
    Jen stopped and waited. Miss Pink came up and saw that they were at the top of the trail. She saw too that going down, with the drop visible and yawning all the way, was going to be a very different matter from an ascent over easy gradients when all the attention was directed upwards and the drop was hidden, except on the hairpins, and then one did not have to look. She wanted to ask: ‘Will Debbie be all right?’ and she looked back at the child who smiled and said: ‘Just let Yaller see where he’s going; he won’t fall.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ she said acidly, and followed Jen’s sorrel over the edge. 
 
    The clouds came up and the thunder rolled. The sorrel stepped out in a hurry and Yaller followed, the black pony sometimes trotting to keep up. Occasionally, at a steepening, there were zigzags, which the horses skittered round impatiently, kicking stones over the edge. Halfway down, lightning flashed and the thunder followed like an explosion. The animals jerked their heads but they did not falter. From behind Miss Pink came a cry of delight: ‘Wow! That was close!’ The others said nothing. 
 
    They were not far above the river when lightning struck again, but this time, when the thunder exploded and should have rolled away in echoing waves through the mighty canyon, the crashes continued and grew louder, bumping. 
 
    Jen stopped and looked back, panic in her eyes. ‘Wait,’ Miss Pink ordered. ‘Try to locate it.’ 
 
    ‘There it is!’ Debbie yelled, pointing. 
 
    Rocks were bounding down the talus on the other side of the river, rocks so large that even a mile away they were easily distinguishable. Debbie was saying: ‘They won’t— They can’t— ’ 
 
    ‘We’re safe here.’ Miss Pink was trying to keep her voice steady. ‘They’re going to make a big splash, though.’ 
 
    Jen was silent. Miss Pink thought: we must get out of here; we’re sitting ducks if the lightning strikes the rim on this side. 
 
    The leading rocks leapt the edge of the lower cliff. For a moment they saw great shapes against the sky and heard the rending tear of their passage through the air. Miss Pink thought of chipmunks and hawks, of the wind through pinions, then the rocks hit the river and the gorge was filled with a liquid roaring, and the sound of a huge volume of water falling back on water from a height. 
 
    Subsidiary falls came chattering in the wake of the titans and even when it was all over they could hear faint trickles and eerie bumps as the unstable slopes shed poised stones that had been left behind. 
 
    By that time the riders had reached a grassy bench by the river where they broke into a steady lope. As they approached the mouth of Salvation Creek, hidden in thickets of willow, they saw a wall of rain advancing down the home canyon. They turned up Gospel Bottom and the black pony went streaking ahead, the horses following at a hand gallop. They met the rain and in a moment were drenched. ‘See you!’ Miss Pink shouted as they reached the Forset road-end and Yaller swerved without breaking stride. 
 
    She pulled up in the yard where Forset was waiting, gleaming in a slicker. ‘Nice drop of rain,’ he said. ‘Don’t bother about that – ’ as she went to undo the cinch, ‘ – I’ll see to him. You go home, have a bath and get into some dry clothes. Come down for a drink after you’ve eaten. I’m going to run up to Estwick’s. Birdie’s gone again.’ 
 
    ‘In this weather!’ 
 
    ‘She’ll take no harm from a drop of rain. Trouble is, the pinto’s come home. So Paula’s a bit bothered. She’s always worried, but this time could be different, the pony coming back. Thought I’d go up, have a look round.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come too, just as soon as I’ve changed.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Paula Estwick appeared ungainly and sexless, slumped on a kitchen chair in the dark cabin. Her hair was clubbed short and she wore clothes which looked as if they belonged to her husband, from the Big Mack shirt to the worn boots. With her reputation for hysteria it was surprising to discover her that Saturday evening so still as to appear cataleptic. 
 
    Jo Olson came to the door as Miss Pink drew up outside the cabin. ‘She won’t move, or even speak,’ she whispered. ‘What would you do?’ 
 
    The evening was gloomy after the rain and the lights were switched on in the cabin. The door was open for a breath of air, but for all that the interior was stuffy. There was a smell of fried meat, but if Paula had prepared supper, someone had cleared away. The stove was alight and she sat beside it, staring at nothing. Her eyes did not focus as Miss Pink entered. Jo looked a question, received a nod, and she performed introductions as if the situation were normal. Paula’s face did not change. Miss Pink sat down as far from the stove as possible. 
 
    ‘Tell me what happened,’ she said loudly, looking at Jo, who hesitated, then collected herself. 
 
    ‘I’d gone up to the Duvals’ to collect Sandy and Tracy in the truck,’ she said. ‘They were baking at Wind Whistle— ’ 
 
    ‘The Duvals don’t cook?’ 
 
    Jo was startled by such an interruption but she got the point after a moment: Paula might be aroused by domestic trivia. ‘They don’t have the time,’ she went on. ‘The girls do them a big bake every few weeks, freeze most of the stuff … ’ She sighed, unable to keep it up. ‘She was there in our meadow when I started out … Birdie … ’ There was a flicker of movement from the side of the stove. ‘I shouted to the kids that they should pack up, there was a big storm coming, and then I went on to Wind Whistle. I visited with Bob Duval for a while and when we came home the rain had started. The kids were in the barn. They said Birdie went home when they left the meadow.’ 
 
    ‘Did she reach home?’ 
 
    Jo was silent and they looked towards Paula who made no sign that she had heard. A log shifted in the stove. A cricket chirped in a corner. 
 
    ‘How far is it from the field where they were playing to here?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘About half a mile.’ Jo was looking miserable. 
 
    ‘Show me.’ 
 
    They went outside and moved away from the door. ‘It’s that that’s bothering the menfolk,’ Jo explained, drawing Miss Pink still further away. ‘It’s such a short distance but the quickest route, on a pony, is to cross the creek.’ She gestured vaguely in the direction of the Olson place but creek and cabin were hidden by the dense growth of willows and cottonwoods. ‘The creek’s running high since the storm,’ she went on, ‘so they’re searching way down the banks.’ 
 
    ‘But the level of the creek was low before the storm.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but if she didn’t come straight home? I mean, Birdie, she’s always going missing … But the pinto’s here. He stayed with her when she was— ’ She could not go on, could not utter the word ‘alive’. 
 
    ‘We must go back to Paula,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    They returned to the hot kitchen. They made tea and they talked. Frankie Gray arrived, bringing a bottle of brandy and some shot glasses. They accepted the brandy gratefully and still there was no sign from Paula. Darkness had fallen. Miss Pink went outside and, by the light of a torch, walked round the buildings trying to see something of the searchers but it was impossible. The Estwick place was an enclave of cleared land surrounded by trees. 
 
    She felt a breath of air and looked up to see the first stars showing through a break in the clouds. When she looked down she saw that lights were approaching from the direction of the creek. She went to meet them. It was John Forset and Estwick and they had found nothing. 
 
    Estwick went towards the cabin. Miss Pink asked Forset: ‘Is there no sign of any kind? Couldn’t you trace the pony’s tracks backwards, to try to discover where it had left her?’ 
 
    ‘We tried, but all the tracks were washed out by that hard rain, time we came to start looking. And there are dozens of places where horses go down the banks to drink out of the creek. It would have been impossible to find where she crossed this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘But John, the creek was low when she left the other children. The storm hadn’t started. If the pony stumbled in the water she might have come off but she couldn’t have been drowned.’ 
 
    ‘No? S’pose her head hit a rock?’ She was silent. ‘Then the storm came,’ he went on, ‘and the flood washed the body downstream. We have to search the banks clear to the river. After that, of course, it’s hopeless.’ 
 
    Then they were both silent, thinking that there was little hope anyway, even if Birdie had not reached the Colorado. 
 
    They searched throughout the night. The women managed to move Paula into a more comfortable chair and they brought a mattress from a bedroom so that one person could doze while the other stayed awake beside the listless mother. She looked more relaxed now and had closed her eyes. The watchers felt a certain relief at that but it lasted no longer than the first doze. On waking there was only dread. 
 
    At seven o’clock Jo’s two oldest girls, Tracy and Sandy, brought food down in a pick-up and cooked breakfast. Sarah was now sharing the watch with Miss Pink. They had just started to eat when a truck drove into the yard. Paula seemed to be asleep and she did not stir. Miss Pink went outside to find Erik Olson standing by the open door of the truck, evidently waiting. John Forset came round the rear of the vehicle and she saw by his face that something had happened. His eyes were those of an exhausted old man. 
 
    ‘We found her,’ he said. She glanced in the back of the truck and he guessed the thought. ‘No, we left – it – where we found it.’ She stared at him. ‘There are – wounds,’ he said. 
 
    After she had absorbed the initial impact of the shock and understood what he was trying to tell her – that the child had been raped – she said she would see the body. He refused to allow it. She said: ‘There are a number of men in this community. If one of them is responsible then it’s imperative that the right man is arrested. This state has capital punishment. However good the local police are, no one’s infallible.’ She held his eye. ‘It’s not the first time I’ve seen a murdered child.’ 
 
    Evidently he knew that already. He showed no surprise, and her argument had good sense behind it. ‘I’ll show you,’ he said. ‘But you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think it was someone in this valley. There’s nobody, nobody, here would have done what’s been done to that child. It’s a maniac’s work, a monster. No one could keep a nature like that hidden all these years in a little place like this. We know everything that goes on— ’ 
 
    She edged him towards the truck. ‘All the more reason why an innocent man shouldn’t be suspected.’ 
 
    ‘The police are hopeless.’ He stood immovable by the passenger door. ‘They can’t find a thief in Nebo; they can’t find a lost horse!’ His voice cracked. 
 
    ‘I’ll drive.’ She was behind the wheel. ‘Get in, John; let’s do something before the police arrive. There’s not much time.’ 
 
    He got in. ‘It could have been a river-runner,’ he said. ‘Or a tourist – a motorist from out of state. Now, why did I say that? Could have been a man from Nebo; there was a fellow last winter, shot his wife in cold blood … and there was that hippie— ’ 
 
    ‘John!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I asked how far? On whose land did you find the body?’ 
 
    ‘Eh? Oh, mine, I s’pose. Of course it’s my land; we came out of the gate in the South Forty, just up here, where the creek comes close to the road. Don’t drive in; you’ll get mired. Leave the pick-up on the shoulder.’ 
 
    As she got down and started across the grass she made a deliberate effort to change gear, to eliminate emotion. There was a time when she had considered a career in medicine, and decades later realised that had she become a surgeon she might well have gravitated to forensic work. Here was yet another acid test and she must forget about beauty and small children on ponies, must concentrate in advance – trying to forestall the shock – on blood and a corpse. 
 
    There was no blood because she had been in the water too long. They had lifted the body out of the creek and laid it on the bank face upwards. The eyes were open. She appeared to be wearing the same clothes she had worn yesterday morning: the white T-shirt, the jeans and sneakers. 
 
    ‘Is this how you found her?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ He was staring dully at the body. ‘It was snagged in those willows there and the pants were kind of dragging from the ankles. Someone pulled them up.’ 
 
    ‘Who found her?’ 
 
    ‘Erik Olson. The others don’t know yet.’ 
 
    She was stooping but she glanced up at that. He looked back blankly and she thought that she must get him home soon and find Dolly; she would look after him. She bent back to her task and drew in her breath as she lifted the damp shirt and saw the wounds like small mouths on the livid flesh. She heard him move away. She looked at the rest of the body, forewarned now and cold. She joined Forset. 
 
    ‘Are there wounds on the back?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Not knife wounds. The back of the skull is crushed in.’ 
 
    She stiffened. She went back and lifted the head. The skull was soft and yielding to her fingers. She stood up and looked round, hearing voices. Jerome Gray and Sarah were crossing the meadow towards them. Supported by numbers, Forset came back and the four of them stood above the body in silence, as if they were at a graveside. After a while Jerome asked: ‘Did she die from the wounds or did she drown?’ He spoke softly as if to himself. 
 
    ‘I think the blow to the head would have been fatal,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Probably the knife wounds all occurred after death. There is no bruising.’ 
 
    ‘Why should she be knifed after she was dead?’ Sarah asked, and Miss Pink remembered with a shock that the girl was only seventeen. 
 
    ‘To cover evidence of rape.’ 
 
    ‘Rape would be obvious in a child of six.’ Sarah’s voice was like ice. 
 
    ‘The genitalia are lacerated.’ 
 
    The water chuckled past the willows, its sound laced by the trilling of blackbirds. ‘Come along now,’ Jerome touched his daughter’s elbow. ‘There are things to be done.’ He hesitated and turned to Miss Pink. ‘Shouldn’t we leave some kind of guard here?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll stay,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ll wait by our car. You can give Dad a lift.’ 
 
    ‘I called the police,’ he said, as they came to Forset’s pickup. ‘Frankie said probably no one else had thought of it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink got in behind the wheel. The men stood irresolute on the road, waiting for guidance. Sarah leaned against her father’s Mercedes and regarded the skyline of the Barrier. She had an air of being apart from them, aloof. Observing her, Miss Pink said absently: ‘Paula has to be told. Does Sam know yet?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know where he is,’ Forset said. 
 
    She looked at them sharply and saw two badly shocked old gentlemen. There was nothing to be done for Birdie now. The immediate concern was to try to mitigate the repercussions of her violent end on the community. She turned the truck and called to Sarah: ‘We’re going to your house. If anyone comes to take your place, you follow us. We’ll see you there.’ 
 
    Her tone alerted the men and they climbed into the truck. She drove to the Grays’ cabin, vaguely aware of some anomaly about the distribution of her companions. She went slowly and no one protested, the others too preoccupied with their concerns to notice that the vehicle was crawling. If these two had to be nursed like children, if only temporarily, how could she have left a young girl on guard beside a murder victim? She pondered this in amazement and with a sense of guilt, then remembered that it was Sarah who had suggested the arrangement. Back there in the meadow she had been in charge. Of course, thought Miss Pink, a seventeen-year-old would not be aware of the full implications. 
 
    Frankie was not at home, and the cabin was empty, the living room full of sunshine reflected from the pool. Seeing that Jerome had automatically assumed the role of host in his own house, she allowed him to start brewing coffee while she went to the telephone to discover what was happening elsewhere. 
 
    Beside the phone was a card with the numbers of everyone in the canyon. She called Dolly’s cabin but there was no reply. She tried the Olson number. Jen answered and said that her mother was at the Estwick place. The girl’s voice was strained. 
 
    ‘Is your father home?’ Miss Pink asked. Erik Olson came on the line. ‘It sounds as if you’ve told them,’ she said. 
 
    ‘They had to know some time.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not criticising. It’s just that we need to know the situation in the other houses.’ She explained where she was and who was with her. Had Paula been told? Did Sam Estwick know the body had been found? 
 
    ‘I don’t know as anyone’s looked for him,’ Olson said in astonishment, as if he had forgotten Estwick’s existence. ‘I don’t even remember where he went. Ask John Forset; he’ll know.’ 
 
    ‘So Paula hasn’t been told – you didn’t tell her when you came to the cabin at breakfast time, when I drove off with John?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. I told Sarah and she said to leave Paula sleeping, not to wake her. Then Jo come down to sit with Paula and I come up to our place. I remember now: Sam and Mr Plummer and Art Stenbock, they all went downstream below Forset’s place, working their way down to the river. That’s where you’ll find ’em, down to Gospel Bottom. Do you want me to do anything?’ 
 
    ‘Leave it a while. We’ll talk about it here. The best thing you can do is stay with your children … Then we know where you are – if we need you.’ She bit her lip; what was she saying? 
 
    ‘Stay with the children?’ There was a long pause on the line. ‘I’ll be around,’ he said with transparent casualness. 
 
    She put down the receiver slowly and turned to encounter Forset’s eyes. ‘It wasn’t one of us,’ he said firmly, offering her brandy. 
 
    ‘What I was thinking was that the children need an adult there to keep them on the right track. They could invent fantasies – nightmares, become terrified, fly right off the handle. There’s no saying what they might do. The father’s presence will control them. That was all I was implying.’ She was being garrulous. 
 
    ‘It didn’t sound like that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m too shaken to pick my words. Thank you, John.’ She took the brandy. Jerome came over with a tray of coffee mugs. She dialled the Estwick place. Dolly answered. 
 
    Miss Pink said without preamble: ‘Just say yes or no if it’s difficult. Is she awake?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but— ’ 
 
    ‘Does she know?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Hysteria?’ 
 
    ‘No. I can talk, Melinda; she’s in the bedroom and the door’s shut. Jo’s with her. I don’t think she took it in when Jo told her. She said she’d always expected the worst, every time Birdie went off, she’d picture her lying dead. She went through hell every time, she said, she knew it would happen eventually. She says it’s her judgement. I told you, didn’t I? All the concern’s for herself, not for Birdie. She said: “Now it’s all over,” and she sat there and I thought: Christ, she’s off again, but after a while she got up and said she’d go and lie down a while. Jo went with her.’ 
 
    ‘Dolly, you must make some excuse and look in on them.’ 
 
    ‘They’re all right; I can hear them talking – both of them.’ 
 
    Miss Pink relaxed a little. ‘Well, at least she’s been told. Now there’s Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Poor Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Who would be the best person to break it to him, d’you think?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Jo. I could go in and spell her … Here’s Frankie, just pulled into the yard. Jo could go and find Sam now.’ 
 
    But Jo never had to perform that onerous task. She started down the canyon and at the gate into Forset’s South Forty she saw several cars, among them Estwick’s. There was no one in them but there were people on the bank of the creek. After a short time Sarah came across the meadow followed by Estwick, Art Stenbock, and Glen Plummer. Sarah and Jo went to the Grays’ cabin, leaving Stenbock by the body. When Miss Pink was told this she frowned but she made no comment. Sarah was drinking coffee that her father had laced with brandy. 
 
    ‘How did Sam take it?’ he asked. They had all been wondering that. 
 
    Sarah sipped her drink and seemed to be studying the design on the mug. ‘He went mad,’ she said flatly. Her lips stretched in what might have been a smile in different circumstances. ‘There was no question of not disturbing the body – ’ she stared at her father, ‘ – of guarding it so that the killer couldn’t come back and remove something that pointed to him. Sam picked her up, and hugged her tight, and rearranged the clothing; he felt the skull and he saw the wounds— ’ 
 
    ‘All of them?’ Miss Pink was aghast. ‘Does he know— ’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t tell him. What difference does it make? He can’t do more than kill the man, which he’s going to do – when, if he finds the one responsible.’ 
 
    Jerome nodded. ‘That would be the best solution. And done right away, in hot blood, still in shock, he’d get off. Every normal person would be behind him, but, in that kind of mood, will he get the right man?’ 
 
    The question dropped like a stone in a well. No one answered it and no one met his neighbour’s eyes until Miss Pink noticed that Jo was looking, not at her, but through her. She recalled that when they met Olson yesterday he had been going home to fix his chicken-house. 
 
    ‘You were up to Wind Whistle,’ Forset said suddenly, barked rather, and glared at Jo. 
 
    ‘Erik was fixing the chicken-house,’ she said, shaken. 
 
    He didn’t pursue that. ‘You visited with the Duvals.’ 
 
    ‘With Bob. Alex was— ’ She stopped. Miss Pink was watching Forset and saw him shake his head fractionally. 
 
    ‘He was there,’ Jo said, but she was overridden by Sarah: ‘Alex was with Mike Olson, up Horsethief, pulling fence.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I was going to say,’ Jo said. 
 
    ‘Ah.’ Forset seemed to subside, his face, momentarily agitated, was that of an old man again, tired but relaxed. ‘Some bum,’ he muttered. ‘A river-runner.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘Jo, could I ask you to give me a lift? I left my car at the Estwicks’.’ 
 
    Forset stared at her. ‘I can’t think where everybody is,’ he complained, ‘let alone their cars. It’s Sunday morning, for God’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘It’s the shock, John.’ Jerome seemed to have recovered his equilibrium. ‘Spend the day with us. Here, let me give you a refill— ’ 
 
    ‘I shall be asleep.’ 
 
    ‘You can sleep in the guest room.’ 
 
    ‘No, no. I have to go back, see to the animals.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you, John,’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘John’s taken it badly,’ Miss Pink remarked as they drove down the track. Jo murmured inaudibly. ‘But Sarah!’ Miss Pink exclaimed. ‘She’s behaving as if it hadn’t happened, totally without fear: volunteering to stay by the body, going off alone with John … ’ 
 
    ‘You’re not suggesting she’s in danger from John?’ 
 
    ‘Someone is dangerous.’ There was a long pause, then Miss Pink continued: ‘There are eight men in this canyon. Jerome Gray is surely too old to be considered. If you don’t think it was John, and one assumes you’re certain it wasn’t Erik – and the Duval brothers are out because they have alibis, that leaves Glen Plummer and Art Stenbock. Apart from Sam Estwick, that is. I wonder how those two reacted when they saw the body.’ 
 
    ‘Plummer threw up, and Art looked devastated. Sarah told me. But I agree with John: it was no one we know. That’s impossible.’ 
 
    ‘I wish you were right. But if there was a river-runner or a strange motorist, even a hiker, even a tramp, he had to be seen by someone – surely? In any event, I’m afraid the police aren’t going to agree with you.’ 
 
    Jo said nothing. She turned off the road and started down the Estwicks’ track. Miss Pink studied her surroundings. On the far side of the canyon the Stone Hawk was gilded with light against the needles but after a few yards the pick-up was in the trees. She twisted in her seat. ‘A vehicle couldn’t come down here without running the risk of being seen. The start of the track is overlooked by the Grays’ cabin. It was a gloomy evening certainly, but a car would have had its lights on.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. And how do you know it happened here? She could have gone down the creek for some reason. With Birdie you never knew where she might go, or why.’ 
 
    ‘There are gates on the bank of the creek. It’s all pasture land. Birdie wasn’t big enough to open these wire gates, and she would have had to, because of the pony.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she came to a gate, couldn’t open it, tied the pony, and it got loose.’ 
 
    Jo was talking out of character. Gone was the placid earth mother of yesterday morning; this was a desperate woman clutching at straws, one who was suffering from shock, and possessed by the compulsion to shift the site of the attack further away from her own home. 
 
    ‘The trouble is,’ Miss Pink mused, ‘with the conditions prevailing, and no doubt everyone busy with closing windows, securing things, covering up against the approaching storm, no one would have noticed what other people were doing – at a distance and in poor visibility. I don’t expect your youngsters watched Birdie leave.’ 
 
    Jo did not respond to that. She brought the truck to a stop in the Estwicks’ yard, which seemed cluttered with vehicles. Frankie appeared in the cabin doorway, came over and looked in the driver’s window, seeing Miss Pink. ‘We’re going to have trouble with Sam,’ she said. ‘He came home, loaded his rifle, and then – thank God – he couldn’t think of where to go.’ She grimaced. ‘Seven men, seven directions – which one should he take?’ Her eyes were anguished. 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘There’ll be a medical man arriving shortly. He’s bound to have tranquillisers.’ 
 
    ‘That will do for a time; then what – oh!’ A black and white police car was nosing into the yard. 
 
    Miss Pink felt her bowels lurch as if the police had come for her. She turned back to the others, saw the terror in their eyes and knew that the guilt was real if vicarious. Someone else had seen the police car pass, or would see it shortly, and that person had heard the wind in the hunter’s pinions. Her attitude hardened. She knew that her companions were terrified for their menfolk, and not because they thought their husbands were monsters but because they knew they were not. Suddenly, personally involved, she realised the full impact of one argument against capital punishment: that they might get the wrong man. 
 
    ‘Where is the father?’ And that tone was a threat in itself. 
 
    She watched Frankie turn and observe the speaker and the approach of his partner. They were both overweight: clean khaki shirts strained over fat. She was mesmerised by the guns on their hips. 
 
    Frankie said: ‘You are— ’ but the patrician pose slipped as Sam Estwick emerged from the barn, curry comb and brush in his hands. He stood in the sunshine observing the tableau about the cars. 
 
    Jo got out of the truck. ‘You’re Clint Schaffer,’ she said pleasantly to the younger of the two officers. ‘You were at school with my two eldest. I’m Mrs Olson.’ She held out her hand and he was forced to take it. The other man watched tight-lipped. ‘Not a good time to meet again,’ Jo went on, including the partner, ‘and you’ll be wanting – information? How can we help?’ 
 
    It was wasted effort. Estwick asked with undisguised menace: ‘So where are you going to start?’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed and met Frankie’s eyes. The police looked as if they were carved out of wood. 
 
    ‘Where is the deceased?’ asked the second man, and Miss Pink winced. Estwick stared, puzzled despite the circumstances. She said: ‘If you go back to the road and drive down the canyon for about two miles, you’ll come on a parked car. Mr. Stenbock is waiting there. He will show you.’ 
 
    The young Schaffer gaped at her accent. The other man asked rudely: ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Pink. And what are you called?’ 
 
    ‘Morgan. Who’s in there?’ He nodded at the cabin. ‘The mother?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Estwick is severely shocked,’ Frankie said. ‘We’ve sent for a doctor.’ 
 
    Estwick said: ‘You did?’ He moved towards the cabin, the police close behind him. ‘Oh, no!’ Jo whispered, and the women followed, obstructed by the bulk of the men. 
 
    Paula was sitting at a table in the kitchen. Dolly stood beside her, waiting; she would have observed the encounter in the yard. Estwick entered, crowded by the police. It seemed to cost Paula a physical effort to raise her eyes. She looked so exhausted, so drained of emotion, that she had acquired a serenity seldom seen except in death. She blinked slowly, staring at her husband. 
 
    ‘You?’ she asked, with a kind of wonder. ‘Why?’ 
 
    And while they were all considering the question, the slender thread of control snapped. 
 
    ‘Why?’ It was an explosion of rage, not a question, but she still possessed some reason. ‘You could have got it from the whore,’ she shouted. ‘Not good enough? You wanted innocence— ’ She was on her feet, cups rolling across the table spilling liquids, everyone’s eyes drawn to her groping hands, a carving knife by the bread … Dolly was clinging to her arms, buffeted and gasping, and the other women plunged past the police to block her from Estwick and push her through a doorway into a bedroom. 
 
    ‘Here, wait— ’ shouted Morgan. 
 
    ‘Go to hell!’ Frankie hurled at him, and Miss Pink had one glimpse of Estwick, standing limply, all the aggression and hatred gone, before Frankie slammed the door and they applied themselves to the job of soothing Paula. 
 
    In no time she was retracting. With four women to restrain her physically she could do no harm, neither to others nor to herself. As she regained normality she seemed surprised to find so many people in the room. They had put her on a bed (as the most convenient position to keep her immobilised) and now they allowed her to sit up. Frankie made tea and brought cups to the bedroom. 
 
    ‘They’ve gone,’ she told the others. ‘All of them.’ 
 
    ‘Did they take Sam?’ Paula whispered. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Because of what I said. I didn’t mean it.’ 
 
    ‘So why did you say those things?’ Jo asked. 
 
    ‘Because of Maxine Brenner, of course.’ Paula sounded surprised. 
 
    Frankie asked helplessly: ‘What’s Maxine got to do with Birdie?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ Paula was listless, calm and eminently reasonable. ‘I were taking it out on him for going to her, drinking and whoring with her for months now, and him with a child needed a father’s guidance. So – you see?’ She looked round their circle, her eyes coming to rest on Miss Pink. ‘You understand,’ she said. 
 
    ‘You were punishing him for going to Maxine,’ Miss Pink said carefully, ‘so you accused him of the worst thing possible.’ 
 
    ‘They put it in my mind,’ Paula said. ‘If they’d arrested him – if the police thinks he did it, that give me the idea, see. Now I realise how wrong it was. You stand by your man whatever.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Frankie gasped, but Miss Pink took her elbow and they retreated to the kitchen. ‘I thought she was retracting,’ Frankie whispered angrily, ‘but she does think he did it! They can’t have arrested him solely on her accusation, surely?’ 
 
    ‘I think they’ve probably taken him with them because they had to see the body and couldn’t very well leave him here. Of course, he will be a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody ghouls.’ Frankie had heard only the first part of this. ‘I suppose we can expect swarms of them now.’ She started to pick up the cups that Paula had knocked over. Miss Pink fetched a cloth to wipe the table. She became aware that Frankie was staring at her. ‘I was going to ask you,’ the woman said, ‘whether you thought Sam could have done it, and then I realised, remembered, that if he didn’t, it has to be someone else and really, there’s no one even remotely unlikeable in this canyon; I can’t believe that there’s anyone so depraved … D’you see what I’m getting at? This doesn’t affect just Sam, but everyone. Here we’ve been concentrating on protecting him against hysterical accusations by his wife, and there are seven other guys out there, equally in need of protection. Take that back. Six. My sweet Jerome just isn’t in this at all. So – who? The man we know least is Glen Plummer but – a rapist and a killer, him? Rubbish. Why don’t you say something?’ Miss Pink was looking at the carving knife on the table. Frankie said tightly: ‘He wouldn’t have brought it back.’ Deliberately she picked it up, looked round fiercely, saw the knife rack and placed it in the slot which seemed made for it. 
 
    ‘I was thinking,’ Miss Pink said equably, ‘that someone else might have brought it back.’ 
 
    ‘My God, fingerprints. Now I’ve smudged them.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry. He would have wiped them off.’ 
 
    ‘So what happens now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like that pair,’ Miss Pink said quietly. ‘The police. I don’t mean personally, but they’re just uniformed men, ciphers; everything’s done by rote. Detectives will be here shortly but the first impact is what counts, and those men are going to report that the wife accused the husband – and it’s a fact that a close relative often is the murderer. What makes this worse for Sam is that he’s only a stepfather.’ She walked to the door. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to try to find out who saw her last.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink walked out of the cabin but she did not go to her car. Instead she went to the small barn from which Estwick had appeared when the police arrived. Inside there was stabling for horses and stalls for cows. A ladder went up to a trap door and the hay loft. The pinto was standing in a stall and he turned when her form blocked out the light. She spoke quietly and ran her hands over him but she learned nothing. The animal was unmarked and his shoes were firm. She emerged from the barn, passed through a gate at the far side of the corrals and found herself in a pasture shaded by cottonwoods: more open woodland than meadow. A group of steers stood somnolent in the shade, swishing their tails. 
 
    A path meandered through the long grass, its dust caked and unmarked. The storm had washed out all prints except, set as if in concrete, the track of a skunk which must have been made since the rain. The path brought her to the creek, sinister below its green canopy of foliage, to a fence and an open gate. At this point there was a ford and the banks were marked by cattle. The level of the creek had dropped considerably since the storm. She rolled up her jeans and waded to the other side, the water reaching to just above her knees. On the far bank the path turned and followed the creek downstream. She came to another fence and a small wooden gate, just wide enough for a horse to pass. There was a low latch that would be within reach of a six-year-old child. The sand was indented here but the heavy rain had obscured all outlines. 
 
    The path continued along the creek bank to the field where the children had held their impromptu rodeo; through tree trunks on her left she could see the oil drums they used in their barrel racing. 
 
    ‘What did Birdie do when you left the meadow?’ 
 
    Five other children had been playing with Birdie and four of them were on the front porch with Miss Pink. Some of the others were there too; Tracy, a brilliant redhead, was in the rocking chair with the baby on her lap. Erik Olson was seated on the porch steps. He had raised no objection to Miss Pink’s asking questions. ‘There’s no way you can stop them talking,’ he had said. ‘I’ve not tried. You talk sensible to them, you might be able to find out something. This matter’s got to be cleared up one way or another.’ 
 
    Predictably it was Debbie who took it upon herself to introduce Mike – the lad who had been away at Wind Whistle yesterday morning – although it was not she who raised the subject that must have been preoccupying the older children. But if Debbie seemed less concerned than they, she was subdued, as were all of them, and seemingly dumbfounded when Miss Pink asked that first simple question about Birdie’s movements. Debbie, of course, had not been there; she had been on Calamity Mesa, so in this context she would not have anything to say. She sat on the step below her father, her hands in her lap, and stared at the track that led to the road. 
 
    Shelly, the sister closest to her in age (and Birdie’s age, reflected Miss Pink), said: ‘I didn’t see; I was trying to untie Buster, he’d pulled his knot tight, and he’s frightened of lightning, and I couldn’t undo the knot— ’ 
 
    ‘I went to help her,’ said Steve, the small Olson boy. ‘I never knew Birdie left. I didn’t see her go.’ 
 
    ‘She went home,’ Laurel said. She was the girl twin. ‘She said her mom was gone to town.’ She stopped suddenly. 
 
    ‘And?’ Miss Pink prompted. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Debbie said in a remote voice, ‘her dad was on his own so Birdie’d go home. She liked her dad.’ 
 
    Miss Pink drew in her breath and caught Olson’s eye. For a moment neither could look away. She heard Debbie say something else and forced her mind back to the present. 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ came the angry voice of Robin, the boy twin. 
 
    Debbie looked sullen. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘What did you say, Debbie?’ Miss Pink asked, but for once the child would not respond. 
 
    ‘She asked if Shawn went with Birdie,’ Robin said. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Miss Pink was startled. ‘And did he?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Shelly stared at the visitor. ‘How could he? He couldn’t cross the creek. He was on his bike.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn always went home by the track,’ Laurel explained. ‘Birdie went home across the creek if she had her pony. She did yesterday. I saw her go into the trees.’ 
 
    ‘Going towards the gate upstream?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. She had to, to reach home. There’s no other way.’ 
 
    ‘Would Shawn have left at the same time?’ Miss Pink wondered. 
 
    They thought about this. ‘Do you mean exactly?’ Robin asked, frowning, trying to remember. ‘Mom hollered to us to go home ’cause of the storm and we started to break it up … ’ 
 
    ‘Shawn went right away,’ Shelly said. ‘He’s afraid of thunder and he had a long ways to go to get home.’ 
 
    ‘So that means he left before Birdie?’ 
 
    No one agreed with this or contradicted it. She opened her mouth to ask another question, then checked. She did not want to suggest that Shawn had seen a stranger, to put the idea of homicidal strangers in their heads, but was that any worse than the alternative, a homicidal neighbour? In any event her caution was superfluous. The thirteen-year-old Mike spoke for the first time: ‘Shawn could have seen a strange car,’ he said. ‘Or a rider, or a hiker.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded him: a redhead like his eldest sister, snub-nosed and attractive. ‘When did you come home from Wind Whistle?’ she asked. ‘Did you see anything: a car? Did you pass Shawn?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t come down the road. I was riding so I came home by the trail this side of the creek.’ 
 
    ‘You can get glimpses of the road from that trail. I was on it yesterday. Did you notice any cars?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I recall – and certainly no strange cars; I’d remember if I had.’ 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t have seen anyone,’ Olson said quickly. ‘He came home not long after three; he was helping me with a chicken-house out back.’ 
 
    Mike glanced at his stepfather. The lad looked puzzled. ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ he said, scuffing his boot on the boards. 
 
    Debbie said wistfully: ‘When’s Mom coming home?’ 
 
    Sandy jumped up. She was another pretty girl, although less brilliant than her older sister. ‘I’m going to make zucchini bread,’ she exclaimed. ‘Debbie, you come and help. You too, Shelly.’ 
 
    Miss Pink went back to the Estwick cabin. She found Dolly in the kitchen, drying dishes. ‘Where were you?’ the younger woman asked, making it sound like an accusation. 
 
    ‘At the Olson place. How is she?’ Nodding towards the bedroom. 
 
    ‘She’s sleeping. Jo’s in there. Frankie’s gone home; she wanted to be with Jerome. And I have to go down to John. Would you stay here?’ 
 
    ‘Sarah’s with John,’ Miss Pink said absently. ‘Give me half an hour. I’m going to talk to Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he got to do with anything?’ Dolly’s tone was petulant. Everyone was upset. 
 
    ‘He could have seen a strange car.’ 
 
    ‘I envy you, putting your trust in strange cars.’ 
 
    There was nothing to say to that. ‘Tell Jo the children are all right. The older ones are holding the fort. And Erik, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ The tone was sardonic. 
 
    Miss Pink sighed and went out to her car. 
 
    As she emerged from the trees around the homestead, three vehicles were going fast down the road, raising a cloud of dust. The leading car slowed at the road-end, evidently as someone noticed the jeep, but it picked up speed again. Thinking that this convoy would contain the doctor and other forensic experts, she remembered the existence of the press, and the probability of their imminent arrival, and groaned inwardly. 
 
    ‘He can’t tell you anything,’ Maxine said. ‘We haven’t told him the details – and we’re not going to. He’s only ten. Did you forget that?’ She stood on the porch: beautiful, poised and stone-cold sober. ‘All he knows,’ she went on, ‘is that Birdie had an accident in the storm. He thinks she drowned in a flash flood.’ 
 
    ‘How did you learn what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Erik Olson told me this morning. Shawn had called to ask the children were they riding today, and Erik asked to speak to me. I didn’t tell Shawn of course, but my mother knows. She’s a tough old lady; I guess you come to accept horror as you get older. Me, it makes me want to throw up, what he did.’ Shawn appeared and put his arm round her slim hips. ‘Sweetie, I’m talking to Miss Pink.’ 
 
    He looked up at her with the eyes of a frightened little boy. ‘He’s been like this since he came in yesterday,’ Maxine said, smoothing his hair. She dropped down beside him. ‘What happened, baby? Tell Mommy.’ 
 
    He drew back against the door jamb and stared across the valley, his eyes glazed. He shivered. 
 
    ‘What did you see?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Maxine turned astonished eyes on her, then on her son. Myrtle came along the porch from her store. ‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Good morning, ma’am. What did Shawn see?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ he shouted. ‘I never saw nothing!’ His lower lip trembled and he made a tentative move towards his mother. 
 
    ‘Of course he didn’t!’ She pulled him to her, and now she looked even more bewildered than he did. ‘What could he have seen? What’re you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘A strange car,’ Miss Pink said in surprise. ‘I came here to ask if Shawn saw any strange cars, or people about – such as a man on a horse whom he didn’t know, or hikers – if he saw anyone like that when he came home last night.’ 
 
    He had twisted in his mother’s arms and was regarding Miss Pink, quite still now and his eyes suddenly intelligent, then, without obvious transition, his face was stony again. ‘I never saw nothing,’ he said dully. 
 
    ‘You mustn’t badger him,’ Myrtle chided. ‘You can see how badly shocked he is.’ 
 
    She drove to Weasel Creek, bathed and dressed in clean clothes, and it was not until she was sitting in the shade drinking coffee and contemplating the Crimson Cliffs that she remembered she had agreed to spell Dolly. She thought about this. For some time she had been vaguely aware that cars were passing her road-end and had felt relief that she was no part of this busyness. If she returned to the Estwick place she would be drawn in again. She compromised. She got up, meaning to telephone and find out if Dolly was waiting for her, but from her living-room window she recognised a white car that was turning down Forset’s track. She climbed into the jeep and followed. 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised you forgot,’ Dolly said, meeting her in the yard. ‘You must be worn out after last night. No sweat. The doctor’s given Paula a sedative and Sam’s with her.’ 
 
    ‘Sam is with her?’ 
 
    ‘He can cope. He refused to take any tranquillisers himself, said he’d got to go see to his cattle. That’s a laugh; he’s got about three steers. But if he’s still thinking of going after the killer, he’s got no more idea who it is than anyone else. Anyway, the place is swarming with police and no doubt they’ll be watching to see he doesn’t leave the place armed.’ 
 
    ‘But— ’ Miss Pink was nonplussed. ‘After Paula’s outburst in front of those uniformed men, I thought— ’ 
 
    ‘You’re behind the times. Some plainclothes men arrived and they’re a lot different than those fat guys. Everyone knows it was just shock and hysteria with Paula. Hi, Sarah – ’ as the girl appeared on the porch. ‘What did you do with John?’ The tone was brittle. 
 
    ‘He’s resting. What happened up the road?’ 
 
    Dolly shrugged. ‘They didn’t take me into their confidence, but there are people on the banks of the creek so I guess they’re looking for the place where he – where she was put in the water.’ 
 
    ‘And the weapon,’ Miss Pink said. ‘They’ll be searching for that, unless— ’ 
 
    ‘Unless what?’ Dolly asked sharply. 
 
    ‘Unless it’s been washed and replaced.’ 
 
    ‘So – the police won’t know that. They’ll still be looking.’ 
 
    Sarah regarded them thoughtfully, then turned her attention to the valley. The creek was hidden by the near swell of a pasture and only the tops of distant cottonwoods were visible. 
 
    ‘What’s going on here?’ Forset’s voice came from the shadows. ‘Come in, ladies; don’t stand in the yard.’ 
 
    They went into the living-room. After the last twenty-four hours Miss Pink felt a sense of shock that the view should be the same. Only the light was different. Forset brought beer and glasses, sat down and studied her face. ‘You’ve had a lot of experience with murder,’ he stated heavily. 
 
    ‘Some.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your opinion of this – outrage?’ 
 
    She had been afraid of this. ‘You have to keep an open mind at the start— ’ she began. 
 
    ‘Is it Estwick?’ 
 
    ‘John!’ Dolly was appalled. 
 
    He turned on her. ‘Paula accused him – and isn’t the first suspect always a member of the family?’ 
 
    ‘If the spouse is a victim,’ Miss Pink agreed. ‘But this is different.’ Unhappily she reflected that the difference made it worse, not better for Sam. 
 
    Dolly asked quietly: ‘John, you want it to be Sam?’ 
 
    He glowered at her. ‘It’s what the police think.’ 
 
    The older women studied his face, trying to read his mind. All Sarah’s attention seemed to be on the view. 
 
    ‘And you, miss,’ he turned on the girl with a joviality that deceived no one: ‘You’ve been very quiet; what do you think?’ 
 
    Dolly’s eyebrows rose. Miss Pink thought of Sarah’s age and was deeply puzzled. 
 
    Sarah said: ‘I think it had to be a stranger, some kind of drifter who came down here, looking for work perhaps, and could have been hanging around the Estwick place just when Birdie showed up. Afterwards, of course, he’d get back to the main road as fast as possible, hitch a ride with the first truck. He’ll be over the state-line by now. He may never be found.’ 
 
    ‘You got it all worked out,’ Dolly said. 
 
    The others were silent. She had set them thinking. After a while Miss Pink asked: ‘Would you get that kind of person in these parts? Is it possible?’ 
 
    Forset nodded. ‘It happens occasionally: people who have opted out, no car, no money; they’ll work a few days, sometimes for a whole season, sleep in a barn, and then they move on again. They’re not normal, of course, but harmless: reclusive, solitary men without family ties. And then there are men who take to the wild, live in caves or shelters, poach deer and steal the odd calf, break into cabins for flour and sugar and tobacco. They’re more of a problem. Sometimes they’re vicious.’ 
 
    Sarah said: ‘There’s a theory that it’s better to try to integrate mental patients in the community than keep them shut up in hospitals all their lives. Truth is, cutbacks in health care mean we can’t afford to keep people in institutions; there are too many of them.’ 
 
    ‘The same in Britain,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s meant to be applied only to people who show no tendency towards violence, but there are always some who will slip through the net.’ She returned their looks of dawning comprehension. ‘The theory has some comfort,’ she told Sarah, ‘but if you’re right, and he’s pushed on, he has to be found, because children are at risk in other communities.’ 
 
    ‘He could live off the land,’ Forset pointed out. ‘Keep away from people until the furore dies down.’ 
 
    ‘If he keeps hidden,’ Dolly said. ‘And if he comes into a town, the police should pick him up. That is, if they’re convinced the killer is a hobo.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve made us feel better, young woman.’ Forset stood up and, indeed, he looked quite happy. ‘Another beer, ladies?’ Dolly was staring at him. ‘It’s not pleasant to think that one of your friends is a monster,’ he told her, evidently thinking his change of mood needed explanation. ‘In fact, it’s incredible. I mean, who? Of the seven others, six – leave out Jerome, of course – there’s Sam, Art Stenbock, Plummer, Erik, the Duvals … it’s madness. They’d have to be mad, and I ask you, I’m asking you: which one of those men is that mad?’ 
 
    ‘Dolly said you went to the Brenners to ask Shawn something.’ Sarah had followed Miss Pink out to her jeep. ‘He left the other children about the same time as Birdie. Did he see anyone on the road?’ 
 
    ‘It’s peculiar; he’s hiding something, I’m sure of that. He’s a frightened little boy and he’s protesting too much – that he saw nothing.’ She regarded Sarah thoughtfully. ‘Someone should make him talk; if he did see something, or someone, he’s in danger all the time he keeps it to himself. He hasn’t told his mother; she’s more bewildered than he is. As for Myrtle, she maintains he’s in shock. I think he’s lost; he doesn’t know what to do.’ 
 
    ‘You think he saw a strange car, or a hobo?’ 
 
    ‘He would have been in a position to – or would he? If Birdie was attacked on the way home, around the vicinity of the creek, say, her attacker would have to be there, in position, around the time she left the field, in which case Shawn couldn’t have seen him because by the time the boy reached the road the man would have been already concealed by the Estwick woods.’ 
 
    ‘Where was Sam?’ Sarah was unexpectedly vehement. ‘If you rule out Sam as the killer,’ she explained, ‘why didn’t he see something?’ She answered her own question. ‘Either he was at the ranch and Birdie was attacked on the way home, or he was away from the buildings, fencing, something like that, and she was killed when she reached home. Because she saw a bum stealing something? And Sam would have no alibi,’ she murmured. 
 
    Miss Pink was not listening. ‘If he reckoned he couldn’t get home in time,’ she mused, ‘if there’d already been a peal of thunder, a bad one, as he was approaching the Estwicks’ road-end, would he have raced down to their place for shelter? I think he would.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘Shawn, of course. Shelly Olson said he was afraid of thunder.’ 
 
    ‘Is he? I didn’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘That’s when he could have seen someone.’ 
 
    ‘So why didn’t Sam as well?’ 
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    Estwick had seen nothing, because, just before the storm struck, he was burying the putrid carcass of a deer which he had found rotting on the bank of the creek upstream of his house. The police accompanied him to the spot and Schaffer and Morgan dug until they uncovered a hoof and a fearful stench, when they were told to fill the hole in again. Estwick, watching, had shown neither amusement nor interest. Miss Pink heard this account from Frankie Gray who, by late Sunday afternoon, seemed to know a great deal that had happened in the community since the discovery of the body. 
 
    ‘The telephone’s a great help,’ she explained. ‘People don’t want to go far from their houses, but they’re bursting to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is?’ Miss Pink asked. They were sitting beside the pool, in the shade of a ramada made of cactus ribs. Jerome had been lounging with his eyes closed. Now he opened them and regarded his wife intently. 
 
    ‘No,’ Frankie admitted. ‘I was talking loosely. You force me to concentrate on my terminology. People were not bursting to talk when they answered the phone; just the opposite, they were wary and suspicious. Their first thought would be that this was the police on the line. However, after I’d gossiped for a space: “How are you? Are the children upset? Have the police been to you?” they opened up. Then they talked. But – everyone?’ She glanced at Jerome. ‘Not everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Did you call Lois?’ he asked. ‘She must have been devastated: all her theories of trusting strangers blown sky-high.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t get to speak to her. Art answered and I couldn’t say much to him because he saw the body. I asked after Lois. He said she was all right. He was one of those who didn’t want to talk. He sounded very subdued.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he yesterday afternoon?’ 
 
    Miss Pink, who had been watching a lizard stalking a grasshopper, turned to Frankie in surprise. ‘You didn’t ask him?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I did. The police will. He was cleaning the flues in their cookstove just before the storm.’ 
 
    ‘So if you asked him that, presumably you asked him how he could prove it?’ 
 
    ‘No, he told me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Jerome protested. 
 
    ‘Really. He said he’d chosen to do it then because it was a filthy job and Lois climbs up the wall if he cleans flues when she’s home, but she’d gone to Nebo with Paula. She was delighted when she got back and found her stove drew properly.’ 
 
    ‘He gave you a lot of extraneous information,’ Jerome said drily. 
 
    ‘He was establishing his alibi. He bathed in the creek afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Miss Pink sat up and the lizard skittered across the tiles. 
 
    ‘He was dirty, covered with soot.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he would be.’ She exchanged glances with Jerome who looked across the pool in the direction of the Stenbocks’ cabin, hidden by the tops of pinyon pines. ‘He’d be over a mile from the Estwicks’ place,’ he mused, ‘and the Olson cabin in between.’ 
 
    ‘So Lois went to town with Paula,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘And Jo was at the Duvals’, incidentally giving them – well, giving Bob Duval – an alibi. Alex was “pulling fence”. What’s that, Jerome?’ 
 
    ‘Dragging down the old fence, preparatory to putting up a new one. Where was Alex doing that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve forgotten, if I ever knew. Wherever he was, he has no alibi. He had been with young Mike – Olson?’ 
 
    ‘Warman, actually,’ Frankie supplied. ‘It’s immaterial; we call them all Olson, they don’t seem to mind. So Mike was with Alex. No one told me that.’ 
 
    ‘Mike went home early and helped Erik mend a henhouse.’ Miss Pink avoided their eyes, recalling Mike’s ambivalent attitude when his stepfather said he came home at three. She said, looking over the pinyons: ‘Mike and Erik alibi each other.’ 
 
    ‘And I can’t alibi my old man here because I was asleep.’ Frankie smiled wryly. ‘Do you realise how ridiculous all this is?’ 
 
    ‘The police will be taking it seriously enough. It’s better that we should too, then we won’t be shocked when they start asking the kind of questions they ask of suspects.’ 
 
    Jerome had relaxed in his chair again. ‘Thank God I’m in the clear; I don’t think they could seriously suspect me.’ 
 
    Frankie’s eyes widened. ‘I was not asleep,’ she said firmly. 
 
    ‘You’ll tell the truth, my dear; you couldn’t lie to save anyone’s skin. You were asleep.’ 
 
    Miss Pink found the exchange touching and smiled indulgently before she remembered the object of the conversation. ‘They’ll go to Plummer, a man living alone. He must have been in touch with you, Frankie.’ 
 
    ‘My dear, he came here. What else could he do? After seeing the body he went home and bathed and had a drink and then he started thinking, and realised that his own position was awkward, to say the least. He tried to get hold of Dolly but he couldn’t get a reply because she – and I – were everywhere this morning except in our own houses. For some reason he wouldn’t talk to Jerome— ’ 
 
    ‘I was a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘But as soon as I came home (he must have been watching for me to come down the canyon) he was here. By that time he was pretty incoherent. We poured black coffee down him and got him sober, more or less.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say anything reasonable?’ 
 
    ‘He told me that late yesterday afternoon he was asleep, in his bedroom – it was pretty enervating in the canyon before the storm – and the first he heard of anything untoward was Art Stenbock calling him and asking if he’d go out and help look for Birdie.’ 
 
    They were silent, Miss Pink calculating. 
 
    ‘That’s everybody,’ Frankie said, watching her. ‘Alex Duval was fencing, Bob Duval was talking to Jo just before the storm; Art was cleaning flues, Glen was asleep, Jerome was right where he is at this moment – and John Forset was rushing round his buildings trying to stop things blowing away before the gusts.’ 
 
    ‘Those are not facts,’ Miss Pink demurred. ‘Apart from Bob Duval, who’s alibied by Tracy and Sandy as well as by Jo – they were at Wind Whistle too – and apart from Erik who must be alibied by countless Olsons, the whereabouts of the rest of them are not known. We only know what they say.’ 
 
    ‘Six men have no alibis,’ Jerome explained to his wife. 
 
    ‘Five.’ 
 
    ‘No, my dear. I’m innocent but I don’t have an alibi.’ 
 
    Frankie stood up. ‘I’m going to fix us a meal. You’ll stay, Melinda? Shall I call Glen, sweetie? We can’t leave him to eat alone tonight.’ Jerome was silent. ‘I won’t call him,’ she said easily. ‘Where can Sarah be? She’s been gone ages.’ 
 
    Jerome sat up slowly. ‘Where did she go?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I saw her riding down the track and I called to her but evidently she didn’t hear me.’ 
 
    ‘She may have gone to the Brenners,’ Miss Pink said, and told them of her conviction that Shawn was concealing something. 
 
    ‘Shawn’s like Birdie – like she was,’ Frankie said. ‘Both introverts, and unpredictable.’ 
 
    Jerome disagreed. ‘Unpredictable, yes, and I’m not sure what you mean by introverts in this context, but Birdie was a wild little creature; like a young animal, Sarah says: instinctive, impulsive … You could say Shawn is the same superficially: instant gratification, but that boy has nothing of the animal about him.’ He held Miss Pink’s eye. ‘I’ve met him occasionally, and stopped and spoken to him, as one does with all the children. He’s extremely polite and soft-spoken and very, very careful.’ He turned to his wife. ‘He’s the antithesis of Birdie, who was suspicious of everyone she didn’t take a shine to – and she let you know it; she wore her heart on her sleeve. But I’m not surprised that Shawn’s concealing something; he conceals everything.’ 
 
    ‘The behaviour expert,’ Frankie said fondly, and bent and kissed him on top of his head. ‘Sun’s over the yardarm, sweetie – ah, I hear a horse!’ 
 
    It was galloping. A frisson ran through them; people who care for their horses come home slowly. Through the pines they caught a flash of the blue roan, then the hoofbeats dropped to a walk and Sarah appeared at the gap between the cabin and the pool. She did not dismount. 
 
    ‘The police could be headed this way,’ she told them. 
 
    ‘That’s all right.’ Jerome made a show of reassurance. ‘Did you talk to them yet?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of, but I don’t know anything, so I couldn’t help them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s true,’ Frankie said. ‘You don’t know anything – do you?’ 
 
    ‘Did Shawn talk?’ Miss Pink asked, alert for the sound of an engine. 
 
    ‘He clammed up on me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been gone ages,’ Frankie said. ‘Where else were you?’ 
 
    ‘Just around. With the police. This horse is steaming; I have to go. They’ll be here any minute.’ She clattered away to the stable behind the house. Frankie frowned, watching her go, then stiffened as a car was heard coming up the track. ‘Drinks, sweetie?’ she asked brightly, then to Miss Pink: ‘Can you hold the fort?’ 
 
    The Grays went indoors. Miss Pink looked down at her clean slacks and reflected that, although she was not dressed for cocktails and dinner, at least she had not slept in these clothes. She got up from her chaise longue and took an upright chair. Reclining, she felt at a disadvantage. 
 
    The engine was switched off and the evening was still. Down in the pinyons a bird sang a snatch of song. Distinctly she heard twigs scrape and caught sight of something spotted slip through a patch of sunlight. Voices approached. ‘I’ll be right out,’ Frankie was saying, appearing with two strange men. ‘You must be parched in this heat. Come and meet our guest. Melinda, these are Lieutenants Pugh and Sprague. Miss Pink is from England. You’ll have to excuse me for a moment.’ She bustled away. 
 
    ‘Do sit down,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Pugh? Your people came from Wales?’ 
 
    ‘Why, yes, ma’am.’ He was slight and dark with the sharp features of the Celt. His companion was plump and genial. They wore white shirts with collars and she suspected that when they started out this morning they were wearing ties. 
 
    ‘How did you know I was Welsh?’ Pugh asked. 
 
    ‘Pugh is a common name in Wales.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Sprague cleared his throat. ‘You’re staying here, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I have a cabin farther down the canyon.’ 
 
    He looked out over the pool, which was large and clean and indicative of wealth. Sarah came from the stable, smelly and unchanged, collapsed in a chair and stared at the detectives incuriously. Miss Pink knew that she was acting the role of a typical girl of her age. The men were not unaffected and Sprague’s hand went to his throat and hovered there as if he had meant to loosen a tie. He said: ‘We’re asking everyone where they were yesterday afternoon.’ Sarah looked bored. 
 
    ‘I was riding,’ Miss Pink said, and gave them an account of the ride up to the point when the rain started. 
 
    ‘So you saw no one before the storm?’ Sprague pressed. 
 
    She considered. ‘When we were on top we looked down on the Forset place.’ She indicated Calamity Mesa which was the obvious feature from where they sat. ‘John Forset was cutting wood. And he was waiting for me when I got back. I was on one of his horses. Otherwise, no; we didn’t see anyone else – apart from Erik Olson.’ She had told them already that they had met Debbie’s father in Mormon Pasture. 
 
    ‘What did you do after you returned the horse?’ 
 
    ‘I went home, changed, and drove to the Estwicks’ cabin. Mr Forset had told me that Birdie was missing.’ 
 
    ‘How would he know that?’ 
 
    ‘Her mother had been telephoning people.’ Miss Pink looked at Sarah. 
 
    ‘Her mother got hysterical,’ the girl explained. ‘Birdie was always going missing – you know that already, but this time, with the pony coming back and all, we thought the kid had come off, was lying unconscious somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘She was too young to be riding alone,’ Sprague said. 
 
    Sarah stared at him. ‘She didn’t come to grief on a horse!’ she said with contempt. He flushed. 
 
    Pugh said quickly: ‘So her mother came back from town, found the child missing, and no husband around, and raised the alarm. Now why was that? The kid had been missing already this week; she should have been used to it.’ 
 
    ‘The pony,’ Sprague put in. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes; the pony was tied up in the stable.’ 
 
    Sarah stared at him, then blinked slowly. Miss Pink repeated: ‘It was tied?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am, the bridle had been taken off and someone had removed the saddle. Did she do that?’ 
 
    ‘Why look at me?’ Sarah said. ‘I wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you, miss?’ 
 
    ‘Over there.’ She gestured to the far side of the valley. 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘Taking photographs.’ 
 
    ‘In the dark?’ By late afternoon the west side of the valley was deep in shadow. 
 
    ‘I had a flash.’ 
 
    ‘What were you photographing?’ Pugh asked politely. 
 
    ‘Rattlers.’ 
 
    In the ensuing silence Jerome came along the tiles carrying a tray. ‘My dear,’ he addressed his daughter, ‘bring some soda and more glasses.’ 
 
    ‘Your daughter says she was photographing rattlesnakes yesterday!’ Sprague exclaimed. 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ Jerome was making room for the tray on an iron table, transferring magazines and books to chairs, talking as he moved: ‘She’s not satisfied with what she has. Rattlers are difficult animals to photograph. You want them threatening, but when you’re looking through a view finder, you can’t judge if they’re coming closer. You need two people really. Tio Pepe, Melinda?’ 
 
    When he had served her he pressed whisky on the guests but they asked for lemonade. Sarah, who had returned with a tray, put it on the tiles and went back without a word. They were silent until she arrived with a jug and glasses. 
 
    ‘Did you see anyone in your travels?’ Pugh asked her. 
 
    ‘Not to notice,’ she said airily. ‘I wasn’t interested in people.’ 
 
    ‘How did you come home?’ 
 
    ‘Across the fields.’ 
 
    Frankie appeared. ‘That’s that,’ she said cheerfully. ‘You’ll stay and eat with us?’ 
 
    They declined. Miss Pink wondered if they had deduced that the Gray family, unwittingly or not, were working to make sure their visitors were not at their ease. She said brightly: ‘Are you working on the assumption that someone other than Birdie unsaddled the pony?’ 
 
    It was Sprague who answered. ‘I hefted that saddle and I don’t believe a six-year-old child could have got it on a buck.’ 
 
    ‘A buck?’ 
 
    ‘They put saddles on sawbucks,’ Pugh said. 
 
    ‘You mean, low, like that?’ Frankie indicated the height of a sawhorse. ‘Couldn’t she?’ 
 
    No one answered her. 
 
    ‘So the question is,’ Sprague went on, ‘was she killed before she reached home and the pony came home alone – or was led – and was unsaddled by the killer, or had she managed to unsaddle it herself – or been helped by someone – and then he killed her? Estwick says he never even knew the pony was home until his wife told him.’ Sprague’s gaze rested thoughtfully on Jerome. ‘Estwick was drenched,’ he said absently. 
 
    ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Frankie asked, and Jerome made a small movement of protest. 
 
    Sprague smiled at her: a little triumph, he had riled her. ‘There could have been a lot of blood so the killer’d need to wash it off, and at some time he was by the water because he put the body in the creek. He would have waded in fully clothed to wash off the blood. A man coming home wet would be suspect except that yesterday afternoon, early evening, everyone was drenched. Almost everyone. And Sam Estwick says he washed in the creek anyway after burying a deer carcass. Stenbock cleaned a stove and he washed the soot off in the creek – and there are his clothes, still wet and stained with soot. Alex Duval was out in the rain; even you were, ma’am.’ He looked at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘We’ve been to everybody,’ Pugh said, and waited. 
 
    After a moment the Grays and Miss Pink realised that this remark held special significance. It was Jerome who asked stiffly for an explanation: ‘And are you any nearer to learning the identity of the culprit?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ Sprague said. ‘Nearer than when we came. Of course, we don’t have the autopsy report yet, but we should get that tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘The storm hindered us,’ Pugh told them, ‘washing out traces, but it gave us a break too. If it hadn’t been for the storm Shawn Brenner wouldn’t have gone down to the Estwicks’ instead of going straight home.’ 
 
    Reactions to this were only partially gratifying, and none was revealing. Miss Pink and Frankie were astonished, Jerome and Sarah inscrutable. 
 
    ‘Shawn talked to you,’ Miss Pink said flatly. 
 
    ‘Yes. We understand that several people tried to make him talk today.’ Sprague bared his teeth in a grin that was not amused. ‘Perhaps we brought a little more pressure to bear than the neighbours could. And we got him away from his mother.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t interview him without her being present,’ Jerome said quickly. 
 
    ‘We weren’t interviewing him,’ Pugh said. ‘We were just talking to him.’ 
 
    ‘And the mother wasn’t that much interested anyways,’ Sprague pointed out. 
 
    ‘She was drunk,’ Sarah said, then, as disapproving eyes were turned on her: ‘Well, I was there too.’ 
 
    ‘And he wouldn’t talk to you?’ Sprague spoke as if to a child, indulgently. His tone changed. ‘Shawn saw a man carrying something towards the creek.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Frankie asked. 
 
    ‘He couldn’t see. It was gloomy and the man was just going into the trees. The boy looked in the stable and saw the pony. He went to the house, found it empty, and then he realised that what the man was carrying had been limp, with feet hanging down, he said. He ran away and went home.’ 
 
    Jerome said heavily, ‘It’s fortunate for him that he talked. But he couldn’t identify the man?’ 
 
    Sprague shook his head. Pugh stood up and went away round the side of the house. As they waited for the next thing to happen Miss Pink realised that at some point the balance had changed, that however ill at ease the detectives had been, now they were in control of the situation. 
 
    Pugh returned and placed a transparent plastic bag on the table. Inside was a knife with a broad pointed blade about six inches long and a handle that looked as if it were made of black plastic. 
 
    ‘Did any of you see this before?’ Sprague asked. 
 
    They stared at it until Jerome said: ‘Everyone has hunting knives; this one has nothing remarkable about it. Where was it found?’ 
 
    ‘In the creek,’ Pugh said. ‘About a coupla hundred yards from the Estwick place. We didn’t find it early on because the creek was muddy but as the level dropped and the water cleared it was quite easy to see.’ 
 
    Frankie said: ‘Are you saying that this is the knife that was used on – that this is the weapon?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know, ma’am, but the pathologist will be able to tell us. The right knife will fit.’ Frankie gasped and turned her head away. ‘We have to show it to everyone,’ he went on. ‘I wonder, would you two ladies care to come with us?’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ Jerome snapped to attention. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘I was about to say, sir,’ Sprague was smooth as butter. ‘We’re going to Estwick’s place and we know Mrs Estwick is rather excitable. I’d like some womenfolk around when we show her husband the knife.’ 
 
    ‘You’re arresting him?’ Frankie was incredulous. 
 
    ‘We have to ask if he recognises the knife.’ 
 
    ‘They have to ask everybody,’ Jerome said heavily. 
 
    ‘I’ll come.’ Frankie was fierce. She turned to Miss Pink. ‘You, too? See to the dinner!’ she flung at Sarah as she stalked away but Sarah did not seem to hear. People had the air of being stunned. 
 
    The women were further astonished to find the black and white police car parked outside the front door with Schaffer and Morgan inside, the radio turned low. It had crept up the track without attracting anyone’s attention. They got into the back of the detectives’ car and no one said a word on the short drive to the Estwicks’ cabin. Frankie stared stonily out of the window, Miss Pink regarded the back of the officers’ necks and wondered where in these days they had found a barber who would cut their hair that short. Behind them came the second car, more menacing for its silence, the siren off, the lights unlit. 
 
    They halted in the Estwicks’ yard and each man held a lady’s door for her to alight, without a smile. There was nothing amusing about their mission. 
 
    Tracy came to the door of the cabin and stood there, her red hair flaming, smiling but effectively barring entrance. 
 
    ‘Where’s Sam?’ Sprague asked. 
 
    Tracy’s eyes took in the women and the uniformed police. The smile stayed but her eyes hardened. ‘He went towards the ford,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Is Paula asleep?’ Miss Pink asked. The girl nodded. Everyone looked towards the creek. Sam Estwick was approaching the corrals, moving slowly like a man inspecting his land. He came to the gate, unlatched it and closed it behind him. He showed no surprise at the presence of this large party in his yard although his eyes sharpened at sight of the women. 
 
    ‘Before you go any further,’ Sprague said without preamble, ‘did you see this before?’ 
 
    Estwick took the knife in its plastic covering. ‘It could be mine.’ 
 
    ‘Where would yours be?’ 
 
    His hand went to his hip where an empty sheath was slotted on his belt. ‘I mislaid it yesterday sometime,’ he said. 
 
    ‘We have some questions to ask you … ’ Smoothly, they separated in order to flank him, the uniformed men closing in like gross basilisks. The group moved past the women and went to the cars. Frankie whispered: ‘They’ve arrested him?’ 
 
    ‘They’re taking him in for questioning. It’s the knife; it appears to be his.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t do it; he couldn’t have done.’ 
 
    ‘No, I suppose not, but someone did.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    There was little relief in Salvation Canyon when Sam Estwick was taken in for questioning. Most people felt that he must be guilty but they were distressed and bewildered, although, for the sake of Paula and the children, they put on a show of returning to normality. 
 
    The press arrived on Monday but only stragglers; by Sunday evening the focus of attention had shifted to Nebo where both the body and the child’s stepfather (the suspect?) were being held. The place where the body had been discovered was marked by yellow tape but there was not much interest in a bank so overgrown that there was not even the chalk outline of a corpse to be seen as there would be on a city pavement. A few still photographs were taken but never used. Pictures were printed showing a general view of the canyon with an ‘X’ marking the approximate position of Forset’s South Forty and these were more dramatic. 
 
    Various reporters made the rounds of the residents and got the kind of reception that might have been predicted, some of it meaty copy but none of it, when analysed, containing information not already known about the murder. Bob Duval was taciturn at first, angry when pressed. Alex, who would have been more hospitable, was working cattle somewhere in the high country. In fact, most people who could, had disappeared; they had caught Bob just as he was about to leave. His horse was already saddled – and that could have explained his bad temper. 
 
    Jo and her oldest girls were pleasant ‘but low on I.Q.’, as a female reporter told her editor back in Nebo. (The younger Olsons, and Debbie in particular, had been packed off early for a picnic, with Sarah and Jen in charge.) 
 
    The press got short shrift at the Estwick cabin where they were met by Dolly Creed who promptly swung into a spiel to promote her paintings. Literally and metaphorically there was no getting past her and her hard sell. They abandoned any attempt to see Paula, and drove to the Stenbocks’ where Art talked about organic husbandry and flatly refused to answer any questions about his neighbours. They put him down as a crank with all a crank’s unbreakable obstinacy, and pushed on to the Forset ranch which was deserted except for the Labrador. So they went across the road to Weasel Creek. 
 
    Miss Pink was delighted to see them; she gave them coffee and questioned them at length on the workings of the American news media but could give them no information herself because, as she told them, she had been in the canyon only a few days and knew none of her neighbours. 
 
    Glen Plummer was vacant, loquacious and equally uninformative. He offered hospitality and the two reporters who stayed with him longest came away with only the vaguest impression of what he was about. One thought he was in real estate, the other that he was writing a book. It was pointed out to them that it was Jerome Gray who was writing the book, then someone remembered that there was a Melinda Pink who wrote gothics. It was all very confusing, and Jerome Gray had been not only confusing but a trifle menacing. He had dropped one or two names inadvertently and they were the names of influential television sponsors. He was extremely polite and called everyone ‘Mr’ or ‘Miss’. No one stayed long with Jerome. 
 
    They did not stay willingly at the last cabin, either. A lot of people thought that at first sight this was the goldmine they were looking for: the beautiful, welcoming Maxine, the garrulous and exotic grandmother, the little boy who had actually seen the killer, but after a while a slow disillusionment set in. Shawn, appealed to, cajoled, most delicately threatened, only twined himself about his mother and steadfastly refused to utter a word, gazing at them with the eyes of a fawn as Maxine stroked his hair and Myrtle reiterated that he was in deepest shock. 
 
    Myrtle and Maxine talked in counterpoint, Maxine drank steadily and the reporters came to the conclusion that there was nothing to be learned there. They began to feel the effects of the liquor that was pressed on them, and they remembered the rough drive beyond the narrows and they left. The Nebo reporter had a puncture on the way home and discovered that her spare tyre had been slashed. 
 
    When it seemed that they had all gone, at least from the lower end of the canyon, Miss Pink ate a light lunch and drove to Forset’s ranch intending to ride down to the river to examine it at her leisure. She was quite prepared to catch her mount and saddle up herself as Forset had told her to do any time, but his pick-up was in the yard so she went towards the cabin. 
 
    At the porch she paused; she could hear him on the telephone. ‘Keep him there,’ he was saying urgently and she thought he must be referring to an animal. ‘Whatever you do— ’ He broke off and there was silence. She looked at the Crimson Cliffs, thought how naked they looked in the noonday heat. ‘You’re wrong!’ came his voice. ‘They’re intelligent; he wouldn’t stand a chance— ’ She frowned; this didn’t equate with a sick animal. She knew she should move away, out of hearing. She sat down on the steps. ‘No one,’ he said. ‘Just you and me, at least in this valley … if Gray did know, he wouldn’t talk … Hell, man, it had to be Sam … Look, we know that was a put-up job … You’re right, of course. We can only hope – God, why didn’t he keep Mike with him? Yes, I know … ’ 
 
    Sudden silence. A deep sigh. Heavy steps approached, and stopped behind her. She stood up and faced him. 
 
    ‘I heard everything,’ she said. He looked utterly dispirited. ‘I came to ride Yaller; I’ve decided it’s too hot.’ 
 
    ‘You heard everything?’ His shoulders slumped as he considered, and came to a decision. ‘Then you’d better come in and I’ll try to explain. Everyone will know shortly anyway. The police know already, in a sense, but maybe Sprague didn’t pull it out of the computer yet. The thing is: Alex Duval is almost certainly in there under “Rape” or “Rapist”. And the female in the case was a little girl. And Alex has run.’ He blinked at her. ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do about this.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go inside,’ she said comfortably, and piloted him through the junk room. They sat in big chairs by the window. ‘Start from the beginning,’ she suggested. ‘Who were you talking to?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Bob, of course; the brother. I’m moving some cows so I called to ask if they’d turn out: him and Alex and young Mike; we all help each other when a number of hands are needed. Bob said Alex couldn’t come and he told me why, because I know about Alex. The Duvals and me, we’re the oldest residents; it happened only twenty years back anyway. Bob told Alex he had to leave. I’m not so sure it was the right thing to do: send him away; it looks bad.’ 
 
    ‘What happened twenty years ago?’ 
 
    ‘A young kid – she was twelve – accused Alex of raping her. Her people worked for Old Duval. There were the three men: the old man and the sons: Bob and Alex. Mrs Duval died some years before. They had a housekeeper and her husband worked as a hand. He was the girl’s father. I don’t think Bob ever had the whole truth of it from Old Duval and it could have been a lot nastier than ever came out in court. What we did know was that the girl was— ’ Forset coughed in embarrassment and sought for euphemisms. ‘You must have come across youngsters who were older than their years.’ 
 
    ‘Sexually precocious, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. No better than she should be. No one would come forward in court because she was under age, but there were men in the valley told Old Duval afterwards that she’d approached them – er – on a commercial basis – at age twelve! Can you believe that? All the same, the father put her up to it; Old Duval was sure of that. He was a weirdo, the father. Old Duval caught him stealing money from his desk and fired him, and the family went straight to Nebo, to the sheriff, and accused Alex of raping the girl. There was a court case and he got off. The medical evidence showed that the girl had been – that there had been habitual intercourse.’ He looked away. ‘There was something about it having been going on over a number of years. The father made a very bad witness. And the Duvals are an old and well-respected family in these parts. There’d never been the slightest hint of anything like that connected with Alex: in school, in the canyon, anywhere. But there’s the record, you see. He was arrested and charged – and he’s a simple soul; says what he thinks. He could well tell the police he was “very fond of Birdie” which they’d figure was highly suspect; they always think the worst. So Bob’s sent him into – sent him off until— ’ His eyes begged a question. ‘Until it’s safe to return.’ 
 
    She was silent. ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘You make me wish he had an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think he did it!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, John. When they took Sam, Frankie felt the same way about him. No matter how likeable anyone is, the man who killed Birdie must be put away because he’s a danger to other children. No matter that he’s never shown any hint of sexual violence before; he has done so now. That’s the crux of the matter. The person who did it is mad; you must see that. But that means he can’t be condemned to death.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a debatable point. You get a certain type of jury and a hanging judge, they’re not going to take his state of mind into consideration. You’ve met the police; what allowances d’you think they’d make for Alex?’ 
 
    ‘Did you have any trouble with them, John?’ 
 
    ‘If you mean by trouble, were they hostile, no. I’m too old to be browbeat by city dudes less than half my age.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Particularly when I’ve got nothing on my mind – except my neighbours’ problems.’ 
 
    ‘You have no alibi. On the other hand, we heard your chainsaw when we were on Calamity Mesa and I was back here within the hour. We had to cover a good six or seven miles but we were in a hurry because of the storm. The only time we slowed down was on the descent to the river. An hour. You wouldn’t have had time to walk to the Estwicks’ place, and if you rode or drove, you would have been seen.’ 
 
    ‘I’d not thought of it like that. If they accuse me I’ll tell them to work that out for themselves. You have a quick mind, Melinda.’ 
 
    ‘I have a criminal mind. Did you see Erik when he came down?’ 
 
    ‘Of course; he wouldn’t go by without speaking. He said he met you.’ 
 
    ‘Were you expecting him down so early?’ 
 
    ‘Early? It was Saturday afternoon. He doesn’t usually work at all Saturdays but there was a gap in a fence at the head of the canyon, and that had to be fixed.’ 
 
    ‘Why is a fence necessary in a box canyon?’ 
 
    ‘Because there are old mines and they’re supposed to be fenced, stop the cows falling down a shaft. Once Erik finished he had to go home and fix his chicken-house because a skunk was stealing eggs.’ He looked hard at her. ‘You do know that all the young Olsons were about their buildings within minutes of leaving Birdie?’ 
 
    ‘I knew that. And they went to the chicken-house and spoke to their father?’ 
 
    He wiped his face with his hands. ‘I can’t keep it up,’ he protested. ‘You’re worse than the police.’ 
 
    The telephone was ringing when she stopped outside her cabin. It was Lois Stenbock asking her to go across for supper that evening. She accepted politely, reflecting wryly that Lois would have to do some juggling to reconcile events with her theories on raising children. As she put down the receiver her eyes narrowed. A car was turning into her road-end, and over the past thirty hours people in cars had not brought good news. 
 
    The visitor was Glen Plummer who was neither bursting with information nor apparently under any compulsion to learn the latest. What Plummer was after was company. They sat in the shade of the ramada behind the cabin while he talked and she listened, observing him more closely than had been possible three days ago at the Grays’ party. The ensuing events had taken their toll; his pudgy simian face had sagged and he looked haunted. His trousers and sports shirt were clean and his hair was damp from the shower but there was a stale smell about him which suggested that he had indulged in a second drinking bout last night. He was thirsty and asked for water. He drank half a second glass and sighed, and started to sip his coffee. 
 
    ‘I needed that.’ He looked at the red cliffs and added absently: ‘This place is terrifying.’ 
 
    ‘I think the rock is quite stable.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you get the feel of a threat hanging over you. It’s psychological. I wish I could get away, but the police won’t let us leave.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they’d let you go to Nebo. You could stay in a motel provided you let them know where you are.’ 
 
    ‘I could do that, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘It would be much more comfortable than trying to look after yourself down here.’ 
 
    ‘And I’d get some good food.’ He was wistful. ‘I miss my wife’s cooking – my ex-wife, I should say.’ 
 
    She was confused. ‘I understood you lost your wife last year.’ 
 
    He shot her a glance. ‘That was my second wife. Sally Ann was the first.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘And now there’s another wants to be the third Mrs Glen Plummer.’ 
 
    ‘You may have that wrong. I know Dolly isn’t interested in marriage.’ 
 
    ‘Dolly? I’m not talking about her. We’re good friends, me and Dolly. In fact,’ – he looked thoughtful – ‘if I was to marry again I’d like it to be someone like her. She’s reliable – and she’s clever. She’d be a great help in my business.’ He beamed at her. ‘You got me thinking there.’ 
 
    ‘But there is this other lady who has – er – taken a shine to you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve not given her any encouragement. I just had the odd drink with her but I never even took her out to a meal.’ He ruminated, frowning. ‘I’m not ready for responsibilities yet – more of them, I mean; I’ve got enough on my plate as it is. I need a rest from women, and families, and domesticity. Dolly’s all right; she’s an artist. I adore older ladies: her, Frankie, yourself … ’ 
 
    ‘Quite. But otherwise, and so far as business is concerned, you’re bored. What is this scheme to flood Gospel Bottom and build a marina?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that. It was Dolly’s inspiration. She was talking about titles for pictures one time and said how a name will sell a product, how “Gospel Bottom” was wasted, the name for just a bit of bottom land where the creek meets the river. Said if it was a resort everyone’d flock to it. So I said I’d put a marina in there. She got mad and I fantasised the idea but then I got to considering it seriously. It gives Dolly and me a meeting point, see what I mean? We strike sparks off each other. She’s one very special lady.’ 
 
    ‘You are not proposing to dam the river?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just a talking point! Dolly’s paranoid about the ecology. She’s like me that way: always looking for interests, but she found ’em. That’s what I admire about her: she’s so intense. Me, I’ve got no motivation. Who am I working for? I lost my family. Sally Ann’s got custody of my daughter and that little girl’s taken care of for the rest of her life if I drop dead tomorrow. I lost my house and brood mares worth half a million; that’s my ex-wife’s hobby: breeding Arabians, with my money. Hell, drop in the ocean. I make a million this week, lose two the next; in three weeks’ time I make three million. What for? What do I do next? I’m the man who’s got it all. Can you suggest a challenge?’ 
 
    ‘Now let me think. A bored, rich man. There are some jobs which are tremendously exciting, but closed to the majority of people because the expenses are prohibitive.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking of the profession of private detective. Finding criminals, missing persons: that’s phenomenally expensive; you have to travel all over the world – but it’s dangerous. Of course, that could be a stimulus.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good. I like it. I love it.’ 
 
    ‘You could make a sensational start by tracking down Birdie’s murderer.’ 
 
    His jaw dropped. He said carefully, ‘I’m not sure I understand what you’re getting at.’ 
 
    ‘If Sam Estwick didn’t do it, then the killer could still be in the canyon.’ 
 
    ‘But they arrested Sam.’ 
 
    ‘No, they’ve taken him in for questioning. Even if he had been arrested, he’s presumed innocent until found guilty.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think he did it?’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘I never thought about it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come now; I don’t believe that.’ 
 
    He stared at her in consternation. The situation had changed; she was no longer a sympathetic older lady but a hard questioner. ‘You’re looking at me as if you thought I was guilty of something,’ he protested. 
 
    ‘No doubt you are.’ He inhaled sharply. ‘We all are,’ she went on blandly, and he swallowed. ‘You have no alibi,’ she pointed out, ‘but if I thought you were a murderer I wouldn’t be discussing the subject with you, alone in an isolated cabin. All the same, I suspect the police gave you a hard time.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again! I wasn’t sober either and that didn’t help. I don’t mean I was drunk. I was earlier, but I went over to the Grays and Frankie filled me up with black coffee – this was after I saw – saw – you know?’ She nodded. Now she did look sympathetic. He continued: ‘But soon’s I came back I started on the bourbon again, and then they came: those smoothies with the button-down collars and the sneaky questions. I was tired; God, I was tired! I just told them the truth. I was searching all night, all next morning: wading the creek, right down to the river … Rattlers, they’re all over the banks, you know; we were slashing through the willows, making as much noise as possible, never knowing whether our lights would show the coils gleaming or – her: drowned, we thought then, at night. We thought she’d fell off the pony and the flood had took her – little kid like that, no weight, she’d have no chance once the creek rose. We come back exhausted, driving up the road, and here’s Sarah: “She’s found,” she says, and Sam says – well, he can’t get it out; he wants to ask is she alive, but of course we all knew – him too – if she was alive, Sarah’d be jumping up and down: “We found her!” and laughing and shouting, but she says: “She’s found,” and she just looks at Sam.’ He shook his head as if he were Sam denying the truth. He was as lost as his syntax. ‘So then we follows them across the field – I don’t know why we went, Art and me, but we been searching for so long, I guess we had to finish it, you know, something like that.’ He put his head in his hands. 
 
    She got up and went to get him a drink. 
 
    When he had gone she drove slowly up the canyon. The evening was clear and beautiful. The Grays’ entrance was a mile away when she turned down the Stenbocks’ track, but every line of the blue roan gelding was distinct as it stood there on the verge, its rider evidently in conversation with a small figure holding something that glinted – a bicycle, of course. 
 
    Lois Stenbock’s motive for inviting Miss Pink to supper became clear within a few minutes of the guest’s arrival. Lois was aware that she should pay lip service to etiquette but basically she had tunnel vision; obsessed by her personal objective, she had little or no regard for the reactions of other people. So although she welcomed Miss Pink with the remark that she thought it best for everyone that life should return to normal as quickly as possible, that having Miss Pink over was part of the programme, it was obvious that she was protesting too much; she had other things on her mind. 
 
    Miss Pink agreed that a resumption of normal behaviour was the wisest course, accepted a glass of apricot juice and regarded her hosts benignly. They were patently uneasy. It was Lois who started the ball rolling, suddenly, without preamble. 
 
    ‘Now we shall all be invoking hindsight,’ she began. ‘All the same, there was a marked deterioration in Sam Estwick over the past few weeks.’ 
 
    ‘He was drinking more,’ Stenbock said, as if qualifying his wife’s statement. 
 
    ‘His behaviour changed! He was blatant: going up to Maxine Brenner’s cabin virtually every night. He didn’t even attempt to be discreet— ’ 
 
    ‘Was he going there as often as that?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘I had the impression that Maxine found him a nuisance.’ 
 
    ‘She did. She couldn’t stand the sight of him.’ 
 
    ‘Then why should she allow him to visit – and how did you find out about this?’ 
 
    ‘He went there to drink, and he paid for it. He was using the place as a bar and Maxine needed the money. It was Shawn who told us.’ 
 
    ‘The ubiquitous Shawn.’ 
 
    Lois said earnestly: ‘I don’t think you understand about Shawn. He’s deprived.’ She flashed a look at her husband. ‘He distrusts strangers because that’s how he’s been brought up. I think I managed to make some impression before … At least he knows now that not everyone is dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Seems he was right to distrust Sam Estwick,’ Stenbock said. ‘A pity Birdie didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn distrusted Estwick?’ Miss Pink repeated. 
 
    ‘He hated him,’ Lois said with satisfaction. ‘That hatred arose from fear, of course. He was terrified of Estwick, said he liked little boys.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Miss Pink was amazed. 
 
    ‘He did say that,’ Stenbock assured her. ‘I was here when he said it.’ 
 
    ‘Did he give – chapter and verse for such an accusation?’ 
 
    He looked away and it was Lois who answered, sibilant with indignation: ‘Estwick kissed him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head. Stenbock said: ‘I never believed that.’ She turned to him. ‘I thought there was something else, something worse, that he wouldn’t talk about,’ he said. ‘Kissing was a euphemism.’ 
 
    ‘It’s irrelevant,’ Lois snapped. ‘Estwick liked little boys.’ 
 
    ‘Birdie wasn’t a little boy,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘That’s irrelevant too. She was a small child, the assault was sexual. That’s what matters.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked: ‘When Shawn told you this, what measures did you take to protect him?’ 
 
    ‘The first thing I did was to call his mother.’ Lois was virtuous. 
 
    ‘And what was her reaction?’ 
 
    ‘She laughed.’ 
 
    ‘She said Shawn watched too many movies,’ Stenbock put in. 
 
    ‘I told her,’ Lois said, ‘that she was being criminally irresponsible to rent pornographic videos, and she hung up on me. She’s a woman can’t face the truth. She’s an alcoholic, anyway, and her brain’s softening. I wasn’t going to let it rest there so I called Paula. Of course, there was no way I could tell her what Shawn was saying, but I hinted, you know, said I didn’t think her husband was suitable company for small children. I had to admit that my information came from Shawn and she said that the child needed thrashing within an inch of his life and his mouth scrubbed out with soap. There! With all the feeling there is against that child I’m only astonished that it wasn’t his little body that was found on the creek bank.’ 
 
    ‘So am I.’ Miss Pink was thoughtful. ‘Did you know that Shawn told the police he saw a man carrying Birdie, or her body, away from the Estwick place and towards the creek?’ 
 
    The Stenbocks fidgeted and avoided each other’s eyes. ‘Yes,’ Lois said. ‘We heard that.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn didn’t identify the man.’ 
 
    ‘There’s the knife,’ Stenbock pointed out. ‘Evidently it’s Estwick’s, and he admitted his was missing. He was mending a halter and he put the knife down on the table and went outside because he thought he heard a dog or a coyote upstream. And that reminded him of a deer carcass and he went straight to bury it and forgot the knife. He reckoned it went missing then. Now, that’s just his story.’ 
 
    ‘It’s plausible,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘All child molesters will be plausible,’ Lois told her. 
 
    ‘That confounds your theory that children should be brought up to trust strangers.’ Miss Pink could not resist that. 
 
    ‘Not at all. For one thing, Estwick is no stranger – and no one can guard against abuse inside the family; for another, he’s aberrant. I still maintain that children should trust normal people.’ 
 
    ‘Did you suggest to Shawn that it might be wiser not to be alone with Sam Estwick?’ 
 
    ‘As a matter of fact, he didn’t come – he wasn’t allowed to come here any more, after I called his mother and told her she had a pervert frequenting her house. But I was satisfied in my own mind that Shawn would be on his guard; he was quite terrified of the man.’ 
 
    ‘How curious,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘When I arrived here I thought that the canyon housed a peaceful, integrated community, and you’re telling me that beneath the surface there was child abuse?’ 
 
    ‘It certainly wasn’t peaceful,’ Lois said, ‘nor integrated. There was Birdie running away from home frequently – now, why was that, d’you suppose? Estwick was drinking in another woman’s house, waiting his opportunity to corrupt a little boy; there was Glen Plummer— ’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t come into it,’ Stenbock said quickly. 
 
    ‘Everybody’s a suspect,’ Lois began, then corrected herself. ‘Everyone was a suspect before they arrested Sam Estwick. Why, even you had to prove your alibi!’ She gave him a wry smile. 
 
    ‘You have an alibi?’ Miss Pink asked politely, not troubling to inform them that Estwick had not been arrested, at least, not initially. 
 
    ‘I offered them my coveralls,’ Stenbock said. ‘I’d washed in the creek after I cleaned the flues – that’s what I was doing Saturday afternoon: cleaning the cookstove. The soot was still on the coveralls – soot stains, I mean, so I figured that since blood stains can be detected in a laboratory, they’d better have the coveralls to prove my innocence. The police wouldn’t take them. I knew I wasn’t a suspect then even though I didn’t have an alibi.’ He looked at his wife with a kind of defiance. 
 
    ‘You still have the coveralls?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve burned them now,’ Lois said. ‘They were too filthy to keep and no way was I going to wash them. He’s got plenty of old clothes he can use cleaning flues. Why, I’d rather go to the Thrift Store, pay a few dollars for old pants and a shirt than wash coveralls every time I have my cookstove cleared of soot.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded agreement, reflecting that murder, that being in the vicinity of a murder, made some people extraordinarily garrulous. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    At eight o’clock in the morning the Forset place was already astir. Saddled horses were tied to rails and Forset was conferring with Bob Duval and Erik Olson. He was surprised to see Miss Pink this early but she pointed out that morning was the best time to ride, that although she planned to stay out all day, she would rest her horse during the hottest hours. He apologised that she should have to catch and saddle Yaller; if he’d known … ‘It’s no trouble,’ she assured him. ‘Don’t let me hold you back.’ 
 
    ‘We’re bringing some cows out of Gospel Bottom, putting ’em up Mormon Pasture. Now tell me where you’re going, eh?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to follow the creek out into the high country above the narrows, parallel with the road.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right; don’t lose sight of the road when you’re on your own.’ He smiled. ‘That way we won’t have to come so far to look for you if you don’t come back.’ 
 
    She returned his smile and went into the barn for a halter. 
 
    They were gone by the time she had saddled Yaller; they had even taken the dog. As she led the horse to the mounting log she felt as if she had been abandoned. She thought of the route she had sketched to Forset and wished she were taking it: a quiet hack compared with where she proposed going. She had a map but maps were one thing, the terrain another. Maps seldom showed cliffs and never conveyed atmosphere; today she would be in unknown country in more ways than one. 
 
    She must have communicated something of her uneasiness to the horse because he turned skittish once they were clear of the corrals. This had the effect of concentrating her mind wonderfully and, since she was in something of a hurry, she was forced to devote all her attention to controlling him at a trot. 
 
    She followed the route she had taken with Dolly four days ago. At the creek below the great cove, Forbidden Creek, she slowed down. This was one of the places where the trail came close to the water, and Yaller, although sure-footed on mountain trails, had little regard for where he put his feet when he was in the valley. Edging him away from the eroded bank, she paused at the little side-creek and studied the gouge in the cliffs above. 
 
    It was curious how the rock literally encircled the floor of the bay, rising to towers on one side of the lowest point (where water from flash floods had stained the sandstone); even part of the cliff on that side, the Maze side, was hidden, as if the towers were protecting it. She looked around. No houses were visible; all were obscured by their own clumps of cottonwoods or the trees on the banks of Salvation Creek. But the cove was high in the cliff and that part which was invisible from below might be visible from her own cabin, which stood somewhat above the road and at a distance. This evening she might see more with the aid of binoculars. And then she wondered why this was important. It was not because she wanted to get into that place but because no one could. Had other minds worked like hers, wondering if the Anasazi had been there, if the Cave of Hands was against the hidden wall of the great cove? 
 
    She came back to the trail and pushed the horse into a lope, slowing to a walk as she passed the Olson place, not wanting to attract attention with the sound of pounding hoofs. She skirted the loop of the creek where it contoured the plinth that supported the Blanket Man. She looked up at the Stone Hawk on her other side and reflected that, if it was in the cove, the Cave of Hands could have nothing to do with the secret way down to the valley from Rustler Park; she was nearly two miles from Forbidden Creek. 
 
    Beyond the Olson and Estwick homesteads she resumed a gentle canter, came to the Duvals’ property, which appeared deserted, and left by way of the gate in Horsethief Canyon. She was fastening the gate when she saw a familiar flash of colour at the back of Wind Whistle: brown and white, a pinto pony. It was a poignant moment, mistaking it for Birdie’s pony, and then she realised that it could well be the same animal; Paula might have asked the Duvals to look after it. She turned to her own horse, wondering why the pinto was standing at the back door of the house instead of grazing in a meadow. She looked back. It had not moved. She focused her binoculars. 
 
    There was a saddle on the animal. Could Alex have been in the house when she passed? No, Alex was much too heavy for the pinto. Of course – one of the Olsons, probably Mike, had borrowed it, and he worked at Wind Whistle, had probably gone indoors for a can of pop or something. The blob of colour changed shape. A figure had emerged from the house, mounted, and was moving fast through the corrals and across a meadow towards the Horsethief trail. 
 
    She mounted and rode to the first thick clump of pinyons. She was sitting on the bank watching a turkey vulture when the pinto approached. She lowered the binoculars and turned to the rider. ‘Why, good morning, Shawn,’ she said, unable to conceal her surprise. ‘Isn’t that – an Estwick horse?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Birdie’s,’ he said. ‘Her mom said I could ride him.’ 
 
    ‘And where are you going on him?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going up Rustler, ma’am. The others were there yesterday but my mom wouldn’t let me go, so I’m going today on my own, try and make up for it.’ 
 
    ‘Make up for what?’ 
 
    ‘Being left out of the picnic.’ He bit his lip. 
 
    ‘Do you feel safe on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Birdie could do it. She was only six. So’s Shelly, and she come up here yesterday too.’ 
 
    ‘Shelly was with Sarah and Jen.’ 
 
    He muttered something and moved his hands. The pinto took a step forward. 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I said you’re not always safe with other people.’ 
 
    She saw the fear in his eyes. Was he frightened of her? ‘Get down, Shawn,’ she said, and patted the earth. ‘Sit here and— ’ 
 
    ‘No, I can’t! I have to— ’ 
 
    ‘Sit down and tell me about Sam Estwick.’ 
 
    That cut across his protests and he gaped at her, his eyes wide. For long seconds he stared, then pushed his pony up the bank, slid off and tied it in the shade beside Yaller. He came back and sat about six feet from her. 
 
    ‘I told the police all I know,’ he said. 
 
    About to speak, she changed her mind and watched the vulture come in to land on a tree above the Lower Jump. 
 
    ‘I never said it was Sam,’ came the small voice. 
 
    ‘No, that was nice of you.’ 
 
    ‘I like Sam. I respect him.’ Miss Pink remained silent. ‘I wish he was my dad.’ He seemed to be thinking between each utterance. ‘Sometimes,’ he added. 
 
    ‘And is he fond of you?’ 
 
    Delicately he started to pick the flowers from the stem of a lupin. ‘I don’t know. Sometimes I think he is, sometimes I don’t, but then I don’t always like him; when he talks about whipping I hate him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not surprised. So what do you do then?’ 
 
    ‘What could I do?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It takes an ingenious mind; you might, say, put something nasty on his saddle.’ 
 
    His eyes danced. ‘Like super glue?’ 
 
    ‘Or make up stories about him.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Stories that would make other people despise him.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘That he likes little boys.’ 
 
    He had destroyed the lupin and now his hands were still. He was a beautiful child; in profile the lack of expression was not obvious. He turned to her, and his face was full of expression. ‘It was what I wanted!’ he said earnestly. ‘I wanted him to like me but I didn’t – I don’t think he does, so I told a lie.’ 
 
    ‘You wanted him to kiss you.’ 
 
    He squirmed on the bank. ‘No, that’s kid stuff; my mom’s always holding me tight and stroking my hair and stuff, I hate that, I’m not a girl. But I never had a dad; I got lots of uncles, they’re her boy friends, so it’s not the same thing. I want a dad. Mr Plummer’d do, I s’pose. I get a bit mixed up with all of them, don’t know which is for the best.’ He looked very small and helpless. 
 
    ‘Let’s get this straight; when you told Mr and Mrs Stenbock that Sam kissed you, it was a lie?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘And that he liked little boys?’ 
 
    ‘I want him to like me!’ 
 
    ‘Who told you that some men liked little boys?’ 
 
    ‘It were in a movie.’ 
 
    ‘So you were getting your own back at Sam because he didn’t like you enough, is that it?’ He nodded miserably. ‘And when you said you saw a man carrying Birdie towards the creek, that was a lie too?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, no! That were true!’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ 
 
    He was still as a rock, even holding his breath, then he glanced at her and spoke jerkily as he had done at the start of the encounter: ‘I don’t know. I were too far off. It were dark, and raining. There were no way of knowing.’ 
 
    ‘So it could have been Sam.’ 
 
    He looked away, squeezing his hands between his knees, the picture of misery. There was no lack of expression now. There was too much. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You’ve had a hard time. You’d better go on now. And enjoy your ride.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ It was a whisper. 
 
    He untied the pinto and rode away up the trail. 
 
    The yellow horse had a longer stride than the pony and would have overtaken him had she not held back. From below she caught glimpses of the pinto climbing the ledges towards the Barrier and when she could see him no longer and knew that they had entered the Twist she pushed forward, past the fork in the trail. 
 
    The way to Rustler bore the tracks of a number of horses, but the path that continued up Horsethief had seen little traffic since the rain. A few yards beyond the fork there were marks of deer and, speculating on their sudden appearance, she realised that the trail had been joined by a narrow path coming up from the bottom of the canyon. Below her now was the Upper Jump, the sun shining on a pool under the waterfall. The path did not end at the pool but climbed the opposite side of the canyon by way of an obvious break: a steep gully, sparsely vegetated, that cut through the crags to emerge on the rim about half a mile away. She considered, and then dismissed the route. She might explore it in company but not alone; it was too steep. 
 
    Her trail continued to climb; there were no hairpins, only a steady rise for a mile or so, and she saw that she was approaching a corner of the headwall. At that point the outer rank of the needles was close to the canyon but in the corner, between headwall and cliffs, there was a dip in the rock, more scoop than saddle, and on the skyline stood a small cairn. 
 
    She rode through the notch and the trail dropped easily to a narrow valley that was long and straight, and dead flat. The bottom was green with new grass except for the pale sand of the wash and the threads of game trails. The far side of the valley was craggy, and when she descended to the wash and looked back she saw a long reef clumped with ragged buttes, which had an air of familiarity. Light showed through holes. She was looking at the back of the reef that formed one side of Rustler Park. 
 
    People had said that there was no way to the park except by the Twist and yet, looking at that reef from this side, the slickrock appeared to be no more than a scramble for a tolerably agile person on foot. Tracing a line carefully with her eye, retracing it downwards, she saw that trees at the base of the rock were bright green, not the bottle shades of pinyon and juniper but the green of hardwoods. That must be the spring in Sheep Canyon. 
 
    She studied her map. There were three ways out of this canyon, if you were mounted: north, following the wash to the river, eight miles distant and a dead-end because you could not cross the Colorado. You could go south into the empty country or, less than half a mile away, take a low pass that led to the next straight canyon. 
 
    She folded the map and headed for the pass, noting with satisfaction that it was marked by the prints of a horse coming towards her, into Sheep Canyon. Shortly she joined a wide track coming in from the left, and then she reached a rocky defile through which she rode for several hundred yards until she could look across another rift of a valley parallel to the one she had just left. This was Antelope; beyond it was Ringtail Canyon. 
 
    The country seemed deserted and there was very little sound. Small brown birds rose from the sage with a twittering like that of pipits. Occasionally a speck in the sky marked the presence of some large raptor, but generally speaking the Straight Canyons seemed as empty of wildlife as they were of people. The day was hot and no doubt the animals would emerge from cracks and burrows as the sun sank. Now, at noon, it seemed wise, like them, to seek shade. She turned back to Sheep Canyon and rode across the flats to the spring. 
 
    Two hundred yards from the cottonwoods, Yaller, already stepping out as he smelled water, threw up his head and whinnied. There was an answering neigh from the shadows. Miss Pink rode forward, a look of bright enquiry on her face. Alex Duval was standing, brushing leaves from his hair, smiling diffidently. A horse was tied close by, a rifle in the saddle scabbard. 
 
    ‘How do, ma’am.’ He nodded and blinked at her. ‘Nice day.’ 
 
    She enthused about the weather as he led her to the spring: a scummy place of water-weed and tadpoles. The horse did not seem to mind but she was glad that she had brought water with her. She chatted about springs and wildlife as Yaller drank, then she removed the bridle and tied him to a tree by the halter. She loosened the cinch, aware that Alex was watching her with mounting uneasiness. Taking her saddle bags she moved away from the horses, talking, drawing him with her. 
 
    On a red-checked cloth she set rolls oozing with butter and ham and breasts of chicken, lettuce – limp but green – brownies, bright red apples, cans of beer. Alex stared, and grinned with delight. He said wonderingly: ‘Bob told you I was here?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know you were here.’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘You always eat this much on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. I thought I’d meet someone, lovely day like this. And I did, but he wasn’t coming this way. Shawn was at Wind Whistle.’ 
 
    ‘You mean he was at the house? What was he doing there?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask him. Bob is helping John Forset get his cows out of Gospel Bottom. No doubt Shawn called to see if anyone was home.’ 
 
    ‘That would be it.’ 
 
    ‘And then he came up Horsethief and we had a long talk.’ 
 
    ‘You and Shawn?’ Alex was surprised, his ingenuous eyes studying her face. ‘He talked to you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m used to children.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘You must be good with ’em. I can handle animals and I love kids but I don’t know how to handle Shawn.’ He thought about that. ‘He’s not at all like the Olsons.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘One,’ he ticked his fingers, ‘they’re happy. Two, they’re polite. Three, they’re workers – but that don’t count; Shawn’s too young to work. And that’s not true neither; Mike was working cattle at his age. The twins can ride good as a man, too. ’Course,’ he turned those disconcertingly innocent eyes on her, ‘kids always ride better than men because they got no fear, so really they’re not so good. Can you understand that?’ 
 
    ‘No fear means no respect. That’s dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘They learn it quick, though. Young Mike is careful. He knows if his pony breaks a leg that animal’s gonna have to be shot. By the time they’re Mike’s age they’ve grown up some.’ 
 
    ‘And he has respect for people too – Mike?’ 
 
    ‘Mike’s a good kid. He’s around the age our boys would be if we’d been married. ’Fact, he sorta takes the place of our own kids, the ones we didn’t have. We’re the last of the family, Bob and me, so there’s no one for the old place to go to.’ He stopped short and looked away, smoothing his face. 
 
    ‘Something wrong?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Can you forget I said that?’ 
 
    ‘I can, if you tell me why I should.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fair. It’s family stuff; I forgot I shouldn’t talk about family and such.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s talk about something else then. Cattle? When are you going to bring the cows up here?’ 
 
    He peered through the trees, calculating. ‘Soon’s there’s enough grass; pretty soon, when Bob gives the word.’ 
 
    ‘You bring them up Horsethief?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Not the way you came, but the other side of the canyon, back of the rim. There’s an old stock driveway, musta been in use since the Mormons started putting their cattle in the Straights.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a little trail that crosses the creek at the Upper Jump.’ 
 
    ‘That trace comes up the steep draw south of the Jump and joins the stock driveway on top. That’s where I should be fencing— ’ He hesitated, and began again: ‘I was pulling fence there last Saturday.’ 
 
    ‘A nasty place to be in a storm.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t. I left, went on home with the tractor. There was thunder and lightning and stuff but it didn’t bother me, not on four rubber wheels.’ 
 
    ‘But Mike was on a horse.’ 
 
    ‘He left early.’ Alex grinned. ‘It was Saturday afternoon, that’s holiday time for young boys; he shouldn’t have been working. I told him: I could get that old fence finished on my own, and I sent him off middle of the afternoon. Had his fishing rod with him, see. Off he went, down that old draw, but slow like, dainty, you could say; he takes care of his pony.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you did have your eye on him.’ 
 
    ‘All the way – oh, I see what you mean: he went careful because I was watching. No, Mike’s a good kid anyways.’ 
 
    She started to pack things away, talking as if for the sake of being polite. ‘He couldn’t have caught many trout with the storm coming and all.’ 
 
    ‘Storm didn’t come till later. He had an hour or so there and then the thunder started getting close, I hollered down to him and pointed to the sky, and he packed up and went home.’ His eyes sparkled. ‘Went fast too – good thing he’s got a pony like a goat. By the time I got home, he’d been and gone.’ 
 
    ‘Been in to Wind Whistle?’ 
 
    ‘Of course! It was baking day, and Tracy and Sandy cook like angels.’ 
 
    She sighed and sat back on her heels. 
 
    ‘You wanta rest a whiles? Old Yaller’ll be all right.’ 
 
    ‘I am resting, but thank you all the same. Were you upset at what happened to Birdie?’ 
 
    He was startled. ‘I’d forgotten it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the best thing to do.’ 
 
    He didn’t seem to hear that. ‘Now I’ve remembered. It was dreadful.’ He shook his head. ‘Cruel, cruel. Sam wasn’t her father, you know that? Paula was her mother but one of our hands was her father. I hope he never learns what happened. She was a lovely little girl.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Bob told me as she was hit and thrown in the creek, but the police said terrible things; Sam Estwick couldn’t have done that, what they were saying. He might hit her p’raps, in anger, not meaning to hit so hard, but the knifing – no!’ 
 
    ‘It was almost certainly done after she was dead.’ 
 
    ‘Why would anyone do that? Once a body’s dead, there’s no reason. A deer gets shot once, even twice, by a poor marksman and someone goes and finishes it off, but you don’t keep stabbing a dead body. I don’t understand it.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you searching, Alex? You and Bob?’ 
 
    ‘We were upstream of Estwicks’, clear back to Horsethief.’ 
 
    She got to her feet. ‘Is there a way up to Rustler from this side, up the slickrock?’ 
 
    ‘You want to see it? I’ll take you.’ She hesitated at such eagerness and then realised it could be due to the change of subject. ‘It’ll only take five minutes.’ He was pleading, like a small boy, anxious to show the visitor a favoured place. 
 
    ‘Five minutes?’ 
 
    ‘It’s steep,’ he admitted, regarding her doubtfully now, and without embarrassment. 
 
    ‘You’ve done it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. You can see the whole of Rustler from the top. We used to put cows in the park in the old days, and when we gathered, I’d often run up the rock from this spring, see what was happening in Rustler.’ 
 
    He was not young any longer and it was some time since she had scrambled up steep rock, moreover they were both wearing smooth-soled boots with high heels; not the footgear for rock climbing, she thought wryly as she heaved herself up incipient chimneys and toiled up sloping slabs in his wake. All the same, it was quite a reasonable route for a person on foot, and it was ridiculous to suggest that Rustler Park was inaccessible except by way of Horsethief and the Twist. 
 
    Alex had stopped. She reached him and found that they were on one of those long ledges characteristic of the country. Above them was the wall of a butte. He grinned and led the way along the foot of the wall. He stopped again and watched her approach. She looked at him, then at the wall. She saw light in the rock and stepped forward. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I’ll go first.’ 
 
    He walked into a kind of short tunnel with a kink in it. She stumbled after him for a few yards and again found him waiting. 
 
    ‘There,’ he said. 
 
    They looked out, as if from a doorway, over the sunlit expanse of Rustler Park. She could see all of it except for that strip which lay immediately below. There was the solitary reef, more or less in the centre of the huge meadow, the Barrier with all its needles to left and right, and straight ahead; and there, less than a mile away, was the Pale Hunter above the Maze. 
 
    Downwards, her view was obstructed and she went to step forward. His hand was on her arm. ‘Careful, ma’am; that’s a hundred-foot drop.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! There’s no way down?’ 
 
    ‘No, just up one side is all. It’s like being rimrocked.’ 
 
    ‘Rimrocked?’ 
 
    ‘You get into the bad canyons, go past a place where you can’t go back – like you jump down, or something? Can’t jump back. So you go on, ’cause that’s all you can do, and you come to a place like this. That’s being rimrocked. Of course, we’re not rimrocked, we can go back.’ 
 
    ‘How do people escape from a situation like that?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t, not alive. They get a fever from the sun and thirst and then the cold nights and they walk off the edge.’ 
 
    She shuddered. ‘Like sheep stuck on a ledge, and when they get weak enough the ravens knock them off.’ She turned back to the park. ‘Do you know the other way down to the valley, that goes through the Maze?’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t one.’ 
 
    ‘And the Cave of Hands?’ 
 
    ‘You been talking to Dolly.’ He was smiling but then his face changed. ‘Or little Birdie.’ 
 
    She sighed and looked away from the sad eyes. ‘Oh, there’s Shawn,’ she said brightly. ‘I hope that child doesn’t go near the old cabin; there’s a rattler— ’ 
 
    ‘Rattler won’t hurt him, cabin’s the other end of the reef; you can pick out the old corrals. I see the pinto but I can’t see the boy, can you?’ 
 
    She was focusing the binoculars. ‘I didn’t see him either, just the pony. There it is, and it’s tied. He is a careless boy, tying it in the sun. So where is he? Ah.’ 
 
    ‘You found him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He’s sitting in the rocks at this end of the reef.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he doing?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Just sitting and watching.’ 
 
    The glasses moved fractionally as she looked beyond Shawn. He was in line with the Pale Hunter. So he had thoughts about the Maze? It must be an open secret – but why should he remain half a mile from the start of that mysterious (and cairned) trail and just stare at it? Through the glasses she studied the base of the Hunter, working through the little trees, and then she caught a glimpse of an alien colour. The rock was pink and grey, the grass was sage and green, the pinyons almost black, but this short strip of colour was yellow, too bright and high for flowers. It seemed to be on a boulder of blueish grey – and then the yellow moved with the rock. She inhaled sharply. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Alex asked. 
 
    She turned slowly. ‘It occurred to me: could Shawn have heard the story about the Cave of Hands and the secret way down? Would he be silly enough to go and look?’ 
 
    ‘Shawn isn’t silly. Is he going? The pony hasn’t moved.’ 
 
    She handed him the glasses and watched his face. He tried to focus. ‘I’m not very good with these things. I’ve altered the focus for you.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind.’ She held out her hand. ‘You can probably see better without them.’ 
 
    ‘I think I can.’ He squinted towards the reef. ‘I can still see the pinto so Shawn won’t be far away.’ 
 
    She focused again, not on Shawn but on the object of his interest: a blue roan horse in the shade (the yellow slicker revealing its presence) at the top of the slope leading to the Maze. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t tell Alex that Sarah was down there. She may have remained silent because he denied knowledge of the area, an area which seemed to fascinate Shawn. These three people had secrets, shared or unshared; it might be better to keep quiet about the curious tableau below. 
 
    They returned to the horses and she made leisurely preparations for departure. Her going seemed to revive his anxiety. 
 
    ‘Does Bob know you’re here?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No. I told no one I was coming to the Straights.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to tell people you met me?’ 
 
    ‘Not if you don’t want me to.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Then I won’t.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Because Bob said— ’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say nothing about meeting you, Alex. I promise.’ 
 
    She rode up the canyon without looking back. She was fairly certain that he would leave the spring. There had been no sign of a camp; that must be in one of the other canyons, or back in the really wild country to the south. She wondered if he had ridden over here to meet Bob, and then thought that she would prefer not to meet him herself. So instead of taking the trail by which she had come she rode on until she intercepted what must be the stock driveway. Turning east, she broke into a canter. 
 
    The rift of Horsethief appeared on her left but the trail ran some distance back from what would be dangerous crags for cows. When she came to a pile of old fence posts and wire she rode out to the rim and found herself looking down the steep draw above the Upper Jump. 
 
    On the far side of the canyon the slickrock plunged in sweeping slabs from the needles to the gorge of the inner canyon. She was amazed to think that she had climbed that slope on a horse, on this horse, she remembered, patting his damp neck – and then she tensed. A patch of colour was moving down the slickrock: the pinto. 
 
    Looking more closely she saw that Shawn was not alone, and once again it was the yellow slicker that alerted her. The roan was ahead; Shawn was coming down in company with Sarah. All the same, he was not in her company in Rustler Park – but Sarah had found him, so that was all right. Whatever mischief he might have been up to, in a position that suggested he was spying, he had been discovered: an anti-climax really, but at least Miss Pink no longer had to make the decision whether to tell Sarah that she was being watched. 
 
    At home that evening she remembered that she had meant to try to look into the back of the great cove, but even with binoculars she could see nothing. All that side of the valley was in deep shadow, the cove showing merely as something darker than the cliffs. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    ‘Shawn was at Wind Whistle?’ It was next morning. Myrtle paused in her sweeping and regarded Miss Pink blankly. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘He was riding Birdie’s pony.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ Myrtle put the broom behind the door and removed the piece of chiffon that was protecting her immaculate coiffure. ‘Paula said he could ride it.’ She stepped out to the porch and looked across the valley. ‘Who was at Wind Whistle?’ she asked sharply. 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘So how d’you know he was there?’ 
 
    ‘I saw the pony tied outside, then he came out of the house and rode up Horsethief Canyon. He caught me up and we had a long talk.’ 
 
    Myrtle stiffened and her hand went to her lips. She bit her knuckles. Miss Pink observed her without expression. 
 
    ‘Which brother was there?’ Myrtle asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that I understand you.’ 
 
    ‘Who was in the house: Alex or Bob, or was it both of them?’ 
 
    ‘Neither. The house was empty.’ 
 
    ‘So what did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Miss Pink seemed embarrassed. ‘He was eager to talk— ’ 
 
    ‘About— ?’ Myrtle was tense as a spring. 
 
    ‘Young children find it easier to unburden themselves to strangers … He spoke about men.’ 
 
    ‘Which one? Men, not a man?’ 
 
    ‘He concentrated on Sam Estwick but he also mentioned Glen Plummer.’ 
 
    ‘Glen! Why?’ 
 
    ‘You’re forcing me to tell you things which may well have been confidential,’ Miss Pink said gently. ‘A little boy’s secrets?’ 
 
    Myrtle was very still. ‘Why are you smiling?’ she asked. ‘Is something funny?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not amused, I’m embarrassed.’ 
 
    Myrtle looked away. ‘I am the boy’s grandmother.’ She was trying to keep her voice even. ‘I have a right to know what he’s saying. It can’t be confidential from his family.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not, but – you’re right. He was comparing their merits, d’you see? He could well feel that to discuss such a matter within his own family might imply criticism of his mother. He’s terribly concerned that he doesn’t have a father. A normal attitude in the circumstances.’ 
 
    Myrtle seemed to have lost control of her head. She turned it slowly towards the visitor, jerked away, swivelled to the creek and then, as if aware of eccentric behaviour, she started to roll her skull deliberately, doing neck exercises. 
 
    ‘I came to look at your jewellery,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    The old woman retreated inside the store, automatically taking up a stance behind the display counter. Miss Pink stood back and surveyed the cluttered shelves. ‘Did you see any strange cars or hikers on Saturday?’ she asked. 
 
    Myrtle’s eyes showed the effort involved in adjusting to the change of subject. ‘We came home late – later than we’d intended. We stopped – we’d been to town, and Maxine saw a friend’s car outside – some place, and we stayed there a while.’ 
 
    ‘That’s important?’ 
 
    Myrtle gaped. ‘Well, we wouldn’t see anyone, would we? We were too late. I mean, it happened much earlier, didn’t it? He’d have been gone, time we turned off the highway – and of course, no one’d notice a strange car on the highway.’ 
 
    ‘What time did you reach home?’ 
 
    ‘About seven, eight, some time around there.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn was alone for quite a while.’ 
 
    ‘He watched a video. He knows how to work the set. He’s old for his years. He’d got himself some supper, and changed his clothes. He was drenched, out in that storm. We shouldn’t never have stopped, but there, no harm done, and he didn’t even catch cold.’ 
 
    ‘A very self-sufficient little boy, but, I think, lonely too. He’s so conscious of not having a father.’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s going to be fine.’ Myrtle was relaxed now, even a trifle smug. ‘When Maxine re-marries we shall be a complete family.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s fond of Glen.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Glen’s easy-going, promised him an Arabian horse – pure-bred; I don’t mean Glen would try to buy Shawn’s affections, but it is kind, isn’t it, give a little boy a pony?’ Her expression changed, became censorious. ‘But he shouldn’t never have talked about his mother’s business outside the family.’ 
 
    Miss Pink ignored this. ‘Nevertheless, he seems to favour Sam Estwick,’ she murmured. 
 
    Myrtle gave a snort of derision. ‘He can’t stand Sam Estwick! None of us can. Just because my daughter befriended him once, felt sorry for him married to a Mormon, what passes for Mormon, and him a drinking man, now he comes up here trading on a friendly gesture. It looks bad. One thing, I’m here, and little Shawn, but he’s so thick-skinned he can’t see where he’s not wanted. No, no one in this house has a good word to say for Sam Estwick. Besides, he’s in jail.’ 
 
    ‘He was taken in for questioning— ’ 
 
    ‘Shawn saw— ’ She stopped, her eyes wide behind the gaudy spectacles. She gripped the square of black velvet on the counter and started to knead and stretch it. Miss Pink watched the thin, arthritic hands and waited for the cloth to tear. ‘It was Sam?’ she asked softly. Myrtle’s head twitched sideways. ‘It was Glen?’ 
 
    ‘No, no! Not Glen! He told you that? Shawn said it was Glen?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t Sam,’ Miss Pink said, making a statement of it this time. Myrtle stared at her as if she were a snake. ‘Who was it?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Alex Duval?’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t think so.’ It was a whisper. 
 
    ‘Shawn was at Wind Whistle yesterday morning.’ 
 
    ‘So you say. It’s worrying.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you worried that he should ride alone up to Rustler Park?’ 
 
    ‘Is that where he went?’ The voice was listless now. ‘He’s a good little rider.’ But she wasn’t thinking about his horsemanship. 
 
    ‘Isn’t Maxine worried?’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘That Shawn knows who the murderer is.’ 
 
    ‘He told you!’ 
 
    ‘Not the identity of the man.’ 
 
    ‘No more he told me. Maxine isn’t well; she’s very highly strung. She’s sick in bed so she doesn’t know about any of this.’ She made a gesture of indecision. ‘Don’t you think he should tell us?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. Perhaps we could impress on him the need. How about now? The sooner the better.’ 
 
    ‘When he gets back.’ 
 
    ‘Back – from where?’ 
 
    ‘He’s with the Olsons today. He’ll be home this evening. I’ll make him talk then. And if he won’t, I’ll send for that detective, the fatherly one – Sprague? It was him got Shawn to admit he’d seen the killer taking Birdie to the creek.’ 
 
    Shawn was not at the Olson place. No one had seen him that day, in fact, none of the children had seen him since he left them just before the storm on Saturday. 
 
    The Olson family was busy. Mike was working at Wind Whistle, the big girls were out in the alfalfa, irrigating, the twins were in the kitchen, drawing maps of Alaska: geography lesson, Jo explained. The baby was stumbling round the kitchen followed by the solicitous collie. Debbie tapped Miss Pink’s arm. ‘I’ve got time to talk if you don’t mind me working at the same time.’ 
 
    They went round the back of the cabin to the vegetable garden. 
 
    ‘I’m running late,’ Debbie said, bustling along the rows. ‘I have to get these old peas weeded before dinner, and I should be out helping with the irrigating— ’ She sighed heavily and Miss Pink accepted the broad hint and started to work on a parallel row. 
 
    ‘How did the picnic go?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, it was fun!’ Immediately Debbie forgot the urgency and straightened her back. ‘We went up Rustler. Why didn’t you come?’ 
 
    ‘I had to talk to people. I would have liked to come. Tell me about it. Did Sarah photograph the rattler at the line camp?’ 
 
    ‘No, we didn’t go near the rocks. Sarah says there are rattlers all round that reef, not just at the old cabin. We had the picnic in the trees.’ 
 
    ‘Near the Pale Hunter?’ 
 
    ‘Across from there. We rode past the Hunter; we rode right round the park after we’d eaten.’ 
 
    ‘Dolly and I picnicked above the Maze.’ 
 
    Debbie stood up again, gave an ostentatious sigh and pointed past the Stone Hawk. ‘That’s the Maze.’ 
 
    ‘True, but Rustler Park’s up there too. Isn’t there a way down to here from Rustler through the Maze?’ 
 
    ‘Heavens, no!’ She rolled her eyes. ‘There’s only one way to Rustler: up Horsethief.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t Shawn go with you?’ 
 
    Debbie turned back to the peas. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘He felt left out.’ Debbie struggled with a dandelion root. ‘I saw him in Horsethief yesterday,’ Miss Pink went on idly. ‘He went up Rustler on his own.’ 
 
    The child stood up, staring. ‘Walking?’ 
 
    ‘No, on Birdie’s pinto.’ 
 
    ‘He stole it?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Estwick is letting him ride it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was untwining a convolvulus stem. ‘She’s not thinking straight,’ Debbie amended. ‘My dad’s gone over there, see if he can help. He’ll sort that one out.’ 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t he ride the pinto? He’s good enough. I watched him on the trail yesterday; he doesn’t ride as well as some, but he’s not bad.’ Debbie said nothing. Miss Pink straightened her back. ‘I’m going to call on Mrs Estwick. Is there any message for your father?’ 
 
    ‘Tell him what you just told me – in case Mrs Estwick didn’t tell him yet.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do that. You’re worried about Shawn. I can understand that. People shouldn’t go riding in these canyons on their own. It’s too easy for a horse to put a foot wrong and go over the edge.’ 
 
    The child looked at her, and deep in those clear blue eyes something moved that was not at all childish, something that made Miss Pink distinctly uneasy. 
 
    Paula and Olson were in the corrals when she drove into the Estwicks’ yard, Paula smearing ointment on the back of a horse while Olson held its head. They came out of the corral and greeted her without enthusiasm. Paula, as might be expected, appeared dull and incurious, but an unwonted belligerence on Olson’s part contrasted sharply with the attitude of the rest of his family. He might be in pain; he was limping, having been kicked by a cow. Forset had said that Olson was careless. When Paula went indoors Miss Pink asked him if he knew that Shawn had ridden the pinto yesterday. No, he hadn’t known. 
 
    ‘Is he safe, d’you think?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘I’m not bothered about Shawn.’ 
 
    Annoyed, she said tartly: ‘You don’t have to bother about Mike’s alibi either.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with— What’s that supposed to mean?’ He was more frightened than wantonly rude. 
 
    ‘Mike was fishing in the pool below the Upper Jump. Didn’t he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he— What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘You gave him a false alibi, and he didn’t need it. Alex Duval was watching him all the time. And then Mike called at Wind Whistle so that must have been just before Jo arrived. You only have to ask Tracy and Sandy what time he was there, or how long before Jo got there that he left – and you know what time he reached your place, so you can work out that he didn’t have enough time to come over here and do everything that was done, and to wash. Was he wet when he came in?’ 
 
    ‘Not like he’d been in the creek. How did you work it all out?’ 
 
    ‘Once Alex said he was fishing in the pool I realised why Mike was so surprised when you said he was with you around three on Saturday. You thought if he told the police he was fishing, that wouldn’t be good enough. Didn’t he tell you he was within sight of Alex? And that he called at Wind Whistle?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think. I just thought the more people had been with Mike around the time that Birdie went home the better.’ 
 
    ‘And saying Mike was with you gives you an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need one.’ 
 
    A car could be heard approaching and Dolly’s white Volkswagen nosed into the yard. She got out carrying a casserole. 
 
    ‘Hi, you guys!’ Her smile suggested that she was trying to behave as if nothing had happened, but her eyes were wary. She raised her brows and nodded towards the cabin. ‘She O.K.?’ 
 
    ‘She’s all right,’ Olson said. ‘I got her to come out. We’ve been doctoring Sam’s horse.’ 
 
    ‘I looked in to give her this casserole, see if there’s anything she needs. Then we can have a talk.’ (This to Miss Pink.) ‘You staying a while, Erik?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to go and look at the cattle.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Just to get her out, get her moving about the place.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Put her up on a horse – best thing you can do.’ 
 
    ‘It would be, but there’s only one horse. Sam’s has got a nasty saddle sore.’ 
 
    ‘Hm, you’re both too heavy for the pinto. You’ll have— ’ 
 
    ‘Shawn’s out on the pinto.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Both women exclaimed together. ‘He’s taken it today as well?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Where did he go?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ Olson said flatly. ‘If that old pony bucks him off, all’s I can say is it’s no more’n he deserves.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what that boy’s saying?’ Dolly hissed. 
 
    ‘Shawn? No. What?’ 
 
    ‘He says he does know who the killer is.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, Erik! Don’t you realise— ’ 
 
    ‘Shut your car door!’ Miss Pink interrupted loudly, seeing Paula emerge from the cabin. ‘You’re wasting your batteries.’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Paula!’ Dolly turned, almost smoothly. ‘I brought you a casserole … ’ 
 
    ‘Who told you?’ Miss Pink asked as, their having driven in convoy to Dolly’s cabin, the younger woman came hurrying back to the jeep. 
 
    ‘Myrtle called me asking what she should do.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you suggest?’ 
 
    ‘I told her to hang on till he comes home and then she must make him tell her. Then I started looking for you. Jo told me you were at the Estwicks’. The casserole was a blind: my dinner for the next few days. But it does mean it can’t be Sam, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘It would seem so. Since all the indications were that it was him, Shawn seems to be implying now that it was someone else.’ 
 
    ‘But this is wild! Shawn’s saying it’s one of us? I mean, one of those left? Where is that kid? He didn’t tell Paula where he was going but someone must have seen him. Do we call people, or what?’ Miss Pink was deep in thought. ‘I mean,’ Dolly pressed, ‘he’s in a terribly dangerous position, don’t you think? Should we call the police?’ 
 
    ‘He could be lying.’ 
 
    ‘There is that. Shawn will say whatever suits his convenience at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘But someone may not take that into account, may decide to be on the safe side.’ 
 
    Dolly twisted an ear-ring. ‘Surely it’s up to his family to take the initiative?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think anybody’s capable. Maxine is “sick” which is probably a euphemism for drunk, and Myrtle’s a broken reed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, hell. So what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s try to discover if anyone’s seen him. Start with Wind Whistle.’ 
 
    There was no reply from the Duvals’ number, nor from John Forset, nor Glen Plummer. Lois was at home and asked why Dolly should think that she had seen Shawn when his mother had forbidden him to visit with the Stenbocks. ‘Why’s that?’ Dolly asked, replacing the receiver. ‘Why doesn’t Maxine let Shawn visit with Lois?’ 
 
    ‘Because— ’ Miss Pink checked. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! I can find out from Lois easily enough.’ 
 
    ‘And she’ll tell you.’ Miss Pink was grim. ‘Shawn told her that Sam Estwick was too fond of small boys, so Lois told Maxine what she thought of her as a mother.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn said that! The little bugger.’ 
 
    ‘But I met him yesterday and he retracted, admitted he was lying; it seems he was getting his own back on Sam for some slight or other. Maybe Sam did whip him at one time. On the other hand he said he’d like Sam for a father.’ 
 
    ‘This gets even more weird. He was having you on.’ 
 
    Miss Pink studied Dolly’s face. ‘He was very plausible.’ 
 
    ‘He is. Now I come to think of it, he’s so plausible, and such a little bastard – particularly when I remember what he did to my painting – I’m not all that keen to find him after all. Let him take his chance, is how I feel.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to call the Grays’ cabin. They might have seen him at a distance; no one can miss the pinto.’ 
 
    Sarah answered the telephone. She had not seen Shawn or the pinto; was something wrong? Miss Pink hesitated and Frankie came on the line. 
 
    ‘Something happened?’ 
 
    Miss Pink explained that Shawn was dropping hints that he knew the identity of the killer. 
 
    ‘It’s not Sam then!’ Frankie exclaimed. ‘That’s a relief— ’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s someone else.’ 
 
    There was silence on the line. Sarah came back. ‘What’s Frankie so upset about?’ 
 
    Cornered, Miss Pink had to explain, despite Sarah’s tender age, but then Sarah was not all that tender. ‘Did Shawn say anything to you?’ she asked. ‘When you went to see him Sunday afternoon. You talked to him just before the police did and he told them he’d seen a man carrying Birdie’s body. Surely he told you?’ 
 
    ‘I knew he was concealing something but he wouldn’t talk. The police must have brought pressure to bear. I couldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Have you any idea where he would be now?’ 
 
    ‘None. I’ll tell you what, though; Shawn’s quite safe as long as you know where everyone else is.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see – oh.’ 
 
    Frankie came back on the line, hard and triumphant. ‘She means there are eight suspects. One of them’s sitting out by our pool at this moment, and this time I’m not asleep.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And after all, the child isn’t missing. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ There was a long pause. ‘When do we assume he is?’ 
 
    ‘What would Shawn be doing inside Wind Whistle when the house was empty?’ 
 
    ‘Helping himself to a Coke?’ Jerome ventured. 
 
    ‘Stealing,’ Sarah said. 
 
    Miss Pink and Dolly had lunched with the Grays: an alfresco meal beside the pool. Somnolent after two glasses of wine, Miss Pink had put her question generally to the company. 
 
    ‘Do you have evidence to back that up?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘The criminal mind,’ Frankie murmured. 
 
    ‘You mean, proof that he steals, not just that he was stealing at Wind Whistle?’ Sarah asked. ‘The Olsons could answer that one better than me. He cheats at games and he tells lies. He’s basically dishonest.’ 
 
    ‘He’s anti-social,’ Frankie said. ‘What he said about Sam was amoral.’ 
 
    ‘Immoral,’ Sarah corrected. ‘He knew what he was doing.’ 
 
    Jerome cocked an interested eye at his daughter. ‘How d’you know that, miss?’ 
 
    ‘He was deliberately slandering Sam.’ 
 
    ‘He knew what he was doing all right,’ Dolly put in grimly. 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure,’ Jerome said. ‘He may have seen or heard some reference to child abuse and repeated it without being fully aware of the consequences.’ 
 
    ‘Like a psychopath?’ Sarah asked. ‘Daddy, you’re being naive.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re another one.’ Jerome was not in the least put out. 
 
    ‘A psychopath?’ 
 
    ‘Not fully aware of the meaning of terms.’ 
 
    ‘So he’s a fledgling psychopath. His wings aren’t grown.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they should be clipped.’ Dolly leaned back in her chaise longue. ‘Perhaps someone’s done that,’ she added lazily. 
 
    ‘Don’t, Dolly,’ Frankie said. 
 
    ‘Sorry, my subconscious is coming to the surface. I’m hot; I’m going in the pool.’ She got up and went to the house. 
 
    ‘We have plenty of swimsuits, Melinda,’ Frankie said. 
 
    ‘Thank you. Later, perhaps.’ She looked at Sarah. ‘How many ways could Shawn have taken when he left Paula’s place this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Up or down the canyon, and on either side of the creek.’ 
 
    ‘This side of the creek he’d be on the road,’ Jerome pointed out, seeing what was in her mind. ‘Someone would have seen him. It’s more likely that he crossed the creek and went up – or down – the trail on the far bank.’ 
 
    ‘Then John Forset would have to see him, or Bob – or Alex.’ She had kept her promise and told no one that she had met Alex in Sheep Canyon. ‘At either end of the trail on the other side of the creek he had to pass one of those ranches.’ 
 
    ‘But you called John and the Duvals and no one was home,’ Frankie said. ‘If they all left early, before Shawn set out, no one need have seen him go except Paula.’ 
 
    ‘When did he leave Estwicks’?’ Jerome asked, but no one knew. 
 
    ‘Shall we call Paula?’ Frankie asked. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Sarah said. ‘It’s a bit casual, a telephone call. I’ll run down there, take some cookies and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t run down there, in this heat.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take my bike.’ 
 
    Jerome said: ‘Are you sure— ’ 
 
    ‘It’ll save Frankie the trip, and Paula will talk to me. Frankie goes down every day.’ 
 
    They went indoors, passing Dolly, plump and tanned in a blue swimsuit. She plunged in the deep end of the pool and started a slow crawl. 
 
    ‘Oh, bliss,’ she gasped, coming to the side. ‘The others coming in?’ 
 
    ‘Frankie’s putting up some cookies for Sarah to take to Paula. We want to know what time Shawn left there this morning.’ 
 
    ‘You still bothered about him? Come in the water and cool off. It’s super.’ 
 
    Jerome smiled politely and turned to Miss Pink. ‘How do you feel about Shawn?’ he asked. ‘Are you worried?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I’m intrigued. I keep wondering why he was in Rustler Park yesterday. Has he gone up there again, and if so, why?’ 
 
    ‘You must ask Sarah that. She was there too. They came down together.’ 
 
    ‘What did he tell her?’ 
 
    ‘Just that he wanted to go to Rustler because he wasn’t invited to the picnic. It sounds reasonable. It’s considered quite an adventure by the children to ride up Horsethief and through the Twist. A paranoid child would feel he hadn’t been invited because he wasn’t considered a good enough rider, so he’d do it alone, to prove that he was. Would Shawn be paranoid? Dear me, this is infectious: psychopath, paranoid. What next?’ 
 
    Sarah returned within the hour to say that Shawn had left the Estwicks’ place some time after nine o’clock and Paula had not noticed which way he had gone. Paula had been quite chatty, Sarah said, turning to Miss Pink. ‘You thought Shawn was trying to get his own back on Sam because Sam threatened to whip him. It was a bit more … significant than that. After Shawn threw the stone at your horse Sam took him aside and told him that if he was his father he’d send him away to a special school where people knew how to deal with spoiled kids. Shawn said he wasn’t his father and never would be, and Sam said no, but he’d have a word with Glen Plummer and put him straight on the subject. Plummer had enough money to have Shawn put away in a very secure special school.’ 
 
    ‘Paula told you this?’ Frankie said in amazement. ‘And Sam told Paula all that?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he told her more than we know – but he certainly told her about this rather nasty exchange with Shawn. Sam was worried afterwards about what the kid might do.’ 
 
    ‘What could he do?’ Jerome asked. ‘He’s only ten, for Heavens’ sake! You mean slashing tyres, that kind of mischief?’ 
 
    ‘Or torching his cabin,’ Dolly said. 
 
    Frankie gasped, then turned on Sarah. ‘Did Sam think Shawn was that bad?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just telling you what Paula told me.’ 
 
    ‘But she lets him have the pony— ’ Frankie stared at them. They looked at each other in amazement. 
 
    ‘Deliberately?’ Dolly breathed. ‘Hoping … expecting the animal to throw him?’ 
 
    ‘I wonder if he did speak to Glen Plummer,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Glen seems ambivalent about Maxine.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ Frankie asked. 
 
    ‘He was talking to me about women, and he was concerned about someone who had set her cap at him.’ 
 
    Dolly clapped her hands in delight. ‘Is that what they say in England? That’s neat. I’d put it a bit heavier myself. Maxine’s got her talons in and won’t let go. But if Sam did warn Glen he was taking on a subnormal stepson, you wouldn’t see Glen’s dust.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn’s not subnormal,’ Jerome said. ‘He’s highly intelligent.’ 
 
    ‘Glen hasn’t gone,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘And I suspect he knows all about young Shawn. It occurs to me, however, that the story Shawn told Lois couldn’t have been in retaliation for the threat about a special school. If Sam uttered that on Friday, the sequence is wrong. I got the impression from Lois that Shawn told her his nasty little story some time ago.’ 
 
    ‘Immaterial,’ Dolly said. ‘Shawn would always be in a state of retaliation for something someone said. You don’t need a time sequence with that piece of bad news. Incidentally, was there any good news, Sarah, like he hasn’t come back yet?’ 
 
    ‘I hope he does come back, for your sake,’ Frankie said with only a trace of amusement. ‘Still, we’re all friends here; your indiscretions will go no further.’ 
 
    The telephone was ringing. Sarah got up to answer it, came back and told Miss Pink that John Forset wanted to speak to her. She approached the instrument warily. 
 
    ‘We took some of Bob’s cows up Sheep Canyon,’ he told her. ‘Alex said he met you yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘That’s so. I changed my mind and went up Horsethief.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t have been looking for Alex?’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell me where he was.’ 
 
    ‘Have you told anyone?’ 
 
    ‘No one. I promised him I wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to keep quiet?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. John, did you see Shawn Brenner today?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we did. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good. We thought – well, he’s been out alone for two days running and it seems, it doesn’t seem safe for a little boy who— ’ 
 
    ‘Don’t concern yourself with that young rip. Alex says he was up to Rustler yesterday. Today he was at the Upper Jump, fishing at the pool below the waterfall.’ 
 
    ‘What time was that?’ 
 
    ‘When we came down from the Straights, getting on for three.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you calling from now?’ 
 
    ‘From home.’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday Shawn was inside Wind Whistle when it was empty. Bob was with you. I saw the boy come out of the back of the house.’ 
 
    ‘So Alex said. Bob isn’t missing anything.’ 
 
    She returned to her hosts and told them Shawn had been seen. Four faces were turned towards her: Frankie relieved, Dolly mock-resigned, the Grays, father and daughter, noncommittal. 
 
    ‘Where did John see him?’ Frankie asked. 
 
    ‘Fishing the pool at the Upper Jump.’ 
 
    ‘I never knew Shawn to fish,’ Sarah said. 
 
    Dolly grinned. ‘He probably stole a rod when he was in Wind Whistle yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t have a rod when he caught me up in Horsethief,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Not even a telescopic one on the saddle.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, he’s found,’ Dolly said. ‘Now we can all revert to normal, wondering what his next trick will be.’ 
 
    They laughed, not quite naturally; their relief was tinged with hysteria. And they were less relieved that a small boy had been found than because everyone had been wondering what had happened to him. He was the second child missing, thought to be missing, in four days, and no one could forget what had happened to the first. 
 
    The relief was short-lived, although Miss Pink remained in ignorance until late in the evening when Frankie telephoned to say that people were searching for Shawn, had been doing so since early evening but in a desultory fashion then because no one had been much concerned. They were more bothered about the pinto, or Paula was. He had been badly cut by wire and he was extremely nervous but she managed to quieten him and clean the cuts and apply salve. No bones were broken but the point of his shoulder was very tender and swollen, and he was lame. Paula thought he had jumped wire, not cleared the top strand and come down on the shoulder. And since his chest was lacerated she thought he must have crashed through another fence. Bob Duval thought the pony must have broken loose when the boy was fishing and run home, jumping and crashing through weak points in the upper and lower boundaries of the Duval property. 
 
    Paula had called Maxine when the pony came home, but it was Myrtle who answered. She telephoned Bob Duval to ask if Shawn were there and he was not, so Bob saddled a horse and rode to the Upper Jump. There was no sign of Shawn anywhere. Duval came back and summoned John Forset and a few others and they concentrated on searching below the Horsethief trail, thinking that the pony must have fallen and thrown the boy, who would have rolled down into the canyon. 
 
    ‘That’s where they are now,’ Frankie said. ‘Sarah’s with them.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘You’d think that a pony going over the edge of a trail would leave tracks; the path would be broken away, plants flattened. Besides,’ – she had another thought – ‘the creek is within shouting distance of the trail. He can’t be far away. He should be able to hear the searchers – if he’s there – if he can answer.’ 
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    They searched the canyon until nightfall and then they had to give up because, rough as it was in daylight with crags and fallen timber, the gorge was a death-trap in the dark. Besides, by that time they were convinced that he was not there; people had ridden back and forth between the Upper Jump and the boundary of Wind Whistle and no one could see any sign of a horse having gone over the edge. Had it stumbled and the boy fallen off, and rolled, they would expect to see a swath of flattened vegetation, even if he had crawled under a tree and lost consciousness. They saw nothing untoward. 
 
    They abandoned the canyon as darkness fell and started to search the Wind Whistle meadows and the rest of the ground as far as Paula’s cabin, and across the road towards the boy’s home. They discovered where the pony had crashed through the Duvals’ upper boundary; there were white hairs sticking to sagging wire on the bank of the creek. They could track the pinto well enough; from the broken wire they back-tracked to the gate. The pony had come down the Horsethief trail, reached the gate and followed the fence line to the creek looking for a weak place. They knew Shawn had not been on the animal at this point because he would have opened the gate. The reason why they searched the meadows was on the chance that the boy, having been thrown from the pinto, perhaps concussed, had wandered down the trail, seen lights, attempted a short-cut towards his home and lost consciousness. That was how they rationalised; the truth was that no one could bring himself to go home while the boy was missing. 
 
    The men using Wind Whistle as a base were Bob himself, John Forset, Olson and Stenbock. They had not called on Glen Plummer, nor Jerome, and Alex was still in the Straights. No one remarked his absence, so presumably some kind of explanation had been given for it. In Wind Whistle’s kitchen Sarah, and later Miss Pink, brewed coffee and made sandwiches. Myrtle kept telephoning for news. She did not come across because she would not leave Maxine, who had not yet been told that Shawn was missing. Myrtle had given her a sleeping pill. Miss Pink raised her eyebrows at this: sleeping pills on top of alcohol, but at the moment it was far better that Maxine should be comatose in her own bed, rather than drunk at Wind Whistle. 
 
    Not long before dawn Miss Pink, who had been dozing in a chair, awoke to a stir in the yard. Dolly appeared in the doorway and glanced round the bright, untidy kitchen. 
 
    ‘Where is everybody?’ 
 
    Miss Pink rubbed her eyes and reached for her spectacles. ‘They’re all snatching some sleep. Coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I’ll get it. I rode over. I’ll come out today, least I can do. They haven’t found anything – no sign?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook her head. ‘He’s vanished. If he’s in Horsethief he can’t be conscious. The same applies if he’s between here and his home.’ 
 
    ‘Could it be amnesia?’ 
 
    ‘But he could still answer shouts, Dolly. An amnesiac isn’t unconscious.’ 
 
    ‘A snake. Did anyone think of that: snakebite?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they did. What difference does it make whether he fell off his horse or got bitten by a rattler? It’s not what happened to him that concerns people but where he is.’ 
 
    ‘You think he got bitten?’ Sarah had entered the kitchen. She went to the sink and dashed cold water on her face. ‘Thrown, then bitten?’ she hazarded, reaching for a towel. 
 
    Miss Pink asked suddenly: ‘Sarah! What was he doing in Rustler Park two days ago?’ 
 
    The girl showed no surprise at the question. ‘He said he should have gone on the picnic but his mother kept him home.’ 
 
    ‘Was that all?’ 
 
    ‘It was all he said, but the press were with Maxine that morning. Shawn could have found reporters more interesting than a picnic.’ 
 
    ‘He told me he wasn’t asked.’ 
 
    ‘The young Olsons aren’t all that mad about Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘Your father said he came down with you from Rustler the following day. I wondered if he followed you up there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he did, but not closely. He went in to Wind Whistle and then he talked to you on the trail.’ 
 
    ‘I meant, did he go up there after you, because you went? At what point did you meet him?’ 
 
    ‘You mean where, or when?’ 
 
    ‘Both.’ 
 
    Dolly, who had been following this with interest, said: ‘You think this has some bearing on what’s happened?’ 
 
    They didn’t answer her. ‘I met him as I was coming home,’ Sarah said. ‘He caught me up.’ 
 
    ‘What was he doing when he was in the park?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see him, but it’s a big park with hollows, as you know, and then there’s the reef in the middle; you can lose sight of people. That’s where I was, by the reef: trying to get pictures of the rattler; I wouldn’t have noticed Shawn.’ 
 
    Dolly said: ‘What on earth would a kid of ten find to do in Rustler Park? In any case, that’s got nothing to do with what happened yesterday, because he was fishing in Horsethief.’ 
 
    There were voices and other sounds from the back of the house. The men were getting up. The women started to busy themselves with breakfast. 
 
    It was Erik Olson who was to ask the crucial question. He paused as he wiped egg off his plate and turned to Forset. ‘I s’pose he was fishing when you saw him from the stockway? He wasn’t laying down or something?’ 
 
    Forset blinked at him. ‘I assumed he was fishing. There was the pinto, tied— ’ He turned to Duval. ‘Wasn’t anything wrong with the animal then; remember, he lifted his head when he heard our voices? He looked all right to me. ’Course, we were some way above— ’ 
 
    ‘He hit the wire after that,’ Duval pointed out. ‘But he wasn’t tied; he was drinking.’ 
 
    For a moment no one spoke, then Dolly said: ‘Shawn couldn’t have been fishing at the same time his horse was drinking. He had to be holding it. Although maybe, if he wasn’t, that was the moment it got away. So Shawn— ’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t holding it,’ Duval said, and looked at Art Stenbock. 
 
    ‘I never saw anything,’ the man said quickly. ‘You rode out to the top of that draw, to look at the fencing, where you would put the new fence, and you only glanced down Horsethief. I stayed back on the stockway, with Mike.’ 
 
    Forset looked at Duval. ‘You saw the boy.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. It was you who said: “There’s young Shawn.” I only saw the pinto. You really saw the boy?’ 
 
    Forset grimaced. ‘No, I didn’t. I just assumed – you do that, don’t you? There’s someone’s horse so you think the rider’s with it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked curiously: ‘What made you connect the pinto with Shawn?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knew he was using the pinto; besides, Alex mentioned it.’ He held her eye. ‘Alex is up in the Straights, putting out salt and stuff for the cows. He saw Shawn in Rustler on the pinto the day before so he knew the boy had the loan of the pony.’ 
 
    Sarah said: ‘How could Alex be in Rustler if he was in the Straights?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t say he was in Rustler. He looked down on the park from the rimrock above Bighorn Spring.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you were up there too. He didn’t say he saw you but your horse don’t show up like the pinto. Anyway, is this important?’ 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘It shows Shawn had an interest in Rustler – and that since you didn’t see him fishing, and the pony wasn’t tied by the pool, the animal could have been loose at that point: loose and on its own. Shawn could be in Rustler.’ 
 
    They stared at her. It was Dolly who broke the silence. ‘Or points between. No wonder you couldn’t find him in Horsethief.’ 
 
    Everyone who could ride turned out that day, even the Olson twins. Only the younger Olsons were kept at home with Jo. Glen Plummer stayed in the valley, as did Jerome and Frankie. Myrtle telephoned to say she was keeping Maxine ‘sedated’ and by now no one was in the least concerned how she was doing it: with alcohol or sleeping pills or a combination of both. 
 
    Lois Stenbock stayed at home but Paula Estwick came out: quiet and tight-lipped, riding a bony horse, no longer the bereaved mother – or at least, not showing it, but a plain, tough ranch woman. 
 
    The column of riders went up the Horsethief trail without a pause but when they reached the fork above the Upper Jump and turned uphill their interest quickened. From this point onwards there had been no search. 
 
    They climbed the slickrock slowly, exploring the ledges, looking behind boulders, dismounting to peer into holes where there had been a rockfall. They found no recent falls but they knew that people overtaken by darkness may crawl into shelter, and often they stay there, asleep or unconscious. 
 
    ‘I figure he’s dead,’ Paula said. Miss Pink was momentarily alone with her, holding the reins while she clambered over a heap of fallen rocks. Coming back, taking the reins, she made no move to mount. ‘There’s no hurry,’ she said. ‘He were dead before the pony come home.’ 
 
    Yaller rested one leg as if they had all the time in the world. Miss Pink looked along the ledge and saw a bright gleam as a horse turned and halted. Someone shouted: ‘You find something?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she called, and looked down at Paula. ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s obvious. Shawn knew who killed— ’ She would not pronounce the name, but Miss Pink knew. She went on: ‘But Sam were in town so he couldn’t have nothing to do with this.’ She indicated the searchers. ‘They let him go coupla days back, did you know that? No. Well, they did, but he stayed in Nebo ’cause he were afraid of me, still is, I reckon. He called me though, said he’d got to stay, the police said so. He can come home now, I reckon he’s been punished enough.’ Miss Pink looked startled. ‘I mean, for going to that woman,’ Paula said coldly. ‘He didn’t have nothing to do with – with any of – the other business, although it were his knife.’ 
 
    ‘It was? Definitely?’ 
 
    ‘It were his knife they took out of the creek.’ 
 
    ‘And you reckon the same man was responsible for both deaths.’ Paula regarded her calmly. ‘Do you have any idea as to who— ?’ 
 
    ‘If the body’s in Rustler then it had to be someone who could ride, so that lets out Glen Plummer and Jerome Gray. Mr Gray can ride but I don’t see him coming up here yesterday on Sarah’s horse— ’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘So that leaves five men – and young Mike. Four of ’em, and Mike, was herding cattle yesterday, and that leaves just Erik Olson, and he were with me till dinner time.’ 
 
    ‘What time do you eat dinner?’ 
 
    ‘At noon.’ 
 
    She mounted and they walked along the ledge towards the black hole of the Twist. There were tracks in the sand but since Shawn had ridden the pinto past here two days ago, and some of the picnic party had been mounted on ponies the day before that, small hoofprints held no special significance. They worked their way through the Twist at a snail’s pace, inspecting every hole and crack, and it was midday by the time they collected in Rustler Park. They dismounted in the shade and ate their lunch, and discussed the afternoon’s programme. 
 
    ‘He won’t be any further than here,’ Forset said, ‘so this is our last chance to find him. You know the place best, Bob; how should we work it?’ 
 
    ‘Sarah knows it better than me; it’s years since we put cows up here.’ 
 
    Sarah said: ‘There’s the reef in the middle, that’s the most likely place if he’s been bitten, so watch out for snakes. I’ll take the old line camp because I know there’s a rattler in the cabin, but I’m used to him. Apart from the reef, there’s all the rocks right round the edge, and then there are shallow draws everywhere in the grass.’ 
 
    ‘Sweep search,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Forset turned to her. 
 
    ‘We form a line, say, fifteen to twenty feet apart, and ride across the park. When we come to the far side the line returns on a parallel course. In theory every inch is covered systematically.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. We’ll do that after we’ve ridden round the edge. And everyone,’ – he eyed the youngsters – ‘don’t forget to make plenty of noise. But when I signal – ride out in front, wave my arms – everyone stops calling and we listen, see if he’s calling.’ 
 
    All through the stifling afternoon they searched the park. There was no water apart from that which they had brought themselves, and Forset had made sure that everyone carried a good supply, but the horses suffered. 
 
    The central reef and the perimeter cliffs were quickly covered, and then they turned their attention to the park itself. As the afternoon wore on it became obvious that a meticulous sweep search could not be accomplished before nightfall and it was thought that, if Shawn was lying in a hollow or behind a fallen pinyon, he would not survive another night in the open. So Forset told them to spread out, with a greater distance between each rider; that way they could cover more ground more quickly. Some of the mounts, particularly the children’s ponies, were flagging and, mindful of the long trail home, the younger riders were told to stop searching, to go into the shade and rest the horses. It was not before time. Even Mike made no protest, and an hour later Art Stenbock and Miss Pink dropped out of the line. 
 
    By six o’clock they had covered the whole park and everyone was exhausted. For the past hour there had been infrequent shouts as people thought they glimpsed a recumbent figure, but always it turned out to be a rock or a log. They ended the day even more baffled than they had been at the start. Dismounted in the shade, Forset’s eyes rested on the forms of children sprawled like rag dolls and he winced. ‘I guess we’re finished here,’ he said heavily. ‘There’s nothing else we can do. The horses will be giving out shortly. What does anyone think?’ 
 
    Duval said: ‘The horses are finished. We need a helicopter.’ 
 
    ‘Police? Or Search and Rescue?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter who provides the chopper so long as they’ve got someone with good eyesight. But I don’t see what anyone can do on the ground other than duplicate what we’ve done. Besides, by tomorrow he can’t be alive.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not alive now,’ Paula said. 
 
    ‘Meaning?’ Forset’s fatigue made him sound belligerent. 
 
    Paula’s eyes went round the circle and came to rest on Sarah. ‘You tell them,’ she said. 
 
    Sarah glanced at the children but they appeared to be asleep. All the same, she spoke quietly. ‘She means Shawn was murdered.’ 
 
    Watch it, Miss Pink thought. 
 
    After a long silence Forset said: ‘I know why you think that, Paula, but the law says the body has to be found— ’ 
 
    ‘Why bother?’ 
 
    He took her literally. ‘Because it’s the law, but, I agree, it’s pointless killing ourselves— ’ he checked, and changed his wording, ‘pointless wearing down the horses if he’s already – no longer alive.’ He glanced at the sleeping twins uneasily. 
 
    ‘It’s time we started down,’ Duval said. ‘We’ve done all we can here. We’ll go down and call the police. A chopper should be here at first light.’ 
 
    They returned to the valley, Duval leading, Forset bringing up the rear. He had stood at the entrance to the Twist, watching them file past, and Miss Pink guessed that he was counting. He was taking no risks, nor was Bob Duval; on the descent they kept the pace slow and the column orderly. 
 
    They reached Wind Whistle without incident and separated, Miss Pink handing Yaller over to Forset who had a horse trailer hitched behind his pick-up. She got in her jeep and drove home, entering the deep shade of the valley with relief. Within a moment she felt cold. She glanced up at the needles. If he was up there, she thought, Bob Duval was right; there was no way he could survive a second cold night after a day when temperatures must have been well over a hundred degrees in the shade – if he was in the shade. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Something large and white fluttered on a fence post at the start of Weasel Creek’s track. It was a message from Frankie: ‘Have to see you. Come and eat whatever the time.’ Miss Pink turned the jeep and drove back to the Grays’ cabin. Frankie met her at the door and took her to the living-room. The shadows were reaching out for the Crimson Cliffs and the room was no more than warm, the windows wide open to the evening air. 
 
    She collapsed on a sofa and asked for beer. Jerome and Frankie waited on her solicitously, seeming unsurprised that nothing had been found in Rustler Park, and then she noticed that they, or at least Frankie, were waiting expectantly, waiting for her to get comfortable. That took a few minutes; although she had absorbed pints of water at Wind Whistle she was thirsty again. Even her skin, now that she had stopped sweating, felt parched. She put down her glass and sighed. ‘You’ve had some news,’ she said. 
 
    ‘The police called with the results of the autopsy!’ 
 
    ‘He’s been found?’ 
 
    ‘Birdie,’ Jerome reminded her. ‘The autopsy on Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. My brain feels crumbly. What were the results?’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t raped.’ 
 
    ‘Now, my dear, they didn’t say that— ’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily raped.’ 
 
    ‘How could they tell?’ Miss Pink’s tone was flat. 
 
    ‘They couldn’t,’ Jerome admitted. ‘I’m wondering just how competent the pathologist is. He’s certainly imaginative. He put forward a theory that the body could have been cut to disguise the fact that she wasn’t raped. Apparently it’s been done before. Now what do you make of that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was alert, thirst and fatigue forgotten. 
 
    ‘Isn’t it odd?’ Frankie was saying. ‘And now no one can tell whether she was or not, the body was washed so thoroughly by the flood. The blow to the head would have killed her; that was another finding of the autopsy, and the weapon was probably a piece of wood like a branch. And the knife from the creek fits the stab wounds, and those injuries were done after death because there’s no bruising. Isn’t it diabolical – I mean, cutting a dead body? And what difference does it make anyway?’ 
 
    ‘A great deal,’ Miss Pink said. ‘There was something on similar lines in a Scottish city – Glasgow or Edinburgh. The murderer was a woman who’d been taunted beyond endurance by the victim: a small girl. The purpose behind the mutilations then was to suggest that the killer was male, and a rapist. Sam’s been framed.’ 
 
    ‘A woman!’ Frankie breathed. ‘A woman could do that! No, it’s impossible.’ 
 
    ‘Men don’t have a monopoly in cruelty,’ Miss Pink said drily. ‘And Birdie was dead, so torture wasn’t involved. If you forget the knife wounds and concentrate on the blow to the head – done in anger, perhaps? – then a woman could have done that easily enough.’ 
 
    ‘My God, that widens the field. How fortunate for Paula that she was coming home with Lois at the time. But then Paula would never have used the knife afterwards?’ Her voice rose uncertainly. The others were not paying attention. She went on: ‘There’s me, Dolly,’ – her eyes widened – ‘Sarah!’ 
 
    ‘Hi,’ she said quietly, coming into the living-room, dropping into an easy chair. She looked pale. Jerome stood up and went to the refrigerator. 
 
    Frankie said: ‘The autopsy reports came through. There’s a theory that Birdie wasn’t raped at all; the woundings – after she was dead – were a cover. So a woman could have done it. I was listing the ones who had the opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Sarah took a Coke from her father. ‘Why me?’ 
 
    ‘You just walked in! I was greeting you!’ 
 
    ‘These two are worn out.’ Jerome was kindly but firm. ‘I suggest we feed them and put them to bed.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got to go and give my horse more water,’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘You leave the horse tonight. I’ll see to everything.’ 
 
    ‘His back’s sore too, Dad. Will you see what you think? And I didn’t check his feet.’ 
 
    He went out. A strained silence descended on the room. Coyotes were calling on the far side of the valley. Miss Pink and Sarah drank deeply, Frankie looked from one to the other, Miss Pink set down her empty glass and it sounded loud, peremptory. Frankie brought another bottle of beer from the kitchen. Miss Pink said: ‘I shan’t be able to drive home.’ 
 
    ‘You’re staying here,’ Frankie said. 
 
    She slept for twelve hours in a guest room, waking to a sound that was familiar but so much out of context in the surroundings that she failed to identify it until she caught the rhythm of the rotor blades. The helicopter had arrived. 
 
    In fact it had arrived shortly after sunrise and had already flown up Horsethief and over Rustler Park: ‘Covering all the ground we searched yesterday,’ Sarah pointed out as the Grays and their guest drank coffee on the shadowed balcony. Their eyes followed the aircraft now coming up the line of Salvation Creek from Gospel Bottom. 
 
    ‘What’s it doing there?’ Frankie asked. 
 
    ‘They’re covering the whole area,’ Jerome said. 
 
    ‘But Shawn has to be somewhere between Rustler and Wind Whistle!’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know how their minds are working,’ he reminded her. ‘And don’t forget: everything they’ve been told they’ll treat as hearsay; they don’t trust any of us.’ 
 
    Miss Pink went home to find a familiar car in front of her cabin, and Sprague and Pugh coming round the corner of the building. 
 
    ‘Have you been waiting long?’ she asked icily. 
 
    ‘We thought you’d disappeared,’ Sprague said, ‘so we were looking to see if you’d left any indication as to where you’d gone.’ He regarded her mildly. ‘Or to see if there’d been a break-in, foul play, something like that.’ 
 
    ‘My car wasn’t here.’ 
 
    ‘That could have been stolen.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re here,’ Pugh said brightly. ‘You been out searching, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I need a bath badly. Perhaps you would postpone your questions for half an hour.’ She moved towards the porch. 
 
    ‘It can’t wait,’ Sprague said. ‘This is a murder investigation.’ 
 
    ‘If you’ll come round the back,’ – Pugh was playing polite boy to Sprague’s heavy – ‘it’s cooler in the shade.’ 
 
    There was no way that they could inveigle her ‘round the back’ – a loaded phrase – and out of sight of the valley. She was becoming paranoid; they would be out of sight in the cabin too. They were watching her closely. ‘We’ll go indoors,’ she said, and produced her key. 
 
    ‘You lock your door, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Since the murder, Mr Pugh.’ 
 
    She opened the windows in the cabin and they sat and regarded each other expectantly. Sprague produced a sheet of paper. 
 
    ‘This is a list of all local people over the age of sixteen. I want you to tell us where everyone was on Wednesday.’ 
 
    ‘Wednesday? Today’s Friday. Ah, you mean the day that Shawn disappeared.’ She was amazed. ‘I have no idea where everyone was.’ 
 
    ‘Just the ones you can remember,’ Pugh said kindly. ‘We’ll fill in the gaps later. Everyone is being asked the same questions, of course.’ 
 
    She didn’t miss his use of the present tense. People were being asked at this moment; there must be a swarm of police in the valley. There was no opportunity to compare notes in advance. 
 
    ‘Let me see that paper.’ Her own name was at the top of the list. ‘Wednesday,’ she murmured. ‘Everyone was very active: visiting and discussing events. I called on Myrtle Holman in the morning, then I went to see Mrs Olson, across to Mrs Estwick – do you really want all this?’ 
 
    Sprague said: ‘If everyone tells the truth – or everyone except the killer – one person’s not going to check out.’ 
 
    Pugh was making notes. She raised her eyebrows. No tape recorders? 
 
    ‘Now, as to times,’ Sprague prompted. 
 
    ‘I can’t help you there. Time’s of little consequence down here.’ She didn’t add that the only time that could interest them in this context was the time it took a person on horseback to go up to, and return from, Rustler Park. Sprague sighed. She counted the names on the list. There were nineteen. ‘You can eliminate many of these straight away,’ she said, and waited, but no one contradicted her. ‘So Lois Stenbock is out because she can’t ride, and probably Glen Plummer for the same reason; in any case neither owns a horse. You do realise someone had to ride up Horsethief and probably as far as Rustler Park in order to intercept him?’ They nodded, their eyes intent. She went on: ‘Myrtle Holman and Maxine. This is bizarre, but you seem to be listing everyone in the canyon. They don’t own a horse and I doubt if either can ride. Now, four men are eliminated straight away; Forset, Stenbock and the Duvals were working cattle together; it was they who saw the loose pony on the way down, so the – accident – had happened by that time. The Gray family? I spent most of the day with them, and so did Dolly Creed. It was an extremely hot day, too hot to move away from the pool; if anyone had taken a horse out in that heat it would have been noticed and remarked on— ’ 
 
    ‘If they’d been seen,’ Sprague interrupted. 
 
    She looked up the valley through the open door. ‘It appears wooded but that’s deceptive. There are gaps in the cottonwoods where a horse and rider would be visible. People gleam in this brilliant sunshine – well, not the riders, but the horses’ coats reflect the light. However – how many does that leave?’ 
 
    ‘Seven,’ Pugh said. 
 
    ‘Erik Olson?’ Sprague asked. 
 
    ‘He was with Paula Estwick before lunch.’ 
 
    ‘And afterwards?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘And Paula Estwick?’ 
 
    ‘She was home in the afternoon because Sarah Gray took her some cakes or something.’ 
 
    ‘She went on a horse?’ 
 
    ‘No. I said: it was much too hot. She went on her bicycle.’ 
 
    ‘And came back?’ Sprague sounded tired. 
 
    ‘She was gone less than an hour.’ 
 
    ‘That leaves us with the pretty Olson girls and their mother,’ Pugh said, smiling. ‘Although I understand the older “Olsons” are really Warmans.’ 
 
    ‘If that was the first husband’s name. The older children were irrigating that day.’ She was looking at the list. ‘You’ve got Sam Estwick down here.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a mistake,’ Pugh said, adding gallantly: ‘The same as regards your own name, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you treating Shawn’s disappearance as murder?’ 
 
    Sprague appeared astonished. ‘Why? He could identify the person who killed Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure of that. Shawn wasn’t the soul of honesty.’ 
 
    ‘You’re using the past tense,’ Pugh said. 
 
    ‘If he fell off his pony, he couldn’t survive two nights, in addition to a whole day without water. He must have been unconscious because he never responded to our shouts, so he had to be injured, and probably seriously – a head injury; that would make him even more vulnerable to hypothermia and dehydration. I’m afraid he’s no longer alive.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Sprague said. ‘But it wasn’t a fall from his pony killed him. He wasn’t alone up in that park – or in Horsethief Canyon.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was expressionless. ‘It couldn’t have been Sam Estwick. He was in Nebo.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right; Sam didn’t kill young Shawn. In fact, Sam’s back home right now.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    The silence was loaded. Dust motes flicked through the sunbeams. ‘The one we want now,’ Sprague said, ‘is Alex Duval.’ 
 
    ‘Why him?’ 
 
    ‘He’s got a record— ’ Sprague checked as his colleague cleared his throat. He started again: ‘Alex Duval was charged with rape once but never convicted. The victim was a young girl— ’ 
 
    ‘What were the circumstances?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think we need go into those.’ She didn’t press the point. ‘After Birdie’s murder,’ he went on, ‘Alex disappeared, took off for the canyons. And we want him. People in the helicopter are watching out for him as well as for Shawn’s body but they’ve not seen Alex yet. There’s a hundred places back in the empty country where a man could hide himself and his horse and live on deer meat, particularly a man as knows the country like these Duvals do. We’ve told his brother we need to talk to Alex but Bob’s not going to go up and warn him in broad daylight while the chopper’s about. He’ll wait and go up after dark, tell Alex to be sure he stays hid. Bob says he’s camped up there looking after cows, but there’s no sign of a camp in the Straight Canyons, the chopper pilot says.’ 
 
    ‘I understood that the day that Shawn went missing, Alex was with the others working the cattle.’ 
 
    ‘So they say.’ Pugh smiled benignly. 
 
    ‘This is a difficult case.’ Sprague lowered his voice confidingly. ‘Here we’ve got a small community, very close, very loyal folk; they don’t care for authority – they don’t need it here: very law-abiding place, Salvation Canyon, like it always was with the Mormons – on the surface. If there’s any nasty business going on they keep it to themselves, all in the family.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of nasty business are you referring to, Mr Sprague?’ 
 
    He looked at Pugh who said, with an air of diffidence: ‘People out here in the sticks go a bit weird sometimes. They don’t make a parade of it – but things go on behind closed doors.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about incest?’ 
 
    Sprague blinked unhappily but Pugh was cool once the word had been pronounced. ‘It happens,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I don’t see how it applies in this case.’ She was genuinely puzzled. ‘What would it have to do with Shawn?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much what was done to him,’ Pugh said, ‘but what he knew.’ 
 
    Sprague was nodding. ‘You see? And I’ll tell you something else: why we won’t find him, why you didn’t, why no one will. He’s buried.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all speculation,’ Jerome said. ‘No one can have any idea what happened to Shawn until, and unless, the body is found.’ 
 
    ‘He could have been kidnapped,’ Sarah said. ‘He could be hundreds of miles from here, and still alive.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at the girl thoughtfully. It was lunch time at the Grays’: iced soup and open sandwiches by the pool; Miss Pink, Dolly, and Glen Plummer were the guests. 
 
    ‘It’s not impossible,’ Miss Pink said. ‘But that theory comes under the same heading as the one of the hiker or hobo coming into the canyon and murdering Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘It could be the same person,’ Plummer said, eager to exclude villainy from the local community. 
 
    ‘The same person,’ Miss Pink repeated. ‘But not a stranger, unfortunately – and I agree with the police: Shawn knew too much. I don’t think his body is buried because there isn’t enough soil in the canyons, it’s all bedrock, but it could have been dropped in a crevice.’ 
 
    Dolly said: ‘Do you know more than you’re letting on? Did the police tell you who they suspect, if it’s not Sam?’ 
 
    ‘Just Alex.’ She had told them that already but it had been received without surprise or consternation, except by Plummer, who was astonished. In the past twenty-four hours the story of the old accusation against Alex Duval had permeated the community, but evidently it had not reached Plummer until now. Dolly had explained it to him as if he were an adolescent. 
 
    ‘They’ll never break Alex’s alibi,’ she was saying now. ‘Three men and young Mike. Alex couldn’t have had anything to do with what happened to Shawn. Going after him is a blind. Who do they really suspect? Who do you think did it?’ (This to Miss Pink.) ‘Obviously it’s not one of us; we were all here Wednesday afternoon, since before lunch, in fact – except Glen, and he doesn’t ride, and doesn’t have access to a horse if he did. No way to get up Rustler except on a horse.’ 
 
    ‘Or on foot,’ Sarah said, and everyone refrained from looking at Plummer with his large, soft body. It was doubtful if he could walk a mile, let alone do the twenty-mile round trip to Rustler Park. 
 
    Frankie said: ‘It’s comforting to know that there are at least six people who couldn’t possibly have been in Rustler on Wednesday. So who do you think is guilty, Melinda?’ 
 
    She responded with another question: ‘How quickly could one get to Rustler and back?’ 
 
    Sarah said: ‘I’ve never tried to do it fast. On the slickrock you have to be as slow and careful coming down as going up, and the trail in the canyon proper is terribly exposed above that drop. If you did it in less than four hours you’d be living dangerously.’ 
 
    ‘Someone is doing just that. Could it be done in, say, three hours?’ 
 
    ‘Never. And on the afternoon of that day? You’d kill your horse going uphill. Three and a half hours at the outside.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Dolly said, ‘who was alone for three and a half hours that afternoon, and can ride well and has access to a horse?’ 
 
    ‘That day,’ Miss Pink corrected. ‘He could have gone up there in the morning, waited for Shawn, and come down at any time. It’s a matter of at least three and a half hours.’ 
 
    They were silent, all withdrawn except Miss Pink (who had already considered this problem) and Plummer who seemed unable to make the relevant calculations. He might have the facts but he looked bewildered. She watched them and waited. It was over a minute before anyone spoke, then Dolly said, in a high voice: ‘There’s no one it could have been. They all have alibis.’ 
 
    ‘You went down to Paula in the afternoon,’ Frankie told Sarah, as if checking a gap. 
 
    ‘And she was there.’ Sarah closed it. 
 
    ‘The Olsons were irrigating,’ Jerome said. ‘We could see them from here.’ 
 
    ‘Not from here,’ Frankie put in. ‘You’ve got to stand up and walk round the pool and peer through the pinyons to see their alfalfa. And people don’t irrigate all day; they go and come.’ 
 
    ‘Three and a half hours,’ Dolly said meaningly. ‘He’d have been missed.’ 
 
    ‘By his family,’ Frankie said, catching her drift. ‘Eleven of those, and mostly children. The littluns can’t be trusted not to blurt out the truth some time if he was absent all that afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Too many alibis,’ murmured Miss Pink. ‘And why should Erik Olson’s be any more watertight than Alex Duval’s?’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ Jerome said, ‘the word of adults is more reliable.’ 
 
    ‘Is it? It’s more likely to be believed, but that’s not the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘What you’re suggesting is that because everyone had an alibi and yet it has to be one of them, then one alibi is false, but we don’t know which one?’ 
 
    ‘Either that or we’re barking up the wrong tree.’ 
 
    ‘The wrong tree?’ Sarah looked bemused. 
 
    ‘Yes. We should concentrate on Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘You already brought Birdie into it,’ Dolly pointed out. ‘You’d never have dreamed that Paula Estwick needed an alibi for Shawn’s death without you’d heard the results of the autopsy on Birdie. Personally, I think her death was an accident.’ 
 
    She had all their attention: calculating or astonished or shocked. She went on defiantly: ‘An exasperating child finally drives you round the bend and you lash out – maybe not for the first time: a slap, a cuff, but this time you happen to have something heavy in your hands: a hammer, a log, anything. And the child has a thin skull. Afterwards you panic. The child is dead; it can’t be hurt any more, it’s just a body. So – the other wounds, the ones that were done after death – they’re inflicted as a cover, put the blame on some wandering bum. It could be a case of [[illegible]]slaughter.’ 
 
    They absorbed this in silence, then Miss Pink said: ‘And Shawn? What happened there?’ 
 
    ‘The pony threw him, he was concussed and crawled or fell into a crevice, got more injuries as he fell in, and died there.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at them all. She knew by the way they avoided each other’s eyes, by their silence, that although they would like to believe in this theory, they had doubts. It was too good to be true. 
 
    ‘In any case,’ Plummer said suddenly, ‘Paula was in Nebo the afternoon that Birdie was killed.’ 
 
    ‘She was on her way back with Lois,’ Sarah reminded him. 
 
    ‘If Lois is to be believed,’ Dolly said. ‘And why not? Lois and Paula aren’t bosom pals. Art Stenbock is the one with the opportunity to kill Birdie – but then he was working cattle when Shawn— ’ She clapped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    ‘But you said Shawn’s death was an accident.’ Plummer succeeded in calling attention to her indiscretion. 
 
    ‘We need some kind of common denominator,’ Miss Pink said firmly. ‘One hypothesis is that Shawn has been killed because he saw Birdie’s killer. So, disregarding all the so-called alibis, who could have got to Birdie on Saturday afternoon and to Shawn four days later?’ 
 
    ‘If Shawn was murdered,’ Dolly persisted. 
 
    ‘Would you come up to the Twist with me tomorrow? We’ll take flashlights.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s in the Twist after all?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    Jerome said: ‘Don’t go alone.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come with you,’ Sarah said. Seeing Frankie was about to protest, she added: ‘I’ll take Dad’s pistol. No one’s going to attack three of us – are they?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Miss Pink said. ‘We’ll be perfectly safe.’ Sarah regarded her curiously. 
 
    Plummer said: ‘What happened to the chopper? We haven’t heard it for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Probably searching the far bank of the river,’ Sarah told him drily, ‘thinking Alex swam his horse across the Colorado. Wouldn’t put it past the police to think it’s possible, particularly if they know the cattle rustlers used to do it.’ 
 
    Later they learned that the helicopter had been called away. A fire was raging in the La Sal forests and all available aircraft were needed to spray trees and transport the fire fighters. It was Myrtle who gave them the news, and more. Myrtle had been in dire need of someone to talk to. Frightened at the amount of sleeping pills she had given Maxine, she stopped, and Maxine had left her bed and learned of Shawn’s disappearance. The press had been there at the time but, suffering from the after-effects of the drugs, not to speak of alcohol, Maxine had no energy for raving after she had taken the first shock. She was sullen and vicious with the reporters and after a while she went back to her room, taking a bottle of vodka. 
 
    Myrtle said that the police had visited her twice that day, each time their sole concern being to discover if Shawn had told his mother or grandmother the name of Birdie’s killer. Myrtle knew nothing and the first time Maxine had been abusive. When the police returned, Maxine was out of bed and they had warned her that if she knew the name of the murderer, if Shawn had told her, she was in danger if she kept it to herself. Myrtle had thought her daughter frightened enough to tell if she did know, but she maintained that she did not, and Sprague and Pugh evidently believed her because they went away. 
 
    ‘I feel sorry for Myrtle,’ Frankie said, returning to her guests after this telephone conversation. ‘You can’t help but admire the old lady, with an alcoholic slut for a daughter, a delinquent grandson, and now carrying all this on her shoulders.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for the Estwicks,’ Dolly said. ‘And that nice guy, Alex.’ 
 
    ‘There are nine – ten households in this canyon,’ Jerome mused, ‘counting the visitors. Two are bereaved, one houses a murderer, and the police are determined to hang a capital charge on Alex. Over one third of the inhabitants are primarily affected. Statistically that has to be a record.’ 
 
    ‘Statistics are a load of bull,’ Sarah said. Amazed at Jerome’s thinking, they were bewildered by her reaction; normally she had a steady rapport with her father and her contradicting him was out of character. As if aware of this she elaborated. ‘Everyone’s affected, Dad,’ she said gently, and looked past him, over the tops of the pinyons towards Rustler Park. Miss Pink looked too, idly at first and then her gaze sharpened, although no one would have noticed, her eyes hidden behind the thick spectacles. She glanced at the others. Sarah had turned to Dolly and was saying: ‘In a small community everyone must be affected in some way … ’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked across the valley again but it was not until she reached home late that afternoon and got out her binoculars that she was sure. 
 
    There were vultures above the Maze. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Beneath the guise of gallantry John Forset was adamant; there was no way he would allow three ladies to go to Rustler Park without an escort. Miss Pink, aware that she could hardly borrow the horse without agreeing to take the owner along, but not averse to adding a fourth member to the party, acquiesced gracefully. 
 
    They left not long after sunrise next morning, at a time that ensured a cool climb to the Twist and early enough to forestall the police and the press, who, unable to obtain accommodation in Salvation Canyon, were forced to return to Nebo for the night. Sarah had brought her father’s Colt which looked most incongruous on her hip. At the entrance to the Twist she stopped and turned to Miss Pink. ‘What’s the plan?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to the Maze.’ 
 
    ‘But I thought— ’ Dolly began, and stopped because the others were silent. After a moment Forset said: ‘Yes, it’s possible. Perhaps that’s the answer … If his pony broke loose while Shawn was still fit – or threw him and he didn’t get hurt – the boy would have a ten-mile walk home.’ He looked at Sarah. ‘And there’s that old tale about a way down to the valley through the Maze: only a mile. It would be very tempting.’ 
 
    Dolly polished her saddle horn. Sarah said slowly: ‘He’d know the story. You get the Stone Hawk in line with the Blanket Man … ’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knows that bit,’ Forset said. 
 
    ‘Even I,’ Miss Pink put in. ‘So it’s the Maze?’ 
 
    There was no dissent. She had not expected any. They moved on, the horses picking their way carefully in the bottom of the great rift until they came out into the sunshine of the park. The reef rose ahead of them like a sea stack above swells of grass that dipped and lifted with a soft breeze. 
 
    ‘Nice day,’ Forset said, sniffing with appreciation, adding wryly, ‘but it won’t be in the Maze.’ 
 
    Miss Pink reflected that most of the joints would be in shadow but all she said was: ‘You know the Maze?’ 
 
    ‘All in good time,’ he told her heavily. ‘All in good time.’ 
 
    Dolly glanced at her. Sarah regarded her horse’s ears. The ambiguous answer hung on the air yet the lack of comment was unremarkable. There was a feeling of resignation; this was no ordinary day and if the other world could be termed conventional – police, press, helicopters – convention had been left behind in Salvation Canyon. 
 
    They rode round the end of the reef and turned northwards to where the Pale Hunter stood at the break in the Barrier. When they reached the pinyons they dismounted and put the horses in the shade. Miss Pink started to untie her lariat. 
 
    ‘Why are you doing that?’ Forset asked. 
 
    ‘We should take all of them.’ 
 
    Sarah said: ‘We don’t need ropes.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you so sure?’ 
 
    Sarah gave her a wan smile. ‘For where you want to go we don’t need ropes.’ 
 
    They turned their backs on the park and looked over the white caps of towers like lumpy cobblestones to the Stone Hawk, its shoulders hunched, the head inclined, watching the canyon. Beyond it could be glimpsed the outer edge of the Blanket Man. 
 
    ‘Well?’ Sarah addressed Forset. She sounded defeated. 
 
    He nodded and sighed. ‘Lead on.’ 
 
    They descended the earthy gully to the first cairn and turned left. Their deliberate progress assumed the air of an expedition with a definite end in view; this was not a search. 
 
    Miss Pink, more perceptive than she had been the first time in this place, and watching the shadows (not the sun because for much of the time she could not see it from the bottom of the joints) realised that only a short distance from the start they had turned north-east. They still followed joints that ran south-east, but these passages were shorter and fewer than those running at right angles. 
 
    They moved fast, Forset having to work hard to keep up with Sarah. Dolly, agile and anxious not to be left behind, was on his heels. Miss Pink brought up the rear, but she, too, was having difficulty and dreading that she might sprain an ankle. For one moment she was alone as Dolly whisked round a corner, and in that moment she felt the terror of a lonely death and knew a fleeting nightmare: that she would turn the corner and no one would be ahead, nor ever had been. 
 
    She came to the corner, saw a joint with sunshine high on its wall and Dolly about ten yards away. Beyond her Forset was looking back, saying something, and Sarah was beyond him, in the open well where the little ash tree spread its diadem of spring foliage against pink rock. 
 
    Sarah had waited for them, which was sensible because, as Miss Pink recalled, the cairns ended at the corner where she had lost sight of Dolly. There were no cairns in the well although four ways led from here, and despite the fact that cairns could have been built: there were stones lying around. She glanced along the joint that she had taken when she climbed to the top of the tower, but the party was moving away at right angles, along a passage that Dolly had taken when they were here before, but she had gone only as far as the first corner, refusing to lose sight of the well. Today they went past that corner and turned left. 
 
    Ahead of them the big red wall rose for over a hundred feet above the level of the towers, brilliantly lit in the morning sun. They turned left again, then right. The fissure they were in bent in a dog-leg and suddenly they were in the open and the ground dropped away to the tops of trees. A few more yards and they stopped on the lip of sloping slabs. 
 
    The slickrock descended for about eighty feet to the bed of the great cove. On the right the slabs were simple and easy; on the left the view was blocked by a massive buttress. 
 
    Dolly said: ‘We’re not going down there!’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go first,’ Sarah said. 
 
    They moved in single file down a kind of sloping staircase in the slickrock and as they approached the floor of the cove and the buttress on the left ended, shadows passed across the rock. Forset stopped and looked up and Dolly followed suit. ‘Vultures!’ she gasped, and turned to Miss Pink. ‘How did you guess?’ 
 
    ‘I saw them last night.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you say?’ Forset asked. 
 
    ‘It could be a deer, or a bighorn.’ 
 
    Dolly swallowed and turned back to the descent. They reached the floor of the cove and followed a path that could have been a game trail except that the cove was too small to hold game. They picked up dead branches and moved slowly through the flecked sunlight under the pines and cottonwoods, banging the tree trunks, peering at the shadows, watching for the gleam of coils, listening for the rattle. 
 
    ‘Don’t you long for a pair of thick rubber thigh boots?’ Dolly asked wistfully. 
 
    ‘Like a fly fisherman,’ Forset said. 
 
    ‘A Highland stream seems a world away,’ Miss Pink volunteered loudly. They were talking for the sake of the snakes, pleading with them to get out of the way. Only Sarah was silent. 
 
    Miss Pink trod on Dolly’s heels. The others had stopped. The cove had its own small bay scooped out of the shadowed side between Maze and wall. The last rank of towers formed a wall themselves where they were fused together. The bay was roughly the shape of a half moon. On the right, inside the horn and protected by that gently curving bulge she had seen a week ago, was the scoop that reflected light from sunlit stone. On the wall of the scoop under the gentle bulge were the imprints of innumerable hands. 
 
    It was still and very quiet until a canyon wren sang a few notes to end on a dying fall, and then it was quieter still. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Dolly breathed, ‘look!’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked left from the Cave of Hands to see on the wall a huge red form with hunched shoulders and folded wings, watching them with large circular eyes. 
 
    ‘It’s the Stone Hawk,’ Dolly said. 
 
    ‘She has no feet,’ Miss Pink said, and stopped, not because she had attributed sex to the Stone Hawk but because at her feet, or where the feet should have been, was all that the vultures had left of Shawn Brenner. 
 
    They were drained of emotion. As they moved forward – all except Dolly, who held back – Miss Pink said, as if remarking on a new flower: ‘Here is a skull.’ 
 
    ‘There was nowhere to bury it,’ Sarah said listlessly. 
 
    ‘No, I suppose not. There’s only a skin of sand.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood a few yards from the body and the others flanked her like guardians. The sand was scuffled and marked by the vultures. The ragged clothing was pierced by shattered bones. Not much flesh was left. 
 
    ‘There’s no doubt?’ Miss Pink asked generally. 
 
    ‘No,’ Sarah said. ‘Those are a child’s sneakers. Besides, no one else is missing. Of that size.’ 
 
    ‘How long has he been here, John? How long does it take for scavengers to reduce a body to this?’ 
 
    ‘Not long. There’s not much smell. I’d say not more than twenty-four hours. I mean, he’s been dead twenty-four hours.’ 
 
    ‘And why did he die here?’ She looked back at the wooded cove and added, as if to herself: ‘Of course, it isn’t murder.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t get down to the valley,’ Sarah pointed out. ‘There’s no way up to the cove, only down from Rustler: the way we came.’ 
 
    ‘Where is the way down to the valley, then?’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t one.’ 
 
    From behind them Dolly said: ‘I never thought there was – but I didn’t know about this.’ She was blocking out the presence of the body, staring defiantly at the enigma painted on the wall. ‘You kept all this from me, John; I’ll never forgive you.’ 
 
    ‘I’d have brought you here eventually.’ 
 
    ‘So Birdie was right,’ Miss Pink said. ‘How old do the children have to be before they’re shown this place?’ 
 
    Sarah shrugged. ‘Old enough to keep the secret. There’s nothing mystical about it.’ She was suddenly earnest. ‘It was just that, you know what happens when Anasazi relics are found: graffiti, litter, tourists, commercialism? We kept it to ourselves, that’s all. But Birdie guessed – and then Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘Why was Shawn so eager to find the place?’ 
 
    ‘Simply because it was a secret? Because adults knew and children didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘So he was spying on you that day you met him in Rustler, trying to find out where the cave was?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be surprised.’ 
 
    ‘How would he know where to start? Or did he follow you through the Maze that day?’ 
 
    Sarah shook her head. ‘I haven’t been down here since last spring when I came with Sandy and Tracy. But everyone knew the bit about getting the Stone Hawk and the Blanket Man in line – although that’s just for the start of the route – and anyone who’s ever been in Rustler has seen that the only gap in the Barrier, apart from the Twist, is the one beside the Pale Hunter. Ride to that point and you’ve got the start of the trail.’ 
 
    ‘Marked with cairns, too.’ 
 
    ‘Only so far,’ Forset put in. ‘Remember that place with the ash tree where we stopped? There are three joints from that place, not counting the one you came in by. There’s no cairn marking the right joint, and none afterwards. That’s deliberate.’ 
 
    ‘So from that point you need a guide.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    They stepped back to Dolly who had picked up the old skull and was smoothing it with her hand. ‘I know who this is,’ she said. ‘And I always thought it was a legend! This is the poor guy who went searching for the Cave of Hands and never came back. What d’you think happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘The same as the boy,’ Forset said. ‘Rattlers got him.’ 
 
    ‘How appalling.’ She turned wide eyes on them. ‘Is that why Shawn lasted so long, why he didn’t try to get back to Rustler?’ She looked through the trees. ‘He must have gone across the cove, thinking that was the way out – it’s obvious, look: there are the Crimson Cliffs – and then he came to the top of the precipice above Forbidden Creek, and the trail only a short distance below … He’d look over the edge and see the trail, even the houses, and the lights when it got dark, but he couldn’t get down – and too far away from a house for anyone to hear his shouts. So he’d come back to here – meaning to go back to Rustler? – but on the way he trod on a rattler in the dark— ’ 
 
    ‘All right, my dear; it’s all over.’ Forset went to take her arm but she recoiled. 
 
    ‘Don’t! If we’re going back through that lot,’ – she motioned to the trees – ‘we’re going to make so much noise there won’t be a rattler within a hundred feet of us.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll do that.’ He turned to Miss Pink. ‘What are we going to do about the body?’ 
 
    ‘Someone will have to come up with a large bag. I suppose it will have to be the police.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily; it’s obvious it was an accident. However, there’s no way we can take it down.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’d better do what we can to protect it.’ 
 
    It took them some time to build a kind of shelter over the body, trying not to drop rocks on it, although that was mere sentimentality for it was in such a state that it must be immaterial if another bone were broken. When they had finished they retreated to the shade of a pinyon. 
 
    ‘Where is the spring?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Can we drink the water?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Sarah said. ‘It’ll be dirty this time of year.’ But she took them all the same. In different circumstances their progress would have been amusing: noisy and rowdy in that quiet place, but they were taking no chances in an overgrown basin where two people had died. 
 
    There was a pool and it was scummy. Water bubbled in the centre but they were not tempted to drink. There was mud but no tracks. The sight of water made them thirsty and there was a concerted movement towards the slickrock. The sun was now in the south and shining straight into their eyes. They pulled their hat brims down and trudged doggedly up the slabs towards the Maze, Miss Pink struggling in the rear, the distance increasing between her and Dolly. The gap closed as the younger woman, not so agile on slickrock, paused for breath. 
 
    They retraced their steps through the joints with the terrible sunshine close above them on the glaring walls and the air stagnant as still water. They went slowly; all were accustomed to heat and knew the dangers of speed, however easy the gradient, however tempting the thought of containers full of water back where they had left the horses. 
 
    They turned right towards the wall, then left from the ash tree, into the hot depths of a joint, turning into one in deeper shadow, marginally cooler, and— 
 
    ‘Where’s Miss Pink?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘Shit!’ Dolly exclaimed. 
 
    They went plunging back, Dolly in the lead now, Forset stumbling behind her. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Sarah shouted. ‘Wait!’ 
 
    They stopped. ‘Don’t panic,’ she said quietly. ‘Sit down, John – and Dolly. Sit in the shade and wait. I’ll go back.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was waiting too. She was standing on the edge of the tower above the short jump, the jump that could not be reversed because one cannot leap upwards if there is nothing to grab hold of on the upper tower, the cap of which had been as smooth as a billiard ball. Except that it was no longer smooth. Where she was standing, at the place where the eighty-foot joint might be leapt with ease by an elderly lady, or a ten-year-old boy, was a cairn. 
 
    Sarah was breathing hard. She stopped a few yards away and looked at the cairn and the tower below and back to Miss Pink. The pistol on her hip no longer looked incongruous. Each waited for the other to speak and Sarah gave in first. 
 
    ‘We thought something had happened to you. Why did you come up here?’ 
 
    ‘Because I saw another cairn.’ 
 
    Sarah looked puzzled. ‘You can’t see this from below, surely?’ 
 
    ‘I saw one in a joint leading out of the well.’ 
 
    Sarah thought back. ‘I didn’t.’ She moved forward a step. 
 
    Miss Pink drew aside. ‘Where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Back there. What is this cairn for?’ 
 
    ‘This one is to mark the place where you can virtually step across to the next tower.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. You’ve done that?’ 
 
    ‘No, because you can’t get back.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you trying to tell me?’ 
 
    ‘That Shawn didn’t die of snakebite. Most of his bones were broken. He fell from the top of a tower – that tower.’ She pointed to the next. ‘He jumped down from here, walked across the lower one and found himself rimrocked. And he couldn’t get back. He was stuck on that cap, and no one knew he was there. Eventually, probably delirious from thirst, he walked over the edge.’ 
 
    ‘How did you work it out?’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved towards the way down. ‘It was just an educated guess. It may not have happened like that at all.’ 
 
    There was a rattle of stones behind her and she turned to see Sarah demolishing the cairn, kicking the rocks into the joint. ‘We’ll make sure no one else makes the same mistake,’ she said. 
 
    They climbed down the crack and squeezed through the hole behind the jammed boulders. At the foot of the gully they turned left and, at the place where they should turn towards the well, was another cairn. 
 
    ‘I missed that one,’ Sarah said, and kicked it to pieces. 
 
    ‘Who built them?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Ask John. They’ve been here for decades.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand— ’ Dolly began. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that I do,’ Forset interrupted. ‘Why would anyone build a cairn in a place that was dangerous?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s gaze was unfocused but she was looking straight at Dolly who dropped her eyes. They were sitting in the shade under the Pale Hunter, eating a belated lunch. 
 
    ‘I think that’s exactly why it was put there,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Usually people build cairns to mark a trail, but since the basic motivation is to mark something, occasionally you’ll find one built as a warning; it’s still a marker but it denotes danger. There’s a big cliff in Wales with an easy way down for walkers, and several hard climbs further along. Some thoughtless people built a cairn at the top of a climb which a hiker might well think marked the start of the easy way down.’ 
 
    ‘That’s highly irresponsible,’ Forset said angrily, visualising it. ‘And a hiker got rimrocked?’ 
 
    ‘No. Someone demolished the cairn.’ 
 
    ‘You should have demolished this one, on top of the tower.’ 
 
    ‘I did,’ Sarah said. ‘There was another, down below, in the joint. Who built them, John?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes passed casually over Dolly, who concentrated on opening a can of beer. 
 
    ‘There were cairns already when my dad brought me up here,’ he told them. ‘The kids will have added a few stones down through the years.’ He paused, staring in the direction of the Maze. ‘You can feel sorry for the boy now; I guess he came to the well with the ash tree, scouted around, found the cairns and ended up on top of the tower – and there, you say, was this crucial one, right at the spot where he shouldn’t go?’ His voice rose. ‘The guy that built that cairn’s got a lot to answer for.’ 
 
    ‘He must have died long ago,’ Dolly pointed out. ‘Jesus!’ They stared at her. ‘I know who built them. It was the guy who died in the cove – remember, the skull? He was building cairns all the way through the Maze so’s he could find the way back; that’s what— ’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Miss Pink interrupted, apologising immediately, but continuing: ‘I’m sorry, but wouldn’t the place to put the cairn be after the jump, not before? Oh, he couldn’t: there were no stones on the last tower … ’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for stopping me there.’ Dolly topped up Miss Pink’s glass with lemonade and lowered herself into a wicker chair on her porch. ‘I thought I did very well on the whole; there was no way they could have guessed we’d been in the Maze already – but why should we keep quiet with Sarah and John?’ 
 
    ‘Because they might talk,’ Miss Pink said absently. ‘The fewer people who know we were there the better, particularly now … You did very well, my dear.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a child.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You’re treating me like a child. You’re miles away, Melinda; what’s on your mind?’ Miss Pink said nothing. Dolly resumed, but more gently: ‘It was a terrible shock and, personally, I couldn’t bear to look, but, as John said, it’s over. I’m sorry for Maxine, though. Do you think she feels things very deeply? Perhaps not. But then there’s Myrtle; she adored Shawn – and she’ll have Maxine to cope with— ’ 
 
    ‘Could he have been pushed?’ 
 
    ‘Maxine will flip – what did you say?’ 
 
    ‘He was too bright to go into the Maze with Birdie’s killer. Besides, if he was pushed, how would the killer get back? You can’t jump back – there’s nothing to grab hold of. No, it had to be an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it was an accident,’ Dolly said, and listened. ‘Damn, there’s a car coming.’ She stood up. ‘Who do we know drives a white Porsche? And someone behind him in a green Subaru. This is an invasion.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be the police.’ 
 
    ‘The Subaru maybe, not the Porsche.’ 
 
    Neither car held the police. The driver of the Porsche was very large and fat and genial, inclining his head to them but waiting without self-consciousness for the arrival of the other car and the emergence of a copper-haired girl in mirror glasses and hot pants. They approached the porch together and introduced themselves. The girl was Carol Taft from the Nebo Examiner; the jolly Porsche driver was Butch Maguire and he was a repossessor. He collected cars when people defaulted on the payments, which was how he came by the Porsche, as he explained to Dolly who admired it; a beautiful automobile but somewhat cramped, he said, and how might he get in touch with her neighbour, Glen Plummer? 
 
    There was a charged silence. ‘Just go and knock on his door,’ Dolly said weakly. ‘May I get you all a drink?’ 
 
    ‘That would be very welcome,’ Maguire said, settling in his chair and stretching his log-like legs. 
 
    Carol Taft said brightly: ‘He was here yesterday afternoon?’ She raised her eyebrows at Miss Pink who smiled, interpreting it as a statement. 
 
    Dolly brought bottles of beer and glasses. She stared pointedly at the bulge under Maguire’s jacket. ‘I’ll allow you to remove your jacket, Mr Maguire, provided you also remove your gun.’ 
 
    ‘That’s most congenial of you, ma’am.’ He was not in the least discomfited. He stood up and, watched by the women, draped his jacket over the back of his chair, placed his gun underneath it, and resumed his seat, beaming at them. 
 
    ‘I want Plummer’s Volvo,’ he said. 
 
    Dolly made a strangled sound. ‘Are you telling us that Glen Plummer defaulted on payments of a car?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m all about, ma’am, it’s what you might call the reason for my existence.’ 
 
    Dolly looked at Miss Pink. ‘But he’s a multi-millionaire!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes?’ Maguire smiled politely. 
 
    Carol Taft’s eyes were sparkling. ‘What did he tell you?’ she asked in a tone of patronising amusement. 
 
    Dolly was furious. ‘We take people on trust here!’ 
 
    Miss Pink studied the outline of Calamity Mesa and tried to hide a smile. 
 
    ‘You knew, ma’am.’ Maguire didn’t miss much for all his appearance of softness. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know anything,’ she confessed. ‘Was someone after him besides yourself?’ 
 
    ‘There, you see? It was some people from up north, around Salt Lake. He had a lot of irons in the fire, I suspect, but the scam they want to talk to him about concerns a company building log cabins out in the desert, sub-development, you know? Mr Plummer wouldn’t start work without he had a nice little advance and the idea was to collect commissions from a lot of people with more money than sense, and run.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ Dolly asked. 
 
    ‘I should think the rake-off there was about ten thousand.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all?’ 
 
    ‘Well, he wasn’t very clever, not at the top of his profession, but that was just one little company and it was mostly profit. All he needed was letterheads and an office and a clerk, but he owes money to printers throughout Utah and Nevada, and he never paid his rent, and his clerk was his wife.’ 
 
    Miss Pink laughed helplessly but Dolly was livid. ‘You’re telling us he was just an ordinary con-man!’ 
 
    ‘Well, not all that ordinary; he had a modest success.’ Maguire seemed concerned that denigration of his quarry might diminish himself. 
 
    ‘What was he doing here?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Lying low after the log cabin scam and waiting for his wife to join him. She’s on a trip to the coast to see the children. They live with Plummer’s in-laws when their parents are working away from home.’ 
 
    Dolly said spitefully: ‘He left here at a bad time. Now the police will be after him.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt— ’ Miss Pink began, and stopped. Carol Taft was taking a notebook out of her bag. 
 
    ‘You don’t think he’s a suspect?’ she asked Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘How much do you know?’ 
 
    For a moment the girl was disconcerted. ‘Your colleagues will be with the police,’ Miss Pink said meaningly. 
 
    ‘Probably. They’re a bit slow. I’ve been with the police and I know that you found the little boy’s body and he was thrown over a precipice by the same person killed the Indian kid. That’s the gist of it.’ 
 
    ‘You know more than we do,’ Miss Pink said drily, and turned back to Maguire. ‘The police will try to find him simply because he did make a break for it, but he can’t be a suspect if they’re thinking Shawn was murdered. Plummer can’t ride so he was never in Rustler Park. However, your best bet is to work with the police; they’ll lead you to him.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps his landlord has an address.’ 
 
    ‘For my money, Mr Maguire, his landlord will also have been bilked of his rent.’ 
 
    ‘Not John,’ Dolly said stoutly. ‘He’d have insisted on rent in advance.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    That evening the news spread like a forest fire and local people reacted nervously, resentfully, as if the finding of Shawn’s body was an interruption in their attempts to return to normal after Birdie’s death. Maxine was the exception. She went into deep shock and was taken to hospital where she could be supervised as she came out of the stupor engendered by alcohol and drugs to face a reality exacerbated by withdrawal symptoms. Myrtle went with her. 
 
    As for Plummer’s flight, Sprague and Pugh did not seem interested, nor did the press. Even the most inexperienced reporter thought that professional con-men were too wily to commit murder. 
 
    There was no news of Alex Duval who was presumed to be still out in the country beyond the Straight Canyons. Bob Duval had been questioned again. He was suddenly eager to help the police, said he had gone up to Bighorn Spring to tell Alex the police wanted to talk to him, but had found no sign of him, and there was no telling where he was; the only way to find him was with a helicopter. And Bob knew as well as the police did that no one was going to authorise the expense of another chopper to look for a man who knew these canyons like the back of his hand. 
 
    The immediate and infuriating problem was that of reaching Shawn’s body. Sprague was furious when he learned that it had been touched. When Miss Pink pointed out that it had not been touched so much as protected, his anger did not lessen. She told him coldly that, had they left it exposed, by tomorrow there would have been no flesh on it at all, and the bones would have been scattered, even carried away by the vultures. 
 
    Sprague floundered. Having had the great cove pointed out to him, he proposed approaching it from below. A suggestion that this might not be feasible was termed obstructive. With Pugh and a number of uniformed men, trailed by the press, he crossed the valley and followed Forbidden Creek back to the big wall. They walked along its foot unable to believe that there was no place where an agile man could not climb into the cove, only a hundred feet above. Ropes, they said, knowing that ropes were used in rock climbing, but then they realised that someone had to go first to get the rope up there. 
 
    They telephoned Nebo in order to try to find a policeman who was a climber but they had no success. Again Sprague tried to get a helicopter, this time to lift them into Rustler Park, but all helicopters were still in the La Sals. Fire-fighting had priority over crime. 
 
    None of the police could ride, and by the time they could reach Rustler it would be dark anyway. And it was pointed out to them that although no one had seen rattlers in the Maze in the daytime, even the local people would not go there at night. As for the cove: to go there after sunset was suicide. 
 
    The police had to wait until Sunday and daylight. They sent a car back to Nebo for food and persuaded John Forset to let them sleep in the cabin which Glen Plummer had left so precipitately. In theory he was still the tenant, having paid his rent to the end of the month; in practice the police did not think he would be returning to sue them. Despite that, they were meticulous about not touching the odd bottle of spirits he had left behind, although less meticulous about his beer. It was a bad time for them. Holed up in the A-frame with its wide picture window, they stared across the valley at the cove only two miles away and fumed impotently. They were quite sure Shawn had been pushed. 
 
    The valley, that Saturday evening, was quiet. No one went visiting. The local people knew Rustler Park and the configuration of the Maze, even those who had not been there. Many of the canyons were lined with the squat capped towers, so they could envisage the ground where Shawn had died. They knew what being rimrocked meant – and that stranded animals: cows, horses, people, usually fall to their death eventually, victims of delirium or apathy. The consensus among the locals was that Shawn had not been pushed but had fallen; he had died by accident. What was worrying people, keeping them watchful while at the same time aware that they were being watched, was that they did not know who had murdered Birdie. 
 
    That was the reason why people wanted to believe that Shawn died, if not naturally, at least without foul play; if Birdie had died by accident too – well, nearly by accident, with someone (no one would dream of mentioning a name) hitting harder than he or she intended – then there was no malicious murderer in their midst. But if Shawn had been murdered, the implication was that Birdie had been as well, and since no one knew why that had happened, who knew where the killer would strike next? 
 
    No one slept well the night after Miss Pink’s party came down from Rustler, their thoughts like birds: sheering away and returning to the Maze and the wall above the cove where the body lay in the dark at the foot of the Stone Hawk’s image. 
 
    The police left Plummer’s cabin before the sun reached the valley and drove south. Miss Pink guessed that they were heading for Wind Whistle. Evidently Sprague and Pugh were going to ride to Rustler. ‘We wonder how they’re going to manage on the slickrock,’ said Frankie, telephoning after breakfast. ‘There hasn’t been so much activity in these canyons since Indian times. Did you know the press are going to look for Alex today?’ 
 
    ‘On horseback?’ 
 
    ‘No, they’re bringing in a helicopter from Salt Lake. Sarah says they’ll never find Alex, and I hope she’s right … Are you still there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was thinking.’ 
 
    ‘A pretty desperate exercise. One keeps going round in circles. I was awake most of the night. Come over for lunch and a swim.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I might ride— ’ 
 
    ‘It’s going to be much too hot.’ 
 
    ‘I have things to do – after yesterday … ’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Come when you can. Any time.’ 
 
    She drove to the Olson homestead. Steve – the senior of the ‘true’ Olsons, blond and blue-eyed – was sitting on the porch steps shelling peas. There was a smell of baking bread and someone was playing a recorder in a room off the kitchen. Jo sat at the table feeding cereal to the baby. She smiled a welcome and Miss Pink looked around. There was no child in the room other than the baby. 
 
    ‘The police have gone up to Rustler,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘Poor guys. It’s going to be a hot day.’ 
 
    ‘And they have to bring the body down.’ 
 
    Jo shook her head. ‘The silly kid. He was the first one to do that, go up there alone. All the others knew to wait until they were old enough to be taken. It always put me in mind of an initiation ceremony, like in a primitive culture.’ She smiled. ‘Primitives never hurry things. Maybe Shawn was too civilised.’ 
 
    ‘Too civilised?’ 
 
    ‘He was out of touch with the earth.’ 
 
    ‘Would you expect a small boy to be in touch?’ 
 
    ‘He had no respect. And he was very greedy.’ 
 
    ‘You’re suggesting greed and lack of respect had something to do with his death?’ 
 
    ‘In a broad sense, yes. He wanted to see the Cave of Hands, he had to see it, he wouldn’t wait until he was old enough. When Shawn wanted something he had to have it now, this minute, and he was a terribly determined kid. Perhaps he thought the Cave of Hands, the ritual about waiting until you were old enough, was a silly game dreamed up by the older kids – and he was too clever to stick by the rules … ’ 
 
    Debbie was coming up the porch steps, wearing an ancient Panama hat and carrying a jam jar. She greeted Miss Pink gravely, went to the sink and filled the jar with water. 
 
    ‘How’s it going?’ Jo asked. 
 
    ‘It’s awful hard trying to do it if I can’t copy the picture. Can I take some more cake?’ 
 
    ‘You need worms, not cake.’ 
 
    ‘It’s too dry, Mom! I can’t find no worms.’ 
 
    ‘Any worms. You can try some cake; they don’t like it.’ 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Biology. If you’ll just carry the cake for me I’ll show you – if you want to see.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fascinated.’ 
 
    At the end of the vegetable garden was a log seat on which was a sketch pad, a paint box and a bird book open to the plate of thrushes. They sat down and Debbie opened the pad. 
 
    ‘This is the male robin.’ It was, of course, the American robin, which is a thrush. Miss Pink was astonished by Debbie’s firm lines. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a steady hand, and a fine eye for colour. Did Dolly teach you to draw?’ 
 
    ‘Some. Not much.’ She was drawing with a soft pencil, sneaking glances at the picture but trying a different stance. ‘Do you like her pictures?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them.’ 
 
    ‘Some are hard. You know: hard and bright? The little one in Mr Forset’s cabin is soft, the one of the Grand Canyon, all pale and misty.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes; that’s my favourite.’ 
 
    Debbie sighed. ‘That’s a neat painting, but people don’t buy that kind. She paints second-rate pictures for second-rate people. Mom says that’s sin – sick— ’ 
 
    ‘Cynical?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, so that stuff Mrs Holman sells isn’t the best.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose Mrs Holman will be selling Dolly’s pictures again now.’ 
 
    ‘I expect so. They’ll be safe. Here she is. See the difference?’ The female robin pecked at the cake crumbs in a desultory fashion and flew away. ‘Damn!’ said Debbie. ‘She’s awful shy.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed. ‘It’s an odd thing to do: spoil someone’s picture, even if you do think it’s second-rate. Did he hate all pictures, or just Dolly’s? Did he spoil any of yours?’ 
 
    ‘Huh! He never got the chance.’ 
 
    ‘And you always had your big brothers and sisters around. He’d never dare.’ 
 
    ‘He was a coward. Frightened of everything.’ 
 
    ‘Not everything. He rode up to Rustler on his own.’ 
 
    ‘On a nice day. But he was frightened of the dark and of thunder.’ Debbie glanced at the sky. ‘We’re going to have a storm today; it’s too hot. Don’t the Stone Hawk look pretty?’ The monolith was more impressive than ever in the side-light. Debbie looked at Miss Pink out of the corner of her eye. ‘You know about the Stone Hawk, what she does in a storm?’ 
 
    ‘No. Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘She moves.’ 
 
    Miss Pink felt the hairs shift on the back of her neck. 
 
    ‘How far?’ 
 
    ‘Well, not far but, like if you’re here and it thunders, next time you look, she’s moved to about the other side of that cottonwood.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen this happen?’ 
 
    The child’s face fell. ‘No. And I don’t know anyone who has. We used to watch but I don’t any more. Maybe I will again today. She used to.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘Used to watch for the Stone Hawk to move?’ 
 
    ‘Only in the storms. She wanted to see the Stone Hawk move more than anything ’cept seeing the Cave of Hands.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was silent for so long that Debbie looked up. ‘You don’t believe me, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I believe you. I was trying to see it happening: the Stone Hawk moving. Did Birdie say anything about it at the rodeo when your mom shouted that there was a storm coming?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t remember. But we all knew about the Stone Hawk; she’s part of the storm.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes I have the feeling she’s watching.’ They stared at the hunched figure. 
 
    ‘She looks all ways,’ Debbie said. ‘She sees everything.’ 
 
    ‘Is she guarding people?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Watching over you, like protecting?’ 
 
    ‘Well, if she is, she’s not doing a very good job of it.’ It was so unexpected that Miss Pink was shocked. 
 
    ‘That sounds disrespectful.’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking of Birdie. The Stone Hawk sort of belonged to her. Birdie was Indian, so’s Hawk, so how come she let Birdie be killed? It wasn’t fair.’ 
 
    ‘If Hawk is good, could there be a bad rock somewhere – could Blanket Man be bad, and he was more powerful, and he slipped past Stone Hawk at that moment?’ 
 
    ‘Blanket Man didn’t kill Birdie.’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s mouth was dry. She said delicately: ‘Could he get a person to do the job for him?’ 
 
    ‘It had nothing to do with Blanket Man.’ 
 
    ‘I see. He’s good too, like the Stone Hawk.’ 
 
    ‘They’re only rocks.’ 
 
    The robin alighted on a fence post and sang a snatch of song. 
 
    ‘She’s got a white eye ring,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Is that natural or has she got ringworm?’ 
 
    Debbie glanced at the book. ‘It’s natural – but that’s the male.’ 
 
    ‘So it is. Why were you so worried about Shawn riding the pinto? He didn’t come to grief riding. It was after he left the pony that he got lost.’ 
 
    ‘The pony left him. I expect he beat it. I wasn’t worried about Shawn getting hurt; I was worried about the pony.’ 
 
    ‘Why did Mrs Estwick let him borrow it if he was cruel to animals?’ 
 
    Debbie smiled. ‘Maybe that was why she let him have it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up. ‘Do you mind if I take a walk?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Debbie said politely. 
 
    She climbed through the garden fence and crossed a meadow to the creek, emerging at the ford where Birdie must have crossed to reach home after the rodeo. She waded to the far bank, the water coming only to her calves. She looked west and saw that from here the Stone Hawk was obscured by trees. She walked upstream for a few yards and the rock appeared in plain view, beyond the plinth of the Blanket Man. There were no cottonwoods on the near bank for some two hundred yards, and a short distance upstream a stake had been driven into the earth with a yellow ribbon attached. The opposite bank was low and covered with willow scrub. 
 
    The Estwicks’ cabin, although close at hand, was not visible because she was in that pasture where the steers grazed, the one dotted with trees. She remembered that the Stone Hawk could not be seen from the cabin, so if Birdie wanted to see it during a thunderstorm she would have to come down to the bank of the creek or go up the track towards the road, but in the latter case the Blanket Man would be in the way. 
 
    She returned to Debbie. ‘Did Shawn hate Birdie?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘He was jealous of her.’ Debbie stood up and began to put her gear together. ‘It’s too hot for painting; my sweat’s running all over the paper. He were jealous of all of us. We had ponies and nice things to eat.’ 
 
    ‘So he didn’t hate anybody?’ 
 
    ‘No-o. I never thought about it before but Shawn didn’t last – I mean, he’d hate you one day ’cause you wouldn’t let him ride your pony, and next day he’d forgotten – I think.’ She looked doubtful. 
 
    ‘He had a nasty temper?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What happened, how did he look, when you said he couldn’t ride your pony?’ 
 
    ‘He went white and he stared at you and then he walked away. Sometimes he went home.’ 
 
    ‘How did you feel then?’ 
 
    ‘I kept clear of him next time he came. He was bigger’n me. He was ten.’ 
 
    ‘But you never thought he hated you.’ 
 
    ‘No, I said: it never lasted. Anyway he didn’t hate kids. Just Mr Estwick.’ 
 
    ‘Why was that?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Estwick used to visit with Shawn’s mom so he was probably jealous of him too, but I heard someone say’ – Debbie motioned Miss Pink to come closer, and whispered – ‘someone said Mr Estwick told Shawn he ought to be put away.’ 
 
    ‘Put away?’ 
 
    She nodded solemnly. ‘With the mad people.’ 
 
    By two o’clock the heat was stifling, and the party about the Grays’ pool drifted back and forth between the hot shade and the limpid water. 
 
    ‘I hate to think of even Mr Sprague in Rustler Park on an afternoon like this,’ Dolly murmured, floating with her eyes closed against the glare. ‘Although I’m more sorry for his horse.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they’ll get a lift down in the helicopter,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The men anyway.’ She was sitting in the water on the steps of the pool, wearing a regulation swimsuit and a coolie hat. Behind her Sarah and her parents were stretched out under the ramada. 
 
    Jerome said: ‘The press will be occupying every inch of space in the chopper. The pilot won’t be able to pick up anyone else. Besides, the press are searching the Straights.’ 
 
    ‘I think they’re going up and down Limbo,’ Sarah said, and everyone smiled except Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Limbo,’ Dolly told her, ‘is big and crooked, full of trees and caves. Even if they did spot him there’s nothing they could do about it. If they could land on the rim they wouldn’t know how to get down. I don’t see the press walking anywhere. Alex is safe for as long as he wants to be.’ 
 
    ‘But, if he killed Shawn?’ Miss Pink ventured. 
 
    ‘That had to be an accident,’ Sarah said. 
 
    With a swirl and a splash Dolly was at the steps. Miss Pink moved aside, allowing her to emerge, dripping. The younger woman shivered. ‘We don’t know there isn’t a double murderer in the canyon,’ she said, towelling her hair. ‘How are the Olsons taking it, Melinda?’ 
 
    ‘Jo thinks it was an accident. I mean, Shawn; she didn’t speak about Birdie’s death.’ 
 
    Frankie said miserably: ‘Are we going to be wondering for the rest of our lives whether the person we’re talking to killed Birdie?’ 
 
    ‘If the police don’t catch him,’ Jerome said. 
 
    ‘Is Alex going to be the scapegoat?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    ‘It looks that way,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The press will be hounding the police, particularly if they do catch a glimpse of him today, in Limbo Canyon. He has an alibi for Birdie’s murder but not for Shawn’s. If the boy died the day after he went missing, Alex has no alibi. By that time he was missing too.’ 
 
    Jerome said, as if he hadn’t heard her: ‘Alex was pulling fence when Birdie was killed, or he was on the tractor coming home.’ 
 
    ‘Quite.’ Miss Pink was casual. ‘I rather favoured Art Stenbock for that.’ 
 
    ‘You thought Art killed Birdie!’ Dolly was incredulous. 
 
    ‘He had the opportunity.’ 
 
    ‘What was his motive?’ Sarah asked. 
 
    Miss Pink looked confused. ‘It could have been some kind of accident.’ 
 
    Jerome said: ‘You can’t be suggesting there are two murderers in the canyon?’ 
 
    ‘Actually I could, if Alex was the second one. He’s simple and loyal; he could have killed Shawn because the boy threatened to expose Art Stenbock. Or he could have killed him just because he was a blackmailer and a psychopath: put him down as he would a dangerous animal.’ 
 
    ‘Alex would have shot him,’ Sarah said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Alex is so simple that he’s unaware of the penalties for killing a human being. If he was responsible for Shawn’s death in the Maze, he did it in a manner that can never be brought home to him.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t it?’ Frankie was caught up by this new theory. ‘Are you absolutely sure?’ 
 
    ‘My dear!’ Jerome protested. 
 
    ‘We may learn more when the police get back,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    The police returned in the late afternoon. They had gone up to Rustler on Duval horses and guided by Bob. They found Miss Pink on her shaded porch, watching the sky, waiting for the storm to break and clear the air. Sprague and Pugh were pale with fatigue, and Sprague must have been additionally exhausted by anger. Every cairn in the Maze had been demolished. 
 
    ‘Every one?’ she repeated blankly. 
 
    ‘All the way from the park,’ Pugh told her. ‘Duval said there wasn’t one left.’ 
 
    ‘He did it,’ Sprague said, accepting a beer with a grunt of thanks. 
 
    ‘Bob Duval?’ 
 
    ‘His brother. Alex Duval. If that guy’s in Utah I’m going to find him.’ 
 
    ‘What would be his purpose in destroying the cairns?’ 
 
    ‘They want to stop tourists seeing the rock pictures,’ Pugh informed her. ‘And without the cairns no stranger can find his way through the Maze. The press would have been there tomorrow, get the chopper to lift them into the park, and they’d walk down to see where the boy died. Now they can’t go without a guide – and who’s going to guide them? Duval won’t.’ 
 
    ‘So demolishing the cairns has no sinister motive?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know that,’ Sprague said. ‘What we do know is that Alex Duval can come and go easy as a mountain lion, and no one any the wiser, so if he was up there some time after you were there, ma’am, who’s to say when else he was up there?’ 
 
    ‘Why should he have killed Shawn?’ 
 
    ‘Because the kid knew he killed the Indian girl, that’s why!’ 
 
    ‘But Alex was fencing in Horsethief— ’ 
 
    ‘So young Mike says. We’ll break that alibi, so-called. He’ll crack like an egg, will Mike, once we take him in for questioning.’ 
 
    ‘How did Alex kill Shawn?’ 
 
    Sprague stared at her blankly and she saw that he was too tired for his brain to be working properly. Pugh said: ‘We’ll find out in due course; pushed him over somewhere else, and carried him to where he was found?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t moved after he’d fell,’ Sprague said dully. 
 
    ‘There was a cairn on top of that tower,’ Pugh said, his spirits seeming to rise as those of his colleague plummeted. ‘Forset says you saw it and that Sarah Gray kicked it down. Who built that?’ 
 
    ‘We assumed it was the man who died near where we found Shawn’s body, the owner of the skull. You saw the skull? He probably fell in the same place. If you could find the rest of the bones they’d be broken too.’ 
 
    ‘The skull wasn’t broken.’ 
 
    ‘Was the boy’s?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    That train of thought reminded her to ask about the significance of the stake and the yellow ribbon on the bank of the creek. 
 
    ‘That was where we found the knife,’ Pugh told her. ‘Estwick’s knife. It had been thrown out in the middle of the creek and got caught in some stones on the bottom.’ 
 
    ‘You must have dusted everything for fingerprints: the pony’s saddle, the bridle, even the knife.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing on the knife; you couldn’t expect it, but it would have been wiped anyway. The pony’s harness had prints on it but they were all the kids’.’ 
 
    ‘So Estwick’s prints weren’t on the saddle?’ 
 
    ‘No— ’ 
 
    The telephone was ringing. It was Jerome. ‘Melinda, are Mr Sprague and Mr Pugh with you?’ The formality of it astounded her. ‘Would you be so kind as to ask them to come over? We’d like you to come too.’ 
 
    ‘They’re about all in.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll come. Sarah has information for them. She knows who killed Birdie.’ 
 
    ‘Does she indeed? I hope she’s told you and Frankie.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn lied. And Sarah has photographs.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Sprague said: ‘I don’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘She’s been holding out on us,’ Pugh said. ‘You remember: that afternoon she said she was photographing snakes. She had to be near the Estwicks’ place. She saw something.’ 
 
    ‘So did Shawn.’ Sprague did not move from his chair. He turned heavy eyes on Miss Pink. ‘That’s why he had to be killed, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Sprague’s eyes did not change but Pugh was on to this like a terrier pouncing on a rat. ‘You mean Shawn didn’t know who the killer was?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he knew – but he died by accident.’ 
 
    ‘If he knew who the killer was, and he died, logic says he had to – oh, God— ’ Sprague was at the end of his tether. 
 
    ‘Who did kill Birdie?’ Pugh asked. 
 
    ‘Shawn,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    There was silence. At length Pugh said: ‘I think we have to go over to the Grays’.’ He looked doubtfully at Sprague who started to pull himself to his feet. ‘Everyone’s gone mad,’ he grumbled. ‘Their brains have melted in the heat. She’s got photographs, the father said? Photographs of what? Snakes? What’s that going to prove?’ 
 
    Miss Pink took her jeep, the others got in the police car, Pugh driving. Lightning rent slate-coloured clouds above the Barrier. Ten seconds later thunder crashed and rolled through the canyon. There was a smear of rain over Wind Whistle and the Stone Hawk stood up livid against the dark side of the cliffs. By the time she turned in at the Grays’ road-end the world had darkened and the next flash of lightning made her cringe at the wheel. Then the thunder exploded and she glanced up the canyon to see an opaque wall of rain on the near side of the narrows. She was vividly reminded of that other afternoon, when Birdie had died. 
 
    The cars skidded to a halt beside the big cabin and the occupants hurried into shelter, Sprague limping in the rear. In the sitting-room the big windows had been closed and there were splashes of rain on the glass. Lightning struck the needles of the Barrier, and the thunder, echoing through the canyons, was continuous. 
 
    Frankie, seeing Sprague’s condition, brought coffee immediately; Jerome produced brandy. Sarah sat on a sofa looking resigned, a trifle bored. Miss Pink thought the girl was very tightly controlled. Her parents sat down and looked at the police expectantly. 
 
    Sprague’s opening remark was a shock all the same. Taking a new lease on energy under the influence of the good brandy, he turned to Sarah. 
 
    ‘So you got pictures of young Shawn killing Birdie?’ 
 
    Astonished, Jerome and Frankie stared at him. Sarah blinked once before she replied, but that reply, for Sprague, was more shocking than his own facetious question. 
 
    ‘Not quite, but as good as.’ 
 
    ‘There they are.’ Jerome motioned to the kitchen table. ‘They’re still damp; we only just finished printing them.’ 
 
    They were four large black and white prints, very clear and professional. They showed water, and Shawn standing in it, waist-deep. He was washing himself, and he was wearing a T-shirt and jeans. On closer inspection – and the police and Miss Pink were fascinated – they saw that it was not any water, but a creek, flowing away from the viewer, and that the far bank was bare of trees. 
 
    ‘You know where this is,’ Pugh told Sprague, who nodded. ‘The stake is there.’ Pugh pointed. ‘You took these?’ He looked back at Sarah who had not moved from her seat. He returned to her. ‘Perhaps you would tell us about it,’ he said politely. 
 
    It was a week ago, she said: Saturday, the afternoon Birdie died. She had been working her way down the bank of the creek because rattlers like the banks. She had seen the storm coming before she left home so she had taken two cameras, one loaded with colour for the snakes, the other with black and white film, for the storm effects. 
 
    She had been in the willows when she heard a splash which she attributed to some large animal, a calf perhaps, so by the time she came to the water and parted the willows whatever had made the splash was gone, and Shawn Brenner was on the opposite bank jabbing repeatedly at the ground. ‘It looked as though he was killing something,’ she said. ‘And when he stood up and threw it in the water it gleamed. It occurred to me he’d killed a snake and thrown it in the creek. I went on watching and then he slid down the bank and started soaking himself and his clothes. I thought it was some kind of revulsion associated with killing the snake, and it looked so odd that I took the pictures. That’s all.’ 
 
    Not quite, Miss Pink thought. 
 
    Pugh said: ‘Why didn’t you tell us before, miss? It’s a week since the body was discovered.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t have believed me.’ 
 
    ‘She thought you’d say she was making it up in order to protect Sam Estwick,’ Jerome explained. 
 
    ‘But she had the photographs.’ 
 
    ‘We only just developed them this afternoon. My daughter doesn’t have a criminal mind. What she thought she’d seen was a boy killing a snake and throwing it in the water. It never occurred to her that he’d been cleaning the knife with which he’d mutilated a body, and throwing that knife in the water.’ 
 
    ‘The splash she heard was the body, him throwing the body— ’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t to know— ’ 
 
    ‘Rolling,’ Miss Pink said. ‘Rolling the body in. Shawn was only ten.’ 
 
    The situation changed gear as their attention was transferred from Sarah to Miss Pink. 
 
    Sprague said thoughtfully: ‘You knew it was Shawn before ever you saw those photographs.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know. I suspected.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Frankie asked. ‘How? What on earth gave— Oh, I’m sorry.’ She glanced at Pugh. ‘You ask the questions.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know when I started to suspect him,’ Miss Pink confessed. ‘Once one came to consider him, there were a number of pointers … I don’t think it was when he said he saw a man carrying Birdie’s body; if I suspected him as early as that, it would have been only of lying. Of course, it became increasingly obvious that he was out to get Sam. But when he seemed to change his tune, having – as he thought – got Sam into jail, or custody, or at least made sure he was the most obvious suspect … He changed his tune and implied it was someone else, and at that point I felt that this was something more than a bad boy getting his own back on a man who’d threatened him with a whipping. 
 
    ‘The people down here have been in a turmoil for over a week. It’s one thing to have the neighbours suspecting there’s a killer amongst themselves, but to have the press – and the police – at a loss, and at loggerheads, impotent: running after Estwick, then looking for someone else … Alex Duval forced to flee to the back country: all this on the say-so of one small boy, that was heady stuff. Shawn was manipulating the whole valley – and the visitors; he was cock of the walk but – and this was the strange thing – he was exposing himself to incredible danger, because he wouldn’t divulge the identity of the killer. I thought he was lying. So might the murderer, but he couldn’t be sure. It appeared that Shawn was stupid and reckless but then he talked to me and he was very polite and sensible, and even gave good reasons for some of his lies. Momentarily I was sorry for him: the confused little boy with too many “uncles” and no father, but when he left me I realised that I’d been manipulated; he’d made me feel sorry for him. I also realised that he was neither stupid nor reckless.’ 
 
    ‘That didn’t have to make him a murderer,’ Sprague said. 
 
    She ignored him. ‘I thought him highly intelligent and very prudent. So how could that be reconciled with his claiming to know the identity of the killer? There was only one answer: that he was the killer himself. It was a fantastic answer but it was a theory, and once I’d entertained it, I started looking for facts. I had seen him come out of Wind Whistle when no one was home— ’ 
 
    ‘Duval never missed anything,’ Pugh said. ‘We asked him.’ 
 
    ‘Probably there was nothing lying around that he could use at that moment and which he could conceal. The point about his entering Wind Whistle is that, when Sam Estwick went out to bury the deer just before Birdie was killed, he left his hunting knife lying on the kitchen table. Shawn was light-fingered. By his own admission he was there. It would be Shawn who unsaddled the pinto – and that was a move which would point to Sam.’ She turned to Sarah. ‘Birdie couldn’t handle a saddle?’ 
 
    ‘She might pull it off; I don’t think she could lift it onto the buck. Sam or Paula would have unsaddled for her.’ 
 
    ‘And how did this boy of ten carry the body of a six-year-old across a field to the creek?’ Sprague asked sarcastically. 
 
    ‘He didn’t. He told Birdie the Stone Hawk moved.’ 
 
    Someone gasped. Sarah’s eyes narrowed. Her parents were astonished. The police were utterly mystified. Miss Pink explained the tradition, and Sprague snorted his contempt for it. 
 
    ‘Birdie believed it,’ she told him calmly. 
 
    ‘They all believe it,’ Sarah said. ‘At least, the little ones do.’ 
 
    ‘So he lured her to the creek,’ Miss Pink said. ‘He must have slipped the knife inside his jeans, perhaps meaning to steal it originally? He didn’t kill her with it. Probably he hit her with a branch and threw that in the creek or just left it to be washed clean by the rain. Before he rolled the body in he mutilated it. He knew that that, most of all, would point to an adult male. No doubt he got that idea from a video too.’ 
 
    ‘Too?’ Sprague echoed, his eyes glazing. 
 
    ‘He got some of his ideas from movies, and another source would be conversation between Maxine and Myrtle and their visitors when no one paid any attention to a small boy listening in, perhaps after some particularly bad instance of child abuse.’ 
 
    Pugh said: ‘And you figure all this was a deliberate attempt to frame Estwick?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it was. Shawn wanted his mother to marry Glen Plummer, who appeared to be very rich and had access to Arab horses, and who had promised him a pony. No doubt Shawn had Plummer weighed up – and the man did give everyone the impression of being a soft touch. But his mother was afraid the attentions of Sam Estwick would frighten Plummer off – and being what she is, Maxine could well have exaggerated Sam’s nuisance value. Finally when Sam said he’d advise Plummer to put Shawn in a special school, Sam almost signed his own death warrant. Shawn never hated Birdie. She was the tool that would be used to frame Sam for murder. If Shawn could have done it, he’d have killed Sam himself. As it was, the state would do it for him.’ 
 
    ‘He was too devious to do it himself,’ Sarah said. ‘He preferred to do it the way he did.’ 
 
    Pugh threw her a glance but he addressed Miss Pink. ‘If he was really after Sam, wanted him executed, why, once Sam was taken in for questioning, did he suggest the killer was someone else?’ 
 
    ‘I think he was carried away by his own sense of power and this was a way of bringing terror back to the canyon: suggesting the murderer was still among them. But removing Sam was the most important aspect for Shawn and I’ve no doubt that within a day or two the boy would have said that he’d meant all along that he’d recognised Sam as the man carrying Birdie’s body to the creek.’ 
 
    ‘But this is monstrous!’ Frankie exclaimed. ‘He was a little boy!’ 
 
    ‘There have been younger murderers. And they were equally good actors after the event.’ 
 
    ‘Monsters,’ Sprague muttered. His eyes were almost closed. 
 
    ‘You’re the one who put it all together, ma’am.’ Pugh’s tone was gently insinuating. She gave him a thin smile. He returned it and went on: ‘Someone might have thought it was doing society a favour to push him off the top of that tower.’ 
 
    ‘How would they get back, Mr Pugh? Could you jump back?’ 
 
    ‘No one could.’ 
 
    Jerome said: ‘So tomorrow we can go out and try to find Alex and bring him home?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, you can do that.’ Pugh sighed. Sprague was asleep. ‘I guess all we got left now is a mountain of paperwork. We’ll start with the photographs. I’ll make out a receipt.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    ‘The police didn’t ask you how you came to suspect Shawn,’ Miss Pink remarked as she rode with Sarah above Horsethief next morning. 
 
    ‘There was no doubt about it when we saw the prints developing.’ 
 
    Miss Pink refrained from pointing out that this did not answer the implied question; instead she studied Yaller’s mane and considered an alternative gambit. 
 
    The morning was not conducive to discussion of murder. The storm had left the world fresh and sparkling with rain-washed colour. Puddles lay along the stockway, and on the pale pink mud were throngs of small butterflies the colour of the sky. Below the riders, in Horsethief, the leaves of the cottonwood canopy shimmered in a breeze, and the Barrier rock was bright and innocent in the sunshine. 
 
    Ahead of them the other ponies danced along the track; Miss Pink did not know where they were going except that it was to Limbo Canyon, but, despite unanswered questions, she did not feel insecure. There was no menace abroad today, otherwise why should Debbie and Jen have been allowed to help bring Alex in, with only Miss Pink and Sarah as escort? People’s faith was touching – and based on a premise so false as to be contrived: that Shawn had died by accident. Now she said: ‘You wouldn’t have produced those photographs had the police not been considering Alex as a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Or anyone else. But you were very strong on Alex being the scapegoat.’ 
 
    ‘Sprague was losing his sense of proportion: the unrest in the valley forcing him to produce another suspect to replace Sam. And the police never give up on a man who has once been associated with a sex crime even when he was found not guilty. It’s the theory of no smoke without fire.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you leave me to tell them? You could have told them yourself.’ 
 
    ‘It was better coming from you; you were a witness.’ 
 
    ‘How could you know that? You didn’t know about the photographs until last evening.’ 
 
    ‘I kept quiet about one thing: I saw you in Rustler the day that Shawn was spying on you.’ 
 
    ‘I know that; you saw me coming down from the Twist with him. There was no secret about it. You must have seen us from somewhere around here.’ They looked to their right and saw the Twist above the slickrock. 
 
    ‘I saw you in Rustler,’ Miss Pink insisted, and amended it immediately. ‘I saw your horse tied below the Pale Hunter.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘On top of the slickrock above Bighorn Spring. Alex showed me the way up; he thought it would amuse me. That’s why I kept quiet: because I’d promised Alex that I wouldn’t give him away. When we looked into Rustler the pinto was obvious immediately – it was hidden from you but not from us – and, with the glasses, I was able to find Shawn among the rocks of the reef. He was watching you, or rather, your horse.’ 
 
    ‘I was after rattlers.’ 
 
    ‘You’d been in Rustler the day before, picnicking with the Olson children. Shawn didn’t go but he met you when you came down.’ 
 
    ‘He did?’ 
 
    ‘On the road. I was turning in at the Stenbocks’ road-end and you were on your horse below your cabin talking to Shawn. He was on his bicycle.’ 
 
    ‘I remember now. Of course I talked to him; he’d been left out of the picnic and was upset.’ 
 
    ‘Did he think you’d taken them – or some of them – to the Cave of Hands?’ 
 
    Sarah hesitated. ‘Yes,’ she said at length, ‘he did. I hadn’t, in fact; we had littluns with us and I wouldn’t split the party. Shawn didn’t believe me; he said I’d taken the older ones into the Maze and left the youngsters with Jen in Rustler. He said he was going to go up there on his own. I wasn’t much bothered about that, he didn’t have a pony; all the same I made a big thing about the snakes but he said that I didn’t get bitten and the other kids didn’t. I told him I was used to them, doing the photography and stuff for Dad, and maybe I said I was going up again next day. He must have seen me go, got the pinto from Paula, and followed me.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t know he was there, hiding in the rocks.’ 
 
    ‘I had no idea. I’d never expect anyone to lend him a pony to go out on his own in the first place. He ill-treated animals unless you were watching him. I’m amazed that he managed to reach Rustler without the pony throwing him. Evidently he wanted to see the Cave of Hands so much he refrained from hitting it. How I came to know he was in Rustler was that the pinto neighed as I was coming back across the park.’ 
 
    ‘What reason did he give for his being there?’ 
 
    ‘That he thought, if he followed me, I’d lead him to the cave.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t follow you. He just watched.’ 
 
    ‘I’m only telling you what he said. I wasn’t in the Maze. I was in the park, working.’ 
 
    ‘With your horse at the Pale Hunter.’ 
 
    ‘There are as many rattlers there as round the reef. We picnic under the Hunter; that brings rodents and so there are snakes.’ 
 
    ‘And at that point you had no suspicion that Shawn had anything to do with Birdie’s death.’ 
 
    Sarah did not respond and Miss Pink gave no indication that she was expecting a response. They rode in silence, a companionable silence it might have seemed to a remote observer, someone watching from the far side of Horsethief, and then they came up to Jen and Debbie who had stopped. 
 
    ‘How far is it?’ Debbie asked. 
 
    Sarah looked around like someone waking from sleep. ‘About two miles after the Y; we must be coming up to it soon.’ 
 
    ‘Then we go left?’ Jen asked. 
 
    ‘Left at the Y, and when you reach the canyon, keep back from the edge.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t you be finished talking by then?’ Debbie was wistful. She had been sent ahead with her half-sister while the grown-ups talked. 
 
    ‘How’s the saddle?’ Miss Pink asked. Debbie had persuaded Sam Estwick to let her use Birdie’s old saddle. 
 
    ‘It’s funny, like a chair. You can’t fall out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Be your age, miss,’ Sarah said automatically. 
 
    Jen grinned and sped away, Debbie squealing with delight as her pony raced to catch up. 
 
    ‘She was the calm in the eye of the storm,’ Miss Pink observed as they resumed their sedate progress. ‘But I have the feeling that she knew considerably more than she let on.’ 
 
    ‘She did.’ Sarah was grim. ‘At the rodeo Shawn warned her against Sam, said he liked little girls and never to be alone with him.’ 
 
    ‘Little girls? A lie, of course, as was the one about little boys.’ 
 
    ‘Even Debbie knew that, but she couldn’t understand its significance. She knew Shawn was lying about Sam being dangerous but she didn’t know why he should. Then when Birdie was killed and Sam was taken away (and the children thought he’d been imprisoned) she thought maybe this time Shawn wasn’t lying.’ 
 
    ‘So she told you about it.’ 
 
    ‘She mentioned it, as something that puzzled her.’ 
 
    ‘Shawn was preparing the way for Birdie’s death. The premeditation is appalling.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he had it worked out to that extent. He was preparing the ground, and once he’d done that he’d wait for an opportunity. He might not have done anything, at least so soon, except that the thunder was right overhead just as he was at the Estwicks’ road-end, and he bolted down there for cover.’ 
 
    ‘And he found the cabin door open and the knife on the kitchen table. And then Birdie rode into the yard. And Shawn had just come down the track and he told her he’d seen the Stone Hawk move. When did he tell you?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell me that. What he did tell me, on Sunday afternoon, before the police got to him, was that he’d seen a man carrying Birdie’s body.’ 
 
    ‘So he did talk to you. And at that point everything clicked into place. You remembered the sequence of events when you were in the willows on the bank of the creek: the splash that could have been a calf, and now you realised it was her body. You remembered Shawn cleaning a knife, not stabbing anything, throwing it – and not a snake – into the water; finally he waded in and washed off what had to be blood.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Sarah said levelly, and waited for Miss Pink to continue. 
 
    ‘So by Sunday you’d guessed Shawn was the killer. In fact, you knew he was. Monday evening you came down from the picnic and met him and – did he demand that you take him up to the Cave of Hands?’ A new thought struck Miss Pink. ‘Did he say he was going to find the secret way down to the valley? You told him you were going up next day and he followed you. What I don’t understand is why he didn’t come down into the Maze after you, instead of waiting on the reef.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he was frightened of me … Maybe he was going to go down there after I left the park but the pinto gave the game away. It neighed. So I found him and guessed what he was up to and told him it was far too late in the day, that if he went down into the Maze he’d be coming back after sunset.’ 
 
    ‘But there were cairns.’ 
 
    ‘Snakes too; they come out in the dusk. That did frighten him – so he came down with me to the valley. I never thought he’d go up again next day, and on his own.’ 
 
    ‘You were remarkably protective of a murderer.’ 
 
    Sarah made no rejoinder. They had emerged from pinyons to a white rock rim. A thousand feet below them a creek shone in the bottom of a gulch that was a winding swath of vegetation. The sides of the canyon were layered in pink and puce and ivory. 
 
    ‘With Shawn,’ Sarah resumed, ‘warnings acted as a come-on. I told him about the dangers of the Maze. I told him not to go there.’ 
 
    ‘And you knew he would. There were the cairns, after all.’ 
 
    ‘He’d see the first cairn as he dropped down from the Pale Hunter. But they don’t go all the way to the great cove – didn’t, even before they were knocked down by some benefactor.’ 
 
    ‘And Shawn went wrong where the cairns ended? Except that there was that trio of cairns between the well with the ash tree and the top of the tower.’ 
 
    ‘Trio? I remember just two. You saw me knock them down.’ 
 
    ‘There was a third: in the well itself, or rather at the entrance to the wrong joint. There had to be because otherwise how would Shawn know which joint to take? After he’d gone along the passage for some distance, he’d see the second cairn, at the place where you turn, and then he’d come to the gully and the obvious way up through the hole, and the easy crack to the top of the tower. If he had any doubts as to whether he was on the right track, he’d step out on top of the tower and there was the third and last cairn, at the place where you can so easily jump down. There had to be three cairns.’ 
 
    ‘Probably there were, and I knocked the first one down by accident, perhaps just a duck, you’d never notice it. That will be what happened; I kicked it and never noticed.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you were doing in the Maze when I saw your horse below the Pale Hunter: you were building three cairns.’ 
 
    Sarah smiled. ‘They’ve been there for decades.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t there ten days ago.’ 
 
    After a while Sarah asked: ‘How many people know that?’ 
 
    ‘Unless anyone else went up there after Dolly and me, no one other than myself.’ 
 
    ‘Dolly knows?’ 
 
    ‘No, she never saw the cairns, even the second time she went up. You must have knocked down the first one, the one in the well, before John Forset and Dolly reached you the day we found Shawn’s body.’ 
 
    ‘So only you know. That doesn’t bother you?’ 
 
    ‘Why should it? Even if I did talk, there’s no proof as to who placed those cairns; there’s no proof that ten days ago there weren’t any cairns there. A good defence lawyer would pour scorn on the concept of an elderly lady climbing a sandstone tower and maintaining there was no cairn on the top. The case would never come to trial. The cairns served their purpose and they’re gone. Were you never concerned that he was only ten years old?’ 
 
    Sarah halted and they faced each other. She said: ‘When a puppy’s born that’s deformed, like no back legs or something, you put it down immediately. If a pup with a damaged brain grows up vicious, you shoot it. The only way that age comes in is, you wish you’d known before it did any harm; you could have put down the one with a damaged brain at birth same as the one with no legs. Shawn was ten years old, but you forgot Birdie. She was six.’ 
 
    ‘It was a slow way to do it,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘On top of the tower, and all those hours in the sun.’ 
 
    ‘Actually not, he’d soon stop hurting, and for the person responsible it was the only safe way to ensure he didn’t go to prison.’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was the firing squad for first degree murder in this state.’ 
 
    ‘Or lethal injection: you’re given a choice. But that applies only to adults.’ 
 
    Jen and Debbie were waiting for them. They had stopped on a prow of rock where there was a ring of stones on the ground and people had lit fires. Sarah nodded to them as she came up and everyone dismounted, tying the horses to pinyons. The girls brought dead wood to the fire-ring while Miss Pink stood on the rimrock and surveyed the great canyon, speculating vaguely on the whereabouts of Alex Duval. 
 
    An eagle came floating along the rim, the sun gold on its back. It regarded Miss Pink incuriously and swept slowly on, looking for prey with the same cool detachment as it had looked at her. 
 
    There was a crackle of dry wood and she turned to see them placing green juniper on the fire. A pillar of smoke climbed above the rim. Debbie stepped forward and stood beside Miss Pink. ‘He won’t be long now,’ she said. ‘Soon as he sees the smoke he knows to come.’ 
 
    They ate their lunch, and drank lemonade, and lay in the shade, taking turns to keep the smoke rising, to watch the thread of a trail that climbed towards them out of the trees hundreds of feet below. Miss Pink dozed, waking to see Debbie asleep, her hat over her face, her tiny feet in dirty sneakers, wearing a T-shirt with Snoopy the beagle on the chest. She frowned, remembering Birdie in her Mickey Mouse T-shirt. Feeling herself observed she looked up to find that Sarah was watching her. She nodded to the girl and went back to sleep. 
 
    Alex appeared about an hour later, coming up the trail at a steady pace. They watched and waited without excitement. 
 
    ‘Must have been the pits,’ Debbie said. ‘Living on deer meat and water for a week. No bread, no brownies, no baked beans.’ 
 
    ‘I expect he brought some bread and stuff,’ Jen said. 
 
    He waved as he came nearer and they all waved back. Now they could see his horse was labouring, and they heard its heavy breathing. Horse and rider were wet with sweat. They came out on the rim and Alex dismounted with a grunt. He gave the reins to Jen, and Debbie took him by the hand, leading him to the shade where there were sandwiches and beer and cakes. His eyes sparkled as the younger girls waited on him, their voices like the gentle twittering of small birds. Miss Pink watched from a distance, her head cocked, a smile on her lips, thinking that there was something sweet and sexual, yet innocent, about the picture, hearing Sarah say: ‘You start back with Debbie when we’re ready. Jen and me will ride with Alex and tell him what happened.’ 
 
    She agreed, appreciating that it could well be easier for him to learn of events from friends and without the presence of a comparative stranger which might be inhibiting, realising as well that information would have to be doctored for his ears. 
 
    So she rode back through the pinyons with Debbie, the sun hot on their backs, their hat brims shading their necks. Miss Pink was considering what subject she should broach that was appropriate for a little girl but which did not seem contrived, when Debbie said quietly: ‘Sarah is telling Alex what happened. You have to be careful with him because he doesn’t like it when people get hurt.’ 
 
    ‘No one does,’ Miss Pink said weakly. 
 
    Debbie threw her a speculative look. ‘Most people are kind, but some aren’t. Like Shawn. He was wicked, but Alex is so gentle he may get upset about Shawn being hurt, so Sarah has to leave out some of it.’ 
 
    ‘Sarah told you that this was how she was going to – work it?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I know Alex gets hurt easy and – well, I know; that’s all.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you do. Tell me, how much do you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know about Birdie, and then what happened to Shawn.’ 
 
    ‘The – accident?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t an accident.’ 
 
    The horses’ hoofs slopped in the dust below the pinyons. The trail was drying out and the puddles were long scoops of cracked mud. 
 
    ‘Everyone else can say it was an accident,’ Debbie went on, ‘but we know.’ She smiled sweetly at Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘You and me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t follow.’ 
 
    ‘’Course you do. It was the Stone Hawk.’ 
 
    Miss Pink slumped in the saddle. ‘What was the Stone Hawk?’ 
 
    Debbie sighed. ‘Look, Shawn thought there was a way down through the Maze, right? And the pinto ran away when Shawn was in Rustler. He couldn’t walk home, not without he could find the way down through the Maze – which isn’t there, but he thought it was. Maybe someone gave him the idea there was a way down. We all know the real trail, the one to the Cave of Hands, starts when you get the Stone Hawk in line with the Blanket Man. He seems to have got it mixed up: the proper trail and the pretend one. He got the Hawk lined up with Blanket Man and came down through the Maze and walked off the last tower.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that got to do with the Stone Hawk? She can’t be seen from the place where Shawn fell.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it! The Stone Hawk moved.’ 
 
    Debbie made no attempt to break the ensuing silence, thinking correctly that her companion was working it out – not, of course, visualising a rock pinnacle moving over two miles (although after a night and a day on the bare cap of the tower Shawn would be hallucinating) but recalling Sarah’s unshakeable confidence, and the fact that, whatever the fantasy, Shawn had died at the foot of the painted bird. As if Sarah had built the cairns merely as a pointer, a false guide, and left the rest to the Stone Hawk. 
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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    After the man died the body hung motionless. The legs were in shadow but when the cottonwood leaves shifted in the breeze, sunshine flickered over feet that were bare and delicate and covered with small burns. 
 
    The sky was cloudless, bleached pale by the heat. On the far side of the river the mountains rose in tiers of cliffs to a crest like torn brown lace. The river ran through a desert where there were no side streams. 
 
    The water was wide and shallow. Not far from the grove of cottonwoods was a ford marked by hoofs and tyres. Closer to the trees and on the same bank was a pool, its surface a few inches above the level of the river, its outer rim reinforced by concrete. At ten o’clock in the morning the surface of the pool was glassy: a part of this hot bright world where the only movement came from the river, the cottonwood leaves, and an armadillo scavenging under the hanged man. Suddenly the armadillo checked and listened, its snout twitching, then it ambled away into the undergrowth. 
 
    People were coming along a path towards the pool. They were all elderly, some quite old. They wore shorts and bright clean slacks, and their flesh was tanned to the colour and texture of old leather. The men had bulging paunches or skeletal frames and the women had long ago given up the struggle to resist rich food. They moved purposefully and with a confidence born of familiarity. Reaching the pool they separated as if under direction: men to one clump of willows, women to another. After a few moments they reappeared, their ageing bodies revealed, and even flaunted, by psychedelic swimwear. 
 
    They eased themselves into the pool until they were sitting facing inwards: a circle of disembodied heads, all their attention concentrated on the sensation, real or imaginary, of warm mineral water soothing arthritic joints and various unidentified conditions. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ grunted Frank Ward – an old pharmacist from Illinois – thinking he’d heard his wife gasp. He adjusted his hearing aid and looked to see what had attracted Bett’s attention. 
 
    ‘Gross,’ she exclaimed without feeling. ‘Alien, like flying blood, you know? Only a redbird,’ she added quickly, before anyone could say something snide about ghouls or Alzheimer’s. 
 
    ‘Redbirds are cardinals,’ intoned Frank with all the weary patience of a man who has been correcting his wife for half a century. 
 
    ‘Cardinals have crests.’ In her seventies Bett still had good eyesight. ‘Besides, this bird was brighter’n a cardinal.’ 
 
    Frank peered towards the trees, raised his clip-on shades and squinted against the sun. ‘I’ll be doggoned,’ he breathed. 
 
    ‘There’s someone up that tree!’ Bett was affronted. ‘Someone spying on us. So why doesn’t he move?’ 
 
    Indignant and fiercely protective of their own special place, deriving confidence from numbers, they climbed out of the pool and trudged through the sand to the grove. Ahead of them a vermilion flycatcher flitted away to the last cottonwood. 
 
    They were too old to be appalled by death but they found the manner of this one intriguing. ‘Suicide,’ someone said heavily. 
 
    ‘He’s Mexican.’ Bett was staring at the man’s feet. After the first glance they avoided looking at the face, but the feet were in bad shape too. It was Joe – who had ranched for forty years in Montana before retiring to the Sun Belt – who walked round the suspended body and studied the back of the neck and the branch above. ‘That’s wire,’ he said. ‘Barbed wire.’ 
 
    Incongruous in their scanty clothing, they moved to his side and stared upwards. They had drawn closer to each other and their silence was eloquent. 
 
    ‘Alive?’ Bett whispered after a while. ‘They hung him alive, with barbed wire?’ 
 
    ‘They burned him first,’ Joe said. ‘Look at them feet.’ 
 
    Reluctantly they did look, then away, avoiding each other’s eyes and then, as if manipulated by strings, they all turned and looked through the willows and across the river into Mexico. 
 
    ‘Why did they have to do it on this side?’ Bett protested. ‘He’s Mex, isn’t he? Mexicans have to have done this; Anglos couldn’t have.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they meant some Anglos to see,’ Joe said. ‘Like, a warning?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    At two o’clock on a summer’s afternoon the air in Soho was warm even on the shaded side of the street; on the other side it must have been sweltering. Over there a massive black man in dreadlocks was haranguing a trio of Japanese tourists. Two Indian women in saris crossed the road to avoid the group. A turbaned Sikh lingered in the doorway of his mini-market observing the scene with wary contempt. 
 
    The woman at the restaurant window turned back to her companion. ‘At one time,’ she observed, ‘you would have said that half the people in Soho were foreigners; now you and I are the only Anglos in sight.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget the other customers. Anglos?’ 
 
    ‘Caucasians. Whites.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought you meant. But at one time you would have said “English”. You’re suspended between cultures, Melinda: a displaced person – although more inclined towards the other side of the Atlantic than this one, I think. What are you going to do next?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve only just got off the plane!’ Miss Pink’s tone did indeed owe something to jet lag. Her agent’s expression remained one of polite inquiry. She avoided his eye. ‘I’m going to the Aegean,’ she murmured. ‘I propose to spend the winter in a villa in the sun, and swim in the wine-dark sea.’ At that she beamed, as pleased with her wording as the image it evoked. 
 
    ‘Byron? He wasn’t under contract – and won’t the Aegean be a trifle cold in winter?’ 
 
    She sipped her cognac. ‘There are plenty of other places that are congenial in winter.’ 
 
    ‘Such as Arizona, or California.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just come from the Southwest. I can’t go back.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Well – logistics … And I have no money.’ Behind the designer spectacles the eyes sharpened momentarily. ‘What are you suggesting?’ 
 
    ‘Another travel book? Pioneers – the opening of the West?’ 
 
    She sighed and her tone was indulgent. ‘If you can get – ten thousand for me, as expenses, not an advance, then I’ll go anywhere that’s warm and dry.’ 
 
    Martin Jenks’s face didn’t change. ‘That might be arranged.’ 
 
    Only a person who knew her well would have seen that Miss Pink had stiffened. ‘I was forgetting the kind of vehicle that I would need in the wilderness,’ she said. ‘And of course you would want me to go to a wilderness area.’ He blinked at her. ‘Fifteen thousand,’ she said calmly. 
 
    ‘Let me make a telephone call.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a catch in this.’ 
 
    ‘No catch, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s going to pay fifteen thousand to a writer of gothics whose travel books just break even? That kind of money means something illegal – or dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Jet lag is clouding your judgement. I’m not going to kill the golden goose.’ 
 
    ‘So who – ?’ 
 
    ‘James Dorset.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely a catch. The Dorset Press has Timothy Argent. He’s a brilliant writer, and he comes over very well on the box: a charmer, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly brilliant, but they don’t exactly have him.’ 
 
    ‘What? He’s left Dorset?’ He said nothing, watching her work it out. ‘And they want me?’ Her astonishment gave way to speculation. ‘You’re not asking me to compete with him,’ she went on slowly. ‘I know my field.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no one better, Melinda. I don’t think there’s any suggestion of your competing.’ He became brusque. ‘Go along and have a word with Dorset. I’ll call him and confirm the meeting.’ He wasn’t asking permission but telling her. 
 
    As she watched him make his way through the tables she wondered if James Dorset had stayed in his office over the lunch hour or come back early anticipating her agent’s call. Why couldn’t his secretary take it? The book had to be important, if it was a book. Something was important. Fifteen thousand. Her eyes glazed as she visualised her house in Cornwall: like an expensive horse eating its head off without any work to do; a big old house that she hadn’t managed to let over the coming winter, but the bills having to be met all the same: rates, electricity, oil, maintenance, the gardener’s wages, those of her housekeeper, Chrissie Clarke … She had to admit that the Aegean was wishful thinking. There was no money for her to go anywhere; she must remain in damp grey Cornwall through the winter, writing yet another gothic romance – unless she were paid to go elsewhere. 
 
    ‘Did you mention money?’ she asked as her agent returned. 
 
    ‘I’ll leave that to you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s your job to draw up the contract!’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I thought you meant expenses. You know better than I what you’ll need in that line. You mentioned fifteen thousand.’ 
 
    ‘I was speaking off the top of my head. There’s something going on here.’ 
 
    But he was signalling the waiter and affecting not to hear. 
 
    ‘I’ve been an admirer of yours for years: sound escapist literature, meticulous observation. I’m talking like a reviewer but then you’ll know your own worth.’ 
 
    Publisher and author exchanged practised smiles as they took each other’s measure. Miss Pink saw a lanky young man in peg-top trousers and a white silk shirt without a tie. His thick blond hair was expertly cut and squeaky clean and he had the mid-Atlantic accent and the ingenuous look cultivated by today’s youthful achievers in the media. She accepted his welcome as small talk rather than flattery but she was pleased that he kept talking. Despite appearances this man was nervous. 
 
    As he talked, James Dorset was trying to relate what he’d heard about her to this large, solid figure on the other side of his desk who reminded him of a maiden aunt, a countrywoman, a dog-lover, a lady. She had turned sixty and she looked it; she was plain but she made the best of her good points and she had taste. Her grey hair was as carefully layered as Dorset’s, her spectacles with their thin blue frames matched her soft leather bag, both in a darker shade than her linen dress. The effect of monochrome was relieved by a gorgeous scarf in shades of red and mauve knotted bandana-wise against the chill of Dorset’s air conditioning. 
 
    They discussed travel, heat, humidity. She told him that she found it easier to accept high temperatures in deserts than a heat wave in London. He registered boyish incredulity. ‘Really! Fascinating. I understand you’ve just come from a desert. How would you like to go back?’ 
 
    ‘That would depend on what you had in mind.’ She blessed her agent for having prepared her. 
 
    ‘Do you know Tim Argent’s work?’ 
 
    ‘I read The Boer Trekkers but not the Australian book.’ 
 
    ‘So you know what he’s about. Well, last May he set out to follow a wagon train to California.’ He glanced at a pad on his blotter. ‘These people left Council Bluffs – on the Missouri?’ She nodded. ‘They left in 1849. Timothy was to trace their journey all the way to the Pacific and produce a book.’ He indicated a file on his desk on which there was a postcard. ‘He kept in touch with us – not regularly, but I’d say no more than two weeks went by without word. Usually it was postcards, but I had a letter from Council Bluffs, and a phone call when he reached Salt Lake City and before he started across the Great Salt Lake Desert.’ He rolled it off his tongue with relish. ‘He survived that evidently – of course he did; the last postcard was from Gabriel, California.’ He raised an eyebrow but Miss Pink shook her head; she didn’t know Gabriel. ‘That was six weeks ago.’ He handed her the postcard. 
 
    It depicted three shabby buildings with false fronts, an expanse of grey dust in the foreground, a beige mountain range in the distance. She turned it over. The small print told her that this was ‘Gabriel, California. Romantic Ghost Town of the Wild West’. The writing of the message was in a rounded scrawl: ‘This isn’t even a wide place in the road. There’s no road – but the Joplins came by. Leaving tomorrow thank God. Dying to get into the mountains. T.A.’ It was dated July 10th. The postmark was July 14th. Miss Pink tried to decipher the postmark. ‘It’s Endeavor,’ Dorset supplied. ‘Our map people worked it out. The difference in dates probably means someone forgot to mail it: either Tim or the person he asked to post it.’ 
 
    ‘Funny place for emigrants to be, so far south. Usually the overlanders entered California further north, going over Donner Pass, or Carson.’ 
 
    ‘They were late and apparently the central passes were blocked so they were working their way down the eastern side of the Sierras trying to find a low pass that was clear of snow. The details are all there in the journal kept by the wife of the chap who led the train: Captain Joplin.’ 
 
    ‘Tim Argent would be following the route with the diary on the seat beside him? What would be his next fixed point after Endeavor – or Gabriel?’ 
 
    ‘It looks as if he intended shortly to be in the Sierras. Endeavor is at the foot of the mountains. One assumes Gabriel is too, although it’s not marked in the Times atlas. We just don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t heard from him since you had this card?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right: not for six weeks.’ 
 
    ‘What about friends and relatives, all his professional contacts: accountant, agent and so on? Didn’t he have a clearing house?’ 
 
    ‘We were his clearing house, and the only mail waiting to be sent on is junk stuff and his VAT form. He doesn’t use an agent, and he doesn’t have much to do with his accountant. I did get in touch with the chap and he’s heard nothing at all since Tim left for the States, but then he wouldn’t expect to. He has no relatives, that is, no one close enough to keep in touch with him. His two closest friends are no closer to him than I am really. All the same I did call them but they’ve not heard from him for over six weeks either. Before that they had the odd postcard – with innocuous messages. They don’t attach any significance to his silence.’ 
 
    ‘But you do.’ 
 
    Dorset passed a hand over his face. He looked unhappy. Miss Pink indicated the postcard. ‘Did you try to find someone on the telephone in Gabriel – or in Endeavor?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She waited. After a moment he went on: ‘We haven’t approached anyone yet, not even our representative in Los Angeles.’ He aligned his blotter carefully. ‘Timothy had a drink problem. He is – had been dry for two years. He had a lapse between the African and Australian trips, but he underwent treatment and he beat it, again. By last spring he could go to parties, drink soft drinks and even enjoy himself, or at least give the appearance of doing so. I thought this time he’d really beaten it – ’ He trailed off and studied her face. 
 
    ‘You’re afraid he’s succumbed again, out there in the desert. It’s wild country on this side of the Sierras.’ 
 
    He started to retract. ‘There could be other explanations. He was driving a Jeep, he was expecting the worst kind of terrain.’ 
 
    ‘But he was accustomed to rough driving! You can’t think he had an accident. And surely if he’d gone on a long drinking bout, even for a week, he’d get in touch with you when he sobered up. Apart from this problem, he has integrity. His writing reads that way.’ 
 
    ‘He has great integrity but then there’s guilt, you see. Shame, humiliation, the sense of disloyalty: letting me down. What might he do then?’ 
 
    ‘In your place I’d expect a letter that was abject, or defiant, or rationalising; I’d expect some kind of communication. Even if he continued to drink, an established author would surely make an attempt to go on with the job, however erratic he might be.’ 
 
    ‘True, but he could have been side tracked. I mean, again. Drink wasn’t the only problem. Well, not to say problem – ’ as her jaw dropped, ‘ – a failing, like an Achilles heel? He was, I mean he is a charmer. Girls adore him.’ 
 
    ‘I see. What age is he, in his mid-forties? Yes, a dangerous time. So you think he’s holed up with a lady, and drinking.’ 
 
    Dorset spread his hands. ‘They say deserts do strange things to people. And I don’t pretend to understand Tim. There have to be pressures, otherwise why the drink? One gets the impression of a brittle crust. He’s prickly and impulsive … However, there could be a perfectly reasonable explanation which I just haven’t thought of – well, reasonable from his point of view.’ He became incisive. ‘And no way am I going to have strangers trying to trace him and force him back to the fold – let alone the police. He has to be handled with kid gloves or we could lose him. He is our best author, and there’s the future to think of – ’ He checked, then added defiantly: ‘If I were familiar with the country I’d go myself.’ 
 
    ‘You need a private investigator.’ 
 
    ‘That introduces a stranger. And I’d have no rapport with an American in this context, while an English investigator would have no rapport with the country. But you are discreet, knowledgeable, and extremely experienced in tracking people down.’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘You’d have a perfect cover,’ he persisted, sensing resistance. ‘You’d be travelling with Permelia Joplin’s diary and you too would be writing a book. In fact, if Tim had dropped out, for whatever reason, we would ask you to take over.’ 
 
    ‘To write the book you commissioned him to produce?’ 
 
    ‘We can work something out – but that’s the last resort. I mean – ’ he was flustered, ‘ – it’s the most pessimistic angle, isn’t it? Not that we wouldn’t love a book from you but what I’m saying now is: use a book as a cover. The first thing to do is find out what’s happened to him. We’ll pay all expenses, of course, over and above the rate of a private investigator.’ She waited, politely attentive. ‘Ten thousand and first-class air fares,’ he added smoothly. 
 
    ‘That would last only a month. I’m going to need a reliable off-road vehicle and they come expensive. Another ten thousand should cover it, with insurance.’ 
 
    ‘Leave us the name of an American bank and I’ll have twenty thousand telexed this afternoon. You shall have the plane ticket tonight. Can you leave tomorrow?’ Before she could protest he added softly: ‘Money eases most problems, you’ll see. You can take Tim’s file but return it to me tomorrow. I don’t think it can tell you anything. Whatever happened, happened out there, and he didn’t see it coming, or I’d know about it – I think. I’ll send a copy of Permelia’s diary with the ticket. That you can read on the plane.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    ‘Nights are getting colder. This morning we wakened to find all water froze in the pans. Temp was 20° and husband speaks gravely of mountains ahead. Baby’s cough no better. When I rise to build fire for coffee – we still have coffee – I put her to bed with Mary to keep warm. The cow’s milk has dried now she is yoked to pull waggon with the oxen. The deep sand is hard on the animals. I feed Baby a gruel of steeped corn and boiled water but she is losing weight …’ 
 
    Miss Pink laid aside Permelia Joplin’s journal and looked below for relief. She saw a white expanse smeared with cloud shadows, and bright crumbs on a dark floor. The coast of Labrador, she assumed, or even further north; the flight was non-stop to San Francisco. 
 
    The cabin was light and warm. Lunch had been delicious; champagne had flowed, and as they flew westward, extending the long afternoon, she had dozed, and listened to Mozart, and divided what remained of her attention between Permelia and Timothy Argent’s Australian book: Penal Colony. 
 
    For a few moments now she considered the icebergs thirty thousand feet below, then she withdrew her gaze to find the eyes of this other author, the subject of her quest, regarding her from the back of his book jacket. He had been looking directly at the photographer who was, she saw by the credit, a woman. That didn’t surprise her. There was a sensuous light in Argent’s eyes, a sheen on the neck muscles, a warmth to the skin. He was amused, confident, excited; he’s going to take her to bed, thought Miss Pink. 
 
    Her head rolled and jerked upright. She opened her eyes to find the sunlight in a different place and this man still observing her but quizzically, she thought, asexually. What question was he asking as her aircraft droned stolidly and with deceptive sloth above the polar icefields? If she knew the answer – her eyelids drooped – she would solve the case. There is no case, said an inner voice, but the word had been introduced, had been fed into the computer-brain. 
 
    Below her the continent unrolled: snow, forests, plains, the Rockies. She was suddenly wide awake, seeing his face again and properly. All trace of sensuousness had gone. The hint of a smile remained but she thought it was unconscious, that his lips would often lift at the corners, even when he was angry. The mouth curved upwards but the eyes that observed Miss Pink were merely observant. Of course, she chided herself, the situation was subjective; she was bound for a land which she adored, she was excited and receptive, her mind seduced by the sense of adventure. 
 
    What had happened there as she dozed was that it was she who was asking questions: wondering if she was starting in the wrong place, should have flown to Omaha, where he had landed. But Gabriel was only a few hundred miles from San Francisco … He had been fit, bored but looking forward to the mountains when he was in Gabriel. ‘Leaving tomorrow thank God.’ Could he have been drinking when he wrote that? Taking his last postcard from her briefcase, she studied the dilapidated store fronts. They might have been studio furniture, throw-outs from Hollywood, tourist gimmicks. If there was a bar or a motel in Gabriel they were behind the photographer. On the other hand Argent could have brought his own liquor with him, could have slept rough – but what had attracted him to Gabriel in the first place? 
 
    ‘It’s just a collection of shacks, it’ll blow away one day in a high wind.’ Irving Dodge spoke absently, his attention on a mamillaria deserti on the greenhouse shelf. ‘Wide place in the road,’ he murmured. ‘Silver mines, not gold.’ 
 
    ‘It’s close to Nevada,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It would be silver, wouldn’t it? All the gold’s on the Pacific slope, in California.’ 
 
    ‘Not always.’ Grace Dodge straightened from her weeding and looked in at the open window. ‘There’s gold on the east slope of the Sierras too. Bodie was gold, and that’s way out in the desert. So was Dogtown. Gabriel could have been either. Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t think so. My feeling is that Tim Argent’s silence relates to something personal, and something more recent than an old mine.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he fell down a shaft,’ Irving said, suddenly intrigued. 
 
    Grace Dodge’s pleasant face registered protest but she caught their guest’s expression and hesitated. Irving’s smile faded. ‘Not to be taken seriously,’ he assured them. 
 
    The Dodges were old friends of Miss Pink and she had taken them into her confidence. She could trust them not to spread word of her true mission (already, among their circle, she was using the cover of a new book to explain her presence in California) and she needed their help. Who better to fill her in than a botanist and an amateur naturalist who travelled widely in the Southwest? 
 
    The Dodges didn’t look like great travellers: elderly and rotund, they would never walk when they could take a car – but they had the facts, they provided a launching pad. Now she considered Irving’s last remark. ‘Everything’s to be taken seriously,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe the problem is drink or a woman, or even both of those. He’d have got in touch. But experienced explorers don’t fall down mineshafts.’ 
 
    ‘Unless he was pushed.’ It slipped out. Grace hadn’t meant to say it and her hand flew to her lips. ‘I read too much crime,’ she said. 
 
    Miss Pink and Irving emerged from the greenhouse, a marmalade cat weaving about their ankles. Miss Pink frowned. ‘As far as I can make out, the Joplins went over a pass to the west of Gabriel. But there’s no pass marked on the map.’ 
 
    ‘No road,’ Irving said. ‘There’s Breakneck Pass further south, and west of Dogtown, but nothing approaches it from this side. No road, I mean. There’s a Forest road serves the Pacific slope. The loggers use it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a ranch road coming over Breakneck from Dogtown,’ Grace said. ‘It’s the way they take the cattle to Palmer Meadows.’ 
 
    ‘And then you’ve got a stretch of high country,’ Irving told Miss Pink, ‘with the odd dirt road – pretty primitive, and hopeless without four-wheel drive. We were up there once looking for condors but we were in a big party on a Sierra Club excursion; you’d be mad to risk it alone, even in a Jeep – ’ 
 
    They exchanged startled glances. They’d all had the same thought but it was Miss Pink who voiced it: ‘In a place like that he might have gone over the edge and no one would know?’ 
 
    Irving shrugged. ‘Anything could have happened. Don’t go that way, Melinda. Cross the Sierras by Tioga Pass and approach Gabriel from the north. And if you do come to suspect he’s had an accident in the high country, contact the police. Don’t tackle that area of the Sierras on your own.’ 
 
    ‘I want to avoid the police.’ 
 
    ‘Then hire a guide,’ Grace urged. ‘There are lots of packers on the other side who take hunters in the mountains in the fall. You’ll be safe on a horse and with a local man.’ 
 
    ‘A local man could be just who she shouldn’t take.’ 
 
    ‘Irving, for Heavens’ sakes!’ 
 
    Lying in her bath, a Tio Pepe on the side, Miss Pink reflected on the conversation and found it bizarre. The coastal foothills south of San Francisco are a lotus-land, for climate and culture, and ahead of her was an evening of good food and wine, friends, the opera, and the drive home from the city above the sable light-sprinkled bay. It was a lush sophisticated world where the name Timothy Argent meant a book on the coffee table, an exciting personality on the box, not a black hole out there on the other side of the Sierras. 
 
    The opera was her send-off. Next day she crossed California, west to east, from the Pacific Ocean to the Sierra Nevada. The afternoon found her climbing through Yosemite’s forests to Tioga Pass, her hired Cherokee pulling well on the long gradients. The sun was behind her and ahead was the granite crest of the mountains. Beyond them were the deserts. 
 
    The Cherokee drifted across the high meadows where the Tuolumne River ran clear and shallow between low banks and rock domes reared like mammoths above the conifers. She came to Tioga and started the long descent to Mono Lake. Around ten thousand feet the air and the light were exquisite, tempting her to stop. But there was no point in stopping unless she were to stay there – and she had taken the king’s shilling; there was work ahead. She looked at the dim blue smear of Mono Lake and grimaced. Down there, three thousand feet below, the temperature would be around a hundred Fahrenheit. 
 
    She was wrong. The deserts were sweltering in a heat wave and even beside Mono, on the fringe of the Mojave Desert where the lake shore was fretted with salt pinnacles, it was 110 degrees. 
 
    She turned south, running parallel with the tall escarpment. As the miles unrolled she caught glimpses of towers and minarets at the heads of deep canyons, and she stopped regretting Yosemite; the Sierras continued for a hundred and sixty miles beyond Tioga and somewhere in that high country of timber and granite was the Joplin Trail. 
 
    Shadows stretched across her road and the air, which had seemed stagnant in the sun, began to move. It was still velvety, not sparkling as it had been on top, but with the windows and sunroof open there were air currents inside the Cherokee. She needed them. After three hundred miles of hard driving she was running out of steam, but with shade and a breeze she thought she might reach Gabriel tonight. 
 
    Near Endeavor, not a hundred miles from Mono Lake, she found herself bumping along the sandy shoulder. There was a derisive blast from a horn, fading as a pick-up passed. She allowed the sand to stop the truck and she switched off the ignition, trembling. 
 
    When she had recovered, had walked round her vehicle once or twice and leaned on its far side, breathing deeply and absorbing the lovely line of the mountains, she climbed back behind the wheel and drove on to find a bed in Endeavor. 
 
    Her cover story was accepted without question. Waking with a clear mind she realised that she was already on Argent’s trail, had struck it after coming down from Tioga. The Joplins came this way, pushing south, searching for a pass that was clear of snow. 
 
    In the local library she was received with courtesy but without surprise. They were accustomed to visits from historians and Western buffs following the old trails. Even English people were not unknown at the library; there had been one from London back in the summer: Timothy Argent, the travel writer. Miss Pink was fascinated; was he researching a book? 
 
    The librarian, plump and middle-aged, beamed. ‘The Joplin story, isn’t that something: to be written up by Timothy Argent! He knew Permelia Joplin’s journal by heart. What he didn’t know was which way they crossed the mountains. I was able to help him there.’ 
 
    ‘It was Breakneck Pass – surely?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all. They went up Danger Canyon and over Deadboy Pass.’ Seeing Miss Pink’s bewilderment the other was indulgent. ‘It’s only tradition says they went over Breakneck, because the road’s there, but the road was put in fifty years after the Joplins came through. Deadboy Pass is named for the child in the Joplin train that died of pneumonia.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Miss Pink was thoughtful. ‘Was this Argent’s theory?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a theory, it’s what happened. It was me told Timothy. He was impressed, said he’d go that way. I had to warn him, other people had theories, he’d meet plenty of those where he was going – ’ her voice took on a sinister timbre, ‘ – Timothy just didn’t know what he was getting into. They’d be on to him like buzzards. I warned him – and he loved it! Said so. “I love it,” he said.’ 
 
    ‘Warned him about what?’ 
 
    ‘Why, all those crazy ideas about they went up Crazy Mule Canyon – and like you said: over Breakneck. He said: “I’ll try all the routes and that way I’m bound to hit the trail some time.” I told him: “You’ll be wasting your energy,” I said, and that’s not right, is it? Time’s money to an author.’ 
 
    ‘I shall follow your lead,’ Miss Pink said firmly, adding in a lighter tone: ‘Who are these people who’d try to lure me into Crazy Mule Canyon and up to Breakneck Pass? Such evocative names.’ 
 
    ‘Crazy Mule leads to Trouble – that’s Trouble Pass, of course. Danger Creek comes down from Deadboy. You’ll sort them out. As for the people, they’ll find you, you won’t be able to avoid them. You have to go past Dogtown: that’s a ghost town in the Rattlesnake Hills. But then you mustn’t miss Dogtown; they have a lot of old mining artefacts, and all the houses are the original buildings from the time of the gold diggings. They’re restoring the place for a tourist attraction, not so much restoring as preserving: arrested decay, they call it.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘Individuals. A bunch of people moved in from all over: San Francisco, LA, the deserts, you name it. They think they’re going to make a fortune out of the tourists. Could be, at that.’ 
 
    ‘Like Gabriel?’ 
 
    ‘No, Gabriel’s finished. Obviously you never saw it. There’s nothing left even to vandalise. Dogtown’s on the upgrade; it’s more like Bodie except Bodie’s a state park and Dogtown’s private.’ 
 
    ‘People stay there?’ Miss Pink was concerned. ‘I take it there’s a motel?’ 
 
    ‘You’d be far better to stay in Endeavor. There’s what they call a hotel in Dogtown but the rooms aren’t ready yet. Most people following the Joplins camp. The Trails party that’s coming by bring recreational vehicles and tow Jeeps.’ 
 
    ‘A Trails party?’ 
 
    ‘Every summer they follow a different trail. So this year it’s the Joplins. You’ll run into them, you stay long enough – although where you’re going to stay’s another matter. They might rent you a cabin at Dogtown, full of snakes and roaches, I shouldn’t wonder. Best thing you can do is stay here.’ 
 
    ‘Where did Tim Argent stay?’ 
 
    ‘He camped. At least, I always assumed he did, but he’d be used to it.’ 
 
    Although she was in Levis and a plaid shirt, Miss Pink’s advanced age might suggest to a layman that she’d never been closer to a wilderness than on a Nature Trail in a national park. Now she said: ‘You didn’t see him again? He never got in touch to tell you which way he decided the Joplins went?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The librarian was puzzled. ‘I’d expected to hear from him, know how he got on. He said he would write. Of course, it will be in his book, maybe he’ll mention Endeavor. That’s the trend: what the author did and saw, who he spoke to at the same time he was following an old trail.’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up her bag. They were sitting in the librarian’s office. ‘Now I follow him,’ she announced inanely. ‘Or can I? He’d be more accustomed to rough roads than I.’ 
 
    ‘What are you driving?’ 
 
    ‘A Cherokee.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll need it, but don’t go alone. Timothy had a Jeep: one of the basic models – pale blue. He was embarrassed by the colour: baby-blue, he called it. “Not really me, is it?” he said when I went outside with him. And then he drove away.’ 
 
    ‘Alone?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, there was no one with him.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, he went on to cross the Sierras on his own.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t – he didn’t say he was meeting anyone.’ Her eyes sharpened. ‘Why do you ask?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was flustered. ‘I just thought: if he went alone – and a Cherokee is more powerful than a basic Jeep?’ 
 
    The librarian suppressed a smile. ‘But he was a man. I mean: young, powerful – ’ she brightened, ‘ – able to fix things: broken fan belts, punctures, all that stuff. You wait for the Trails people. They’re fun; you’ll have a good time with them.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I should do that.’ Miss Pink nodded sagely. ‘If I were to explore while I’m waiting for them I could hire a horse and take a guide.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, just be careful who you take, is all.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    It was well into the afternoon when she reached her next fixed point. It was three o’clock before she tracked down the rancher who owned the land where Gabriel once stood, still stood if a few piles of planks and some old foundations warranted a name. She was directed down a dusty track to a reservoir and on its bank she found all that was left of Gabriel. Even the three store fronts depicted on Argent’s postcard had collapsed, but he’d been here, camping in the sage; the rancher told her that much. 
 
    He’d told her little else, or nothing significant. As in the library she hadn’t needed to ask about her predecessor; information was volunteered simply because Argent and she were both English, both following the same trail. She wondered how long it would be before people started to think that her arrival might not be a coincidence. 
 
    Argent had appeared on an afternoon in July. He hadn’t come to the house; the rancher – a leathery old fellow, not over-clean – had been alerted by the stranger’s dust trail as he drove down the track. He wasn’t bothered; tourists were always going to see the old ruins. However, when the Jeep didn’t come back and he figured the visitor planned on spending the night, he went down in his pick-up just to be sure the guy wasn’t up to mischief. 
 
    He’d found Argent reading and stayed with him a while, charmed by him: ‘A well-educated gentleman, knew more about these old trails than I do.’ 
 
    Miss Pink, registering interest in her compatriot, did push it a little then but learned scarcely more than she knew already. The rancher hadn’t picked up much about his visitor; it was evident that Argent, like any good writer, didn’t talk so much as listen. She learned that he was alone, that he slept at the site of Gabriel, that he left the following day. Nothing was said of his drinking nor that he had asked for a postcard to be mailed from Endeavor, nor could she think of a way of eliciting this information without exciting suspicion. She did assure herself that he had left the site. Recalling that the Joplins had followed the course of the river from Gabriel she wondered aloud how she might do this, as Argent had done. 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No, ma’am, that’s all private land, and fenced. You got to come back to the highway same as he did, pick up the Joplin trail again near to Dogtown.’ 
 
    ‘What a pity. It’s quite impossible to go exactly the way they went?’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, if it could be done, that Englishman would have. No, he come back to the highway not long after sunrise; I was out early too, shifting a bunch of cows before it got too hot. He waved.’ 
 
    For form’s sake she poked about the piles of timber that were the remains of Gabriel, talking loudly, not to herself but to warn the snakes. Sustaining her cover she took a few pictures but there was nothing to claim her interest in this dull desert, for desert it was, the river having dried up since its headwaters had been diverted by the Los Angeles aqueduct. 
 
    She returned to the highway, the mountains a lavender line in the west. Argent would have seen them too, but hard and bright in the sunrise – and he’d longed to be up there; he’d said so on the postcard. Where had he bought that? She hadn’t seen a replica in Endeavor although she’d looked. She hadn’t dared to show the one in her possession to the librarian. 
 
    The sun was sinking when she saw a sign for Dogtown pointing her along a dirt road towards a range of hills the colour of cocoa. It was an arid region, the only vegetation the odd prickly plant and a few grey spires of mullein beside the road. After a mile or two she emerged from a cutting in brown bluffs to a no-man’s-land between umber slopes and the forested foothills of the mountains. A creek ran here, lined with cottonwoods, and the road forked. Another sign pointed to her right and she drove through the trees to a lunar landscape dotted with buildings below old mine-tips. 
 
    It was a typical ghost town, contriving to appear raw and at the same time old, or old for California. The planks of the houses looked as if they’d been sawn from unseasoned pine straight out of the forest, and under the desert sun the bright brown wood had retained its colour but it had shrunk and splintered. Nails had fallen from their sockets, seams had parted, few walls were vertical. The community looked like cheap clothing that starts to fall apart as soon as it’s laundered. 
 
    Litter was everywhere: old iron, timber, rusty cars, but here and there, outside houses only slightly less decrepit than their neighbours, stood a pick-up of recent vintage. 
 
    One building was of brick, square and uncompromising with a stepped pediment fronting a flat roof. Across the façade above triple arches of windows and door was some illegible print. Beside the door a hardboard panel leaned against the bricks. ‘Grand Imperial Hotel’ it read. 
 
    The front door opened on to a pillared vestibule, except that the pillars were tree-trunks roughly rounded and still bearing traces of paint where someone had tried to achieve the effect of marble. The floor was rough but swept, there were three tables, one not merely scarred, but charred, and it looked like mahogany. There was a brassbound counter top and a framed advertisement for a stagecoach line. Above it hung a large and surprisingly good imitation of a Modigliani nude. 
 
    A woman followed Miss Pink through the open door and stopped, silhouetted against the street. The sun had left Dogtown and the interior of the hotel was dim. She was a short woman and she was wearing slacks and boots. 
 
    ‘You were wanting a room?’ The voice was pleasant, cultured. 
 
    Miss Pink smiled and moved towards a window. ‘What do you have on offer?’ She was equally polite. Now she saw that the woman was about forty, fair but deeply tanned, with a wide mouth and pale eyes that observed the newcomer with interest. ‘We have cabins,’ she said. ‘How long would you be staying?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. I’m following the Joplin Trail.’ 
 
    ‘Not more than one night then. I can let you have a cabin for thirty dollars.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I could see it?’ 
 
    They went out and round the corner of the building where big white poppies bloomed in an alley. Beside the hotel several shacks with tin roofs stood in a staggered row. There were lace curtains at the windows but the windows were askew and doorframes sagged. The woman opened one door and stood aside. Miss Pink mounted a shaky step and saw a clean bare floor, a brass bedstead with a white counterpane, a table and chair in chrome and plastic, a strip light, and a wall lamp above the bed. In the back wall a louvred door was open to show a lavatory, a basin and a bath with a shower fitting. She had seen worse accommodation, although not at thirty dollars, but she took the room; she needed information. 
 
    ‘You won’t get many visitors so far from the highway,’ she remarked as she filled in the registration form. 
 
    ‘I do well enough. “Melinda Pink”.’ She had no difficulty in deciphering the print upside-down. ‘That’s neat. I’m Rose Baggott.’ She observed the Dodges’ address. ‘You live in California?’ 
 
    ‘A forwarding address. I’m from England. Didn’t you know?’ 
 
    ‘I guess so. There was an English guy here back in the summer: Timothy. You talk like him.’ 
 
    ‘Timothy Argent. I keep hearing the name. I’m following him along the trail. Did he stay here?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the hotel. I don’t think he slept in a bed’ – the generous mouth stretched, the eyes sparkled – ‘shouldn’t think he slept in a bed all the time he was here. He camped in the canyon someplace. He was writing a book and he needed to be on the spot, go up all the different canyons, find out for himself which way the Joplins went. I told him they went over Breakneck Pass but then he talked to the Semples and they swear it’s Crazy Mule, and then there’s Asa – but you don’t want to hear all that stuff.’ 
 
    ‘What conclusion did Argent come to?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Breakneck surely.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell you?’ 
 
    ‘I guess he was embarrassed. I mean, he talked to everybody, he was a regular guy, and beautiful manners! He wouldn’t tell the others he thought the Joplins had to go over Breakneck because he wouldn’t want to hurt their feelings.’ Her smile was sly. ‘Some people are very possessive about their theories.’ 
 
    ‘But you must have discovered which route he’d decided on. I’d like to know so I don’t waste time exploring the wrong canyon.’ 
 
    ‘It was Breakneck. It’s obvious. There’s the road, and roads always follow old trails. There had to be a trail before the Joplins came through. It would have been made by Indians and then used by the trappers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what he decided?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said: he was too well-mannered to say.’ She saw something over Miss Pink’s shoulder. ‘There’s Verne Blair. I’ll go tell him you’re eating at his place. You’ll be wanting breakfast as well as dinner? The food’s good at the Red Queen,’ she added, seeing Miss Pink’s hesitation. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d provide food. This is an hotel, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what it was, and that’s what it’s going to be, but I’m still doing it up. That’s what everyone’s doing to their property: the restaurant, the museum, me. We’re functional, but there’s room for improvement. None of us have been here long and we’re doing most things ourselves, and it’s taking time. There’s no money from the state, Dogtown’s all private enterprise. You should have seen this place when I bought it. I’ll go and have a word with Verne and Earl. Take your rig round to the cabin. I’m afraid there’s no key to the door but if you’re worried about cameras and stuff lock them in your vehicle. You don’t need to though, there’s no crime in Dogtown.’ 
 
    The restaurant took its name from the Red Queen gold mine. At the peak of its prosperity seven thousand people lived in Dogtown; there had been eleven bars, two brothels, and a row of shacks called cribs occupied by the independent whores. It was all on the back of the Red Queen’s menu, a stylish piece of printing under a logo incorporating the Queen of Diamonds. 
 
    After a good steak (‘Corn-fed Top Sirloin Marinated, Broiled, then Teriyaki Glazed!’) Miss Pink took her coffee at the bar, served by the part-owner who had introduced himself as Earl Lovejoy. He had waited on her too and by now she knew that the chef was his partner. No one else was in evidence, but then she was the only customer. At the bar she ran a practised eye along the rank of bottles. Observing her lack of reaction, Lovejoy reached below the counter and produced a bottle of Cointreau. They exchanged smiles. 
 
    Earl Lovejoy was a pleasing host, and a good advertisement for the cooking. Plump but not flabby, he looked as if he enjoyed his food, and he discussed it with authority. He didn’t have much call to do that, he told her, not with most of the customers. He was a dark man, almost swarthy, with thick black hair, a bullish neck, spaniel eyes. He agreed to join her in a liqueur and as they sipped their Cointreau she reverted to the appreciation of good food. 
 
    ‘In time you’ll build up a clientèle,’ she assured him. ‘There can’t be another good chef within a hundred miles. The persimmon soufflé was superb.’ 
 
    He beamed. ‘My partner will be delighted to hear that.’ 
 
    ‘You should be in San Francisco.’ 
 
    ‘But we came from there! Far too many people for us; we’re neither of us city boys. Verne’s folks were fishermen from Monterey, mine – you’re not going to believe this – mine were immigrants from the Dust Bowl in the thirties: Okies. You know: Grapes of Wrath stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, Steinbeck. A great man.’ 
 
    ‘You’re like him. I mean –’ seeing her surprise, ‘– there’s an affinity. That’s what Timothy said: your Timothy Argent, the author. He said Steinbeck was following a trail too, although Steinbeck was actually with the Okies, but then Timothy was talking about a trail in the spiritual sense.’ 
 
    ‘Searching?’ she wondered aloud. ‘A life-search?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Aren’t we all? But Timothy, he was – different. He was an alcoholic, did you know that?’ He mistook her hesitation for disbelief and went on: ‘He didn’t say so, but it was obvious – particularly to us. We see a lot of that: too much emphasis in refusing a drink, you know? And of course, the ladies, they have to push it; women don’t see anything significant in that kind of refusal. Ah, here’s Verne. Come and meet a fan of yours; she adored the persimmon soufflé. I still say you put too much cream in it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shook hands with Verne Blair, a thin balding man in spectacles who put her in mind of an anxious heron. 
 
    ‘We do our best,’ he murmured. 
 
    ‘And it’s appreciated.’ She found herself responding with gallantry. 
 
    He sniffed. ‘Not often enough. Europeans know what good food is, and Easterners – but not the locals.’ 
 
    ‘Timothy did,’ Lovejoy told her. ‘He went right through the menu. Ate like a woman but he tasted everything.’ 
 
    ‘Like a woman?’ 
 
    ‘Present company excepted, ma’am,’ Blair assured her. ‘Timothy didn’t have a big appetite, he picked at his food. Of course, he smoked heavily.’ 
 
    ‘It was instead of liquor,’ Lovejoy pointed out. ‘We were sorry for him.’ 
 
    ‘We sympathised.’ His partner was less effusive. He looked across the empty restaurant. ‘Timothy was bored with the West.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was astonished. ‘His books don’t read as if he could ever be bored.’ 
 
    Blair said: ‘Ah, but he’s a professional. We were talking about motivation one night, about goals. He said something about a man alone on a ship drifting through a warm sea, tying up at islands, exhausting their fruits, and casting off again.’ 
 
    Lovejoy was gaping at him. ‘When did he say that? I never heard him talk that way.’ 
 
    Blair raised an eyebrow. ‘It was the night George and Clint came by. The time they brought the cognac back from Paris.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear. Yes, I remember.’ He glanced at Miss Pink. ‘Well, French Cognac, what can you expect?’ He addressed his partner: ‘So you reckon Timothy was implying he hadn’t got a goal. But he found one, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Not really.’ Blair regarded the other man fixedly. ‘He’d be motivated by the book only as long as it took to write it, then he’d need to find something else to fill the gap.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Lovejoy licked his lips. ‘Is it the same with you, ma’am? Do you write?’ 
 
    ‘Romances,’ she admitted. ‘Gothics.’ 
 
    ‘Are they popular?’ 
 
    ‘They have their followers.’ She smiled. ‘A very different following from Timothy Argent’s, of course, but then we have to be very different people: an elderly spinster, an explorer in his prime …’ When this produced no reaction she changed tack: ‘May I see that postcard, the top one in that rack? I must have some cards of Dogtown.’ 
 
    ‘That’s Gabriel, to the north of here,’ Lovejoy said. ‘We don’t have a good one of Dogtown yet. Timothy bought several of Gabriel, that same one in fact. He said it epitomised the myth. Those shacks have collapsed now.’ 
 
    ‘Odd, for a wilderness traveller to send postcards home.’ Miss Pink pretended to read the legend on the back of the familiar card. 
 
    ‘Some people buy postcards just for something to do,’ rejoined Lovejoy. ‘He only sent one.’ 
 
    ‘Now how do you know that?’ She looked intrigued. 
 
    ‘Because he gave it to me to mail.’ 
 
    ‘And you forgot to mail it,’ Blair said. ‘I found it in your cagoule.’ 
 
    ‘OK, OK. It was just a day or two late. And it was only a few lines to his publisher, nothing important.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know it was to his publisher?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I read it. He’d put Gabriel at the top as if he’d written it there and he said he was leaving “tomorrow”. I forget the name of the recipient but he was at the Something-Press. That would be a publisher.’ 
 
    ‘Did he leave here the next day?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No, I told you he worked right through the menu. He didn’t stay in Dogtown though. He camped in the canyon, came down for his meal most nights.’ 
 
    ‘How long did he stay in the area?’ 
 
    The partners looked at each other. ‘A week?’ Lovejoy asked. 
 
    ‘Eight days,’ Blair said. ‘We don’t know. One night he was here, the next he was gone. But I guess that’s no more than you’d expect … We won’t see him this way again.’ 
 
    Lovejoy looked from his partner to Miss Pink. ‘You will,’ he assured her. ‘You’ll meet in London.’ 
 
    ‘I may overtake him yet.’ 
 
    They regarded her in silence. They might have been considering the possibility of her catching up with Argent but what Blair said was: ‘You mustn’t leave without visiting the museum.’ 
 
    ‘You could spend a day in there,’ Lovejoy said. ‘You could spend a few days in Dogtown itself. This place is something special.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Despite the Dodges’ warning and that of Endeavor’s librarian, Miss Pink had every intention of following Argent over the Sierras and, rather to her surprise, people in Dogtown seemed to assume that she would do this. At breakfast in the Red Queen Lovejoy told her she had a lovely day for the crossing and assured her that she would have fun, while Verne Blair emerged from his kitchen to tell her to take care, but it was more of a ritual courtesy than a warning. 
 
    Rose Baggott hoped that she would come back to the Grand Imperial and stay longer next time. Only at the museum did she run into controversy, was told unequivocally that the Joplins didn’t go over Breakneck Pass and she couldn’t follow them anyway: ‘Not in a vehicle,’ said Charlotte Semple. ‘You can go up Crazy Mule to the end of the dirt road – that’s the way they went: up Crazy Mule and over Trouble Pass. You might reach Trouble on foot, or on a horse.’ Did she sense opposition? She went on: ‘We’ve known this area for years. I’ve made a specialty of the overland trails; I’ve followed the Joplins clear to Bakersfield. That’s where they settled. It’s all in Permelia’s diary.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink is writing a book,’ her husband said. ‘She knows.’ Her cover had been accepted here without surprise. 
 
    They were in the dim barn that housed the museum and they moved among the exhibits as they talked, Miss Pink’s expression giving no indication that her interest lay in the Semples rather than the Joplins or nineteenth-century artefacts. 
 
    There was an air of ingenuousness about the couple, a kind of simplicity common among people only a few generations removed from the pioneers who were their forebears. One of her ancestors had come overland from Missouri in the 1850s, Charlotte told Miss Pink, and settled in the Sacramento valley. Julius Semple’s people had been lumber merchants on the Pacific slope for nearly a century. In her fifties now, Charlotte had taken early retirement from teaching, her last position having been in an urban school where violence was endemic. When she retired Julius sold out his share in the family business and they’d taken off for the deserts, gravitating to Dogtown eventually where they founded the museum, a project which they regarded with the kind of proud affection usually reserved for adored children. 
 
    Charlotte was a big-boned woman with a mane of titian hair that was rather too bright to be natural. Her skin had started to sag but the agate eyes in their deep sockets were luminous, the lips full and firm. She was still a striking woman, she must have been sensational in her younger days. Her husband was tall and gangling but well-preserved, resembling an ageing Gary Cooper. 
 
    ‘You might hire a horse,’ Charlotte was saying. ‘That’s the best way to reach Trouble.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was admiring an ornate little lamp. ‘Sweet,’ she observed. ‘Why red glass?’ 
 
    Julius moved away. Charlotte’s eyes followed him. ‘It hung in the window of a crib,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh. They were quite open about prostitution?’ 
 
    ‘It was accepted as a necessary evil, and of course, there was no Aids in those days. That makes a difference, doesn’t it? All the same the whores had to be segregated; the red light district was at the lower end of town –’ she smiled wryly, ‘– downstream, on the bank of the creek.’ 
 
    ‘The unhealthiest part.’ 
 
    ‘You could hardly have them upstream. So –’ she turned away, changing the subject, ‘– Rose Baggott has horses but she’s not going to rent you one for Crazy Mule Canyon. She knows the Joplins went over Breakneck and she’s not wasting good horseflesh on someone maintains the correct route goes up Crazy Mule.’ She was smiling but her tone was contemptuous. Miss Pink couldn’t resist a snort of amusement herself. 
 
    ‘How did Timothy Argent cope – ?’ She was tempted to add ‘with all this?’ but desisted. 
 
    ‘With Rose? He didn’t need a horse. He hiked everywhere.’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up a wooden object from a bench and regarded it absently. ‘That’s a snowshoe for a mule,’ Charlotte told her. ‘It clamps on the hoof, see? Julius is going to replace the straps.’ 
 
    ‘Most ingenious. Which route did Argent decide on?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Crazy Mule, of course. It’s obvious once you relate Permelia’s diary to what’s there. Timothy was highly perceptive, a kind of historical detective. That kind of nature is essential if you want to follow the old trails.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get to know him well?’ 
 
    ‘He came here once or twice and we talked about the trail, but trail buffs are kind of single-minded; I guess it’s like any other obsession: hunting, cars, making money – people with those interests never talk about anything else. So apart from that we didn’t get to know him. He spent most of his time hiking in the canyon anyway and when he came to Dogtown it was just to eat at the Red Queen. He didn’t stay long there. He didn’t drink. And we mostly eat at home so we didn’t see him except when he came over.’ 
 
    After a pause Miss Pink said: ‘You’ve been very helpful. I’ll go up there and look at Crazy Mule Canyon, but it does seem as if I won’t get far without a horse–’ 
 
    ‘There is one thing.’ Charlotte hesitated and glanced towards the back of the barn. ‘There’s a guy lives in the canyon: a dropout. He’s quite old and he’s never been known to – that is, he’s not violent towards people but – I shouldn’t … Don’t get out of your car and don’t stop at his camp. Are you armed?’ 
 
    Miss Pink chose to ignore the question. ‘How does he live?’ 
 
    Charlotte was embarrassed. Semple appeared from the shadows. ‘I was telling her not to approach Asa Fortune,’ his wife said. The couple exchanged glances. ‘I haven’t told her about the crash,’ she added. 
 
    ‘Nothing was ever proved.’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing was proved.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘A plane went into the mountain three years ago, in the middle of winter. They didn’t even locate the site of the crash until the snow melted. When they got there, all the jewellery and cash that should have been on the bodies was gone – there were a few dollars left in billfolds for appearances’ sake – and the credit cards were still there – but anything that could be used or fenced was gone. Someone got there before the rescuers.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t any use to the owners. No one survived.’ 
 
    ‘Christ, Julius! How do we know?’ He looked defiant. ‘I like old Asa,’ Charlotte told Miss Pink. ‘I don’t think he did it. And they searched but they never found any of the missing stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ Semple grinned. ‘He hid it in the forest. He’s lived here all his life. You gotta believe it: Fortune robbed those bodies.’ 
 
    Charlotte looked at him, then away. ‘But he’s not violent,’ Miss Pink pressed. 
 
    ‘Not as far as we know,’ Semple said heavily. 
 
    They ushered her out of a side door to see the larger exhibits. Standing between an old horse-hearse and an ancient Ford Coupé, Miss Pink assured them that she would be back. They responded politely, almost absently; whether she returned or not seemed immaterial to them. She thought that they were collectors rather than curators; the museum, or rather its clutter of artefacts (which she really did wish she had more time to study) fulfilled a need, a gap which might otherwise have been filled by children. 
 
    Following their directions she returned to the highway to find the gas station which was a mile south of the Dogtown turn-off. Her tank was filled by a sleepy blonde who had stuck foil stars on her large front teeth. A limpid gaze and masticating jaws gave her a bovine air, strengthened by her difficulty in deducting twelve dollars and eight cents from fifteen dollars, even with the aid of a calculator. 
 
    ‘You must be Mrs Wolf,’ Miss Pink said chattily. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ There was no surprise. ‘How did you know?’ 
 
    ‘The wedding ring. And I stayed in Dogtown.’ In the face of a vacuous stare Miss Pink spoke clearly, trying to drive the meaning into the other’s brain: ‘You’ll get a lot of motorists stopping here to fill their tanks before crossing the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Many foreigners?’ 
 
    Mrs Wolf blinked. ‘Some.’ She thought about that. ‘How would you know, if they got hire-cars with California plates?’ 
 
    ‘They would talk differently.’ 
 
    The girl shrugged and seated herself gracefully on a stool. Crossing long brown legs she yawned and picked up a magazine. Miss Pink said: ‘You had an Englishman here some weeks ago. He was driving a pale blue Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘We did? That’s too long to remember.’ 
 
    Miss Pink went back to her truck, took the petrol cap from the top of the pump where Mrs Wolf had left it, and screwed it on the tank. Metal rang on concrete and she realised that the shadowed bay beside the office was a working garage. A man was in there, under a pick-up. She walked over and coughed. He pulled himself out: a heavy, middle-aged fellow, but obliging. 
 
    ‘I wonder,’ she said diffidently, ‘if you could take a look at my rear light. It may be just a fuse …’ 
 
    He came and looked and found the loose wire which she’d just disconnected. He admired the Cherokee, discovered she came from London and stood chatting as if he had all the time in the world. Trade was slow at the end of summer, he told her; it would take up again after Christmas with the skiers coming through to Mammoth. He wasn’t grumbling; he could go hunting in the fall, leave the wife to look after the pumps. It was easy to steer the conversation to the Joplin Trail. 
 
    ‘This sure is a season for the English,’ he said. ‘They’ll have told you about the others?’ Her hesitation was minimal but he’d seen it. ‘Yeah, they wouldn’t be able to help themselves; they’re a lot of old women up to Dogtown. Got nothing else to do except gossip about each other.’ 
 
    ‘And about the visitors.’ She took a very long shot. ‘What was she really like?’ She said it with the air of one needing to plug a gap and he accepted it as such but he didn’t like it. 
 
    He shrugged and looked sullen. ‘She was quite a looker – pale: light skin, blue eyes, big mouth.’ He glanced at Miss Pink. ‘She wasn’t a slut!’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ She was shaken. ‘Argent is a discerning man.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t we all?’ It was bitter, explosive. 
 
    She glanced towards the office where Mrs Wolf was hunched over her magazine. ‘Where did they meet?’ She was casual and he replied in kind. 
 
    ‘God knows. Does it matter? They’re gone.’ Bitterness was replaced by hostility and he threw her a startled look as if a thought had suddenly occurred to him. ‘Maybe you’ll catch them up; you can ask them all about it.’ 
 
    She drove back past Dogtown on the dirt road that skirted the little community, and headed for the wide mouth of Malachite Canyon. The road began to rise but it was neither steep nor particularly rough and it was followed by a power line. She drove through the little pinyons of the arid lands to big Jeffrey pines, the kind of tree which had provided the timber for Dogtown. Here and there the yellow blooms of blazingstar were bright against the gloom of the forest but most of the flowers were over. 
 
    Miss Pink was preoccupied, not so much with the identity of Argent’s companion, and only vaguely with the question of where he had picked her up. Even the reason why there had been no mention of her in Dogtown seemed less important than the motive for Argent’s silence. Why should a woman – an Englishwoman as Hiram Wolf had implied – not why but how – how could she have bewitched the author to the extent that he couldn’t even take the trouble to mail a postcard to his publisher? And where was he holed up at this moment? 
 
    She thought of the other side of the Sierras: the great fertile valley of the San Joaquin with its farms and bright little towns, the oilfields in the south, but she couldn’t visualise him in that kind of environment. Beyond the San Joaquin were the coastal ranges with their steep, narrow valleys; beyond the coast ranges was the ocean. 
 
    She came to a fork and stopped without thinking, or rather, she thought about the coast. Big Sur: a rocky, sundrenched shore, black cypresses, sea lions and pelicans, the blue Pacific. She could picture him there: in a rented house on Big Sur. She looked up the road ahead; by tonight she might have a hint of which way they had gone: west to the coast, north to San Francisco or – there was a further possibility, a lure for one kind of writer – or south to Hollywood. That wasn’t likely, it would mean breaking his contract – or would it? He was under no obligation to keep in touch with his publisher; he could be fulfilling his contract at this moment, writing the book, doing a screenplay at the same time. She thought about it and shook her head helplessly; he might not be in America at all. 
 
    She looked moodily along the fork to her left. Before Hiram Wolf dropped his bombshell she had intended driving up the side canyons: Crazy Mule and Danger, in order to satisfy herself that the pale blue Jeep was not parked at their heads. She was almost certain that it couldn’t be; people must have been in the canyons over the past few weeks, although only a local person would have noticed the continued presence of a vehicle; it would mean nothing to a back-packer passing through. 
 
    From the Forest map she saw that the road up Crazy Mule was over four miles in length. Better get it over, close a gap. She turned up the track and almost immediately had to engage four-wheel drive. She saw no recent wheel tracks, only the imprint of hoofs: deer and cows. Once she heard a strange, yet strangely familiar sound. She stopped and cut the engine, straining her ears. Unmistakably she heard the chime of a bell, a cowbell. She got down and stalked the sound through the trees until she caught a glimpse of a red and white flank among the trunks. There was a clash as the cow lifted her head. It regarded her for a moment then blundered away. 
 
    She returned to her truck and studied the ground thoughtfully. The fact that there were no tyre tracks wasn’t conclusive; they could have been washed away by summer storms. She drove on. Some two miles up Crazy Mule a deer and a well-grown fawn crossed the track. A second doe appeared, saw the truck and retreated. Miss Pink paused at the place where a narrow path ran down to the creek. A very old cabin stood there, a stovepipe protruding from its roof. There was a chopping block with an axehead embedded in it and a grey towel draped over the shaft. The chimney wasn’t smoking and nothing moved until the second doe appeared further up the track. She slipped across, followed by a skittish fawn. 
 
    A mile or so beyond the cabin a tarn showed on the left, reflecting the sky. At its far end the road stopped and a footpath took off purposefully into the forest. There was no sign of any vehicle other than her own, and only a few empty beer cans and the charred circles of old fires indicated that people came here. The lake had an abandoned look, secretive, even sinister. She was about eight miles from Dogtown and too close for comfort to that log cabin which must be occupied by the man called Fortune. Since he didn’t appear to be at home, he could be anywhere, perhaps watching her at this moment. Asa Fortune who robbed bodies. But nothing had been proved; he’d never been known to be violent. 
 
    She climbed back behind the wheel and drove down the canyon, a little faster, but that could be explained by its being downhill. And trees were deadly monotonous. She hadn’t even got above them. In fact, she wondered if the timber line at this latitude stretched to the summit of the Sierras, at least to the passes. She knew a moment of panic and longed to be at the top and going down the other side when, presumably, she’d see low ground through the gaps, would see something more than tree-trunks. 
 
    There was still no sign of life at the old cabin. Back in the main canyon she turned west but she had gone only a short distance when she came to the fork for Danger Creek, this time on her right, and that was where the power line went. She turned on to a good gravel surface and soon she crossed a cattle-grid to meadows and a monstrosity of a house in bright brown wood with a roof that appeared to be made of tarred felt. It was tall and squarish with windows on two storeys: high windows, arched windows, huge portholes. The corners which she could see were in the form of turrets – angled, of course, but in view of the ostentatious whole, angled only because pine planks can’t be curved. 
 
    In the rear there were barns, corrals, a neat new cabin. A big pick-up was in the yard. There had been no mention of anyone living in the canyons other than Asa Fortune. She turned her attention to the meadows and observed that from this clearing in the forest she could see the length of Danger Canyon to its headwall and a saddle between granite towers. That would be Deadboy, some five or six miles distant – air miles of course; a footpath would rise in long zigzags increasing the distance. All trails were graded for horses in this country. 
 
    She drove through the pasture to a locked gate. Beyond it the Deadboy trail was wide but unmarked by tyres. She turned round and drove up to the cabin behind the house. At the sound of the engine a man appeared at the entrance to a barn. They approached each other with an appearance of nonchalance, Miss Pink disguising her interest behind a front of good humour which bore just a hint of arrogance. 
 
    ‘Good morning. Do you have the key of the gate?’ 
 
    ‘It won’t do you no good – ma’am. You can’t drive through.’ 
 
    ‘You mean it’s impossible, or it’s private land?’ 
 
    ‘The trail’s washed out.’ 
 
    ‘I wondered. I saw there were no tracks. I’m following the Joplin Trail – like Timothy Argent.’ She’d anticipated recognition of the name, even a disclaimer, but not the reaction she did get. His jaw dropped then clamped shut – she heard his teeth click – and muscles hardened in his cheeks. He scowled. The silence stretched. ‘Not everyone’s cup of tea perhaps?’ She regarded him benignly but her eyes demanded an answer. 
 
    His gaze wandered over the meadows and up towards Deadboy. ‘I didn’t know him,’ he said at last. ‘I met him, he came by, but he was only looking. He reckoned as how the Joplins went up Crazy Mule anyways.’ His eyes lightened a fraction. ‘You been up Crazy Mule, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I have. Was he alone when he came here?’ 
 
    There was a quality of menace about his stillness, about the time it took him to respond. He was a good-looking young man with dark regular features under an old hat, but in the shade of its brim his eyes were flat, opaque, like a lizard’s. There was a snake tattooed on his left forearm. ‘I don’t know nothing,’ he said softly. ‘I’m just the caretaker here.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Who owns the house?’ 
 
    There was another pause. She knew that he was considering the impulse to tell her to mind her own business. 
 
    ‘A gentleman from Missouri,’ he said. 
 
    She smiled coldly, wondering what he was hiding, or if he had nothing to hide and was merely displaying the backwoodsman’s suspicion of strangers. She turned and walked over to her truck, aware of a cold point between her shoulderblades. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The route to Breakneck Pass climbed the headwall with tight bends where gravel had collected in long furrows. The Jeep loved the climb: purring up the straight stretches and creeping round the bends so smoothly that Miss Pink had to clamp down on a feeling of euphoria, to remind herself that this was a ranch road and not designed for tourists. There was no parapet, no posts, not even a low bank. Indeed, in places the verge had eroded and there was no warning of the break, not even a marker as would be the case on a paved highway. Here the driver’s concentration must be absolute; one moment of distraction – glancing at the view when on the outside of a bend, following the flight of an eagle – and control would be lost. One wheel too close to the edge and the truck’s own weight would drag it over. 
 
    The first elbow was the worst. The road rose slowly out of Malachite Canyon and Miss Pink was prepared for the initial turn because the creek came down the headwall and she could see that there was no track on the far bank – if you can call a slope a bank when it is close to the vertical. But although she anticipated a sharp turn, its constriction took her by surprise and she went too wide and too fast, the tyres scrambling for friction. There was an impression of an abyss below the point of the bend, of dark cliffs above a flash of falling water, then the truck straightened and came back to the correct side of the road. 
 
    She was lucky; no vehicle had been coming down. All the same, she took the higher bends with caution, glancing sideways only when she was on a long straight. 
 
    She was climbing the timbered spur between Danger and Malachite Creeks. Occasionally there were rock outcrops affording breaks in the forest where she could look east across the desert to a range that must mark the boundary of Death Valley fifty miles away. The depths were blue with distance, the ranges ashen, but near at hand and full in the sun pine needles were a gorgeous green. A few flowers had survived the frosts at this altitude: a sprinkling of yellow composites and clumps of asters like Michaelmas daisies. 
 
    Crags gave way to big cliffs that rose clear of the timber, and the trees themselves were tall; there were ponderosas now among the Jeffrey pines. The forest continued right to the pass which was indicated by a sign, otherwise she wouldn’t have known she’d reached it. The road didn’t dip on the other side and the trees were so thick on the level ground that there was no view. 
 
    She stopped and consulted the map. No contour lines were marked on it, only a daunting expanse of green (this signified forest, not low ground). Here and there the green was relieved by white patches of private land, but apart from Palmer Meadows, where there seemed to be some kind of community, there was no sign of habitation. There was a network of tracks but any of these could have been washed out years ago (the map was more than ten years old) and it was difficult to tell which was the way down the Pacific slope. 
 
    The first fork she came to didn’t appear on the map. She backed up and stopped, studying a surface imprinted with old tyre tracks. The gravel had ended at the pass; here there was only dust. She marked the fork on the map and continued. 
 
    She came to a stretch of open grassland. A few cows were grazing along the fringe of the forest where they could get some shade. The altitude was nearly nine thousand feet but the sun was strong enough for her to be glad of shade herself as she ate a belated lunch. The Red Queen had put up corn bread and chicken for her and as she lingered over her meal watched by chipmunks, lulled by the soft chimes of cowbells, she reflected that today was a day to be remembered – at least, this part of it. The morning was a different matter, a very different atmosphere. There was Asa Fortune who, if not at home in Crazy Mule Canyon, could be anywhere, and that in a wilderness she had been thinking of as empty. But it wasn’t empty; there was Palmer Meadows, an unknown quantity, and there was the man who looked after the house in Danger Canyon, who became angry at mention of Timothy Argent. She considered that reaction. Argent, the seasoned traveller, wouldn’t suffer fools gladly, might speak his mind about locked gates, or about anything that riled him. Would he bother to complain about a locked gate? He was on foot; he’d just climb over the obstruction and continue to Deadboy Pass if he felt like it. But he could have had a confrontation with the caretaker elsewhere: in Dogtown, on the road. The travel writer explores people as well as places; after all, he’s going to put them in a book. Miss Pink frowned. She had the feeling that caretaker would not take kindly to being put in a book. Suddenly the day was less halcyon, peopled with speculation, calculation, indecision. Deliberately she honed her mind and concentrated on the place where she was at this moment. Her attention returned to the meadows and she regarded them with technical interest. 
 
    Explorers converge. Where there are no trails they gravitate to lines of weakness, where there is water and shelter they sleep; they eat where there is shade. She rose, scattering the chipmunks, and started to look for human traces. 
 
    She found nothing. Apart from the boldness of the chipmunks there was no sign that anyone else had eaten food in this place, and only deep ruts in the dried mud of the road showed that people came here at all, and they were ruts that had been made a long time ago, in rain. She drove on, seeing buildings on her right, coming to a board that told her this was Palmer Meadows. On an impulse she left the road and drove the half-mile or so to a cluster of cabins and barns, complete with corrals. There was no sign of human occupation; the cabins were shuttered and no chimney smoked. All the barn doors were closed, and the only animals about were ground squirrels. When she stopped and switched off the engine she found the silence profoundly disturbing. 
 
    She returned to the ‘road’ and continued west, following the route which had in the past carried most traffic. She passed junctions and forks, sometimes making wild guesses as to which was the major fork. She had stopped marking her map; she was going in the right direction and the way seemed simple enough, even safe once the climb to Breakneck Pass had been negotiated. Admittedly the road would be a quagmire in the wet, but this afternoon there were only a few fair-weather clouds above the divide. The night would be fine. 
 
    She came to a belt of lodgepole pines through which the road climbed to a crest where a few old junipers grew, scarred by lightning but still alive. There was a saddle and the track dipped to run through alpine meadows where marmots lolloped over scree below a big rock tower. And now, westward, the Pacific slope declined in dark folds to a confusion of foothills. Beyond them lay the great central valley of California, full of hazy sunshine. 
 
    The old passion came surging over her: the need to stop and watch the sun set beyond the coastal ranges, but she resisted the temptation; she hadn’t come here to indulge herself among sunsets and the creatures of the night. She picked up the road map to try to discover which town Argent would have come down to back in July, some place where she might find a person who remembered him and his mysterious companion, a person more inclined to talk than the inhabitants of Dogtown. 
 
    All routes appeared to converge on a place called Credit, and they converged because this slope was in the process of being felled almost to the timber line. Her track had become a logging road and as she navigated bends above awesome drops she was for once grateful for clear felling; she could see if trucks were coming up. She couldn’t believe that heavy wagons climbed this mountain, would have thought that logs were lifted out by helicopters, until she passed a stationary and loaded vehicle, evidently left for the night. It was four o’clock and operations must be over for the day. She relaxed – as much as she could on that road; at least she would have a clear run to the bottom. 
 
    The town of Credit was still in the hills: a small straggling resort by a lake in the pine woods, but she was less concerned with its aesthetic properties than its amenities. There were two or three motels, a gas station, stores, even a police presence. A black and white car stood outside a timbered cabin. 
 
    The receptionist in the first motel was a slim Vietnamese dressed like a high-class courtesan and moving like a model. Behind her counter sat a little brown man whose freshly laundered shirt hung in folds from skeletal shoulders. 
 
    The girl was polite but noncommittal. No, they didn’t have many English people staying, and it was difficult to tell the difference anyway. Addresses were no help; visitors gave false ones. When Miss Pink suggested that this might be, at the least, illegal, the girl merely raised her exquisite eyebrows at such naïveté. The old man’s eyes remained fixed on a corner of the counter as if he were lost in his memories: listening to the sounds of a jungle or of an Asian street. 
 
    ‘There is a colleague ahead of me,’ Miss Pink said: ‘a friend. He came through about two months ago, with a lady. They were in a pale blue Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘Not here. Maybe another motel.’ 
 
    But no one at the other motels or the restaurant had seen an English couple in a pale blue Jeep. Miss Pink spent the night at the place run by the Vietnamese and in the morning she tried the gas station but without much hope. An experienced traveller would have started over the Sierras with a full tank and wouldn’t need to top up until he reached the central valley where petrol was cheap. But there was just a chance that he stopped to talk, and a gas-pump attendant is an accessible contact. 
 
    The woman on the pumps was a spinster in her forties, and inclined to gossip, but she’d seen neither Argent nor his vehicle. Miss Pink was more frank now, no longer disguising the fact that she had a specific interest in the author although she kept quiet about his disappearance, and she did embroider her story. This morning she dropped hints that she was looking at the Joplin Trail from the point of view of a television writer, the implication being that she had a professional connection with Argent. 
 
    ‘So you’re working on a production together.’ Having arrived at this conclusion the woman became wary. ‘Why don’t he keep in touch with you then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s I who am out of touch,’ Miss Pink said smoothly. ‘Of course, we phone our clearing houses, but if they don’t inter-communicate – if only one computer is down – and with the time differential … London is eight hours ahead –’ She trailed off. 
 
    The attendant nodded sagely at this rigmarole. ‘I’m writing a book too,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Good.’ Miss Pink was brisk. ‘Everyone should write a book. All that’s needed is application. So I go on to the next town. They had to stop somewhere for gas.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘He had an assistant, a kind of PA: secretary, driver, general dogsbody – gopher, you’d call it. He engaged her here but she was English.’ 
 
    ‘An English girl?’ There was a flicker of fear quickly swamped by excitement. The woman sensed drama. ‘What did she look like?’ 
 
    ‘I never met her. I haven’t seen Mr Argent since he left England.’ 
 
    ‘She was black?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say –’ 
 
    ‘She was very light-skinned, but she was black all the same – I mean, she wasn’t white.’ 
 
    ‘So you did meet them.’ 
 
    The woman started to say something then checked. She avoided Miss Pink’s eye and looked down the road. ‘I never met her, I never saw either one of them.’ Her expression was eager again. ‘I know who can help you though. The police.’ 
 
    ‘I see. They called at the police station.’ 
 
    ‘No. Wait while I see if Floyd Bailey’s home. He’s the sheriff’s deputy. He’ll want to talk to you.’ 
 
    ⋆ 
 
    The deputy was very large and very neat with an overblown face and a toothbrush moustache. Miss Pink had pulled away from the pumps and parked in the shade of an oak at the side of the forecourt. The police car nosed in beside the Cherokee and the driver emerged ponderously, introducing himself. She noted that after only a few hours in the resort, her vehicle was already known to him. 
 
    He didn’t comment on her story concerning her link with Argent but he was interested. He stopped her when she mentioned the author’s assistant. 
 
    ‘What was her name?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I didn’t know he’d engaged an assistant until someone mentioned it to me in Dogtown.’ 
 
    He looked sceptical. ‘Why “assistant”? Why not just someone he picked up on the road?’ 
 
    She wasn’t put out. ‘Because he is a serious man, a professional. He’s more likely to join up with someone who would help him with his research than to waste time on – ’ She shrugged and left it there. 
 
    ‘On a hooker – if you’ll forgive the expression.’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious –’ and she was surprised at her own thought, ‘– you mean she worked that road, between Endeavor and Credit?’ 
 
    If she was surprised, he was amazed. ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘We seem to be flying off at cross-purposes. I thought you implied it. What makes you say she was a – By “hooker” I take it you mean a prostitute?’ 
 
    ‘I do, ma’am.’ He was firm. ‘And I’m saying she was a hooker because she behaved like one. She took one of the loggers for all he’d got, and once they reached Bakersfield she split.’ 
 
    ‘A logger operating on that road?’ She glanced at the slope above the town. 
 
    ‘Right. He picked her up on the top – no, she picked him up. She was on foot! She’d been with some guy – your friend, would that be? – and he’d hit a deer and put it in the back of the Jeep, she said. Then they’d had a fight because she’d got blood on her and she said the carcass was no good to them and it was poaching anyways, and he threw her out of the Jeep, told her to walk.’ 
 
    ‘Where did all this happen?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere on top.’ He jerked his head at the skyline. ‘She spent the night up there, in a logging rig. Forced the window with a coat hanger. When the guy arrived next morning to bring his load down, she came with him and – er –’ he coughed, ‘– spent some time with him. He gave her all the cash he had on him.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Argent – the man who was with her originally?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she wouldn’t know, would she?’ 
 
    ‘How did you discover all this?’ 
 
    ‘It got around, and I take some of my meals at the same place the loggers do, so I talked to the guy who picked her up. I was interested in that blood on her – what she said were deer blood.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you would be. Did she say where she was going?’ 
 
    ‘She told him she wanted to go to San Francisco, catch a flight back to Europe, but Bakersfield’s a sight nearer LA, and with those looks LA’s a more likely bet.’ 
 
    ‘You met her yourself?’ 
 
    ‘No, it was what this guy told me. He said she was sensational. Did you know she wasn’t white? Not completely. She told him she was from Paris, France: Algerian mother – that’s African – white father. He said she was sorta golden with long black hair and eyes like asters.’ 
 
    In the pause he fidgeted under Miss Pink’s scrutiny. ‘Well, that’s what he said,’ he mumbled, then suddenly, defiantly: ‘So what happened to your friend, ma’am? All that blood.’ 
 
    ‘There was a lot?’ 
 
    ‘There had to be originally. There wasn’t none on her shirt and only a bit on her jeans. But there was blood: on her –’ he gestured, his meaty hands smoothing his barrel chest and waist, ‘– camisole?’ he ventured. 
 
    ‘You mean lingerie, underwear?’ 
 
    ‘Right. The blood had soaked through: here.’ He placed a hand on his chest. ‘Nothing on her shirt, she’d changed that. She was carrying stuff in plastic bags.’ 
 
    ‘Travelling without a suitcase? Not even a proper bag?’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t even carry a purse. I asked all those questions – because of the blood. I didn’t like that. And where’s your man now, this colleague of yours?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we are talking about the same girl. What name did she give?’ 
 
    ‘You said you didn’t know the name. This one calls herself Fay. Just that, no last name. She didn’t say much about herself and none of it need have been true, like the name. But she was a coloured girl and she wasn’t American. Like I said, this guy, this logger, he took a shine to her and he wasn’t interested in what happened before they met. Anyways, you can’t talk much in one of them trucks, they just kept to essentials. But I’ll tell you one thing, ma’am: your friend never come down here, not with a deer in the back. He wouldn’t risk it; season don’t start for another coupla weeks. And maybe it wasn’t a deer at all, maybe he beat her up. Another reason for him not coming down this way where she could have reported it.’ 
 
    ‘A good point.’ She was thinking that Timothy Argent would never have thrown a woman out in the wilderness and left her to walk to civilisation. The whole story was completely out of character. She saw no reason to doubt the deputy’s veracity but every reason to doubt that of the girl who called herself Fay. 
 
    ‘How long ago did this happen?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘About two months back.’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘He didn’t return to Dogtown. Is there another way out of the forest? There’s a whole system of tracks on top.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but there’s only the two ways in and out; that is, with a vehicle. But he didn’t have to go back to Dogtown, he coulda gone past to the highway and no one any the wiser.’ 
 
    ‘Or he could have broken down and come out this side on foot without anyone noticing him go through the town, particularly at night.’ 
 
    ‘Then he’d have to find a wrecker, go up and salvage his Jeep, and I would have heard about it. But if you crash up there, lady, most people goes over with their vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘I can believe that. Then how did the girl escape?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe he went off the road after they separated. He’d be in a rage, drunk perhaps, not caring where he was going – ’ He regarded her doubtfully, testing the theory. 
 
    ‘I’d like to know,’ she said, then, absently: ‘After all, we are collaborators – more or less. Where can I find this logger?’ 
 
    ‘In Alaska. He got a job with an oil company and left two weeks ago. Are you reporting your friend missing, ma’am?’ 
 
    She hesitated. There was the blood on the girl – but that was hearsay, not fact, and to alert the authorities when Argent might be in hiding for some personal reason was, to say the least, a breach of etiquette. ‘Not at this stage,’ she said. ‘I’ll go back and make some more enquiries.’ 
 
    He was sympathetic. ‘Suppose the girl’s story was true, she never said nothing about being with him, just a guy, she said. She could have left your friend some time before, taken up with someone else, and that guy come down safe, this side or the other.’ 
 
    She frowned, her mind racing. He could be right, and suppose Argent had met with an accident two months ago, had crashed his Jeep? No action of the emergency services: sheriff, Search and Rescue helicopter, tracker dogs, could save him after such an interval, and nights were bitter at nine thousand feet. But her job wasn’t over by any means; she had to find out what had happened. 
 
    There were two courses open to her. One was to return to Dogtown by way of Breakneck Pass – and look for signs of a vehicle having gone over the edge; the other was to find the girl – and that seemed impossible. There was no indication of which way she had gone after Bakersfield: Los Angeles, San Francisco or Europe. Nothing was known about her other than what she had seen fit to tell the logger. However, people in Dogtown had knowledge of her. Hiram Wolf at the gas station had been quite frank – well, fairly frank – and although the caretaker of the house in Danger Canyon had protested that he knew nothing, he protested too much. The others: the Semples, the men at the Red Queen, Rose Baggott at the hotel, none of these had mentioned the girl, although they had all met Argent. What were they concealing, and why? 
 
    She would go back then, but when she left Dogtown she’d given no definite indication that she would return. She needed a reason and, having thought about it and calculated that the time in London was now six in the evening, she returned to the motel where she had spent the night and asked the pretty Vietnamese girl for the use of the office telephone. 
 
    She dialled her agent’s home number. The line was very clear, they both remarked on it. After the ritual courtesies he waited for her to state her business. ‘I’m calling from the office of a motel,’ she said, ‘just to report progress. The fieldwork’s turning out to be complicated; there are several canyons involved and the trail could have gone up any one of them. I’ve completed one route without being any the wiser – I mean, there are no marks, no wagon ruts; so now I’m going back to the east side to try the other canyons. The problem is this lack of tangible and visible evidence. There’s plenty of hearsay.’ 
 
    ‘Is there indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knows which way our people went –’ she gave a deprecating little laugh, ‘– and everyone disagrees. I see I’ll have to go over the ground with a fine tooth comb.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose –’ he was feeling his way, ‘– it’s necessary to go back? I mean, they crossed the mountains, didn’t they?’ 
 
    ‘The Sierras are the grand climax to the story.’ He would note that she hadn’t answered his question, should draw the conclusion that she’d traced Argent only as far as the mountains. ‘My book has to have a design,’ she said meaningly, then: ‘Don’t you agree?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ A fractional pause. ‘How is the book coming on?’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. It’s magnificent country. I’m enjoying it so much I forget to take the photographs – which is another reason for going back. The photographs are necessary?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely essential.’ Now he knew what was required. ‘James was in touch only yesterday, said the book has to be lavishly illustrated –’ 
 
    ‘I had the right idea. Did he have any other instructions for me? Like one should send postcards back periodically? I mean, people do.’ 
 
    ‘No, no postcards.’ (Still no word from Argent.) ‘Just keep on as you’re going would be the message. Are you all right? Anything we can do to – ease the way from this end?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the moment. You’ve given me quite enough, with the instructions about the illustrations. I’m starting back to Dogtown now and I’ll call again when I can telephone in comfort. I’m afraid the motel on the other side doesn’t have phones in the rooms. A bit primitive actually.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing you need?’ (Why did you phone?) 
 
    ‘I just called to give a progress report and let people know what I was about.’ (Meaning people at this end; this is part of my cover.) 
 
    ‘I see. I’ll tell James. Anything else?’ A pause. ‘Are you still there?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think of anything,’ she said truthfully. She could think of no way to convey to him the information that Argent had not been travelling alone when he disappeared. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    At the first bend on the return journey Miss Pink realised that it was going to be impossible to study the verges and watch for oncoming traffic at the same time. Moreover a driver could go over the edge anywhere: lighting a cigarette on a straight stretch for instance; someone had said that Argent was smoking heavily. That brought fire to mind. A falling vehicle would have exploded and the resulting fire would have been visible for miles – except on the high ground between the two escarpments. But how could he have fallen off the road up there, an experienced traveller like Argent? He might have been lost, could have mired the Jeep in a bog – but this man would then have walked out, using a compass. All the same, the possibility of anyone being lost on top deterred her from leaving the main trail herself. She compromised, driving slowly across the range, keeping a weather eye open for signs of a vehicle having left the road precipitately, watching for a pale gleam through trees, a pale blue gleam, but she felt that the chance of finding any trace of him on the high ground was increasingly remote. Grimly she began to look forward to Dogtown where information was surely available once she hit on the correct method of extracting it. 
 
    ‘You’re wasting your time. You followed the Joplin Trail clear to the other side; Danger and Crazy Mule are just blind ends. You’ll only get yourself lost.’ Rose Baggott’s coveralls were splotched with paint and, far from being in a welcoming mood, she was clearly resenting Miss Pink’s reappearance. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry I interrupted you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, look at me!’ The tone was conciliatory. ‘I’m decorating one of the bedrooms. Sorry if I sounded rude. You’d better register. The boys at the Queen tell me you write,’ she went on as Miss Pink completed the form. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t read any of your books.’ She was trying to make up for her lack of welcome. 
 
    ‘They’ll be in the library.’ Miss Pink signed her name and straightened her back. ‘Who owns the big house in Danger Canyon?’ 
 
    Rose blinked, taken by surprise. ‘Granville Green. He’s another Western buff: a member of the Western Trails Association. You went up Danger? So why go back there?’ 
 
    ‘I went only as far as the locked gate. Did I meet the landowner: a young dark fellow, drives a pick-up?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Brett Vogel; he looks after the place.’ Sharp eyes studied Miss Pink. ‘What did he have to say?’ 
 
    ‘Well of course, he was deeply suspicious of me … ’ Miss Pink paused, waited, her eyes unfocused, but Rose was waiting too. She continued smoothly: ‘Hostility towards strangers is to be expected, I suppose?’ 
 
    ‘Why should he be hostile to you?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think it was personal; I assumed that was his manner towards everyone.’ 
 
    ‘No –’ Rose looked as if she would say more but thought better of it. Absently she turned the registration form towards her and regarded it blankly. ‘How many nights are you staying?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know yet. But he was even more hostile towards Timothy Argent.’ 
 
    Rose gave a little snort of amusement. ‘No wonder.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly they didn’t get on. Was it because of the locked gate?’ 
 
    ‘The locked gate?’ Miss Pink was attentive. Rose continued: ‘You mean that gate at the start of the forest. But Timothy would –’ She checked. ‘I was going to say he would just have climbed over it – but they probably had a set-to about Timothy being on private land. He’d have spoken his mind about blocked trails. Tim hadn’t much time for Brett Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘Local people can be extremely possessive about their own territory.’ 
 
    ‘Vogel’s not local. They – he’s only been here a few months.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t meet his wife.’ 
 
    ‘Miss Pink! I shall start to think you have ulterior motives: all these questions.’ Rose was arch but the tone was contrived. She said, more naturally: ‘Vogel’s on his own.’ 
 
    ‘I have ulterior motives,’ Miss Pink confessed. ‘And I think I have to come clean. I called my agent from Credit and they want me to take over the book that Timothy was supposed to be writing.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that a bit unusual?’ 
 
    ‘Timothy’s been given the push.’ Miss Pink looked embarrassed. ‘I’m afraid he’s by way of being an alcoholic and he appears to have taken to the bottle again. Tragic circumstances, but that’s basically why I had to come back: to explore the canyons, take photographs and so on. I could write a romance based on a quick drive across Breakneck but for an in-depth travel book, that would be altogether too superficial. After all, Timothy was here – how long?’ 
 
    ‘No one’s quite sure. How can you take over a book in the middle? Half will be his, the other half yours. It will be disjointed.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the publishers intend to do. There was a hint that, once I’d finished this California section, I might go back to the beginning and start where Timothy did, on the Missouri River, make the whole thing consistent, scrap Timothy’s contribution.’ 
 
    Rose looked past Miss Pink at the sunshine in the street. ‘Poor Timothy,’ she said, and sighed heavily. 
 
    Miss Pink sauntered out of the hotel, moving purposefully once she was out of sight. She entered the Red Queen and went straight to the door at the back that led to the kitchen, startling Verne Blair who was drinking coffee at a scrubbed table with a cookbook propped in front of him. 
 
    ‘You came back!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve taken over from Timothy.’ 
 
    He gaped at her. ‘Taken over what?’ 
 
    ‘Why, his book. I’ve been in touch with my agent … ’ She repeated her story patiently. He showed no surprise but then he’d guessed that Argent was an alcoholic. He appeared to accept the explanation for her return, only asking how long she intended to stay: ‘Earl’s in Endeavor right now; I’d like to catch him, tell him we have you back.’ 
 
    He went to a wall telephone and dialled a number. After ascertaining that Lovejoy wasn’t in what was presumably a store, and hadn’t been in, he left a message that Miss Pink was back and for the shopping list to be amended accordingly. He put down the receiver, and she returned to the subject of Timothy Argent as if there had been no interruption: ‘His publisher is furious about the girl, maintains she has to be responsible for his falling off the wagon – which is what everyone assumes has happened.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Blair was morose, unthinking. ‘She could take the liquor or leave it. It’s unfair to blame her for that.’ He did a double-take. ‘Who told you about her?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knows.’ She was dismissive. ‘What would you blame her for?’ 
 
    He slumped in his chair. ‘Quite honestly, I’m not interested in other people’s private lives.’ He thought about this and added: ‘If you want my opinion they got what they deserved; they’re both adults, they knew what they were letting themselves in for. Oh, we liked Timothy but he had his weaknesses. I mean, it’s one thing to be fond of the ladies, but Joanne!’ He grinned wryly. ‘But then he won’t have gone into details to his publisher. Maybe he didn’t know the truth about her himself; didn’t care, is more like it. He was quite besotted.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you refer to him in the past tense?’ 
 
    ‘It’s two months ago now. He’s in the past.’ He grinned again as he caught the implications of that. ‘Nothing sinister about it, I promise you. Tell you the truth, they arranged a special dinner-party for Joanne’s birthday and never turned up. Left us with the bill –’ 
 
    The telephone started to ring. He excused himself and lifted the receiver. As he listened, he threw a startled glance at Miss Pink, then turned slowly until his back was towards her. When he replaced the receiver she waited for him to return to the table, to say something, but he was silent and he didn’t sit down. 
 
    ‘That was Rose Baggott,’ she told him, ‘telling you I was asking too many questions.’ 
 
    He had a cornered look. ‘You’re certainly asking a lot of questions. Why’s that?’ 
 
    She improvised quickly. ‘Because his publishers gave Timothy a huge advance and they’re rather keen to know where he is. I’m afraid they’ll have to sue.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought of that. What was the sum?’ 
 
    ‘Fifty thousand pounds, around there. That would be getting on for a hundred thousand dollars.’ 
 
    He was astonished. ‘So much? No wonder they have to find him. And no wonder Joanne got her hooks in him – although I never thought of her as mercenary. She wasn’t an ordinary gold-digger.’ 
 
    ‘Hiram Wolf is even more partisan.’ 
 
    He couldn’t restrain a giggle. ‘Hiram was another sucker.’ His eyes glazed. ‘She was flawless,’ he said, adding quickly: ‘except for the dirt. Went barefooted, her feet were always grubby. But the rest of her … Her skin was translucent.’ 
 
    ‘Someone said she wasn’t white.’ 
 
    ‘She had some Indian blood. Timothy said that accounted for her beauty.’ 
 
    ‘But she was English.’ 
 
    ‘An illegal alien obviously. Keeping out of the way of the police.’ 
 
    ‘In Dogtown.’ 
 
    ‘She mostly kept out of Dogtown. She stayed up Danger Canyon, minding the store.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an expression I’ve not come across: “minding the store”.’ 
 
    ‘Looking after the place, answering the phone when Vogel was out. I guess, because they were both taken on for the job, when Vogel went away, she had to stay behind, look after the ranch, otherwise they weren’t doing their job as caretakers.’ 
 
    ‘In that case, going off with Timothy was somewhat irresponsible.’ 
 
    He shook his head and sat down. ‘Stupid guy. He’s the same age as me, and here he’s making a fool of himself over someone young enough to be his daughter, who’ll stay with him just until they get to Hollywood or wherever. He’ll buy her some proper clothes, take her to a few posh restaurants. Soon as she finds a director – and she’ll find one quicker’n she found Tim – soon’s she finds the right guy to get her into the movies, she’ll dump poor Tim like he’s caught something unmentionable.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised Vogel wasn’t glad to be rid of her.’ 
 
    He regarded her thoughtfully. ‘What makes you think he isn’t?’ 
 
    ‘Because he’s so hostile towards Timothy.’ 
 
    ‘Vogel’s from Texas and all Texans are macho. His pride’s been dinted, is all – and then there’s no one to cook for him. Not that Joanne could cook, she hated it –’ He stopped short. ‘You do draw people out, don’t you? Rosie Baggott said you were like an investigative journalist.’ He smiled, wanting to keep on her good side, taking the sting out of his words. ‘I don’t think there’s anything else to tell. All we know is that Timothy went off with Vogel’s woman – you could hardly call her a lady – and that’s it.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t mention it when I was here before.’ 
 
    ‘You were just someone passing through – and Timothy was our friend.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t that still apply?’ 
 
    ‘Well no, because you’ve obviously found out where they came down on the other side and you’ve come back primed with information. I just filled in a gap. No good holding out on you once you got half the truth.’ 
 
    The kitchen door opened and Julius Semple stepped over the sill. He gaped at sight of Miss Pink. She smiled broadly. ‘Yes, it’s me, Mr Semple. Unforeseen circumstances. Joanne –’ 
 
    Her expression remained benign as he put out his hand, feeling for a counter top, his eyes going from her to Blair and back again. ‘Joanne?’ he breathed. ‘You found her?’ 
 
    ‘What was her last name?’ she asked. No one answered. She nodded as if their silence confirmed something. ‘I see; she wasn’t married to Vogel?’ She raised her eyebrows at Blair, who shrugged. Semple took a step towards the table, regarding Miss Pink as if she were a snake. Consternation sat oddly on his raddled good looks. ‘Don’t know as I ever heard a last name,’ he muttered. 
 
    ‘What makes her so frightening?’ she wondered aloud. 
 
    Semple passed a hand over his face. Blair threw him a glance. ‘She was trouble,’ he said: ‘for everyone. We should be grateful to Timothy for taking her away.’ 
 
    A muscle twitched in Semple’s jaw. ‘Yeah, she was big trouble.’ 
 
    ‘The past tense with you too, Mr Semple?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘People refer to them both in the past tense.’ 
 
    He hesitated. ‘I told her,’ Blair put in, ‘that it all happened two months ago. It’s ancient history. We’d forgotten about them until this moment.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Semple agreed. ‘They left, went over the other side –’ 
 
    ‘She’s traced them.’ 
 
    ‘Traced ’em?’ Semple’s eyes swivelled to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ she confessed. ‘I merely picked up some information here and there. Just gossip, you know: something about a girl – er – operating on the Pacific slope.’ 
 
    ‘Not –’ Semple stopped short. 
 
    ‘It can’t be Joanne,’ Blair said, and grinned. ‘She’d stick with Timothy – all that money.’ He turned to Semple. ‘Miss Pink says he got a hundred thousand dollars for his book, in advance!’ Semple looked blank. ‘He wouldn’t have it with him, of course,’ Blair went on, addressing Miss Pink. ‘Joanne would be persuading him to use his credit cards. A hundred thousand would be a fortune to her. She was poor as a wetback, and she loved – loves pretty clothes.’ 
 
    ‘I gotta get back,’ Semple said. ‘There’s a faucet leaking –’ 
 
    ‘What did you come over for, Julius?’ 
 
    He blinked. ‘A washer – for the faucet.’ 
 
    ‘Another one? They’re in the hog-house out back. I’ll show you. You need new faucets, not washers – but then, don’t we all?’ 
 
    Miss Pink strolled across the street to the museum. She opened the screen door and a figure moved in the gloom of the barn. ‘I thought you might be back,’ came Charlotte Semple’s voice, unsurprised. ‘How far did you get?’ 
 
    ‘Only to Credit. And I’ve not come back by choice so much; I’ve taken over Tim Argent’s job. Odd things have been happening.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘How much did you know about Timothy?’ 
 
    Charlotte looked bewildered. ‘He was an author, an explorer – you asked me this before. And I told you we never got to know him properly. 
 
    ‘It’s more important now. He’s disappeared, which is why I’m going to complete the book about the Joplins.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean: “disappeared”?’ 
 
    ‘His publishers have lost contact with him. They think he’s indulging in a protracted drinking bout with the girl. He’s an alcoholic.’ 
 
    ‘The girl.’ The tone was neutral. 
 
    ‘Joanne.’ 
 
    ‘So you discovered that affair. It was none of our business, besides we weren’t unsympathetic –’ She smiled, no longer neutral. ‘I thought it was rather romantic in fact; except he had a Jeep instead of a white charger, it could have been young Lochinvar stuff – well, middle-aged Lochinvar. Joanne was ready to leave Vogel anyway. You should have seen her, she was much too decorative to be stuck up there, in Danger Canyon. I don’t blame Tim or her, good luck to ’em, I say, although she won’t stay with him; she’s not exactly what you’d call constant. I don’t mean to sound bitchy; it’s just that she wasn’t very mature, emotionally.’ 
 
    ‘You’re only confirming what the men say.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt. Which men? Who did you talk to?’ 
 
    ‘Anyone, everyone. People do talk, don’t they? What would a girl with her looks be doing in Danger Canyon? And English at that.’ 
 
    ‘We-ell –’ she drew it out, ‘– people hide in the canyons. We don’t ask questions.’ 
 
    ‘Criminals?’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them. There are other reasons for going into hiding: like getting away from a violent partner – or debts; being an illegal alien, that kind of thing, not really criminal. Live and let live is my motto, but not everyone else’s apparently. Who told you about Joanne?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was puzzled. ‘I can’t remember. I’m not sure that it wasn’t Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘You were up to Danger Creek! You asked him? How did you know she was with him in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘How did I?’ She was becoming flustered now. ‘Dear me, did I know at that point? How could I unless someone else –’ She regarded Charlotte earnestly. ‘I think Vogel must have mentioned her.’ 
 
    ‘Not voluntarily then. More likely he let something slip and you pounced on it. Is it important?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the least. Except that this girl seems to have aroused intense emotions in everyone with whom she came in contact.’ 
 
    ‘You’re exaggerating, of course. In some of the men, yes: Timothy, Brett Vogel … Who else?’ 
 
    ‘Hiram Wolf.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Hiram, yes. She made a play for him.’ Charlotte paused. ‘Verne and Earl wouldn’t be interested – you realise why –’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary, Verne says she’s flawless.’ 
 
    ‘What! Then he’s referring to … to her complexion, must be. He’s being technical – objective. I mean, she’s what used to be called high-yaller, probably a quadroon. You were at the Red Queen?’ 
 
    Miss Pink smiled. ‘Your husband came across while I was there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ Charlotte returned the smile. ‘My old boy was terrified of her. When he saw her coming he’d climb up in the loft here, leave me to cope. Not that I minded; she was fun. We’d rap for ever, her telling me all about herself, not that I believed everything she said, but it was highly entertaining.’ 
 
    ‘What did she tell you?’ 
 
    ‘It varied. One time I remember she said her grandfather was an Indian rajah, another time he was the chief of an Afghan tribe; you could take your pick.’ 
 
    ‘What reason did she give for coming to Dogtown?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t leave that alone, will you? Like I said: I didn’t ask questions and you couldn’t believe what she said anyway, not that kind of thing. In any case she retracted immediately. “I didn’t say that,” she said. Now that was unusual. Other times, like who her grandfather was, she’d hold eye contact and lie like a little kid. Not this time. I never saw her frightened except then.’ 
 
    Charlotte started to fidget with a bridle. She didn’t look happy herself. 
 
    ‘You haven’t told me what reason she gave for coming to Dogtown. What was it she said that she tried to retract?’ 
 
    ‘It was ridiculous. You English don’t get mixed up in that kind of thing.’ Miss Pink waited patiently. ‘She said it was the Mafia!’ Charlotte threw it out like an accusation. 
 
    ‘The Mafia are used to hide a multitude of sins,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘They’re a convenient scapegoat, even a glamour object – and Joanne appears to have been fascinated by glamour. I suspect that she’s in Hollywood at this moment.’ 
 
    ‘You do? And Timothy: where d’you think he is?’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up a geode sparkling with heliotrope crystals. ‘Difficult,’ she murmured. ‘I’d hazard a guess that he’s in Hollywood too, not necessarily with her. People are unpredictable once they start drinking heavily. I rather think she will have ditched him. Drunks are a liability.’ 
 
    The screen door opened and Semple stepped inside. ‘Why, there you are, sweetie,’ exclaimed Charlotte. ‘We’ve been discussing Timothy and Joanne, speculating what happened. Miss Pink reckons Joanne’s in Hollywood and that she’s ditched Timothy because he’s a liability. She knows he’s an alcoholic but she figures he fell off the wagon. His publishers have lost touch with him.’ 
 
    ‘I know all that,’ Semple said. 
 
    ‘Don’t be a bear, sweetie. You’re so transparent, isn’t he, Miss Pink? She saw you were terrified of someone so I had to tell her it was poor Joanne – well, not so poor, just impoverished.’ Semple seemed to have sagged inside his clothes. ‘Don’t look so beaten, honey,’ Charlotte persisted, ‘Joanne’s got other fish to fry now. Movie directors, no less. You’re safe.’ She took his arm and turned to Miss Pink, laughing. ‘This old boy’s personality don’t match his looks,’ she confided. ‘He’s shy as a mule deer where the ladies are concerned; I have to drag him to parties even if the only women present are Lorraine Wolf and Rosie Baggott.’ She gave him a playful push. ‘A good job you’ve got me to look after you. Now you go and fix that faucet. I’m going to show Miss Pink our collection of geodes.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t believe any of this.’ Rose Baggott reined in her grey at the fork and looked helplessly up the Crazy Mule trail. ‘Timothy had to go over Breakneck, so what are we doing looking for him in Crazy Mule?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shifted in her saddle. ‘I haven’t told you everything,’ she confessed. ‘Not what’s in my mind. I told you what the deputy said, and that wasn’t much: Joanne came down to Credit on her own, that is, she was alone when she met the logger above the town. There was blood on her, she called herself Fay. Prostitutes often give false names –’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t a prostitute! I told you that already.’ 
 
    ‘All right. Let’s say there could be an innocuous reason for her giving the logger a false name, but the blood bothers me. Nothing about her story rings true; it’s more like something invented on the spur of the moment because she hadn’t realised that the blood had soaked through her outer clothing. And Timothy is an experienced explorer: he’d never have put a deer in the back of his vehicle, all the bother of skinning and butchering … rubbish! Nor would he leave a woman on top of a mountain range. All the same she had blood on her. I’m very disturbed about that. It’s why I felt I had to enlist your help even though his publisher wants me to keep it confidential. I can’t find him on my own.’ 
 
    ‘I promised I wouldn’t talk, and I mean that. What’s on your mind then? You think she ditched him –’ Rose’s hand flew to her mouth and it was Miss Pink who looked away. ‘No!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘That doesn’t make sense. She’d have taken the Jeep – and she was on foot when she met the logger.’ 
 
    ‘When she came to the wagon,’ Miss Pink amended. ‘She could have abandoned the Jeep close by.’ 
 
    ‘If she – stole the Jeep, where would she have left Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘I know only as much as you do. That’s why I want to talk to Asa Fortune. According to the Semples he knows the area like his own backyard.’ 
 
    ‘He’d talk only if he was innocent.’ 
 
    ‘Innocent of what?’ 
 
    ‘You know the story about the plane crash and the missing money, jewellery, stuff like that? If he found the Jeep and moved anything, removed it, he’s not going to say so, is he?’ She paused. ‘Suppose Timothy was in the Jeep?’ 
 
    ‘That possibility crossed my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the real reason for having me with you when you tackle Asa?’ Miss Pink said nothing. Rose sighed. ‘OK. I said I’d help – and you’ll certainly get no help from the police. After two months, and no proof that Timothy’s up there on the mountain, they wouldn’t even send a chopper over.’ She started along the Crazy Mule trail and Miss Pink’s sorrel followed. ‘There’s no proof of anything,’ Rose muttered when the horses were level again. 
 
    ‘It’s his silence worries me, not contacting his publisher.’ 
 
    The decision to take Rose into her confidence had not been easy until she reminded herself of the extent of the area involved, and remembered that, although Asa Fortune knew it intimately, he’d be most unlikely to talk to a stranger, and a foreigner at that. When she considered which of the Dogtown residents was best qualified to assist her, and to keep that assistance confidential, Rose was the obvious choice, and Rose owned horses, which could reach places that were inaccessible to vehicles. When the proposition was put to her she’d been intrigued and, although stressing that she was very busy, trying to get her hotel rooms fit for next season, she agreed that if anyone knew what had become of Timothy Argent, Fortune was the best bet. That was last night; this morning her confidence seemed to be on the ebb. 
 
    ‘Are you bothered about Asa?’ Miss Pink asked, holding back her quick-stepping horse. 
 
    ‘He hasn’t got much time for people – particularly now, in the fall.’ Rose smiled thinly. ‘Hunters don’t come up Crazy Mule; word gets around.’ 
 
    ‘What word is that?’ 
 
    ‘That Asa’s a homicidal maniac.’ Miss Pink stared at her. ‘Of course he’s not,’ Rose went on quickly. ‘He’s been known to shoot over people’s heads though.’ 
 
    ‘Why doesn’t he like people coming here?’ 
 
    ‘It’s his territory. He figures he owns it. He was born in Dogtown: the bastard son of Nellie Fortune who managed the hotel around 1900. The place was winding down even then but a few miners hung on scratching a living, hoping to strike it rich, and Nellie boarded them at the Grand Imperial. She lived until she was ninety-three, died in the seventies. Asa used to visit her in the old folks’ home at Endeavor; he’d hike out to the highway, thumb a lift with a local. No tourist would stop; he looks like an old Indian scout.’ 
 
    ‘What made him take to the woods?’ 
 
    ‘I guess nothing else suited. When we get close to his cabin I’ll say the word, you keep quiet and watch.’ 
 
    They rode on, each sunk in thought. Hoofs thudded softly in thick dust, leather creaked; the loudest sounds were those of the horses breathing and the chuckle of the creek among its boulders. The sudden drilling of a woodpecker was so explosive that even the horses threw up their heads. 
 
    A deer came out of the trees, observed them calmly, then walked across the trail. Miss Pink glanced at Rose who laid a finger on her lips. 
 
    The deer had gone down the path that led to the old cabin and the horses followed. The cabin door was open today and a man stood there, a rifle held casually in one hand. Two does grazed at the side of the clearing, a fawn slept under the cabin wall, and sitting upright and alert on the chopping block was a grey fox. 
 
    The horses stopped. No one spoke. Asa Fortune and Miss Pink studied each other while the deer went on grazing and the fox watched the scene with interest. 
 
    Miss Pink saw a man from the past; small, old, hard, he was dressed in greys and browns although the brown of trousers and shirt had faded to a non-colour, like soil, like his face – that part of it not obscured by beard and whiskers. He wore a stained felt hat that shaded his eyes. Evidently reassured by the attitude or the smell of the stranger, he stood the rifle inside the door and turned to Rose. ‘Good day for riding,’ he observed. 
 
    ‘This is my friend, Miss Pink.’ 
 
    At the sound of her voice a scrub jay erupted through the doorway waking the fawn which blundered towards a doe. The deer slipped away like mist and when Miss Pink looked over at the chopping block nothing was there except an axe. 
 
    ‘Sorry we drove them away,’ Rose said. 
 
    ‘They’ll be back. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    They dismounted and tied the horses to trees. Rose explained that Miss Pink was writing a book about the Joplin Trail, that went over Breakneck, she added pointedly. A man had been here, she said, an Englishman, driving a pale blue Jeep. ‘Does that mean anything?’ she asked hopefully. ‘You know everything goes on in this neck of the woods.’ 
 
    He thought about this for so long that Miss Pink decided he wasn’t going to answer, but Rose was waiting so she kept quiet too. 
 
    ‘He came by,’ Fortune said. 
 
    ‘Did he go back down again?’ 
 
    ‘Had to.’ He looked at Miss Pink. ‘No Jeep at the trail-head, is there?’ 
 
    ‘Not at the trail-head,’ she agreed, ‘but could he have left the trail, taken the Jeep into the forest?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t.’ He contradicted himself immediately: ‘He coulda done.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know where the Jeep is?’ Rose asked. 
 
    ‘It’s not in this canyon.’ 
 
    ‘Well, is it in Malachite or Danger?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t go there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Asa! You go everywhere!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t go up Danger.’ 
 
    They studied him. Rose appeared uncertain how to proceed. Miss Pink observed pleasantly: ‘Joanne liked the animals.’ 
 
    ‘They was her friends too.’ 
 
    In the same tone she went on: ‘They left together.’ 
 
    ‘They did?’ 
 
    ‘But she came down to Credit alone, that is: not with him. She came down with a logger.’ 
 
    He looked surprised. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said quietly, holding his gaze: ‘So since they started out together and she reached Credit with a different man, people are wondering what happened to the Englishman.’ 
 
    ‘What did happen?’ 
 
    Rose broke the ensuing silence. ‘How did you get along with her, Asa? You had to like her or she’d never have got near your pets.’ 
 
    ‘They aren’t pets.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘We was friends.’ He glared at them. ‘So what?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t want her to get in trouble with the police, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Are they holding her?’ 
 
    Rose hesitated. Miss Pink said: ‘There was blood on her when she met the logger.’ He hadn’t moved much before but now he was tense as the fox had been, and as silent. She went on: ‘If they think she had a hand in the Englishman’s disappearance they’ll find her.’ 
 
    ‘If she’s got away they’ll never find her.’ He was harsh. ‘She’ll disappear in LA. I don’t know what happened to the man. I thought he’d gone, I thought they went away together. It’s what they’re saying in town.’ 
 
    ‘Did he come here?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I never met him. He come up the trail but I slipped out the back.’ He jerked his head at the cabin. 
 
    ‘He never spoke to you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But you were friendly with Joanne.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Why “of course”?’ 
 
    ‘You knew, so no need to ask was we friends.’ 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed a sigh. ‘Did she say anything that might throw a light on where and how Timothy Argent disappeared?’ 
 
    ‘No, she only come once after he arrived, and that were to say goodbye. She was going away with him, she said. She needed him, so she never woulda hurt him. She’d have married him if he was American.’ 
 
    ‘It had to be an American,’ Miss Pink said, ‘to get papers? She was illegal. So why didn’t she marry Brett Vogel?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘He’s probably married already.’ 
 
    ‘What was her last name?’ 
 
    ‘She never said.’ 
 
    ‘What was she doing with Vogel?’ There was a note of desperation in Miss Pink’s question and, like an animal, he caught it. A smile couldn’t show behind that beard but there was amusement in the answer, which was explicit relative to most of his answers. 
 
    ‘Vogel was her man. She was bored with him and the Englishman came along, asked her to go with him, so she went.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that,’ Rose said, with a touch of envy. 
 
    ‘Was that any help?’ she asked as they continued up Crazy Mule. 
 
    ‘How much of it was the truth?’ Miss Pink countered. ‘Joanne was in the habit of going there; he wasn’t lying when he said she was friendly with the animals (what a strange fellow he is; that beautiful fox: he must have known it from a cub), but the rest – that he never met Timothy, he thought they’d gone over the mountains? I don’t know. If he were lying to protect someone, who could it be other than Joanne or himself?’ 
 
    ‘You mean that if something happened to Tim, either Joanne or Asa must be responsible?’ 
 
    ‘Unless Asa has other allegiances.’ 
 
    ‘Only to his pets. What are you proposing to do now?’ 
 
    ‘The obvious thing to do is to look for the Jeep, so we’ll go to the trail-head, and perhaps we ought to look in the lake.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you here before?’ 
 
    ‘The situation’s changed. I didn’t know about Joanne then.’ 
 
    They came to the little lake and rode round it, seeing nothing on its muddy bed but a few cans. On the far shore Miss Pink stopped, her attention caught by a rocky skyline. 
 
    At the head of the canyon a subsidiary ridge ran out from the main divide to form the spur between Crazy Mule and Malachite Creek. The crest of the spur was of pale granite: a broken spine that cleared the timber by a hundred feet or so and was crowned by a neat square butte. To the left, westward, the spur rose in bare scree slopes to the divide. 
 
    ‘Now what are you thinking?’ Rose asked. 
 
    ‘I’m trying to get my bearings. Does that butte have a name?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Sardine Butte. The trail to Trouble Pass goes up to that crest; you can see the switchbacks: those light patches on the slope.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something shining at the top of the scree.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the remains of the airplane, the one that crashed three years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Sad. Only a couple of hundred feet higher and it would have got over the ridge. There’d be a fine view from that butte. Why Sardine?’ 
 
    ‘A mule fell there in the old days. It was carrying boxes of sardines.’ 
 
    ‘Not a way for horses then.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been over it a few times. The mule fell in an early snow, when the trail was drifted. Were you thinking of going up there?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Let’s go.’ 
 
    The trail ran level for a few hundred yards and then it started to climb out of the bottom in long zigzags, graded for pack trains. It may have been two air-miles from the trail-head to Sardine Butte but would be more than twice that distance by the meandering path. It was a southern slope and there was little shade despite the dense timber. Occasionally they stopped to give the horses a breather and at the third halt Miss Pink asked what kind of boots Fortune wore. Rose glanced at her, then at the dust of the trail. ‘Climbing boots,’ she said. ‘Not riding boots. You saw a track?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve seen the mark of cleated soles. Someone with small feet was here recently.’ 
 
    ‘Asa has small hands and feet. Hold my horse, will you?’ Rose got down and walked up the side of the trail. ‘There was only one person,’ she called. ‘He went up and then came back.’ She returned and took her reins. ‘Of course, Asa will go all over the place. He has to eat.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘Why, he has to shoot deer, and he’s not going to kill the animals near his cabin.’ 
 
    ‘He has a long way to carry the carcass back, or does he cache some of the meat, like hanging it in a tree?’ 
 
    ‘He uses a mule to pack it out. He didn’t have a mule here though, so maybe he wasn’t hunting this time. 
 
    ‘He shoots all the year round?’ 
 
    ‘You met him. What makes you think he’s a guy would bother about regulations? Open season is when Asa’s hungry.’ 
 
    The sun was high by the time the firs thinned enough for them to see something of the surrounding country. On this eastern slope of the Sierras the air was still but thin and clear. In the well of the canyon behind them a red-tail hawk called and then, from a scatter of rocks, a marmot chirped his alarm. They were the only sounds apart from those made by the horses. 
 
    The trail edged left and passed under the south wall of Sardine Butte. Below, the ground dropped steeply to the timber. ‘That’s where the mule went down,’ Rose said. ‘Give your horse his head, let him see where he’s going.’ 
 
    They came to the far side of the butte where there was a depression scattered with the ivory trumpets of alpine gentians. They tied the horses to a juniper and, taking lunch from their saddlebags, moved to a stunted tree to eat in its shade. Rose produced cans of beer. 
 
    ‘Any other time,’ Miss Pink remarked, ‘this would be a perfect day: riding along the crest of the Sierras.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still a perfect day.’ 
 
    ‘Objectively, yes. But I have a sense of urgency.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see why. After two months, if Timothy did meet with an accident up here, he died a long time ago. As for Joanne – No, I won’t say it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had no such inhibition. ‘If Joanne had a hand in it, you would suggest it’s a matter for the police?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever had a hand in it, if there has been foul play it’s a matter for the police. Nothing to do with us.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something unethical about inheriting a book from an author without knowing what’s happened to him. As if he didn’t matter: it’s just a commercial enterprise.’ 
 
    ‘You mean, you owe him. Like a family connection: you’re not just taking over someone’s house or an office; it’s like adopting his child.’ 
 
    ‘And rearing it, sending it out into the world, something like that. But I agree it’s a gorgeous day.’ Miss Pink was suddenly brisk. ‘Nothing much we can do here. So, identify the features for me.’ 
 
    Rose shot her a doubtful glance, then decided to go along with the change of mood. ‘You know Breakneck; it’s the lowest point there: the timbered saddle. Trouble Pass is hidden by this scree slope. And the spur the Breakneck road climbs is hiding Danger Canyon and Deadboy Pass. Dogtown’s hidden too: outside the mouth of Malachite, sort of round the corner.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked up the slope to what she could now see was a jagged piece of metal, a part of a wing perhaps. ‘That would be why people in Dogtown didn’t see the aircraft crash. There was a fire? Why wasn’t it seen from the highway?’ 
 
    ‘It was bad weather; the cloud was down.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. One never thinks of that in California.’ She looked across the headwall of Malachite Canyon to the road that climbed to Breakneck Pass. ‘If I hadn’t been up and down that road already, the sight of it would terrify me. No wonder people warned me not to take it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the same as everything else in the wilderness: riding, skiing, hunting; fine so long as nothing goes wrong, but it’s coping with emergencies that weeds out the survivors. You wouldn’t want your brakes to fail coming down that road; there’d need to be some quick gear-changes. And you have to take those bends carefully: up as well as down; you’ll have discovered that for yourself. A number of people have gone over the edge.’ 
 
    As these words penetrated her brain Miss Pink’s casual regard started to sharpen. She turned and saw that Rose was watching her. She took a pair of binoculars from her saddlebag. ‘There’s nothing obvious,’ she said, focusing. ‘Wherever it did come off, a vehicle would fall towards the creek, and I can see all of that except the bit below the bottom bend.’ She started to move along the ridge, traversing below the north wall of Sardine Butte. 
 
    ‘That’s a very dark chasm,’ Rose called, squinting downwards. ‘If a truck was upside-down it wouldn’t show any blue paint.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had moved out of sight round a rock buttress. Rose glanced back at the horses, then followed. Her companion was standing at the top of a shallow gully, a seasonal water-course, dry now, which ran down the slope like a funnel and pointed towards the lowest bend on the Breakneck road. 
 
    Below the point of the bend dark rock plunged for over a hundred feet to what must be a small level platform between waterfalls. And there, resembling something stranded, something that might have leapt upstream like a salmon but was more likely to have dropped, was a pale blue object the size of a Jeep. 
 
    The road was only two miles away but the slope was precipitous; they had to continue the line of their intended route by way of Trouble Pass to Breakneck and approach the Jeep from the divide. ‘I wonder can we reach it ourselves,’ Rose said. ‘We might be able to traverse in from the side; we certainly can’t climb up or down to it, because of the waterfalls.’ 
 
    Miss Pink made no response; someone had to reach the Jeep even if it meant bringing in climbers with ropes. 
 
    They were shocked, of course, and it affected them differently. Rose couldn’t stop talking, Miss Pink was thoughtful. As they plodded up the slope towards the aircraft wreck Rose said, following her own train of thought: ‘But she didn’t just walk away and leave him! If she was with him, if she’d been with him, she’d have been killed too. Are you certain it was Joanne came down to Credit?’ 
 
    ‘Is it likely there are two beautiful English half-castes – or quadroons – in one corner of California at the same time?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she jumped clear.’ 
 
    Miss Pink dropped back, and since it is difficult for riders to converse when they’re in single file, they continued in silence until they reached the wreckage of the plane. It lay strewn about a stony knoll and all around was the evidence of fire: scorched and melted plastic, charred foam attached to contorted metal, blackened rocks. 
 
    ‘The bodies must have been flung clear,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘Otherwise currency bills would have been burned.’ She stopped and looked back at Sardine Butte and beyond, to Crazy Mule Canyon. 
 
    Rose was walking on, approaching the brow of Trouble Pass. Miss Pink trotted after her and they crossed the saddle to find their trail contouring the slope of the divide, almost level and just above the timber. Westward the lateral ridges sloped majestically to the flat lands with here and there a glimpse of meadows like alps. In this dry season grass was tawny as a lion’s skin. A great raptor banked on a thermal. ‘That could be a condor,’ Rose said. ‘My first condor,’ responded Miss Pink. Neither of them evinced any excitement. 
 
    They started to descend – Breakneck was lower than Trouble – and entered a stand of red firs. Soon they saw the flash of dirt through the trees and they stepped out on the road and turned for home. 
 
    The Jeep was invisible from any point on the road, which was why no one had seen it. They stopped at the lowest hairpin and looked at the ground. There were fresh scars on the lip of the chasm but new growth had erased all signs of where the Jeep had left the road. 
 
    ‘It didn’t skid,’ Miss Pink said. ‘So wherever it went over, he wasn’t braking.’ 
 
    ‘So what? It had to fall from here, didn’t it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked up the slope. ‘It may have gone over from higher up and tumbled down the bed of the creek, but then it would be more knocked about. From a distance it looked scarcely marked. The reason why I was looking for signs here was because I wondered whether it was going up or down when it left the road.’ 
 
    They descended a short distance and saw the faint line of a game trail running in to the platform between the falls. Leaving the horses they continued on foot. In the lead, Miss Pink stopped suddenly. 
 
    ‘A bear’s been here. There’s a paw mark.’ 
 
    ‘My God! If it’s still there – ’ 
 
    They moved a few paces and the Jeep came into view, the passenger door hanging broken from one hinge, a litter of paper spewing from the interior. They stood still, holding their breath. The Jeep didn’t move. 
 
    ‘Hi, bear!’ Rose shouted. ‘Bear! Go away!’ 
 
    The echoes died and they watched like hawks. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing inside,’ Miss Pink said. ‘No bear.’ But their approach was still cautious; they didn’t want to see what was inside the Jeep. There were flies; those were to be expected. There was a mess of trash in the passenger seat, and in the well in front of it: a welter of paper and plastic bags, and rags that had been clothing. The driver’s seat was somewhat stained, but with mud rather than blood, and empty. They peered into the back and poked about gingerly, discovering cartons under the clutter produced by the bear in its search for food. The flies had been attracted by scraps in the smashed icebox. There was no body in the Jeep. 
 
    ‘He was thrown clear?’ Rose asked doubtfully. 
 
    From points round the lip of the waterfall they peered at the pool below the drop. Sodden sheets of paper had accumulated at the outlet but there was nothing else. 
 
    ‘He survived and crawled away?’ Rose ventured, and answered her own question: ‘He couldn’t have; look at that drop between the road and here: it’s over a hundred feet! Even with the Jeep landing upright, the jolt would have detached most of his organs.’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned back to the Jeep. ‘It’s in gear,’ she said, ‘bottom gear. Was he going up? What gear would he be in?’ Her Cherokee was automatic. 
 
    ‘On that bend? Second, I would think.’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up a sheet of paper. ‘This is a copy of Permelia’s diary. I wonder?’ She reached behind the passenger seat and moved some clothing scattered with cereal flakes to expose a squashed carton. She straightened its sides and they saw the spines of books: field guides to wildflowers, birds, mammals, a hardback on the California Trail, three paperback Chandlers, a tour guide to the western states. Rose crowded close then stepped back and reached down. ‘Look what I was treading on.’ 
 
    It was a thick spiral notebook. The ink on the pages had run but it had been open, face-down, and the cover had escaped the water. On the outside was the title: Joplin Trail. Inside was Argent’s name, James Dorset’s address and telephone number, and the legend: ‘Substantial Reward to Finder’. Although the writing on the pages was indecipherable they could see that the book was nearly completed. 
 
    ‘It’s his notes,’ Rose breathed. ‘I wonder could a laboratory bring up the writing somehow? You could use it.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you interested? This was the basis for his book!’ 
 
    ‘Let’s see what’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing will be missing. This is the most valuable item. It’s priceless – to an author.’ But Miss Pink was clearing the passenger seat, carefully transferring objects to the well. 
 
    They searched the Jeep methodically, seeing what was there and what was absent. They could tell; both knew what was needed in wilderness travel. The results were interesting. There was a large rucksack and a small tent but no sleeping bag. There appeared to be a full complement of clothing but no boots and no down jacket. There were maps, personal items such as shaving gear and towels but a sponge-bag was ripped and empty. They did find a cake of soap and a tube of toothpaste which had been punctured, almost certainly by large teeth. There were no cameras and no binoculars. In the glove compartment, along with a pair of designer sunglasses in a case, a tyre pressure gauge, Band-Aid, toothpicks and the driver’s manual, was a black biro pushed to the back with an address stamped on it: ‘Thunderbird Motel, 190 Main Street, Seeping Springs, Texas’. ‘When was he in Texas?’ Miss Pink murmured, and clipped it to her shirt pocket. ‘And who took the cameras?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know he had any?’ 
 
    ‘The book was to be illustrated, and he always took his own photographs. He was something of a naturalist too so he’d have had binoculars. Why am I talking in the past tense? There’s no body. And where’s his sleeping bag?’ 
 
    ‘The bear?’ 
 
    ‘Never. A bear might pull it out and rip it but once it found there were only feathers inside, it would lose interest. Where are the feathers? No, someone else was here besides the bear.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Timothy was.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he leave his notebook behind?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m too exhausted to cook,’ Rose said, closing the corral gate. ‘I guess I’ll join you for supper at the Queen.’ 
 
    Miss Pink, about to say she must go to her cabin first, changed her mind. Rose hadn’t been out of her sight since they found the Jeep, had had no chance to use a telephone. ‘A good idea,’ she agreed, ‘I’ll wash my hands in your kitchen.’ Rose blinked at such familiarity but evidently she was too tired to remind her guest that the cabins were only a few yards away. 
 
    It had been dark by the time they returned to Dogtown. The horses were stumbling with weariness and their riders were in little better shape, but by the time they’d unsaddled, Miss Pink had found her second wind. She staggered a little as they walked to the Red Queen but her brain was functioning smoothly. There was a light in a cabin at the back of the museum and she was considering the question of the Semples when Rose asked: ‘What do we tell them?’ 
 
    ‘Why,’ Miss Pink stopped as if she were too tired to walk and talk at the same time, ‘just tell people what we know.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know anything.’ 
 
    ‘So we’ll tell them that.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to call the sheriff.’ 
 
    ‘Leave that to Blair and Lovejoy. We’ve done our bit for today.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t hold out much longer.’ 
 
    ‘What you need is a good stiff drink.’ 
 
    The restaurant was empty of customers, the partners sitting at one of the tables drinking coffee and reading newspapers. Lovejoy smiled as he stood up. ‘We were expecting you,’ he said. ‘We heard the horses –’ his smile faded, ‘– What’s wrong?’ 
 
    Miss Pink and Rose subsided in the nearest chairs. 
 
    ‘Something happened?’ Blair approached, full of solicitude. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve had quite a day.’ Miss Pink gave him an apologetic smile. ‘We could revive with brandy.’ Lovejoy rushed to the bar. 
 
    ‘We found the Jeep,’ Rose said. ‘Timothy’s rig.’ 
 
    ‘My God!’ Lovejoy froze, a bottle in his hands. 
 
    ‘Were they –’ Blair’s eyes were horrified. 
 
    ‘No.’ Rose’s voice climbed. ‘He’s not there! No one’s there. Only a bear was there.’ She giggled. 
 
    Miss Pink said loudly: ‘The bear had just pulled out the food, that’s all. There’s no sign of Timothy. Mr Blair, I wonder if you would call the sheriff and tell him the Jeep’s been found – empty. Now I come to think of it the sheriff on this side won’t even know that a Jeep was missing, unless the one at Credit told him. However, it has to be reported. Perhaps you should tell the Semples as well; they knew Timothy. We’re too tired to go over. They might like to come here.’ 
 
    Rose was quiet now, regarding her in a lacklustre fashion. Lovejoy came over with the brandy and she started to drink it. 
 
    ‘Here, go easy,’ he chided. ‘That’s not water, Rosie.’ 
 
    Blair went to the kitchen where he could be heard telephoning. Miss Pink sipped her brandy. Lovejoy turned to her. ‘No horrors?’ he asked meaningly. 
 
    ‘No. Just a crashed Jeep. He – it left the road at the first bend on the way to Breakneck and landed right way up in the creek.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    ‘We have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘Could you get down to it? Oh, of course, you had to or you wouldn’t have known –’ 
 
    Disjointedly she told him what they had found. Blair returned and Lovejoy repeated it to him. He said the sheriff would be out in the morning, and that he had called the Semples. Rose had another brandy. Food was forgotten. Charlotte Semple came in, looking puzzled. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand it,’ she said. ‘If the Jeep broke down why didn’t they go back for it? Or was it a total wreck?’ 
 
    The other women were silent. Alcohol had been the final straw for Rose whose eyelids were drooping, while Miss Pink regarded Charlotte with a bemused expression and took another pull at her brandy. 
 
    ‘It’s in the creek,’ Lovejoy supplied eagerly. ‘He ran out of road on the first bend up to Breakneck.’ 
 
    Charlotte stared at him with parted lips. ‘How ghastly,’ she whispered, and glanced at Miss Pink who nodded earnestly. ‘You found them?’ Charlotte went on, frowning as she took in their appearance and realised that they’d come straight to the restaurant without changing their clothes. Blair spoke for them: ‘They’ve been riding all day. They’re exhausted. I’m going to heat some minestrone.’ He went to the kitchen and Lovejoy, after a glance at the wilting customers, took up the story. Charlotte listened with an air of increasing bewilderment, while Miss Pink exuded approval as if Lovejoy were a pupil repeating his lesson. When he said that the Jeep must have been empty when it left the road, Charlotte made the obvious comment: ‘So they jumped before it went down.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s “they”?’ Rose, who had been sprawled across a table, raised her head from her arms and made an effort to pull herself together. ‘Someone said “they”. I thought you were talking about the Jeep.’ 
 
    Blair came back with steaming bowls of soup. ‘We were,’ Lovejoy said. ‘But if they were both in the Jeep to start with, then they both had to jump clear, one out of each door.’ He turned to Charlotte. ‘Are you thinking the same as me: why didn’t they come back to Dogtown? That’s easy. They didn’t want to run into Brett Vogel. So they walked past here – in the night? – hiked out to the highway and thumbed a lift to LA.’ He beamed with satisfaction. Blair regarded him doubtfully, Charlotte looked confused. Miss Pink, who had turned her chair to the table, applied herself to her soup. 
 
    Rose picked up a spoon and tasted the minestrone. ‘God, that’s good! I’m hungry.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see Timothy being worried about Brett Vogel,’ Blair said. ‘Even if he had gone off with Brett’s lady.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t.’ Rose was reviving with every spoonful of soup. ‘Joanne wasn’t with him –’ 
 
    ‘Now, wait a minute – ’ Miss Pink began, but the two men were speaking together. Blair stopped. His partner was saying: ‘ – can’t be another girl like her. It must have been Joanne. You thought it was her originally, didn’t you?’ He was addressing Miss Pink. ‘You said a hooker was working the logging run on the Pacific slope.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Charlotte jeered. 
 
    ‘True! She heard it when she was over to Credit. The sheriff told her.’ 
 
    Miss Pink finished her soup and asked Blair for a second helping. She seemed much more alert now. She repeated what she had learned from the deputy in Credit about the girl who called herself Fay, and that included the story of the deer. At this point Lovejoy interrupted: ‘That’s not true for a start. It’s ridiculous. Anyway, Timothy didn’t have the Jeep on top. It was sitting in Malachite Creek.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The story was just a cover for bloodstains on the girl’s clothing.’ 
 
    ‘She must have hurt herself falling out of the Jeep.’ Charlotte was starting to work things out. ‘What a tragedy. I suppose they’ve found a cabin on the west side of the divide and he’s drinking, living on what Joanne can earn – But that’s uncharitable!’ She was suddenly defiant. ‘What he’s doing, he must be beavering away at his book – and – and what she does is no business of ours.’ She avoided their eyes. 
 
    The others were plainly embarrassed, except for Rose. ‘Miss Pink didn’t finish,’ she said coldly. ‘Joanne was alone. She went to Bakersfield with the logger and then she split. The deputy didn’t say anything about her coming back, did he?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘So where’s Timothy?’ Lovejoy asked. 
 
    ‘That’s for the sheriff to find out,’ Miss Pink said. She was thinking that the discovery of the Jeep hadn’t taken them much further forward. At one time there had been a connection between Timothy, Joanne and the truck but at some point they became separated. Did that separation occur when the truck left the road? Were Timothy and Joanne together at that point, or had they parted previously? She looked down at a fresh bowl of soup, veiling her eyes. That question might be answered in the morning, with the help of tracker dogs. 
 
    ‘No way, ma’am. After two months? There wouldn’t be a trace of scent left.’ 
 
    The county line followed the crest of the Sierras so Malachite Canyon came within the jurisdiction of the sheriff at Endeavor: a big, florid man with a thin mouth under a beak of a nose. He wouldn’t have looked out of place in a Yorkshire dale and Miss Pink wasn’t surprised to find that his name was Charlie Raistrick. He was accompanied by a young dark fellow, Leon Padilla, with honey-coloured skin and looks that were pure Spanish. 
 
    There had been no occasion to tell them that she had come to the United States specifically to find Timothy Argent. Raistrick had accepted that she was following the Joplin Trail and had seen the crashed vehicle yesterday when Rose Baggott was showing her the country. His immediate interest centred on the Jeep. 
 
    He had arrived in Dogtown after breakfast and she had led the way up Malachite Canyon in the Cherokee. When the men had traversed in to the platform, had duplicated the women’s actions of the previous day: peering over the fall, studying the cliff above, searching the interior of the vehicle, finally she had asked the question about tracker dogs, and got the answer. 
 
    ‘You knew the driver,’ Raistrick went on. ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    ‘I never met him, but I can’t imagine any author would deliberately leave his notebook behind. His boots are missing, his sleeping bag, cameras and binoculars. He’d be wearing his boots, of course, but why take the other things, and no rucksack to carry them in?’ 
 
    Raistrick smiled thinly. His deputy grinned. ‘Valuables disappear from crashes in these mountains, ma’am. There’s people in the woods is a little light-fingered when it comes to items like cameras, and an author would have something expensive, like a Nikon? As for binoculars and sleeping bags, he’d probably have the best of those too. Terrible temptation for a hunter. I’m not surprised at what’s missing. After two months I’d be surprised if those items was still here.’ 
 
    ‘You were thinking of the young fellow in Danger Canyon?’ Miss Pink asked innocently. ‘I met him. He didn’t strike me as the criminal type.’ 
 
    They had been wryly amused, now their smiles faded and they were more attentive. ‘That’s the caretaker at the Green place?’ Raistrick asked. ‘What’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Brett Vogel,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. Vogel.’ The sheriff looked at Padilla whose dark eyes were giving nothing away. 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘There’s gossip in Dogtown that Timothy Argent went off with Vogel’s lady.’ And she told him everything they were saying because he was going to find out shortly, and she needed help to find Timothy. She told him what she had learned in Credit, she kept nothing back except the fact that she had been commissioned to find the author. She did say that she had been asked to take over the book, because that justified her concern about Timothy’s present whereabouts. ‘It’s his book,’ she told them earnestly. ‘If he’s alive, he should complete it. I have to know what’s happened to him.’ Hers was the attitude of an elderly spinster determined to do the right thing by a colleague. 
 
    Raistrick nodded, approving her concern. ‘Have you thought maybe he doesn’t want to be found? He’s had plenty of time to get in touch with his publisher – that’s if he’s still alive.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he has to be. He jumped clear. He wasn’t in this vehicle, was he?’ 
 
    Everyone stared at the passenger seat, unmarked by even one drop of dried blood. ‘No, no one was in it when it landed,’ Raistrick agreed, and looked up at the cliff. ‘And no one was thrown clear. With a fall of over a hundred feet, there’d have been too many bones broken for anyone to crawl away. This cliff is sheer too: no trees; nothing to catch hold of as he fell. The driver jumped clear before it went over.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought about the gears but she said nothing. She’d seen him nudge the gear lever and glance meaningly at Padilla. 
 
    They returned to the road. ‘Are you going to start a search?’ she asked, looking towards Breakneck Pass. 
 
    He hesitated. ‘You mean, assuming he’s in the mountains? No, ma’am. All the signs here point to him not being injured. He wasn’t in this crash, so he could be anywhere. There’s nothing to show he’s dead, and if he’s alive he’s committed no crime. How do you know he didn’t have another bag, a nice piece of luggage, and he took his camera and stuff before he pushed the vehicle over?’ He saw her surprise. ‘It was in bottom gear, ma’am. You don’t go up or down this road in bottom. That’s the gear people use when they get out of a vehicle and send it off the road.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth would he do that? And why didn’t he take his notebook?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, but he took the most valuable things, didn’t he? And there could be any number of reasons for ditching the Jeep that we don’t know about, but the one that comes to mind immediately is an insurance scam.’ 
 
    ‘Not Timothy Argent.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess you’ll find out eventually if it is insurance. Someone will be claiming. But that Jeep was sent over, ma’am. And if you ask me, your man will surface somewhere, if he hasn’t already, perhaps under another name, a new identity. There’s a woman in the case too. A very lovely lady, so I’ve heard. This gentleman was at a dangerous age and the lady could have been the reason for his disappearance, or wanting to stay disappeared. Did you think of that?’ 
 
    She looked down the canyon. ‘Brett Vogel knows more than he’s letting on.’ She said it reluctantly, but someone had to question the caretaker. 
 
    ‘Did he say anything to you that might throw some light on this?’ Raistrick gestured towards the creek. 
 
    ‘We exchanged only a few words. He was surly. I mentioned Argent and although he didn’t say anything relevant he reacted – with hostility. But then you’d expect that; the relationship between Argent and Joanne wasn’t a secret.’ 
 
    ‘Not now maybe; he might not have known about it at the time.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe no one did,’ Padilla put in. ‘They only know now because those two disappeared together.’ 
 
    ‘Disappeared?’ Raistrick repeated. 
 
    ‘Joanne reappeared,’ she reminded them. ‘Floyd Bailey at Credit might be able to help you get in touch with the logger involved.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bear that in mind. Now we have to go and talk to Vogel.’ 
 
    As they went downhill she allowed the police car to draw ahead and by the time she reached the place where the trail forked for Danger Canyon the only sign of them was some dissipating dust. She rolled on a few yards and turned up Crazy Mule. 
 
    The cabin door was closed and there wasn’t an animal in sight when she pulled up at Fortune’s place. She cut the engine and walked down the path and round the back of the cabin. A window was open in the back wall. ‘I go out the back,’ he’d said. 
 
    ‘Mr Fortune!’ she called. ‘I have to talk to you before the police come.’ Water chuckled in the creek bed. Behind her a small twig snapped. ‘There aren’t any witnesses,’ she added. ‘I need to know where the driver of the Jeep is. I don’t care about the sleeping bag and the cameras.’ 
 
    There was no response. ‘Look,’ she said desperately, ‘you can bury the stuff as you did everything else. If they can’t find anything, they can’t pin anything on you. You’ve always got away with it. At least tell me who pushed the Jeep off the road. Timothy’s a friend of mine.’ 
 
    Suddenly he was there, materialising like a phantom, the colouring of skin and clothing a perfect camouflage in the shadowed undergrowth. 
 
    ‘Where are the police?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘With Brett Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘They would be. Is there any news of her?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far as I know. Did she send the Jeep over?’ 
 
    ‘I been thinking about that. Why should she? She needed it to get away; they both needed it. I can’t figure that truck in the bottom, whichever way I look at it.’ 
 
    She studied his eyes. ‘How did you discover it?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it from Sardine Butte. I went down, thought they were inside, but they’d got out.’ 
 
    ‘Before it left the road?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He looked at her slyly. There was no point in scolding him for not having told them yesterday; he’d only shrug and wait for the next question. 
 
    ‘When you found the Jeep how long was that after Joanne’s last visit to you, when she said goodbye? And when did she say she was going?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a lot of questions.’ 
 
    ‘Only two. And it’s not as if you were a stupid man.’ She was tart, and regretted it immediately, but there was a gleam of something in his eyes: amusement? Appreciation? 
 
    ‘I found it a few days after she came here the last time. She said they were leaving shortly, when Vogel was away.’ 
 
    ‘Where did he go?’ 
 
    ‘She never said.’ He hesitated. ‘It wasn’t the first time. He was away quite a bit, several days at a time.’ 
 
    ‘What was he up to?’ 
 
    ‘Joanne didn’t know, or if she did, she wasn’t telling. Drugs probably.’ His casual tone indicated a wild guess. Miss Pink reverted to the question of the Jeep. 
 
    ‘Which way was it travelling when it left the road?’ 
 
    ‘It was going up, towards the pass.’ 
 
    ‘No skid marks?’ 
 
    ‘No, it were sent over.’ 
 
    She said carefully: ‘I’m not asking any questions about the cameras and sleeping bag except this: were they in the Jeep when you reached it?’ 
 
    He thought about that for a long time but finally admitted that they were. 
 
    ‘A bear’s been there,’ she told him. 
 
    ‘It’d be after food.’ 
 
    ‘Was there any sign of what had happened to Argent? Did you look?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do nothing more than just look around casual like. That wasn’t no accident. No one got hurt is what I’m saying.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe someone stole it and ditched it because it ran out of gas.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t be out of gas if they were just starting over the mountains.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t think so.’ 
 
    She drove down Crazy Mule and turned up Malachite. At the first bend she stopped and traversed in to the Jeep. The keys were still in the ignition but they wouldn’t turn; they must have jammed under the impact. With some difficulty she worked her way under the rear end, grimacing at sharp stones and cold water, and rapped on the fuel tank with her knuckles. Fortune could be right; it did sound empty, and there was no sign of a leak, and no smell. 
 
    She returned to the Cherokee and switched on the ignition. She was facing uphill, contemplating Breakneck Pass, and automatically she looked at her fuel gauge to make sure that there was enough petrol for the climb. You always looked at your gauge when about to enter a wilderness area; it was a mark of the seasoned traveller. What was Timothy doing, starting over the Sierras with an empty tank? He wouldn’t, she thought, not unless he was mad, or drunk. 
 
    She turned the key, put the Cherokee in Drive and started to climb. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The distance from the crashed Jeep to the place where timber was being felled on the western slope was more than twenty miles; too far for most people to walk in a night, and Sierra nights were cold. There had been no down clothing in the Jeep, but that didn’t have to mean that the driver had taken it with him; to Asa Fortune a padded parka would be as tempting as a snug sleeping bag. With the thought of frosty nights in mind Miss Pink crossed Breakneck Pass and headed purposefully for the only shelter between Dogtown and Credit: the cabins at Palmer Meadows. 
 
    The small community looked no different from when she first saw it: the shuttered dwellings and closed barns, and a few cows grazing in the distance. At the first cabin she was surprised to find that the rear windows, although secured on the inside, were unshuttered. Peering through the panes she saw a table, chairs, bunk beds. Everything looked as it should do after the owners had cleaned and closed it for a long period. The door had an old-fashioned keyhole, it could be locked only from the outside and with a key. 
 
    The next cabin was larger, with the same kind of lock on the door and two windows at the front, one of which, to judge by the size of the frame, must be a picture window. The wooden shutters were not secured, only held in place by a long spar on brackets. Removing this she discovered that the shutters consisted of five panels that fitted into grooves. She detached two of them, revealing a big sheet of glass, a solid and unbroken fixture. 
 
    The interior of this cabin was more luxurious than the first. She could see a living room with upholstered sofas and chairs, a solid table, books, a stone fireplace with German beer steins on a shelf, a corner with crockery stacked in a wall cupboard. A door in the wooden wall of the living room was ajar, leading to what must be the bedroom. In the far wall were two sash windows, their glass black. 
 
    She went to the rear of the cabin and removed the shutters from one of the living-room windows. The swivel that should have clamped the two halves together was broken. She raised the lower half, discovered there was no sash cord, propped it open with a couple of logs and climbed over the sill. She sniffed the air. It smelled faintly like a dustbin. 
 
    The living quarters and the corner kitchen were light enough for her to see that there was nothing obviously wrong here. The bedroom was another matter. She went outside again and removed the shutter from its window. 
 
    The bedroom was empty, that is, it wasn’t occupied. She told herself that she hadn’t really expected to find Timothy, merely some evidence that he had been here. Once she had recovered from her relief – it was just the kind of place you might expect to find a corpse – she looked first for the source of the smell. 
 
    It was easy to find. The last person to use the kitchen hadn’t emptied the garbage. In a pedal bin there were empty cans which had contained a ham, peaches, pineapple chunks. There was a dirty plate and a used mug in the sink. She went to turn the taps and found them open. The water system had been drained, and someone had come along since that precaution was taken against frost, had used one mug and one plate. 
 
    There were two single beds in the bedroom, blankets and pillows neatly folded and stacked. Behind a curtain shabby clothes hung on wire hangers, the kind of clothes that are good for nothing other than wilderness living: camouflaged jackets and trousers, faded woollen shirts, slickers, drab anoraks, a pea jacket. They had belonged to big men. Nowhere was there any indication of the identity of the last person to use the cabin. 
 
    She replaced the shutters and took the road back to Dogtown. She met no one. She didn’t stop at the bottom bend nor at the junctions of the trails up the side canyons although at Danger Creek she slowed down, deep in thought. She came out of the mouth of Malachite Canyon and turned left. When Dogtown came in sight, tucked between the mountains and the Rattlesnake Hills, she was struck again by its peculiar air of abandonment. This could be attributed to the lack of fences and gardens, to the absence of people in the empty street. There were power poles and swagged cables, cars and the notice outside the Grand Imperial; for all that, the place still looked like a deserted mining camp. A pick-up stood outside the Red Queen. 
 
    Brett Vogel was at the bar in conversation with Lovejoy. She greeted them politely. Lovejoy looked flustered. ‘Your dinner will be a little late tonight,’ he told her. ‘Verne went to the dentist and he’s been held up in town.’ 
 
    She nodded affably. ‘That’s fine. All I want at the moment is a long cold drink. I’ll have a Budweiser.’ 
 
    Vogel emptied his beer and straightened, making movements to go. She was all embarrassment: the elderly lady apologising for invading a masculine domain. ‘Don’t leave because I’ve come in, Mr Vogel. I was so thirsty! I’ve been up to Palmer Meadows.’ 
 
    Lovejoy blinked. Vogel scowled at her. ‘Have one yourself, Mr Lovejoy,’ she added quickly, ‘and I’m sure Mr Vogel won’t refuse to join me in a drink. What was Joanne’s last name?’ 
 
    ‘Emmett,’ he said. ‘What’s at Palmer Meadows?’ 
 
    ‘Someone broke into one of the cabins.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find that out?’ Lovejoy was divided between consternation and amusement. ‘Or did you get it from the police?’ 
 
    ‘Were the police up there? I didn’t see them.’ She turned to Vogel. ‘When did Joanne leave? Do you have a date?’ 
 
    ‘The police asked me that.’ He signalled Lovejoy to give him another beer, opened it and drank deeply. When he looked at her again he appeared concerned to get his facts right, his eyes suddenly earnest. He was an attractive fellow when his face wasn’t set in hard lines. ‘She wasn’t interested in me once Argent came on the scene,’ he said. ‘She was about to split anyways. She spent most of her time with him, in the canyons. I don’t know when she left. I thought she was just away longer’n usual and I come down here after a time and Earl tells me he hasn’t seen Argent for a few days, so we figure they’re gone for good.’ 
 
    Lovejoy, who had been waiting impatiently to get a word in, asked eagerly: ‘Who was it broke into a cabin? Timothy and Joanne? I thought they’d have come back this way after ditching the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘We know Joanne didn’t,’ she reminded him. 
 
    ‘Suppose they quarrelled, and Joanne went on, over the other side, and Timothy came back, thumbed a lift – Why are you looking at me like that, ma’am?’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘The Jeep was crashed deliberately. Why should Timothy do that?’ 
 
    ‘Insurance?’ Vogel suggested. 
 
    ‘What company’s going to pay out on a crashed vehicle and no body inside?’ 
 
    ‘No body anywhere.’ Lovejoy looked smug, as if he had just solved a problem in detection. 
 
    ‘We don’t know –’ The screen door opened and Julius Semple came in. Miss Pink smiled and nodded, and went on: ‘We don’t know that there isn’t a body somewhere.’ 
 
    Semple gaped at her. ‘Whose body?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Timothy Argent’s.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was with Joanne!’ 
 
    ‘I expect so.’ Before anyone could react to this volte-face, she added pleasantly: ‘What did the police have to say to you, Mr Vogel?’ 
 
    The atmosphere was electric; questions like that were not asked in small communities, and by strangers. Miss Pink said gently: ‘The circumstances are not normal.’ 
 
    Vogel swallowed. ‘Like when I saw Joanne last.’ 
 
    ‘You’re in the clear,’ Lovejoy said angrily. ‘She was seen long afterwards: way down to Credit and beyond, to Bakersfield.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s suggesting Joanne was a victim,’ Miss Pink pointed out. 
 
    Semple’s mouth opened and closed. Vogel’s eyes narrowed. He smiled. ‘There was nothing left to the relationship. She were free to go whenever she liked; I wasn’t stopping her.’ 
 
    ‘No one’s accusing you, Brett,’ Lovejoy said. 
 
    ‘No one’s accusing anyone.’ Miss Pink addressed Semple. ‘But where’s Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘Oh come on!’ Lovejoy spluttered. ‘How would Julius know?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he does,’ she said, surprised. 
 
    ‘You were looking at him.’ 
 
    ‘I was wondering where Timothy is, not asking anyone in particular.’ 
 
    ‘He’s in Hollywood,’ Lovejoy said wildly. ‘Why’re you smiling, Brett? Did I say something?’ 
 
    ‘I think the Mafia got to him.’ 
 
    Lovejoy started to laugh, then sobered. ‘You shouldn’t joke about it. Most likely thing is he’s holed up, pretending to write and drinking himself to death. That’s not funny.’ 
 
    ‘Who was in Texas recently?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Texas?’ Lovejoy shrilled. ‘Why?’ 
 
    The other two had tensed, hanging on the answer. ‘The police mentioned something,’ she said vaguely. ‘It couldn’t relate to Timothy; he drove straight from Missouri to here. Joanne?’ She was as ingenuous as a child. ‘Did Joanne come from Texas?’ 
 
    ‘Did she?’ Lovejoy looked at Vogel. 
 
    ‘Could be. She’d been all over.’ 
 
    ‘You’re from Texas,’ Semple said harshly. 
 
    ‘ ’Course I am. I were raised in Fort Worth. What’s that got to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Did you mean recently?’ Semple asked Miss Pink. ‘Someone came from Texas in the last few months.’ He was excited. ‘Do drugs figure in this?’ 
 
    ‘Why drugs?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘That’s how they come into the country: across the Rio Grande into Texas.’ Semple stopped as if Texas was a cue. 
 
    Vogel accepted it as such. ‘And these consignments come along the border, through New Mexico and Arizona, cross the Colorado, and they comes into Dogtown which is the main distribution point for California.’ He was smiling. 
 
    ‘Ask a silly question,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Semple’s head was high, exposing his scraggy throat. His succeeded only in looking foolish. ‘What are the police doing now?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘They didn’t take me into their confidence,’ Vogel said. 
 
    ‘Did they search your place?’ 
 
    ‘Now why would they do that?’ 
 
    ‘Looking for Joanne.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stared. Lovejoy said: ‘But Joanne –’ and stopped, looking scared. Vogel, who was shorter than Semple but young and hard, had gripped the man by the front of his shirt, pulling him close. ‘Joanne,’ he said tightly, ‘went over the pass and down to Bakersfield. She were alive and well. Why would they search my place, man?’ 
 
    Semple’s head was high, exposing his craggy throat. His eyes were half-closed, his arms hanging loosely. Lovejoy and Miss Pink made no attempt to interfere. Vogel twisted his fist in the bunched shirt. ‘Why would they want to search my place, Julius?’ 
 
    ‘There’s – only the logger’s word – about Joanne. It coulda been another girl on the Pacific slope.’ 
 
    The fist opened. Semple stepped back. He passed his tongue over his lips like an embarrassed cat. 
 
    ‘You’re a fool, Julius,’ Vogel said. 
 
    Semple turned and shambled out of the restaurant. They watched him go and then Miss Pink turned back to Vogel. 
 
    ‘What did she take with her?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no! Not you too!’ 
 
    ‘She was seen after she left your place. But no one knows why she left. If she didn’t take her clothes she could have been forced to leave without warning – or she could have left Timothy’s campsite in such a hurry that she didn’t have time to come back to your place and pick up her possessions.’ 
 
    ‘They’re still at my place.’ His eyes glazed. ‘All her stuff –’ He trailed off. 
 
    ‘Where did Timothy camp?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know? In one of the canyons, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘He packed up and left,’ Lovejoy reminded Miss Pink. ‘When you found the Jeep it was loaded, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    She nodded absently, her eyes on the screen door. 
 
    ‘Timothy was here for only eight days but during that time Joanne was ostensibly living with Vogel, and there was something going on between her and Hiram Wolf, and with Semple. How did she manage the logistics?’ 
 
    Rose snorted. ‘Logistics? How do they apply? Are you talking about arrangements, timing, stuff like that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m after information.’ 
 
    Still thirsty, Miss Pink was drinking beer in Rose’s living room at the back of the hotel. The room faced east and through the open windows they could see the corral and the horses dozing in the balmy shade. The shadow of the Sierras reached almost to the top of the Rattlesnake Hills and the crests were glowing red-gold in the last of the light. 
 
    ‘Kind of time she liked – likes,’ Rose observed dreamily. ‘Me, too: warm and soft, and the dark coming. She wasn’t a hooker, you know, whatever anyone says.’ 
 
    ‘You’re determined to convince me of that.’ 
 
    Rose drained her beer and reached behind her to open the refrigerator. On the table in front of her were three empty cans; Miss Pink was drinking from a glass. 
 
    ‘You get women like her,’ Rose said, popping a fresh can. ‘She adores men, or should I say: adores having them around? And because she’s so striking she can take her pick. Actually there was no one here good enough for Joanne.’ 
 
    ‘Not Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘He was all strung out: the drink problem, smoking. Joanne likes a drink, she hates smoking. They used to fight over that; she’d move away when he lit up. Joanne’s an extrovert: very young and out for a good time. Ask me, Timothy suited because he was good in the sack, and he was English, kinda familiar?’ 
 
    ‘What was Vogel’s attraction for her?’ 
 
    ‘Basically security – until someone better came along. She met him on the road and shacked up with him because he was offered this job in a remote place, away from the authorities. She had no Permit to Stay, no green card – and no money. She wasn’t bothered, except she didn’t want to be deported. She loved the life here, said England was cold and drab. But she’d soon have found someone to marry her. She told me that.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t she get Vogel to marry her?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, she could do better than that! Dogtown was just a staging post on the way to the coast. She wanted to be rich too; she’s sick of roughing it – at least in winter-time – so she was going to try and get into the movies.’ 
 
    ‘Had she come here from Texas?’ 
 
    ‘Texas? She never mentioned it.’ 
 
    ‘Someone said she met Vogel there.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know that. He’s from Texas, of course; can’t you tell by the twang?’ 
 
    ‘I must have misheard something. Where do Semple and Wolf come into the picture, with Joanne?’ 
 
    ‘They don’t, not how you mean. Julius was terrified of her – and Hiram Wolf couldn’t get anywhere. Hiram went to pieces when she was around and she treated him like she would a big dog. Exactly like one, I mean. She’d plant a kiss on his nose – she was tall enough – stroke his back … I was waiting for gas one time, Joanne in front of me at the pumps, and Hiram was talking to her and she looked up from filling the tank, saying something. He took a step towards her and I thought: Uh, uh, now what? and she said it: “Stay!” He stopped as if she’d hit him and she laughed and put the pump up and got behind the wheel and blew him a kiss. It was awful. I mean, it was deliberate, like a command to a dog. Lorraine in the office too. God, it was embarrassing. I didn’t know how to face him, what to say. He knew I’d seen it all. Trivial you’d think, but it wasn’t trivial. Fortunately he sloped off, back to the garage.’ 
 
    ‘And Lorraine?’ 
 
    ‘When I came to pay she was looking at a magazine; you’d never believe anything had happened.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying Joanne played with men?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think she realised the effect she had on them. She’d be so used to it, never known any other reaction. Why, even the boys weren’t immune: Earl and Verne – and I guess you’ve realised the relationship between them. Actually it’s Earl liked her, but Verne was careful not to show any antagonism. I mean, with a girl like that, Earl could have gone off with her, it’s not impossible is it? – what do they call it: ambidextrous? Anyway, Verne wouldn’t care to upset Joanne, she could be very outspoken. But I never saw her tease either of the boys; she knew what’s what.’ 
 
    ‘In that case she did know what she was doing when she teased Hiram Wolf. And Julius – how did he react?’ 
 
    ‘I said: scared stiff. Metaphorically he hid behind Charlotte, who’s big enough, again metaphorically speaking.’ 
 
    ‘What was it specifically that frightened Julius? You’re not suggesting he thought she’d accost him in public, or come to the museum, make a scene perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Well, she visited … ’ Rose gave the matter some thought. ‘No, there’s no way she’d attach herself, take the initiative; she didn’t have to. But men are pretty stupid on the whole, aren’t they? They misinterpret behaviour. I mean, to most guys, at least these out here in the sticks … If they weren’t born in the sticks, they got that kind of mentality or they wouldn’t gravitate to places like Dogtown: emotionally immature, unworldly, men like that, the way Joanne behaved was a kinda promise, an indication. For them she was flashing signals.’ Miss Pink was silent. ‘But she was – is very beautiful,’ Rose insisted, as if that explained everything. ‘You shoulda met her.’ 
 
    ‘I may do yet.’ 
 
    ‘You figure she’ll be back? Never. She’ll have learned a lot from Timothy but she didn’t need to learn much: just a bit of finesse is all. She’s moved on.’ 
 
    ‘What intrigues me is how everyone keeps dropping into the past tense when they talk about these two people.’ 
 
    Rose shrugged and waved her beer, spilling some. ‘Nine days’ wonder. A bright spot in our lives. We’ll never see them again ’cept on our television screens. Ships that pass in the night.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think the Jeep was sent over the edge?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ The exaggerated astonishment could be attributed to four beers. ‘Now there you have me. The Jeep I can’t explain. I’m aware that the inter – inference – ’ she was slurring her consonants, ‘ – is that Joanne was – is responsible for Timothy’s disappearance, and that she put the truck in the creek, but no one can tell me she would – what? Hit him over the head just because, fr’instance, she didn’t like him smoking? She’d have packed her bags and left.’ 
 
    ‘They could have quarrelled, come to blows and someone hit harder than he intended. An accident.’ 
 
    ‘Come on! Over passive smoking?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘What then?’ 
 
    ‘Over a man?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    ‘You been holding out on us. You never thought that was deer blood on Joanne.’ Charlotte’s hair, newly rinsed, flamed titian in the morning sun. Miss Pink had found her on the back stoop of the museum, scrubbing rust off an old pick with a wire brush. From her cabin across the yard came the sound of television voices. ‘You’re not interested in the Joplins,’ she added calmly, busy with the brush. 
 
    ‘They’re connected. Timothy was following their trail, Joanne left with Timothy.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he was bothered with the Joplins after he met Joanne; she was much more exciting than a bunch of old ghosts. Julius tells me you said they broke into a cabin up at Palmer Meadows.’ 
 
    ‘Someone broke in, but it looks as if it was only one person: just one dirty plate and mug. And Joanne was on her own when she met the logger.’ 
 
    ‘Did you think of it this way: they could have separated on top, in the forest, and Timothy got lost, but Joanne found her way to the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘Timothy got lost?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it sounds unlikely. Sprained his ankle perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘Then why didn’t Joanne go back to look for him instead of abandoning him, never mentioning him?’ 
 
    ‘But she did! She told the logger she was with a man who threw her out of a truck, told her to walk –’ 
 
    ‘That was the story about the deer, which can’t be true, given Timothy’s good manners.’ 
 
    ‘That’s so, she had to say something to account for the blood. Maybe she took up with someone else, after Timothy, and that guy threw her out of a truck, wouldn’t pay her price, hit her, gave her a bloody nose?’ Miss Pink was frowning. Charlotte stood up. ‘Why are we talking about a slut on a lovely morning like this? Come and have a coffee.’ 
 
    Miss Pink followed her across the yard to the cabin where all the doors and windows were open to the air. The interior smelled of lemons. In the living room people in gaudy evening clothes chattered on the television screen. Charlotte switched off the sound. Miss Pink sat on a sofa and surveyed her surroundings. There were a few books but the walls were virtually covered with pictures, Remington and Russell prints of the Old West: bucking broncos, taut-roped steers, arroyos, buttes, sunsets, tanned cowhands sprawled round camp-fires. The stuffed furniture sported flouncy chintz, and there were lace curtains at the windows, tastefully draped, secured by bows. Everything was as clean as it could be in this country where dust rose in clouds behind every vehicle. 
 
    Charlotte brought coffee and brownies on a plastic tray. ‘Timothy’s alive and well –’ she began comfortably, but checked herself. ‘He’s alive; he may not be well. How can anyone figure what an alcoholic will do? A man who’s just plain drunk is unpredictable, but one like Timothy, comes off the wagon – there’s no reason, no logic behind his actions at all. You can’t say: he’d have done this, he wouldn’t have done that; he wouldn’t have got lost, they should have come down together. He could do something quite wild, the sort of thing would never occur to normal people. And when he surfaces he could be stupefied, then full of guilt, wallowing – he’d be capable of anything. And then Joanne’s reaction to him would appear irrational.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was astonished. ‘I never thought of it that way, not following through to that extent.’ She regarded her hostess intently. ‘Did he confide in you? You said he didn’t, but were you keeping something from me? Was he drinking while he was here?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of, and I didn’t keep any facts from you, just, you know, feelings. He was pretty tense: one of the reasons I thought Joanne’d be good for him. Man of his age, falling heavily for a girl, particularly one as uninhibited as Joanne, he might relax some. She’d be therapy for him.’ 
 
    ‘You’d hardly have a feeling about that,’ Miss Pink observed, smiling. ‘You make it sound more like fact. By feeling, did you mean something – ominous?’ 
 
    ‘Before he met Joanne he was all screwed up: bothered about where he was going – literally too. Which canyon did the Joplins go up? Rose Baggott says it’s Breakneck, Fortune says it’s Danger to keep him out of Crazy Mule; Vogel says it was anywhere else but Danger because he don’t want anyone round that ranch –’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Guys like Brett Vogel always have something to hide. Now what did I say?’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about his employer?’ 
 
    ‘Granville Green? He traces old pioneer trails. It’s his hobby. You’ll meet him, you stay around. They’ll be here in a few days, following the Joplins. Granville’s retired from the Marines. He’s got loads of money, lives in St Joseph, Missouri, but he’s moving out here, probably next spring. He built the ranch house for retirement, it’s not a hunting cabin. Why are you interested in Granville?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to meet him. If I’m to take over Timothy’s book, I’m interested in anyone who can tell me more about the Joplins.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt he can tell you anything we don’t know.’ Charlotte was affronted. 
 
    ‘It’s another angle. Tell me, was Joanne in Texas before she came here?’ 
 
    Charlotte thought about this. ‘She didn’t say. She could have been. What makes it important?’ 
 
    ‘I wondered where she met Vogel – and incidentally, why she teamed up with him in the first place.’ Miss Pink looked worried. ‘I’m not altogether happy about those two. As you say, people hide in the canyons. Asa Fortune is a likely recluse; he has a hermit’s attitude towards authority, and blatant hostility towards invaders of his territory, to people who may not be well-disposed towards wild animals. Asa is a type. But Vogel? He’s not a wilderness man.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t ask questions.’ 
 
    ‘Is that a warning?’ 
 
    Charlotte nodded solemnly. ‘It’s all right here –’ She pondered that. ‘Yes, Dogtown’s safe, but don’t ask questions of Brett Vogel. You saw how he was with Julius yesterday. That man’s violent.’ 
 
    ‘What does he do when he goes away? Where does he go?’ 
 
    ‘Look –’ Charlotte lowered her voice, ‘– the road out to the highway doesn’t come through here. In fact, if you’re not looking that way you can’t see headlights at night. We don’t look, know what I mean?’ 
 
    Miss Pink raised an eyebrow. ‘But if he’s into something illegal, Joanne had to be in it too. And where does that put Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘Timothy,’ Charlotte repeated heavily, ‘Timothy was asking questions.’ 
 
    ‘For God’s sake, Melinda, James is climbing up the wall! Where are you phoning from? Can you – er –’ Martin Jenks trailed off in embarrassment. 
 
    Miss Pink was soothing. ‘I’m calling from the airfield at Endeavor. I expressed a letter to you today with the details, but this is just for my benefit. Has James heard anything from Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘No, nothing. And you?’ 
 
    ‘The same. Consensus is that he’s on the binge, with a lady.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the obvious explanation.’ There was a pause. ‘I’ll track him down,’ she said airily. ‘As I said: the details are in my letter. I’ll be in touch. ’Bye.’ 
 
    In London her agent replaced the receiver and stared at it. She was still bothered about open lines so why had she rung? Who had given whom information? She had initiated the conversation and she’d had only one question … she’d wanted to know if Timothy had communicated with Dorset. That meant she hadn’t found him, was probably no further forward. Did an airfield have any significance, he wondered. Morosely he started to dial Dorset’s number. 
 
    Back in Endeavor Miss Pink followed a grizzled man in jeans and a ball cap to a battered Cessna. He helped her aboard and they took off to trundle over the desert at a speed that had her reflecting that at this rate it would take her most of the day to cross four states. But in the event it was the familiar problem of a few miles at either end of a journey, whether you did it by road or in an air taxi. On the long hop she flew so high that all colour was lost in space and the deserts were merely a pale floor smudged intermittently by crops in the irrigated areas. Rivers, the Colorado and the Rio Grande, didn’t show at all where they weren’t lined with trees. 
 
    Her jet landed at El Paso and she took another little aeroplane and chugged on across Texas to come down in a bumpy field among strange and spiky yucca. Beyond a fence were humped bulls in shades of roan, pink and blue. There was no sign of a town. A man in a shack telephoned for a car which arrived half an hour later: a dusty old Cadillac. The driver was a Mexican boy whose English was so poor that beyond giving him her destination she made no attempt to converse. 
 
    The town of Seeping Springs was hidden in a dip in the ground. As they approached she saw one wide street running to a single set of traffic lights then rising, narrowing to an arrow’s point that was lost in the distant hills. She felt a twinge of compassion for this tiny outpost of civilisation. What did people do here? 
 
    There was a library, a courthouse with white palings, a post office. There was the usual sprawl of fast food joints, gas stations, stores, a laundromat, while side-streets gave glimpses of adobe houses under shade trees. The driver stopped. ‘Thunderbird,’ he said. 
 
    The motel could have done with a coat of paint. On a motheaten patch of astro-turf a large metal and plastic bird was outlined in broken neon. There was an open courtyard: the familiar caravanserai with cell-like rooms on three sides, and in the centre a small pool where three heads, seemingly disembodied under hats, were motionless on the surface of the water. Three pairs of eyes in leathery faces observed Miss Pink dismiss her taxi and enter the office. 
 
    The receptionist was fat, middle-aged and vivacious, with a ruffle perm designed for a teenager. Miss Pink registered, using the office pen that was stamped ‘Thunderbird Motel, 190 Main Street, Seeping Springs, Texas’. She gave the address of her New York agent and when the woman remarked on this in conjunction with an English accent, explained that she was a writer. 
 
    ‘You got company. Mrs Harshberg’s a writer. Her in the pool.’ Miss Pink smiled and made her way to her room, wishing the bathers good afternoon as she passed. Smiles flickered under hat brims; someone called out that she should join them. 
 
    She showered and emerged from her room wearing a black regulation swimsuit. As she lowered herself into the water, her face lit up with pleasure. Seeping Springs was hot but the pool was only warm. She gave them her name, said she came from London and left the rest to them. The inquisition commenced. 
 
    No, she was not on holiday, she told them; she was by way of being a writer. The questioning was checked there while Dulcie and Jan informed her that Mrs Harshberg – Ingrid – was a published author, and Ingrid explained that she was a historian and had written the history of her home-town: Bluewater, Minnesota. She was now engaged on a history of her late husband’s family. Miss Pink listened, fascinated, and confessed that she hadn’t the mental capacity for research; she wrote light romances. Everyone assured her that they read little else and, after a small pause, Dulcie asked politely where she set her stories. 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m here!’ Miss Pink beamed. ‘A new departure: America. It was my agent’s suggestion, but I’m loving every minute. In fact, I can’t decide where to locate the next book; it’s all so exciting, isn’t it?’ They nodded acquiescence, waiting to see what made America exciting. ‘One feels born again,’ Miss Pink enthused, ‘as an author, I mean.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I’ve even had the thought, the urge to turn to crime.’ 
 
    Water swirled. There were shaky smiles. Miss Pink added quickly: ‘Like Agatha Christie?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Agatha Christie!’ Relief: she wasn’t mad, they’d misunderstood. 
 
    ‘I always thought I should try my hand at a mystery,’ Ingrid said. 
 
    Miss Pink turned to her, a kindred spirit. ‘There’s so much material!’ She shuddered. ‘Too much. The rising crime rate –’ 
 
    They burst into speech. ‘Mugging seniors!’ 
 
    ‘Your home isn’t safe, leave it for a few hours –’ 
 
    ‘– rape –’ 
 
    ‘I’m terrified every time someone overtakes me on the interstate. I never look ’case I’m looking down the barrel of a gun. I expect it all the time.’ 
 
    ‘Not in Texas,’ Miss Pink said indulgently. They stared. ‘Is it as bad here as elsewhere?’ The innocent question of the English tourist. ‘You’re not suggesting it would be unsafe to walk through Seeping Springs after dark?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no!’ 
 
    ‘That’s why we winter here –’ 
 
    ‘This is Slumberville –’ 
 
    ‘Well –’ Ingrid had a treacly voice, portentous. It stopped them in their tracks. ‘We’re not far from the border,’ she said meaningly. 
 
    Miss Pink became chatty. ‘I was quite sure my driver was under age to be driving a taxi, and he was very dark and his English was poor. I put him down as a Mexican.’ 
 
    ‘Wetback,’ Ingrid said. ‘Illegal alien. It’d be a relative’s cab and they’d risk letting him go out to the airport just, probably knew the police were someplace else. They all listen to the police waveband. It was safe for the kid to pick you up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, no harm done.’ Miss Pink was cheerful. ‘Nothing sinister about the boy. I’d have no qualms about riding with him, even at night.’ This was met by silence, the words hanging in the air. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ Jan said at length, and looked at her companions. Dulcie pursed her lips, Ingrid gave a reptilean grin. ‘No one goes anywhere at night this close to the border,’ she said. ‘Even driving your own vehicle. It’s like a voluntary curfew.’ 
 
    ‘No one except the Rangers,’ Dulcie amended. 
 
    ‘And the DEA,’ put in Jan. ‘Not forgetting the Border Patrol.’ 
 
    ‘And the rest,’ Ingrid said darkly. 
 
    ‘I’m not with you.’ Miss Pink looked from one to the other. 
 
    ‘Texas Rangers,’ Ingrid explained. ‘They’re the ones concerned with serious crime hereabouts. And officers of the Drug Enforcement Administration.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, drugs. Of course. We’re that near the border. You mean people bring them across in vehicles at night? I thought boats and planes were used for that kind of traffic.’ 
 
    ‘They use every way they can,’ Ingrid said. ‘There was a good thing going across the Rio Grande, people bringing it over on mules. There’s no proper border along the river, you know, and on the other side it’s third-world stuff You wouldn’t believe it ’less you’ve been there. The river’s the actual border but it’s so shallow you can wade it at the fords. You could drive a truck across: four-wheel drive, but they don’t do that because then you got to cross the mountains and deserts. They use mules. Come over at night, lay up in the hills, go on next day to rendezvous with trucks: old pick-ups, campers, cars, you name it.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds almost too easy. Why aren’t they caught?’ 
 
    ‘They are, occasionally, but it’s only the couriers get caught, the little men, bottom of the heap. The men at the top are never at risk; they just start up again someplace else. Losing the occasional courier goes with the territory. Like you said, there are boats and planes, and it’s one hell of a long border. California and Arizona they got wire but there are gaps in the wire all the way across Arizona – and hell! what are wire-cutters for? But here there’s not even wire. The drugs barons have the border parcelled up, like you rent a stretch on a trout stream.’ 
 
    ‘Fascinating,’ breathed Miss Pink. ‘When the couriers are caught, do they talk?’ 
 
    ‘Not often. Their families are looked after while they’re inside and they’re well-paid anyways. They save their money. The big men don’t employ guys who drink, splash money around. It pays a courier to stay loyal.’ 
 
    ‘So how do they get caught?’ 
 
    ‘Why, on the road: spot checks. There are patrols all through the night. Stop a car, search it: kilos of cocaine in the trunk.’ 
 
    ‘Cocaine?’ 
 
    ‘Well, heroin, marijuana, you name it. Drugs are part of life down here.’ And with that Ingrid reverted to her historical works. After a discreet interval Miss Pink steered the conversation back to herself: ‘I’ve been given the name of an author in this region who writes light fiction: Emily Smallwood. Does the name mean anything to you?’ They shook their heads, baffled. ‘Married to a man who writes Westerns: Brett Vogel?’ 
 
    They were annoyed that there should be local celebrities of whom they hadn’t heard. They had been wintering here for years; three widows, they had a possessive feeling for Seeping Springs but the name Brett Vogel meant nothing to them, nor that of Joanne Emmett which Miss Pink dropped delicately as another person she might look up while in the area. Nor did those names mean anything to the receptionist when Miss Pink wandered into the office in a search for postcards. She did elicit the information that she was the only English person to have stayed at the Thunderbird this year and she retired to her room well pleased with the way things were going. She now knew whom she had to find in the morning, and she had her guidelines for the interview. 
 
    ⋆ 
 
    ‘The idea is to collect enough material for my producer to form a judgement. You could say I’m a kind of scout, looking to see if it’s worth bringing in a camera team.’ 
 
    ‘So what exactly brings you to Seeping Springs?’ asked the Texas Ranger. 
 
    She had run him to earth in a kind of prefabricated office on the edge of town. Rod Larsen was a portly, grizzled fellow edging towards retirement and predictably curious at the idea of an elderly spinster researching for a television documentary on cross-border crime in West Texas. 
 
    ‘I was available,’ she said, wilfully misunderstanding him, ‘and it means only a couple of days away from my travel book.’ She had told him she was following the California Trail. 
 
    ‘I meant why Seeping Springs? Why not Presidio or Brownsville?’ 
 
    She blinked. ‘I didn’t ask them. It would have been a tip no doubt, a telephone call from a stringer? No, not from Seeping Springs. I expect some BBC journalist in Dallas or Houston saw a clipping. About yourself perhaps? You must make the headlines often enough.’ 
 
    ‘More than that.’ He looked smug, leaning back in his chair, relaxing. ‘So how’re you going to go about this?’ 
 
    ‘If you have no objection I’ll take notes – just facts, you know, and statistics. They’re always impressive. In travel writing, for instance, one doesn’t say it’s cold – that’s a value judgement; you say it’s fifty below, and everyone knows what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘I like it. We don’t deal in value judgements here neither. What kind of facts?’ 
 
    ‘At the Thunderbird they gave me masses of information – gossip, I should say –’ 
 
    ‘Who were you talking to?’ 
 
    ‘Some widowed ladies – snowbirds, is that the term? Mrs Harshberg is a historian from Minnesota, spends the winter in Texas. They told me cocaine and marijuana comes across the river on pack trains that meet up with trucks on this side.’ 
 
    ‘Old ladies’ gossip.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought.’ She looked rueful. ‘It made an exciting story though, from my point of view.’ 
 
    ‘They got it wrong about cocaine. It’s mostly marijuana here, some heroin, no coke. But it’s exciting enough.’ He was grim. ‘The Drug Enforcement people lost one of their officers a while back when a load was coming across the river at night. They don’t use that run no longer, but they’ll be back, soon as they figure the crossing’s safe again.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t patrol the whole border.’ 
 
    ‘If we could, how do we reach the planes? There are landing strips in the Mexican mountains and those little planes can land on a sixpence, Vietnam vets piloting them, and they can fly! On this side of the river the spreads are so big a plane can touch down, drop his load and be away before anyone on the ranch is the wiser. The guys on the ground, they use pie pans and charcoal fuel for landing lights. Or they hack out their own landing-strips back in the hills, cut down the brush so the wings don’t touch. The strip’s invisible ’cept from the air. They drive goats across to cover the wheel marks. We can still find ’em though.’ He grinned. ‘Narcotics was waiting one time when a plane come down, moved in while the prop was still turning. The pilot, normally he stays inside ready to goose it if there’s an emergency. But this guy didn’t, he was snorting cocaine and when the agents moved in he went for his gun but the seats had been pushed forward, make room for the load, they had so much. Couldn’t find his pistol so he ran: straight into the prop. He was decapitated.’ Miss Pink swallowed. ‘Sorta thing your producer might go for?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘You know it’s more than they could use.’ She was reproving. ‘Can you give me some statistics?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? It’s estimated that twenty-five per cent of air traffic through here is carrying illegal cargo. A Cessna can carry six to eight hundred pounds of drugs. The Cessna 210 has a range of around nine hundred miles. They’ll pay fifty thousand dollars for rent of an airstrip. Narcotics reckon to catch one in ten runners.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t they catch more?’ 
 
    ‘Someone has to talk, and mostly they don’t. Terror keeps them quiet but sometimes, for one reason or another – greed, revenge, just for the hell of it – a guy will inform. We depend on informants in this business.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose you might suggest immunity if they turned to informing.’ She was guileless. 
 
    ‘They can be turned round.’ 
 
    ‘They continue to work for the organisation?’ 
 
    ‘You got it. Nearly all our arrests are based on information received.’ 
 
    ‘It must be hideously dangerous for the men concerned.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all of that. If an informant’s caught, the penalty is hanging by barbed wire.’ If he was trying to shock her he’d succeeded. ‘They’re tortured first,’ he went on. ‘Not too much, or they wouldn’t appreciate the points of the hanging.’ And he laughed at what was no doubt an old joke. 
 
    She closed her eyes. ‘How?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Burning’s the method of choice. No equipment needed, just cigarettes.’ 
 
    ‘My God!’ 
 
    ‘It’s effective. As a deterrent. Other informants go to ground after a wire-hanging. Some disappear, vanish into thin air. There was a hanging back in the spring on this side of the river. Usually they’re on the other side. This was a warning to an Anglo operating on the American bank and the young fellow I was after just faded away two or three days after the body was found. Some snowbirds discovered it. They use some hot springs down on the river-bank, soak in ’em, do their arthritis a power of good. They saw this body hanging from a cottonwood soon as they come down one morning.’ 
 
    ‘Are you telling me that a white man was tortured and hanged in barbed wire, in Texas?’ She considered this. ‘That could have been what my producer saw in a newspaper, or heard about.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t make the media, not the wire bit, or the torture, and the snowbirds wouldn’t talk, not if they wanted to keep coming down here for the winter: “Hear all, see all … ” You know how it goes. It was in the local paper but just as an Hispanic found hanged. He wasn’t white. I was interested in the Anglo, the one who disappeared. He used to stay at the Thunderbird when he came by.’ 
 
    ‘Brett Vogel,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘What was that, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Is there a local Narcotics agent called Brett Vogel?’ 
 
    ‘Not in my time. I never heard the name.’ 
 
    ‘My mistake. He must be in California. No matter. About this informant of yours, the one who disappeared –’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t an informant yet. I was working on him, on the quiet: slip away, have a few beers with him after dark, blinds drawn, feeling him out. It’s a delicate business, trying to turn them around.’ 
 
    ‘Evidently he was about to “come over” – is that the term? – or he wouldn’t have run. Perhaps he thought he’d been seen with you. Would a man like that set up in business elsewhere?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, try to set up his own operation? He couldn’t do it nowhere along the border. Word would have gone out all the way from the Gulf to the coast. No one would employ him, no one would allow him to operate; he wouldn’t dare. If he’s still operating it’s in another country, like Burma, and even there he’s going under a different name. For my money he’s working some other kinda scam where he’s never likely to meet someone who knew him when he was running drugs.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a good point.’ Her pen poised, Miss Pink approved the change of direction. ‘What else goes on here besides the drugs traffic?’ 
 
    ‘Illegal aliens: “wetbacks” we call ’em. Then there’s artefacts, old Indian stuff comes across, artwork, jewellery, that kinda thing. There’s wildlife.’ 
 
    ‘I mean smuggling.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, wildlife. Rarities like tarantulas, Gila monsters, some kinds of snakes, tropical birds – not them so much, they take up a lot of room – you name it, if the traffic’s illegal and valuable, someone’s going to smuggle it.’ 
 
    As her jet levelled out above the Sonora Desert Miss Pink wondered if she should have abandoned the disguise of television researcher, should have taken Rod Larsen into her confidence and asked him for a description of the drugs runner who had stayed at the Thunderbird. Or for that matter have asked the question of the ruffle-permed receptionist, even the widows, who might have been there last April. But there was no way she could have obtained this information without implying that she knew the man, and even if she could withstand the consequent barrage of questions, could lie effectively, Larsen might trace her back to Dogtown. And whatever scam Vogel was engaged in now, if he were the runner who had vanished from the Thunderbird, even if his present scam involved heroin, she had to think again before she would expose him to the fate that had overtaken the Mexican informant. If the authorities got on his trail, in no time the criminals would follow. No way, she thought, regarding the pen that she had found in the glove compartment of the Jeep. Only three of the people involved in this business could be associated with that pen and two of them were English, and no English people had stayed at the Thunderbird this year before her own arrival. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Not a light showed on the scarp of the Sierras when Miss Pink turned off the highway and took the road through the Rattlesnake Hills. As she approached Dogtown her sense of frustration, increasing as she flew westward, became overwhelming. She knew the cause; so far as Timothy was concerned she felt that Vogel could at least point her in the right direction, but at worst she didn’t want him to. The same fate might overtake her as had overtaken Timothy, and who knew what had happened to him? To tackle Vogel on her own was out of the question, and if she were to ask someone from Dogtown to accompany her when she did so, what right did she have to put other people at risk? Nevertheless she was playing with the idea of a suitable candidate when the lights of Dogtown appeared through the trees. 
 
    There was something odd about the ghost town tonight, something about the lights. She peered through the windscreen; how could lights be different? And then she realised that there were more of them, and the increased illumination came from lights on tall poles at the back of the Red Queen where there was a car park, or rather, a stretch of desert, hitherto unlit because no one used it. Now, like new houses erected overnight, white walls gleamed where two RVs – recreational vehicles the size of coaches – were drawn up side by side. She glimpsed Jeeps, and a strange Toyota was parked in front of the restaurant. 
 
    The Grand Imperial’s foyer was dimly lit and there was no sign of Rose. She left the Cherokee outside her cabin and walked to the Red Queen. She was extraordinarily tired and her mind was still involved with the problem of forcing Vogel to reveal what he knew of Timothy’s movements. Because of her preoccupation she was momentarily bewildered at the transformation of the restaurant. There were so many people inside and they were so lively that no one noticed her entrance. It wasn’t until Lovejoy saw her and shouted a welcome that the other occupants were aware of her arrival. 
 
    The bar was crowded. There was Rose asking if she’d had a good time, and Lovejoy, wielding a cocktail shaker and calling: ‘You look as if you could do with one of these, ma’am!’ 
 
    Full of joie de vivre Rose performed the introductions. There were three strange couples. Miss Pink had an impression of tall beaming men and wives with smooth skins and immaculate coiffures. The names passed her by, except one, Granville Green: a broad-shouldered, well-proportioned fellow whose frame had become comfortably padded in middle age, and small wonder. Lovejoy was filling glasses and to judge by their gaiety it was by no means for the first time. Miss Pink found one in her hand and tasted it warily. It was delicious. 
 
    ‘We’ve gone all sophisticated,’ Rose said, eyeing her. ‘The circus has come to town. Didn’t you have a sidecar before?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what it is? I haven’t. Is it Cointreau?’ 
 
    ‘Cointreau, brandy, lemon,’ Green informed her. ‘So you’re the lady is writing a book about the Joplins.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the idea. Did you meet my predecessor, Timothy Argent?’ 
 
    ‘No, we just arrived. Rose has been telling us all about it. So you figure he’s holed up with that gorgeous lady somewhere on the coast?’ 
 
    She hesitated, and a man with keen eyes behind aviator spectacles asked: ‘What’s the position now? Will the publishers take him to court to recover their advance?’ 
 
    ‘My husband writes,’ explained a blonde in a slubbed-cotton pants suit. ‘Graves Along the Oregon Trail by Gene Bader?’ 
 
    ‘Really? Fascinating. In practice I never heard of publishers suing in such circumstances.’ Miss Pink smiled, feeling the sidecar start to soften muscles that had been stiff with strain. ‘I always meet my deadlines,’ she went on, ‘so it’s something I’m not familiar with. The publisher covered his options: getting me to take over the Joplin book.’ A thought struck her, the kind of enlightened flash that occurs when the first drink stimulates the brain and before a second overwhelms it. ‘Which canyon are you going up?’ she asked Green. 
 
    ‘Someone will be in each one, but me, I’m concentrating on Breakneck. That’s the crucial one.’ 
 
    ‘Danger Canyon,’ intoned the third man, the only person there who wasn’t overweight. He was bald, with an egg-shaped skull and a stubbly white beard that did little more than follow the line of his jaw and chin. 
 
    ‘I’m not arguing, Marsh,’ Green said, as if this was an old bone of contention. ‘We got plenty of time; we’ll try ’em all, even Crazy Mule.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll have to watch out for Asa,’ someone said. 
 
    ‘Asa’s all right. Wait till he sees what we brought him. We bring him a few delicacies and some clothes always,’ he told Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘How do you travel in the mountains?’ she asked. ‘Those are your RVs out there? Don’t you own the ranch house in Danger Canyon?’ 
 
    ‘The RVs belong to these.’ Green indicated the other couples. ‘Lucy and me, we came in a Land Cruiser: the Toyota that’s outside. We enjoyed their hospitality all the way from the Missouri, now they can use my place. On the trail, like here in the mountains, we use four-wheel drives. These guys towed Jeeps behind their RVs. Rose says you been everywhere, ma’am, on horseback too.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not up to Deadboy.’ She was diffident. ‘There’s a locked gate.’ 
 
    ‘You can go up that trail any time you want. Brett Vogel would have given you the key if you’d asked.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take you up to Deadboy Pass,’ said the bald man, Marsh – Beck? ‘Rose’ll rent us a coupla horses.’ 
 
    ‘Did you figure out how the Joplins went from Breakneck?’ Green asked Miss Pink, treating her as an equal. 
 
    ‘No. When you’re alone, you’re concerned not to get lost, so although I’ve been all the way to Credit, I was paying more attention to my own safety than to the Joplins’ route. In this kind of country I prefer company. There’s not much you can do on your own.’ 
 
    ‘You must join us.’ Green was expansive. ‘It’s not right, a lady travelling alone. Of course, that’s if you have no objection.’ It was plain he didn’t expect any. 
 
    ‘Oh, not at all. How kind. I’d be delighted.’ 
 
    ‘That’s settled then. How about another round of drinks, Earl?’ 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes widened, only fractionally, but Lucy Green caught the look and said quietly: ‘It’s all right, we’re not going up the canyon tonight. We’re staying with Gene and Carol. The Baders,’ she added kindly. ‘You won’t have caught all our names.’ 
 
    Miss Pink saw that she was going to be treated like a fragile old soul but she’d asked for it. She made an attempt to capitalise on it before Lucy should recall that she’d been in the Sierras alone, and on horseback. She said wistfully: ‘If I had a house in one of these canyons, particularly one like yours, I couldn’t wait to get to it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to heat. It’s a big place inside and it’s not properly insulated, not how we insulate homes in the Midwest. We called Brett from Denver but he’s not there – either that or he’s not answering the phone. The beds will be cold and damp. I wanted him to turn the heating up, make sure the water’s running. Granville’s hopping mad. We don’t expect them both to be there all the time, but the reason we employed two people was there’d always be one of them around, particularly this time of year, hunting season coming up. But no way am I walking into that cold house tonight; we’ll go up tomorrow, get the place properly aired out and the heating going, have a nice cosy evening by a wood fire.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose in the usual way Joanne would be there if Vogel was away,’ Miss Pink observed. 
 
    ‘I told you, didn’t I?’ Carol Bader broke in, addressing Lucy. ‘Didn’t I tell you when you said you’d employed a young couple not even married: you got no security there, I said; one of them’s going to split eventually if they don’t go off together – and what are they going to take with them? You’ve got some nice things in that house, Lucy; there’s two Navajo blankets for a start.’ 
 
    ‘Not things I’m fond of – and don’t tell me, tell Granville; he picked them up, he engaged them. I never knew anything till he came back from El Paso that time, said he’d sent them to the ranch as caretakers. I said then, didn’t they have references, but you know Granville, said the guy was all right.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Just because he was an officer in the Marines, he thinks he knows men.’ 
 
    ‘Vogel might have been all right in the normal way,’ Miss Pink mused, ‘but losing his girlfriend in that fashion could have knocked him sideways. How did your husband run into them?’ 
 
    ‘He was in El Paso in April and he came home through New Mexico, stayed a night at Carlsbad. That’s where he met Brett and Joanne. He took a shine to them.’ Her tone sharpened. ‘I never saw her, but he said Joanne was a very striking lady, didn’t you, hon?’ 
 
    ‘What’s that, sweetie?’ 
 
    ‘Joanne Emmett. Beautiful, you said.’ 
 
    ‘Very beautiful. Very young. Too young for an old man.’ He grinned and moved towards them. 
 
    ‘Tell Miss Pink how you met them.’ 
 
    ‘How? Nothing to it. Met them when I was having a drink after dinner in Carlsbad someplace – the Ramada, was it? Holiday Inn, whatever. We got talking and they were looking for work and I wanted someone to look after the ranch until we move in next year; too much of a temptation for vandals, poachers, people like that.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked shocked. ‘I can’t imagine anyone in England engaging a couple to caretake a nice house without asking to see their references first.’ 
 
    ‘I had a long talk with the guy. He’s a Vietnam vet, had a bad war, couldn’t settle since he came home, you know how it is, your soldiers have problems too, I hear, like in Ireland? I felt I’d like to give him a chance and –’ he looked at the women with a kind of helplessness, ‘– she, well, you’d have had to see her. You couldn’t say no to Joanne.’ 
 
    ‘Really.’ Lucy’s eyebrows rose in a travesty of astonishment. She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Did you meet this paragon?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m hoping to. She sounds too good to be true.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you believe it.’ Rose approached nursing a full cocktail glass. ‘Femme fatale, that’s what Joanne is. Do you notice how men who associate with her disappear?’ 
 
    ‘Not my man,’ Lucy said firmly, slipping her arm through her husband’s. ‘In any case, she’s disappeared too.’ 
 
    ‘And Brett hasn’t disappeared,’ Green said. ‘He’s just not there at the moment.’ 
 
    The kitchen door opened to admit Verne Blair who seemed to take real pleasure at seeing Miss Pink again. ‘You were away,’ he said, as if he’d forgotten. 
 
    ‘Problems, problems,’ she murmured. ‘I had to stay overnight. Timothy left a troubled wake behind him. Taking over someone else’s book isn’t easy. However, I’ve got my business done –’ she was talking fast to forestall questions and was glad to see no one was interested in where she was last night. ‘What do you propose to do tomorrow?’ she asked Green brightly. 
 
    ‘I’ll leave Lucy to open the house and I’m going up Breakneck. I need to work out how the trail went from the pass to Credit.’ 
 
    ‘Are you working solely from Permelia’s diary or has something new come to light?’ 
 
    Several people started to talk at once and the conversation became heated. She listened with apparent interest but increasing fatigue and after a while, pleading the need for an early night, she slipped away to her cabin. 
 
    ⋆ 
 
    She slept for nine hours and, judging by the golden silence enveloping Dogtown when she crossed the road for breakfast next morning, she and Lovejoy were the only people out of their beds. ‘What time did the party break up?’ she asked as he served her waffles. 
 
    ‘We didn’t get to bed till late. Charlotte and Julius came over after you left. They were asking after you, wanting to know where you were night before last.’ 
 
    ‘I warned Rose I’d probably spend the night at Endeavor.’ 
 
    ‘Charlotte was worried you could have met with an accident when you didn’t show. You can’t blame her with what’s been happening here, and the places you go alone. I’m glad you’ve decided to go with Granville and the rest of them. They’ll take care of you.’ 
 
    She was on her third cup of coffee when Green came in, looking raddled in the morning light but sounding hearty enough. The men were going up to the house, he told her; was she ready? She collected a packed lunch from the kitchen and, driving her own vehicle, followed the big Toyota out of Dogtown. 
 
    It was another glorious day, with a nip in the air where the sun had not yet penetrated. Fallen leaves were outlined with frost and some of the cottonwoods were starting to turn yellow. It was an exciting morning with a hint of danger: the night had been cold and winter was on the way. Miss Pink, not troubling to keep up with the Toyota, was aware of an odd resistance in herself, as if she were refusing to become involved with natural forces. Could this be because it was essential that her mind be blank in preparation for the confrontation ahead, a confrontation that might resolve the problems that had occupied her last evening? For the basic problem – of how to approach Brett Vogel – had been solved. Even if he were away from the ranch he would be back within a day or two; he always was. She could wait, exploring with the trail buffs, and the hiatus could be of benefit, or so she rationalised. She needed time to explain, to take Green into her confidence. He should know what she was about when she questioned Vogel, for question him she would; she had slept on it and now there was no doubt in her mind that he’d had a hand in Timothy’s disappearance. 
 
    She crossed the cattle-grid and the meadow opened before her, the huge chestnut-coloured house commanding the approach. The Toyota was at the back of the building, beside a pick-up which she regarded without expression; Vogel was back. 
 
    Bader and Beck were standing by the Toyota. She climbed down as Green emerged from the cabin. ‘He doesn’t mean to be away long,’ he said. ‘There’s food in the fridge.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not away.’ Miss Pink was bewildered. ‘He wouldn’t go away on foot.’ She indicated the pick-up. 
 
    ‘That’s not his truck.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the one he’s been driving.’ 
 
    ‘OK, so he’s re-licensed it; he had Texas plates when I met him.’ Green looked more closely. ‘Not the same truck either. He had a Chevy at Carlsbad too, but it was in better shape than this heap. Funny thing, exchange for something not so good.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he didn’t have a lot of choice, and maybe he needed California plates in a hurry.’ 
 
    He looked at her sharply. Bader said: ‘He has to be somewhere close if this is his vehicle.’ 
 
    Green walked away a few steps and bawled: ‘Vogel!’ 
 
    ‘He’d have heard us arrive,’ Beck pointed out, but he leaned in the pick-up and sounded the horn. 
 
    ‘May I go inside his cabin?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Do,’ Green told her. ‘But there’s no clue as to – What’s on your mind?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. My mind is blank, except –’ as he followed her through the door, ‘– except to wonder which is more likely: that he left on foot, or someone called for him?’ Or that he’s still around? was a third question, unvoiced. 
 
    She surveyed the cabin which at first sight held nothing remarkable. There was no sign of a woman’s presence but there were signs of recent occupation. A chair was pushed back from the table, on the surface of which was a mug half full of a greyish liquid, and a copy of the magazine Guns and Ammo – open as if someone had been reading an article, had pushed his chair back and walked away. Beside the magazine was a cheap table lamp and a telephone. 
 
    The kitchen alcove was in a corner, with plates, mugs, cutlery and saucepans, all clean, drained dry, on a plastic tray. The refrigerator contained two quarts of milk, one part-used, butter, eggs, bacon, bread, ground coffee in a tin and a parcel of ground beef. There were two television dinners in the freezer compartment. 
 
    ‘The bed’s not been slept in,’ Bader said, emerging from the bedroom. 
 
    Beck said, licking his finger warily: ‘That’s coffee in the mug. Know what this reminds me of? That ship they found floating in the middle of the ocean someplace, the Marie Celeste.’ 
 
    ‘Mary,’ Green said. ‘It was the Mary Celeste. People always get it wrong.’ 
 
    Miss Pink moved past him and entered the bedroom. There was a double bed with pillows side by side. She peeled back the tufted blue quilt to reveal fleecy blankets and sheets that, if not freshly laundered, were no worse than one might expect to find in bachelor quarters. 
 
    ‘Hell!’ Green exclaimed behind her. ‘This must be Joanne’s stuff.’ He’d pulled back a curtain to expose jeans on hangers, and a number of blouses that looked limp and tawdry without a body to fill them out, more like abandoned rags than adornment for what everyone agreed was a lovely girl. There was an Afghan coat of the type that was in fashion in the seventies, and two shabby pairs of running shoes. 
 
    ‘No wonder she didn’t take this lot with her,’ Green said, with mild contempt. ‘Brett’s a bit better off. Two new chamois shirts here – er – do you think you should –?’ Miss Pink had pulled out the top drawer in a chest of drawers. 
 
    Inside there was clean underwear: bras and silk camisoles; there was make-up – and a two-ounce flaçon, almost full, of Chanel No 19. 
 
    ‘She left in a hurry,’ Beck said at her elbow. 
 
    ‘I don’t think we should be looking at her personal possessions.’ Green was uneasy, edging towards the door. 
 
    ‘I do.’ Miss Pink went back to the living room. ‘I don’t like this.’ She was terse. ‘I don’t like any of it.’ She was looking at the windows, one in the back wall, two in the front. They were sash windows, draped with layers of nylon net. Those in front were screened but not the one in the rear wall. ‘He didn’t have a dog?’ she asked, adding sotto voce: ‘No, he wouldn’t have a dog. We have to look for him.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll shout –’ 
 
    ‘You’ve done that. If he’s near, he can’t hear you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I see!’ Bader seemed relieved. ‘You mean you figure he’s had an accident, like a stroke?’ 
 
    ‘An accident of some kind.’ 
 
    Outside the cabin the men hovered uncertainly and she experienced a return of that peculiar resistance to the bright morning, but to them she merely looked stern, determined. This was Green’s property and Vogel was his employee but he seemed not to know what to do next. ‘What was that about a dog?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘A dog might help us find him.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t have one. Of course he might have acquired one since.’ 
 
    They searched the outbuildings: a barn with a loft for hay, stabling and a tack-room below. There were two smaller buildings but all were new and as yet uncluttered with the kind of junk that, over the decades, finds its way into such places, and they were soon searched. There was no dog, not even a cat, and nothing untoward except a faint smell. Miss Pink remarked on it. 
 
    ‘That’ll be the timber.’ Green was casual, preoccupied. ‘Planks drying out, probably not seasoned as well as they should have been.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not wood,’ Bader said. ‘It’s more like something in a zoo, an animal smell. It’s sour.’ 
 
    ‘Dead rat,’ Beck put in. ‘Vogel’s laid down poison.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing important.’ Green turned and walked out into the sunshine. He caught Miss Pink’s eye. ‘Vogel isn’t here, is what I mean. You suggested this, ma’am, looking for him. Where would you start?’ Under the facetiousness he was at a loss. 
 
    She looked down the gentle incline of the meadow. ‘Let’s assume he walked into the forest. How many trails lead out of this meadow apart from the access from Malachite Canyon, and the route to Deadboy?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know of any more, only game trails. Perhaps we should look at the Deadboy route; it seems the obvious answer. I’ll get the key to the gate.’ 
 
    He went into the cabin and reappeared almost immediately. ‘I think we got it,’ he said grimly. ‘The key’s gone. There’s a board –’ But Miss Pink had stepped inside and was studying a pegboard on the wall. There were a number of keys, all labelled. 
 
    ‘Is anything else missing?’ 
 
    He looked carefully, turning the labels: ‘House: front door, back; cabin, big barn … Not so far’s I can recall. Just the one to the forest gate.’ 
 
    He walked out to the Toyota. ‘Don’t take it!’ Miss Pink was sharp. ‘We’ll walk.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth –’ 
 
    ‘We may have to track him. If you take a vehicle, the tyres could cover prints.’ 
 
    Bader said in amazement: ‘That’s going over the top, surely?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. Looking for someone in wilderness areas, often all there is to help you is tracks.’ 
 
    ‘Not much good if you don’t know what he had on his feet,’ Beck said slyly. 
 
    She ignored him. With Green she started down the knoll on which the house stood, walking on the verge. After one puzzled glance, Green took the opposite verge. The others followed Miss Pink. Everyone studied the dust as they walked. 
 
    There were no footprints, only tyre tracks, those of the Cherokee being the most recent. Under those, particularly where they swerved in from the meadow heading for the house, were the marks of another vehicle – the Toyota – and, turning leftwards up the meadow, the tracks of a third vehicle. 
 
    ‘I drove up to the gate about a week ago,’ she said, ‘but these aren’t my tracks.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll be the Chevy.’ There was an edge to Green’s voice. 
 
    The tracks led them to the gate. They didn’t stop there but continued on the other side, into the forest. The chain hung loose from the gatepost, a key in the padlock. 
 
    ‘So maybe this isn’t the Chevy,’ said Green, opening the gate. The others filed through silently. 
 
    Here at the fringe of the forest there were a few canyon oaks under which was an accumulation of leaf mould. No tracks showed in this but a spring was draining down the path and in the mud between washed stones they could discern the marks of tyres. 
 
    ‘Is he draining this section?’ Bader asked. 
 
    ‘Could be if he felt like it,’ Green said. ‘I didn’t employ him as a ranch hand.’ There was no indication that anyone had been draining. 
 
    A squirrel erupted with raucous shrieks above their heads, making them start; a pair of doves took off with a batter of wings. The tyre tracks ended at a creek where old railway ties leaned against the eroded bank. There was no sign of a vehicle other than its tracks. Casting about, they discovered where it had backed into brambles and turned. ‘So what we were following originally,’ Bader said, ‘was the Chevy coming back to the house.’ 
 
    ‘Has to be,’ Green said. ‘Unless it’s another truck and that’s still in here somewhere. We better backtrack, two to each side. With four-wheel drive, there are plenty of places he could have pulled off into the trees.’ 
 
    About a hundred feet from the creek there was a place where the vegetation had been disturbed. Because they now knew what to look for, they could see that the growth of wild currant and gooseberry had been flattened by wheels that had headed straight for a clump of firs, the branches of which swept low to the ground. There was some granite by the trees, gently convex roches moutonnées. From a distance they could see the striations made by an ancient glacier, and there were tracks running over the first low lump of rock. Not right over, they saw, advancing, staring fascinated at those dark smudges on the pale surface. 
 
    The marks stopped before a magnificent white fir, as if the vehicle had run into the trunk, but there was nothing in the dim cave below the tree. 
 
    Not quite nothing. The searchers held the branches aside, like stagehands making space for an actor to take his curtain call, his last curtain call, for an inner branch came low, but not low enough to conceal a pair of boots, suspended. 
 
    ‘Jesus!’ someone breathed. 
 
    After a moment Green lunged forward as if with speed he might be in time to save life. The others followed warily, Miss Pink last. 
 
    ‘Is it him?’ Bader asked, but Beck was saying: ‘It can’t be him.’ Then, on a rising note: ‘Suicide?’ 
 
    They stared. The man’s head wasn’t far above them; they would have preferred it much further away. 
 
    ‘Hanged himself – with barbed wire?’ Green was scathing. He added tonelessly: ‘Should you be here, ma’am?’ 
 
    Miss Pink ignored him. She was studying the method that had been used in the hanging. A noose of wire had been attached to the end of a length of rope and this was passed over a limb, the end coming down to a branch near the ground and secured. 
 
    ‘Don’t bandits carry out executions like this?’ Bader asked. 
 
    ‘Mafia?’ Green hazarded. ‘No, there are no Mafia here.’ He looked at Miss Pink helplessly. ‘I don’t understand it –’ then, accusingly, the shock coming out: ‘You seem to be quite at home. So what happened? Who is he?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Vogel,’ she said. ‘There’s the tattoo on his forearm; I remember that. We’ll know for sure when they cut him down –’ 
 
    ‘Should we do that?’ 
 
    ‘No, leave it to the police.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be murder,’ Bader said. 
 
    ‘Of course it’s murder.’ She looked at him sharply. Behind the aviator spectacles his eyes were strained wide. ‘Let’s go back to the ranch,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty of coffee and milk in the cabin. We can take it to your house, Granville.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that? Coffee. Yes, of course. We’ll go back, nothing we can do here.’ They moved away with relief. 
 
    ‘Who took the pick-up away?’ Bader asked, studying the ground with exaggerated interest. ‘He seems to have turned here –’ He pointed. They were some yards from the gallows tree now and marks in the vegetation showed plainly where the truck had come round in a three-point turn. ‘What happened?’ he asked querulously. 
 
    ‘He backed up to the fir,’ Miss Pink said, ‘and used the pick-up as horses were used. The victim’s hands were tied and the rope thrown over a bough, then the horse was led out from under him. Vogel was on the back of the pick-up.’ 
 
    ‘How in hell did you work that out?’ Green asked. 
 
    ‘There’s no other explanation.’ 
 
    ‘His hands weren’t tied,’ Beck said. 
 
    ‘No. Could that be significant?’ The question wasn’t rhetorical but no one answered her. 
 
    They walked back to the meadow quietly, only at one point Green said: ‘There was hardly any blood,’ and Miss Pink murmured: ‘I noticed that too.’ 
 
    At the ranch Green opened his house while the other men removed coffee and milk from the refrigerator in the cabin. No one paid any attention to Miss Pink who moved about the cabin with apparent aimlessness, but fetching up outside one of the front windows where a neat hole had been punched in the screen, the ragged edges on the inside. She returned to the living room and smoothed a swagged net curtain. The material was new but there was a hole in it, another in the second thin layer of net. Both were in alignment with the hole in the wire screen. 
 
    She lowered the top half of the window. It ran smoothly, on new sashes, as if it were often open: at night, for instance, when it was too cold to do without a fire, but the fire might make the cabin too warm. 
 
    She lifted the cover of the stove and peered inside, then she went to the Cherokee and returned with a torch. Having shone it down the black maw of the stove she lifted the cleaning trap at the bottom and reached inside. When she straightened she was holding a man’s wallet in her hand, but she was holding it by the edges. She took it to the table, brought a knife and fork from the kitchen and opened it without using her fingers. 
 
    There were no currency bills inside but otherwise everything was present that might be expected: driving licence, credit cards, a membership card of The Society of Authors and an Organ Donor card, the contact there listed as James Dorset. All the cards were in the name of Timothy Argent. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not surprised,’ Raistrick said. ‘This is California.’ His listeners regarded him in amazement. ‘We been keeping an eye on him,’ he added easily. 
 
    Miss Pink looked round to see how Padilla had reacted to this but the younger man had slipped out, probably back to the cabin where the fingerprint people were at work – or rather, the sheriff’s men with their fingerprint equipment. Everyone was in uniform. 
 
    The police had arrived at the ranch to find the occupants somnolent in the south-facing sitting room of the big house, drinking coffee and running out of new angles on Vogel’s death, all except Miss Pink who had contributed nothing except the facts of the bullet hole and the wallet. She said she had no idea what these could mean. 
 
    She had accompanied them when Green led the police to the scene of the hanging, had been an intent observer as photographs and measurements were taken, as the body was lowered and the cut rope placed in a plastic bag. 
 
    When the body was on the rock, face upwards – a face that was unmarked and undisturbed (Vogel’s face could never have appeared tranquil) – she expected comments, but there was none from the police. It was Green who said: ‘Hanged men don’t usually look like this, do they?’ 
 
    A man with a camera, squatting and squinting in order to get a picture of the back of the head while another held it raised, grunted something inaudible. 
 
    Raistrick stooped and touched the skull where the hair was clotted with dried blood. He pressed gently, looked at Padilla and stood up. The younger man squatted and felt the skull and nodded. 
 
    Green and Miss Pink drifted back to the house. After a while they were joined by Raistrick who accepted a coffee and made his casual but, at least to the men, surprising statement. 
 
    ‘You were expecting it?’ Green asked incredulously. ‘I thought he was straight or I’d never have employed him. You’re saying it was a Mafia killing, an execution?’ 
 
    ‘Not Mafia, not here. But it’s an execution. This is how they do it across the border. Your caretaker was probably an informant.’ 
 
    ‘You knew that! Why didn’t you call me?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know. I do now.’ 
 
    ‘What was he running?’ Beck’s eyes were snapping above the crew-cut beard. As he emerged from his shock he was assuming a macho role. Miss Pink watched him lazily. 
 
    ‘We’ll find out,’ Raistrick said. ‘I’ll take his truck, get Forensics to work on it. It is his?’ 
 
    ‘So she – Miss Pink says.’ 
 
    The sheriff said thoughtfully: ‘You found the Jeep too, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘That must have been a coincidence, despite the connection.’ She didn’t miss the flicker of interest in his eyes. 
 
    ‘A connection between your author and a drugs – the murdered informant?’ 
 
    ‘The wallet confirms some kind of connection. Vogel was part of an organisation bringing drugs across the border into Texas. A Texas Ranger called Rod Larsen had been trying to induce him to turn informant, but in April a man who had talked – presumably – was hanged on the Rio Grande. After that Vogel disappeared.’ She looked at Green. ‘You must have met him in New Mexico shortly afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘And how did you find all that out?’ Raistrick asked silkily. 
 
    ‘There was a pen in Argent’s Jeep; it was from a motel in a place called Seeping Springs in Texas.’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t see it.’ 
 
    ‘It was pushed to the back of the glove compartment.’ 
 
    ‘And you went down to Texas – without informing me.’ 
 
    She was astonished. ‘I was looking for Timothy Argent! It was his Jeep. How would I know that Vogel was involved?’ 
 
    ‘So how did you figure he was?’ 
 
    ‘It’s more a matter of when, not how.’ She told him how she’d been led to Rod Larsen. The others listened avidly. Raistrick was bewildered. ‘You lost me,’ he protested. ‘How can you tie this guy, disappeared in Texas, with one turns up here, in California?’ 
 
    ‘First I thought Argent must have been in Texas, but when I talked to the Ranger I saw how the man who disappeared from there could well be the one who turned up here. The pen was the connection: it goes from Vogel to Joanne, to Argent’s Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘You’re stretching it. Links as weak as that, you can tie everyone in Dogtown to that Jeep. The driver could have ate at the Queen, got his gas from Hiram Wolf, visited with Rose Baggott and the museum folks.’ 
 
    Miss Pink started to tell him to contact Rod Larsen, then thought better of it. ‘And the wallet in the cabin?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Vogel stole it.’ 
 
    ‘When? Before or after the Jeep crashed? If it was before, then they must have met: Vogel and Argent. If it was after the crash –’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘The girl could have stole it.’ 
 
    ‘There could have been a lot of traveller’s cheques inside,’ Bader put in. ‘They’re gone.’ 
 
    ‘The wallet does suggest a connection between the two men,’ Raistrick conceded. ‘But you’ll never find out what it was, now Vogel’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink’s mind was elsewhere. ‘Not from Vogel.’ She had been staring through him, now her eyes focused. ‘Did you contact the logger who picked up Joanne Emmett on the other side?’ 
 
    ‘The logger? No.’ His tone implied he had far more important things to do than chasing wild geese in Alaska. ‘I told you,’ he said tightly, ‘that’s an insurance scam.’ His eyes sharpened. An ambulance was coming across the meadow. ‘If you’ll excuse me –’ 
 
    He left the room and the others immediately tackled Miss Pink about her trip to Seeping Springs. Green drew his own conclusions: ‘You’re thinking this guy, Argent, saw something he shouldn’t, something dangerous – to him, and Brett got rid of him?’ 
 
    ‘It crossed my mind.’ 
 
    ‘So when you came up with us this morning you were going to ask him?’ 
 
    ‘Well, not as baldly as that. I was hoping he’d give something away, some indication of what had happened. But it’s obvious the sheriff thinks Timothy staged his own disappearance, that someone – Joanne? – would try to claim insurance eventually.’ 
 
    Beck shook his head. ‘A moron wouldn’t follow through on that. There’s no body.’ 
 
    Green said: ‘What Raistrick may be thinking, privately, is that there was some kind of scam going forward and it went wrong. After all, there was the blood on the girl – on Joanne. Raistrick might think they quarrelled violently and Argent came off worst. Either Joanne killed him, or left him for dead and his body’s up there between Malachite Canyon and Credit. How would you find it? How would you even start to find it?’ 
 
    ‘Dogs,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘After two months?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. A body that’s been out for two months at the end of summer is going to be easy for a dog to find.’ She looked round the circle. ‘Who has a hound dog? I can’t think of anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Hiram Wolf’s got a Shepherd,’ Green said. ‘But Raistrick’s not going to look for your author, not now he’s got a real body.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he’s much concerned with that one either,’ she said, and saw no reason to change her opinion when they went outside and found the police getting ready to leave. The cabin door was open and Raistrick emerged. ‘It’s all yours,’ he told Green. 
 
    ‘You mean we can use it?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, go ahead. We printed everything.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was attentive, waiting for elaboration. It didn’t come. ‘No comparisons?’ she prompted. ‘We all handled stuff in there.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t string him up, ma’am.’ He smiled indulgently. 
 
    ‘Have you taken the wallet?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, for the time being. Padilla will give you a receipt.’ 
 
    ‘Then you do think there’s a connection with Argent?’ 
 
    ‘So far as it’s stolen property and it’s in the dead guy’s cabin, that’s all. The connection was probably the girl.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to try to locate her?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. She’s not my concern and nor is your author. Like I said, we got nothing to show he’s not alive and well, just missing his wallet, is all.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you do about Vogel?’ Green asked. 
 
    Raistrick nodded as if the victim’s former employer had a point there, which was more than Miss Pink had with her insistence on a significant connection with Timothy Argent. ‘I think we got a drugs runner here,’ he said. ‘And there’s not going to be no nationwide alert for his killers. It’s a case of dog eat dog and we got enough to do trying to keep up with the muggers and rapists and weirdos setting the forest afire, decimating millions of acres, without wasting manpower looking for a gang killed one of themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Why did they shoot him before they hanged him?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, you saw the hole in the screen.’ He looked uncomfortable. ‘I guess they missed.’ He avoided her eye. ‘We’ll know more after the autopsy.’ 
 
    As the police climbed into their vehicles she turned to Green. ‘You can ask for the results of the autopsy,’ she told him. ‘You were his employer.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you want to know. You’re sure there’s a connection, aren’t you? I have to say, I’m intrigued about this guy, Timothy. And finding that wallet in the stove, that’s weird.’ 
 
    Beck said, scrubbing his beard: ‘What puzzled you about the fingerprints?’ 
 
    She blinked at him. ‘What’s the sense in lifting prints from the cabin without getting ours for elimination? He’s just going through the motions.’ 
 
    ‘Ask me,’ Green said, ‘he hasn’t got the manpower to search the forest, or do much else for that matter. And why should he, with nothing to indicate Argent’s up there?’ 
 
    ‘Except his continued silence,’ she said. 
 
    To explore the trails after the discovery of Vogel’s body would have been an anticlimax; moreover the men wanted to get back to their wives, to close ranks. They were so eager that they would have left the ranch house and the cabin unsecured had not Miss Pink pointed out that the press would surely come to view the scene of the crime. Grumbling about ghouls, Green closed all the windows and locked the doors, and they left as they had come, the Toyota going first. 
 
    At Dogtown they parked in front of the Queen where the wives could be seen inside, drinking coffee. Miss Pink glanced down the street and saw Charlotte Semple emerge from the museum to shake a mat. They waved to each other. She murmured an excuse and turned back from the restaurant. 
 
    ‘I thought you were going into the canyons,’ Charlotte said as she approached. 
 
    ‘Didn’t you see the police cars?’ 
 
    ‘Police? Where? What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I forgot; you can’t see cars on the canyon road from here, except at night. We found Brett Vogel.’ 
 
    Charlotte gaped. ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘He was dead, hanged.’ 
 
    ‘He killed himself?’ 
 
    ‘He’d been hanged with barbed wire.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God! Who’d do that?’ After a pause she added bitterly: ‘As if I didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t come across this method before.’ 
 
    ‘How could you? It’s not something gets in the papers, even on the other side of the border. Frighten the tourists, bad for the image of the country; even the Mexicans keep it quiet – more or less. But you live along the border, even here, a hundred miles away, you know about it. We don’t talk neither.’ Charlotte’s mouth stretched in a travesty of a smile. ‘We depend on the tourists for our living. Why can’t they keep their quarrels on the other side of the border?’ 
 
    ‘Did you suspect Vogel was a criminal?’ 
 
    ‘Me? No. Not a criminal – not serious crime. Hiding out possibly, probably, but not mixed up in anything nasty. I suppose it was smuggling: illegals or drugs.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll find out. He used to go away for days at a time.’ 
 
    ‘Joanne was in it too?’ 
 
    ‘I understand she stayed behind to mind the store.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why she ran. Timothy offered her an easy way out – security as well –’ 
 
    ‘The timing’s wrong. Joanne went two months ago but Vogel was killed in the last two days.’ 
 
    ‘Why are we talking in the street? Come inside, have a coffee.’ 
 
    Miss Pink started to walk through the museum and paused, horrified. There was a body on a trestle-table and Semple was doing something to its feet with a knife. ‘Got this lot yesterday in Fresno,’ Charlotte was saying happily. ‘Beautiful condition, that dress is pure silk. There are two more in that chest, stinking of camphor –’ 
 
    Miss Pink swallowed and moved closer. Semple straightened and picked up a small white boot. ‘No way,’ he told his wife. ‘It’s tiny! I’m having to pare the feet down.’ 
 
    ‘You do that, hon; dummies are cheap but those boots are something else, and they gotta be displayed with that dress.’ She appealed to Miss Pink. ‘Aren’t they a perfect match? And we got an ivory fan to go in her hand, buy a blonde wig. Now we have to find hats. We plan to have a whole section of effigies: ladies like this, farm women, teamsters, even children, we can find kids’ clothes. It’s Julius’s idea, isn’t my old boy creative?’ She regarded him proudly and stroked his arm. ‘Hon,’ her voice dropped, ‘Miss Pink brought bad news about Brett Vogel. Seems he was into something illegal, like drugs? And he’s been murdered.’ Semple’s lips moved but he said nothing. ‘Strung up with wire,’ Charlotte said meaningly. 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it! That’s – that’s –’ 
 
    Charlotte nodded. ‘An execution. The Westerners found him. Miss Pink was along. I don’t expect the police are much bothered,’ she said to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘The sheriff’s view is that dog eats dog. Meaning he’s not interested in a drugs runner being murdered by one of his own kind. One assumes that it would be extremely difficult to trace them anyway; they’re probably back across the border by now.’ 
 
    ‘He was definitely a trafficker?’ Semple asked. 
 
    ‘The execution implies that, and that he was an informant. The wire was barbed.’ 
 
    He looked sick. ‘It’s obscene!’ 
 
    ‘Mexicans!’ Charlotte exclaimed. ‘They’re third world down there, you know? Extortion, torture, you name it. Things like this make you feel like pulling up stakes, moving to Montana, Minnesota, someplace you never see anyone except Anglos. Hell, let’s go find some coffee.’ 
 
    They left Semple staring at the little boot. ‘He’ll forget it soon enough,’ Charlotte said fondly. ‘The murder, I mean. Men are so squeamish, aren’t they?’ In the cabin’s kitchen she went on talking as she prepared a tray: ‘You think out here you’d be safe, not like in New York or LA, but it’s worse when it does happen. These border gangs are like animals; thank God Joanne wasn’t there. I can’t believe she could have been in it with him, and I don’t recall she ever acted as if she was on drugs herself.’ 
 
    ‘She was living with Vogel,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘She had to know – unless –’ 
 
    ‘Unless what?’ 
 
    ‘If his job was to distribute the stuff: pick it up after it was brought across the border, take it into LA or San Francisco and return home empty, she needn’t have known. He could have lied about the reason for his absence.’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t stupid. More like she knew and turned a blind eye. Like I said, she wanted to run and Timothy came along, provided her with means and opportunity. She already had the motivation.’ The kettle boiled and she made the coffee. 
 
    ‘That’s normally used of murder,’ Miss Pink said, accepting a mug: ‘means, motive, opportunity.’ 
 
    Charlotte sat down. ‘Help yourself to cookies. They’re homemade.’ 
 
    ‘Timothy’s wallet was inside the stove in Vogel’s cabin.’ 
 
    Charlotte sipped her coffee, her face blank. ‘I don’t understand you.’ 
 
    ‘What would your reaction be if someone had been missing for two months, you’re looking for him, and you find his wallet – minus currency but with credit cards – in a stove?’ 
 
    ‘Someone needed to burn it? A cold stove? So he’d burn it next time he lit the fire – but he was murdered before he could do that. You’re telling me Vogel stole the wallet … No, you’re suggesting he was responsible for Timothy’s disappearance? You think he’s dead too – Timothy.’ It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Miss Pink drove to the garage ostensibly for petrol but in reality looking for Hiram Wolf. Lorraine said he’d gone to Bakersfield for tyres and wouldn’t be back until evening. She asked for the lavatory then and was directed round the back of the garage. From there she could see the rear yard of the Wolf bungalow, and a slim German Shepherd watching her intently from the other side of a chain-link fence. 
 
    She drove back through the Rattlesnake Hills and took the road to Malachite and then the fork for Crazy Mule. The road was – so far – empty. 
 
    There were no animals outside Fortune’s cabin and the door was closed. ‘I can smell woodsmoke,’ she said pleasantly, raising her voice, ‘so I guess you’re around. I came to tell you what’s happening because I think you need to know.’ 
 
    He came pushing through the branches carrying a shovel and two dead ground squirrels. ‘You talking to yourself?’ he asked, pretending he hadn’t been hiding. She thought that was a good sign. 
 
    ‘Who are the squirrels for?’ 
 
    ‘Snake.’ 
 
    ‘It has to be a diamondback to swallow something as big as that. I thought snakes were in hibernation.’ 
 
    ‘This one isn’t. And he’s not a diamondback.’ 
 
    He dropped the squirrels on the chopping block and went into the cabin, emerging with a large plywood box. He put it down, reached inside and straightened up holding a sleepy claret-coloured snake. Miss Pink stared. Fortune raised troubled eyes. ‘What is it?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I was about to ask you. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ 
 
    It would have been a rather dull snake but for three broad and diffused stripes that gave it the claret tinge, and ran down a body that was surprisingly heavy for its length which was only three feet or so. 
 
    ‘It should be hibernating,’ he said. ‘It won’t eat but it won’t sleep neither. I’m afraid it’s going to die. Here, you hold it while I cut up these squirrels. Maybe the smell of blood’ll make him hungry.’ 
 
    ‘These stripes are like a garter’s,’ she observed, taking the animal gently. It moved sluggishly until its head rested on her wrist. ‘But he’s far too thick for a garter.’ 
 
    ‘You like snakes,’ he observed, deftly skinning the first squirrel. 
 
    ‘Most of them. Not the venomous ones. I don’t think I could form a relationship with a rattler. Where did you find this fellow?’ 
 
    He came and held a squirrel’s head in front of the snake which could have been dead, for all the response it made. ‘He’s not even tasting the air!’ Fortune’s tone was that of an anxious child. He touched the scaly snout with the bloody little head. The snake turned and tried to rearrange itself. Miss Pink sat on a log in order to provide a lap. 
 
    ‘When did it eat last?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’ve only had it a coupla days. It’s took nothing from me.’ 
 
    ‘You must have picked it up just as it was about to hibernate. If we took it back –’ 
 
    ‘Not that one, not where it was.’ 
 
    ‘A pity.’ She looked down at the broad dorsal stripe. ‘It’s quite plump; it might survive if we could discover its own territory.’ 
 
    ‘How you going to do that?’ He was suddenly, fiercely angry. ‘He were in Vogel’s barn! That shit!’ 
 
    After a pause she said: ‘So Vogel keeps pets,’ adding quickly: ‘You couldn’t say he has animals as friends.’ 
 
    ‘Pets!’ He spat. ‘Merchandise! Snakes is so many dollars a foot! Filth, shittin’ filth!’ 
 
    Suddenly she knew what this was about, but she had to be careful; he could lie like the devil. 
 
    ‘We have to identify this snake,’ she said firmly, ‘and then we can find out what kind of country it belongs in and take it there. I think it’s a desert snake, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not from around here. How you going to find out what it is? You going to take it away?’ 
 
    ‘That won’t be necessary. I can’t believe there’s anything else like this. I have a friend on the coast. I’ll go and call her. I’ll be right back.’ 
 
    ‘Melinda!’ crowed Grace Dodge, the naturalist. ‘How nice to hear your voice. We got your card. Did you find any trace of Timothy yet … Well, I’m sure you will; you’re tenacious enough … What? A snake? What kind of snake? … My dear, you’ve got a rosy boa, how exciting, how did you – But how did it come to be at that altitude in the first place? … Look, I suggest you get it back to the desert just as soon as you can. If necessary steal it from its so-called owner … Escaped? Great, so what are you waiting for? … I see. Let me think. There are rosy boas in Joshua but that’s a long way south. There are colonies in Death Valley. You’re looking for a rocky canyon with a spring in it. Why don’t you take this specimen into Butcher Knife Canyon; you can get a Jeep all the way to the spring. Release it there; it’s the best you can do. You go over Towne’s Pass … I forgot, you know Death Valley …’ 
 
    Asa Fortune didn’t speak until they were on the paved highway and then it was only to protest when she told him to fasten his seat belt. 
 
    ‘If I have to stop suddenly,’ she said, ‘the snake will fall off your lap and get hurt.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to stop sudden.’ 
 
    ‘What happens if a jackrabbit or a tarantula is on the road? Do I go over it? Have you never seen a squashed animal on the pavement?’ 
 
    He fastened his seatbelt. He was amenable enough when people took the trouble to explain. They were silent again until he asked: ‘What was it I needed to know? When you come to the cabin you said you come to tell me what was happening?’ 
 
    ‘The boa put it right out of my mind,’ she lied. ‘Live snakes are more important than dead criminals. Vogel was hanged.’ 
 
    ‘Hanged?’ 
 
    ‘Hung: strung up with barbed wire.’ He was quiet. She looked across the cab and met his intent gaze. 
 
    ‘When did this happen?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘Recently. In the last few days.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he found?’ 
 
    ‘In the forest.’ 
 
    He turned back to the road. ‘Joanne said he could be into drugs. He were away about three days usually.’ She thought about the snake, coiled on a sack on his lap, but she didn’t look at it. As if he had divined the thought, he went on: ‘It weren’t drugs here. This is what he were smuggling.’ He glanced at the plump coils and smiled. ‘He got his deserts.’ 
 
    ‘How right you are. What’s that raptor? A falcon. Must be a prairie falcon. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ After a while he said, almost meekly: ‘I know the bird, I don’t know what folk calls it. I only know the names of animals if someone tells me. And I don’t meet many people.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that. You know everyone in Dogtown; Joanne was your friend, you knew Brett Vogel –’ 
 
    ‘He don’t count.’ 
 
    ‘Who killed him, d’you think?’ 
 
    ‘Drugs traffickers caught up with him. When Joanne met him in New Mexico he were on the run, back in the spring. He told her he’d been part of a scam stealing new pick-ups from this side of the border, drive ’em across, Mexicans pay a fortune for them. He kept the purchase money from some trucks, and then he run. Joanne reckoned it wasn’t cars but drugs; all the time she said it was drugs. I didn’t find out the truth till I come across this guy in the tack-room.’ 
 
    ‘If he kept smuggled animals at the ranch Joanne must have known –’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t, not before she left. She’d never have gone along with that kind of trade; more’n half dies on the road: no food, no water, terrible, drying heat. Joanne didn’t know. I knew soon’s I walked in that barn: the smell, sour-like, the smell of fear.’ He touched the boa’s back with a touch like a feather. ‘This one must have escaped. I found him in a corner, curled up to die.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have done if Vogel had come back? Were you armed?’ 
 
    ‘I would have looked for a way to kill him, not then, later. I wasn’t armed. I had warning; there are windows round that barn, in the tack-room too. I knew I’d see the headlights if he came back while I was there. That’s what happened. I saw the lights and I slipped out and away.’ 
 
    ‘That was the night before last?’ He didn’t reply. She went on smoothly: ‘Because if it was, you were lucky, lucky they didn’t have a dog either. If that pick-up came down the meadow from the Deadboy trail, it wasn’t Vogel driving but the people who murdered him.’ 
 
    ‘You could be right.’ 
 
    ‘Was there another vehicle at the ranch? There had to be. I mean, if it wasn’t Vogel in the pick-up.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t see one. They could have left it somewheres. Wouldn’t want to drive up and warn him, would they?’ 
 
    ‘Did you go in the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘A pity. It could have been useful to know if it was in the same condition then as when we saw it this morning.’ 
 
    ‘How was that?’ 
 
    ‘With a chair pushed back from the table, a gun magazine open to a picture of some kind of automatic rifle, a mug half-full of coffee, the bed made –’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t know about any of that.’ 
 
    ‘The police fingerprinted everything in the cabin.’ 
 
    Silence. ‘I opened the door,’ he said at length. ‘Looked in just. It was like you said. My prints will be on the door, but it don’t matter, I never been printed.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t look in the stove?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I? I never went beyond the door.’ 
 
    ‘What made you go there in the first place? Did you know he’d be away?’ 
 
    ‘Granville Green likes me to keep an eye on the ranch.’ 
 
    ‘When he’s got a caretaker there?’ 
 
    ‘More so then. To my mind anyways. Mr Green’s too trusting. I never trusted Vogel so I still keeps an eye on the place. ‘’Sides, if he’s using the ranch for running drugs from, why should Mr Green take the rap?’ His tone hardened. ‘I knew there were something going on, and I were right. Smuggling wild beasts! That’s worse’n heroin.’ 
 
    He lapsed into silence and she dropped the subject; they had to consider the comfort of the rosy boa anyway. The trees might be changing colour in the Sierras but out in the deserts the September sun was fierce. They opened the front windows and the sunroof (Fortune wouldn’t hear of switching on the air conditioning) and put the boa on its sack behind them where the smoked glass of the rear windows afforded some protection. Salt flats glared in the heat and the mountains were in shades of brown; it was a land that froze in the winter and baked in the summer, and there was no neutral ground. They crossed a plateau where even the trees looked alien: Joshuas presenting sheaves of daggers to a sky that was drained of colour. 
 
    Three hours after they left Dogtown they were ploughing through the sand of Death Valley. Ahead of them was a mountain wall that showed no breach until they rounded a spur and the ruts they were following dived into a stony canyon. 
 
    They drove along the bed of a watercourse until they came to big old cottonwoods above a spring where they continued on foot, Fortune carrying the sack. They found a place where there were rocks and grass and rodents’ holes. He put the boa in the shade of an undercut boulder and they sat down to watch. 
 
    The snake was still for a moment, lying awkwardly as it had been placed, then the muscles started to stretch and contract under the claret-coloured scales, and the tongue flickered, testing the air. It turned and looked into the depths of the undercut – and Miss Pink knew exactly what concerned it: was there a rattler in the gloom? ‘Should we – ?’ she began. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Fortune said. ‘It will smell it if there is one.’ 
 
    The rosy boa travelled the length of the overhang and back, its tongue never still. It turned again and, without hesitation but without haste, it slid from view in a silence so profound they could hear its scales displace the grains of sand. Miss Pink exhaled on a long sigh. Fortune folded the sack and they walked back to the Cherokee without speaking. 
 
    They sat by the spring and drank warm beer. There were no mosquitoes this late in the year and it was pleasant in the shade of the cottonwoods. A covey of quail worked their way along a slope among the pinyons; a little way upstream ducks rose with startled cries. Fortune sniffed. ‘Coyote,’ he said. ‘Thinks we’ll leave some food.’ 
 
    ‘You’re like an animal!’ 
 
    ‘You get like one, live with ’em long enough. You don’t do so bad yourself. You treat ’em right.’ 
 
    She let that go, preoccupied with the problem of extracting information from him. 
 
    ‘Are you still looking for Timothy?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He was clairvoyant too? She felt a little uneasy. When he didn’t respond, she added: ‘I think he must be dead.’ 
 
    ‘So do I. Joanne wouldn’t have left him.’ 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, if he was hurt she wouldn’t have; not abandoned him.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re thinking that, because she crossed the mountains on her own, she had left Timothy behind, but that he was already dead, is that it?’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘He wouldn’t have gone ahead of her and leave the Jeep behind.’ 
 
    ‘You saw the Jeep in the stream after Joanne told you she was leaving with Timothy. When did you see Timothy last and what did he say?’ 
 
    ‘I saw him the day after she were at my place. He were packing up to go and he said goodbye.’ She waited, not daring to look at him. ‘He camped halfway between my place and the trail-head,’ he went on. ‘Day after that I see his tent is gone, place as neat as a pin. I went to see if there was anything he might have left behind. A day or two later I was up to Sardine Butte and I see the Jeep in the bottom. I went down, took the valuable stuff out, keep it safe for him, ’case the Jeep had been stolen.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you go to the ranch to see if he was there?’ 
 
    ‘’Course I did. Vogel was there, no one else.’ 
 
    ‘What did he have to say?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t speak to him. I watched from a place in the forest. There was no sign of anyone ’cept Vogel.’ He spoke hesitantly, his mind a long way off. 
 
    ‘Joanne would know what happened,’ she murmured. 
 
    His eyes came back to her. ‘What do the police think?’ 
 
    ‘The sheriff was thinking that Timothy managed some kind of disappearing act for his own ends. Now his wallet’s been found in Vogel’s stove, he’s saying either Vogel or Joanne stole it.’ 
 
    ‘You found a wallet today? How long had it been there?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know? The money had been taken out.’ 
 
    ‘A good thing I didn’t go no further than the door. So that’s why you asked did I go inside.’ 
 
    ‘If you didn’t, then you’re in the clear. That was one of the things I had to tell you, about the wallet.’ 
 
    ‘You thought I could have stole it.’ 
 
    ‘You could have, but you didn’t kill Timothy or Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t have killed Vogel that way.’ 
 
    ‘What about Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘You had nothing to do with that. He liked animals.’ It was an inspired guess but it worked. 
 
    ‘You want to find him, you look round the ranch. Just inside the trees, where you can get a pick-up to. Hiram Wolf’s got a dog with a good enough nose.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t use her for nothing,’ Hiram Wolf said. ‘I thought she’d make a guard dog but she don’t bark at strangers. She don’t bark, period. I’m going to breed from her.’ 
 
    He stood outside his yard and stared morosely at the German Shepherd. On the other side of the fence the dog stared back, wary but intelligent. 
 
    ‘She’s alert enough,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I’d like her services for a few hours, to find something in the woods.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘A body.’ He stared at her but said nothing. She elaborated: ‘Vogel probably killed Timothy Argent, and I have to find the body. I represent his publishers.’ 
 
    ‘Do you now?’ This excited his interest more than the request to use his dog to find a body. ‘What happens to his belongings?’ 
 
    ‘You mean the things in the Jeep? I removed those and I’m taking care of them until we know what’s happened.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean his possessions; I meant the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘The Jeep?’ She said slowly: ‘I hadn’t considered that. I assume it will stay there, in the creek. It’s not worth the trouble of recovery, surely? Do you want to get it out?’ 
 
    ‘He promised it me, said I could have it cheap when he finished the trip. It’s no good to me now as a vehicle, after that crash, but I could go in there, salvage parts of it didn’t get damaged. Could I do that?’ 
 
    She thought about it and reached a decision. ‘The Jeep will belong to his estate but I’ll ask his executors for permission. Then you could retrieve what’s valuable before the snow comes. No doubt they’d accept a nominal sum.’ 
 
    ‘I’m beholden to you, ma’am. ’Course, I don’t know but what there’s nothing I can use. That truck has fell a hundred feet.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. You’ll have to go and see for yourself, but you can’t remove anything until we have proof of Timothy’s death. That needn’t take more than an hour or so. Suppose I give you a hundred dollars, cash, for your time and the dog’s services? You’ll still have the afternoon free.’ To go and cannibalise the Jeep, was the unspoken corollary. He fell for it. ‘We’d better make a start,’ he said. 
 
    At the ranch Granville Green put up only token resistance: ‘You can’t be serious: buried on my land!’ When Miss Pink pointed out that another man had been brutally murdered on that land, he conceded the argument and agreed to their searching, but only in his presence. All the Westerners were at the ranch that morning and, seeing them crowding close at this juncture, Miss Pink said firmly that the bitch wouldn’t work with a lot of people around. Green came with them; the others stayed behind, reluctantly. 
 
    They approached the forest on foot, the bitch leashed, Hiram Wolf carrying a coil of light rope. The Shepherd, untrained and straining ahead, was choking with excitement and Miss Pink wondered gloomily if the animal was so overwhelmed by new scents that she wouldn’t be interested in the one that was most significant. 
 
    As he opened the gate into the forest Green said: ‘Why this way? If you’re right, there were two killers, or sets of killers. Would they both choose the same place for the bodies? It’s too much of a coincidence.’ 
 
    ‘Not if trucks were used,’ she said. ‘The alternative is to go down the meadow, towards Dogtown. Psychologically, someone who committed murder at the ranch – anyone – would feel under pressure to dispose of the body away from civilisation, not towards it.’ 
 
    He looked unconvinced, as well he might. ‘I don’t see that a mile or so makes much difference. Anyway, why the ranch?’ 
 
    ‘We have to start somewhere.’ 
 
    Once in the trees Wolf fastened the cord to the bitch’s collar and paid it out. Immediately she went wild, tangling herself among trunks and bushes. When he had brought her under control again they conferred. Wolf couldn’t trust her if she were unleashed; he admitted he had never brought her into the forest before. Privately Miss Pink suspected that the animal hadn’t been outside his yard since he bought her. Aloud she suggested that they return to the meadow where the bitch might be allowed to have her fill of smells, to work off some of her excess energy at the end of a long rope. In the event the three of them took it in turns to hold the rope while the Shepherd, nose to ground, padded back and forth, seemingly at random. When they saw she was starting to flag they returned to the forest, the bitch panting heavily, less alert now, using her eyes rather than her nose. 
 
    ‘I figure she’s past it.’ Wolf was resentful. ‘You kept her too long in the meadow.’ 
 
    Green said to Miss Pink: ‘If a pick-up was used, they could carry the – it – a long way back from the trail.’ 
 
    ‘Scent travels a long way.’ 
 
    ‘She’s wore out!’ Wolf protested 
 
    They came to the creek and the dog drank thirstily. ‘Do we go on?’ Green asked, eyeing the trace of a path that climbed the far bank. Miss Pink said that first they should concentrate on places that were accessible to vehicles. They turned back, the dog in the lead again. She led them to the clearing where they had found Vogel and she made an indecent fuss about the rock below the hanging tree. 
 
    ‘That’s it!’ pronounced Green as Wolf hauled her backwards through the clearing. ‘This scent here has ruled out anything else as far as she’s concerned.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily,’ Miss Pink muttered. ‘The other one would be different.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s been here two months.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you so sure it’s here at all?’ 
 
    Wolf pushed past, dragging the dog. ‘Asa Fortune told me to look here,’ she said. 
 
    Comprehension dawned in Green’s eyes. ‘He knows something?’ 
 
    ‘He said nothing other than that: to look round the ranch – with a dog.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Asa’s a man drops hints, leaves you to fill in the gaps. I’m surprised he told you that much. You must have –’ 
 
    But Miss Pink was staring ahead to where the bitch had again tangled the cord in undergrowth as she tried to plunge away. Wolf sorted them out and shortened the cord but he had to exert himself; the bitch’s hackles were up and bristling, her lips stretched in a terrible snarl, but for all that she made no sound and she wasn’t looking towards the clearing. Her interest had shifted away from the rock below the hanging tree. 
 
    Miss Pink signalled to Wolf who slackened the cord a little. As she felt the tension ease, the bitch’s attitude changed. She was no longer avid to reach the source of the attraction; on the contrary she was wary, but fascinated. She stalked forward, ears flicking at the sound of twigs snapping in the rear, but her eyes fixed on something none of them could see at first. Her head was high and suddenly they knew the reason. The scent wasn’t on the ground. Now they could smell it themselves. They came on small white feathers, and down stuck on branches and tree-trunks, littering the dead pine needles. ‘My God, you were right!’ Green breathed. No one responded. 
 
    Scavengers had been there: bears, coyotes, animals that live on carrion. Miss Pink thought how poignant it was that one who wrote so delicately, who rejoiced in beauty of line and the human form, should have ended so – and reminded herself that this was only a shell, the essence remained in the books. 
 
    ‘Can it be him?’ Green asked, a handkerchief held to his mouth. 
 
    ‘No one could tell,’ Wolf said. 
 
    The smell wasn’t too bad because most of the flesh was gone. There were rags of clothing, rent and filthy, and the depression out of which the remains had been dragged was full of down – ‘Goosedown,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘His parka wasn’t in the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘Would you recognise this?’ Green was holding a boot. It was an Austrian walking boot. 
 
    ‘It’s a Dachstein,’ she said. ‘But I never met Timothy so I don’t know what he wore. Joanne might be able to identify it.’ Her eyes followed Wolf who had moved away with the bitch, which was suddenly docile, even cowed. 
 
    ‘Was he murdered?’ Green asked. 
 
    She thought that this second shock in twenty-four hours must have knocked him off-balance. ‘It’s unusual for a suicide to dig his own grave,’ she said, but without sarcasm. 
 
    ‘I guess so. What’s that pale stuff?’ 
 
    ‘It’s goosedown, Granville: from one of those padded parkas –’ 
 
    ‘No. That long thing.’ 
 
    It was inextricably tangled with what was left of the torso: stained and torn, but seemingly complete. There was a semblance of coils … They stared in amazement as they identified it: familiar yet unexpected, apparently swathing the ribcage. 
 
    Green turned, bewildered. ‘A bandage,’ he told Wolf. 
 
    ‘He were in the Jeep then, and he cracked his ribs? He crawled out of the creek –’ There were broken shafts of ribs poking through the bandage. 
 
    ‘It’s a question for the pathologist,’ Miss Pink said, and turned away. ‘Dozens of questions. This time he has to come to the scene. Not like Vogel. That one was straightforward.’ She considered her own remark. ‘Well, compared with this,’ she added. 
 
    When they returned to the ranch she wanted the dog put in the cabin. 
 
    ‘Should we?’ Green was doubtful. 
 
    ‘The sheriff said you could use it. “It’s all yours”, he said. Remember? Take the dog inside, Mr Wolf.’ 
 
    He stared blankly but she opened the door and he stepped over the threshold. She followed and went to close the door but Green shouldered his way inside. ‘You’re up to something,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Unleash the dog, Mr Wolf.’ 
 
    He did so. The bitch glanced at him then put her nose down and padded about the cabin. The focal point of interest was a rug between the table and the window. She scratched at it. Miss Pink folded it back to reveal planks that were just planks: dusty, unstained – but the bitch was inhaling deeply, even snorting at the cracks between the boards. 
 
    ‘There’s something under the floor?’ Green wondered. ‘Not another –’ 
 
    ‘These planks ain’t been taken up.’ Wolf was studying the nails. 
 
    ‘She’s interested in the cracks,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘This could be the place where Timothy was killed.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no blood,’ Green said. 
 
    ‘Of course not, the floor’s been scrubbed; the blood will be in the cracks.’ 
 
    ‘You suspected this? That’s why you said to bring the dog in the cabin!’ 
 
    ‘More than a suspicion. There’s the bullet hole in the screen.’ 
 
    He looked from her to the window. ‘So he didn’t miss,’ he said. 
 
    The ranch became a kind of clearing house. As each newcomer drove up the meadow: the sheriff and his deputies, plainclothes men, people from Forensics and the pathologist (flown in by helicopter), they came to the house to find out where they should go. Green and his friends acted as guides. Miss Pink stayed at the house and Lucy Green, having despatched the other wives in a search for extra provisions, concentrated on looking after the police and her elderly guest. Most people were devoutly grateful for Lucy’s coffee after a session in the forest and they talked without restraint, losing sight of the old lady virtually asleep in a corner, carefully shielded from the sun by a lowered blind. 
 
    ‘The ribs would have been broken by a bear,’ the pathologist said in response to a query from Green. ‘The bandage was put on before they were fractured. The ribs were marked by teeth anyway.’ 
 
    ‘So how was he killed?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you that until after the autopsy – but that’s one hell of a lot of bandage, probably two or three of ’em, we haven’t unwound it – and there was a big dressing under the body. You got a first-aid kit here?’ 
 
    ‘My God! You think –’ 
 
    ‘Did you look to see if anything’s missing?’ 
 
    Green went to the kitchen and returned with a box with a red cross on the lid. He opened it and extracted a sheet of paper. ‘This is the checklist.’ 
 
    The pathologist was sifting through the contents. ‘How many bandages should there be?’ 
 
    ‘There should be four one-inch, two two-inch, two three-inch and six triangular.’ 
 
    ‘There are no wide bandages. How many dressings? There are only two here.’ 
 
    ‘There should be four. Lucy! Come here.’ She came bustling from the kitchen. ‘When did you fill this box last?’ 
 
    ‘Last fall when we arrived. I always keep it complete, you know that, Granville. Soon’s we use anything I replace it next time I go to town.’ 
 
    ‘She does too. She’s meticulous about the first-aid box.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Lucy approached, staring at the contents of the box. 
 
    ‘Bandages and dressings are missing, that’s why.’ 
 
    ‘Who had the keys to this house besides Vogel?’ the pathologist asked. 
 
    ‘No one. Rosie Baggott in Dogtown used to have a key but when I sent Vogel here as caretaker I phoned her, told her to give him the key when he arrived. There were two more. I had ’em both.’ 
 
    ‘Well, well. It would look bad for Vogel if he was still alive. There’s that bullet hole in the screen, and Vogel wasn’t the guy got shot. He –’ 
 
    Lucy interrupted excitedly: ‘But if Vogel was the guy who put the bandage on this Timothy –’ she glanced at Miss Pink whose eyes were half-closed, ‘– or whoever that is out there, he couldn’t have murdered him. It doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just the pathologist, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Hell!’ Green exclaimed. ‘You can’t tell anything about the guy in the grave, the state he’s in. How can you tell the difference between bone was broken by a bullet and broken by … like a bear’s jaws? OK, I guess you can nowadays – or the lab can.’ 
 
    As if on cue the sheriff entered. ‘Did Vogel own a rifle?’ he asked Green. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. There’s no gun in the cabin, I mean there wasn’t when we went in there first. Did you go back in there yet?’ The sheriff shook his head. ‘Because we put the dog in there,’ Green went on, ‘and she got interested in the floor under the window, sniffing at the cracks.’ 
 
    The pathologist and the sheriff exchanged glances. The sheriff went out again. 
 
    ‘You left the dog there?’ the pathologist asked. 
 
    ‘No. We thought it could be blood, like he scrubbed the floor but couldn’t get into the cracks. How come a guy is shot, then bandaged?’ 
 
    ‘An accident?’ 
 
    ‘So why bury him?’ 
 
    ‘Guilty conscience? Doesn’t want the police coming around, he’s got a scam going and a guy dying in his cabin is going to complicate matters.’ 
 
    ‘How did he die – Vogel?’ 
 
    ‘He was hit on the back of the head with a shovel. It was in the pick-up the sheriff took in for examination, got blood and tissue on the blade, and there’s matching stuff on the bed of the pick-up, no attempt made to clean that off. He was strung up after he died.’ 
 
    ‘After he was dead! Why?’ 
 
    The other man shrugged. ‘To show other people who was responsible is my guess. These gangs are medieval.’ 
 
    ‘Was he tortured?’ 
 
    They squinted into the corner where Miss Pink was a dim shape. ‘I thought you were asleep,’ Green said accusingly. 
 
    ‘I was. Were there signs of torture on Brett Vogel?’ 
 
    ‘Not physical marks, no burns; is that what you mean, ma’am?’ The pathologist was intrigued. 
 
    ‘Perhaps they were in a hurry,’ she observed vaguely. 
 
    She went outside for a breath of air. The shadows were long in the yard and it was cool at the back of the house. Men were emerging from the cabin carrying floor boards swathed in plastic, loading them on a truck. Hiram Wolf came up the slope to the yard. 
 
    ‘I’ll be in touch with Mr Argent’s people tonight,’ she told him. ‘I’ll ask them if you can have the parts you want from the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘I been thinking about that. It’s not worth it. There’s nothing there I need anyways.’ He’d got cold feet. 
 
    ‘As you wish. Tell me, how were you going to get hold of the Jeep when Mr Argent finished his trip? Was he going to bring it back?’ 
 
    ‘No, I were going over there to fetch it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. To the place he’d rented for the winter.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that. He said the Jeep would be with his – his agent, I thought he said. I were going to fetch it when he didn’t need it no longer, get the wife to drive me over.’ 
 
    ‘I have to tell his agent what happened. Do you happen to have his number on you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s back in the office someplace. I’m going down now, you like to follow me.’ 
 
    There was no one in the foyer of the Grand Imperial and no response from the living quarters when Miss Pink called Rose’s name. The telephone was on the counter. There were two numbers on the card Wolf had given her. She dialled the residential one. It was five o’clock; late, she thought, and prayed the man wouldn’t yet have reached home. The name on the card was Oscar Sloat, the address: Portola Canyon. No occupation was given. None of it meant anything to her. 
 
    The telephone rang a long time and then the rhythm was broken. She braced herself. ‘Hello,’ a woman said. 
 
    ‘Hi. Good evening,’ said Miss Pink throatily and in a fair imitation of an eastern accent but one which would hardly have deceived an American. ‘Do you carry insurance on your pets? Of course you do, but are they covered for every contingency, like toxic chem –’ 
 
    ‘Look –’ it was incisive, ‘– I don’t have pets; if I had pets I wouldn’t insure with someone running a hard-sell scam on the phone, and so stupid you don’t realise the approach switches people off. Do you read me?’ 
 
    The receiver was slammed down. Miss Pink replaced hers gently. She was smiling. The accent had been girlish, classless and unmistakably English. 
 
    Rose Baggot came in from the street. ‘I owe you for that call,’ Miss Pink said, placing a bill on the counter. ‘I have to go to LA tomorrow. Do you mind keeping my room for me? I’ll be back.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The scent of sun-warmed citrus fruit was languid and sensuous. Not far from the city limits of Los Angeles Miss Pink was reminded of childhood holidays in Spain, which wasn’t surprising, she thought, as the dark rows of trees wheeled past, the fruit like golden lamps in the foliage: California was colonised by Spaniards. 
 
    Down here on the flat lands the heat and humidity were oppressive. The humidity arose from irrigation, but that made no difference to the dust. She had come south on the interstate, had left that for a state highway, and now she was on a dirt road and heading for the hills. There was no way she could reconcile this country: half fruit farms, half timbered wilderness, with an American literary agent whose office was in Los Angeles. The only houses visible were at long intervals and set back from the road: a glimpse of roof and a gleam of glass under tall palm trees. There was no traffic on the roads, no one in the citrus groves. She would have turned round but for the fact that three miles back she had stopped and asked directions from a man working on an irrigation channel. He assured her that this road led to Portola Canyon, had indicated a break in the distant hills. There were no turnings, he said; she couldn’t miss it. 
 
    Lunch had been a packet of sweet cookies and now she was thirsty. The roof of the Cherokee was a focal point for the heat, and the wind wafting through the interior was hot. Everything was hot. A roadrunner walked out in front of her, turned round and walked back. Even the dust was hot. 
 
    The citrus groves ended at the foot of slopes covered with manzanita. Higher, above oak trees, big conifers were a frieze on the skyline. The gradient was steep up there with rock showing through; down here, at the mouth of a canyon, the road deteriorated to a narrow track above a creek. 
 
    She came to a mailbox at the foot of an unpaved drive, the legend, ‘1 Portola’, on its side. She drove on, noticing power lines all but hidden in the riot of foliage. She passed two more mailboxes and came to one marked ‘Sloat’. She turned up the drive and entered a kind of tunnel under huge oak trees. After a hundred yards she emerged into a flood of sunshine so brilliant that she was momentarily blinded. 
 
    She stopped on level ground in front of a cavern. Squinting below her hat brim she saw that the cavern was in fact the interior of a garage. She put her hand on the door but she didn’t open it. A harlequin Great Dane had appeared. It stalked to the passenger side and put its head through the window space. After one stupefied moment she realised that its front feet must be on the running board. The dog looked at her with interest but without hostility. A Siamese cat walked round the corner of the garage followed by a brown girl dressed all in white. She came up to the dog and put her hand on its neck. 
 
    Her eyes were as they’d said: the colour of asters, and her hair was black, drawn back from a face that held the eye like a fine painting. Miss Pink smiled, not at Joanne, but in appreciation. She wore no make-up and her only attempt at artifice was the way she had caught her hair back, fashionably, in a long, plump plait. Her blouse was a cheap imitation of broderie anglaise, and not particularly clean. Her slacks belonged to someone considerably larger. She was barefooted. 
 
    ‘I’m Melinda Pink.’ Someone had to say something. ‘Is the dog as friendly as it appears?’ 
 
    Joanne stiffened at the accent and glanced towards the drive. ‘Are you on your own?’ 
 
    ‘Quite alone.’ She risked it and opened the door. The dog walked round and sniffed at her shoes. ‘Well, this is very nice –’ Miss Pink was beaming fatuously, ‘– I’m from the Dorset Press. You’ll have been expecting me.’ Joanne gave her a cool stare. ‘You were expecting someone,’ Miss Pink gabbled, ‘not necessarily me. Can we sit down? I’ve had a hard morning.’ She glanced at the corner of the garage and moved away from the Cherokee. Joanne moved with her. 
 
    There was a broad terrace on the hillside, part natural, part excavated. The garage stood at one end and beyond was the house: an asymmetrical timbered construction that blended so well with the vegetation that its boundaries were indistinct. Vertical and horizontal lines were interrupted by creepers, shrubs, saplings, trees. There was a collage of light and textures, of wooden balconies and glass, shade and sun and glowing blossoms. Terra-cotta pots trailed fuchsias, hummingbirds flashed through the hanging plants, a golden mobile twirled lazily. Behind the glass were signs of the lifestyle she had expected to find, but on the coast, not here on the unfashionable side of Los Angeles. There was a chair covered with a Liberty print, the corner of a carpet that hinted at Bokhara, a pale floor of smooth and slender planks. 
 
    They came to the far end of the house and an irregularly-shaped pool at the foot of shallow steps. A pair of amphorae stood in iron frames and there were cushion plants between stone slabs. The water reflected the sky and had none of that acidic blue normally seen in swimming pools. Shade was provided by slatted ramadas more usually found in Arizona deserts. Under the nearest were two long chairs and an iron table on which was an empty glass and what looked like a script. 
 
    ‘Sit down,’ Joanne said. ‘What would you like to drink?’ 
 
    ‘Not for a moment.’ She was dying of thirst but she wouldn’t let the girl get to a telephone if she could help it. She seated herself with a deep sigh of satisfaction. ‘So you’re Joanne. No one has done you justice.’ 
 
    The lovely eyes were thoughtful. ‘You’re from the Dorset Press, you said?’ 
 
    ‘From James Dorset, yes.’ Miss Pink waited. ‘My job was to find Timothy Argent,’ she added. 
 
    The girl licked her lips. ‘So how far did you get?’ 
 
    The dog and cat walked along the far edge of the pool to collapse, one by one, in the shade. Miss Pink, observing them idly, came to a decision. She turned to Joanne. ‘Brett Vogel is dead.’ 
 
    The girl looked away and swallowed. ‘How did it happen?’ 
 
    ‘He was murdered. The skull was fractured – by a shovel from his own pick-up.’ Joanne looked shocked but not surprised. ‘And they found Timothy’s body,’ Miss Pink added conversationally. 
 
    That did evoke surprise. ‘They found Vogel, then they found Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. You’d expect it to be the other way round.’ It was not a question, and Joanne did not accept it as such. ‘Are the police looking for me?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Why should they? The sheriff is of the opinion that Vogel killed Timothy, and that the drugs traffickers caught up with Vogel. That had the mark of an execution.’ 
 
    ‘What? Hitting him over the head?’ 
 
    ‘He was strung up afterwards: hanged. With barbed wire.’ Joanne blinked. ‘He was dead already,’ Miss Pink said quickly, at the same time registering that the girl wasn’t as horrified as might be expected. 
 
    ‘All right.’ It was belligerent. ‘So he didn’t suffer. But the people who did it are disgusting.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t ask if they are after you.’ 
 
    ‘Why, how would you know? You couldn’t. They’re not bothered about me. I met Vogel afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘But you were involved at Dogtown, even if your job was only to answer the telephone when he was on a run.’ 
 
    ‘Was it drugs?’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking me?’ Joanne was silent. 
 
    ‘No,’ Miss Pink said, watching her. 
 
    ‘You said the drugs traffickers caught up with him.’ 
 
    ‘That was some time ago; he was involved in bringing drugs into the country from Texas. An informant was hanged and evidently Vogel, who’d been approached by the authorities to turn informer himself, thought the gang was on to him so he ran. That was in April, as you say: before you met him. He told you he’d been involved with a gang stealing pick-ups.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know that?’ She didn’t wait for an answer but went on: ‘I always suspected it was drugs; he had too much money on him for it to have come from pick-ups. That was another thing made him run: he kept the proceeds from a sale.’ 
 
    ‘How did you meet him?’ 
 
    ‘On the road. He picked me up and we stayed together.’ 
 
    ‘And then you met Granville Green in Carlsbad.’ Joanne was surprised again. ‘How did Vogel persuade Green to employ him?’ 
 
    ‘We pretended we were married and he said he was a Vietnam veteran. He thought it would be a good place to lie low: Danger Canyon, until it was safe, or safer. I went with him because Dogtown was on the way to LA and I’d decided to come here. I’d been bumming around the States for nearly a year, I wanted a proper job, make some bread.’ 
 
    ‘But Vogel didn’t lie low, did he? Wasn’t he bothered about starting a new racket so soon after the informant was murdered in Texas?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that was Texas: a long way away. And it wasn’t soon; it must have been June, the end of May before he went away the first time. The pass wasn’t clear of snow until then.’ 
 
    ‘Which pass?’ 
 
    ‘Breakneck. He used to come back that way.’ 
 
    ‘Then he had to come through Credit. What about people seeing him?’ 
 
    ‘What’s one more beat-up old truck? The roads are swarming with them in summertime: fishermen, loggers, ranchers. And he’d changed his truck so he had one with California plates. And even if he had been stopped, he wasn’t carrying anything on the way back.’ 
 
    ‘Did he go out that way too?’ 
 
    ‘No, he went down the canyon, past Dogtown.’ 
 
    ‘Where did he pick up the – merchandise?’ 
 
    ‘I never knew and he’d probably have lied if I’d asked him. I only know he was away for three or four days and I was to tell anyone who called – anyone local, who we knew, like people in Dogtown – that he was cutting wood in the forest, or fishing, stall ’em somehow. If it was strangers calling I was an English tourist: snooty, not hostile, just very English, and I didn’t know anything, they’d got a wrong number. No one like that ever called. I wonder how they got on to him.’ 
 
    ‘How long was he away for?’ 
 
    ‘I said: three or four days. I reckoned that gave him a day to reach the border, wherever the rendezvous was, a day to get to San Francisco which would be the distribution centre, a day there maybe, and another to come home, over Breakneck.’ 
 
    ‘He never brought anything to the ranch?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of, and I drove the truck sometimes. I could have found it, or traces of it.’ 
 
    ‘He did bring one consignment, or part of one, but that would be after you left. Asa Fortune found a rosy boa in the tack-room at the ranch.’ 
 
    ‘A rosy what?’ 
 
    ‘Boa. As in constrictor. It’s a comparatively rare snake, very gentle, makes a good pet.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not with you.’ 
 
    ‘Vogel wasn’t smuggling heroin or marijuana. It was wildlife: rare snakes, Gila monsters, armadillos, that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ It was an indication of bewilderment rather than denial. ‘I’d have known.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you notice a smell in the pick-up?’ 
 
    ‘Why should I? It was open. He wouldn’t carry anything like that in the cab!’ Her voice was rising. 
 
    ‘They’d be very small cages, boxes really, with a few airholes. All under a tarpaulin.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it! The sod.’ Her eyes were fierce. ‘Asa would have killed him’ – she gasped – ‘but he didn’t. He couldn’t have. Strung up with barbed wire? Not that. Asa would have hit him, fracture his skull and leave him where he fell. That business with the wire: that’s not Asa.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought. He reckons it was the drugs gang.’ 
 
    ‘Those who live by the sword … Vogel told me about those wire hangings, he had to impress on me to be discreet around Dogtown, to be careful on the phone.’ She stared at the still surface of the pool. ‘He’d left that morning,’ she said dreamily, ‘I didn’t expect him back for two or three days and by then I’d be gone – with Timothy. Poor guy. Vogel shot him through the window.’ 
 
    ‘I saw the bullet hole.’ 
 
    ‘I would have killed him if I’d had a gun at that moment. I’ve never understood it. Why should he kill Timothy? It was all over between Vogel and me. I mean, he knew; I wasn’t making a secret of it. Pretending to go away, sneaking back to kill Timothy like a jealous husband – it’s so corny!’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he was more possessive than you gave him credit for. Maybe he looked on you as a valuable possession which he didn’t want to lose. Or he could have had some kind of operation lined up in which you were to play an essential part. On the other hand, he might have meant to kill you; did you think of that?’ 
 
    ‘Instead of Timothy? I never thought that. Both of us, yes, although at the time I didn’t think at all, except that someone was outside and shooting into the cabin and I had to get out of there. When Timothy was shot he fell against me and we knocked the table over, so the lamp fell too and broke, and we were in the dark. I got out from under him and through the back window, which was open, thank God, and not screened, so Vogel didn’t hear me go. And he’d missed seeing the Jeep. Timothy was having starter trouble so he’d parked it above the cabin to get a good run when he left. The keys were in the ignition. I’d driven it a bit so I knew where the lights were. I rolled down the hill and the engine caught and I roared out of the yard. I’d have run Vogel down if he’d got in the way.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see him.’ 
 
    ‘Was the cabin door open when you passed?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. I saw something gleam – whether it was a gun-barrel or a flashlight I couldn’t tell. I was expecting him to shoot and I was going like the clappers and I kept my foot down all the way to the cattle-grid, but there weren’t any more shots –’ 
 
    ‘Where was Vogel’s pick-up?’ 
 
    Joanne stared at her. ‘His truck? I can’t think. I don’t remember seeing it; it must have been behind a barn somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you turn up Malachite Canyon? Dogtown was much nearer. The other way you were a sitting duck.’ 
 
    ‘Dogtown didn’t seem a particularly friendly spot at that moment and all I wanted to do was get out of there fast. And I would have if only the Jeep had had a full tank. It was faster than the pick-up and I’m a good driver. But I got to the start of the climb out of Malachite, looked at the gauge and the needle was on Empty! And then as I started up the gradient I saw headlights in the canyon behind me. I knew I could never hope to reach the top, let alone Credit, I had to abandon the Jeep … Did you find the Jeep? Yes, so you know what I did. I thought it would catch fire and he’d assume I was still in it. I couldn’t believe it when it didn’t explode. Of course, I didn’t stop to watch; I scrambled up through the woods, keeping away from the road, and I only stopped when I ran out of breath. 
 
    ‘I saw the lights come up the track and stop at the first bend. The Jeep’s lights were still burning. I couldn’t see what he did but he didn’t go down to the Jeep – probably afraid it would explode – I saw his lights sweep across the opposite slope as he turned round and went down Malachite. I suppose he went back to the ranch and disposed of poor Timothy. What did he do with the body?’ 
 
    ‘What makes you so certain Timothy was dead when you left the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t he dead? He had to be.’ 
 
    ‘He died later. After he was shot someone dressed the wound. There were bandages on the body.’ 
 
    ‘You mean, I could have saved him if I’d stayed?’ 
 
    ‘No, you’d have been shot as well. It had occurred to me that you could be the person who dressed the wound. Now it seems it was Vogel.’ 
 
    Joanne laughed in disbelief. ‘He shot him, then regretted it and bandaged him?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you were the intended target all along.’ 
 
    ‘So we’re back to that. He certainly followed me up the canyon, and he knew the Jeep was in the gorge and I should be in it, but he never made any attempt to go down there and pull me out. You’re right, it had to be me he was after.’ She shuddered. ‘I’m glad you told me he’s dead. I’d never feel safe again if he was alive.’ She shook her head. ‘I still can’t see Vogel being so attached to me he’d want to kill me. You live with a guy three months and you still don’t know where he’s coming from.’ 
 
    Miss Pink gave a long sigh. ‘Tea!’ exclaimed Joanne, getting to her feet like a cat. ‘A pot of China, how does that sound?’ 
 
    ‘I take it Oscar was Timothy’s new agent,’ Miss Pink observed politely, squeezing lemon with silver tongs. 
 
    Joanne bit her lip, then laughed wryly. ‘It doesn’t matter now. Timothy wanted to stay here and Oscar was going to be his American agent, yes. He didn’t tell James Dorset, something to do with changing publishers, business ethics, stuff like that. None of it matters any longer.’ She looked sad. ‘He knew exactly where he was going to build his house: on a cliff at Big Sur, overlooking the Pacific.’ She sighed, shook herself and went on brightly: ‘Try this cake, it’s made with sherry. Oscar’s away at a conference in Tucson, so I’m cat-and-dog sitting. Did you want to see him? I can call him and tell him you’re here.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no urgency. How much did you tell him?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. I had to, turning up here looking like something the cat brought in. There wasn’t time to pull any clothes out of the Jeep before I sent it off the road. Even if I’d thought about it and had time there was only Timothy’s stuff. I was leaving with Timothy, but you know that. I hadn’t started packing though, and all my gear must still be in the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Including a bottle of Chanel.’ 
 
    ‘So you saw that. I suppose everywhere was searched after the bodies were discovered. Where were they found? You didn’t say.’ 
 
    ‘A short distance inside the forest, a few yards off the Deadboy trail.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know where to look?’ 
 
    ‘When Granville Green arrived to open his house Vogel wasn’t there but his pick-up was. We followed its tracks back into the forest. Evidently they’d carried his body in his own truck and then driven it back to leave it at the ranch.’ 
 
    ‘And Timothy was in the same place?’ 
 
    Miss Pink froze in the act of raising her cup to her lips. ‘Not – quite. But the bodies weren’t far apart.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find – the second body?’ 
 
    Miss Pink told her about Wolf’s German Shepherd. ‘Oh, Hiram.’ Joanne smiled. ‘He’s like a Shepherd himself: doggy, you know? Have some more cake. Isn’t it delicious?’ She cut large wedges for each of them and lay back again, swinging her legs up on the chair. Her feet were brown and slender, and rather grubby. 
 
    Miss Pink said: ‘Were you barefooted when you escaped from the cabin?’ 
 
    ‘No – fortunately. I’d have torn my feet to pieces in the forest. But I had no warm clothes, and do you know what it’s like up there, on the Sierras at night, even in summer? But you have to know what I did; you know everything else.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded. ‘You spent the first night at Palmer Meadows and you stole some clothing – and a wire coat hanger – which you used to open the door of a timber lorry. You spent the second night in that. In the morning the driver brought you down to the valley and you left him in Bakersfield.’ 
 
    ‘That’s about how it was.’ 
 
    ‘Oscar Sloat must have been surprised when you turned up on his doorstep. Or was he expecting you to arrive with Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t expecting anyone for another month and he didn’t know about me anyway. He was a bit startled when I showed, but Oscar’s a sweet guy, and he has charming manners. In fact he’s like Timothy – was. I guess that’s why we get on so well.’ 
 
    ‘You say you told him everything?’ 
 
    ‘Everything I knew at the time. Of course, I didn’t know that Vogel was dead –’ 
 
    ‘He was alive until four days ago.’ 
 
    ‘I’d assumed he was alive until this afternoon. I had to, I remembered that gunfire and me roaring out of the yard and the headlights coming up the canyon. Takes a long time to get over: the feeling a killer’s after you. But Oscar said Vogel wouldn’t try to trace me because he’d be working on the assumption that I’d report Timothy’s death to the police, so he’d have cleared out as soon as it was discovered my body wasn’t in the Jeep. He said Vogel would have been gone next day. But he didn’t go, did he?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t find the Jeep until a week ago.’ Miss Pink gave Joanne no chance to assimilate this but went on smoothly: ‘Why didn’t you report the shooting?’ 
 
    Joanne was astonished. ‘I’m illegal! I don’t have a work permit. They’d deport me soon as look at me –’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that,’ Miss Pink interposed drily. 
 
    ‘But Oscar’s going to see I get a work permit. He knows everyone in LA. I’ve had an audition –’ she gestured to the script on the table, ‘– and he says I’ve got the part, so I’m learning my lines. It’s only a TV soap but so what, it’s a start. Oscar wants us to get married but if I can stay in the States without having to get married, I think it’s better to remain single. I’ll live here in the canyon for a while. Oscar’s a very comfortable guy to have around.’ 
 
    ‘If you’d reported the shooting you’d have had to stay here as a potential witness. That is, if the killer came to trial.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but I’d have been under surveillance, and they’d go back over my time in the States and make a meal of it. Individual policemen are all right – thick usually but human – but Authority as an institution, with a capital A, that would come down on me like a ton of bricks. Besides, what good would it do Timothy to report his murder? His body would be found soon enough, I reckoned, and it was, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Rationalisation,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘Weren’t you concerned about justice?’ 
 
    Joanne’s eyes widened. ‘I was concerned not to become Vogel’s next victim. Mind you –’ she shifted on her chair, ‘– Oscar put that argument forward too – justice – but he dropped it when I pointed out the first thing they’d do would be deport me. Oscar’s easily influenced. You look doubtful. You haven’t met him.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ The conversation lapsed and in the silence the Great Dane walked round the pool, sat, and placed a large foot on Miss Pink’s thigh. 
 
    ‘He can have a small piece,’ Joanne said, maternal but firm. 
 
    Miss Pink gave him a piece of cake and asked: ‘Who looked after the animals before you arrived?’ 
 
    ‘A lady called Isabella: Spanish type, with a trace of Negro blood. Oscar likes exotic women. I never thought of myself as exotic but I suppose he just means having some coloured blood.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Isabella?’ 
 
    ‘She left a few days after I arrived. We didn’t get on.’ 
 
    ‘You told the logger you had an Algerian father.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ 
 
    ‘But Charlotte Semple says your father was an Indian rajah when he wasn’t the chief of an Afghan tribe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s coming closer, but I’m a quadroon, not a half-caste – not that being a quarter-Indian – or Afghan – would make me superior; it’s just to set the record straight. Remember the war?’ 
 
    ‘What? World War Two? Of course I remember it.’ 
 
    ‘My grandmother was Welsh, the wife of a quarry manager in Blaenau Ffestiniog.’ She smiled and dropped into the lilt of rural Caernarfonshire: ‘Very proper, we were: chapel on Sundays, Granpa Parry in his black suit and Nan in her best hat. She’s dead now but I remember a big woman, rather plain and very firm-looking: the pillar of the Mothers’ Union.’ She resumed her English accent, her face sparkling with delight: ‘And a regiment came over from India, a mountain regiment with mules, can you imagine! They were stationed in Nantmor. My real Grandad was a muletier from the Northwest Frontier!’ 
 
    Miss Pink was smiling too. ‘Did your grandmother leave her husband?’ 
 
    ‘Not a bit of it.’ Joanne sobered. She looked bewildered, as if there were something here she’d never really understood. ‘Curious, isn’t it? In that closed community: claustrophobic, hellfire-and-brimstone religion, they brought my mother up just like one of themselves. Of course, by the time the nine months were up, the Indians had moved on, and my mother says Nan never kept in touch with this guy – my real Grandad. Evidently no one else knew what happened until my mother was born – in hospital. And the story goes that Nan told Granpa Parry that he could have her back with the new baby or neither of ’em, and in that case she’d take the other kids with her too. There were two children besides my mother. Granpa Parry chose to take Nan and the new baby. I always reckoned Nan must have had something going for her that wasn’t obvious to us kids, I mean something that gave her some kind of power over men?’ 
 
    They exchanged questioning looks, Miss Pink realising with amazement that this seductive creature had no idea that the power had been inherited. ‘What happened to your mother?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘She went in for nursing, married a doctor and they live terribly dull lives in Liverpool. My father’s white; that’s why I’m not particularly dark. My mother’s very beautiful – but you got to watch it with this Indian blood. We all run to fat in middle-age. Mum has to fight like hell to keep the flab down.’ 
 
    ‘Is your father handsome?’ 
 
    ‘I guess. Men lose their looks with age, don’t they? He’s a type –’ she pronounced it in the French fashion, ‘– like Gary Cooper. Julius Semple has the same sort of blurry good looks, a kind of ghostly presence behind the wrinkles.’ 
 
    ‘And what is Oscar like?’ 
 
    ‘He’s just an ordinary guy to look at, a bit fat, but then he’s old, he’s thirty-nine, although that’s not nearly as old as Timothy. You mean, personality? He’s sophisticated. I like that, it was what attracted me to Timothy. Basically men are all the same – well, with a few exceptions – but superficially there’s this distinction: knowing what’s what, knowing the right places to eat and where to go to buy good clothes and not just the expensive flashy gear. Like guys who can tell you the difference between a Mozart concerto and one of Beethoven’s. At home my folks go in for opera and Lieder and they never get any further. I’ve had Lieder up to here for as long as I can remember. With Oscar I feel I’m evolving.’ 
 
    ‘I’m surprised you didn’t stay in a city, like New York. Concerti must have been somewhat thin on the ground as you came across America.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, this is all new! I was asleep from the neck up. Timothy brought me to life. He taught me to listen, to read, to look properly: see the essence of things. If I’d stayed with him, I mean if he’d lived … but he didn’t. As it is, Oscar fills the gap, sort of.’ 
 
    ‘If you prefer sophisticated men, where did Asa Fortune fit?’ 
 
    ‘I’d forgotten Asa. He’s a sweet guy too. Totally asexual, of course, but we were good friends.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you go to him the night Timothy was shot?’ 
 
    ‘I never thought of him. Perhaps I was so orientated to approaching Asa’s cabin quietly so as not to frighten the animals, that the prospect of exploding up Crazy Mule with a homicidal maniac chasing me, firing shots, was a kind of subconscious taboo. I can’t think of any other explanation.’ 
 
    ‘Asa stole gear from the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘He would. He scavenged round the crashed plane too. So what? Timothy would have given him anything he could use. What did he take?’ 
 
    ‘A sleeping bag, binoculars, a camera.’ 
 
    ‘There you are: just essentials. The camera he’d sell for food.’ 
 
    ‘You’re fond of Asa.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone would be who knows him. There’s no nonsense about him. I like men who are honest. Timothy was too. With most guys it’s “Hi, babe, your place or mine?” Not Timothy – nor Oscar, come to that. As for Asa: he was one of those exceptions: treated me no different from how he treats his animals. The others are just a load of dogs on heat.’ 
 
    ‘How do you handle them?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t bother – unless I want something.’ She grinned. ‘Like that logger above Credit. My feet were so bloody sore – all that walking, and I was filthy; I needed a bath. No skin off my nose if we go to a motel in Bakersfield. I needed food, drink, lashings of hot water – and money to get to the coast. What’s a few hours with a healthy guy? Cheap at the price. Prostitutes do it all the time.’ 
 
    ‘You inspire remarkable loyalty. All the men in Dogtown assure me you are not a tart.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How sweet. But the women won’t say that.’ 
 
    ‘In fact the women regard you as a kind of crusader.’ 
 
    ‘Now that is surprising. Rose I can believe it of, but Lorraine and Charlotte – never. Lorraine hasn’t an idea in her head beyond clothes and make-up, and Charlotte, that old dike! She may admire me but not because I’m picky about my men.’ 
 
    ‘Are you telling me Charlotte is a lesbian?’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe that’s going too far –’ she squirmed on her chair, ‘– but she gives me the willies. Gushing, you know? Effusive. Poor old Julius dragged along in her wake, having to agree with her comments on a person’s appearance. I’d run a mile, I mean, I did when I saw her coming.’ 
 
    ‘She says you suggested that the Mafia were after Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘I did? Maybe. I prefer my men to be honest but me, I like to play games with some people. Stupid git.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned. ‘Charlotte’s stupid?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I just can’t stand the woman. Look –’ she was suddenly incisive, ‘– I’ve been doing all the talking, but you haven’t told me much about what happened back there, in Dogtown, how you found out things. I can see how you could trace Timothy, and everyone would tell you about me, but how on earth did you find out Vogel was smuggling wildlife, had been into drugs? Even I didn’t know, and I was shacked up with the guy.’ 
 
    Miss Pink gave this her careful attention. ‘Obviously something was wrong because Timothy had dropped out of circulation without a word, so I started looking for clues as soon as I reached his last fixed point. Vogel’s behaviour was suspicious from the beginning but he was even more touchy after the Jeep was found. Then, in the Jeep, there was a pen with the address of a Texas motel on it.’ 
 
    ‘Seeping Springs. Lovely name. It was Vogel’s. But there’s nothing sinister about that. I must have put it in the Jeep, not Vogel. I picked up anything that was lying around. You don’t steal a pen.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not important. What I found curious was that I knew Timothy hadn’t been in Texas, and there was no indication that you’d been that far south, so I acted on the assumption, a hunch if you like, that Vogel was the connection. After all, he was a Texan. So I went to Seeping Springs and found the Texas Ranger who’d been trying to recruit the runner who disappeared in April. I returned to Dogtown convinced Vogel was involved in Timothy’s disappearance, only to find Vogel had been murdered.’ 
 
    ‘You must have thought I was involved.’ 
 
    ‘You have to admit that your behaviour was suspicious. You gave a false name to the logger, there was blood on you, you spun a fantastic story about hitting a deer –’ 
 
    ‘I got the blood on me when Timothy was shot! I couldn’t tell the logger it was human blood.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly, if that was the way you were going to play it: going to earth, keeping quiet about the shooting – but I wasn’t to know that. And then Hiram Wolf and Julius Semple reacted very strangely when your name was mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘That has to be subjective; they’re all mixed up, fantasising, you know – like the guy, the count in Rigoletto –’ And she burst into a spirited rendering of ‘La donna e mobile’. 
 
    ‘A good voice too,’ Miss Pink said drily, trying to wriggle out from under the spell. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ There was a long pause. ‘So what are you going to tell the police about me?’ 
 
    ‘Do I have to tell them anything?’ Again there was a loaded silence. ‘I would advise you to marry Oscar quickly.’ 
 
    ‘So you are going to the police.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t intend to. And there’s no reason why they should come to me. The official attitude is that the case is closed, or I think it’s moving that way: Vogel shot Timothy and was murdered in his turn by a drugs gang; the killings aren’t connected. Even if some effort were made to find Vogel’s murderers, you’re not involved. Why should anyone ask me where you are? I never met you until this afternoon. All the same, I think you should move on, and keep a very low profile.’ 
 
    ‘What about the animals? They’re my responsibility. How do you keep a low profile hitching with a harlequin Great Dane and a Siamese in tow?’ 
 
    ‘Put them in kennels or engage someone to live here and look after them. Phone Oscar and ask him to come back from Arizona and take you to – say – Mexico. Get married and stay away.’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking! The drugs people come from Mexico.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said firmly: ‘I’m not thinking of the people who killed Vogel, but the one who shot Timothy.’ 
 
    ‘That was Vogel! You said the police closed the case.’ 
 
    ‘I said that was the official attitude. Do you really think he hated you enough to kill you?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t hate me at all, or if he did he never showed it.’ 
 
    ‘And he had a very nasty temper. The more you tell me, the more difficult it is to see him as the man who fired at Timothy. Whether the gunman meant to shoot both of you, he certainly meant to get you, otherwise he’d have gone down into the gorge to pull you out of the Jeep. He’d think you were in it. Now if that gunman was Vogel, he might not have approached the Jeep over the next two months, but when it was found with no body in it, meaning you were free, and free to talk, he’d have run then.’ 
 
    ‘He could think that if I hadn’t talked for two months I wasn’t going to. He knew I was an illegal alien.’ 
 
    ‘Too big a gamble. He had everything to lose; the worst that could happen to you was deportation.’ 
 
    ‘How did he react when he heard I wasn’t in the Jeep?’ 
 
    A blue jay was scolding the Siamese on the other side of the pool. Miss Pink regarded the bird absently. ‘I don’t know how he reacted because he already knew when I met him one night in the Red Queen. He acted naturally then. I thought at the time that he wasn’t worried about your absence. He said you used to go to Timothy’s camp and when you didn’t come back he thought you were merely staying away longer than usual. Eventually he went along with the Dogtown people and assumed you’d gone for good.’ 
 
    ‘And leave all my gear behind? That’s a lie for a start.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t worth much – except the Chanel, and he might not appreciate the significance of that.’ Miss Pink’s thoughts were elsewhere. ‘Besides, Timothy had money … That was the night Vogel attacked Julius.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ 
 
    ‘I have to think.’ She massaged her temples. ‘It was a highly charged discussion right from the beginning; we were speculating on Timothy’s disappearance, on his whereabouts. Vogel mentioned the Mafia, but as a joke. Lovejoy told him it wasn’t a joking matter; Timothy was probably holed up, drinking himself to death, he said. Then Julius brought up the question of drugs, of Texas … no, I mentioned Texas. Vogel didn’t like that; he wouldn’t, it was getting too close to what he wanted to hide, but it wasn’t mention of Texas that precipitated the scene … I remember! It was Julius insinuating that Vogel had killed you. He asked if the police had searched Vogel’s cabin; the implication being that they should be looking for your body, or traces of it. Then Vogel went for Julius – but he didn’t hit him. He merely grabbed his shirt and reminded him forcefully that you’d been seen alive as far away as Bakersfield. Julius was terrified but he did manage to get out that the girl on the Sierras could have been someone else, that the one the logger met wasn’t you at all. At that point all the aggression went out of Vogel and he let Julius go, called him a fool. His attitude was one of contempt, not anger. But then –’ her eyes brightened, ‘– then I asked Vogel what you’d taken with you and he said you’d left everything behind. He looked really puzzled. It confused me because I’d accepted it was you at Bakersfield. There can’t be two people like you. Obviously Vogel hadn’t murdered you, no one had – but why leave in such a hurry that you took nothing with you?’ 
 
    ‘Now you know why, and you still look confused.’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking. I’m going back to the premise that Vogel didn’t shoot Timothy, that he didn’t come back early from his run, but came back a couple of days later, found Timothy still alive, bandaged him – that’s another odd feature: someone bandaged Timothy – but it was too late. He died and Vogel buried the body. It’s possible that he thought you shot Timothy.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth?’ 
 
    ‘An accident? A quarrel, a struggle. The first suspect in a murder is always the spouse or lover. By burying Timothy and keeping quiet, Vogel could have thought he was protecting you.’ 
 
    ‘Timothy would have told him it wasn’t me.’ 
 
    ‘If he was conscious. He could have been delirious. Alternatively he could have told Vogel who it was. No, that won’t work because if he’d been conscious when – if – the gunman came in the cabin, he’d have been shot again in order to silence him. Maybe. This scenario: of Vogel coming home to find Timothy alive and bandaging him, never realising that the Jeep was in the gorge, works better than the assumption that he was the killer.’ 
 
    ‘So who did kill Timothy? Who killed Vogel?’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m suggesting you find another place to hide.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ 
 
    Miss Pink sighed. ‘You don’t make it easy, but you have to face facts. If Timothy was shot in mistake for you, who hated you?’ 
 
    ‘No one. Why should they?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I mean. You treated Hiram Wolf like a dog. Not my words; even you say he was “doggy”.’ 
 
    Joanne was incredulous. ‘So he’d hate me for that? Oh, come on!’ 
 
    ‘How do you know what he felt, how anyone felt regarding you? Was he your lover?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not.’ 
 
    ‘Did he want to be?’ 
 
    ‘I guess. Are you being polite? I can’t see Hiram as my lover, but he’d probably want to go to bed with me, you could say that.’ 
 
    ‘You said he had fantasies regarding you.’ 
 
    ‘I think Timothy said that originally.’ 
 
    ‘Hiram could be the killer: drunk perhaps, out poaching. Coming to call on you, seeing the Jeep outside, overcome by jealousy, not caring which one of you he shot.’ 
 
    ‘So it could have been Hiram, or Julius, or Asa; it could have been Earl Lovejoy, he had a crush on me. And Verne didn’t like that. You’re surprised? It happens. What are you going to do about it, about any of it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s one thing you can do. Tell me the date of the shooting.’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy. It was July the twentieth, the day before my birthday.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    ‘Where were you?’ Granville Green asked, ushering Miss Pink into his dining room. ‘You missed all the excitement. We had the press here. And now we have the report on the autopsy on Timothy Argent.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to see you back.’ Lucy Green stood up with the Beck and Bader wives. ‘If you will excuse us, we have to prepare dinner,’ she said, leading the way to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘They’re squeamish,’ Green explained apologetically. ‘What can I get you? We’re drinking margaritas.’ 
 
    ‘We been wondering what happened to you.’ Beck’s beard fairly bristled with curiosity. 
 
    ‘I was visiting friends. Tell me about the autopsy.’ She sat down and accepted a margarita although she would have preferred tea. She had spent a comfortable night at Oscar Sloat’s house but the drive back to Dogtown had been hot and dry. 
 
    ‘There was a bullet close to the body.’ Green was going round with the cocktail shaker, freshening drinks. ‘It must have fallen out of the remains; there were traces of tissue on it. The track’s gone, of course, but it must have missed a vital organ because he was alive after the shot – well, he lived long enough for someone to bandage him up. And then he died. And was buried.’ He looked at Miss Pink as if for approval. 
 
    ‘He could have died of anything,’ Bader put in. ‘Infection of the wound, pneumonia, whatever. He had no medical attention.’ 
 
    ‘They’re sure of that?’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t have. The shooting wasn’t reported.’ 
 
    ‘Couldn’t afford to report it.’ Green was sharp. ‘Vogel comes home, finds a dead man in his cabin –’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ Miss Pink interrupted. ‘Vogel finds him dead? Then who put the bandage on?’ 
 
    ‘That would be Joanne,’ Bader said. ‘Who else? She was there, with Argent. She bandaged him but he was mortally wounded and he died so she cleared out, took the Jeep, couldn’t drive it, and crashed at the first bend.’ 
 
    ‘And Vogel comes home and finds a body, and doesn’t report it.’ She sounded doubtful. 
 
    ‘With his background no way was he going to bring police into this canyon.’ Green’s grin was not amused. 
 
    ‘They uncovered his background?’ 
 
    ‘The sheriff did. You told him about Seeping Springs. Vogel had a snake tattooed on his left arm. So did a guy at Seeping Springs called Ed Fisher who the Texas Ranger down there says was smuggling heroin. That’s not all: the prints taken from Vogel’s body correspond with a guy’s called Hudson who’s got a record: for possession. I employed a drugs runner as a caretaker!’ 
 
    ‘And the girl got away,’ Bader said slyly. 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Green didn’t like the insinuation. ‘She could have been under some kind of duress.’ 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed a smile and said: ‘Joanne joined him shortly before you met them in Carlsbad. She had nothing to do with the drugs. She was just a hitch-hiker.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘Vogel told me.’ She was bland. She went on: ‘Do the police think the people who murdered Vogel are still around?’ 
 
    Green shook his head vehemently. ‘No way. They’d be far too obvious. It was one quick strike: in and out, more like an operation. A terrible thing though, Argent being shot by mistake –’ 
 
    ‘By mistake?’ 
 
    ‘There had to be a mistake. The sheriff – no one can go along with two murderers, or two sets of ’em, and they’re drugs-related crimes anyway, not crimes of passion.’ 
 
    ‘Theories change with the evidence,’ Beck told her gravely. ‘The killers were after Vogel, they saw a man behind the screen in the cabin and shot him. When they realised they’d got the wrong guy, they came back and that time they got the one they wanted.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged. ‘I’ll go along with that,’ she said neutrally. 
 
    Her tone touched a chord in Green. He said persuasively: ‘Why don’t you get away from all of it, come out with us tomorrow? We’re going up to the country west of Palmer Meadows. Make a nice change for all of us, get on the trail of the Joplins again.’ 
 
    ‘Actually I must write a letter to Timothy’s publisher. I’ve spoken to him but one forgets the details on the phone. The following day perhaps.’ She stood up. 
 
    ‘You’re not leaving? Stay and eat with us.’ 
 
    ‘I promised Rose I’d see her in the Red Queen.’ 
 
    She drove away, wondering what they’d make of her visit. If they came to the conclusion that she’d gone to the ranch to find out if there were any news that might not be public property in Dogtown, and having obtained it, had left satisfied, did that matter? On reflection she didn’t think so; it was most unlikely that any of them – Green, Bader or Beck – had been in the locality on July 20th. A strange vehicle would have attracted attention immediately. 
 
    ‘July twentieth,’ Lovejoy repeated. ‘That was the day before Joanne’s birthday, the night it all happened, if it happened at night. Is that why you’re asking?’ 
 
    Miss Pink had gone over the salient points carefully while soaking in a bath in her cabin. She had come across to the restaurant with Rose and noted the dawning awareness on his face when she asked Lovejoy if he remembered the night of July 20th. Now she said: ‘I’m trying to make sense of things for a letter, a report I have to write for Timothy’s publisher. I spoke to him this morning and he asked me when Timothy was shot. I thought no one could tell – except Joanne and Vogel, and I suppose none of us will see Joanne again. But Rose says it must have been July the twentieth.’ 
 
    ‘It had to be,’ Rose broke in eagerly. ‘Joanne was down the afternoon before her birthday and she was excited about the party next day. The shooting had to be that night, Earl; Joanne and Timothy would never have stood you up, and then not called to apologise. It was special –’ she assured Miss Pink, ‘– lobsters flown in to Endeavor – Timothy was paying; I mean, he left owing all that – but of course he didn’t leave … ’ Her face was stricken. 
 
    ‘Why did it have to be the twentieth?’ Lovejoy asked. ‘Why not next day?’ 
 
    ‘It almost certainly happened in the dark,’ Miss Pink said, knowing it had, and going on quickly before they called it into question: ‘No one could have sneaked up on Timothy in the daylight.’ 
 
    Lovejoy frowned. Verne Blair came in and took a bottle of brandy from under the bar. ‘Miss Pink figures it was July twentieth Timothy was shot,’ Lovejoy told him. ‘The night before Joanne’s birthday.’ 
 
    ‘I said so all along,’ Blair said. ‘Except I thought that they’d taken off about that time. I did Timothy an injustice. Did you hear the results of the autopsy, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was up at the Greens’ place.’ 
 
    ‘It was all Joanne’s fault.’ Blair was harsh. ‘It was bound to happen; you could see it coming miles off. She played around. Timothy was shot in mistake for her.’ 
 
    Lovejoy and Rose wouldn’t look at him. Miss Pink sipped her beer, thinking that this was obviously not the first time that they had discussed the subject, that there were differences of opinion. ‘Why didn’t you phone them when they didn’t turn up for the party?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘We did,’ Blair said. ‘There was no reply. We did wonder if maybe the phone wasn’t working –’ He looked distressed. 
 
    ‘You didn’t think to go up there?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you see –’ Rose began, and stopped. She went on slowly: ‘It wasn’t the kind of situation where you jump in a car, go and drag them down to a party. I mean, if they didn’t come it had to be something important happening up there, didn’t it? We hadn’t known Timothy long – for Heavens’ sakes, they hadn’t known each other long; in theory I guess she was still living with Vogel.’ She spread her hands. ‘We didn’t know what the situation was.’ 
 
    ‘No one wanted to go up there,’ Blair said. ‘None of us three. There was no telling what you might walk into.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ Rose said darkly. 
 
    ‘Yes, well, we weren’t to know, were we?’ Blair’s tone cut like a knife. 
 
    ‘But it was the night before the party that Timothy was shot,’ Miss Pink pointed out, and saw Blair stiffen. 
 
    ‘The bandage!’ exclaimed Lovejoy. ‘You realised what it meant.’ 
 
    Blair said bleakly: ‘You’re thinking the same as the police: that it might not have been Vogel fired that shot.’ 
 
    As if he’d been waiting for a cue Lovejoy plunged in: ‘If it was Vogel he was one hell of a good actor: going along with us for weeks pretending Joanne and Timothy had gone away together. And we knew Vogel; he was laid back, but he wasn’t an actor. He couldn’t have kept it up.’ 
 
    They were all staring at her. She said thoughtfully: ‘So you think Timothy was shot in mistake for Vogel, that the gunmen thought Vogel escaped and crashed in the Jeep, and later, when they discovered he was still alive, they came back and did the job they’d bungled two months before. You’re saying both murders are the work of one gang.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what the sheriff’s thinking now,’ Rose said. 
 
    ‘And it’s the best theory we heard yet,’ Lovejoy said. ‘But will it stand up to –’ 
 
    There were steps outside and all eyes were on the door as it opened to admit Charlotte, very colourful in a pale jumpsuit, an emerald bandana and dangling silver earrings. Carefully groomed, her hair a flaming aureole, in the dim light of the Queen she looked lithe and considerably younger than her years. She greeted everyone gaily, sparkling at Miss Pink and hoping she’d enjoyed a good trip despite the heat. She perched on a stool. ‘My old boy’s coming over,’ she told the partners. ‘Can we eat here? I’m taking the night off.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ Blair said. ‘You’ll all have to eat the same; it’s a salmi of duck.’ Over murmurs of appreciation he retired to the kitchen. Miss Pink asked Lovejoy for the wine list, and for sherry in the interim. Rose and Charlotte ordered martinis. They made a convivial group: the three women in their trendy casual clothes (even Miss Pink was in designer denim), Lovejoy attendant and attentive on the other side of the bar. ‘Miss Pink agrees with the police,’ he informed Charlotte. ‘Well, I guess it fits?’ He raised an eyebrow at her. ‘That it was the same gang killed Timothy as killed Vogel.’ 
 
    Charlotte gave the ghost of a smile. ‘That’s new?’ 
 
    ‘You see?’ He turned to Miss Pink. ‘We all came round to that theory.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t!’ Rose was indignant, looking from him to Charlotte. ‘I thought it was like the police said originally: Vogel killed Timothy, and a gang killed Vogel, no connection between the two. I never thought you were serious.’ She glared at Lovejoy. ‘I thought you were just kicking an idea around.’ 
 
    Lovejoy shrugged and turned back to Charlotte. ‘Did you realise that Timothy was killed on July twentieth?’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t.’ She was amazed. ‘How did you work that out?’ He explained about the birthday party. ‘I’d forgotten that,’ she said. ‘We weren’t invited.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘So it was the twentieth? Fascinating.’ She was being polite. 
 
    ‘His publisher wanted to know.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. He would.’ Charlotte sipped her martini. ‘So you agree with the police.’ She was lightly teasing. 
 
    ‘Well, actually –’ Miss Pink was flustered, ‘– we could all be wrong; I only just thought of it – when I remembered the bandage. Of course it was obvious that the shot didn’t kill Timothy, at least not immediately. I’ve had a feeling all along that the shooting could be an accident, something to do with a quarrel, a struggle involving a gun. From what people tell me, Joanne seems to have been a very volatile person. Suppose the gun was accidentally discharged, she could have bandaged him, then panicked and run, or rather driven away. On the other hand she could have thought Timothy was dead and she cleared out immediately, and Vogel came home within a day or two, found Timothy still alive and it was he who put the bandage on.’ 
 
    ‘And he had to bury the body when Timothy died.’ Charlotte was thoughtful. ‘You mean, he guessed Joanne shot Timothy, or Timothy said she had, and Vogel was protecting her?’ 
 
    ‘And with his record he didn’t want the police around.’ Miss Pink smiled, the picture of diffidence. ‘Of course, it’s all speculation.’ 
 
    Lovejoy snorted. ‘Like Julius’s wild idea about Vogel having killed Joanne. All the same, it was –’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ Miss Pink interrupted. ‘Not Vogel; he’d come to accept –’ 
 
    The screen door opened again and Julius Semple came in. The light transformed him as it did his wife. He was wearing a wide-brimmed hat and his ravaged good looks were further set off by a black bandana at his throat. ‘High noon,’ murmured Rose, but not loud enough for him to hear. He crossed the room, nodding to the occupants, and stood close to his wife. They made an extremely handsome couple of a certain age and Miss Pink reflected that, with those looks and a certain amount of team-work, they would make a success of any enterprise that might involve an element of showmanship, such as the museum. 
 
    ‘What had he come to accept?’ Lovejoy asked of Miss Pink. ‘We’re talking about Vogel,’ he told Semple. ‘Miss Pink is giving us the rundown on how Timothy came to be shot, poor guy.’ 
 
    Semple looked blank. ‘Go on,’ Charlotte urged. ‘This is intriguing, even though you say it’s all speculation.’ 
 
    ‘I was going to say that he’d come to accept Joanne’s promiscuity,’ Miss Pink explained. ‘And he had no more reason to murder her, I should say considerably less reason, than any other man who was her lover.’ 
 
    ‘OK,’ Rose said sulkily, ‘but she didn’t have – I mean –’ she looked round the circle, ‘– when she was here she was serious with only one guy: Timothy, right?’ No one spoke. ‘Wasn’t she?’ she asked doubtfully. 
 
    ‘Don’t look at me!’ protested Lovejoy. 
 
    ‘Well, wasn’t she?’ Rose asked of Charlotte. 
 
    Semple’s expression was flinty. ‘Give me a bourbon,’ he growled at Lovejoy. 
 
    ‘I don’t think Joanne was serious in the way you imply with anyone,’ Charlotte said. ‘Least of all Timothy. She was taking him for all she could get, and the only reason she was going off with him was because she thought he could get her a job in movies.’ 
 
    ‘She had the looks for it,’ Rose said, ignoring the rest of the comments. 
 
    Lovejoy said: ‘That’s a load of garbage, Charlotte! Joanne’s a lovely girl, and completely innocent –’ 
 
    ‘Innocent!’ Charlotte glared at him, then softened as quickly. ‘Innocent like an animal,’ she amended. ‘She was totally immoral –’ 
 
    ‘She was loyal and loving and generous –’ Lovejoy shouted. 
 
    The kitchen door opened behind him. ‘You can say that again,’ Blair said. 
 
    ‘What?’ Lovejoy swung round. 
 
    ‘She was generous all right.’ 
 
    ‘Now don’t you start –’ 
 
    ‘She was a walking bomb,’ Charlotte said. ‘In these days, with all the information pumped into us about Aids –’ 
 
    Her tone was softly reasonable and Lovejoy’s interruption cut through it like a rattler’s hiss: ‘So where was your old man on the night of the twentieth?’ 
 
    There was an appalled silence. Semple gaped at him. Charlotte’s eyes widened in shock, and Lovejoy took a step back so that he came up against the shelves of the bar. Blair looked frightened, Rose said weakly: ‘That was gross, Earl.’ Miss Pink’s glasses flashed as she looked round them calmly. 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. ‘Run that one past me again, Earl.’ 
 
    Blair licked his lips. Lovejoy was embarrassed. ‘Only a joke,’ he muttered, moving forward. 
 
    ‘Sick joke.’ Rose glanced at the Semples unhappily. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Charlotte said. ‘I was getting there. It was a bit sick, Earl.’ She glanced at her husband. ‘Tell them, sweetie.’ 
 
    He sighed. ‘There’s nothing to tell. I mean, hell, you steer clear of a woman like that – if you can.’ He grinned shamefacedly. ‘There isn’t far you can go in Dogtown; I couldn’t hardly jump in the pick-up and head for the back-country when I saw her coming, could I? I blame Vogel; he should have looked after her. Of course, I wasn’t the only one –’ he glanced at his wife, ‘– she was after anything in pants.’ 
 
    ‘Difficult.’ Charlotte sounded like an echo. ‘She literally couldn’t keep her hands off a man – even with me standing there! It was a compulsion, you know? A desperate need for physical contact, always having to touch people.’ 
 
    ‘Even you?’ Rose asked sweetly. 
 
    Charlotte’s lips thinned. ‘Whores are often lesbians,’ she said coldly. 
 
    Rose gasped. Lovejoy opened his mouth to intercede but Miss Pink was there before him. ‘When did Vogel come back?’ she asked. 
 
    They were dumbfounded at the sudden change of subject. Rose recovered first. ‘Some time after the twenty-first,’ she said. ‘After Joanne’s birthday, must have been; they wouldn’t have planned the party if he was going to be here. He didn’t show in Dogtown for a while after, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t at the ranch. He could go and come without anyone knowing: over Breakneck, down past Dogtown. You can’t see the road from here.’ 
 
    ‘You can see headlights at night,’ Blair said. 
 
    ‘Only if you’re looking.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said absently, as if following a train of thought: ‘On the night of the twentieth was there anything about, a truck or car – did you hear one – that you didn’t recognise?’ 
 
    They looked at each other. ‘Not at night,’ Charlotte said. ‘We’d remember. On summer days there’s usually tourists about: family parties, kids, like that –’ 
 
    ‘They come over here,’ Blair put in. ‘We do hamburgers and hot dogs in the daytime.’ He made a face. 
 
    Rose said: ‘Everyone leaves the town by six, around there, when the museum closes – unless they eat here.’ 
 
    ‘No one ate here on the twentieth,’ Blair said. ‘I was preparing for the party next day. I’d remember if I’d had to break off and cook for casuals.’ 
 
    ‘We must have closed at six,’ Charlotte said. ‘We always do. I don’t remember any strange cars after that, but then if someone was on the canyon road, we wouldn’t see headlights if we were indoors – and I don’t see where else we could be. There’s not a lot to do in Dogtown. Maybe we came over for a drink.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t,’ Rose said. ‘But I did. I remember because Joanne had been down that afternoon and Earl and I were talking about her and the party next day: we were laughing about the menu she’d chosen: clam chowder, lobster salad and chocolate mousse – a kid’s menu. Verne was making petits fours and I went in the kitchen to watch. I remember the night because it was all, like, preparations for the big event. And Charlotte was watching television when I went home and Julius was in the museum. I could see him through the windows. You were working at a bench,’ she told him, ‘so you’re in the clear.’ She stopped short. People looked at each other and as quickly looked away. The tension that had eased somewhat returned in force. Semple asked tentatively: ‘What motive would they have had for shooting Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘They?’ Miss Pink looked bewildered. 
 
    ‘Well, anyone. You’re considering everyone, aren’t you?’ He shuffled his feet, embarrassed. 
 
    ‘Miss Pink is,’ Charlotte said drily. ‘The stuff about strange trucks is a blind. You may as well come right out with it, say their names.’ She looked meaningly at Miss Pink. ‘We’re all thinking the same thing. But Asa Fortune has never been violent – and Hiram?’ She shrugged. ‘Easy come, easy go.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning he didn’t care that much for Joanne?’ Miss Pink asked innocently while Rose and the partners stared, and Semple looked sullen. 
 
    ‘Well, hardly a matter of caring.’ Charlotte said. ‘And so far as Asa is concerned, it’s an enormous jump from robbing bodies to shooting people. Besides, if Asa’d suddenly come into a lot of money, wouldn’t he spend it? You can be sure the sheriff’s been asking in Endeavor did Asa buy a lot of luxuries in the last few weeks.’ A pause as they digested this. ‘Hiram?’ she continued, still looking at Miss Pink. ‘How did he react when you found Timothy’s body?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t watching him but he had his hands full with the dog.’ 
 
    ‘He could go up Danger Canyon without anyone knowing,’ Semple said. ‘Lorraine would know, of course –’ 
 
    Rose said: ‘If he told Lorraine he was in all evening on July twentieth watching TV, she’d say so, and she’d believe it. Lorraine’s a zombie.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not as bad as that,’ Lovejoy protested, ‘but she could be brainwashed.’ 
 
    ‘That would be what attracted Hiram to Joanne,’ Charlotte mused: ‘a girl with abundant energy – and there was the added thrill that she belonged to someone else –’ 
 
    ‘She belonged to no one!’ Rose flushed with indignation. ‘You’re talking like – like a Mormon! She was her own woman. Hell, you don’t belong to Julius!’ 
 
    ‘So what do you reckon?’ Rose asked as they stood outside the Grand Imperial enjoying the stars. ‘Do you still think it was one gang killed both guys, or do you think someone else fired that shot at Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘Who would you think was responsible for Timothy’s death?’ 
 
    ‘Of the men in Dogtown? You’re serious?’ Rose turned away. ‘There’s a shooting star, it’s fallen on the Argus Range. Asa? He steals but I don’t see Asa shooting anyone – unless, of course, they were cruel to animals, but Timothy wasn’t. Hiram? He had all the opportunity in the world and he was the kind of guy would be driven up the wall by a girl like Joanne. Julius. Well … ’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Miss Pink too was thoughtful. The night was very quiet. They could hear the murmur of the Semples’ television set. 
 
    ‘I did see him on the night of the twentieth,’ Rose insisted. ‘I wasn’t lying. He was working at a bench in the museum.’ 
 
    They moved back from the hotel and looked up the street. There were lights in the museum. ‘They’re careless about electricity,’ Rose said. ‘They always leave the lights on. But I saw him; he was working on something with straps, like a bridle.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you.’ 
 
    ‘And you saw how he was terrified. You never met Joanne but she was one hell of a woman; if she did decide she wanted him, poor Julius wouldn’t know what hit him.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Lorraine Wolf was painting her nails. She stared helplessly as Miss Pink tendered a fifty-dollar bill in payment for petrol. ‘No hurry,’ Miss Pink said cheerfully, leaning against the counter to chat. ‘Is Hiram about?’ 
 
    ‘He’s on the school bus. He’s never here when you want him.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know he drove the school bus.’ 
 
    ‘He don’t. The driver’s off sick so Wolf’s standing in.’ She spread her fingers and regarded her nails critically. 
 
    ‘That’s an unusual colour,’ Miss Pink said in admiration. ‘Very fetching.’ 
 
    Lorraine blinked and picked up the bottle. Her lips moved soundlessly. ‘I can’t read it.’ 
 
    ‘Amaranth Lustre. It’s good teamed with white.’ Lorraine was wearing a white blouse with a plunging cleavage. Her eyes lit up and she gave Miss Pink a ravishing smile. 
 
    ‘You really think so? You’re not just saying that? I didn’t know whether I could wear it: purple and white. I liked it in the book –’ she gestured to a magazine beside the cash register, ‘– but I don’t have the looks.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish,’ said Miss Pink lightly, and continued in the same tone: ‘A nasty shock for your husband: finding Timothy’s body.’ 
 
    Lorraine showed no surprise at this. ‘He didn’t say much, just it looked bad for Brett Vogel. But Brett were dead then.’ 
 
    ‘He’d be wanting to spare your feelings.’ 
 
    ‘I dunno about that. He said the animals had been there.’ 
 
    ‘What happened on July the twentieth?’ asked Miss Pink in the same kind of tone that she might have asked what was on television that day. 
 
    ‘July twentieth?’ Lorraine shook her head in amazement. ‘That’s two months back! How would I remember that long ago?’ 
 
    ‘It was the night Timothy Argent was shot.’ 
 
    ‘It was? So why ask me if you knew?’ 
 
    ‘I put it badly. What I should have said was: did they call here for gas? or –’ she glanced out of the window, ‘– did they turn off on the Dogtown road?’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘The people who killed Timothy. It wasn’t Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘Wolf said it was. So does the police.’ 
 
    ‘Was Wolf here on July the twentieth?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t expect so. He’s out most nights. Wolf likes a drink.’ 
 
    ‘In Dogtown?’ 
 
    ‘You’re joking! That place don’t have a proper bar, and he’s got no time for – He don’t care for the Queen. He goes to Endeavor. Oh, sorry, you want to pay for the gas.’ 
 
    She made out a receipt and Miss Pink took her change. ‘Is that your pick-up outside?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Wolf’s. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Should he leave a rifle in an open truck?’ It was in a rack at the back of the cab. 
 
    ‘I don’t expect it’s loaded, and I keeps my eye on it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like seeing guns lying around in full view. There are strange people about.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why you gotta have a gun; you never know when you’re going to need it, particularly out here.’ 
 
    Turning away, Miss Pink checked. ‘You mean that personally? You can handle a rifle too?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, everybody out here does. Plenty of times a girl’s on her own with her man off someplace till all hours. I keep the gun in the house at night – and I keep it loaded.’ 
 
    ‘That one?’ 
 
    ‘We only got the one.’ 
 
    ‘Every night? Then that means Wolf is on the roads in the dark without a gun.’ 
 
    ‘So what? He can lock the truck doors and he’s a man anyways. It’s me needs the gun on my own in this place. I bring the dog in too but she don’t even bark. The gun kills, don’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I was talking to Lorraine,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And she told me that the Wolfs have only one rifle and she keeps it in the house at night. So Hiram is out doing whatever he does unarmed.’ 
 
    ‘Why you telling me this?’ Asa Fortune was more interested in a white-headed woodpecker exploring a tree-trunk. 
 
    ‘If she’s telling the truth it couldn’t have been Hiram who shot Timothy.’ 
 
    ‘What made you think it was?’ 
 
    ‘Timothy was shot by mistake.’ When he didn’t react, she went on: ‘The killer saw a shadow behind a screen in a lighted room. He didn’t see the Jeep outside because Timothy had parked it above the cabin. He didn’t care one way or the other about Timothy; it was Joanne he was after.’ 
 
    He sketched a nod. ‘So you worked it out. That wasn’t difficult.’ 
 
    ‘How many men would want Joanne to die slowly?’ 
 
    ‘Or want her dead?’ Now she had his interest. ‘Why do you put it like that: dying slowly?’ 
 
    ‘Someone hated her so much that when he thought she was in the crashed Jeep he made no attempt to go down into the creek and pull her out. She could have been alive and terribly injured.’ 
 
    ‘You’re guessing. There’s no way of knowing what happened.’ 
 
    She ignored this. ‘Suppose Hiram did have a rifle that night and he did shoot Timothy, is he capable of leaving Joanne to die?’ 
 
    ‘Hiram Wolf.’ He chewed his moustache. A doe stepped out from behind a tree and regarded them gravely, its moist nose twitching. Fortune saw the deer and his voice softened. ‘He can kill,’ he said, ‘but so do I; I go away from here where I don’t know them. I kill strange beasts –’ his eyes sharpened but his voice stayed low, ‘– difficult to say whether it’s the same with people. It could work the other way round; it may be easier to kill folks as is close to you.’ 
 
    ‘And she wasn’t a stranger to him,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘But she didn’t care for him.’ 
 
    ‘Did he care for her?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know?’ 
 
    ‘You might have been able to tell from his behaviour.’ Without a pause or a change in tone she went on: ‘In the tack-room, when you found the snake, the rosy boa, who was it came down out of the forest in Vogel’s pick-up?’ 
 
    He looked away and the deer, which had started to browse, jerked her head and stared at him, poised to run. ‘Couldn’t tell,’ he said. ‘I just saw headlights.’ 
 
    ‘It was Vogel’s pick-up,’ she emphasised. ‘The killer used Vogel’s own truck to carry the body, even killed him with his own shovel.’ 
 
    Fortune blinked. ‘He were hung up with wire.’ 
 
    ‘He was dead. The blow from the shovel fractured his skull.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I guess he had to be dead first.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t leave the ranch immediately.’ 
 
    ‘I did so. A man like that, smuggler, he’d be armed, wouldn’t he? I took off ’case he had a dog.’ He looked sly. ‘Hiram’s bitch would have scented me, told him I were there.’ 
 
    ‘But she didn’t scent you. She wasn’t there.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know that.’ 
 
    ‘You knew all along who was in that pick-up because you’d found the other truck before you reached the ranch.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No.’ The woodpecker started to strip bark and his eyes flickered. ‘I didn’t find no truck.’ 
 
    ‘You hung around, you saw him park Vogel’s truck and leave the ranch and return to where he’d left his own vehicle. You know who he was.’ 
 
    ‘I went the other way, up Deadboy. I wasn’t going down the meadow towards my place when he could come along behind, lights blazing, and armed. Had to be armed, I figured, out at night, up to no good; poaching, I thought.’ His voice strengthened. ‘And it had to be Vogel. What else would I think? His pick-up comes down the meadow, turns in at the ranch where he lives. ’Fact, it probably was Vogel, no reason why not.’ He avoided her eye. 
 
    The woodpecker stopped work and shuffled round the trunk. In the silence they could hear leaves tear as the doe browsed. ‘I’ve talked to Joanne,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    He stiffened but he said nothing, waiting. 
 
    ‘She’s well and happy, and careless as ever. I tried to persuade her to go away, to go into hiding. I wasn’t successful.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ he breathed. ‘Is she close by?’ 
 
    ‘Too close. And she’s got a job in television. Soon everyone will know where she is –’ 
 
    ‘No!’ 
 
    ‘She has no idea she’s in any danger. She laughs at the thought.’ 
 
    ‘You gotta stop her!’ His voice rose and the deer sprang away. ‘She mustn’t go on television,’ he cried. ‘Didn’t you tell her?’ 
 
    ‘Tell her what?’ 
 
    ‘That … that –’ He was mumbling and glaring, unable to find words. 
 
    ‘She thinks it was Vogel shot Timothy,’ Miss Pink said earnestly. ‘She’s certain of it, and since he’s dead she says there’s nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘You gotta go back and convince her to leave. Where is she?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying.’ 
 
    He thought about that. ‘Maybe you’re right. How did you find her?’ 
 
    She answered obliquely. ‘It couldn’t have been Hiram who shot Timothy, or if it was, his passion evaporated very quickly. Because he knows where she is and he didn’t follow her.’ 
 
    ‘Does anyone else know?’ 
 
    ‘So you weren’t bothered about Hiram either. And now we both know who was driving the pick-up you found in the forest that night.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. Sure I found the truck but I never saw the driver. I went up Deadboy like I said, but I did backtrack Vogel’s pick-up, so I found his body. I’ll tell you who the other truck belonged to if you take me to Joanne. I can convince her to go somewhere she’ll be safe.’ 
 
    ‘I know whose truck it was.’ And she told him. 
 
    It was high noon in Dogtown. Windows and doorways looked blind, as they do in hot countries where fly screens shield open spaces. There was a moment, as the Cherokee came quietly up the wide bright street, when the place resembled a stage set: a plywood ghost town waiting for the gunfight, an impression heightened by a glimpse of Rose’s horses dozing under a cottonwood. 
 
    The Cherokee itself shattered the illusion, and now the pick-ups were visible, although the Semples’ was absent. Dust drifted away as Miss Pink came round and parked facing the Red Queen. 
 
    Lovejoy, stacking shelves, greeted her in surprise. ‘I thought you said you were up to Palmer Meadows with Granville today.’ 
 
    ‘I missed them. I’ve been working in Crazy Mule Canyon.’ 
 
    ‘We’re back to that, are we? Crazy Mule or Breakneck or Deadboy Pass. I guess it’s a harmless occupation: a relief really after the past coupla weeks. Did you get your letter written?’ 
 
    Blair came in with mugs of coffee, asked Miss Pink if she would join them, and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘There are one or two loose ends,’ she murmured, and turned to look out on the brilliant street. 
 
    ‘I never did get it clear –’ he began, but Blair, reappearing with another mug of coffee, said harshly: ‘Leave it, Earl. Everybody’s had it up to here. And remember –’ it was a warning, ‘– Miss Pink was intimately involved.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. Here’s Rose coming over. Thirsty weather, this heat wave. She’ll be wanting coffee too.’ 
 
    Blair retreated. The screen door opened. Rose said: ‘I thought you were out with the Westerners. What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I missed them. There’s no hurry. We can afford to take things easy now.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a change. And no police, no press; you dodged all that by taking off for LA.’ 
 
    ‘It was too hot for interviews.’ 
 
    Blair came in with coffee for Rose. ‘This is nice,’ she said with sudden appreciation. ‘It’s a bit dead – I mean, I feel as if something’s missing; we gotta take up our lives again as if nothing happened. But something did happen – and it was shattering. So why do I feel a sense of loss?’ 
 
    ‘Unfinished business?’ murmured Miss Pink. 
 
    Blair made an impatient movement but Lovejoy’s expression was questioning. Rose was still puzzled. ‘We’ll never know the truth,’ she said helplessly, but the partners’ attention had strayed to the street and the women turned to see Julius Semple walking through the sunshine, wearing a gun-belt with the butt of a gun visible in its holster. No one said anything, no one moved. Semple came in and clumped over to the bar in his high-heeled boots. Rose exhaled and said breathlessly: ‘What on earth are you doing with that?’ 
 
    His eyes were bright. ‘Isn’t it fabulous? The Colt’s just to complete the picture, I have to find one the right period. I bought this gun-belt last week; don’t you think it’s a beauty?’ He drew the pistol and laid it on the bar. Blair said: ‘You know you can’t bring a firearm in here, Julius.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not loaded.’ 
 
    The partners stared at the Colt as if mesmerised. Semple unbuckled the belt and handed it to Rose. ‘Look at the tooling on that holster; no one makes stuff like that today.’ 
 
    Miss Pink picked up the gun which was, indeed, unloaded. ‘A handy weapon,’ she observed. ‘Do you have a collection of firearms too, Mr Semple?’ 
 
    ‘Julius, please. Who else does?’ His eyes danced. A breath of spirits wafted towards them. Rose lifted an eyebrow and turned to her coffee. ‘I’m off the hook today,’ he informed them. ‘My dear wife’s at a sale in Endeavor.’ He beamed: for him an unfamiliar expression. Usually he looked hag-ridden. Blair put a mug of black coffee in front of him. ‘Drink that, Julius,’ he said firmly. 
 
    Semple opened his mouth, caught the other’s look and said: ‘Good idea, Verne. Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have other firearms, Julius?’ Miss Pink’s words dropped like water from a height: crystal-clear, discrete. 
 
    ‘Only a few,’ he told her. ‘But my collection’s increasing all the time; that’s my department: firearms, and harness of all kinds. Charlotte’s specialty is the clothes. You came back early, ma’am; aren’t you going up to Palmer Meadows?’ 
 
    ‘I had to get some things straight for a report I’m working on for Timothy’s publisher.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ Rose asked. 
 
    ‘I needed to know where the pick-up was concealed on the night that Vogel was killed.’ 
 
    The import of this penetrated slowly. Lovejoy’s lips moved as he repeated the statement, Blair blinked behind his spectacles, Rose’s mouth hung open. Semple stared and said: ‘What pick-up? They used his: his pick-up, his shovel to bury him –’ 
 
    ‘Vogel wasn’t buried,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    He laughed and shook his head as if to clear it. ‘Of course he wasn’t; I’m getting muddled with Timothy. But then I guess he had to be buried with Vogel’s shovel because Vogel buried him, right?’ 
 
    ‘Vogel buried Timothy, but he didn’t shoot him. I was referring to Vogel being murdered; where was the killer’s pick-up that night?’ 
 
    Rose said: ‘You’re guessing. How could you know they had a pick-up and not, for instance, a car?’ 
 
    ‘Because it was seen.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ breathed Lovejoy. 
 
    ‘Who saw it?’ demanded Semple. 
 
    ‘Why hasn’t he come forward?’ Blair was suddenly angry. ‘Someone’s having you on, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘There was a tip-off,’ Miss Pink said vaguely. 
 
    ‘Anonymous phone call?’ Blair jeered. ‘Someone’s got it in for his neighbour –’ he looked uncomfortable, ‘– not a neighbour in Dogtown; probably someone in Endeavor trying to get in on the act.’ 
 
    ‘People can be extremely spiteful,’ she admitted. ‘They can claim to recognise a vehicle, even to giving the registration number. The police get loads of false accusations after any major crime.’ 
 
    ‘Which night are we talking about now?’ Semple asked. 
 
    ‘Well, both nights really.’ She sounded apologetic. ‘There were two victims but only one murderer.’ 
 
    ‘But the barbed wire!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘You’re back to the same gang killing both of them?’ 
 
    ‘There was no gang. Vogel’s death was made to look like a gang execution.’ 
 
    ‘Who was it?’ Lovejoy asked, and everyone hung on the answer. 
 
    ‘There’s no proof,’ she confessed. ‘It’s just the word of one person, and Counsel would shoot her down in flames in court.’ 
 
    ‘Lorraine?’ Rose drew it out in disbelief. 
 
    ‘Joanne.’ 
 
    ‘You mean,’ Lovejoy said after a pause, ‘Joanne would be a witness if they could find her? What you’re saying is that she saw who shot Timothy?’ 
 
    ‘If she did, she’s in a hell of a dangerous position right now,’ Rose said. 
 
    ‘No, she’s safe –’ Miss Pink began. 
 
    ‘He could kill again!’ Lovejoy protested. ‘Killing gets progressively easier, like with multiple killers. It’s like a drug –’ 
 
    ‘This man isn’t that type; he’s no longer aggressive.’ 
 
    ‘How can you say that?’ asked Semple. ‘He could have found her already. She could be dead.’ 
 
    ‘She’s alive and I talked to her.’ 
 
    There was an impression of impact, of a blow. They reeled, recovered, and threw questions at her. Then they stopped, aware of their own babble, only Rose trailing on with: ‘– you have to tell us what she says happened that night.’ 
 
    ‘We’d guessed most of it already,’ she told them. ‘Except that facts were lost in the welter of speculation. What happened was that Timothy was shot, Joanne thought he was dead and she escaped in the Jeep. At the same time she realised the tank was empty she saw headlights behind her so she sent the Jeep off the road and hid in the forest. The killer turned round above the crash and went back down the canyon. He never bothered to go down to the creek although the Jeep’s lights were blazing.’ 
 
    ‘Did she see the killer?’ Semple asked. 
 
    Miss Pink looked at him thoughtfully. Lovejoy said: ‘I hope she’s got protection.’ He was staring at his partner. Blair’s body jerked as if he’d received an electric shock. All eyes came back to Miss Pink. ‘He’s driving the school bus,’ she told them. 
 
    Someone gasped. Comprehension was followed by bewilderment. Rose said: ‘I need a drink. Give me a brandy, Earl.’ 
 
    ‘We all need a drink,’ Semple said. ‘Bourbon for me.’ 
 
    ‘Why did he kill Vogel?’ Blair asked. ‘You did say there was only one killer. How did Joanne know what happened to Vogel? She was gone long before.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t. Vogel was killed because he knew who shot Timothy. Obviously Timothy was alive after the shot and he told Vogel who was responsible. It had to be Vogel who came home and found him – well, had to be with hindsight. Vogel could have been blackmailing the killer.’ 
 
    ‘You have to get on the phone to the sheriff,’ Lovejoy said. ‘He’s out there, driving schoolkids: a double murderer!’ 
 
    Semple laughed angrily. ‘He’s not going to start shooting kids, Earl!’ 
 
    ‘The man’s mad,’ Blair said. ‘He’s a psychopath. He could take off soon’s he finds out and go after Joanne.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked away and saw a swirl of dust drift past the windows. 
 
    ‘Now who’s this?’ Lovejoy asked. 
 
    Rose moved to the window. ‘It’s Charlotte,’ she said. ‘She’s back early.’ She went to the screen door and opened it. ‘Charlotte! We’re all over here; come and join us.’ A question was asked. ‘Yes, he’s here too,’ Rose replied. She returned to the bar. ‘The police won’t believe a word of it,’ she told Miss Pink. ‘I think you should take a run into town, tell them face-to-face. I’ll come with you; I don’t think you should be on your own till he’s safe behind bars.’ 
 
    ‘That’s an excellent idea,’ Miss Pink said as the door opened. Charlotte stepped inside and stopped short at sight of the company. ‘Something’s happened. Again,’ she added drily. ‘You’re looking at me as if I came from Mars.’ She regarded Miss Pink. ‘You shouldn’t be here. You’re supposed to be out with the Westerners. I know: you’ve brought more bad news.’ 
 
    ‘Only in a manner of speaking,’ Lovejoy said. ‘She’s identified the killer.’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking,’ Charlotte repeated. 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t be here either,’ Miss Pink observed. ‘You should be at a sale in Endeavor.’ 
 
    ‘They had nothing I wanted. What killer?’ 
 
    ‘Vogel’s and Timothy’s.’ 
 
    She moved closer to her husband. ‘I thought they were a gang, the same gang. What are you trying to tell me?’ 
 
    ‘It was Hiram,’ Semple said. 
 
    Charlotte’s hands closed on his arm. Her eyes were wild. ‘What was Hiram?’ 
 
    ‘He shot Timothy,’ Lovejoy said. ‘Then he murdered Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    Lovejoy collapsed like a punctured balloon. ‘You tell her,’ he begged Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Joanne was irresistible,’ she said, enunciating clearly as if it was news to them. ‘She was beautiful, adorable, completely unaware of the havoc she caused –’ Charlotte’s face was white and her nostrils flared as she inhaled. ‘Two men have died,’ Miss Pink went on, ignoring the effect on her listeners, ‘– another is going to stand trial for his life –’ 
 
    ‘Femme fatale,’ murmured Rose. 
 
    ‘No one was immune.’ Miss Pink stopped and continued conversationally: ‘This is how the media will portray her. Of course, that’s a caricature; she’s a normal healthy girl, a bit casual in her relationships, emotionally immature, but she exploded on this little community like a bomb. Everyone was affected by her –’ her eye passed over Blair, ‘– more or less, but Joanne had no deep feeling, except perhaps for Timothy; she was just affectionate, and so careless she couldn’t see that lovesick men might be dangerous. So the killer went up to the ranch one night, maybe with nothing more in mind than to visit her while Vogel was away – but he took a rifle. The feel of a gun in your hands when you’re consumed by jealous rage must produce a terrible compulsion. He was blinded, he saw a shadow on the screen, and he fired.’ 
 
    Wordlessly Lovejoy poured brandy and bourbon. The sound of liquid filling glasses was loud in the big room. A hawk’s long scream came to them through the heat-soaked air. 
 
    ‘There’s no man in Dogtown capable of a rage like that,’ Charlotte said. 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Not Hiram,’ Rose said. ‘Not really.’ 
 
    ‘This is all circumstantial evidence,’ Charlotte said. ‘The police closed the case. They say it was a gang.’ 
 
    ‘She’s talked to Joanne,’ Lovejoy said. 
 
    ‘How could – Where did you find her?’ Charlotte’s eyes were unfathomable in the gloom. 
 
    Miss Pink glanced towards the windows. ‘In the desert.’ 
 
    ‘And she told you who fired the shot?’ 
 
    ‘More than that. And there were other witnesses. The pick-up was seen the night Vogel was murdered. The killer left his own truck concealed – as he did the night Timothy was shot – and he approached the ranch on foot, killed Vogel and strung him up.’ 
 
    Charlotte said: ‘Timothy’s wallet was found in Vogel’s cabin. You’re saying that was planted?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally. If Vogel had killed Timothy he would have burned it. The killer took the wallet the night he shot Timothy and kept it against a time when he might need to throw suspicion on someone else.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no proof of any of this,’ Charlotte persisted. ‘It’s just what people say.’ 
 
    ‘They are witnesses. Defence counsel would have to show that they’re unreliable.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. And Joanne has no more credibility than any other cheap hooker.’ 
 
    ‘The registration number of the pick-up is known,’ Miss Pink said. ‘The one concealed in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Concealed when?’ 
 
    ‘Both nights. It’s all over now; everything is known.’ 
 
    Semple was shaking his head. Charlotte clung to him. ‘What was the registration?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘The same as yours,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Charlotte relinquished her husband’s arm and they drew apart. She stared at him and his eyes were expressionless. Someone said: ‘It’s not true.’ It was Lovejoy. He added weakly: ‘It’s someone getting his own back. You got an alibi, Julius.’ 
 
    Rose turned on Miss Pink. ‘I saw him the night Timothy was shot, the night you say he was shot. I saw him in the museum. I keep telling you.’ Semple looked at her but his eyes came back to his wife. ‘So I saw him early,’ Rose cried. ‘So what? He went up there afterwards, but it was an accident, he was mad with jealousy –’ She clapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes on Charlotte who had moved further away, as if dissociating herself from horror. ‘What did you say, Charlotte?’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Miss Pink asked shortly 
 
    ‘I said, there’s Vogel too.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ murmured Rose, trance-like. ‘He can’t claim Vogel was a mistake. There was the barbed wire.’ She shuddered. 
 
    Charlotte shouted: ‘Vogel was dead when he strung him up!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God!’ Semple staggered, knocked over a stool, righted it and sat down. He eyed the pistol on the bar. Lovejoy signalled wildly to Miss Pink and she shook her head. They all knew it wasn’t loaded. 
 
    ‘I’ll have another bourbon,’ Semple said, and grinned like a death’s-head. ‘The condemned man, you know? I’m running up a bill but my wife will pay.’ He turned the ghastly grin on her. ‘Won’t you, sweetie?’ 
 
    ‘Julius, it’s going to be all right –’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure it is. You’re more than capable.’ He tossed back the bourbon, put the glass down with a crack and looked meaningly at Lovejoy who brought his eyes round slowly to Miss Pink as if a sudden movement would result in violence. She nodded. 
 
    ‘Miss Pink gives her permission,’ Semple said, and turned to Blair. ‘You guys chose the best lifestyle; I never envied you until this moment, never saw any future in shacking up with a fellow – you needn’t look at me like that, Earl, I’m not being offensive, just telling you how it looks from where I’m at.’ He drank half his bourbon, savouring it. They watched him warily. He went on, still addressing the partners: ‘You got it made, you two; the rest of us is in shackles. Women!’ He smiled: a sad and reminiscent smile: ‘There was Joanne: a gorgeous girl who don’t give a damn for anyone – and then there’s a lady like my wife –’ He stopped, sucking in his cheeks, staring at her, ruminating. ‘However, beauty’s only skin-deep, isn’t it, sweetie?’ Charlotte turned her head away and all they could see was the mane of dyed red hair. ‘And my wife,’ went on the implacable voice, ‘far from being careless, will never lose faith in me. If I’m going to fry in the electric chair, this lady will be protesting my innocence right to the very end, or at least saying I had provocation.’ Charlotte walked unsteadily to the window. Semple raised his voice: ‘Won’t you, honey?’ 
 
    She turned. She was haggard but she spoke firmly, with only the slightest quaver: ‘I can’t do that, Julius, but I’ll stand by you – there’s no question of that –’ Her voice strengthened, she came back, put her arm on his shoulders and stroked his hair. ‘You’re my old boy,’ she said firmly. ‘As if I’d ever let you down.’ He pushed his glass across the bar. ‘Should you –?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘You go and pack my gear,’ he said. 
 
    Their eyes locked. She gave the faintest shrug and turned to go. On her way to the door she paused and looked at Miss Pink. ‘You destroyed my husband,’ she said coldly, and walked out. 
 
    Semple smiled at Miss Pink. Lovejoy said: ‘Don’t take no notice; she’s not thinking straight.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’s thinking straight,’ Semple said, and stood up, taking the Colt from the bar. He strode across the room and pushed open the screen. They craned their necks to follow his progress down the street, his heels raising little spurts of dust. Blair lifted the counter flap, Lovejoy followed him and everyone moved across the room, but slowly as if frightened that he would turn suddenly and see them. 
 
    He came to the museum and stood against the wall outside the door. Facing the street, he lifted the pistol and took something from his pocket. ‘Jesus!’ Rose gasped. ‘He’s loaded it!’ 
 
    Lovejoy picked up a chair and swung it at the window. The noise of shattered glass was shocking but Semple didn’t flinch. He yanked open the screen door and leapt inside. There was a report, and another, overlapped by more, then silence. 
 
    ‘Someone had better telephone,’ Miss Pink said when nothing happened, no one screamed or emerged from the museum and there were no more shots. ‘Call for an ambulance, Verne, and a doctor.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ Rose whispered. ‘We can’t go across.’ 
 
    ‘Two people were firing.’ Lovejoy was incredulous. ‘Two!’ 
 
    ‘They were firing at each other?’ Rose asked. No one answered her. They listened to Blair telephoning in the kitchen. They waited, staring at the museum door. 
 
    The screen opened slowly and Semple emerged, looking as if a can of scarlet paint had been emptied over his shoulder. He held his forearm gingerly with the other hand and started to lurch across the road towards the Queen. They hurried out of the restaurant. 
 
    ‘What happened to Charlotte?’ Rose asked as they reached him. ‘Who was firing?’ 
 
    ‘We both were. I was the lucky one. She’s dead.’ 
 
    ‘Lucky!’ Lovejoy repeated. ‘You killed three people now.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Semple said. ‘Only one. She killed the others.’ 
 
    ‘She blackmailed me from the first.’ 
 
    They had dressed the wound and told him to stay quiet, to wait for the ambulance but, still shaking with shock, he couldn’t stop talking. 
 
    ‘She had to tell me she shot Timothy,’ he said, ‘because I thought we had an intruder that evening. The television was on, I thought she was watching it. I’d been working late in the museum but I’d finished and I was drinking coffee in the cabin. I heard someone come in the back door and I went for my rifle – and it wasn’t there. She came in the kitchen carrying it, and she told me she’d left the pick-up outside town, told me to go and fetch it. She didn’t tell me the rest until I came back. By that time anyone looking would have seen me drive the truck home. She was in the clear.’ He looked at them, seated round him in the partners’ sitting room. ‘What I never understood was, she didn’t care for me much.’ He shook his head. ‘But she hated Joanne. She meant to kill that girl, she thought she had, or at least driven her to her death in the crashed Jeep … Then she killed Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘So Timothy did know who shot him,’ Lovejoy said. ‘And he told Vogel.’ 
 
    ‘No. He was unconscious when she got back to the cabin. That was when she took his wallet. She thought he was dead and she left him for Vogel to find. Vogel was the fall-guy. And he had to be killed before he could be questioned because he’d probably have an alibi for Timothy’s murder. Even if he had to admit he was delivering a consignment of heroin, so long as it was a hundred miles away, that was preferable to a murder charge. So she killed him and planted the wallet in his stove.’ His eyes closed and he slumped in his chair. 
 
    They moved away, talking quietly. ‘That woman was a monster,’ Rose said. ‘She shot Timothy in mistake for Joanne, and then she followed Joanne to try again. She thought she’d succeeded. And yet Julius says Charlotte didn’t care for him. What is this?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t sex,’ Lovejoy said. 
 
    ‘Of course it was,’ Miss Pink countered. ‘But not directly. Julius wasn’t having an affair with Joanne but Charlotte was possessive even if she didn’t care for him, and she was insanely jealous of the girl’s youth and beauty, perhaps most of all she was fiercely resentful of Joanne’s total disregard of men’s feelings.’ She smiled wryly. ‘Charlotte was no feminist.’ 
 
    Blair said: ‘Of course he was never frightened of Joanne, it was Charlotte who kept saying he was. What Julius was terrified of was his own wife; he knew what she was capable of.’ 
 
    ‘She was setting him up,’ Lovejoy said. ‘He was to be the last fall-guy.’ 
 
    ‘She almost won,’ Rose said. ‘He was behaving like he was beaten in here.’ 
 
    ‘He knew he was no match for her.’ Blair smiled thinly. ‘Who would be?’ 
 
    ‘Except he had the gun,’ Lovejoy pointed out. ‘And he had the magazine in his pocket.’ He frowned. ‘That don’t look like he was prepared to be anyone’s fall-guy. You know, I reckon those two hated each other.’ 
 
    ‘He was carrying the Colt for self-defence,’ Blair said firmly. ‘He was married to a woman had killed one guy to silence him; it had to have crossed his mind that he was in a very vulnerable position himself. She’d killed twice – and she was about to kill again. He shot in self-defence. We all heard her fire first. There was the report of the rifle: the heavy boom, the shot that hit him, and then he fired, right?’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ they said. 
 
    ⋆ 
 
    ‘What do you propose to do now?’ Rose asked later that evening as the Rattlesnake Hills smouldered above the shadow of the Sierras. ‘Will you continue along the Joplin Trail from here or go back to the Missouri and start over? Or forget about them altogether?’ 
 
    ‘I have to write the book,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s the least I can do: to finish the job Timothy started. Besides, I’m attracted to Permelia Joplin.’ 
 
    ‘Backlash! The virtuous pioneer women and their stalwart men forging westward against all odds: macho stuff.’ 
 
    ‘They forged westward but the rest could be myth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! The diaries aren’t myth.’ 
 
    ‘Diaries are written for posterity.’ 
 
    ‘Are you suggesting that they left out significant bits, like bad relationships? You reckon there were women around as bad as Charlotte?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve always been around.’ 
 
    ‘Not on the pioneer trails!’ Rose was incensed. 
 
    Miss Pink smiled. ‘I suspect there was some form of balance in operation; public opinion would have put a curb on the ones who were merely naughty, like malicious gossips, but for women who were a serious threat to the community you’d need something more drastic.’ 
 
    ‘Like a husband with a blazing Colt?’ 
 
    ‘No. Other women probably, operating quietly and secretly, in the dark. Survivors don’t go in for confrontations. High noon is for the men.’ 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Two people sat on Cape Deception in the fog. ‘I’m frightened,’ the woman said. ‘I don’t know where I am.’ 
 
    ‘Fog never bothered you before.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I meant.’ 
 
    The man made no immediate response and they lapsed into a silence that held an element of tension. After a time he said quietly and without heat, ‘You should leave him.’ 
 
    ‘Be reasonable, Chester; it’s my home. My father built it.’ 
 
    ‘Then make him go.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘He’s away now; don’t take him back.’ 
 
    ‘What do I do: change the locks? Don’t crowd me, man.’ 
 
    ‘You raised the subject.’ 
 
    He glanced sideways. Her face, which he thought was beautiful, appeared relaxed in profile but when she turned towards him her eyes were filled with tears. 
 
    ‘This has to be an early menopause,’ she said helplessly. ‘These last few days I’ve felt drained, bereft, as if someone died. I even cry when I’m alone.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, not you!’ He was shocked. 
 
    She shrugged and turned back to the white space below the headland, then she gasped. ‘Oh, look! Look, Chester!’ 
 
    The fog had swayed and parted like a cosmic curtain, revealing a stretch of shadowed water across which a line of pelicans flapped with lazy wingbeats. 
 
    ‘About time too,’ said Chester Hoyle, relieved at the diversion. ‘It’s unusual for the fog to persist so long in August. The sun should burn it off by mid-morning.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve affected the whole global weather system: drought in Africa, floods in India, destruction of the rain forest, the greenhouse syndrome, earthquakes.’ 
 
    ‘Not earthquakes.’ He smiled indulgently. ‘We’re not responsible for earthquakes.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ Her face softened, her eyes dwelt on his gentle mouth. ‘Of course not,’ she conceded. ‘I love you, Chester; you keep my feet on the ground.’ She paused. ‘You keep me sane,’ she added. 
 
    He looked down at the water and his mouth twitched as if at a spasm of pain. The fog was melting away like steam. She glanced southward at the rollers creaming past the sea stacks to break and spread along the pale sand. A few figures were down there in the cove below the village and they could hear faint calls. A dog barked. From the cliffs under their perch the sea lions could be heard: females crying dolefully, the males growling. 
 
    ‘I’d hate to be a sea lion,’ she mused. ‘Imagine: swimming in deep water, and knowing the great whites are about. How could you live like that: a hungry carnivore lurking out there on the fringe of your world?’ 
 
    ‘There must be a hundred times as many people killed on this highway as are taken by sharks.’ 
 
    ‘Sharks on the highway?’ 
 
    They giggled and leaned towards each other. They might have been husband and wife, not long married; they were both in middle-age, although separated by a decade, both spare, neither of them particularly striking but nor were they nondescript in appearance. Lois Keller was forty today, a woman of average height but muscular. She had short curling hair: chestnut-brown but not shaped nor tinted. She wore no make-up. Her features were regular, the mouth wide and full, the teeth uncapped, the eyes expressive under dark brows. She wore shabby hiking boots, faded jeans and a T-shirt with pumas and the exhortation to Protect California Mountain Lions. She looked like – and was – a backwoods traveller, a person who, if she did get lost, would very soon find her way again. 
 
    Chester Hoyle was lean and fit for his age. He wore spectacles, he looked bookish, clever, concerned. He was concerned with her; she was concerned with herself, at least, with her family problems. Chester was careful about his appearance: he wore a grey chamois shirt, laundered Levis, oiled boots. Lois didn’t bother about appearances except where the environment was concerned. 
 
    ‘This is a dreadful coast,’ she said now, observing intermittent splashes of surf where no rock was visible. ‘Look at that submerged reef! And if you were in a boat trying to get out from shore into deep water you’d run on to the Spine.’ 
 
    They considered the rocks they called the Devil’s Spine some two miles offshore. ‘It’s all right if you don’t sail,’ he pointed out. ‘It’s great scenically. You love the Oregon coast.’ 
 
    ‘It’s like the sharks: fascinating to see the fin cruising above the surface but no way would you want to be out there.’ 
 
    He frowned. ‘You’re in a very negative mood this afternoon. Did something happen you haven’t told me about? Has he called?’ 
 
    ‘No, he didn’t phone. And he hasn’t written. I wouldn’t expect him to. He’ll come back when he’s tired of whoever it is, whatever it was, took him to the city. I think I’ve got the autumnal disease or condition or whatever. I’m always like this at the end of summer, and I guess I’m becoming more perceptive with age. Everything’s dying.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on! Look around you— ’ 
 
    ‘Most of the birds have left. The young have flown, the swallows will soon be gone, the vine maple’s turning red— ’ 
 
    ‘There are buds; there are catkins on the alders.’ 
 
    ‘So – you talked me out of it – “and if winter comes, can spring be far behind?” Who said that? Problem: how do we get through the winter?’ 
 
    ‘The same as every other winter, except that this one you’ve got me besides your other friends. And that reminds me, shouldn’t we be getting back?’ 
 
    ‘What would I do without you?’ 
 
    They stood up, she gracefully, he with the incipient stiffness of his years. They didn’t start back immediately but stood for a moment surveying the ocean with keen eyes. 
 
    ‘No whales,’ she said. ‘Too early for the greys but there’s always the chance of a blue whale.’ Her gaze passed over the long southern cliffs, timbered to their wild summits. Inland conifers friezed the spiky skyline unevenly and draped the canyons, hiding contours, crags and waterfalls: a wall of green fur that was bright in the sun but with folded shadows in the depths. At the foot of this bastion of the coastal range the roofs of the village showed above thick brush, appearing, from their tiny scale, vulnerable to all the elements: fire and water, earth and air. Rain brought landslides, drought and lightning produced forest fires; with the winter came the gales. Permanency here lay in the ocean and the forest, and both were dangerous. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Lois Keller said quietly, as they strolled across the scorched grass, ‘this place suits me.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a chameleon. You can be happy anywhere, providing the circumstances are congenial.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point.’ She stopped and stared at him. ‘I never told you this but you remember the little girl went missing recently from the campground on the Rogue River?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do.’ 
 
    ‘Before he left this time he told me to keep quiet that he was in San Francisco that weekend.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ His tone was loaded. 
 
    ‘So on that Monday he came up the coast and he spent Monday night in the same campground, the one the child was at, the night she disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘Are you telling me— ’ He couldn’t go on but shook his head savagely. 
 
    Her shoulders slumped. ‘I’m telling you what he told me, Chester; he was at that camp the night the kid was taken and he told me to keep quiet about it. If anyone asked I was to say he was in Portland that weekend: the opposite direction.’ 
 
    ‘He’s crazy.’ They resumed walking, Chester a pace ahead, his back stiff. After a few steps he swung round on her. ‘He’s trying it on: pushing it, riling you, tormenting. It’s his form of humour; it’s obscene.’ 
 
    ‘Bad taste,’ she said weakly. ‘All the same— ’ 
 
    ‘All the same, what?’ All gentleness had gone and he was so furious that he didn’t realise she was getting the fall-out from his anger. 
 
    ‘Grace thinks like you, and she says he was nowhere near the Rogue River, except possibly to stay in a motel at Gold Beach that night. She says that doesn’t mean he’s not attracted by the kind of situation. And he is attracted or he’d never have appropriated the crime, as it were.’ He was silent. She went on defiantly, ‘Well, Grace left home; she’s safe.’ Her hand went to her mouth as if to repudiate that but he was still silent and this seemed to provoke her. ‘Small thanks to me, you think? Hell, Chester, you don’t know what a man’s nature is when you marry him. It’s not like us; we’ve known each other for over a year, we have the same interests, we discuss things – and there’s no sex to get in the way’ – he flinched at this but, watching the trail, she missed the movement – ‘that was the problem with Andy and me. It was a long time since Grace’s father died and – well, OK, I made a mistake when I married Andy, but let’s be thankful for small mercies: we didn’t have any children. And Grace took no harm.’ 
 
    ‘She hates him.’ 
 
    ‘No, she’s – contemptuous.’ 
 
    ‘Lois!’ They were at the first bend in the trail and they halted on the elbow. ‘How can you live with a guy who’s so neurotic, so’ – he had to search for the words – ‘so rabidly exhibitionist he’s compelled to – demonstrate to his own wife that he’s a pervert and a killer, a man who makes passes – who tries to seduce his own step-daughter— ’ 
 
    ‘No, no!’ Lois laughed. 
 
    ‘Don’t laugh!’ 
 
    She shook her head. ‘I have to, what else can I do? He didn’t try to seduce Grace; he said she tried to seduce him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s worse. That’s sick. So why— ’ 
 
    ‘That’s why, Chester.’ She was suddenly serious. 
 
    ‘You’re sorry for him.’ All the heat was gone. They had both quietened. It was an old and familiar argument and now they fell into a kind of shorthand where there was no necessity to fill the gaps. 
 
    ‘Other women have loved rogues,’ she said. 
 
    ‘He knows you backwards.’ 
 
    ‘You have a strong sense of responsibility too.’ 
 
    ‘There are limits.’ 
 
    ‘Grace is all right.’ 
 
    ‘You put him first.’ 
 
    ‘She stands on her own feet. He can’t.’ 
 
    ‘That’s over the top, my dear.’ 
 
    She didn’t respond, and the trail, narrowing as it zigzagged down from the back of the headland, forced them into silence. She led now, he followed, and both watched their footing. 
 
    From here there was no view but the great firs were so widely spaced that vegetation covered the slopes, chequered by light and soaking wet from the fog. Drops of moisture flashed with tiny rainbows, scarlet gilia hung frail lamps against the gloom, a woodpecker hammered a rotten stump. The walkers were oblivious, lost in thought. 
 
    A hundred feet above the cove they emerged from the trees to ground which, although brushy, allowed them glimpses of the village. Close below them, at the foot of a crumbling brown cliff, the sea stacks, white with guano, rose ragged but majestic from water that was navy above rock, jade above the sand. The tide was full and most of the visitors had left rather than sit on weedy rocks which were all that remained at high water. For this reason Sundown was not a popular resort for family holidays; in fact it was not a resort at all, merely a scatter of cottages on the coast highway. 
 
    The village had grown by chance. There had been a small farm here – no one could call it a ranch when the grazing amounted to no more than a few acres cleared from the brush – and in the twenties the owner had sold the land in lots. People built cottages and a few wealthy latecomers cleared trees and carved ledges out of the mountain to build places so secluded that they showed only a gleam of glass here and there, or a trail of smoke from a chimney. No one farmed in Sundown any more and no one was a native but then, as the residents would point out, who was native in these United States? Even the Indians came from Asia by way of the Bering land bridge. People in Sundown were touchy, feeling that outsiders might regard them as a community of retired folk, of middle-aged drifters, second-rate artists and others out to make a fast buck from the summer visitors. 
 
    ‘Not much money about,’ Lois observed now, looking over the blackberry bushes to the cove. ‘Jason’s closed the store. There he is: sitting on a log at the mouth of the creek. What d’you think he’s reading? Louis l’Amour, I’ll be bound. He should be running to Fin Whale Head; he’s getting very fat.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be helped when Mabel Sykes stuffs her menfolk like steers in a feed-lot, but he’s a clever boy; you’re the one says he has a good brain.’ 
 
    ‘That boy is thirty-five if he’s a day. He’s clever but he’s got no application. And he doesn’t care. He’s got no ambition, he’s not the slightest bit vain; look at him now: no shirt on. How can anyone expose all that flab to the public?’ 
 
    ‘He’s conditioned. He probably thinks we’re anorexic.’ 
 
    ‘Boligard’s not fat. He’s paunchy just.’ 
 
    ‘Boligard doesn’t count. Jason’s Momma’s boy.’ 
 
    Lois looked at him sharply. ‘You’re getting very perceptive. Perception’s my department.’ 
 
    ‘There are times when I wonder if you are all that perceptive.’ She gaped at him. He went on easily, ‘It stands out a mile; they don’t laugh at him but they do indulge him, and what can you expect? The cap, the trimmed white beard, the pale, piercing eyes: you see them all down the coast and round the Gulf: Hemingway lookalikes. If Boligard had the money he’d be out there big game fishing – if he had the skill. Because Hemingway did.’ 
 
    ‘Did Boligard upset you?’ 
 
    ‘Not particularly.’ 
 
    They dawdled, eating the luscious blackberries. Ahead of them the dust on the trail turned to mud where a spring trickled down the slope. She laid a hand on his arm and his eyes widened as her fingers squeezed. 
 
    ‘A garter,’ she whispered. 
 
    Coiled in the luminous shade of some showy asters was a small snake. 
 
    ‘It shouldn’t be here,’ she said loudly, and the snake lifted its head, tasting the air. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be here?’ he repeated, bewildered. 
 
    ‘It’s obvious to anyone coming down the trail.’ The garter started to weave backwards carefully, crimson spots on its sides catching points of sunlight. ‘Beautiful,’ she said, peering close. ‘Each spot is only four or five scales.’ 
 
    ‘Watch it,’ he warned as the snake feinted delicately. ‘Maybe they bite.’ 
 
    ‘Pugnacious little beast.’ She straightened. ‘They bite. I saw one catch a lizard: like a cat pouncing on a chipmunk. This one can’t go until we back off; it needs to turn round.’ 
 
    They moved away and the garter slid like water into the undergrowth. ‘Now he’s safe,’ Lois said with a small sigh. ‘Safe from men who think every snake is the devil incarnate.’ 
 
    He made to speak and checked. 
 
    ‘What?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I was going to say: you do get involved.’ 
 
    ‘Someone has to be involved. They can’t look after themselves; they have no defence against people. Man is a vicious predator, nothing else is. A fox gets in a chicken run, he don’t kill for fun; he kills out of panic. Nothing else kills for fun.’ She spat it out. ‘Sport,’ she said. ‘Recreation. Re-creation. You re-create yourself by killing? I was reading about some hit-man in Texas – Alabama, one of those places. The book – quite well written actually – said this guy’s recreation was killing rattlesnakes.’ 
 
    He sighed and looked away. 
 
    She regarded the back of his head, a well-shaped head with thinning grey hair. ‘That’s your strength,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘You can ignore it.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly, but it tears you apart: compassion, empathy; it takes all your energy.’ He turned and held her eye. ‘Did it never occur to you that you have the same attitude towards your husband that you might have for a rattlesnake?’ 
 
    ‘I have?’ She was startled, then she gave a snort of amusement. ‘He’s not dangerous. You got the wrong simile. He’s more like an abandoned dog – no, a stray cat: amoral, no feelings, but in need of a home, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Cats don’t have malice.’ 
 
    ‘No, but they get bored, they walk out, leave you for weeks at a time.’ She smiled wryly. ‘Cats don’t have loyalty either.’ 
 
    They had resumed their slow progress down the trail but now she paused, studying the dust. ‘Grace was here. That’s right, she said she’d make a blackberry fool for dessert.’ 
 
    ‘That’s Grace’s shoe?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. A Vasque Clarion, size seven. I gave them to her for her birthday, remember? And she turns her right toe in slightly since she broke her leg skiing.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an amazing woman.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Chester! You can tell the difference between warblers’ songs.’ 
 
    ‘Not all of them – why, look who’s here. Hi, Miriam!’ 
 
    A schnauzer came trotting round a bend followed by a brown woman in shorts and T-shirt and running shoes. She was a tiny woman and although her hair was black, virtually jet-black, her face was scored with the tiny lines that old women collect when they have lived a long time in a hot dry country. She was, in fact, in her mid-seventies, stringy as a bean but with powerful legs. Now she raised an inquiring eyebrow and eyed them suspiciously. 
 
    ‘I take it Grace is making all the preparations for the party.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Lois was cool. ‘It’s my party.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sure. Many happy returns. How does it feel?’ 
 
    ‘It feels good. It’s only men who die a little death at forty – present company excepted.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Miriam Ramet turned to Chester. ‘You never minded being forty?’ 
 
    ‘I never minded being anything. Serenity comes with age.’ 
 
    ‘You could have fooled me. Did Andy remember your birthday, Lois?’ 
 
    ‘Probably. We’ve been out since noon.’ 
 
    ‘What did you say he was doing now? My memory! It has to be Alzheimer’s.’ 
 
    ‘A screenplay,’ Lois told her. ‘Based on Fool’s Gold. I always wanted a movie made out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of all your books, dear. So he’s in Hollywood?’ 
 
    ‘He could be anywhere, chasing producers, directors, you name it. You know Andy.’ 
 
    ‘We all do,’ Miriam said sweetly, and started a careful jog up the easy gradient of the trail. 
 
    ‘Miaou,’ Lois murmured as they continued downhill. ‘What do you think it was like: married to Miriam?’ 
 
    ‘For my money, fine, if you go for the type. She’s a good cook and when she accepts a man as her superior— ’ 
 
    ‘As her what? Miriam?’ 
 
    ‘ —then she’d be a dutiful wife: housewife, hostess, perhaps even companion.’ 
 
    ‘You think she had that kind of relationship with her husband?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. That’s why she’s so bossy now, and catty. Bossy because she’s getting her own back for decades of being in a subordinate position, and catty because she envies you. You have a beautiful and successful daughter, you have youth yourself, and beauty, and you have men dancing attendance. Of course she’s envious; Miriam hates being old. It’s not fear of death but vanity. Her beauty didn’t last; she doesn’t have good bones. You, on the other hand, have everything.’ His tone had dropped and softened to a caress. 
 
    ‘Chester! You never talked like this before. What’s come over you?’ 
 
    ‘Just because I don’t talk doesn’t mean I don’t have thoughts – about the neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘So why do you suddenly become articulate about them?’ 
 
    ‘Only in your presence. Because you’re forty today? You joined the club.’ He was smiling. She returned the smile, but absently. ‘I love you dearly,’ he said. 
 
    She grinned as if reassured. ‘But of course. I love you too. My, what a lot of reassurance we need. And what a pretty evening it is.’ Without a change of tone she switched subjects, regarding the cove and the hinterland with sparkling eyes. ‘I never noticed before how the houses creep up into the forest like little animals.’ She looked down to where an arc of wet sand showed. The tide had turned. ‘Those old logs,’ she said, ‘like bones of long-dead whales.’ She turned to him and her face was radiant. She took his hand. ‘Your mood’s infectious; I caught it too.’ 
 
    ‘You could do worse,’ he said, and they went on, laughing. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The Keller place was one of the higher houses in the village, backing on to a long loop road that had been carved out of the slope and which provided access for vehicles. People wanting to go to the shore on foot used steep little paths through the chaparral between their gardens and the highway. 
 
    The Keller house was built of red cedar, walled and shingled, but the west wall was mostly glass so that the occupants looked out through the plumes of hemlocks to the cove and the stacks and the sea where, at the start of this bright still evening, the fog bank lurked some three miles out beyond the Devil’s Spine. 
 
    At the kitchen end of the huge open-plan room Grace Ferguson swore as she dropped an anchovy fillet. 
 
    ‘Still working,’ chided her mother, coming in from the deck. ‘Go and change. I’ll do that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m finished. Lovejoy! Here, food! How was your hike?’ 
 
    A black and white cat stalked across the parquet, sniffed at the anchovy and turned away. 
 
    ‘The cape was fun,’ Lois said. ‘Were there any messages?’ 
 
    ‘Leo and Sadie may be a little late; something about trying to identify an owl over in Coon Gulch?’ 
 
    ‘A hiker reckons he saw a spotted last week.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that where they’re threatening to clear-cut? So if it’s a spotted, you got a problem. I hope you’re not going to spike trees again.’ 
 
    ‘I never did.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your story. Who put sugar in the loggers’ gas tanks?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well … Did anyone else call?’ 
 
    ‘Oliver Harper came by, offering to help. I sent him on his way.’ 
 
    ‘He seems to have taken a shine to you.’ 
 
    ‘He’d better watch it then or Miriam will be giving him his marching orders. What was the term you used?’ 
 
    ‘Gigolo. We met Miriam on the trail. She wasn’t in a good mood.’ 
 
    ‘No wonder. Oliver was supposed to go running with her. He said he’s sprained his Achilles tendon.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t let it slip to Miriam that he was up here.’ 
 
    ‘Mom! You don’t owe Miriam anything, and so what if her boyfriend calls on a neighbour – is she that possessive she’ll make an issue of it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she is, and I have to live with her.’ 
 
    ‘You could thumb your nose at her.’ Grace opened the refrigerator and pushed a plate of canapés into the crammed interior. She slammed the door and wiped her hands on her apron. ‘You’re a rich successful lady,’ she said. ‘You did it all yourself, you don’t owe anybody anything.’ The emphasis was studied. 
 
    She met her mother’s eye and Lois turned away, saying over her shoulder as she made for the staircase at the end of the room, ‘So, no one else called?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Grace stared after her, frowning, the little girl showing in the jutting lower lip, the angry eyes that loved her mother and deplored her behaviour: begging to know if her husband had remembered to call on her birthday. 
 
    As Chester Hoyle said, Grace was a beautiful girl. The long red hair, straight but of an unbelievable colour that was wholly natural, was caught back in a bow of blue ribbon but tendrils had escaped and clung to her damp neck. Her eyes were grey-green like Cumbrian slate, and her high cheekbones had only the faintest suggestion of a tan. Like all redheads she had to be careful of the sun. She was taller than her mother and on the thin side of slim: a model’s body, her friends told her, but there was muscle too. She was a stylish skier, unlike Lois who would career down the steepest slopes, ragged and fast, juddering on the turns, giving it everything she’d got. 
 
    The old longcase clock started to strike. Grace threw it a startled glance and dashed for the stairs. Behind her Lovejoy came in from the deck to see if anything had been left out, forgotten in the excitement. Parties for Lovejoy were treasure-trove. There was nothing on the tables now except silver and china and glasses; there would be pickings as soon as the people came, and talked, and turned their backs on canapés on low side tables. From upstairs came the sound of showers, and an occasional shout between open doors. Lovejoy found the patch of sunshine on the corner of the Bokhara under the piano and settled down to wait. 
 
    Chester came first, appearing without sound on the deck. ‘Hi, there,’ he called and walked in carrying a gift package. He wore a cream silk shirt, a scarlet cravat and black slacks. His hair was still damp and he looked neat and distinguished. Lois, running down the stairs in a white and gold caftan, smiled happily. ‘I meant to tell you not to wear a tie,’ she said. ‘You look just right.’ 
 
    ‘Many happy returns.’ He kissed her cheek and gave her the package. It was a book. 
 
    ‘You found it! Oh, Chester, how can I ever thank you? It’s a classic.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Grace floated down the staircase in a cloud of Charlie and red chiffon. ‘Hi, Ches, you do look nice.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a vision,’ he said with sincerity. ‘I should have worn a tie.’ 
 
    ‘No sweat, it’s ladies’ night. And who else owns a tie in this neck of the woods anyway? Apart from Leo.’ She held out her hand for the book. 
 
    ‘No, sweetie.’ Lois was firm. ‘It’s forensic medicine. Nasty pictures. Coloured.’ 
 
    ‘One of those? Yuk.’ She glanced at Chester and smiled. ‘Something you wanted, Mom?’ It was a cue. 
 
    ‘More than anything.’ The doorbell rang. ‘Would you let them in, Chester?’ She slipped the book among others on a shelf and put on a party smile to welcome the guests while Grace started to unload the refrigerator. 
 
    When the party had been in swing for an hour Lovejoy stood up, stretched, and sniffed a flake of pastry which had just landed on the parquet. It smelled of fish. He moved forward and reared bonelessly to push his head past a fold of rosy tussore and closed large jaws on the remains of a lobster puff. Above him Miriam Ramet enthused about New Guinea. ‘Still very uncivilised,’ she was saying. ‘In the back country there are tribes who practise cannibalism yet. They say if you know where to go you can buy a shrunken head.’ 
 
    ‘Did you?’ Chester asked. 
 
    ‘Of course not. What would I want with a shrunken head?’ 
 
    ‘A trophy?’ Grace suggested, approaching. ‘Have a lobster puff.’ 
 
    ‘I have one.’ Miriam turned to her plate, and frowned. 
 
    ‘What else did you do in New Guinea?’ Chester asked politely. 
 
    ‘I had only a couple of days in Port Moresby then I flew to New Zealand.’ Her tone lightened. ‘And there I met Oliver.’ She sparkled at the approach of a lean young man in designer denim. ‘Get me another glass of champagne, sweetie. It’s over there on the sideboard. Charming boy,’ she told Chester. ‘Very talented, you know? Screenplays.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Like Andy.’ 
 
    ‘No, not quite.’ 
 
    Oliver returned with a brimming glass and looked round the room. Miriam drank absently and watched him. Chester said, ‘I have to speak to Sadie,’ and crossed to a sofa and a fragile elderly woman with an anxious expression. She brightened visibly at his arrival and patted the seat beside her. 
 
    ‘Leo’s collecting the goodies,’ she said. ‘I feel a little pooped after Coon Gulch.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see the owl?’ 
 
    ‘We heard a great horned several times but we don’t think there can be a spotted on that side of the ridge. It’s been logged and you know how they like old-growth. I hope there isn’t a spotted. It’s too soon to have another fight with the loggers. They’re so vicious.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s vicious?’ A tough brown person with grey hair, cut uncompromisingly short, was planted in front of them. She held two overflowing plates. 
 
    ‘Loggers,’ Sadie said. ‘You brought me too much. You always do that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll eat what you can’t. Hold these while I go back for the bubbly.’ She strode off, a purposeful little figure in a white pants suit and black shirt, a turquoise bolo at her neck. 
 
    Chester regarded the straight back and said, ‘Anyone’d take Leo for a boy.’ 
 
    ‘She’s fifty-nine,’ Sadie said proudly. ‘She’ll still look like that when she’s eighty. You should have seen her driving in those spikes— ’ She stopped and stared at him wide-eyed. 
 
    He took the plates from her and put them on a coffee table. ‘It’s all right, Sadie; everyone knows who spiked the trees on Lame Dog Creek, but no one’s about to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you wouldn’t, Chester.’ 
 
    Leo Brant returned with three glasses of champagne. ‘Had to drink most of mine,’ she told them. ‘Couldn’t carry three. I told Jason to come over with refills.’ She handed them their drinks, sat down and regarded the canapés thoughtfully. ‘Caviar, oysters, lobster – and that’s just for starters. Right, let’s get stuck in.’ 
 
    ‘With your energy you can,’ Sadie said fondly. ‘You’ll burn it off tomorrow without even trying.’ 
 
    Leo checked with an oyster puff halfway to her mouth. ‘You feeling OK? Eat a little. Try one of those crab sandwiches. You like crab.’ 
 
    Chester observed them indulgently, thinking that they were like an old married couple, except that married couples were seldom so considerate of each other. Lovejoy’s whiskers appeared at a corner of the sofa. ‘Here’s that bloody cat!’ Leo exclaimed. ‘Did you hear about our Audubon’s warbler, Chester? This bugger got the male.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t travel that far,’ Sadie said. ‘I think it had to be the marsh hawk.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. We don’t have marsh hawks.’ 
 
    ‘I saw one that day, a female— ’ 
 
    ‘On passage. Goin’ through. This cat took our Audubon’s.’ 
 
    ‘He did?’ Lois stood before them, smiling, attentive. 
 
    ‘I reckon so.’ Leo capitulated, but only fractionally. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. What can I do? Would you want me to have him put down?’ 
 
    ‘’Course not. Natural for a cat to kill birds.’ Leo was surly as a child. 
 
    ‘Like pumas taking deer,’ Lois said. ‘Let me get you some more champagne.’ She moved away. 
 
    ‘That’s some lady,’ Leo said. ‘Did she hear from Andy, Chester?’ 
 
    Sadie frowned and jerked her elbow. Leo’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    ‘Not that I know of,’ Chester said. 
 
    Sadie broke in breathlessly as a newcomer approached: ‘You’re looking very colourful this evening, Jason.’ Which was an understatement in view of the fat man’s fern-green pants and garnet turtle neck. The plump face was ingenuous, the eyes naîve behind thick spectacles. He carried champagne and napkins. 
 
    ‘What were you reading this afternoon, Jason?’ Chester asked. 
 
    ‘This afternoon?’ He blinked. ‘Where was I?’ 
 
    ‘Sitting at the mouth of Bobcat.’ 
 
    ‘So I was. I was reading Dark Canyon by Louis l’Amour. Why?’ 
 
    ‘We were guessing. We were on Deception.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s we?’ 
 
    ‘Lois and me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, of course.’ He filled their glasses with a steady hand. ‘I like Louis l’Amour,’ he confided. ‘I know what he’s about.’ He caught the drips deftly with a napkin. ‘I can’t understand Lois; she’s too clever for me.’ 
 
    ‘She’s – intricate,’ Leo conceded. ‘But once you know how her mind works you can understand her.’ 
 
    ‘You figure you know how her mind works?’ Chester registered astonishment and Leo fell for it. 
 
    ‘I mean,’ she turned to Sadie, ‘we usually guess, don’t we? We know who the murderer is before the last chapter, and we’re getting better at it.’ 
 
    ‘I think she’s becoming more simple,’ Sadie said. ‘She’s pruning out the deadwood and bringing up the essentials.’ 
 
    Leo stared at her. ‘What on earth makes you say that?’ 
 
    Sadie giggled. ‘Two glasses of bubbly. I’m just at the right stage of perceptiveness.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Good job you’re not driving.’ 
 
    ‘Why, hello you guys! Why aren’t you circulating?’ 
 
    They looked up: three of them in a row, like children admonished by teacher – or the nurse that Mabel Sykes had been and could never forget. She was large and heavy, her face beaming with good humour above a double chin, her body encased in yards of yellow cotton, vaguely ethnic. ‘Great party,’ she said. ‘Yummy food, champagne flowing like water’ – she held her empty glass out to her son – ‘everyone’s having a super time.’ She surveyed the room with the eye of the practised entertainer. ‘And here’s Eve and Carl at last.’ Another plump old lady, this one in cream slacks and a sequinned top, was on the deck, accompanied by an elderly man, ramrod-straight, in neat khaki. ‘Better late than never,’ Mabel said comfortably. ‘Eve’s got a new necklace. What is that? Can’t be turquoise, that size.’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear about the crushed turquoise on the market?’ Sadie asked eagerly. ‘It’s ground up and then kinda cemented together and sold as the genuine article, only much cheaper.’ 
 
    ‘Really,’ Mabel breathed, staring with amusement at the pendant on Eve Linquist’s shelving bosom. ‘Myself, I’d sooner have something real, and inexpensive.’ She was wearing a rather fine string of chunky amber which everyone knew had been anything but inexpensive. 
 
    Eve Linquist approached smiling politely but her eyes scanning every corner, noting who was there and what they were wearing. Her husband drifted away to the kitchen alcove. Mabel sighed. ‘Just like country dances in the boondocks,’ she remarked as Eve came up. ‘Men in one corner, girls in another.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Eve tucked her arm through Jason’s. ‘We have the most handsome men in the room with us. Why bother about husbands?’ 
 
    ‘Let me get you a glass,’ Jason said, and bolted away, blushing. 
 
    ‘Cradle-robber,’ Mabel said lightly. 
 
    ‘You got the wrong old lady, dear.’ Eve looked across the room to where handsome Oliver Harper was laughing with Lois. Mabel’s smile was fixed. By the piano Miriam’s eyes narrowed as she looked to see who was making her escort laugh rather too loudly. 
 
    ‘Folk shouldn’t have birthdays after they’re thirty-nine,’ Mabel said to Eve. ‘It reminds other people how ancient they are.’ 
 
    ‘Not ancient, dear; we’re seniors, senior citizens; it’s a term of respect.’ 
 
    Chester stood up. ‘I want a word with Fleur.’ 
 
    ‘Scared him off,’ Leo said, not bothering to lower her voice as he moved away. ‘This corner’s too bloody feminine.’ 
 
    Mabel stared at her, Eve’s lips thinned, Jason, arriving at that moment, gave a smothered giggle, caught his mother’s eye and busied himself with the drinks. 
 
    Chester paused beside a slim woman in a naval jacket with gold trim. ‘That’s an amusing outfit,’ he said with interest. ‘You belong on a millionaire’s yacht in Bermuda.’ He was patently sincere. 
 
    Fleur Sanborn smiled her appreciation. She was dark with magnificent eyes and thick hair worn daringly loose – daringly because she was in her forties, but she had the presence to carry off loose hair above the parody of a commodore’s jacket and a striped T-shirt in navy and gold. 
 
    ‘Amazing,’ Chester said, studying the ensemble. 
 
    ‘Pretentious for Sundown.’ She had a clear Eastern accent. ‘Grace brought it from her boutique. I made a mistake wearing it tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense. Lois will accept it as a compliment to her party. How’s the gallery doing?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve had a good season. Winding down now, of course, end of August. And we got the timing wrong. Gideon’s new book is due out any time. But we can catch the Thanksgiving trade, and Christmas. Don’t sneer, Chester; Gideon and I laugh all the way to the bank.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sneering.’ He was hurt. ‘I admire you, Fleur. And people who come in to browse among Gideon’s atrocities will buy one of your paintings occasionally.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally. I sell what people want.’ 
 
    ‘How do you account for folk who buy perceptive water-colours and Gideon’s puerile output?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, unless it’s husbands buy one thing and wives the other.’ 
 
    ‘Which?’ 
 
    ‘Now, Chester.’ The deep eyes glowed with something that could be anger. ‘Gideon’s a fine draughtsman.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, he can draw, I’ll grant you that, but his content’s something else: obscene worms with a head at each end, naked women, gorillas in full suits of armour – every rivet correct.’ He giggled, shaking his head in wonder. 
 
    ‘It sells. I supply a demand.’ 
 
    ‘You’re corrupting the masses.’ 
 
    ‘The masses watch The Living Dead and Alien, they rent snuff movies.’ Her eyes were blazing now. ‘Gideon’s stuff is no more pernicious than Lois’s murder stories – less so, in fact. Gideon is fantasy, Lois is reality; on occasions she comes very close to home.’ He was silent. She softened and laid long fingers on his wrist. ‘I was retaliating, Chester. I don’t like people poking fun at Gideon. He’s by way of being my financial mainstay, and I’m immensely grateful to him. And if you can’t take that seriously – ’ Her eyes implored him to see it her way. 
 
    ‘How can you— ’ he began, and then he got the message. ‘I’m sorry, my dear. And who am I to judge? You sell good art and comics; I made war planes, or was instrumental in their manufacture. I was patronising. Forgive me, and let me get you a drink.’ 
 
    ‘Good God!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He looked to see what had startled her. 
 
    ‘Andy,’ she breathed. ‘It can’t be! I didn’t even know he was home.’ 
 
    ‘No one did,’ he said absently. ‘Who’s that with him?’ 
 
    ‘How would I know? He can’t have brought her. She is with him. Chester, what’s he up to? Where’s Lois?’ 
 
    Lois was on the other side of the room and had been among the first to notice her husband on the deck, not least because the evening chill had driven people indoors. As the sun set, the fog had rolled in, embracing the stacks and creeping up through the village until the rail of the deck was merely a silhouette against matte space. Out there the new arrivals looked vaguely menacing although a certain incongruity was quickly apparent. Andy Keller wore a Stetson; his companion, as tall as he, was in stilt-like heels and a mini-skirt; both Stetson and mini were bizarre in this company. 
 
    Lois’s husband was a gangling fellow whose legs seemed too long for his torso. He was ill at ease and as he stepped over the threshold he tilted his hat nervously, revealing restless eyes. His nose seemed to have been recently broken and had healed crookedly, giving him the air of an ageing fighter. His mouth was thin, his skin like brown crêpe. He moved without grace and emitted a faint odour of whisky. 
 
    The girl was blonde with a bush of ruffle-permed hair, and the almond eyes, plump cheeks and pretty mouth of a Mexican beauty queen: a doll-like face above a fabulous body. Her dress was so deeply cleft that her breasts showed with her movements. The dress itself was a puzzle: made of dull cheap material, but there was something about the grubby black flounces above the golden thighs that heightened the effect of sensuousness. Among these women who had dressed with care and who were aware of the slightest nuance in behaviour her presence was an insult, a threat to their lifestyle. 
 
    That lifestyle included good manners. By the time Andy reached his wife (the girl crowding his elbow as if they were crossing a field of cows) conversation, which had faltered momentarily, was moving again: not flowing as it had before their arrival, but people were talking with apparent nonchalance even as their eyes remained riveted on a scene that promised drama. 
 
    But Lois was smiling, her brows raised in polite inquiry, looking at the girl. Andy neither kissed his wife nor removed his hat. He said without contrition: ‘Shoot, I forgot your fortieth birthday! Still, we made it in time, just. This is my new assistant, Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘How do you do, Gayleen.’ Lois held out her hand. She turned. Jason was at her elbow, staring. ‘Jason, give Gayleen a drink.’ She said to her husband, ‘And you’ll have a Scotch,’ but he was already moving towards a table that held the hard liquor, ignoring the company, the hat on the back of his head. Jason handed Gayleen a glass of champagne and Lois asked him if he could find some food. She turned back to the girl who was licking her lips. 
 
    ‘Nice,’ she said, indicating her drink. ‘The soda pop. Flavoured with something?’ Her voice carried. Heads turned slowly. 
 
    ‘Did you have a good trip?’ Lois asked. Seeing the other’s hesitation she rephrased that: ‘Did you come far today?’ 
 
    ‘Just from Portland. Oh, wow!’ Jason was back with a plate of canapés. She took it from him and regarded it helplessly, the other hand occupied with her glass. 
 
    ‘Let me take the plate,’ Lois said, and stood patiently while the girl started to eat as if she’d been a long time without food. 
 
    ‘This is neat,’ she exclaimed, looking round the room, then returning to her pastry: ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘Caviar.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Fish’s roe. Fish eggs.’ 
 
    ‘Yuk, I can do without that.’ She replaced the barquette and considered another with a shrimp on top. ‘Would I like that?’ 
 
    Grace came up. ‘You go and circulate,’ she told her mother. ‘I’ll take over here.’ 
 
    ‘Hi,’ the girl said. ‘I’m Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘Were you born with that name?’ 
 
    ‘I were christened Marilyn but that’s no good if you’re in movies.’ 
 
    ‘You’re in movies?’ Grace’s eyes strayed to the décolletage. 
 
    ‘You think this is over the top?’ Gayleen asked anxiously. ‘He told me to wear it. Andy. It’s wrong, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I don’t know. People on the coast dress according to individual taste; so far as that goes you’re conforming. Where do you come from?’ 
 
    ‘You mean today? Portland. She asked me that. Andy’s wife, ex-wife, whatever.’ 
 
    Grace gasped and caught herself quickly. ‘So how do you assist him?’ she asked conversationally. 
 
    But Jason had arrived. ‘Oh, yeah, I’ll have some more.’ Gayleen held her glass for him to fill. ‘Why, it’s champagne,’ she cried, catching sight of the label. ‘I thought it were some posh kind of soda pop with all that fizz. Great! I never had champagne before.’ 
 
    ‘You’re Andy’s assistant?’ Grace reminded her. 
 
    ‘So – I do anything he wants. I mean, anything needs doing, like answering the phone, running errands; you know: groceries and stuff.’ 
 
    Jason hadn’t moved away. Now he said, ‘I wouldn’t drink it so fast if you haven’t had it before. It’s stronger than you think.’ 
 
    Gayleen gave him all her attention. ‘You live here? What do you do – I mean, for kicks? I didn’t even see a bar.’ She looked past him and caught Andy’s eye where he lounged at the kitchen sink. He raised his glass to her and winked. ‘Who’s he talking to?’ she asked carelessly. ‘I guess I ought to get to know folk.’ The champagne was obviously having an effect. 
 
    ‘He’s with my dad,’ Jason said. ‘He’s by way of being – ’ He faltered, at a loss. ‘Shall I introduce you to people?’ 
 
    ‘Leave it to me.’ There was a warning in Grace’s tone and he nodded, uncomprehending but obedient as a well-trained dog. ‘Does Andy wear his hat in the office?’ Grace asked. 
 
    ‘We don’t have no office; he works in the motel.’ 
 
    ‘Which motel?’ 
 
    ‘Why, the one where we – he lives: the Fountain, out on the north side. His hat? He just bought it.’ 
 
    ‘You said you were in movies. Would you be on your way to Hollywood?’ It sounded silly but one could be literally going to Hollywood from Portland by way of the Oregon coast. 
 
    ‘Not today,’ Gayleen said, without any awareness of inanity. ‘He just came – that is, Andy drove down to get his stuff. I come along for the ride.’ 
 
    ‘His stuff?’ 
 
    ‘His possessions and that.’ 
 
    ‘I see. He’s leaving?’ 
 
    ‘Was he ever here? And she won’t take him back, will she?’ Gayleen gestured with her empty glass to Lois who stood by the piano, talking to Miriam, her back turned. ‘She seems a nice enough lady,’ she said casually. 
 
    ‘Why shouldn’t she be?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you know: men and stuff, at her age! I’m sorry for Andy. He’s been treated something shameful.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose— ’ Grace checked, blinked and started again. ‘I know: his wife doesn’t want him, got tired of him? Goes to other men, threw him out, humiliated him? And now she wants a divorce. Then he’s going to marry you. He knows people in the movie business, right? You’re going to be in one of his films?’ 
 
    ‘Look, I hope I haven’t started anything.’ Gayleen was anxious. ‘You sound rather sweet on him yourself.’ 
 
    Grace, knowing where she was now, was nodding, then, catching this last statement, shook her head abruptly. 
 
    Gayleen went on, relieved, ‘Most of what you said was right except he’s a screen-writer just, but he does know directors and that.’ 
 
    ‘Let me tell you something,’ Grace said … 
 
    ‘Where did you find her, Andy?’ Oliver Harper asked. ‘And where did she find that dress?’ 
 
    ‘Like some of it, would you, my man?’ Andy grinned loosely. ‘She’s not for sale – yet.’ 
 
    Oliver’s eyes narrowed. ‘For rent perhaps? Gone into the pimping business, have we, Andy? Watch it’ – as the other man moved – ‘I know how that nose got broken.’ 
 
    But Andy Keller wouldn’t hit a hard man here nor anywhere else. Oliver knew that, and Andy knew he knew. Now Andy appeared to relax. ‘I know what a gigolo is, dear,’ he said, ‘but what’s the term for the old lady who keeps a gigolo?’ 
 
    Oliver’s lips stretched. ‘A benefactor, dear.’ 
 
    * * * 
 
    ‘Mind yer back,’ Leo growled as someone spilled her wine. They had finished the champagne and were now on the Yugoslav riesling. ‘Oh, it’s you, Andy,’ she muttered grudgingly, and froze as she saw his flushed face and the bottle of Scotch in one hand, uncapped. 
 
    He swayed and grinned. ‘The top of the marnin’ to ye, sir! How’s the wife?’ 
 
    He lurched away. Beside her Fleur said softly, ‘And unfortunately he’s so drunk if you could think of something withering it would go right past him. Feel like wasting him? So do I.’ 
 
    Leo exhaled with a deep sigh. ‘He got to you too?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. He discovers one’s delicate areas – emotionally – and probes. He’s a sadist. Now he’s reached the stage where he’s just gross. I see Eve and Carl are on their way. The party’s breaking up. And a good thing too.’ 
 
    ‘Bloody shame,’ Leo said. ‘It’s ruined her birthday.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’ll bring things to a head. If Barbie Doll there will hang on to him long enough for Lois to sue for divorce, if she would divorce, maybe we could be rid of him for good. Now he’s cornered Boligard – and there goes Mabel to the rescue.’ 
 
    ‘Only a third-rate talent,’ Andy was saying, slurring his consonants. ‘Slapdash and precious at the same time; gay writers always are.’ 
 
    ‘That man had more masculinity in his little finger than— ’ 
 
    Andy roared with laughter. 
 
    ‘What’s the joke?’ asked Mabel with ominous good humour. 
 
    ‘He says Hemingway was homosexual!’ Boligard was livid. 
 
    ‘Takes one to know one,’ Mabel said equably, her hand on her husband’s arm. Andy opened his mouth to retaliate but at that moment Lois turned away from the door where she had been speeding her guests and looked at him. He lifted the whisky bottle and drank. Lois blinked once but for the rest, her thoughts might have been a world away. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not in any circumstances. How can you suggest it? It’s outrageous.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbish. Here are four people and two bedrooms. It’s the most civilised arrangement— ’ 
 
    ‘Civilised?’ 
 
    ‘Either I stay here, or you and Grace bunk together and Gayleen an’ me’ll have Grace’s bed. You can’t turn your husband out, not to speak of a guest. Where are your manners? And I have a prior right: conjugal, it’s called.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t claim conjugal rights and propose to sleep with your mistress under the same roof.’ 
 
    ‘Which would you prefer?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe this.’ 
 
    ‘I asked you a question.’ 
 
    There was a knock on the bedroom door and Grace’s voice: ‘Can I come in, Mom?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sweetie.’ 
 
    The door opened. Grace saw her mother at her dressing-table, her step-father sprawled on the quilt in his boots and still wearing his hat. 
 
    ‘What do I do with Gayleen?’ Grace asked. 
 
    Andy sat up. ‘Gayleen,’ he repeated thoughtfully. ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘She’s downstairs.’ Grace pushed the door wide, like a hint. 
 
    He got off the bed. ‘We’ll go to the cabin. Plenty of bedding, is there? Mattress, blankets, pillows? We’ll be down for breakfast. Gayleen likes bacon and eggs and sausages. I’ll have waffles and maple syrup, and we’ll both drink mocha coffee. I’ll see you around eleven, twelve. Better make that brunch.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    By nine o’clock next morning the telephone was busy as people called Lois to thank her for the party and put into operation the strategy they had agreed on last night – excitedly phoning each other a moment they got home. The aim was to find out how long Andy Keller and Gayleen were staying, because no one was going to return Lois’s hospitality until they were gone. So they were asking Lois what her plans were for today, might one join her for a hike or a trip to town? 
 
    She said gently that she was tied up for the day and would call back when Grace returned to Portland. She was scheduled to leave today. Ah, people thought, then maybe the others will leave today too, but no one mentioned their names. Even Chester, ringing with his thanks for the evening, waited to see if she would introduce the subject but when she didn’t, he said, ‘I must spend some time in the yard today, so I’ll be around if you feel like company,’ meaning he was accessible should she need help. 
 
    She thanked him and replaced the receiver. Grace had not come down yet and there was no sign of Andy and Gayleen. She went outside to look at her Chevrolet. The cabin was inaccessible for vehicles; people came and went to it by a trail that zigzagged up through the conifers to this tiny one-roomed structure that Lois’s father had built partly for amusement but mostly because at fourteen she was already writing. She maintained that the house was too noisy for concentration. Now the cabin was used as a guest room and visitors thought it quaint. Honeymoon couples loved it. 
 
    The Chevrolet had scrapes down one side. It would have to be resprayed. She glanced inside. There was no luggage, only crushed styrofoam beakers, candy wrappers, the new road atlas, ragged and stained. The boot was unlocked and empty. She closed it and caught sight of a bumper sticker. It said: 
 
    I ♥ SPOTTED OWLS. ROASTED. 
 
    ‘Hi, Mom.’ Grace came along the deck, barefoot in slacks and T-shirt. 
 
    ‘You’re dressed,’ Lois said inanely. 
 
    ‘I would hardly come down undressed this morning.’ The tone was loaded. ‘What’s that?’ She came closer and gasped. ‘Jesus!’ 
 
    For a moment they stared at each other, then Lois turned deliberately to the view. ‘Going to be another hot day,’ she said brightly, although no blue showed above the fog. There was silence from behind her. She turned. ‘What are you doing? No, Grace!’ 
 
    The girl straightened from the bumper where she’d been scraping at the sticker. ‘What?’ She was flushed with rage. 
 
    ‘Leave it.’ Lois was smiling but her eyes were like flint. 
 
    ‘Oh.’ Again they exchanged long looks. ‘Of course,’ Grace murmured. ‘Clever Mom.’ 
 
    They went indoors to breakfast. 
 
    ‘“I’m a rhinestone cowboy,”’ Jason sang happily, aligning his books, tut-tutting at a Science Fiction which someone had carelessly replaced among the Westerns. A shadow darkened his store and he glanced out of the window to see a large person studying the titles he’d arranged below the coloured poster of Monument Valley. She wore a blue shirt like a Big Mack, but even against the light he could see that was no workman’s shirt – and if those were Levis, not designer denim, she’d shopped around to find a pair that fitted her solid hips without emphasising them. Her hair hadn’t been cut by a village hairdresser either, and that gleam of gold on her wrist was too subdued to be anything else but the real thing. Jason was immature in some respects but he was perceptive in his own field and he knew this was a good customer. He saw money, he sensed appreciation: of beauty, and of capital crime. She stepped down into the store. 
 
    ‘That poster of Monument Valley certainly compels attention,’ she said, startling him out of his wits with an English accent. It was something she would be accustomed to because she went on easily, giving him time to recover, ‘I must take Skinwalkers; I haven’t read it, and I’d like some extra copies to send home. Do you have other Hillermans?’ She looked round the store with interest. 
 
    Jason said quickly, ‘Not right now. I have a selection on order; ’fact, they’re due any time, possibly this afternoon. He’s so popular I sell out faster than Agatha Christie.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you should order more.’ 
 
    ‘Of course; I should at that.’ 
 
    She moved away to the shelves. ‘There must be a demand for Westerns too, Mr – ?’ 
 
    ‘Jason. Jason Sykes, ma’am. I’m a Western fan. I’ve got a lot of Louis l’Amours there.’ His voice rose hopefully but she was moving out of sight, disregarding the Westerns. 
 
    Leo Brant appeared in the doorway. ‘God, what a party!’ she exclaimed, not seeing the customer who was hidden by shelving. ‘The man’s unbalanced, Jason, and as for that gruesome— ’ She stopped, puzzled by his frantic gestures. Catching sight of a third person she glared, trying to compose herself, and asked heavily, ‘So – did the McClures come?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘And my Audubon Guide you got on order: Pacific Coast. Don’t tell me there’s no sign of it yet!’ 
 
    ‘I reordered, Leo.’ 
 
    ‘I need it. I’m doing this piece for Continental. They pay the earth! I gotta deadline, Jason.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call the distributor again.’ 
 
    ‘Hell! It’s not in the libraries, the Forest office don’t have it. You’d think, wouldn’t you’ – turning to the other customer who was approaching the counter, appealing to her – ‘wouldn’t you think the definitive work on the Pacific coast would be carried by every stockist on the Pacific coast?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed yes. It sounds interesting. You write about the coast?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really the writer. We do it together: my friend and me. I do the research, she brings it all together. She taught English. I was Physical Education. In our old age we’re naturalists, that’s our thing.’ She thrust out a brown hand. ‘Leo Brant.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Melinda Pink.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you. Staying in Sundown?’ 
 
    ‘As a matter of fact I’d like to take a cottage for a week or so. I stayed at the Surfbird motel last night. I walked along the shore this morning and was on my way to the realtor when I saw the poster for Skinwalkers. Who can pass up any bookstore, let alone one with Monument Valley in the window?’ 
 
    She paid for her purchases and amid Jason’s invitations to step by again, the Hillermans might be here this afternoon, and Leo’s demands that he call his distributor, they stepped out into the sunshine just as a brown Chevrolet swept into the miniature mall and pulled up outside the bar. 
 
    ‘Damn cowboy,’ grunted Leo. ‘Thinks he owns the road. What’s that on his sticker? Cheek, it’s not even his car.’ 
 
    They peered at the Chevrolet as they passed behind it. 
 
    ‘What the hell – ’ Leo hissed. 
 
    ‘What does it mean?’ Miss Pink was frowning. ‘Is there some ulterior implication?’ 
 
    ‘It means just what it says.’ Leo was vicious. 
 
    Andy Keller got out from under the wheel of the car. On the passenger side long brown legs appeared and Gayleen stood up on her spiky heels. They went into the bar. 
 
    ‘The implication?’ Leo turned to Miss Pink. ‘The implication is that here is a man with a self-destruct button. The loggers use that sticker but no logger’d dare stop in Sundown with it on his bumper.’ 
 
    ‘The spotted owl is rare? You’ll have to forgive me’ – as Leo’s eyes widened in amazement – ‘I’m a stranger to Oregon. Logging destroys habitat, is that it?’ 
 
    ‘Spotted owls,’ Leo said heavily, ‘need three thousand acres of old-growth timber for territory. Old-growth provides valuable lumber. This forest cuts twenty million dollars’ worth of timber annually. I don’t know if anyone worked out what three thousand acres of old-growth is worth as against the value of a pair of owls. And once we defeat them in one area, they threaten to cut some place else. We just won a fight with ’em over to Lame Dog Creek; we – people were spiking trees: you know, driving in spikes at night so’s the saws would break when they came to drop the trees? And they put sugar in tanks – I don’t mean us’ – she glared at Miss Pink – ‘I mean the Sierra Club, Audubon’s Society, like that.’ 
 
    ‘I see. So this man’ – Miss Pink indicated the car – ‘is asking to have his tyres slashed?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ Leo was thoughtful. ‘It’s his wife’s car and no one will damage Lois Keller’s property.’ She smiled and Miss Pink realised that the leathery features were amazingly attractive. Considering this face which she had thought heavy and masculine she scarcely registered the words: ‘But a husband’s hardly property, is he?’ Then Leo changed tack. ‘You’re looking for the realtor. Don’t call him that to his face. Boligard’s a bit sensitive about having to earn a living like ordinary folk. You’ll find him behind the Tattler.’ She pointed: ‘You go down the side of the restaurant past that bank of petunias and there’s a path will take you to a tacky old shack, if it hasn’t fallen into the ocean, which it’s going to do any time … ’ 
 
    The Wandering Tattler was a long low structure built of white clapboard with sash windows and a hanging sign, like those on English inns, depicting a plump wading bird with yellow legs. As she followed directions past the vivid petunias Miss Pink became aware of gulls’ calls and the susurration of the sea. The land behind the restaurant was unfenced and a narrow path took her through undergrowth to a decrepit shack with wooden steps at the side and a rusted flue emerging from a roof of tarred sheeting. The door was open and from the interior came the sound of typing. 
 
    ‘Why,’ she exclaimed, peering in, ‘I didn’t realise … you’re Mr Sykes, from the motel.’ 
 
    Boligard coughed. ‘Yes, this is my – sanctum, I guess you’d call it. For privacy, you know; too much going on at the motel.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I must have misunderstood Mrs Sykes. I’m really looking for accommodation – ’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, yes. I do act as an agent for a local realtor, just as a favour.’ Then, in a burst of confidence: ‘Writers aren’t exactly well paid; outrageous when you think about it: a book costs less than a meal in a restaurant. Are you aware of that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink made appropriate noises of surprise and sympathy but she was absorbing the room, such as it was, even as he expounded on the greed of publishers, the arrogance of agents, the stupidity of readers: ‘None of them will look at a book unless it’s by an established author. It’s a bad time for writers with talent, people who don’t care to write blockbusters.’ 
 
    On the shabby planking were photographs of heeling sailboats, dead fish hoisted on hooks, riders whirling lariats from the backs of galloping horses. There was a much younger Boligard on one knee, rifle in hand, holding an antelope’s head by one horn. 
 
    ‘You’ve had an adventurous life,’ she commented, implying that she thought he was the subject in all the photographs. He gave her a shy but practised grin, acknowledging the adulation. With his trimmed white beard and weathered skin, the pale eyes, even the swelling paunch, Miss Pink needed no one to tell her that Boligard was not his own man but a model of Papa Hemingway. Now she had listened for long enough – and she was the customer. 
 
    ‘I’m looking for a small place for a week or so,’ she said pleasantly. ‘With all conveniences, of course; a bath and shower, adequately furnished … ’ 
 
    She took the second place he showed her (the first had a landslip in front of it and looked as if, with the next high tide, a few more yards would slide into the sea, taking the house with it). But then he took her up the hill to a light and airy little cottage on the loop road above the village. It was on such a steep slope that although all on one floor and approached by a flight of steps at the side, the façade, which faced slightly north of west, was on stilts. A wall of sliding glass opened from the living-room to a balcony or deck on which were chairs and an iron table. Below the house the ground dropped away and she looked over a rioting jungle of fuchsias and huge fruiting blackberries, past glimpses of roofs to the cove, the stacks and the open sea. She absorbed the view and then she turned to Boligard and started to haggle. He had been expecting this and they settled amiably to an activity at which each felt he was competent. She knew that the seventy-five dollars a week which they agreed on was half what she would have to pay for a comparable place in Britain, and what was comparable to this stretch of the Oregon coast? She glanced towards the forested slopes that, southwards, plunged to the shore. ‘I understand there are spotted owls in the woods,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, we have spotted owls, great horned owls, deer, bears – not to worry you, of course; you’ll see the deer, you won’t see bears.’ He had a single-track mind and was still trying to sell her the cottage although they’d agreed on a price. 
 
    ‘You’re all naturalists in Sundown,’ she murmured, and in the face of his blank stare: ‘I met Miss Brant. Leo, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Leo’s an expert; so is Sadie, her friend – both writers.’ He frowned and winced. ‘In fact,’ he continued brightly, ‘we’re all interested in the ecology since we immigrated to Sundown. Can’t help being drawn back to the wilderness’ – his eyes shone – ‘finding our roots. The forest is a place of eternal magic, you’ll discover that for yourself.’ 
 
    ‘It attracts interesting people, this fusion of trees and ocean: wild, pristine— ’ 
 
    ‘It’s a terrible place to write.’ 
 
    ‘Terrible, Mr Sykes?’ 
 
    ‘There’s far too much happening. The social life is hectic. A big do last night – and now everyone’s waiting to return the hospitality. Etiquette can go too far. No life for a creative person. You have to shut yourself off – and you can’t. You’ll get drawn into it as a matter of course, but that’s all right: you’re not an author.’ 
 
    ‘But not everyone is a naturalist.’ 
 
    ‘What was that, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘I said not everyone here is a naturalist. I saw a car in the parking lot with a bumper sticker: “I Love Spotted Owls. Roasted.”’ He gaped at her. ‘A man in a Stetson with a tall blonde in a black mini-skirt and high red heels.’ 
 
    ‘That’s Andy Keller. And the girl he— He put that on his bumper? Andy? He dared?’ 
 
    ‘They’re a local couple?’ She was the picture of innocent surprise, although she couldn’t hold that expression long in the face of his own amazement; but now he was thinking, which was something that didn’t come easily to Boligard, at least in these circumstances. 
 
    ‘His wife,’ he muttered, almost to himself, ‘is a dedicated conservationist, and Grace feels the same way … ’course, he’s only her step-father and often there’s resentment, isn’t there? They tell me Bill Ferguson was a regular guy, pity he got himself drowned. Fine sailor, they say.’ He shot her a glance. ‘This guy with the bumper sticker’s married to Ferguson’s widow.’ But Miss Pink looked bewildered and he made an attempt to change the subject. ‘Gossip,’ he said firmly. ‘Place like this, all we got to do is gossip about the neighbours. You’ll meet them all; Lois Keller is a fine woman, she’s a published author, writes crime novels, murder mysteries and stuff, makes a good living too. The blonde – lady – in the short skirt is her husband’s assistant. Keller writes screenplays.’ He regarded her steadily. This was fact, he implied, not gossip. 
 
    She smiled. ‘I see why your social life is hectic.’ 
 
    He nodded but she had the impression he wasn’t listening. ‘There’s a restaurant here but no food store,’ he told her. ‘We mostly shop in Salmon, ten miles south. You can get everything you need there.’ 
 
    ‘I came through Salmon on my way here. What is the food like at the restaurant?’ 
 
    ‘It’s gourmet food,’ he said, his thoughts still elsewhere. 
 
    He wasn’t far out in his judgment of the Tattler’s cuisine. If the rest of the menu proved as good as the bowl of clam chowder she had for lunch – and the portions as generous – she was faced with the familiar problem of balancing intake with a vast expenditure of energy. In her sixties she felt that, at a time when one might be excused for hoping to take life easily, it was most unfair that burning off fat should have become such a strenuous chore. She sighed as the waiter asked her what she would like to follow, declined his suggestion of various pies and ices, and asked if he were the son of the house. 
 
    He beamed at her. ‘No, ma’am, I’m merely helping out.’ 
 
    ‘You live here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m staying with a friend. What part of England are you— ’ 
 
    He stopped as the couple from the brown Chevrolet came in. Miss Pink regarded them benignly, wondering if the man – Andy Keller – had alopecia or some other condition that might account for his not liking to remove his hat indoors, wondering why his assistant was dressed so unsuitably for the seaside. There was a clatter as the waiter dropped a knife and fork and, straightening, backed into a chair. As he made his way to the kitchen the couple watched him, the girl smiling, Keller with a look of contempt. 
 
    Miss Pink sipped her coffee and contemplated the highway beyond the dining-room windows. After a minute or two an elderly man came in from the back quarters; his face and bearing: close-cropped hair, bristling moustache and rigid stance, reminiscent of the old soldier but this impression marred by a large plastic apron. He stopped at the other table. 
 
    Keller looked at him with amusement. ‘Charming,’ he announced in a ridiculous falsetto. ‘Quite charming.’ 
 
    ‘I work in a kitchen,’ the old fellow said. ‘Grease sticks. Like all dirt.’ He held the other’s eye. 
 
    ‘You’re the cook?’ the girl asked in amazement. 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. Cordon bleu.’ 
 
    ‘You speak French too.’ Keller’s eyes widened. 
 
    The chef sagged a little, like an old horse resting a leg. He didn’t look at Miss Pink. ‘I’ll take your order, Andy,’ he said calmly. 
 
    ‘You haven’t given us the menu.’ 
 
    ‘I can tell you what we have— ’ 
 
    ‘Bring a menu for my lady here.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s OK; you can tell us.’ In contrast with her flamboyant appearance the girl had a shy breathless little voice and she was obviously ill at ease in this place with its linen tablecloths and real flowers, its one other customer minding her own business. The chef disregarded the protest anyway and brought menus from a sideboard. As Keller studied his the old fellow regarded the Stetson thoughtfully, then shot a glance at Miss Pink, surprising her own vague stare. 
 
    They ordered crab and cheese sandwiches. The chef retired and after a moment a plump woman emerged from the kitchen and advanced on Miss Pink with the bill. She asked if everything had been satisfactory. 
 
    ‘Delicious.’ Miss Pink smiled. ‘Too good, but I shall come back. I’ve taken the cottage called Quail Run.’ 
 
    ‘I know. We shall be glad to see you. We like our food at the Tattler. My husband trained in Paris, and he’s worked at the Dorchester and the Ritz.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t get clam chowder like that in London.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they don’t have the ingredients. You might get it in New England however, providing they had my husband to prepare it.’ She smiled serenely and moved away, pausing at the other table to remark pleasantly, ‘A splendid hat, Andy, but you need tooled boots and spurs to go with it. Even a horse. Or a car.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got the car,’ the girl said, going along with the joke. 
 
    ‘Oh, has he, dear?’ The woman looked puzzled and nodded towards the windows. ‘Not the Chevrolet. That belongs to Mrs Keller.’ 
 
    The kitchen door swung to behind her broad back. Keller swallowed as his eyes came back to the girl. Miss Pink rose and walked out. In the open air she paused and exhaled, and realised that she had been holding her breath. 
 
    She returned to her cottage to find a small man busily engaged in cutting back the brambles from her parking space. A schnauzer rushed round the corner of the house barking, chased by a tiny woman making grabs at his collar. Dark and sharp-eyed as a chipmunk, she wore fine pink cotton marked with sap stains. 
 
    ‘I’m your neighbour,’ she said, extending her free hand. ‘Miriam Ramet. My place is along the road, on the creek. I’m a friend of your landlord and I look after things when he’s away. If we’d known you were taking the cottage we’d have cleared the yard before you arrived.’ Her tone implied disapproval of the lack of notice. 
 
    Miss Pink murmured something about not bothering with it, and paused to be introduced to the man who, however, continued to slash at the brambles. 
 
    ‘That’s Willard.’ Miriam acknowledged the pause carelessly. ‘And this monster is Oscar. He doesn’t bite.’ She released the terrier which ran straight to Miss Pink’s car to urinate on a wheel. ‘Establishing territory,’ explained his owner. 
 
    ‘Won’t you come inside?’ Miss Pink asked politely, and Miriam entered the cottage without so much as a glance at Willard. 
 
    This, the first guest at Quail Run, had no small talk but was concerned to discover a person’s background and intentions as quickly as possible. In a very short time she had elicited the information that Miss Pink lived in Cornwall with a housekeeper, two cats and a large garden, that she was travelling up the coast to British Columbia, that her hobby was birding and she had an interest in food – and that gave Miss Pink an opening. 
 
    ‘I lunched at the Wandering Tattler,’ she said. ‘The clam chowder was superb.’ 
 
    ‘Too rich for me. Carl Linquist uses cream in everything. I mean, look at his wife! I eat sensibly and I run four miles every day. I’m ten years older than Eve Linquist.’ 
 
    ‘Really. And who is the boy?’ 
 
    ‘What boy?’ 
 
    ‘Waiting on table. Is he a student?’ 
 
    ‘What’s he look like?’ Miriam was bristling with an emotion that was too intense for curiosity. 
 
    ‘A handsome lad, quick and deft … shortish hair, wearing a T-shirt with a killer whale on the front. He said he was staying with a friend, just helping out at the restaurant.’ 
 
    ‘Did he now. That’s Oliver. He is, in fact, staying with me.’ The tone was acid. ‘No doubt he got tired of my tuna on cracked wheat for lunch. I can think of no reason other than food that could take Oliver down to Eve Linquist’s place. Of course, she’s a very comfortable person.’ 
 
    Miss Pink refused to confirm or deny this. Instead she said idly, ‘They were quiet at lunchtime; I suppose most tourists will picnic on the shore. There were only two customers besides myself. A man’ – she smiled wryly – ‘who wore his Stetson in the dining-room, and a very striking blonde.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes.’ Miriam’s eyes shifted. She studied the ocean. ‘You see how the fog lays out there, just offshore? Like an animal, I always think, waiting to come back in the night.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a wild coast. I’m not surprised that you should see no boats out on the water.’ They stared at the stacks. ‘Is Willard your gardener?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Miriam took a deep breath. ‘He’s the gardener, handyman, dog-sitter when I go abroad. When my husband died I built a little house on my land and Willard lives in that and looks after things for me. You feel more secure with a man around.’ 
 
    ‘Surely there’s no crime in Sundown?’ 
 
    ‘Not among the locals, but you never know who’s about in the summer. Hikers stop at the bar, and you see some very peculiar people on the road. After all, if you wanted to get to San Francisco from Portland and avoid the highway patrols, you’d come down the coast instead of taking the interstate. And there are some nice homes in Sundown; a criminal would expect to find some good jewellery lying around.’ She glanced at the large ruby guarding her wedding ring. ‘And most of us aren’t into guard dogs and guns in the night table. Except perhaps Carl Linquist. A gun, I mean; they don’t keep a dog.’ 
 
    ‘He’s fond of guns?’ 
 
    ‘Carl’s a redneck. So is Eve. Perhaps redneck is too strong; it implies low-class people. Let’s say the Linquists are a trifle reactionary in their attitudes.’ 
 
    ‘He made it obvious that he disapproved of the man in the Stetson.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say anything?’ 
 
    ‘His wife did. She made some remark about his needing a horse to complete the outfit, even a car, and seemed to be telling the girl that the Chevrolet outside belonged to – a Mrs Keller?’ 
 
    ‘And I bet she smiled when she said it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I was on my way to the door— ’ 
 
    ‘And I have to finish clearing up your yard— ’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t trouble— ’ 
 
    ‘No trouble. It’s Willard’s job … ’ 
 
    Voicing amicable platitudes they parted, and Miss Pink drove to town to stock her larder and refrigerator. 
 
    The coast was gorgeous but she paid it little attention, thinking as she drove about that little community on the edge of the Pacific with the towering forests behind the village and the fog in front, lying on the water, waiting to come back in the night. The people seemed a little off-beat but not so much as might be expected: living in an ambience of potential violence, albeit elemental, not human. A good place to pause for a week and watch nature play out her dramas, she thought contentedly and, returning to basics, focused her attention on road signs and traffic as she entered the town of Salmon at the mouth of the Sockeye River. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Before dark the fog came back to Sundown and that evening Miss Pink basked in the cosy atmosphere of her temporary home. She lit the fire in the wood-burning stove, pulled the curtains, switched on a couple of lamps and stood back to approve the result. 
 
    Her living-room was predominantly white, the carpet and curtains a flat grey. Colour was disposed carefully about the space: lampshades in old rose, gentian cushions on grey chairs and sofa, glass floats in lemon and bottle-green on white shelves. A television set was hidden in a white wood cabinet. She didn’t switch it on. Quail Run was a seaside cottage that smelled of salt and weed; it seemed appropriate that the only sound to penetrate its walls should be that of the fog horn. In such surroundings it was like the call of a friendly water beast. That thought was less fantastic than a curious book which she found on the shelves: a well-produced comic that was a mish-mash of popular science fiction and ancient myths. There were mermaids and mermen and beautiful naked female bipeds writhing in the gauntlets of monsters in armour – armour perfect down to the last ring of chain-mail. There were worms, fat and oozy with a head at each end. The commentary was a form of prose-poetry. She found the whole thing silly and rather nasty but she appreciated that it would have considerable appeal for people nourished on juvenile comics. She replaced it on its shelf and turned to the map she had bought in Salmon. 
 
    This was a Forest production and, since the Forest Department’s boundary reached the shore on either side of Sundown, it covered the area from the ocean to far back in the hinterland, although not in detail. She sighed for Ordnance Survey maps where even the walls of fields might be delineated – but there was one peculiar advantage to a map with a scale of two miles to the inch, and no contour lines: it held surprises. The map was crude. On a vast plane of green (forest, not lowland) a trail left the loop road north of Bobcat Creek and zigzagged past a black dot that could be a house but was most probably a cabin because there was no road to it. There was no indication of gradient other than the zigzags, and the fact that beyond the black dot the trail ran straight to Bobcat Creek, which it crossed to follow a stream up Porcupine Gulch. The stream headed in Pandora Ridge, which was an arc of a great rim of high ground that enclosed the basin at the back of Sundown and which was drained by Bobcat Creek. 
 
    Other routes were marked to Pandora Ridge, one starting only a few hundred yards from Quail Run, and starting with close zigzags, indicating a steep slope. Another, between that and the trail up Porcupine Gulch, was too short to be anything else but precipitous. She folded the map contentedly; tomorrow she would go up Porcupine – the route would be no more than nine miles if she descended directly to her cottage; moreover it would be feasible in poor weather: a pleasant woodland walk. 
 
    The trail started easily, more like a path through a Devon wood than one in the coastal range of Oregon. Opposite a drive with a post and the name Keller burned in a slab of driftwood, was a narrow earthen trail and a Forest sign that said ‘Coon Gulch 5m, Pandora Ridge 4m, Porcupine Gulch 1.5m’. The introduction seemed a trifle pedestrian, even more so when, having strolled slowly up the graded zigzags to give her knees the chance to absorb the feel of a slope again, she came to a cabin with Navajo blankets thrown over the rail and a pair of chukka boots on the porch. The door was closed and the fly screen obscured the side window so she couldn’t tell if it were open. There was no sound from inside as she walked past, treading carefully on the pine needles. She glanced at her watch. It was ten thirty. 
 
    The fog showed no signs of clearing and she had gone only a short distance beyond the cabin before it was out of sight. Now she was surrounded by the trunks of trees: insubstantial pillars that disappeared in a cotton-grey ceiling with no hint of how far above her head were their crowns. From the size of their trunks she calculated that the trees, mostly Douglas firs, were probably well over a hundred feet tall. Nothing moved, no bird called; the loudest sound was that of a leaf brushing the twigs of a myrtle as it fell. The leaf was scarlet and had come from a vine maple. She frowned; there was something intimidating about a country where leaves changed colour in August. 
 
    The trail was damp, the dust laid by the fog, and in the silty surface were the marks of shoes and cleated soles. For over a mile the gradient was so gentle that it was almost level although she traversed a steep slope. This section of the forest had been logged a long time ago; among old but massive stumps there was an under-storey of shrubs and huge ferns that must have been all of six feet tall, and there were mounds so covered with mosses that it was impossible to see whether the base was rock or rotting wood. Once she heard a squirrel scolding in the fog, and when it stopped she was aware of water close at hand. She had come to the creek. The big trees stopped on the lip of the eroded bank and some had fallen to jam the stream. There were alders here, and maples, and among them small warblers with flashes of yellow flitted through the foliage. 
 
    She crossed the creek at a point where a tributary came down the far slope and started up the course of Porcupine Gulch. After a short distance the trail left the water to rise in sharp zigzags, the drop increasing rapidly. For over two miles she had seen no grass to speak of, and no trace of cows; indeed, in the upper reaches of the timbered depression it was obvious that no cow would be able to keep its footing off the trail. This coast range was a world away from the Rocky Mountains where, despite the altitude and the alpine grandeur, there were flowery meadows and marshy lakes where cows grazed and riders could gallop through the forest to plunge down slopes and splash through creeks, jump fallen logs and never bother about a trail. Here – she looked around – you could only pray that your horse didn’t put one foot off the trail; in fact she had a sudden terrifying thought: if a walker left the trail, in a dozen places he would fall, and almost anywhere he would be lost. 
 
    Her pace slackened. She was aware, not only of the profound silence but that, apart from the squirrel, the water and the occasional falling leaf, there had been no sound for over an hour. The fog muffled noises, of course (she hadn’t heard the horn since she left the village) and it could be that it was the fog itself that was responsible for a sensation that she related, not to the absence of sound, but to the presence of something animate. Her quiet progress became that much quieter and where it had been idle it became wary. She was not alone in this place. Bears, she thought; there’s a bear about, but she had seen no tracks. 
 
    The path bore right and there was a lifting of the atmosphere, a feeling with which she was familiar; she looked up and saw the fog move, but there was no blue sky. A breath of air came down the slope and grey wraiths wafted through the canopy, lifting long strands of lichen that looked like Spanish moss. 
 
    She came to a signpost indicating that a left branch of the trail crossed the spine of Pandora to Coon Gulch. The right fork appeared to contour the slope below the crest towards a subsidiary spur that descended in the direction of the village, although she could see nothing below because the basin and the cove to seaward were under the cloud. Above her too there was cloud: a dismal grey nimbus. There was moisture in the air that could be the start of drizzle. She sighed. At that moment there rose out of the well of fog a rending noise that mounted in a terrible crescendo to a thump like an abbreviated explosion. Something gave a creaking yell and she whirled to see a bird, big and black as a crow but with a flaming scarlet head plunge from a tree to jink wildly as it caught sight of her and blunder back to cover. 
 
    Her mouth was dry as cardboard. She took off her pack and extracted a flask of lemonade. So, she had seen her first pileated woodpecker – but what was the other? Not an aircraft flying supersonically because there was that tearing sound in advance, a sound which she recognised, the sound of a tree falling, but no one was logging here. There had been no whine of a chainsaw, no thock of an axe. Once, a while back, she had fancied she’d heard voices but she’d dismissed them as imagination, probably voices in the stream. If that had been a tree falling on its own, weakened by disease or storm, it was a sobering thought that any of these giants could come down at any time. She looked at the towering conifers with fresh eyes and then sat down to think about it, to eat her lunch, and hope against hope that the woodpecker might come back. But the bird had been too startled to return while she was in the vicinity and after a quarter of an hour she packed up and continued across the slope and round a corner to a depression that was full of magnificent hemlocks and sitka spruce. This was old-growth forest but, although she was on the alert for spotted owls, the only raptor she heard was a red-tailed hawk that kept up a constant complaint from the depths below. 
 
    There was one other sound which momentarily she thought was a second tree falling but then she heard following crashes and identified this as a rockfall. And where she might have thought it curious that rock should fall in a timbered depression, she remembered the angle of the slopes, particularly in the upper reaches; in a place where everything was unfamiliar – climate, geology, terrain – what she thought curious could be quite normal. Perhaps even the fact that the steepest ground was high and the rockfall came from below would be explicable to a native. 
 
    She came to a fork and a confusing signpost. It read ‘Sundown 3.5m’ (pointing right) and ‘Sundown 3m’ (to the left). She would have thought that her chosen route, to the left, would have been the longer because less steep, but when she looked at the map she saw that the right fork, although plunging straight down the slope below her, was longer because it didn’t go directly to the village but to Bobcat Creek. She had passed the bottom of it when she started up Porcupine Gulch; she must have missed the sign in the fog. 
 
    Her path descended the spur, running through timber so that for long periods there was no outlook, but then she came to an unexpected clearing. The side of the spur was laced by springs and the runnels of water courses, the latter choked by ferns, but in this place heavy rains – perhaps coinciding with an earth tremor– had stressed the slope beyond its capacity to hold, and the surface layer had slipped, taking timber, rocks and soil, and leaving a gash that wasn’t terribly wide but it was long. It faced away from the ocean which was why she hadn’t seen it from the village. She must have passed quite close to it this morning because Porcupine Gulch was below, and then she recalled the fog and the trees and the fact that her trail had been on the far side of the stream. Below her, the red-tailed hawk floated into view, silent now – if it was the same one that had been calling earlier. 
 
    The fog had disappeared completely but the outlook was bewildering. The village and the ocean were hidden by the closer trees and the only feature she could identify was Porcupine Gulch. She couldn’t see the trail down there; indeed, she couldn’t see much of the landslip, but she guessed that in this place of streams and side streams and hidden crags, there could be some nasty drops below. 
 
    The light was failing yet it was only afternoon; the cloud ceiling must have dropped. A low soughing filled the air and zephyrs wandered up the gully, cool one moment, muggy the next. By the time she came to the end of the ridge the rain had started: sudden and heavy. She quickened her pace but the trail turned slick, and silty water cascaded through the slime. The wind was strong, bending and cracking the pines; where the forest had been tranquil a few hours before now it was full of motion and noise. She slithered down the last mile to the loop road and hurried to the haven of her house. 
 
    As she closed the front door the telephone started to ring. It was Miriam Ramet complaining that she had been trying to get her neighbour for hours. Did she have any leaks? She should look around, make sure she hadn’t and then would she like to join Miriam and the painter, Fleur Sanborn, for dinner at the Tattler? 
 
    The Tattler had a sun-room on the south-west corner of the building. There was a bar and there was, fortunately, heating. Miss Pink followed the sound of voices and paused in astonishment as she stepped over the sill. The large windows of the sun-room looked out on a wild sea where all the stacks were spouting spray; a moment later they were obscured by a slash of rain that made her flinch. With the warmth, the furniture upholstered in pale striped tweed, with the flowers and glass and polished wood, the Tattler was like a bathysphere in a dream world. 
 
    Miriam was at the bar talking to Boligard Sykes who, unshaven and rumpled, looked as if he had just come from work. Miriam, on the other hand, was resplendent in a silk blouson with a blue and silver dragon rioting across the back. Eve presided behind the bar, colourful in fuchsia, her white hair braided, and secured with tortoiseshell. Miss Pink advanced firmly, well aware of eyes inspecting her Calvin Klein jeans and piqué shirt. She remarked that it was a wild night for August. 
 
    ‘Where were you?’ Miriam asked. ‘I was worried. I kept calling.’ 
 
    ‘I was hiking.’ She considered asking where Oliver was but rejected it. She had to live in the same village as Miriam for a week. Instead she told them where she had walked, but before she could elaborate an imposing woman arrived and was introduced as Fleur Sanborn. Miss Pink studied her with interest. She towered over the voluble Miriam, listening but looking at the view, her eyes lighting up when a lull in the gusts revealed the stacks below: ghostly spires with spume like geysers on their windward faces. 
 
    ‘Were you painting today?’ Boligard asked, following the direction of her gaze. 
 
    ‘I was on the cape until the light faded.’ 
 
    ‘You were painting in the fog?’ 
 
    She hesitated. ‘Trees,’ she murmured: ‘tree trunks on the edge of the cliff, very softly silhouetted. There was a feel of this tremendous abyss below. The problem was to get the feeling with paint, otherwise it was just tree trunks against fog and could have been level ground below, no space. I wanted that’ – she gestured with big hands – ‘that delirious plunge.’ 
 
    ‘Did you succeed?’ Miriam asked carelessly. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. You’ll have to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my dear! I’m no judge.’ 
 
    ‘That never stopped you trying,’ Eve Linquist put in drily and then, as Miriam turned on her: ‘What happened to Oliver?’ 
 
    ‘He had to go to Portland.’ 
 
    ‘He was here yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘He had a phone call. Something to do with his work. I don’t ask questions.’ The remark was pointed. 
 
    ‘Did he go with Andy?’ Fleur looked inquiringly at Miriam who seemed at a loss. 
 
    It was Eve who responded. ‘Andy left? When?’ 
 
    Fleur sketched a shrug. ‘This afternoon, after the rain started. They passed me as I was coming down from the cape. They waved.’ 
 
    ‘Oliver left yesterday.’ Miriam had found her voice but now she appeared to be angry. 
 
    ‘I just thought he could have been in the back of the Chevy.’ Fleur eyed her curiously. ‘You can’t tell with those smoked windows. Gayleen and Andy were in the front. What I meant was: did Oliver go with them, because he had to go with someone, didn’t he? He doesn’t have a car. Unless you gave him a lift. But obviously he didn’t go with Andy – if he left yesterday.’ Miriam was staring at her. ‘It’s of no importance,’ Fleur protested. 
 
    Boligard rubbed his hands. ‘Great! Now we can all get back to normal.’ His face fell. ‘Or were they just going a short trip, coming back this evening?’ 
 
    ‘How do I know?’ Fleur was annoyed. ‘I assumed they were leaving. They were heading north and in one hell of a hurry, trying to make the roadworks before they closed.’ 
 
    ‘Poetic justice if he hit a bulldozer,’ Boligard said. 
 
    ‘That girl had a marvellous figure.’ The statement from Fleur silenced them until Boligard saw a connection. 
 
    ‘You don’t paint people.’ It sounded like an accusation. 
 
    ‘I don’t have to in order to appreciate good bones.’ She shuddered. ‘I’d hate to think of that body in an accident.’ 
 
    Eve raised an eyebrow. ‘But you wouldn’t be bothered about Andy.’ 
 
    ‘No one,’ Miriam said acidly, ‘would be bothered about Andy Keller.’ 
 
    ‘Except— ’ Eve stopped and regarded Miss Pink. ‘Are English villages like this, ma’am: all living in each other’s pockets?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, far worse.’ Miss Pink was cheerful. ‘It’s the same all over the world, and no one minds the stranger: ships that pass in the night, you know? I shall never come this way again – and the visitor minds her own business.’ 
 
    ‘Discretion is the better part of valour.’ Boligard was portentous. ‘I have to fit action to the word and go home. I’m in deep trouble as it is for stopping in the Tattler without changing my clothes first.’ He nodded to Eve and left in a flurry of knowing laughter that stopped with the closing of the front door. 
 
    ‘Was Hemingway frightened of his wife?’ Miriam asked. 
 
    ‘Probably.’ Fleur put her empty glass on the bar. ‘Is anyone else as hungry as I am?’ 
 
    ‘Boligard,’ Miriam said to Miss Pink as they moved into the dining-room, ‘was drawing our attention to the fact that he’d been incarcerated in his shack all day working on an epic. He’s like Pavlov’s dogs: conditioned to forcing us to acknowledge him as an author. Force,’ she concluded meaningly, ‘being the operative word.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone has to start some time,’ Fleur murmured, smiling at Eve who was placing bowls of soup before them. ‘And Jason says that second-rate writers are openly producing books in the style of popular people who are dead. Someone published a book recently that Raymond Chandler began; someone else is imitating Ian Fleming. Boligard may surprise us yet with a blockbuster in the style of Papa.’ 
 
    ‘He’s trying,’ Eve was standing back, watching their faces, ‘if the hours he spends in that old shed are any indication.’ 
 
    ‘This is delicious,’ Miss Pink said, tasting her soup. ‘Avocado?’ 
 
    ‘Cream of avocado.’ Fleur sighed. She wasn’t fat but it was clear that the only person in this room who didn’t have a weight problem was Miriam, and perhaps she had too. ‘If Carl observed modern principles of nutrition,’ Fleur told Eve, ‘you’d go out of business.’ 
 
    ‘And we like money,’ Eve said. 
 
    ‘Don’t we all.’ 
 
    ‘And how is Gideon d’Eath?’ asked Miriam. 
 
    ‘Fine. The next book’s due out very shortly.’ 
 
    Miss Pink frowned, recognising a familiar ring to the name. 
 
    ‘How you can … ’ Miriam protested, letting it hang. 
 
    ‘Like Eve said: money.’ Fleur was cool. She addressed Miss Pink. ‘A few years ago I bought my clothes at thrift stores. This’ – she gestured to her ensemble of velour pants and top in orange and pink – ‘this is Neiman Marcus. Gideon d’Eath pays for my clothes now – and most everything else.’ 
 
    ‘Not her lover,’ Miriam explained. ‘A comic strip illustrator.’ 
 
    Fleur’s eyes moved as Eve reappeared with a loaded tray. Miss Pink realised they were dining table d’hôte and had no qualms. 
 
    ‘Coquilles St Jacques?’ Eve was simulating concern at her elbow. 
 
    Miss Pink beamed. ‘My favourite!’ 
 
    ‘And did you decide on the burgundy or the moselle?’ 
 
    ‘I forgot to ask,’ Miriam said crossly, glancing towards Miss Pink who suggested that a white burgundy would be nice, and had visions of its being held under the cold tap. 
 
    Fleur guessed the thought. ‘Carl will have both at the right temperature,’ she said. ‘How about that? We’ll have both: the burgundy first.’ 
 
    ‘Fleur,’ said Miriam, ‘likes her wine.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about Gideon d’Eath,’ Miss Pink demanded as they started on their scallops and she realised that Carl Linquist was living up to his reputation of cream with everything. Eve returned with the wine and poured a little in Miriam’s glass. Miriam tasted it with an affectation of boredom, watched by Fleur with amusement and the expressionless Eve. Miss Pink applied herself to her food. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Miriam announced coldly, and Eve served Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Gideon produces fairy tales,’ Fleur was telling her. ‘They’re not to everyone’s taste; you wouldn’t care for them, but they sell like hot biscuits. On the other hand I love to paint, but although I run a gallery, no way could I make a living on what I used to sell before Gideon came on the scene. He provides me with my income – or rather my commission does – and the leisure to do my own thing, which is to close the gallery whenever I feel like it and walk out my door and paint trees in the fog on Cape Deception. And that’s more than most people can say.’ She permitted herself a glint of triumph in Miriam’s direction. 
 
    ‘It sounds a very satisfactory lifestyle,’ Miss Pink acknowledged. ‘There’s one of his books in my cottage.’ 
 
    ‘What did you think of it?’ Miriam asked. 
 
    ‘He’s an excellent draughtsman but I didn’t think much of the content. It reminds me of modern cult religions: a bit of everything, unoriginal. I understand its appeal but it’s not for me.’ 
 
    ‘Not for any of us here.’ Fleur was unconcerned. ‘Jason Sykes tells me he thinks Gideon is “too good” and he prefers Westerns. Jason finds anthropoid monsters disturbing.’ 
 
    ‘I thought they were humanoid,’ Miriam put in. 
 
    Fleur grinned. ‘Like Miss Pink says: they’re a bit of everything provided it’s horrid.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked if Gideon d’Eath was a local man and Fleur said he lived in LA. 
 
    ‘She guards his anonymity,’ Miriam said. ‘And small wonder. She’s his sole outlet. You ask me,’ she added darkly, ‘there’s something going on between those two.’ 
 
    ‘You’re only jealous.’ Fleur’s smile was engaging. 
 
    ‘I’m jealous because you have a— ’ Miriam bit her lip. ‘Because you shop at Neiman Marcus?’ 
 
    ‘Miriam!’ Fleur was horrified. ‘Are we going to argue over the relative merits of dress shops? I adore your dragon. Escada, isn’t it? Well, look who’s here! Hi, Chester!’ 
 
    The outer door had opened to admit a man in a sou’wester and a yellow slicker. Chester Hoyle bowed politely as he was introduced to Miss Pink. Miriam invited him to join them but he declined and, leaving them to finish their meal, he went to the bar. 
 
    ‘Did Grace leave?’ Miriam asked in a low voice. 
 
    ‘She went yesterday,’ Fleur said. ‘So maybe Lois will be down.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Lois Keller is our local celebrity; she writes mysteries. Grace is her daughter and she has a boutique in Portland.’ She stopped and glanced at Miriam. 
 
    ‘I passed the house this morning,’ Miss Pink said, and checked herself, but less abruptly. 
 
    The silence stretched until Miriam said, ‘Lois had a big party at the weekend, for her fortieth birthday. Everyone came.’ 
 
    ‘That would be her husband,’ Miss Pink mused, ‘in here at lunchtime yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘That was him.’ Eve had approached soundlessly. ‘With his assistant.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve left,’ Fleur told Miss Pink, somewhat superfluously. ‘So you won’t be meeting them.’ 
 
    A stiffness had descended on the party but that could have been the result of the rich food and wine; between them they had drunk the burgundy and most of the moselle. Deciding against dessert they returned to the sun-room where lamps glowed cheerfully, and curtains had been drawn against the outer gloom. Chester Hoyle joined them for brandy and coffee and they discussed the storm. 
 
    Miss Pink found Chester interesting despite his plain appearance. She learned that he was an engineer, had been with Boeing, was now retired, widowed and childless, but absorbed in the kind of activities that might occupy a man in similar circumstances in an English village. He tended his garden, looked after his house and was interested in natural history. He voiced the same complaint as that of the elderly Englishman: ‘I’m busier now than before I retired,’ but he smiled as he said it. 
 
    The main reason for his contentment became apparent with the arrival of Lois Keller: a slim brown woman in a cotton shirt and jeans. After she was introduced she sank into a squashy chair exuding fatigue and an odour of bath talc. She beamed at them but her eyelids drooped. At the bar Eve Linquist poured brandy. 
 
    ‘I worked out that chapter,’ Lois said to Chester as if he were the only person present, then she glanced at Fleur: ‘You know how it feels.’ 
 
    ‘I know how it feels to get a painting right,’ Fleur said. ‘Were you having problems?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all over; I don’t want to talk about it. Ah, brandy, you’re an angel, Eve. I was in such a fog when I finished I haven’t had a drink yet.’ She drank, sighed and focused on the stranger. ‘You must think me crazy. I write mysteries and I’ve been bothered for days with a difficulty in the plot. Today I got it right. I’m winding down now; I’ll be normal after another brandy.’ 
 
    ‘I guessed,’ Chester said. ‘You wouldn’t answer the phone.’ 
 
    ‘I never heard it ring!’ She continued to address Miss Pink: ‘I keep my phone inside a sleeping-bag in another room.’ 
 
    ‘You should have an answering machine.’ Miriam was heavy with disapproval. 
 
    ‘Answering machines are rude.’ 
 
    Fleur giggled and Chester’s eyes gleamed, then the gleam faded and Miss Pink, watching him, saw the softness of his expression and knew that the business of cultivating his garden and watching wildlife were only gloss on his retirement. Chester was in love. 
 
    Miriam fiddled with the straw in her margarita. ‘What time did Andy and his assistant leave?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Before four. I was at work by then.’ Lois grinned. ‘Well – work; I mean I was in my study at four; it took me a while to get the continuity again. After all, I’d done no work for four days!’ Her voice rose as if she’d only just realised the fact. 
 
    ‘And you never got to keep your Chevy,’ Miriam said nastily. 
 
    ‘Oh, Miriam, it’s five years old. Who cares? I’m not possessive.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ There was a load of meaning in the cliché. Lois stared and the little woman avoided her eye. 
 
    Fleur leapt to the breach: ‘I saw them leave; Andy was going like the clappers to make the roadworks.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Lois was vague. ‘They don’t close till six.’ 
 
    ‘What are these roadworks?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘People keep mentioning them.’ 
 
    ‘There was a landslip on the coast road north of Sundown,’ Chester told her. ‘The Highways people repaired the damage but now it appears the slope isn’t safe and they’re stabilising it. Seems to be taking longer than the original repairs.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve been at it for weeks,’ Miriam complained. ‘They go home at six and they don’t start work again until eight in the morning, so the road’s closed all night and they put those great earth-moving machines across so there’s no way you can get by.’ 
 
    ‘They’re afraid of people going over the edge,’ Fleur pointed out. ‘But it can be a nuisance; it means if you have business north of the roadworks you have to come home before six. And you can’t go to Portland for the evening.’ 
 
    ‘Unless you stay the night there,’ Chester amended. ‘But it doesn’t really affect us, not in summertime. Concerts and such don’t start until the fall, and who wants to dine in Portland? We’ve got everything we need here.’ 
 
    Fleur looked round and saw that Carl Linquist was behind the bar. ‘Come and join us,’ she called. ‘Bring a drink.’ 
 
    ‘Eve’s watching television,’ he said as he joined them and, turning to Lois, ‘So it’s back to normal, is it? After all the excitement.’ She nodded; it didn’t need a response. ‘I passed them,’ he continued. ‘Andy lifted his hand’ – his lip curled – ‘Gayleen waved.’ 
 
    There was a charged silence, broken by Lois. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘if I had her legs I would wear a mini-skirt and high red heels.’ She looked wistful. ‘I’ve always hankered after a pair of shoes like that – and every time I come out of the shoe store with yet another pair of moccasins or kilties.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Lois!’ Fleur pretended to be shocked. ‘She was— ’ She checked and blinked. 
 
    ‘No better than she should be,’ Carl completed for her, then thought he’d gone too far. ‘Assistant or whatever,’ he muttered with a bothered glance at Lois. 
 
    ‘I like her,’ she said brightly. ‘She spent the day at the house and she told me quite a lot about herself.’ She looked round their circle. ‘That child’s had a hard time; she was a change girl in Las Vegas, whatever that is— ’ 
 
    ‘Worked in a casino,’ Chester supplied. ‘Carried change for customers.’ 
 
    ‘So – she’s been everything: short order cook, gas pump attendant; she even auditioned for a showgirl but couldn’t make the grade. She never stays in a job for longer than a few weeks. She’s only eighteen and very immature. I’m sorry for her. I’m afraid she’s not a survivor.’ 
 
    ‘That was obvious,’ Carl said. 
 
    Miriam had been thinking. ‘What was Andy doing while you were having this tête à tête?’ she asked. ‘I can’t see him joining in a girlish conversation.’ 
 
    ‘No, hardly.’ Lois smiled. ‘He went for a hike.’ 
 
    ‘Would he have been looking for spotted owls?’ Fleur asked coldly. 
 
    ‘How he dared!’ Miriam exclaimed. ‘On your car too!’ 
 
    Lois shrugged. ‘It’s black humour, Miriam; there’s no malice behind it. Andy puts spiders out of the house, and he adores Lovejoy.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think the malice was directed towards animals,’ Miriam said, looking hard at her. 
 
    Lois smiled and refused to rise to the bait. She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Are you interested in the local wildlife? Did they tell you about our spotted owls?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    By dawn the storm had blown itself out and there was merely a stiff onshore breeze. Above the strand there was a haze made up of spray and salt and vapour from damp vegetation; through this the sun shone with a soft brilliance and cast black shadows. It was muggy and chill at the same time. Humidity was high. 
 
    The breakers rolled shorewards: huge, regular, hypnotic. Miss Pink, walking south towards Fin Whale Head along the fringe of foam bubbles, was reminded of her childhood. The sand was clean and beautiful, matte round her boot as her weight pressed out the moisture, and among the rocks there were pools full of sea anemones and shrimps, while offshore the stacks stood up like benign sentinels. Below Sundown people were beachcombing after the storm, looking for Japanese fishing floats in the weed. The houses behind them resembled toy houses – and where the land started to rise towards the big cliffs of the headland there were caves and arches. Inland the spired conifers deepened the nostalgia: Hans Andersen trees fronting a magical ocean. A string of pelicans came beating past, checked, circled and, one by one, started to fish, plunging like gannets into the heaving sea. 
 
    Miss Pink walked to a dry rock, removed her socks and boots, rolled up her jeans and returned to wade through the spent waves. 
 
    Within two miles the sand ran into jumbled rocks where the cliffs were crumbling into the sea. She turned back then to find a flock of sanderlings feeding on the ebb, their tiny legs twinkling as they rushed after receding water, to turn and scamper back ahead of the next breaker. The sanderlings were about the only familiar feature of this wild coast, for the feeling that it shared a similarity with the Devon of childhood was, on reflection, ridiculous: she had been misled by the salt spray that permeated everything, and which would be the same the world over: Sundown or Maine or the Isles of Scilly. 
 
    Ahead of her one figure stood out from the distant beachcombers, looming large, something else breaking away to one side. The sound of yapping came clearly on the breeze. Oliver Harper was trotting towards her, the schnauzer beside him, racing back and forth in a vain attempt to catch birds. Oliver came up and stopped: young and splendid in skimpy shorts, his chest heaving gently with the exertion. 
 
    ‘I’ve heard all about you now, ma’am,’ he announced, smiling, knowing he looked marvellous, ‘Miriam filled me in. Enjoying your hike?’ 
 
    She enthused about the morning, admired the terrier which was waxing hysterical over the behaviour of the sanderlings, and left him to his run. He trotted to the rocks and came back, waving gaily as he passed, shouting something about seeing her this evening. She regarded his brown back with approval and wondered why Miriam wasn’t running with him. Oliver had been to Portland, she recalled, so had Lois’s daughter, Grace – and Lois’s husband and his pretty assistant ‘or whatever’, as Carl Linquist had put it. Portland was, of course, the lodestone for this coast; there was probably nothing curious about all the youngsters – well, Andy Keller wasn’t young, but the other three – all being in the city at the same time. No doubt there was a simple explanation, if it were not a coincidence. Miss Pink liked to know the answers to questions that arose, however idly, in her mind, and it didn’t occur to her at this moment that there were questions of which she was unaware. 
 
    Oliver’s remark about seeing her this evening, and Miriam’s absence from the morning’s run, were explained when the lady herself called with an invitation to dine at her house that night; she was cooking, she explained, neatly pre-empting any speculation as to whether she could keep up with Oliver’s pace. Miss Pink had scarcely replaced the receiver before Leo Brant was on the line, asking if she would eat with them the following evening. It would appear that, with the embarrassing Andy Keller out of the way, people were hurrying to return Lois’s hospitality of the previous weekend. No doubt eating out was one of their ways of having fun – and small wonder if the food in private houses rivalled that of the Tattler. 
 
    Over the next few days she made the rounds of Sundown society and found the experience interesting and, occasionally, informative. She dined with Miriam in her old and slightly shabby redwood ranchhouse but where the carpets came from Aleppo and the smoked salmon from the Spey. Oliver was present but Willard Smith did not appear. She wouldn’t have been surprised at this anyway but Sadie Locke, whom she had thought of initially as a gentle person, called her attention to Oliver with some remark concerning his youth. Miss Pink, not troubling to mince her words with this ingenuous old soul, had asked what was his position in the household – a distant relative perhaps? 
 
    ‘He’s the handyman,’ Sadie told her. 
 
    Miss Pink said she thought Willard Smith was the handyman. 
 
    ‘Oliver,’ said Sadie, ‘is the new handyman.’ And Miss Pink turned to find the old lady regarding her with a gleam of amusement. 
 
    The other guests at Miriam’s house were Lois and Chester, and Fleur Sanborn. These, forming a kind of inner circle of Sundown society, trooped round to each other’s houses. It was understood that the Linquists were unable to leave the restaurant, and the Sykeses had to attend to their motel, although Jason appeared from time to time, like a cross between a well-trained retriever and a peripatetic butler: opening wine, handing canapés, getting up from the table to turn down the oven or bring fresh butter. 
 
    Dinner at Sand Dollar – Leo’s and Sadie’s place – started with a tension that no one appeared to notice other than Miss Pink. Sadie was a nervous cook but after a while she emerged from the kitchen, sparkling and talkative. 
 
    ‘Leo allows her one martini after the guests arrive,’ Fleur explained to Miss Pink, ‘and shortly before we sit down. But you notice Leo is distrait. I guess there’s something on the stove which has to be attended to. She’ll send Sadie back in a minute. Sadie can’t hold her liquor. Not and cook.’ 
 
    But the main dish was crayfish as good as any Miss Pink had enjoyed in the Jura. They ate off Portmeirion ware and drank from Dartington crystal. It was evident that Leo and Sadie didn’t have much money to spare but what they had they used well. Their little clapboard house was carefully maintained (they did everything themselves, Fleur said; Leo had even rewired the place); the furniture was old but good and the rooms looked as if they were vacuumed daily. 
 
    Chester didn’t cook and his entertaining was done at the Tattler. Miss Pink enjoyed four excellent dinners in a row and had it not been that she starved herself during the day, and went for long tramps, by the following weekend she would have felt like a Strasbourg goose, but each morning saw her setting out diligently to burn off the previous evening’s excess. After Miriam’s party she walked with Lois and Chester from Fin Whale Head to Porcupine Gulch by way of Pandora Ridge. They utilised two cars for that and they saw the pileated woodpecker and three Roosevelt elk. 
 
    After the party given by Sadie and Leo she did a dull but strenuous plod to the summit of Lost Peak on her own. This was the culminating point of the ridge on the north side of Bobcat Creek. It was approached by interminable zigzags, hidden in the timber, and there was no view. That evening she grumbled a little as they ate Chester’s dinner in the Tattler, and Fleur said immediately that the following morning they should go to the dunes north of Cape Deception. 
 
    The day was a little like a dull summer’s day in England except for the fog which, having retreated by mid-morning, lay in a solid bank a few miles offshore. The sky was cloudy and the air quite cool. The dunes beyond the cape were separated from the highway by a belt of conifers interspersed with myrtle and other hardwoods. Freshwater pools stood in marshy depressions and the grass was alive with frogs and little garter snakes splotched with red. 
 
    When they reached the dunes Miss Pink was surprised to find them almost covered with vegetation that was so high and tangled, so impervious to human penetration that it had been necessary to erect posts to mark the trail. ‘You’d be lost without them,’ Fleur said. ‘In fact, people get lost with them – in the fog, at night.’ 
 
    Miss Pink shivered. They were in a dip and she could see no posts anywhere. Narrow trails made by raccoons or skunks looked no different from the one they should follow. ‘Yes,’ Fleur said, guessing the thought, ‘this is the place gave Gideon the idea for his first book, The Walking Dune.’ 
 
    ‘You’re making it worse. Does Gideon do anything else besides these books?’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t need to.’ 
 
    ‘I meant, he draws so well— ’ but Fleur had stopped and was squinting northwards. ‘Do you hear something?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Only breakers – or is there a train? No, there’s no railway here.’ 
 
    They resumed walking and shortly they emerged from the scrub to the open strand. There was no one about other than themselves and visibility was about a mile. The tide was nearly at the full, the wet sand dark and hard. Higher up it was the colour of crab shells. Black turnstones were feeding on the edge of the foam and the long, low breakers came rolling in: inexorable, infinitely exciting. 
 
    ‘There is something,’ Fleur insisted. ‘Can’t you hear it?’ 
 
    ‘I heard it before but it still sounds like a train to me, an engine anyway.’ 
 
    ‘I know! It’s something at the roadworks – but they’re all of ten miles away.’ 
 
    It wasn’t earth-moving machinery; it was a helicopter. It came along the shore, flying low. They looked up at it without surprise; there were a dozen reasons why a chopper should be here: the Coastguard on call or patrolling, the Highways Department, the Forest Service, a private machine chartered by a professional photographer – but it was none of these. They walked for miles along the strand and went home to discover that the close-knit community was seething with speculation. The helicopter had brought policemen. Lois’s car had been involved in an accident and the driver had run away. 
 
    ‘Naturally,’ said Lois, ‘they thought it was me driving so they flew down here to take me back to Portland in shackles.’ 
 
    They were all gathered in the sun-room at the Tattler, this being the evening that Miss Pink had taken it on herself to be the host. 
 
    ‘I can’t think why they sent detectives at all,’ Jason said. ‘Just for a little hit-and-run, and no one got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘It was the run bit,’ Fleur told him. ‘The running away: it looks suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘They were nice guys though’ – he hadn’t heard her – ‘came in the store and chatted, bought some Louis l’Amours; they stayed a while, told me all about detective work in the city.’ 
 
    ‘What did you tell them?’ Oliver asked. 
 
    Jason blinked owlishly and said he couldn’t remember, and what sort of things did Oliver mean? 
 
    ‘He means, dear,’ Lois said kindly, ‘that they’re checking on me with other people because it was a woman driving.’ 
 
    Fleur said, ‘But you don’t wear mini-skirts and frequent Portland’s red-light district.’ 
 
    Lois giggled. ‘The police don’t know that.’ 
 
    The accident itself had been minor. A van driver had emerged carelessly from a side street and rammed the Chevrolet. The person in the Chevy had tried to extricate her car by reversing, only to find the bumpers of both vehicles locked. She had then jumped out and run – this despite the fact that she was the innocent party, at least as far as that incident was concerned. This had happened two evenings ago, in the dark, but there had been witnesses. They said the driver of the Chevy was tall and was wearing a mini-skirt and white sandals. The area was one frequented by prostitutes. 
 
    ‘It had to be Gayleen,’ Fleur said now. ‘But why should she run? Is the Chevy insured only for you and Andy?’ 
 
    ‘The police asked that,’ Lois said, ‘but it’s just ordinary insurance, anyone can drive it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ came Sadie’s gentle voice, and Leo confirmed the thought: ‘So Gayleen’s got something to hide; couldn’t face the fuzz.’ 
 
    Oliver said, ‘Could she have left Andy and taken the car?’ 
 
    Lois said firmly, ‘Obviously it wasn’t Andy driving so’ – she spread her hands – ‘I just left it to the police, sort of opted out, you know? As Jason said, they were charmers. The younger one even has a cat like— ’ 
 
    Mabel Sykes interrupted, smiling unpleasantly: ‘But if Gayleen stole the Chevy, why didn’t Andy report it stolen?’ 
 
    Lois blinked. ‘Has he had time?’ she asked uncertainly, then more firmly: ‘He wouldn’t want to cause trouble for her. Anyway, why should she have stolen it? It could be she was just shopping, using the car; she got a bump and couldn’t face the police.’ 
 
    ‘Because – ?’ Mabel’s smile was now a grin. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘Perhaps her licence has been suspended. It could be some small infringement, not something criminal.’ She glanced at Eve who was advancing with a cocktail shaker and changed the subject: ‘I’m sure everyone could do with a second martini … ’ Out of the corner of her eye she saw that Leo was framing a question and heard Sadie’s clear response: ‘They have to eat somewhere; you can ask them when they come.’ 
 
    They could be referring to the police, who seemed to have their own problems. Either the helicopter had been needed elsewhere in a hurry, or they’d allowed it to go, thinking to hire a car, but there were no cars for hire in Sundown and now they were stranded and running up a terrific telephone bill apparently trying to find a car or a chopper to pick them up tomorrow morning. Meanwhile they had booked a room at the Surfbird and Boligard remained up there putting through their telephone calls. 
 
    The detectives walked into the dining-room after Miss Pink’s party had sat down to dinner. Eve had anticipated their arrival and put as much distance as possible between the tables, but it wasn’t a large room and no conversation could be private if conducted in normal tones. There was an air of restraint at the big table emphasised by a somewhat noisy gaiety, and an avoidance of any subject that related to cars or crime or the police. With varying degrees of fervour they concentrated on spotted owls, storms, whale-watching: anything that was innocent, and all the time they were uncomfortably aware of this presence at the side of the room. 
 
    The detectives, on the other hand, were making the most of their enforced sojourn in the backwoods. They ordered chablis with their lobster thermidor (they had to eat the same food as the main party; as usual Carl had prepared only one dish) and they listened attentively to Oliver who had been pressed into service as their waiter, leaving Eve free to attend to the other table. 
 
    Oliver was getting on splendidly with them, at least with the one Lois said was the senior partner: Laddow. He was talkative and ebullient but not vulgar. He had expressive eyes and a wide mouth, and hair that reached his collar but otherwise was cut so short that his head appeared to be framed in a dark halo. His face was extraordinarily mobile; whether he was asking questions or just listening, all his features, even his nose, twisted like soft rubber, reflecting his emotions or the emotions he sought to display, while his hands: broad, with stubby fingers, were never still. He was a large man, a little overweight under the tan suit and silk polo shirt, but not flabby. 
 
    His companion, who was called Hammett, was a different kettle of fish. Seemingly some ten years younger (Laddow was about forty), he was prematurely bald but with a lot of hair at the back of his polished skull that gave him the look of an egg-head in a slippery toupee. His large eyes were accentuated by wire-rimmed spectacles and his mouth was small and prim. He wore a modish shirt striped in rust and cream, and beige slacks. He said little; Laddow did most of the talking. 
 
    Miss Pink, deceptively bland, brought her attention back to the table and noted that her guests were losing their inhibitions. Unobtrusively she checked the levels in glasses and bottles, looked to see that everyone was eating well, and wondered how many of them could manage Carl’s peach compote, even without the cream. The meal wound down gently and, at a sign from Miss Pink, Lois rose and led the way to the sunroom. 
 
    When they were settled in front of the windows with coffee and liqueurs, pointedly concentrating on the sunset – which, behind a partially cloudy sky, was fiery – there was a sudden lull as if a curtain were about to rise. At that point the police entered, smiled – Laddow smiled – and waited. Lois introduced them: Eddy Laddow and Mort Hammett. 
 
    As Lois went round the company naming people the decision whether to ask the detectives to sit down was taken out of Miss Pink’s hands by the beaming Laddow who absent-mindedly turned a chair to face the ocean and subsided into it. Hammett went to the bar. Laddow appeared to notice the sky for the first time and gasped. ‘It’s like an explosion!’ he exclaimed, and the villagers regarded him indulgently. 
 
    ‘Don’t you ever go to the ocean?’ Leo asked. 
 
    ‘I see it occasionally, ma’am, but I never saw a view like this, with those rocks and the cape there. Ah, thank you, my boy.’ He took a whisky from the expressionless Hammett. ‘Get a chair, get a chair.’ He was fussing; Miss Pink felt sure he was putting on an act, that he was preparing for something. She looked at the others, saw that they too were aware that something was toward and she felt their frisson of alarm. 
 
    ‘You’ll have the number of your husband’s office,’ Laddow stated conversationally, addressing Lois. 
 
    ‘He didn’t have an office,’ she responded weakly. 
 
    ‘His apartment then?’ He sipped his whisky, not watching her, but Hammett did. 
 
    She glanced helplessly round the company. ‘I – the name of it escapes me. Did anyone hear it?’ People shook their heads like marionettes. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Leo asked, sounding belligerent and then, at a movement from Sadie: ‘You must have taken his phone number when he reported the theft of the car.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t report it.’ Laddow looked at Leo with interest. She was chic and boyish tonight in a lemon shirt with an agate bolo. ‘Why do we need to see Mr Keller?’ he asked, and answered his own question: ‘Because we got a report on the car, on Mrs Keller’s Chevy.’ He turned to Lois. ‘What happened to the trunk, ma’am?’ 
 
    Miss Pink was puzzled and then remembered that the trunk was the boot of the car. 
 
    ‘The trunk?’ Lois repeated, her voice rising. Then, aware of her own stridency, her shoulders dropped and she relaxed visibly. ‘I didn’t know anything happened to it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been forced.’ 
 
    They stared at him and after a moment Chester said slowly, ‘If the car was stolen, without the keys – hot-wired – but the trunk was locked, it would have to be forced to get inside.’ His voice strengthened as he envisaged the situation: ‘The thief would want to see if there was luggage in the trunk.’ 
 
    Hammett said, ‘You can get into a trunk by taking out the rear seat.’ 
 
    ‘Not on the Chevy,’ Lois said absently. ‘That back seat is jammed, something to do with the ratchet.’ She frowned. ‘What makes it important: the trunk being forced?’ 
 
    ‘When did you last look inside it?’ 
 
    Her eyes glazed. ‘I remember looking inside; I was wondering if Andy – my husband – had brought his laundry, so that must have been shortly after he arrived.’ She was bothered but she went on raggedly, ‘The party – it was the Sunday … I would have looked in the trunk next morning.’ 
 
    ‘Was it locked?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Did you notice anything odd about the interior, anything there that shouldn’t be?’ 
 
    Her eyes sharpened, and now some of the others had caught on: drugs, they were thinking, and one or two of them: so what, it was Andy using the car. ‘No,’ Lois said firmly. ‘I didn’t see anything. Should I have done?’ 
 
    ‘A smell, for instance?’ 
 
    Eyes widened. Several people sniffed. 
 
    ‘No,’ Lois said. ‘I don’t remember anything. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because a body’s been carried in that trunk,’ Laddow said. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    It was a long time before anyone spoke. No one wanted to be the first, and the police did nothing to ease the situation. Hammett had remained standing, a tumbler in his hand, but he wasn’t drinking. Then Miss Pink remembered that it was her party, that she was still the host. She turned to Laddow, remarked in the voice she used to call to order meetings of the Women’s Institute: ‘Perhaps you would elaborate, Mr Laddow,’ and had the satisfaction of making that rubbery face go completely blank for a moment. She sensed resentment; he would have liked to ask her where her own interests lay, but he didn’t. Hammett, alert as a hawk, would be wondering that too, but he had to leave the initiative to his superior. 
 
    Laddow looked from her to Lois. ‘We have to find your husband, ma’am.’ Emotion had returned: his intensity justified by an appearance of anxious distress. 
 
    Lois had recovered from the initial shock of learning that her car had been used to transport a body. She had had time to think, to work things out. ‘Of course it was stolen,’ she said quietly, addressing no one in particular, ‘and there’s an obvious reason why Andy didn’t report it.’ She looked at Laddow. ‘He was working on the screenplay of one of my books and a Burbank studio was interested. What happened, what must have happened, is he left the car in the airport parking lot in Portland and flew to LA. It was stolen from the airport and he doesn’t know about it yet.’ 
 
    ‘Or Gayleen drove him to the airport,’ Sadie put in, ‘and the Chevy was stolen from her, or— ’ She stopped in consternation, seeing where that was leading. 
 
    Hammett said, making a question of it, ‘It would be helpful if someone could remember where Mr Keller was staying?’ He looked round the group and stopped at Jason who was staring at him open-mouthed. ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Grace!’ Jason exclaimed. ‘Grace was trying to find out where. She’d know. I heard Gayleen say something about a motel, but I didn’t catch the name.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like me to call my daughter?’ Lois asked politely. 
 
    ‘If you would, ma’am.’ Laddow responded in kind. 
 
    She left the room and the others shifted awkwardly, avoiding each other’s eyes except for Leo who tackled Laddow bluntly: ‘You knew about this all along; that’s why you stayed. You sent the chopper away deliberately.’ 
 
    ‘No, no!’ He was shocked. ‘There was this smell, you see.’ Now he was apologetic. ‘Unpleasant. So the car was with the Forensic people. They called us this evening with the results— ’ 
 
    ‘Like I said— ’ 
 
    ‘A woman,’ he went on. ‘It was the body of a woman.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that knocks my theory on the head,’ Jason announced. They stared at him. 
 
    ‘What was your theory, sir?’ Laddow asked with interest. 
 
    Jason nodded as if acknowledging a tribute. ‘Why, they picked up a hitch-hiker and the guy killed them both and stole the car. I wouldn’t have said that with Lois here, of course; too distressing for her. But if it was a woman in the trunk, I mean a female body, what happened to Andy’s body?’ 
 
    ‘He could have been alone when he picked up the hitch-hiker,’ Hammett said reasonably, as if this were an academic discussion between equals. 
 
    ‘No.’ Jason was confident. ‘He left with Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘So you figure they picked up a hitch-hiker on Tuesday afternoon,’ Laddow said, and Miss Pink noted that he had the times off pat. 
 
    ‘When did you say the accident occurred?’ Chester asked. ‘When the driver ran away from the Chevy?’ 
 
    ‘Late Thursday evening, two nights ago.’ 
 
    ‘So where— ’ 
 
    Lois came in slowly as if uncertain of her reception. Everyone regarded her expectantly. ‘He was staying at a motel called the Fountain,’ she told them. ‘On the north side of the city.’ 
 
    ‘Did you call the motel?’ Laddow asked sharply. 
 
    ‘No, I— ’ She bit her lip. There was a flicker of fear in her eyes, quickly suppressed. Chester looked concerned. 
 
    ‘If you’ll excuse us one moment.’ Laddow rose and left the room with Hammett. 
 
    Now they did stare at each other: questioning, appalled. Chester leaned towards Lois and said quietly, ‘It was a woman’s body in the trunk.’ She stared at him blankly. ‘Of course the car was stolen,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Of course it was.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it had to be,’ Fleur put in, but the tone lacked warmth. 
 
    ‘What are they doing?’ Sadie gestured towards the door. 
 
    Leo scowled. ‘Calling the motel.’ 
 
    Eve approached from the bar. ‘Oliver will find out,’ she said. ‘They heard everything: him and Carl; the door to the kitchen wasn’t closed.’ 
 
    ‘Who needs to know?’ Mabel asked, her eyes glinting. 
 
    ‘I want to.’ Lois was coldly angry. ‘If Andy’s mixed up in anything— ’ She stopped, then went on stiffly, ‘This concerns my family.’ She stared at the door and again Miss Pink caught that suggestion of fear. ‘I think Laddow will tell us what he finds out. He’s a gentleman,’ she added with a kind of desperation. 
 
    ‘Well, he’s putting on a good act,’ Miriam said. Since they left the dining-room she had sat unobtrusively to one side, merely a part of the audience that was a background to the principal performers. 
 
    ‘They’re a competent team,’ Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    ‘What’s your base-line?’ Leo asked, and then elaborated: ‘I mean, what do you base your judgment on? You don’t know American police.’ 
 
    ‘Or do you?’ Chester eyed her keenly. When she had been walking with him and Lois, she had confessed that she wrote gothics for magazines, and the odd travel book, but she’d said nothing about her activities involving crime. Now, before their combined attention, she shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    ‘I’ve had a little to do with them,’ she admitted, and was immediately plied with questions. Laddow and Hammett, appearing in the doorway, paused and listened. The group in the window was excited and obviously relieved to have the subject changed – or at least to have the location shifted away from home. Homicide was now something that had concerned Miss Pink in Montana and Utah and California, not one of themselves. 
 
    Miriam wasn’t giving undivided attention to Miss Pink’s reminiscences; she seemed jumpy, glancing towards the kitchen and the dining-room, so it was she who saw the police and said loudly, ‘Now maybe we’ll have an explanation.’ The tone was a warning. 
 
    Talk stopped as if a switch had been thrown. Laddow came and sat down. ‘Yes,’ he said heavily, as if he were continuing a conversation, taking them into his confidence, ‘they’re worried at the motel. They haven’t been seen since last Sunday morning.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ Jason repeated stupidly. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Laddow widened doggy eyes at his own sloppy speech. ‘Gayleen and Andy haven’t been back to their room for just on a week.’ 
 
    No one dared to speak, mutely deferring to Lois. She ignored the less important implication and said without expression, ‘So they didn’t go back to the motel after they left here … Maybe they didn’t go back to Portland at all, but went south from here: down to LA.’ 
 
    ‘But— ’ 
 
    ‘The car— ’ 
 
    Fleur and Laddow spoke together. Charmingly he gestured to her to continue. She said, ‘They were driving north when I saw them.’ 
 
    ‘And Carl,’ Eve put in. ‘Carl passed them north of here.’ 
 
    ‘And the car turns up in Portland,’ Laddow mused. ‘It’s not conclusive but it does look as if they went back to Portland.’ 
 
    Jason started to say something, glanced at Lois and his mouth snapped shut, but she had seen. ‘What were you going to say, Jason?’ 
 
    He licked his lips. ‘It was nothing.’ 
 
    She stared at him and he flushed. She looked at the others, at Laddow, her eyes stricken. ‘You think— ’ She couldn’t go on. 
 
    Laddow stood up. ‘What I think, ma’am, is we should stop speculating. We don’t know what happened yet but’ – he looked round the circle – ‘you all in Sundown are safe; Mrs Keller’s daughter’s unharmed in Portland, you got nothing to worry about. I suggest we all go home and get a good night’s sleep.’ His features twisted lugubriously. ‘I’m being subjective there; personally I’m ready for my bed.’ 
 
    ‘Shamming,’ Miss Pink said, addressing Fleur as they heard the outer door close. 
 
    ‘He can’t fool you.’ Was there a hint of sarcasm there? 
 
    ‘Well,’ Miss Pink began, and frowned. ‘Not on this occasion. He’s gone back to the Surfbird to use the telephone. Boligard’s going to be up late tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Listening in?’ 
 
    ‘Quite, but d’you think Laddow and Hammett aren’t aware of that?’ 
 
    ‘Talk of eavesdropping, here’s Oliver.’ 
 
    He and Carl Linquist had come in from the kitchen, Oliver making an obvious but vain attempt to conceal his excitement, Carl making a similar effort but succeeding only in looking angry. 
 
    ‘Oliver!’ Miriam’s tone was a command. ‘Come here. Did you hear the call to Portland?’ 
 
    ‘We did.’ He came and perched on the arm of her chair. ‘But there was nothing sinister about it. Of course we only heard his end of the conversation – the jolly one, Laddow, isn’t it? He asked if they’ – he paused at the pronoun but recovered easily – ‘were staying there, and then he asked when they’d left and when they were expected back, and if they’d taken their stuff. Then they went into a huddle: Laddow and his side-kick, and I couldn’t hear any more.’ 
 
    ‘They knew you were listening,’ Miriam said. 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly.’ 
 
    ‘What I want to know,’ Carl put in angrily, ‘is what’s it got to do with us?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing, dear.’ Eve was reassuring. ‘It’s just the car – isn’t it, Miss Pink?’ 
 
    Thus appealed to she pulled herself together; she had been thinking, like Laddow, of bed. ‘They’ll be tracing the car’s movements,’ she suggested. ‘First confirming the ownership – they’d have got that from the registration’ – she glanced at Lois who raised her eyebrows a fraction; she was plainly exhausted – ‘now they’re concerned about what happened to the car between here and Portland. The implication is that the inquiries will shift away from Sundown to the highway. We may have seen the last of Messrs Laddow and Hammett.’ 
 
    For a moment, next morning, the opposite seemed to be the case when two cars arrived at the Surfbird and large men in civilian clothes were directed to the Tattler where Laddow and Hammett were eating breakfast. The Sykeses and the Linquists monitored the activity as closely as possible and it transpired that, far from being reinforcements, the newcomers were merely delivering a car to the erstwhile stranded detectives. The strangers drove back north in the second vehicle, and Sundown braced itself for a resumption of the inquiries, only to experience an anti-climax when Laddow and Hammett checked out of the Surfbird, got in their transport and took off themselves, northwards. There were people who thought this smacked of rudeness: ‘After all,’ Jason said petulantly to Miss Pink who had stepped into his store to chat, ‘they might have said goodbye, at least.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a social visit.’ 
 
    ‘No, but – talking like that, last night, it was sorta intimate, and then to take off without speaking to anyone. It was offhand.’ 
 
    ‘They could be coming back.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘I don’t know. But they have to find Andy Keller – and Gayleen, of course – and this was Andy’s home, and where he was last seen— ’ 
 
    ‘That’s ridiculous! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude; I mean, hundreds of people must have seen him – them – after they left here; well, dozens.’ 
 
    ‘The police work forward, Jason. This is the last place where someone is known to have seen them. Fleur, then Carl, saw them on the road. Now the detectives have to find the next person who saw them. For my money the reason why Laddow and Hammett have gone north is because they’re making inquiries along the highway, trying to discover if Andy stopped for gas, a meal, whatever.’ 
 
    ‘What happens if they don’t find the next person?’ 
 
    ‘Then they’ll concentrate on the last person who says he saw them, and that’s Carl, and that’s what will bring them back to Sundown. Who did they telephone last night after they left the Tattler?’ 
 
    ‘They just called their office to finalise transportation for this morning. They didn’t make private calls from the motel.’ 
 
    She looked at him sharply. ‘Where did they make them from?’ 
 
    ‘The call-box outside the bar. It was Laddow did the talking with Hammett standing by, making sure no one could get near enough to hear.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know this?’ 
 
    ‘Several people saw them; they didn’t make a secret of it.’ He regarded her in surprise. ‘They’re not going to make private calls from the motel, are they, with my dad and mom listening?’ 
 
    ‘So they’re making private calls but they’re not concerned that people know it. I suppose you could say that they’re conditioned to secrecy.’ 
 
    ‘What else could you say?’ 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. ‘That they’re trying to intimidate us?’ 
 
    That ‘us’ was not a slip; she felt herself involved – and she was in an irritable mood this morning. She had come to enjoy the company of the local residents and, although she was only a visitor, relationships had been forged; she felt a sense of loyalty. She would have liked to go for a walk but it seemed ill-mannered to leave them, and yet when she considered which one she might ask to go with her, she fancied her company could be an embarrassment. When she made an effort to analyse this presentiment, she guessed that they would all be discussing the events of last evening among themselves: Sadie and Leo, Miriam and Oliver, the Linquists, the Sykeses, Lois and Chester. That left only Fleur, who had walked with her yesterday but hadn’t phoned this morning to suggest a meeting. 
 
    Miss Pink compromised. Leaving Jason’s store she took a short walk along the strand towards Fin Whale Head. There was no sign of Oliver this morning and she saw no one else whom she knew. She returned to the village by way of a path that traced the edge of old and overgrown grazing land above the shore. The path emerged on the highway close to Fleur’s gallery – which was the reason that she’d taken it. 
 
    The gallery was an old whaler’s cabin, built of wood with plank walls and a shingled roof. The planks had shrunk and the shingles curled up at the edges; everything was grey, weathered to the colour of rock. Inside, that same drabness became a foil for colour where brilliant pieces of stained glass, from window panes to goblets and lamps, had been set strategically to catch the light. 
 
    Fleur sold a variety of objects, from fused glass to wind chimes and books. The emphasis, of course, was on Gideon d’Eath but Miss Pink, who initially had been overwhelmed by kitsch, had discovered Fleur’s own water-colours among the junk. She found them enchanting for their feeling for rock and sand, in smudges of colour that implied the dense blanket of forest rather than delineating it, in the sense of space westward to a horizon beyond the fog. 
 
    This morning Fleur was standing in the middle of the cabin, smoking, and watching the highway through the window. ‘They just passed,’ she said without preamble. ‘I’m wondering where they went.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ But Miss Pink knew the answer. 
 
    ‘The police. At least, it was the car Laddow and Hammett were driving when they left after breakfast. They must have gone to the motel; there’s no one else lives south of here.’ 
 
    ‘There are houses on the loop road.’ 
 
    ‘Then they’d have taken that road before they reached the village.’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily; it’s dirt, it’s smoother to come through the village, turn back … ’ 
 
    They stared at each other, jumpy as cats, arguing about nothing. 
 
    ‘Why did they come back?’ Fleur asked. Miss Pink didn’t reply. Fleur drew on her cigarette. She noticed Miss Pink move back a step and apologised. ‘I smoke only when I’m under stress. It doesn’t happen often. Tell me, what do you think is the explanation? The Chevy was stolen? So who was the girl ran away? Not Gayleen, surely, because if it was Gayleen, who was it in the trunk?’ 
 
    ‘There would be fingerprints on the car,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘She didn’t have time to wipe them off.’ She paused, then continued, ‘The police checked out from the motel, according to Jason, so since they’ve returned then they’ve discovered something new, something that concerns Sundown.’ 
 
    It was indeed Laddow and Hammett who had returned, checking in again at the Surfbird, but whatever they had discovered, initially they were seeking information. When, after half an hour, their car didn’t appear on the highway, Fleur rang Jason. The bookstore was only a few yards from the gallery but they could see that he had customers. When he answered she asked him quietly what was going on. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you,’ he said meaningly. 
 
    ‘Come over for a coffee when you’re free.’ 
 
    His customers left and he emerged from the store to shamble quickly along to the gallery. He was obviously excited. ‘Did you see the police?’ he asked, without even looking to see if they were alone. 
 
    ‘That’s why we told you to come over.’ Fleur was impatient. ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘Mom says they’re asking what Gayleen was wearing.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Fleur was flabbergasted. Miss Pink said nothing. 
 
    ‘It was a black skirt,’ he went on, ‘a mini with’ – his hands scalloped the air – ‘sorta frills— ’ 
 
    ‘Flounces,’ Fleur murmured. ‘A flounced skirt: shabby, like old black. Red heels.’ 
 
    He nodded eagerly. ‘Yeah, red shoes; Mom told them that and, she said, a ruffle perm.’ 
 
    ‘Very low-cut dress,’ Fleur told Miss Pink, forgetting she’d seen Gayleen. ‘Striking, most unsuitable; vulgar, in fact. An awful lot of make-up, like painted on.’ She turned on Jason. ‘Why did they want to know all this?’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t say.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, Jase! They had to say something.’ 
 
    ‘Not that Laddow guy. Mom says not, anyways. Now they’ve taken the loop road.’ 
 
    ‘Where? Who did they go to?’ 
 
    ‘They didn’t tell Mom.’ 
 
    ‘Well, now – ’ She ticked them off: ‘There’s Chester, and Sadie and Leo, and you’ – to Miss Pink – ‘and Miriam and, of course, Lois.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said she would go home but when she reached the highway she didn’t take the steep little path to Quail Run but walked down the road a short distance until she was below Sand Dollar where another path climbed the slope. She emerged on a terraced rockery and went up wooden steps to the deck. French windows were open in the living-room but when she called there was no answer. 
 
    People converged on the entrance to Sand Dollar’s drive. As Miss Pink came up from the house Leo was raking gravel while Sadie touched up their gate with white paint. A car crept along the road and stopped. ‘Good afternoon, ladies.’ Laddow beamed from the passenger seat. ‘It’s turned warm.’ 
 
    Sadie twittered at him like a bird. ‘Indeed yes, Mr Laddow, quite warm even for August. May we offer you a glass of lemonade?’ Such hospitality verged on the familiar given the circumstances, but perhaps Laddow attributed it to approaching senility, perhaps he’d been intending to call on them anyway. Hammett parked the car and they all trooped down the drive. ‘Great,’ Leo muttered to Miss Pink. ‘We’ll have a party. What the hell do they want with us, d’you know?’ Miss Pink shook her head in denial as they went round to the deck. 
 
    ‘You’ll be wanting to know why we came back,’ Laddow told them when they were settled with glasses of lemonade. He glanced at Miss Pink who said easily that she understood they were asking for a description of Gayleen. Leo glared at her but Sadie regarded Laddow with childlike expectancy. The detectives regarded the view, which from this point, framed by shore pines, was magnificent. 
 
    ‘Forensics found something relating to Gayleen’s clothes in the Chevrolet?’ Miss Pink prodded. 
 
    Laddow withdrew his gaze reluctantly. ‘I’ve never worked on a case in such neat surroundings,’ he said, and Miss Pink flinched. ‘No, ma’am; we found a body.’ 
 
    ‘What – oh, the body in the trunk!’ Sadie amended that: ‘The body that had been in the trunk. Where did you find it?’ 
 
    Leo was squirming with frustration, wanting to order her friend to keep quiet, and not daring to do so. 
 
    ‘On a vacant lot,’ Laddow said. ‘In Portland. She was fully clothed. That’s why we needed to know what Gayleen was wearing.’ 
 
    ‘Is it Gayleen?’ Sadie asked. 
 
    ‘The clothes fit, ma’am, and the hair. They’re getting her landlady to identify her: the woman at the motel. We should know any time.’ 
 
    Sadie and Leo were staring at each other in consternation. ‘How did she die?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘There was a gunshot wound in the back of the head.’ 
 
    As if they were one person, the eyes of Sadie and Leo were suddenly unfocused and Miss Pink, her own cool gaze passing from them to the detectives, knew that the three of them were aware of the question in the minds of the other two: who owned a gun? 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    ‘Who owns a firearm?’ Laddow asked. 
 
    Sadie and Leo were embarrassed; even in normal circumstances this was an indelicate question in Sundown, particularly among naturalists. ‘Private matter?’ His expression was sympathetic. ‘Awkward subject?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Leo was indignant. ‘I have a pistol. It’s my daddy’s old Colt. Want to see it?’ 
 
    ‘Please. A forty-five?’ He turned to Hammett. ‘Did you ever handle one of those?’ 
 
    Hammett shook his head. Miss Pink remained expressionless. Did Laddow think these women so unworldly they would believe a detective had never handled an old Colt? 
 
    Leo came back with the pistol. Laddow hefted it and ejected the clip. He sniffed the barrel, peered down it and handed it to Hammett. ‘Beautiful piece of work,’ he commented. ‘Who else owns a firearm?’ It was incisive and he was apologising for nothing. 
 
    Sadie stared at him vacantly. Leo’s face darkened. She said stiffly, ‘No way do we discuss our neighbours’ business.’ 
 
    ‘You may have to.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Sadie looked interested. ‘How is that?’ 
 
    He studied her face. ‘A murder has been committed, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘What does it have to do with us?’ 
 
    His face cleared. ‘Well, I’ll tell you.’ He exuded bonhomie. ‘Mrs Keller’s got a pistol too; that is, she had one until now. It’s disappeared.’ 
 
    The schnauzer barked as Miss Pink approached Quail Run. Miriam, sitting on the steps, slapped the dog’s nose and he yelped in surprise. She looked drawn. 
 
    ‘The police are at Sand Dollar,’ she said accusingly, as if Miss Pink were at fault. 
 
    She nodded. ‘Come in; I’m going to make tea. I’ve just come from Sand Dollar.’ 
 
    Miriam couldn’t wait. As the kettle was being filled she was saying, ‘I saw their car outside. You were there? What’s going on?’ 
 
    Miss Pink took mugs from their hooks and apologised for not providing cups and saucers. ‘Haven’t you heard anything?’ she asked. ‘Surely you knew the police came back?’ 
 
    ‘We were hiking: Oliver and me. Willard said he’d seen them go towards Lois’s place so I called her and Chester answered, but he was close-mouthed: admitted the police had been there but he wouldn’t tell me anything. I didn’t speak to Lois. There was no answer from Sadie and Leo, nor from you; Fleur said you’d gone home, and she didn’t know what the police were doing. So I went along our road here, trying to find someone, anyone, saw the police car outside Sand Dollar, and I came back here to see if you’d turned up. What do you know?’ 
 
    ‘A body’s been found that seems to be Gayleen’s, and she was shot. They’re asking who owns guns.’ 
 
    The kettle started to whistle. With a grimace Miss Pink fumbled with the tea-bags that she loathed, and hung them in the mugs. 
 
    ‘What makes them think it’s someone from here?’ Miriam asked, but the silence had stretched too far. ‘She left here; both Fleur and Carl saw them on the road.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a gun missing.’ 
 
    ‘Whose?’ 
 
    ‘Lois’s.’ 
 
    ‘So’ – they went into the living-room and Miriam collapsed on the sofa as if she were worn out – ‘so it’s Andy that they’re – they’re looking for?’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought about that angle, and they didn’t say.’ 
 
    Miriam squeezed lemon into her tea. ‘And now it’s gone too far to ask Lois,’ she mused. ‘There’s Chester though.’ Her tone sharpened. ‘That’s ridiculous! Why should Andy kill her? I mean, he’s not exactly a passionate man, Andy – and look at what he has to lose. He’s a screen-writer, he’s got contacts in Hollywood; Andy’s going places. I don’t believe it.’ 
 
    ‘No one said it was Andy.’ Miss Pink’s tone was mild. 
 
    Miriam’s eyes were like obsidian. ‘Who else could get hold of her gun? You’re not suggesting Grace – or Chester? Or one of us … this is utterly bizarre … Motive, that’s what we need: motive; who had to kill Gayleen? Why do people kill? There’s greed, lust, terror, jealousy – ’ She stopped, aware that she was babbling. 
 
    ‘We’re all shocked,’ Miss Pink said comfortably. ‘Nasty thing to happen to someone you know. There’s still the original theory: that someone stole the Chevy and either Andy doesn’t know yet, or he has an innocent reason for not reporting it. Comparatively innocent.’ 
 
    ‘What are the police doing now?’ 
 
    ‘Inquiries?’ Miss Pink sighed. ‘They tell you only what they want you to know.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think? With your experience you must know the routine.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked embarrassed. ‘Every case is different, but I assume here that finding Andy will be the priority – and they’ll be going over the Chevrolet again. The important thing is to discover what that car was doing between when Carl passed it on Tuesday afternoon and when it was rammed in Portland on Thursday evening.’ 
 
    ‘There was a woman driving it then.’ 
 
    ‘Someone wearing a skirt, yes.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not suggesting it was a transvestite!’ 
 
    ‘Just setting the record straight.’ 
 
    ‘It was a woman.’ Miriam was emphatic. ‘The witnesses said so. A woman runs differently to a man. Certainly that points to the Chevy being stolen. I don’t know that I particularly care if Andy’s a killer, but I’m fond of Lois.’ 
 
    Miss Pink asked, with seeming casualness, ‘What is the situation there?’ 
 
    ‘Between Lois and Andy?’ Miriam hesitated. ‘It’s not easy to explain. They lead their own lives, and yet Andy keeps coming back; maybe she represents security for him, a mother-figure.’ She considered that. ‘Financial security,’ she amended. ‘Andy likes his creature comforts, but then’ – her eyes widened – ‘he was living dangerously: bringing that girl here. It was deliberate: he walked in as if he owned the place, with that slut trailing behind him!’ 
 
    ‘Why do you call her that?’ Miss Pink was genuinely curious. 
 
    ‘Why, you saw her! The awful dress, heels about four inches high, made up like she was on television— ’ 
 
    ‘What did she have to say?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. I didn’t talk to her. Obviously she’d never been in a nice home before, never seen caviar.’ Miriam gave a snort. ‘Thought the champagne was flavoured pop! Can you believe that? She was a ghetto kid. Andy probably paid her to come to the birthday party just to embarrass Lois.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently Andy and Gayleen were living together.’ 
 
    ‘What? So they were. So he got tired of her, shot her and cleared out.’ 
 
    ‘He’d shoot a girl because he was tired of her?’ Miss Pink was incredulous. 
 
    ‘Well, you know how these things happen.’ The tone was light but the eyes stared fixedly at Miss Pink. ‘It doesn’t have to be a crime of passion,’ she went on in that artificial voice, ‘more like an accident, then the guy panics and has to get rid of the body. But it was an accident in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘You want it all ways. A man hits a woman and she falls and strikes her head on something unyielding, and she has a thin skull? But Gayleen was shot.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well’ – Miriam looked away – ‘it does look rather bad for Andy, I must admit.’ 
 
    Miss Pink took the mugs to the sink, poured herself a sherry and settled in a chair on her deck to commune with the view. She had rid herself of her guest by simulating exhaustion, but as the sea and the rocks and the distant cries of birds threaded the sunshine she knew that she hadn’t needed to pretend fatigue. She felt inundated by the speculation that seethed in Sundown. Now she thought resentfully that it was none of her business. A girl had been murdered and a man was missing. The man was married to a woman who had a close circle of friends in a village where Miss Pink herself was a stranger. More than a stranger; with the identification of the body (and it looked as if it would be identified if it hadn’t been already), with the disappearance of Lois’s gun, the situation had become so delicate since this morning that she felt like an interloper. Had she not extended her tenancy for a second week she would have been due to leave tomorrow morning. As she started to ponder the question of calling Boligard Sykes to cancel the extension she felt the first twinge of a headache. 
 
    She got up and went to the kitchen. The concentration needed to follow a recipe would allow of no distractions. Drink would help, and music. 
 
    An hour later she was accompanying Schwartzkopf in an aria from Cosi Fan Tutte and stirring her version of a ratatouille when someone said loudly, ‘I said, “It smells gorgeous.” What is it?’ 
 
    Lois Keller stood in the living-room smiling with appreciation: at the smell, Mozart, her neighbour’s unsuspected prowess – it was immaterial; Miss Pink recovered her equilibrium and went to turn off the stereo. Lois protested and it was tuned to a whisper. She was alone and appeared to be relieved when she was asked to stay to dinner. 
 
    Miss Pink regarded her guest benignly and forbore to ask where Chester was. ‘I seem to have got through the bulk of this while I was cooking,’ she remarked, as she poured the sherry. She felt the other’s eyes on her and guessed that Lois was reconsidering her decision to remain. And did she really want to hear Lois’s speculation on the latest developments? She smiled serenely and waited for the other to take the initiative. 
 
    ‘Good sherry,’ Lois said. ‘I was wondering: do you work professionally? I mean, do people retain you to investigate – problems?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ Miss Pink recalled that a recent journey along a variant of the California Trail had been underwritten by a publisher concerned to find a missing author[*] but, ‘I’m not a professional investigator,’ she amended. 
 
    ‘And probably all the better for that. You see, I have a problem; more than one, but the one that bothers me is, I had a gun and it’s disappeared. Do you know about Gayleen?’ Her tone didn’t change with the question and Miss Pink was taken by surprise. 
 
    ‘Er – what aspect of her?’ 
 
    ‘I assume you know as much as we do.’ There was no sarcasm implicit in the statement; Lois’s presence at Quail Run demonstrated people’s desire, if not their compulsion, to talk to Miss Pink. ‘You know about the body being found?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She was herself again. ‘Has it been identified?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Gayleen. Laddow called me. The manager of the motel identified her. She was shot. You know that? There’s the snag: the gun’s missing from my night table.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying she was shot with it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no idea. And the police don’t know yet. They recovered the bullet but that doesn’t mean anything: it could have come from the same model but not from my gun. It could have been so deformed by the impact you can’t tell.’ 
 
    ‘What did you want me to do?’ 
 
    Lois stared at the sea for a moment and then she laughed without amusement. ‘I came rushing along here to ask you to find the gun. At least, that’s what I thought I wanted you to do, but I’m moderately intelligent; what edge would you have over the police? They have all the advantages where finding things is concerned. And people.’ She shivered. ‘No, my subconscious reason for coming here was because you’re a stranger – basically uninvolved. You might be able to throw light on the subject, see it in perspective. Everyone else has an axe to grind, but you’ – she smiled, her eyes pleading – ‘you’re just the ship that passes in the night.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you keep the gun in your night table?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you never know; we’ve had the odd break-in on this coast, and I don’t keep a dog … Grace was happy for me to have it, so was Chester. It didn’t do any harm to keep a gun beside my bed. Of course one would use it only as a deterrent.’ 
 
    ‘What did your husband think of your keeping a gun in your bedroom?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he gave it me. Because he’s away so much. Said he didn’t like to think of me in the house on my own.’ She smiled. ‘My husband is a sensible guy and he’s familiar with urban areas; he’s more aware of crime than most people.’ 
 
    She stopped and appeared to be waiting. Miss Pink saw that, despite the avowed intention to seek some kind of revelation from herself, Lois needed prodding. ‘How do you find Laddow?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Charming. A perfect gentleman: an English type, in fact – no, a mix of Latin and Anglo-Saxon. But Hammett makes one feel somewhat uncomfortable: watching, not saying much. Laddow’s old-fashioned, even a bit redneck in his attitudes. He seems to be wondering if he’s strayed on to the set of some sophisticated movie: out of Marienbad by La Dolce Vita? A wife tolerating her husband’s casual affairs while she’s enjoying a liaison with an elderly roué. Two old ladies united in lesbian bliss, another old lady just taken on a new gigolo having put the last one out to grass; I tell you: Laddow feels a bit bewildered.’ 
 
    ‘Is any of that true?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not; it’s how he sees it.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s how any outsider would see it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘You’re different; you have a high IQ. But Andy sees it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Does he? Your toleration of his affairs, the elderly roué?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the first – but not Chester. He and I are good pals and the friendship is platonic. Andy wouldn’t care anyway; now there is the only sliver of truth: we tolerate each other’s foibles and we lead separate lives, more or less.’ 
 
    ‘What are your foibles?’ 
 
    Lois raised expressive eyebrows. ‘My work. It consumes me – when I get going, that is. I can’t even attend to my house guests properly.’ She pondered. ‘I shouldn’t have them when I’m into a book.’ 
 
    ‘You invite people to stay when you have a book on hand?’ Miss Pink was astonished. 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Lois drank the last of her sherry, put down the glass and glanced absently at the bottle. Miss Pink refilled their glasses. ‘I didn’t expect Andy to bring anyone to my birthday party,’ Lois went on. ‘But in this case things turned out all right, although I shall always wonder whether I drove Gayleen away. I must have shown my impatience that day when she was pouring out her woes— ’ 
 
    Miss Pink had been momentarily puzzled but now her face cleared and she interrupted: ‘You mean, the day they left, the day they were last seen’ – she bit her lip – ‘by Carl.’ She went on more firmly, ‘You said she talked about herself, had all kinds of jobs, never kept one for long.’ 
 
    ‘I sanitised that part.’ 
 
    ‘Sanitised? You edited it?’ 
 
    ‘For the company. Actually what Gayleen was best at was being a stripper. She was proud of it: told me all about timing and the kind of music and how you pretend to despise the voyeurs (my word, not hers) and how they loved it: being treated with contempt. She was on crack too. Apparently Andy rescued her; he does things like that: picks people up, dusts them down, sets them on their feet.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I’m not saying it’s totally disinterested; the girls are always striking and my husband is no angel, I’m afraid, but do his motives matter if he gives them breathing space, long enough for them to recover some self-esteem?’ 
 
    ‘But not a very healthy activity.’ 
 
    Lois gasped. ‘I don’t think she was suffering from anything like that – ’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean medically; I was thinking that if she was mixing with street people: being on crack and working as a stripper, it could be dangerous: being involved with her.’ 
 
    ‘For Andy, you mean. That’s not a pleasant thought, Melinda.’ 
 
    ‘You asked for objectivity.’ She got up and went to the kitchen. ‘Shall we eat now?’ she called. ‘There’s a bottle of rosé here in the refrigerator; if you’ll open it while I dish up … ’ 
 
    ‘The police will have asked you this,’ she said later, ‘but I don’t know what you told them. When Andy and Gayleen left, did they say anything that would throw light on where they intended to go?’ 
 
    The ratatouille had been a success and now they were seated in the living-room, coffee and brandy at their elbows, watching the clouds turn pink as the sun set behind the fog. 
 
    Lois held her brandy as if her hands were cold. ‘Gayleen did say she didn’t want to go back but I related that to her enthusiasm over the house and everything. She thought the cabin was cute and the house was stunning. I rather wondered if she was angling for an invitation to stay on when Andy went back, but it didn’t occur to me that she might have a reason to fear returning to Portland.’ 
 
    ‘What did Andy say when he left?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I mean, literally. I didn’t see them go. Heard the car, that’s all. This is how it was: they were leaving that day and he went for a quick hike because Gayleen never woke up till past noon. When she finally got up that day she came down to the house. I was trying to work out a problem with plot and I wasn’t averse to listening to problems unconnected with my work. Besides, let’s face it, she was splendid copy. But she got stuck into a bottle of wine and stayed on; Andy didn’t come home and at some point I’d had enough so I told her she didn’t have to go but I was going upstairs to work. She said that was all right with her, she’d watch television, maybe go for a drive. I considered suggesting that she wasn’t in a fit state to drive but’ – Lois grimaced, acknowledging she had been at fault – ‘I let it go. I went to my workroom, put some music on the stereo and – quite honestly – I forgot all about her. Like I said, I can’t even look after my guests.’ 
 
    ‘When did you discover that they’d gone?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Some time late. I finished work, wandered downstairs to get a bite to eat, saw she wasn’t there; it didn’t mean anything at the time. Why should it? We’re pretty informal in Sundown. I showered and changed, came down to the Tattler – oh, I did see the Chevy was gone, so I just assumed they’d left – for good or for the evening, I didn’t think. I was in such a dream at that moment I wasn’t really there.’ 
 
    ‘When did you find out the gun was missing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God, the traditional scene! When Laddow asked me today if I owned a firearm and could he see it, I went upstairs and it was gone! It was like being punched in the stomach. The immediate reaction was that it had been stolen, but now I’m not so sure; if I can lose myself so completely in my work, could I have forgotten putting the gun, say, in a safer place, and it will come to light eventually?’ 
 
    ‘You’d much prefer to believe that.’ 
 
    ‘Why, of course. Wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t respond immediately and when she did it was indirectly, and as if she arrived at the answer by communing with herself. ‘Guilt is like a cancer,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘and it spreads laterally. You admit you feel guilty about Gayleen: asking yourself if you rejected her in favour of your work. You retreated to your room. I don’t expect she felt rejected, or did she? I didn’t know her. Now you’re asking yourself if, by leaving a firearm in your bedside table – the obvious place – you made it available to the person who – But if that gun killed Gayleen, you know, as a criminologist of sorts, that when a person intends to kill, the weapon is immaterial; if he doesn’t find what he needs in one place, he’ll find another elsewhere. He’s an opportunist.’ She thought about that. ‘Is he? I was assuming premeditation … and it wasn’t a gun that was responsible for Gayleen’s death but the man who pulled the trigger. You can’t be taking the blame for him?’ Miss Pink turned her full attention to her guest. 
 
    Lois said coldly, ‘How could I do that? We don’t know who it was,’ but as she spoke her eyes widened, she swallowed and looked away. 
 
    Miss Pink said sadly, ‘And you came to me for comfort. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It’s been a help talking about it. Look’ – suddenly she was desperate, her eyes boring into Miss Pink’s – ‘I know exactly what you’re thinking. Isn’t there a crumb of comfort?’ 
 
    ‘For you, yes.’ Miss Pink was grave. ‘You’re not responsible. You’ve forgotten free will. No one forced your husband to take up a dangerous pursuit, and since he knows street people, what they’re capable of, he knows the risks better than most of us, definitely better than you do; you know crime only from theory.’ She considered repeating Leo’s assertion that Andy Keller was a man with a self-destruct button, and rejected it. Instead she said, ‘I have the feeling that if you’ve told the police what you’ve told me, they aren’t all that surprised either. I suspect you’ve always anticipated trouble yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I didn’t; I just drifted along: unheeding, happy – well, contented. We would have divorced in time, I guess, had one of us had enough energy to spare from our writing – remember he’s a writer too – enough energy left to start proceedings is what I meant to say. Meanwhile’ – she shrugged – ‘everything in my garden was lovely. And actually, it could have been in his too. Careless, that’s what he is. But this is utterly ridiculous! I’m being morbid. I’ve mislaid the gun – and Andy is in Hollywood. He left the car with Gayleen. She ran into trouble. She was expecting it. That’s the most likely scenario, isn’t it? All right, I see you’re having difficulty answering that one. I’d better leave you and go back to my work.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Chester?’ 
 
    ‘He went home. He’s a bit of an old curmudgeon and – er – in this particular respect we’re not seeing eye to eye.’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t have to ask which respect she was referring to: she had witnessed Keller’s boorishness and seen Chester’s face when he looked at Lois. There was no doubt where his sympathies would lie, and there would be anger too. Chester Hoyle wouldn’t have much time for his lady’s feelings of guilt. These two could well have quarrelled – and Lois had come running down to Miss Pink for sympathy, and got the same dusty response. But of course, thought Miss Pink, this isn’t merely a lovers’ tiff: the usual eternal triangle (ridiculous dated phrases); there was a murdered stripper involved, and Lois suspected her husband. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t put out a description on a guy who may be innocent and who could have influence.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t answer my question.’ 
 
    Miss Pink and Hammett, an unlikely couple, were strolling along the edge of the tide towards the cliffs of Cape Deception. Ostensibly they were discussing those features of the case that had been made public and were therefore debatable. In reality Miss Pink was hoping to discover what had taken Laddow away from Sundown again, leaving Hammett to do – what? Investigate the inhabitants by way of a show of friendliness? 
 
    He had found her on the beach taking photographs of the stacks. It was extraordinarily calm today, the fog had slipped back, the sun shone and the tide was making unobtrusively; a few miles ahead, under the point, the sea lions were singing their wild chorus. 
 
    She had exchanged a few remarks with Hammett about photography and then she had started on her morning’s walk, not really surprised when he accepted an invitation to accompany her. At this stage in the proceedings it was unthinkable that a detective should be given the day off. He appeared to be idle but this meeting wasn’t fortuitous, of that she was sure; he wanted something from her, but since he remained silent and appeared to be waiting, she had to start the ball rolling. In the guise of local resident, however temporary, she asked the obvious question: what was being done to find Andy Keller? 
 
    Walking along the firm sand at the edge of the water he said, with a show of reluctance, ‘We’re looking for him, of course. After all’ – his eyes were ingenuous behind the wire-rimmed spectacles – ‘he could be a victim.’ 
 
    ‘There was always that theory: that they had picked up a hitch-hiker who killed both of them.’ Her eyes followed an oyster-catcher. ‘But he couldn’t get two bodies in the trunk. So that means— ’ She checked, pondered, and became chatty. ‘Tell me: when you went away yesterday morning, did you discover anything on the road north?’ 
 
    ‘We came back because we learned that a girl’s body had been found in Portland.’ 
 
    She sighed. He was a harder nut to crack than his boss. ‘I know that, but bodies are being found all the time in large cities. What made you think that this one related to the body that had been carried in the Chevrolet?’ 
 
    ‘It was possible. A female body had been in the trunk; there was make-up: traces of lipstick, powder, hair gel, so we needed to follow up all reports on female corpses. This one was found Thursday. We did some phoning Saturday but it was the weekend; some people keep their weekends sacred in Oregon.’ The tone was censorious. ‘However, we did manage to find the pathologist Sunday morning. He hadn’t made the connection yet but there was this suggestion it could be the same girl: the one on the lot could be the one was in the Chevy at some time. He was right: the woman at the motel identified her. She was worried; they were supposed to be back on the Monday, and she was bothered about her rent.’ 
 
    ‘Gayleen was alive on Tuesday afternoon,’ Miss Pink murmured, ‘and the body was found – when on Thursday?’ 
 
    ‘First light, near enough. Night watchman going home. It had to have been dumped in the dark because it was obvious to anyone passing in the daytime.’ 
 
    ‘Did rigor set in when she was in the trunk of the car or afterwards?’ 
 
    He didn’t question that. Had Laddow checked up on her experience in such technical matters? It was immaterial. He said, ‘The position of the body when found suggested that it was in the trunk when rigor set in.’ 
 
    She blinked at his choice of words. ‘And lividity?’ 
 
    ‘It would appear— ’ He stopped and – amazingly for him – he giggled. 
 
    She smiled. ‘What were the conclusions, Mr Hammett? I don’t mean the pathologist’s findings; what do you think?’ 
 
    He sobered but he remained circumspect. ‘We figure that, from the location of lividity and rigor, she was put in the trunk soon after she was killed and probably kept there until the body was thrown out on the vacant lot.’ 
 
    ‘So someone was driving around for over twenty-four hours— ’ 
 
    ‘Could be as much as thirty-six hours. The place was badly lit but it wasn’t remote. There would be people about in the evening. Probably dumped in the early hours of Thursday, shortly before it was found.’ 
 
    ‘And it was driven around – Portland? – all the time. That seems amazingly reckless. Suppose he’d been involved in an accident before he could get rid of the body?’ 
 
    ‘Criminals do stupid things, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. Was there any luggage in the car when it was found?’ 
 
    ‘None. It had been stripped of everything valuable.’ 
 
    They walked a little way in silence until he glanced ahead, then sideways. ‘The tide’s coming in,’ he said uneasily. ‘How far did you intend to go?’ 
 
    She looked at the steep and friable slopes under Cape Deception and the strip of sand that disappeared into debris below the point. At high water the headland dropped straight into the sea. ‘We’ll turn back now before we’re cut off,’ she said. 
 
    But instead of retracing their steps she walked across the drift of tangled weed that marked high water and sat on a bleached log. He sat beside her, his profile a little owl-like, she thought, observing him benignly. Had anyone been watching them he would have been justified, observing those companionable backs, in concluding that there was a special relationship between these two. 
 
    ‘Before you contacted the pathologist yesterday,’ Miss Pink said, ‘had you made any headway in tracing the Chevrolet after it left Sundown? How about the people on the roadworks for example: did they remember the couple?’ 
 
    ‘No. There were quite a few cars on the road, and the Highways people were packing up early because of the rain. Besides, an old brown Chevy isn’t noticeable.’ 
 
    ‘The roadmen packed up early?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they had to leave people to direct traffic and drive the pilot car because the notices say the road’s not closed till six, so a few stayed on.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have time to make inquiries north of the roadworks, between there and Portland?’ 
 
    ‘Inquiries are being made. It could be a while before anything turns up; it’s over a hundred miles to Portland – the quickest way – and we don’t know which way they went. We turned back at Moon Shell Beach; that’s about twenty miles north of the roadworks, and we’d found no one who remembered them stopping at pumps or to get something to eat. That doesn’t have to mean anything; they could have gone straight through without stopping, or picked up a passenger without anyone seeing. Or they could have been seen, even seen picking someone up, and no one’s come forward because they don’t know it’s important.’ 
 
    She considered this and her face lit up. ‘So Mr Laddow is working from the other end! Of course, it’s obvious. I’m getting old.’ He wasn’t taken in by that; he nodded acquiescence and squinted along the strand towards the village not, she noted, as if he were bored, more as if he were expecting something to happen. 
 
    ‘Have you traced the woman driver who ran away?’ she asked politely. 
 
    ‘Not yet. I mean, she may have been traced but I’m in the dark at the moment.’ His tone changed, became harder: ‘It’s more straightforward this way: something to get your teeth into. Here we were just after background, but even the background – at least, the only kind that matters, is in Portland.’ 
 
    She gave no sign of her surprise at this. ‘Sundown is the kind of place where nothing happens,’ she said. ‘That’s why it’s popular among older people.’ 
 
    ‘Amazing, isn’t it? An enclave of retirees – and mature careerists’ – indicating that he recognised she was not retired – ‘except for their younger relatives: Grace Ferguson, Jason at the bookstore, Oliver Ramet.’ 
 
    ‘Harper. It’s Oliver Harper.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it is. He’ll be a relative from her side of the family.’ He was still interested in the strip of sand between them and the village, and suddenly she knew the reason. As she considered this, pretending to be absorbed in the antics of some turnstones on the rocks, he said, ‘He’s not running this morning.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Useless to simulate perplexity. ‘But he goes anywhere; they all do: Grace, Miriam, Lois. I’ve met them on the headland, in the forest— ’ 
 
    ‘Oliver Harper,’ he said heavily. ‘How did he get to Portland that day?’ 
 
    She gaped at him. This she had not been expecting. ‘Did he leave Sundown on the Tuesday?’ she asked weakly. 
 
    ‘He left on Monday, according to his hostess.’ No more coy assumption that Oliver was a relative; the gloves were off. 
 
    ‘I remember.’ Her memory returned with her balance. ‘Miriam said he had a telephone call. Grace Ferguson left on Monday too.’ She smiled. ‘One suspects he got a lift with her; she’s a personable young lady, I’ve heard.’ 
 
    ‘Very likely.’ He went on as if it were an afterthought, ‘Miriam says not, but then he wouldn’t be likely to tell her, would he? I wonder what he has to say for himself. We haven’t spoken to him yet, apart from that first evening when he waited on us in the restaurant. Since then he always seems to be somewhere else when we turn up.’ 
 
    So why wasn’t he concerned that she would go back to the village and warn Oliver that the police wanted to talk to him? Because, she thought wryly, Oliver knows that already, and the police are fully aware of it. But then, if Oliver was quietly enjoying his stay in Sundown, regardless of a police presence, he had to be as innocent as he looked, didn’t he? 
 
    Lunch was a ham sandwich in the bar, sharing a table with Fleur. They were waited on by a plump girl in shorts and wearing her hair in a French braid. Miss Pink remarked that she hadn’t met everyone in Sundown yet and Fleur, without self-consciousness, said she’d met everyone who mattered. 
 
    ‘I haven’t met Grace,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘Andy and Gayleen I saw but didn’t speak to.’ She had given Fleur the gist of the morning’s conversation with Hammett but had omitted mention of Oliver Harper until Fleur, who had listened intently, asked, ‘What did he want from you?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s ridiculous, kind of police gossip, you know? He tried out a theory on me; that’s what he was doing: pointing out that Oliver was on the road when Andy and Gayleen left.’ 
 
    Fleur stared, then comprehension dawned. ‘Ah, the hitchhiker. That won’t do. Oliver left the day before, and probably with Grace. She would have picked him up once he was out of sight of Miriam. And Willard, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Willard would tell Miriam that Oliver had left with Grace?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally.’ Fleur sipped her apple juice and looked at Miss Pink without expression. ‘I’m going to have a brownie. How about you?’ 
 
    ‘No more, thank you. I have to walk this afternoon and burn off these calories. Why don’t you come with me?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, another time. I’m expecting delivery of Gideon’s new book.’ 
 
    ‘Yes? When is publication date?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as the book arrives; we don’t bother with dates. I have to take advantage of the few visitors left on the coast.’ 
 
    ‘Does he do book-signings, that kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘Probably, locally, in LA. Not up here; he’s much too rich and grand.’ 
 
    ‘What’s he like?’ 
 
    ‘In appearance he’s not particularly remarkable: middle height, clean-shaven, glasses, wears good but not striking clothes. Otherwise he’s steady, kind, reliable, and not at all like his work which, you must admit, is sexy, fantastic and violent. He says that’s his dark side showing.’ 
 
    ‘Is he an engineer?’ 
 
    ‘I – don’t know. I mean, about his past life, what he studied; it could have been engineering. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Because of the draughtsmanship.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. It’s a talent, he says. Discrete, just something he can do. And the plots: well, comic strips don’t need plots, only action. That’s what he says.’ 
 
    ‘Actually he sounds rather nice.’ 
 
    ‘Why the surprise?’ 
 
    Miss Pink spread her hands, searching for words, but all she could think of was ‘puerile’ and ‘juvenile’. Desperately she said, ‘Even the name, Gideon d’Eath, is designed for sensation.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good old English – well, French name.’ Fleur’s cheeks were flushed. ‘Didn’t you ever hear it before?’ 
 
    ‘D’aeth, I’ve heard of. I’m not sure where the lower case comes, but definitely with the vowels transposed. I’d make a guess that your man spells it the other way deliberately. It will sell a lot of books.’ 
 
    ‘Which is what it’s all about. Why do you write gothics?’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded soberly. ‘Quite. I have my house, my cats and a pleasant garden, all run by a housekeeper and a gardener, and costing a fortune. The gothics make the fortune. They are, of course, my Gideon d’Eath.’ 
 
    That afternoon, looking for somewhere to go that she hadn’t been, she climbed the trail to Cape Deception, emerging on the summit to a vista that was breathtaking, not only in its extent but by virtue of the peculiar quality of the light. The humidity could have had something to do with this, concentrating the sunshine prismatically so that the heat was intense but like a mild steam heat, not the roasting aridity of the deserts. Distances were hazy: south down the cliff-plunging coast, north across the pale dunes, west past crumbs of stacks in peacock water to where the fog bank slept on the shining sea. And yet the damp haze increased the sense of space rather than limiting it and, to the observer on Cape Deception, the world behind its drapes of gauze was infinite. 
 
    She was glad she was alone; it was restful to sit quietly, not to have to examine statements and reactions, to observe, without appearing to do so, the movements of hands and facial muscles. And why should she be doing that anyway? This was an investigation but not her investigation; she was hag-ridden by the writer’s consuming curiosity that never, for one moment in company, will lie dormant. Only on Cape Deception could she relax, relieved that Fleur was miles away at this moment, unpacking books. What an odd picture she had drawn of Gideon d’Eath: unremarkable in his appearance and dress, yet perceptive and clever, and all at variance with the phrase ‘rich and grand’ that rolled so easily off Fleur’s tongue. Otherwise she hadn’t missed the fact that the shadowy figure outlined by Fleur bore a resemblance to Chester Hoyle. Miss Pink regarded the stacks without seeing them, speculation, if not curiosity, working overtime. 
 
    Laddow did not return that day but he was in contact with his partner. This was achieved neatly and without overt rudeness. People left messages at the motel but even if Hammett were in his room the result was the same: after a brief and innocuous exchange he would go down to the bar and use the call-box. 
 
    Next day Miss Pink went looking for owls over in Coon Gulch. She was unsuccessful and she had the feeling that there was not enough old-growth timber there to furnish the cover favoured by spotted owls. She returned to Sundown disgruntled and thinking that tomorrow she would strike out, not leave for good but go north past the roadworks, have a look at a new stretch of coast, perhaps find the entrancingly named Moon Shell Beach. 
 
    She let herself into her house, dropped her pack, went to open the doors on the deck – and stood motionless, her hand raised to the catch. 
 
    Someone was creeping through her fuchsia hedge: stooped and furtive, a black object held in one hand and reflecting the light. Backing carefully, Miss Pink caught sight of a second figure, but this one was upright, facing her, hands lifted, elbows pointed, the face hidden by binoculars. Sadie and Leo: stalking birds in Quail Run’s garden. She exhaled with a gasp and went to the kitchen to fill the kettle. 
 
    ‘ —were waiting for you’ – Leo was saying, already talking as she led the way into the living-room – ‘and we saw a black-headed grosbeak. No good you going out; it’s gone now. You’re making tea? Great. We just said, before we saw the grosbeak, we were dying of thirst and you’d be sure to be drinking tea at four o’clock, but you weren’t here. Where were you?’ 
 
    ‘Coon Gulch. I was looking for owls.’ 
 
    ‘There aren’t any in Coon. We could have told you that. We were there the day of the birthday party – Lois’s. We’re going – somewhere on Thursday though, not tomorrow because we have to go to town for groceries.’ 
 
    Leo exchanged glances with Sadie who said gently, ‘We may know where there’s a pair of owls. We would be happy for you to join us.’ 
 
    They sat down in the living-room. ‘Are you sure?’ Miss Pink was diffident. ‘Is that what you came to see me about? I’d be delighted; not to put too fine a point on it, I feel honoured.’ 
 
    Sadie dimpled. Leo said, sounding surprised, ‘It wasn’t that, actually. We came to tell you about the latest developments. They found the driver.’ 
 
    ‘And the man she got the Chevy from,’ Sadie said. 
 
    ‘And who sold it to him. It’s all tied in with drugs and prostitution. You were right – someone was right; it was stolen. Andy doesn’t come into it at all.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t?’ came Sadie’s old-lady voice. 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘Would you mind going back to the beginning and giving a little more detail? The driver: is that the woman who ran away after the accident?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it.’ Leo nodded, her mouth full of shortbread. 
 
    ‘She left her fingerprints all over the car,’ Sadie contributed. ‘And like Leo said, she’s a prostitute – Bobby – I forget her name.’ 
 
    ‘Robin Neal,’ Leo said. ‘It’s not important.’ 
 
    ‘And she ran away because she’s on probation for dealing in crack, and hadn’t reported, or something.’ 
 
    ‘After coming out of prison,’ Leo put in, anxious to get the technical part correct. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Miss Pink was patient. ‘And she ran away because she guessed, or knew she was driving a stolen car. Where did she get it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s all supposed to be aboveboard,’ Sadie said, ‘but no doubt if there’s a nasty smell in the car someone told you to get washed, you don’t wait for the police to come along, ask questions: “What’s that smell in the back of your car, ma’am?” Even though it wasn’t the girl’s car, it belonged to her – ’ Sadie looked at Leo. 
 
    ‘To her pimp.’ Leo was angry; if nothing else she was a feminist. ‘He’d told her to take it to a garage to be washed. Laddow said that would include a respray and new plates because it would be obvious to this guy that the car was stolen. He got it too cheap. Laddow found the pimp, you see, and he said he bought the Chevy from a guy in the street, a drug addict.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Laddow brought a little pressure to bear,’ Sadie put in sweetly. ‘Would that be what they call third degree? No’ – as Miss Pink shifted uneasily – ‘not Mr Laddow. However, the pimp agreed that there had been an odd smell in the car and he noticed the trunk had been forced. He thought probably the previous owner had carried a dead animal in there, like a dog? Deer, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Have they traced the drug addict?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ Sadie said. ‘That will be why Mr Hammett left. He’s gone to Portland to help Mr Laddow break the pimp.’ 
 
    ‘Really, Locke, your choice of words!’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    ‘So you see,’ Lois said, ‘we were right all along; it was stolen. Probably from the airport?’ This last was addressed to Chester. 
 
    After dinner people had drifted down to the Tattler for brandy and reassurance. Miss Pink arrived to find Lois and Chester, Fleur and Oliver in the bar, Lois obviously relieved that the theft of the Chevrolet seemed to remove the site of Gayleen’s murder to a location well away from Sundown. 
 
    Chester said, ‘We’ll know more tomorrow. But maybe not; there’s no reason why Laddow should keep us informed. It’s a city crime.’ 
 
    ‘It started here,’ Fleur pointed out. 
 
    ‘I doubt that,’ Oliver said, adding thoughtfully, ‘I doubt it very much.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ agreed Lois, ‘it goes back into her past. And yet to look at her you’d never have thought that she was a – involved in that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of thing?’ Fleur was aggressive. 
 
    ‘Why’ – Lois looked uncomfortable – ‘prostitution, crack. Are you suggesting that she wasn’t, Fleur? That it was a coincidence: a mugging perhaps?’ She looked at Chester. ‘We didn’t consider that; it would have to be a coincidence: a girl on crack is shot and then found – no, carried – in another addict’s car. A car which had been driven by another addict,’ she amended carefully. 
 
    ‘Oh no!’ Chester exclaimed. ‘There had to be a connection between Gayleen and the addict. That’s obvious.’ People nodded agreement. 
 
    ‘How long has Andy been miss— away now?’ Oliver asked, almost casually. 
 
    ‘He left on Tuesday,’ Lois said. ‘So he’s been away a week.’ 
 
    ‘He could be out of the country,’ Oliver pointed out. ‘It’s only one stop to Mexico; maybe he went to LA: someone asked him to go down, work on a script in Acapulco, wherever. He could be gone months.’ 
 
    ‘The police are looking for him,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    They registered varying degrees of surprise but Lois was more than surprised, she was angry. ‘Why?’ she asked. ‘And why wasn’t I told? They’re looking for him?’ She turned on Chester, mutely questioning. 
 
    ‘I thought you’d know.’ Miss Pink was apologetic. ‘Hammett told me yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘But the car was stolen,’ Lois said firmly as if explaining it to a child. 
 
    Miss Pink gave the ghost of a nod. Oliver said, ‘Lois, dear, they’re not necessarily looking for him as a killer.’ 
 
    There was a charged silence. As on other and similar occasions they waited for Lois to speak; after all, he was her husband. She said weakly, ‘What else did Hammett tell you?’ 
 
    Miss Pink struggled with recall. ‘Mostly he was telling me how they came to connect the body on the waste ground with the Chevy: it was traces of make-up … and then there was the fact that she’d been put in the trunk not long after she was shot, carried in it … The murderer was stupid— ’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Lois asked. 
 
    ‘Reckless, pathological. A psychopath?’ Miss Pink pondered her own question. ‘I don’t think so; there’s too much planning … On the other hand, if the killer was a drug addict and an opportunist, no planning need be involved, just luck; that is, assuming there is a drug addict, and Gayleen wasn’t killed by her pimp. I wonder.’ She was staring at Lois, who responded as if she’d been addressed rather than the company at large. 
 
    ‘She didn’t look like a prostitute.’ 
 
    ‘You think not?’ Oliver asked. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Fleur put in. ‘She was too healthy – despite the crack, and that could have been boasting: a need to shock the bourgeoisie. She was emotionally immature – very much so.’ 
 
    Miss Pink looked at her, hesitated, and continued, ‘Then Hammett said they were working backwards from Portland, trying to trace the woman who ran off after the Chevrolet was bumped.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ asked Oliver. 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘You stopped suddenly. Go on: trying to trace the woman driver – ’ 
 
    ‘And once they found her they would hope to be able to retrace the movements of the car back to – well, ideally to when Carl and Fleur saw it leaving Sundown.’ 
 
    Attention switched to Fleur, even Oliver’s attention. This evening they seemed volatile as children, for which Miss Pink was thankful; she’d had an odd feeling there that Oliver knew she was holding back, and what she was withholding was information that concerned him and the fact that (if he’d spent the night somewhere en route) he could have been on the road next day, when Andy and Gayleen might have picked up a hitch-hiker. 
 
    At nine o’clock next morning the coast was blanketed in fog and Miss Pink drove with her heater on and the windows closed. About fifteen miles north of the village she came round a bend to see twin red eyes flaring in the gloom and, stopping in time, prayed that following vehicles would have heeded the warnings, ‘Flagman Ahead’ placed along the shoulder. 
 
    More vehicles arrived, stopped, and waited like patient animals. After a while the line edged forward and moved left as the tarmac became single-lane. Machinery loomed on the right, faintly yellow, and there were glimpses of people in fluorescent orange. The convoy crept over mud and gravel with a low vegetated bank on the left above the drop. The cars kept as far away from the abyss as possible. 
 
    At the end of the roadworks they came back to the correct side, passing the pilot car with its huge notice, ‘Follow me’, and the line of traffic awaiting its turn. The northbound cars picked up speed, Miss Pink wondering idly how they closed the stretch at night, and then remembering someone saying that they put earth-moving machinery – bulldozers and the like – across the single lane. There could be no way round the obstructions: the precipice was on one side, steep slopes and the landslip on the other. They closed the road at six; she must make sure she was back by then. She’d looked at her map and seen that a detour would involve roughly four sides of an irregular figure: around 180 miles of paved road, although there were forest tracks that were only a third of that distance. But what stranger would venture on sixty miles of dirt roads in the dark, roads that could have been washed away since the map was produced, had fallen out of use or were even barred by locked gates? No, she had to be back by six. 
 
    It was important to keep an eye on the time because at this moment she didn’t think she would be coming back early. She wanted to stay out until the fog cleared and here it was ten o’clock and still no sign of movement in the dense cover. It was frustrating to see nothing more of the country she was driving through than the low gnarled shore pines and what looked like banks or barrows that must be tangles of vegetation. 
 
    A sudden confusion of coloured lights ahead: the familiar twin red eyes waxing bright, the exciting, disorientating effect of flashing police lights: red, white, blue. She slowed and stopped; this was not her day. 
 
    But in a way it was. Waved forward, then halted by a large Highway Patrolman, she lowered her window and heard an unexpected question, but one for which she realised she should have been prepared. 
 
    ‘Good morning, ma’am. Were you on this road last week: Tuesday, 22nd, in the afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ she said, ‘Andy and Gayleen,’ and was, of course, directed to pull off the road, where Laddow came to her five minutes later, unable to conceal his disappointment as he approached and saw whom they’d caught in the net. He looked chilled and hesitated for only a moment before getting into the warm car. 
 
    ‘What is all this about?’ she asked and, anticipating a reluctance to answer, went on, ‘You might as well tell me; you know it will be all over Sundown, if not the whole coast, by this evening, including television.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right.’ His tone sharpened. ‘You’re always right.’ He stared through the windscreen at the pines and the fog all in shades of grey. They were in a big lay-by among other cars, some unmarked, others police vehicles. Out on the highway the stationary cars were perceptible only by virtue of their headlights. ‘We traced the Chevy back to here,’ he told her: ‘Moon Shell Beach.’ 
 
    ‘This is Moon Shell Beach?’ She peered as if she could pierce the fog. ‘I thought you got this far when you were working north.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips. ‘We turned back from here because we phoned from a call-box up the road; that’s where we got the word about the girl’s body and came back to ask for descriptions of her clothes, remember? We attached no significance to Moon Shell Beach. We didn’t know it was important until now.’ 
 
    ‘There have been more developments? The latest we heard was that there’s a drug addict who is supposed to have sold the Chevrolet to a pimp.’ 
 
    ‘He did, if you can believe them, and I think, in this case, we believe all of them because murder is involved and everyone’s very much concerned not to be charged as an accessory, let alone as a principal.’ He grinned like a shark, searching her face. He saw that she understood and went on, ‘So I think that here we have a true story, give or take the odd omission.’ He paused, apparently assembling his thoughts. ‘We start from here,’ he said slowly. ‘The addict was on Moon Shell Beach that day – some of these beaches are not resorts, ma’am, not family places like Sundown; I’d steer clear of them if I was you.’ 
 
    ‘Drugs?’ She was astonished. ‘On beaches?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. It started in California and, like all the wrong things: multiple murder, drugs, cults, you name it, it’s spreading. Anyway, here’s this guy – Kelsey’s the name – came down with someone else in the other guy’s car; friend disappears with a girl, leaves Kelsey without a lift back to the city. What does Kelsey do? Why, he wanders up to this Vista Point of course, looking for someone to give him a lift home, and there are several cars parked, and a guy just getting into one of them, hand on the door handle. So Kelsey shouts, comes over and asks for a lift back to Portland. Other guy takes his hand off the door, says, ‘Be my guest’ and walks off.’ 
 
    ‘This is the Chevy?’ Miss Pink asked. ‘Empty? Abandoned?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no one in it, no one obvious. So Kelsey walks round to the passenger side – he’s had an invitation, hasn’t he? – gets in, thinking the owner, the guy he took for the owner, will be back, he just went to the bathroom, keys are in the ignition, everything ready to go, but the guy doesn’t come back. After a while Kelsey gets to thinking the guy’s not going to show because he was planning to steal the car, and the real owners are down on the beach some place snorting coke and here’s their car, keys in the ignition, luggage in the back, and Kelsey with scarcely a dollar to his name – and he could get five hundred for the Chevy and, who knows what’s in the luggage? Cameras, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘So he drove away.’ 
 
    ‘He drove away to Portland and next morning he takes the Chevy to a crooked dealer he knows but he’s not buying a car with a locked trunk – did I say there was no key to the trunk on the key ring?’ 
 
    ‘No. And the trunk was locked at this point, here in this lay-by.’ Her eyes were glazed. 
 
    ‘And you couldn’t get at the trunk by taking out the rear seat because it was jammed, so the dealer forced it – and guess what he found.’ The clown’s face registered horrified amazement. 
 
    Miss Pink humoured him. ‘Gayleen’s body,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Correct. And Kelsey’s thrown out of the garage, out of the area, warned never to show his face again … We’ve seen the dealer: straight as a ruler so far as the world’s concerned. Funny thing though’ – frowning fiercely – ‘he didn’t report it to the police. Still, that’s by the way. Now Kelsey’s driving around Portland with a body in the trunk, but he’s greedy, and he’s not very bright. He’s got a car and a Nikon to sell (he’d gone through the luggage during the night) and the only people know about the corpse are the dealer and the killer, and neither of those is going to talk about it. So he waits till after midnight when there aren’t many people about and he gets rid of the body and in the morning – this is Thursday – he sells the car to a pimp, and the rest you know – except that seeing as it’s hot in Portland right now, the car began to smell. But the pimp, he was greedy too, and after all he could always say he thought the previous owner’s dog died and he had taken the body to the pet cemetery which is, in fact, exactly what he did say.’ 
 
    The fog was lifting, the shore pines showing against blue, not grey, wet bark catching a glint of sunshine. 
 
    ‘So the body was in the trunk at this spot,’ she said. ‘The Chevy never got to an airport; it was stolen from here. Where is Andy Keller? Are you thinking in terms of his being the killer? No, you’re looking for his body. That’s what all this is about.’ She gestured at the other vehicles. 
 
    ‘We’re doing two things; we’re trying to find someone who was passing here last Tuesday afternoon, who may have seen something— ’ He checked as Hammett came quickly across the gravel. Laddow opened his door. Miss Pink opened hers, got out and stretched. Over the roof of the car she saw the excitement in Hammett’s eyes. He turned his back, talking urgently. The two of them walked away and she followed. A cluster of people in plainclothes and uniforms, women among them, gathered about the detectives like acolytes and everyone crossed the road and moved along a track that was green with lank grass but marked by wheels. There was a smell so foul that it made the eyes water: not just skunk but dead skunk. There was litter and used tissues: an unpleasant place, the kind of place where unpleasant things happened. On either side was a matted mass of scrub. A densely wooded depression lay below, while chaparral climbed the slopes above to gaunt rocks on the skyline. 
 
    The track dipped and turned and after some fifty yards ended at a wall of jungle. Cars that had come this far would have to reverse; there was no room to turn. 
 
    They stopped before the end of the track. A uniformed man in his shirt sleeves was waiting there with a yellow Labrador on a leash. The crowd stood like an audience, Miss Pink peering over shoulders. Laddow and Hammett advanced to a small post like a surveyor’s post which had been stuck in the ground. They squatted on their heels and Laddow parted the grass blades with the delicacy of a surgeon. After a moment they straightened and stared at the dog. Its handler was expressionless. Laddow asked a question and Hammett responded. They stepped back and everyone retreated as a man came forward and started to take photographs. They returned to the road and an orange tape was strung across the mouth of the trail. 
 
    The people around Miss Pink were talking without inhibition. Not Press, she thought; they were all from Forensics and the Medical Examiner’s office: detectives waiting their turn to gather evidence from what to all appearances was the scene of a crime. She listened to the talk. 
 
    ‘ … no doubt,’ a voice was saying. ‘You didn’t see him: he was digging in that grass like he’d buried an old bone there.’ 
 
    ‘He’s that good? It was supposed to be a downpour that night.’ 
 
    ‘All I know is what I saw. That dog says there’s blood, maybe it washed off the grass but it’s still in the dirt underneath. It’ll show in the samples.’ 
 
    A third man approached and said feelingly, ‘We’ve got to search that?’ 
 
    Everyone looked at the fecund jungle on the inland side of the highway. 
 
    ‘No way,’ someone said. ‘It was only a week ago: drag a body in there, the track’s got to show. Look at it, man; that stuff hasn’t been disturbed this season.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll search. Wanna bet?’ 
 
    The dog was sent in although it was obvious that no body could have been deposited in this place, not without leaving a trace. Miss Pink watched and waited, anticipating the moment when Laddow would have her continued presence brought to his attention and he would be forced to ask her to leave. Forced, because it would mean he’d have to speak to her again, but after a while she realised that there was nothing, or nothing fresh he could say. She guessed that, until the laboratories had analysed the samples, the foetid trail could tell them nothing more. 
 
    She guessed correctly. When Laddow came back to the lay-by and saw her standing by her car he blinked in surprise. He had forgotten her, moreover it appeared that he hadn’t seen her among the horde of technicians. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I was called away. I’m leaving now. Did you want to see me about something?’ People were getting into their cars, starting up, pulling out on to the road. 
 
    ‘Was the girl killed over there?’ She indicated the mouth of the track. 
 
    ‘You’ve been talking to someone.’ 
 
    ‘Listening. I’m not deaf, Mr Laddow.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well’ – he was grudging – ‘the dog is interested in the place. We’ve taken samples; it could turn out to be where he killed her, yes.’ 
 
    ‘He? You mean – ’ She let it hang. 
 
    ‘There’s no other body here. He put her in the trunk, reversed the car to this spot and walked away, leaving the keys in the ignition.’ 
 
    ‘Then he would have to hitch a lift northwards, or south.’ 
 
    ‘Or east: another few miles and the road crosses the coast range to Portland, and to the interstate.’ He stifled a sigh. ‘He’s got eight days’ start on us.’ 
 
    ‘You’re pretty certain now?’ 
 
    He looked at her. ‘He left Sundown with the girl. She was dead at this point, and she was almost certainly killed here; even if rain washed away the blood the dog was on to something. But there’s no second body. I never did believe in a hitch-hiker; that was his wife: wishful thinking. Who wants to believe her husband’s a murderer?’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    ‘How was she shot?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded Leo Brant in surprise, not at the other’s belligerence, which was her natural manner, but at her own omission. In imagination she recalled that meeting with Laddow yesterday at the Vista Point above Moon Shell Beach. 
 
    Sadie said, ‘I’m amazed he gave you any information at all, but then you invite confidence.’ 
 
    ‘Quiet!’ Leo ordered. ‘There he is.’ 
 
    The others looked where she was looking and saw the pileated woodpecker lurching up a snag, its crest flaming in the sunshine. They held their breath but it was no good; three people and three rucksacks were alien objects in the bird’s territory. A plastic bag flapped, the woodpecker gave a shriek of alarm and dived for the timber. 
 
    ‘Time he got used to us,’ Leo grumbled. ‘He sees us often enough.’ 
 
    ‘He’s always spooky,’ Sadie pointed out. ‘She’s much more amenable.’ 
 
    ‘How do you tell them apart?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘She doesn’t have the red whisker,’ Leo said. ‘But it’s easiest to distinguish them by behaviour. You can’t always see the whisker against the light – or its absence.’ 
 
    ‘Are you a superlative birder or do you just have eyes like a vulture?’ 
 
    Leo looked at her friend. ‘Which is it, Locke?’ 
 
    ‘Something of both,’ Sadie said, then, gently probing: ‘So we still don’t know what calibre gun was used on Gayleen.’ 
 
    Miss Pink wrenched her attention back to the question of firearms. ‘Not yet. And who’s going to ask?’ 
 
    ‘No one now. Poor Lois.’ A pause. ‘And poor Andy,’ she added. ‘It had to be a crime of passion.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell difference does that make?’ Leo glared. Miss Pink stared at the canopy where the woodpecker had disappeared. The words hung between them. 
 
    They had climbed out of the timbered basin by way of Porcupine Gulch to lunch on Pandora Ridge. There were places here on the crest that were clear of trees and they had stopped on a rock platform from which there was an extensive view. This was mostly forest, although there was the sea to the west and Cape Deception north of the cove, but all the land was covered by trees except for a ribbon of cliffs under the cape. There was a certain variation in texture because creeks and canyons had their counterparts in spurs and the timber traced such irregularities meticulously; the far side of the basin was a design of shaded folds, soft as green velvet. 
 
    ‘He didn’t tell you much,’ Sadie remarked after a time. ‘He merely confirmed what we were all afraid of.’ 
 
    Leo turned slowly. ‘Since when were you bothered Andy Keller would turn out to be a murderer? What about “Spotted Owls Roasted”?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t, Leo.’ 
 
    ‘He deserves all he got.’ She checked in astonishment. ‘What am I saying? He’s the one that got away, except he hasn’t; Laddow traced him pretty quickly to Moon Shell. Andy had to hitch from there; once it goes out on television, whoever gave him a lift will come forward within minutes.’ 
 
    ‘He’s had over a week to get lost,’ Sadie said. 
 
    ‘Now where would he go?’ Leo looked at Miss Pink. ‘Stay out in the boondocks, he’s noticeable. He’ll hole up in a city, don’t you think? San Francisco or LA?’ 
 
    ‘He needn’t be noticeable in a wilderness area,’ Miss Pink pointed out. ‘A certain type of criminal could do it; it’s been done often enough. And there are all the marijuana growers in the coastal ranges; he could well find sanctuary with them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there’s one thing’ – Leo started to pack her rucksack – ‘he’s got to stay hidden, so he can’t come back here. We’ve seen the last of him, thank God. Why are you looking at me like that, Locke? What did I say, apart from the obvious?’ 
 
    ‘Only that it’s a good thing there wasn’t a second body.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Everyone hated that man. He was mean.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t talk about him in the past tense; it’s borrowing trouble.’ 
 
    When everything came to be known about this day, Miss Pink was to wonder why they had talked in this way, but at the time she paid it no more attention than she did any of the speculation rife in Sundown, and an hour or so later she forgot it completely, at least for a while. 
 
    Their business here was the spotted owl and below them now, on the northern slope of Pandora Ridge, dropping towards Bobcat Creek and Porcupine, was the old-growth forest of hemlock and spruce and red cedar. The party, with Leo leading, descended Pandora to the point where the subsidiary spur broke right, pointing towards the village. They were back in the trees and shortly they came to the signpost that pointed in two directions to Sundown. Here, instead of continuing to follow the spur as Miss Pink had done shortly after her arrival, Leo dropped steeply down the trail that would take them through the old-growth. Within half a mile they came to the lip of the big landslide. 
 
    Miss Pink looked up. ‘The higher trail can’t be far above,’ she said. ‘I remember looking down the gash but I couldn’t see this path. It must have been hidden by that crag.’ 
 
    In the middle of the slide was the cause of the trouble: a trickle of water (which would be a torrent in rain) that drained past a ragged outcrop with angular chunks poised on either side. A few more inches of soil would wash away in the next storm and more rock tumble into Porcupine Gulch. From raw indentations in the slope it was obvious the whole mess was extremely unstable. 
 
    ‘There was a fall here quite recently,’ Leo said. ‘We tried to dig the path out again.’ 
 
    ‘Not to say “dig”,’ Sadie protested. ‘We didn’t have shovels. We cleared the trail with our hands.’ 
 
    The landslide was about sixty feet wide and the trail started as a thin line marked by deer. The women walked along this without a pause but treading carefully; it was a long way down to the bottom of the slide and the angle was not consistent. There were more outcrops below, and drops. 
 
    ‘I’ll stop in the stream,’ Leo warned – and not superfluously. To tread on the heels of the person ahead in this place could be sufficient to upset delicate balance. At least one of them might fall. 
 
    They edged round the foot of the outcrop and stopped in wet rubble and water. Miss Pink glanced up at the poised blocks and swallowed. Rocks shifted under her feet. Leo intercepted the glance. ‘We pushed down the worst rocks,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Those we left are wedged; you gotta believe it. No way would we have been digging out a path right under them otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘It was the first thing we did,’ Sadie assured her. ‘Knocked off all the loose boulders, and then we dug out the trail.’ 
 
    Miss Pink yawned with tension and looked at what they called a trail. Sadie watched her anxiously. ‘You should have seen it before we dug it out again,’ she said. ‘The last rockfall must have happened in the storm we had – remember: last week, soon after you came?’ 
 
    ‘I was here,’ Miss Pink said absently, watching Leo who was staring down the line of the slide. ‘I got caught in the rain.’ 
 
    ‘Good job you weren’t here when the rock fell,’ Sadie said. 
 
    Miss Pink frowned. Leo said, ‘It’s only ravens. Let’s move; my boots are leaking.’ 
 
    They continued to the sweet haven of the trees and a good earth trail, but instead of walking on, Miss Pink paused and looked back. 
 
    ‘I heard that rockfall,’ she said. ‘I must have been coming down the spur. There was a tree dropped earlier in the day, and then there was the woodpecker, and a red-tail. Curious’ – she stepped back to the very edge of the slide and looked down – ‘the red-tail was around here. And now,’ she mused, ‘there are ravens.’ 
 
    ‘I said so.’ Leo was impatient. ‘Come on; it’s owls we’re looking for.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was focusing her binoculars. Sadie and Leo exchanged glances and then, resigned, making the best of it, they concentrated on what might be in the canopy. 
 
    ‘Those ravens are feeding,’ Miss Pink observed. 
 
    Leo blinked. Sadie said, ‘There’ll be rodents and things got caught in the landslide.’ 
 
    ‘The rockfall,’ Miss Pink corrected. ‘The landslide was years ago. But anything caught in the rockfall would still be fresh.’ She stepped back. ‘You look,’ she told Leo. 
 
    The other squinted down the slide. ‘Yeah, they’re pecking.’ She focused her binoculars and was still for quite a while. She lowered them. ‘They got something big. Like a deer’s leg.’ 
 
    ‘No deer ever got caught in a rockfall,’ Sadie said. 
 
    ‘Well, cow then.’ 
 
    There was no response; they all knew that there were no cows in this forest. The other two looked at Miss Pink, who said, ‘We don’t all have to go. You look for the owls; I’ll go down the side, through the trees.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t,’ Leo said. ‘It’s a jungle: all down-timber and enormous logs. You’d never get through. It has to be some old carcass.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go down to Porcupine then, turn up the trail and cross the creek. The landslide must go almost to the water, so it can’t be a quarter of a mile from the trail.’ 
 
    ‘Quarter of a mile – in this!’ Leo gestured at the timber, meaning the under-storey rather than the trees. 
 
    But Miss Pink was adamant and, out of courtesy as much as common sense, they wouldn’t let her go alone. In fact, she wasn’t sorry to have company. It was quiet and dim under the great trees: the fronds of the sword ferns were motionless, the hanging lichen unstirred by any breeze. There was no movement, no sound of bird or squirrel, only the thud of their boots in the dust, the creak of a rucksack strap, the whisper of denim against a twig. This was an alien place and Miss Pink found herself thinking of Gideon d’Eath and the mythology that he had stolen from the old world, when all the time a native magic lurked here in the primeval forest that fronted on the Pacific. 
 
    They came to the creek, crossed it by a log bridge and climbed the far bank to turn up Porcupine Gulch. They agreed to go for about three-quarters of a mile and then to start looking. 
 
    In the event the landslide wasn’t all that difficult to locate when three people were searching for it although, predictably, it was the far-sighted Leo who caught the glimpse of pale stone high under the spur a mile away. 
 
    ‘You don’t want to come, Locke,’ she said firmly, ‘not with your knees.’ And Sadie sat down to wait while the other two started to work their way to the creek. 
 
    The terrain was appalling: they could scarcely take one step without being forced to climb a log or boulder, which might not be anything on the uphill side, but below, the drop was sometimes impossible and they’d be forced to retreat. And always, under the obstruction, there was the danger that something, disturbed by their progress, would shift and roll, trapping a limb. In the end they took the easiest line, regardless of the fact that they might come out a long way from the foot of the landslide. 
 
    They slid into the bed of the creek and clawed their way out on the other side. They paused for breath, streaming sweat, and Leo turned to Miss Pink: ‘I had an awful thought. If there is – anything – then we killed it, rolling down rocks when we dug out the trail.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ Miss Pink tried to sound equable but she was panting heavily. ‘Were there ravens that day?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t notice. Who bothers with ravens?’ 
 
    But it was the birds that brought them to the landslide. As they blundered through the undergrowth above the creek they were unable to see their goal but they could hear the ravens croaking. Rock appeared through the tree trunks and the ferns: raw, angular, sunlit. The birds flapped away and the women came out on a titanic rubbish dump: rocks, splintered branches, uprooted bushes and, at the lowest extremity, trees leaning drunkenly into the forest. 
 
    They clambered over the debris to the centre, the fall-line. Sticking out of a mass of gravel was a leg. 
 
    ‘A leg,’ Laddow said coldly. She had finally reached him on the telephone that evening. He was in Portland. ‘An animal’s leg?’ he asked, sounding as if he would like it to be that but knowing it was hopeless: a ridiculous question. She hadn’t run him to earth in order to tell him she’d found a dead deer. 
 
    ‘Not with a Hi-Tec boot beside it,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh, so it could be – The boot need have nothing to do with— ’ 
 
    ‘There was a foot inside it, sort of.’ 
 
    ‘Sort of? What d’you mean: “sort of”?’ 
 
    ‘The ravens. They’re scavengers – but they couldn’t get at the rest of the body.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t?’ 
 
    ‘It’s more or less cemented in by the gravel. We thought we should leave it anyway.’ 
 
    ‘A Hi-Tec boot,’ he repeated thoughtfully. ‘Can we get a car in there? A helicopter?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to walk.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you call me?’ He was suddenly wary. 
 
    ‘The police had to be told, and we know you, and then you were engaged in Sundown.’ 
 
    ‘Are you keeping something back – like this discovery points to someone we know?’ 
 
    ‘Andy Keller’s missing.’ 
 
    ‘I see. You think he came back.’ She said nothing. ‘We’ll be down tomorrow,’ he said. 
 
    ‘I forgot to ask— ’ She stopped. He’d rung off. 
 
    She asked the question next morning as the detectives, exhausted, splashed water on their faces and drank from Porcupine Creek regardless of bacteria. 
 
    ‘What kind of gun was used to shoot Gayleen?’ 
 
    Laddow was too worn down to orientate himself. Hammett who, being lean, was suffering less, said, ‘A .22. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Was Mrs Keller’s revolver a .22?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ Laddow glared. ‘It doesn’t mean she was shot with that revolver, but she could have been. You know’ – a thought had struck him – ‘I don’t want this body to be Andy Keller.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she said, ‘I can see that.’ 
 
    They turned to the bank, the men going straight up to an eroded overhang, Miss Pink working diagonally out of the creek. Unable to cope with the overhang the others slid back to the water and followed her. 
 
    The ravens were there again, showing them the way to the landslide, taking off in alarm at the noise of their approach, perching high to watch and wait. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ Laddow breathed, looking at the leg which was no more than splintered ends of bone. ‘Where’s the boot?’ 
 
    ‘Here.’ She indicated a small stone structure like a dolmen. Carefully Hammett removed the capstone to expose the boot: grey and white, grubby, the laces still in their eyelets but not tied, the thing smelling foul. 
 
    Hammett was carrying a small pack. He produced a pair of gloves and, picking up the boot, peered inside. He grimaced and replaced it in its nest of stones. 
 
    Laddow said, ‘Take some pictures and then we’ll move these rocks.’ 
 
    They stood aside while Hammett busied himself with a Nikon. 
 
    ‘Do you understand this?’ Laddow asked. ‘You’re the hiker. See anything like it before? You have to think.’ as Miss Pink hesitated. 
 
    She responded calmly. ‘I’ve seen a lot of bodies in mountains and so on, the result of falls … But the nearest I’ve come to anything like this was in avalanche debris. It looks similar, except that this is gravel and rock rather than snow.’ 
 
    ‘You figure it’s natural – no foul play?’ 
 
    ‘My dear man!’ She was shocked. 
 
    ‘Look’ – he was testy – ‘I’m not the expert here, not at least until we uncover him – or her – although that’s a big boot, a man’s, wouldn’t you say? I’ll be more at home’ – he grinned like a bear – ‘when we’ve got him out, but right now, ma’am, I need to know about avalanches. Do you follow me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. So far as I can see, everything looks natural. He could have fallen by – accident … ’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘You thought of something?’ 
 
    ‘Only that there’s so much rock on top of him, but then that happens too: a boulder comes down after the victim’s fallen and brings a lot of subsidiary stuff with it.’ She had remembered Sadie and Leo clearing the trail above, but she would let them tell it, not her. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Hammett said with relief, ‘I’m finished.’ 
 
    ‘We haven’t started yet,’ Laddow said, and Miss Pink withdrew to sit on a rock and watch them work. 
 
    They hadn’t brought a shovel and they wouldn’t have used one anyway; they cleared the ground like nurserymen gently exposing the roots of a cherished plant that must be removed without a scratch – or without further injury; scratches bore no relation to what had happened here. The body was so battered and crushed that not only was it unidentifiable, its sex was in doubt until they could work it out to their satisfaction. It had been a man. 
 
    They retreated to join Miss Pink, bringing with them the stench of putrefaction, or rather, intensifying it, for with the disinterment the whole place stank. 
 
    ‘No way,’ said Laddow morosely, ‘no way can anyone identify that. Levis and a T-shirt: nothing distinctive.’ 
 
    ‘Clean up the jaw and see if it can be wired together,’ Hammett suggested. ‘Try it out on his dentist.’ 
 
    ‘You have the boot,’ Miss Pink said. ‘It’s odd that there’s no pack and nothing in the pockets.’ 
 
    ‘Pack?’ 
 
    ‘Rucksack. You went through all the pockets?’ 
 
    Hammett said, ‘He’s face upwards, we haven’t moved him yet. What about the hip pockets?’ 
 
    Laddow sighed and stood up. She watched them walk slowly back to the body. The ravens were watching too and she shivered in the sunshine. 
 
    Hammett eased the body off the rocks, trying to be gentle, but he had an extremely difficult task before Laddow could work his hand underneath. To Miss Pink, observing their movements with her senses dulled, time had stopped and there was just space and silence, the sun shining on the stones, black shadows in the forest, and two men trying to find something that would tell them about the third. 
 
    Hammett was lowering the body, Laddow was getting to his feet holding a small object in gloved fingers. They came back and he showed it to her: a key on a ring with a dark wedge of plastic on which was printed in neat white letters: Fountain motel. Portland, Oregon, and a telephone number. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    ‘He came back.’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘The same night. He walked back – through the forest?’ Laddow looked at Miss Pink. ‘Is that possible? How far is it?’ 
 
    She considered the question. They were sitting beside Bobcat Creek, drying their hands after washing themselves for the second time. Washing skin made little difference; the smell clung to their clothes. 
 
    ‘I didn’t bring the map,’ she said, ‘but I would guess that if he’d taken to the forest trails he’d have to cover at least fifty, sixty miles to get back to here. He couldn’t do it in less than two days on foot.’ 
 
    ‘He could have got a lift,’ Hammett said. 
 
    ‘Not that night,’ Laddow put in. ‘The road would be closed at six.’ He pondered. ‘He had to call somewhere before he reached this point – ’ he gestured upstream. ‘Where’s his parka and haversack, where’s his billfold?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t in the car of course.’ They stared at her. ‘In the Chevrolet,’ she elaborated, ‘stolen from Moon Shell Beach.’ 
 
    Now they looked at each other. ‘Like I said,’ Laddow repeated, ‘he stopped off somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘And his hat,’ mused Miss Pink. ‘But he’d never wear that when he was hiking.’ There was silence from the listeners. ‘What happened to the Stetson?’ she asked brightly. ‘Did the drug addict find it in the car and sell it? That hat cost money.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a detail,’ Laddow said, not answering the question. ‘Why is it important?’ 
 
    ‘Because he was wearing it when he left Sundown.’ 
 
    ‘He was,’ Hammett said, and looked meaningly at Laddow. 
 
    Miss Pink, poking at dry gravel beside a log, said, ‘I don’t see how he could have covered the ground, even hitching back to Sundown, because the rain stopped overnight.’ They turned to her like hound dogs. ‘The storm,’ she explained. ‘It started to rain on the Tuesday afternoon but it stopped some time during the night. There’s been no rain since. Surely the gravel round the body washed down after he fell.’ 
 
    ‘It could have been brought down by the stream,’ Hammett pointed out. 
 
    Now she felt compelled to tell them that Sadie and Leo had been trundling boulders down the slope in an effort to make the trail safe. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you mention this before?’ Laddow asked grimly. 
 
    ‘I didn’t relate it to the body. Would the rocks fall that far?’ 
 
    ‘That’s it!’ Hammett exclaimed. ‘He fell from a trail. How far above is it?’ 
 
    Relieved not to have to speculate on the actions of Sadie and Leo, she concentrated on distances, but Laddow was off on another tack. ‘When were they up there?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I didn’t ask. I had the impression— ’ 
 
    There was a scream from the far side of Bobcat. Hammett gasped, Laddow gaped at Miss Pink. ‘Red-tailed hawk,’ she murmured. ‘It’s always around – ’ She frowned, remembering. ‘There was a tree came down that day around lunchtime and afterwards the red-tail kept calling, and then there was a rockfall.’ 
 
    ‘Where? When?’ Laddow was excited. 
 
    ‘I was above … way up near the top of Pandora Ridge. The rock fell away from below me; it could have been in the old landslide. The time? I don’t know; I didn’t look at my watch.’ 
 
    ‘Try to remember,’ Laddow urged. Hammett looked puzzled. 
 
    ‘It was after lunch and before the rain started.’ She shook her head. ‘Early afternoon, two, two thirty, at a wild guess; I can’t do better than that.’ 
 
    Hammett had waited impatiently for her to finish. ‘But Keller was seen much later,’ he reminded Laddow. ‘Four, around there; he was travelling fast to catch the roadworks, remember? That’s what Linquist and Fleur Sanborn figured. If she heard a rock come down, couldn’t be anything to do with Keller. He was alive long afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘Just coincidence,’ she murmured. ‘It was an odd day all round.’ 
 
    ‘How: odd?’ Laddow asked. 
 
    ‘Well,’ she gestured vaguely, ‘the atmosphere; it’s intimidating when you’re alone. And then: a big tree falling without human agency, the hawk screaming, the rockfall.’ The voices, she might have added, but didn’t, self-conscious about her age, anticipating the way they would look at each other, or try not to; old ladies hearing things: trees, rocks, voices. 
 
    ‘You can’t get away from it,’ Laddow said, watching her. ‘If that was Keller in the Chevy around four, he wasn’t killed when you heard a rock fall around two or two thirty, was he?’ 
 
    ‘Why is it important when he died? Is there some suggestion that it wasn’t an accident?’ 
 
    ‘When there’s a long fall involved there’s always the question of whether the victim was pushed.’ 
 
    Fleur stared at Miss Pink in consternation, then tossed back the rest of her whisky. They were in her sitting-room behind the gallery where the west wall – mostly glass – fronted on the ocean but neither of them was interested in the view. Miss Pink had been telling her about the discovery at the foot of the landslide. It was only now, after a long shower and a lazy bath, at a distance from the events of the day and summarising them, that questions surfaced which had not been apparent at the time. 
 
    ‘What I really came to ask you,’ she said, ‘was how did they appear when you saw them in the Chevrolet leaving Sundown?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, if he killed her only a few miles north of here, something should have been apparent when I saw them?’ 
 
    ‘Well, could have been apparent. Quarrelling perhaps? Was – did he appear to be angry? You said he was driving too fast. You’re an expert observer; can’t you recall the scene? You’d been painting on Cape Deception. Presumably the rain drove you home.’ 
 
    ‘Not really; the light changed. It was bright early on: a luminescence behind the fog, but that faded so I packed up, came down slowly, reached the road, or rather, their road-end, around four, I seem to remember. They came out of the loop road just as I reached the junction. Andy didn’t stop – the idiot – didn’t even slow for the Stop sign, just pulled out on the highway, burning rubber, and was away. Angry? Could be: driving like that. If anything had been coming he could have killed them both.’ She clapped her hand over her mouth and stared, wide-eyed, at Miss Pink. She lowered her hand. ‘And yet,’ she said, ‘they died quite differently.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute. You saw them at Lois’s road-end: the northern junction.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. He wouldn’t come out the south end of the loop if he was going north, would he? Oh, I see: you’re wondering what I was doing up there instead of coming straight home to the village. I went to look at a pool in the forest: Salamander Tarn. There’s a gorgeous maple on the bank and I needed to work out the best time to paint it. That’s why I was at that end of the village – outside it actually.’ 
 
    ‘You were walking along the left side of the road?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally. Why?’ 
 
    ‘So Gayleen was the passenger, and she was on your side, and Andy, who was driving, was on the far side?’ 
 
    ‘What is this? Oh, I get it: you’re trying to make me visualise it as it happened, how they looked, were they quarrelling.’ She thought about it. ‘You can’t see much behind those tinted windows; I think they’re stupid, lethal, they ought to be illegal, specially windshields.’ 
 
    ‘You’re certain Andy was driving, not the other way about?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, outlines, you know. You couldn’t mistake her hair and his Stetson – and shades! Shades and tinted glass, can you believe that?’ She considered her own question, then said slowly, ‘You’re not interested in their behaviour, but in their appearance. Why’s that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink didn’t answer but asked another question: ‘That Tuesday evening, when you came along to the Tattler and Miriam told us Oliver had gone to Portland, you asked if he left with Gayleen and Andy.’ 
 
    ‘Did I? But Oliver left the day before – ’ 
 
    ‘Did you ask that because you thought someone was in the back of the Chevy?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t remember that far back! And why, for heaven’s sakes?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ And Miss Pink did look bewildered. ‘It’s an extra vehicle we need, not an extra person.’ She caught Fleur’s eye. ‘You didn’t see the body,’ she went on in a more practical tone. ‘Water had been the agent … I thought he couldn’t have fallen after the storm but Hammett pointed out that the stream could have brought down gravel. Can I use your phone?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Providing you explain what you just said.’ 
 
    ‘Let me get one thing straight first.’ The telephone was beside her on an end-table. She dialled a number. ‘Sadie – Melinda here … Yes, and it appears to be Andy … A key, a room key to the motel in Portland where they were staying … They’re bringing it down this evening, I understand … Oh, no; a long fall like that: he’d be killed instantaneously – tell me, when were you there: rebuilding the trail? … What time did you start work? I see.’ She stared absently at the stacks beyond the windows. ‘I don’t think so; they’ll go to Lois first … Why? Because he was her husband!’ 
 
    ‘What was that about them rebuilding a trail?’ Fleur asked as she replaced the receiver. 
 
    Miss Pink told her. ‘They went up the following day, Wednesday, and they got down to work around midday. Andy’s body had to be there already, at the bottom of the slide.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see— ’ 
 
    ‘Because the body was under all the debris. Whether the water that bound the gravel and stuff together came from rain or from the stream is immaterial; he was under rocks as well. If he’d fallen after Sadie and Leo knocked off the loose blocks, he’d be on top of them.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning he fell before they got up there, before noon on Wednesday – but he had to be at Moon Shell around five the previous day. How did he get back?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I meant when I said we needed an extra vehicle.’ 
 
    ‘“Not an extra person”; you said that too. But you do need another person for your theory because someone has to drive the other car – ’ Fleur stiffened and held her breath. Miss Pink waited. After a while the younger woman tried to speak, croaked and coughed. ‘Excuse me. May I offer you another drink?’ The tone was artificial. 
 
    They sat and looked at the view, Miss Pink sipping, Fleur drinking whisky as if it were lemonade until she said, ‘Well, she’s done nothing seriously wrong, has she? OK, so he called her and she drove up there in her Jeep and fetched him back to Sundown. He could have told her they’d quarrelled and Gayleen drove off in the Chevy. It’s as simple as that. She didn’t have to know he’d killed Gayleen. You can’t be an accessory if you don’t know, can you?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Did you say the police are with Lois now? Let’s call Chester.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Miss Pink was sharp. She went on more gently, ‘Let’s wait a while, allow things to sort themselves out somewhat. You see, your theory of collusion, even innocent collusion, won’t wash. By the time Lois got there the road would be closed, and Andy would have to walk from Moon Shell to meet her. He could walk through the roadworks of course, but she couldn’t drive past them. Suppose he did walk: he couldn’t have left Moon Shell much before five and he had some twenty miles to cover to the roadworks. But Lois came down to the Tattler around – what? Ten o’clock?’ 
 
    ‘If he’d run that twenty miles from Moon Shell … Or even got a lift from a tourist who didn’t know the road closes at six, hadn’t seen the notice … ’ 
 
    ‘There are lots of notices – and would he risk running along the road and have a local see him?’ 
 
    ‘A local could have given him a lift.’ 
 
    ‘If so, he’ll come forward. There’s something else you forgot. Would Lois believe a story that he allowed Gayleen to drive off with all his luggage in the car?’ 
 
    ‘He could have told Lois he stopped at Moon Shell to use the bathroom and Gayleen drove off: they’d quarrelled and she acted impulsively. Look at her; you’d say that was in character.’ 
 
    ‘Your theory depends on too many strokes of luck, or coincidences, or both.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the police theory – or is that a silly question?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, I would think everyone’s asking it. I think they’ll be reserving judgment until after the autopsy.’ 
 
    Fleur gave a sick grin. ‘From what you told me that’s going to be a bummer. How could they tell – anything?’ 
 
    ‘Only if they found, say, a bullet in the skull.’ 
 
    ‘Like a .22? You think he committed suicide?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged. She hadn’t meant that but it was another possibility. Fleur elaborated: ‘He was a guy would do anything for attention, like a naughty kid; you know: even opprobrium is better than no attention at all – and Andy enjoyed being offensive.’ Miss Pink said nothing. ‘There’s the gun,’ Fleur continued thoughtfully. ‘If it was suicide, the gun would have to be nearby, wouldn’t it? Except Sadie and Leo rolled rocks down. You’d almost think— ’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Fleur shook her head vehemently. ‘That’s ridiculous! So what if they covered up evidence – it was just a coincidence that they happened to be there the day after he died.’ 
 
    Miss Pink thought that Fleur might be literally correct, but was it coincidence that Leo and Sadie had covered up evidence? 
 
    ‘Did you get the impression that the trail had been washed away or – ’ She ground to a halt and regarded her listeners expectantly. 
 
    ‘No,’ Leo said. ‘There was a kinda gouge right there where the trail should be.’ 
 
    ‘Enormous,’ Sadie said, ‘like a boulder weighing a ton – more, a few tons – had sort of cartwheeled. Didn’t we say there’d been a rockfall? Are you thinking what I’m thinking: that Andy started it, climbing maybe?’ 
 
    Miss Pink had gone straight from the gallery to Sand Dollar. Sadie and Leo had heard nothing, could discover nothing, and had been avid to learn the result of Miss Pink’s second visit to the bottom of the landslide. Lois, they told her, wasn’t answering the phone. They had been appalled at the news that the body was that of Andy Keller, but they weren’t bothered by the mystery of how he’d covered the ground so quickly from Moon Shell Beach. What did bother them was still the matter of their having trundled boulders down on the body, but Miss Pink was postulating that the earlier rockfall was the one associated with his death; the action of clearing the trail had resulted merely in a kind of interment, no harm done. 
 
    ‘Except we may have buried the gun,’ Sadie pointed out. 
 
    ‘So what?’ Leo grunted. ‘Accident or suicide, what’s the odds? My God, am I glad they can’t get a chopper back in there! And people aren’t going to hang around a place a body’s been for ten days, end of August. The owls shouldn’t be disturbed too much, always assuming there are owls in that old-growth. The ones we went up to find yesterday,’ she added meaningly. 
 
    Sadie said, ‘Don’t let Mr Laddow hear you talking like that. He may hold the view people are more important than owls.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll argue that with him any time, but there can’t be any argument a pair of owls is more important than Andy Keller’s corpse.’ 
 
    The telephone rang. It was Chester Hoyle, and he wanted to speak to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘I’ve been trying everywhere to find you,’ came his voice. ‘Can you come up here: to Lois’s place? Laddow just left and she needs to talk to you badly.’ His voice dropped. ‘She’s bothered, Melinda, apart from the shock of it all. Laddow’s acting weird. He seems to be implying that she’s involved in what happened – you know: collusion?’ 
 
    It wasn’t until she was walking along the road to the Keller place that Miss Pink reminded herself that she was about to call on a widow who had only this evening learned that her husband had died a violent death. She was devoutly grateful that Chester would be there but she was also curious to see how Lois, sophisticated, honest, respectable, was responding to the shock. And, belatedly, she wondered where Laddow and Hammett were. 
 
    Chester opened the door to her. At the other end of the house, Lois was doing something in the kitchen: ‘Making sandwiches,’ Chester explained on a false note. ‘She won’t relax.’ 
 
    Miss Pink crossed the parquet firmly but with a certain wariness. 
 
    ‘Hello, Melinda.’ Lois raised her eyes. ‘Good of you to come. Sit down. Have a drink.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood her ground and offered her condolences. Lois, pale and drawn, her eyes huge, thanked her, swallowed and turned to the stove, her spine as stiff as a plank. Miss Pink sat down and accepted a drink from Chester. 
 
    ‘We’re drinking too much,’ he said on that same false note, with a meaning glance at Lois’s back. 
 
    ‘Small wonder,’ Miss Pink murmured, and waited to see how the conversation would go, which subjects might be acceptable, but Chester only repeated that he had been trying to find her all over the village. 
 
    ‘I was with Fleur,’ she explained and, with a glance at the deck where the glass doors were open on the afterglow, added inanely, ‘You all have such magnificent views.’ 
 
    ‘The houses are built that way. The original owners came here for the ocean.’ 
 
    Lois approached with a tray and he relaxed a little too obviously. ‘We haven’t eaten since lunchtime,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Laddow,’ said Lois, ‘smelled. Oh, my God!’ She pushed the tray at a coffee table and rushed upstairs. 
 
    Chester sighed heavily while Miss Pink sorted out the plates and napkins and poured coffee. ‘How did she take it?’ she whispered. 
 
    ‘She wouldn’t believe it at first even when they told her they’d found the motel key on the body. But then there were the boots … She believes it now. So you see the – accusation – no, the suggestion from Laddow that she harboured Andy, a killer, doesn’t really bother her. It’s me who’s bothered.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t charge her with being an accessory if she didn’t— ’ 
 
    Lois returned, her face stiff, bearing herself with the kind of defiance worn by the bereaved who are defying themselves to break down rather than the company to pity them. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter, Chester,’ she said. ‘A good lawyer would make mincemeat of it.’ She sat down, looked to see that her guests had helped themselves, took a sandwich and addressed Miss Pink. ‘I haven’t bothered to call my attorney. Any charge would be ridiculous. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘There’s the question of how he managed to get back here so quickly from Moon Shell Beach.’ Miss Pink spoke carefully, wondering how far she could go in any discussion of the dead man’s movements, leaving it to Lois. 
 
    ‘They’ll have to look elsewhere then, because I certainly didn’t bring him here. I didn’t see him again after breakfast that day when he said he was going for a hike because Gayleen was still in bed. By the time he came home I was working, so he left without even saying goodbye.’ She clenched her jaw and looked away. 
 
    ‘Laddow is sceptical,’ Chester said and then, in a rush: ‘The man’s out of his depth; he’s a policeman; a woman like Lois is a closed book to him – her domestic arrangements too.’ He was embarrassed. 
 
    ‘Euphemisms, Chester.’ Lois turned to Miss Pink. ‘He means my relationship with – Andy.’ She didn’t like saying the name. ‘What Chester is trying to say is that Laddow can’t understand how people like us can have what he thinks of as permissive attitudes. And it was unusual,’ she added with warmth, ‘and I do feel guilty; it was a form of selfishness. I couldn’t be bothered with— Now, wait a minute’ – she was chiding herself – ‘look who’s going in for euphemisms! Let’s put it this way: my work is the most important aspect of my life – oh, there’s Grace too. Andy came a poor third after work and Grace, so he had to make his own life and I didn’t pay him all that much attention. Now I feel so guilty, and Laddow can’t understand any of it.’ 
 
    Miss Pink had followed this carefully. ‘How does his incomprehension relate to the – investigation?’ 
 
    ‘Gayleen? He put forward a theory that she was blackmailing Andy – who killed her in a fit of rage, and then he brought me in to clear up the mess, which makes me an accessory. Who cares? About the accessory bit, I mean.’ 
 
    Chester shook his head. ‘I can’t see her blackmailing him.’ 
 
    Lois said absently, ‘She was simple, but someone else could have been manipulating her. Laddow has a point there.’ 
 
    ‘Like someone who guessed Lois was rich,’ Chester explained to Miss Pink. ‘And then, if Gayleen could manipulate Andy, he could get money out of his wife, d’you see?’ 
 
    Miss Pink said, ‘That seems an unusually devious form of blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘Laddow was trying to find an explanation for Andy bringing Gayleen here,’ Lois said. ‘They’ve talked to people, those two; they’ve listened to everyone, and they’ve formed an exalted view of us, all of us: like we’re old money – old for Oregon, cultured, mannered. On the other hand there’s Gayleen: a stripper, uses crack, needs money – apparently was a prostitute. The police can think of no other reason Andy could have brought her to my party except he was blackmailed into it.’ 
 
    ‘It makes sense,’ Chester said. 
 
    ‘Did he try to blackmail you?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No – no, not blackmail. He asked me for money; he always does – did, but he didn’t threaten me, offer any kind of ultimatum. I didn’t get the impression that he was forced to bring Gayleen here – and when she talked to me, she had to be a marvellous actress to pull the wool over my eyes although— ’ She stopped. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Chester said. ‘She never stopped enthusing over the – opulence in which she figured you live.’ 
 
    ‘She was awed, poor child. Silly child. Although since one doesn’t know how she died, that could be unfair.’ She was still protecting Andy. 
 
    ‘That’s another thing,’ Chester said. ‘It was the same calibre gun shot Gayleen as is missing from Lois’s bedroom, and the inference is that Andy stole it or— ’ 
 
    ‘Or I gave it to him,’ Lois said. 
 
    ‘Laddow extended the blackmail theory,’ Chester continued, ‘to include Lois directly. Gayleen had something on them both, he suggested, or Lois involved herself because her husband was being blackmailed, and they plotted to dispose of Gayleen. And that would make her more than just an unwitting accessory.’ 
 
    Lois smiled coldly. ‘It would make me a conspirator to murder.’ 
 
    ‘It had to be blackmail.’ Miss Pink was cheerful. ‘There can be no motive for your needing to kill Gayleen. You have the ideal life. But then what could she blackmail Andy with?’ 
 
    Lois shrugged. ‘Laddow was on a fishing expedition. That’s what I’ve been trying to explain to Chester. Like I keep saying: it isn’t worth calling an attorney.’ 
 
    Suddenly it seemed that the subject died. They had finished eating (Lois had scarcely touched her sandwich); Chester had filled their glasses, they were silent until Miss Pink said, ‘I don’t think you need me; you seem to have coped with Laddow’s vague threats very well on your own.’ 
 
    Chester’s jaw dropped but he didn’t speak. Lois said, ‘He had another theory but that was so way out it was fantasy. Wasn’t it, Chester?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but nasty. Fantasy, of course, like you say.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sipped her wine. ‘You tell her, Chester,’ Lois urged. ‘I didn’t take it in properly. I was tired and still in shock, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘It was ridiculous,’ he protested. ‘Laddow was saying it was possible Andy never left.’ 
 
    Miss Pink, who had not forgotten the first stonefall, the one after the tree fell last Tuesday, before the rain started, looked politely interested, and then saw that Chester was mutely begging for this theory to be refuted. She obliged. ‘If Andy never left, who was driving the Chevy?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the point!’ he cried. ‘But suppose it was true: that someone else was driving when Carl and Fleur thought they saw Andy, what’s more natural than that it was someone Gayleen knew, came to pick her up, take her back to Portland: some hippie type from Moon Shell Beach, hitched to Sundown because Gayleen told him she’d be here? Could be her boyfriend, even her pimp.’ 
 
    ‘Could be,’ Miss Pink agreed. ‘What makes that so fantastic?’ 
 
    Lois grinned. ‘That’s Chester’s theory,’ she pointed out. ‘Laddow figures the driver could have come from here.’ 
 
    ‘From right here!’ Chester said heatedly. ‘And he was looking at Lois when he said it. Which is why we need you.’ He regarded Lois fiercely. ‘She won’t have it; she doesn’t care. I can’t persuade her to get legal advice but I did convince her to bring you in. She needs protection.’ 
 
    Lois ignored him. Miss Pink objected. ‘What we all need right now,’ she said, ‘is a good night’s sleep.’ She stood up and, taken by surprise, the others followed suit. 
 
    Lois said politely, ‘Thank you very much for coming. We’ll see you tomorrow.’ She made to turn away, remembered her manners and accompanied her guest to the door. 
 
    ‘I’ll walk you home,’ Chester said, and turning to Lois, ‘I’ll not be more than half an hour.’ 
 
    ‘Go home, Chester; I’m going to bed.’ 
 
    ‘Leave the door open. I’ll sleep in Grace’s room.’ 
 
    ‘Dear man.’ She touched his arm before starting up the stairs. 
 
    As the door closed behind them Miss Pink asked, ‘Does she have sleeping pills?’ 
 
    ‘Lois! Never took one in her life. Won’t have even an aspirin in the house. You don’t have to bother about her taking a pill on top of alcohol. She’ll be all right once she gets over the shock, and I’ll be there tonight if she needs to talk. It’s this guilt business is the problem, you see that. Neglected her husband in favour of her work, blaming herself because he got involved with unsavoury characters. Believe me, Melinda, that guy was rotten from the start: married her to get himself an easy living, and never gave up his bad old habits.’ 
 
    ‘Are you telling me he was a criminal?’ 
 
    ‘No, he was a parasite.’ 
 
    They were walking along the road, avoiding the potholes by the light of his torch. Miss Pink asked curiously, ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. ‘It is difficult,’ he confessed. ‘Either he did come back – Andy, I mean; he killed Gayleen, got back somehow, and maybe spent the night in the cabin without Lois knowing, then went hiking next day and fell – or he didn’t leave at all, and it was someone else drove Gayleen away. And shot her, of course, because the person who was driving the Chevy had to be the murderer. Didn’t he?’ His tone had grown increasingly diffident and now he stopped walking and faced her in the starlight. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to be like Laddow and put forward a host of theories. We all need sleep. Truthfully, Chester, I don’t want to consider it at this moment.’ 
 
    ‘Will you tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Consider it, and help Lois.’ 
 
    ‘You think she needs help?’ 
 
    ‘She’s in a spot. She’s too close. If Andy killed Gayleen and came back it’s almost certain he touched base, as it were; spent the night in the cabin. Perhaps’ – his voice faded as he turned and looked out to sea – ‘perhaps he did come to her and she’s concealing it. And then again, if he had the accident on the Tuesday, then the guy who drove Gayleen away had to come to the house to pick up the Chevy. No way can Laddow see a guy doing that without Lois knowing. He has no concept of how an author works: retreating into another world.’ 
 
    ‘And the stereo going, which would mask the sound of an engine.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Please help, Melinda. She’s a rich woman, she can pay – but of course she’ll say she doesn’t need you, technically speaking; I’m sure she was very grateful for your company tonight. However, I’m not poor; suppose I – er – engage your services?’ 
 
    She smiled in the darkness. ‘Let’s sleep on it. I assure you: I’ll put my oar in if necessary. I’m all for justice.’ Her tone was deliberately light. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink rose early and sat on her balcony drinking French Roast and wondering how the police would react to her becoming involved in their investigation. When Leo telephoned, asking if she would join them for another owl-hunt, she had difficulty orientating herself. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not going back there.’ 
 
    ‘Not there!’ Leo protested. ‘We don’t have to go near the landslide – well, not the bottom of it.’ 
 
    ‘Another time – ’ 
 
    ‘What happened? What did Lois want?’ 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated. This was bad manners even for the outspoken Leo. ‘I think,’ she said carefully, ‘we need to talk. What time will you be home from your hike?’ 
 
    ‘If it’s that important we won’t go.’ 
 
    ‘I have things to do. Can I call you this evening?’ 
 
    There was an empty silence: Leo had put her hand over the mouthpiece. Suddenly she was back, with a change of tone. ‘This evening will be fine; we’ll be home.’ 
 
    Sadie, thought Miss Pink, was a restraining influence. 
 
    As she put the telephone down someone knocked at the door. She opened it to Laddow who greeted her as effusively as if she were his favourite aunt. He accepted her offer of coffee and a seat on the deck but although it was early and he looked fresh (she wondered how much sleep he’d had) he sat down with a sigh and regarded the dazzling stacks as if they were a reward for some arduous task just completed. 
 
    ‘I’ll never forget this place,’ he pronounced, shaking his head in wonder. ‘I could spend the rest of my life here.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think Mr Hammet is so appreciative.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Hammett. He’s away to Portland.’ It was tossed off carelessly but he was waiting for her reaction. 
 
    ‘He’s gone back – to work from the other end?’ 
 
    ‘The other end? No, no; just to be present at the autopsy: chain of evidence, you know. He supervised the removal of the body so he has to accompany it to the morgue.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for him. And for the pathologist.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, yes. Terrible, wasn’t it? I can do without aged cadavers. In such an environment too!’ 
 
    They were silent, sipping their coffee, waiting each other out until she wearied of the game. ‘So, after a night’s sleep, which theory do you favour, Mr Laddow?’ 
 
    Expressions flitted across the mobile features: surprise, amusement, respect. ‘Mrs Keller summoned you after I left?’ 
 
    ‘Not to say “summoned”.’ 
 
    ‘No, that was impertinent. Which theory do you favour?’ 
 
    She studied his face which now appeared totally ingenuous. ‘I wouldn’t like to form an opinion from the facts as they stand,’ she said. ‘And who’s to say they are facts? Where is the gun and Andy Keller’s Stetson?’ 
 
    A change of expression was, by now, predictable, but before his brows rose and his eyes widened, she had seen a spark of genuine surprise and knew that, behind the mask of astonishment, he was watching her carefully and, no doubt, catching every nuance in her voice. 
 
    ‘We haven’t found them yet. Why do you attach importance to the hat?’ 
 
    ‘Because it hasn’t been found? I’m not sure. Did the drug addict mention it?’ 
 
    ‘This came up before. No, ma’am; we went back to him. He swears there was no Stetson in the car. Why should he lie? You’re thinking someone else wore it, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘You suggested it.’ She was equable. ‘Don’t you have a theory that Keller never left Sundown and someone else drove the Chevy away?’ 
 
    ‘I think you arrived at that theory independently. Who was driving?’ 
 
    She blinked at him, her lips parted. 
 
    ‘Who was driving the Chevy?’ he elaborated. 
 
    ‘The murderer, presumably.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘You could be a lot of assistance to me.’ The tone was silky. He was, of course, employing a double bluff, but behind it she scented a triple stage, and two could play that game. 
 
    ‘These people are my friends,’ she said stiffly. 
 
    ‘Even if one is a murderer?’ 
 
    ‘Why couldn’t it have been Andy Keller?’ 
 
    ‘Several reasons.’ He was serious. ‘One: he couldn’t have covered the distance from Moon Shell Beach to the landslide in the time. Remember, he had to – fall, before the rain stopped. Two: that type don’t commit suicide. Anyways, there was no weapon near the body— ’ 
 
    ‘That could be there: under the rocks.’ 
 
    His eyes sharpened. ‘We’re looking for it. Three: the man was fit, strong, a hiker. Do hikers fall off trails? I don’t know; that’s your department.’ 
 
    ‘It happens all the time. It’s not fitness or experience that count but lack of concentration. Anyone could fall off that trail.’ 
 
    ‘OK. Now suppose he did come back: where’s his billfold and his Stetson? No, ma’am; Keller never left Sundown. Someone else was driving that Chevy: wearing his hat and shades – someone Gayleen knew. That person could say: “There’s Fleur; wave to her. There’s Carl from the Tattler; give him a wave.” It was someone she trusted, someone she’d obey automatically, like her boyfriend’s wife.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Shocked, she lapsed into the American idiom. ‘Gayleen trusted her boyfriend’s wife? You’re not listening to what you’re saying.’ 
 
    ‘But they were on excellent terms! Everyone knows that.’ 
 
    ‘So why kill her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Why kill her?’ The silence lengthened. ‘Why?’ he repeated. ‘Who wanted Gayleen dead?’ He looked at her without expression. ‘You got to have a very strong motive to kill someone.’ 
 
    She moved impatiently, wanting to deny it, refusing to do so, knowing that she could well implicate someone she didn’t want implicated. She didn’t like the significance of that. She said, ‘This hypothetical driver: did he leave fingerprints? Silly question. I mean, are there fingerprints on the car that shouldn’t be there?’ 
 
    He grinned. It was still a silly question. Nevertheless he responded seriously. ‘The only prints were those of the girl who was driving in Portland, the prostitute, and those of her pimp, the drug addict who stole it originally and the crooked dealer.’ 
 
    ‘No others at all?’ 
 
    ‘No others on the steering wheel and none elsewhere although you’d expect Andy’s and Gayleen’s. No, before the addict stole that car, it had been wiped clean: doors and trunk, everything, but there were smudges too, like someone wore gloves. In August?’ She absorbed this, staring at the cove without seeing it. ‘You could help us,’ he repeated quietly. ‘You know them; like you said: they’re your friends. Don’t you want to clear them of suspicion?’ The tone indicated that she could accept it as a joke – a sick joke in the circumstances – but there was the tacit acceptance that, should she take him seriously, there were no witnesses to the conversation. Laddow, as Lois pointed out, was a fisherman. 
 
    ‘A glorious day,’ Eve Linquist agreed, lowering herself to a chair in the window of the Tattler’s sun-room. ‘All right for some,’ she added serenely, nodding towards Fin Whale Head. 
 
    ‘What’s he after?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Snapper. He’ll bake it for dinner if he catches one. Can we tempt you?’ 
 
    ‘I’d be delighted.’ She thought quickly. ‘Maybe Sadie and Leo will come.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? They’ll be birding, nice day like this, no fog. Sadie will be glad of someone else to cook dinner for her. I should go for a walk myself, get some exercise. That’ll be the day. And there’s that other guy: diving into his little shed again, working on his masterpiece. Lot of exercise he gets.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was just in time to catch sight of Boligard Sykes disappearing into his cabin. 
 
    ‘Clever guy,’ Eve said. ‘Driven.’ 
 
    Miss Pink regarded the round innocent face, the braided hair, the pale eyes that met her own. ‘Driven?’ 
 
    ‘“Driven by demons”: his own expression.’ 
 
    ‘I see. What is he working on now?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. An ocean epic, no doubt; like some old guy fishing below Fin Whale Head and hooking a great white shark. No, that’s been done; a wolf-eel then.’ She smiled placidly. 
 
    ‘You don’t think he has talent?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he’ll have talent. Is that sufficient? He has enormous application – concentration for all I know; look at him now: he’ll be in that shed till dark, except for lunch – Mabel insists he go home for lunch – but where’s the end-product?’ She didn’t sound interested. ‘Who cares?’ she added. ‘It gets him out from under Mabel’s feet.’ 
 
    ‘Well-trained,’ murmured Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘If you’re going to live with them you gotta make sure they’re occupied. You’re not married so you never had the problem, but everyone here ’cept Sadie and Leo – and they don’t count – they’ve had to work something out.’ 
 
    ‘So your husband cooks and fishes,’ Miss Pink mused. ‘Boligard pens epics, Jason has his bookstore. Miriam, being a widow, doesn’t have the problem. Lois?’ 
 
    ‘Miriam would have the problem eventually except that Oliver will go before he’s thrown out. Lois was kinda similar. Andy left. You say they’re doing the autopsy this morning. When will they know the result?’ 
 
    ‘That depends on the damage. It will be interesting to see if he was shot with the same calibre weapon as the one used on Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘Which was the same as the one Lois – what!’ Eve gasped. ‘Andy was shot?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you realise?’ Miss Pink was all innocence. ‘That he comm— he could have committed suicide?’ 
 
    Eve looked away, biting her lip. ‘I see,’ she said softly, her eyes straying to the headland. ‘He killed Gayleen and then himself. With a .22, you said: a revolver.’ 
 
    ‘They recovered the bullet that killed Gayleen. They will say only that it’s a .22. But it wasn’t a rifle.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, not a rifle.’ Now they both stared at the rocks below Fin Whale Head. 
 
    ‘Who else owns a firearm?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know who has a .22. Leo Brant has a .45, Boligard’s got a shotgun, my old man has a deer rifle; Miriam – I don’t know anything about Miriam’s firearms, if she has any. Are the police asking everyone if they have a gun?’ 
 
    ‘They won’t trouble. If someone said Carl owns a rifle, they wouldn’t come to you.’ 
 
    ‘You mean they question people about their neighbours?’ 
 
    ‘Naturally, that’s how they get a lot of information.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s monstrous! They believe what people say? Suppose there’s someone has it in for you, for his neighbour: tells lies, vindictive folk, like that?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, someone might say you had a .22 revolver, or owned one at some time, or that Carl was seen with Gayleen one evening?’ 
 
    ‘That’s gross. Someone said that?’ 
 
    ‘Just a scenario demonstrating spite. That was what you meant, surely?’ 
 
    Eve turned troubled eyes on Miss Pink. ‘I did mean that kind of thing but I hadn’t followed through. Does this have anything to do with Carl being the last person to see them?’ 
 
    ‘Andy and Gayleen?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It wasn’t as if he saw them here; it was on the road, for heaven’s sake! The Highways people at the roadworks must have seen them after Carl did – and then Andy had to come back here because that’s his body in the landslip.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s his body – evidently; there’s the key of the motel – ’ 
 
    Eve’s lip curled. ‘Isn’t that just like the guy: shacking up with a prostitute.’ She stiffened. ‘I hadn’t thought of that: he’d be living on her earnings. Disgusting. You know what he was before he married Lois? He came from some scrappy old ranch over in the east: Wallowa, Stinking Water, wherever: the boondocks.’ 
 
    ‘How did they meet?’ 
 
    ‘At some writing seminar Lois was helping out with at Eugene. Andy had worked his way through school – he had all his wits about him, you know; he wasn’t dumb. He called himself a screen-writer but he never sold anything till he married Lois. It was her had the contacts; she had the money and the nice home too. You know something: when Andy first come here, he was like Gayleen at that party, didn’t know ought from somp’n – as they say. Kept his hat on indoors – like he did the other day, remember? Lois broke him off of that but he reverts when he wants to annoy, like ordering beer with his dinner, and that day: keeping his hat on to shock, so’s that whore would see him as the local playboy.’ 
 
    She stopped speaking and Miss Pink stared blandly at the ocean, wondering how her companion would recover poise unbalanced by rage and sloppy grammar. 
 
    ‘He was a farm boy,’ Eve said heavily. ‘And Lois is a pushover where a handsome face is concerned.’ 
 
    Carl came plodding along the sand in his waders, carrying two large fish. 
 
    ‘Snapper?’ Miss Pink asked eagerly. ‘Eve told me to come down to dinner. Aren’t they magnificent?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty good,’ said Carl, preening. ‘Any news?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet. I assume we’ll be told the results of the autopsy. Laddow doesn’t seem to be trying to conceal anything from us.’ 
 
    ‘What do they think happened?’ 
 
    ‘He used the same gun as the one that killed Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get you.’ 
 
    Small wonder; she had been deliberately ambiguous. She blinked at him. 
 
    ‘You mean the same guy shot them both?’ he asked, puzzled. ‘Or – what do you mean?’ 
 
    She looked unhappy. ‘The theory – one theory is that he shot Gayleen and turned the gun on himself.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He shifted the fish to his other hand, thinking, looking towards the village. ‘No, that guy never killed himself. Not out of remorse he didn’t.’ He shook his head. ‘Never. Andy Keller was a guy was torturing little animals soon’s he could run fast enough to catch ’em. He loved hurting people, thrived on it. Kill himself? Not him. I’ll tell you what though: someone coulda known he killed Gayleen and so they finished him off, stop him doing any more harm: like shooting a rabid dog.’ 
 
    ‘You mean someone with a rifle followed him into the forest and shot him as he was crossing the landslide?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? Shot with a rifle? You didn’t say that before.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a possibility.’ They started to move towards the village. ‘Mrs Linquist says he came from a ranch in the east,’ she said chattily. ‘He did well for himself.’ 
 
    Carl stopped. ‘You think so?’ The tone was sour. ‘Maybe. It didn’t rub off then. Got himself a rich lady and a beautiful home and all them Hollywood glamour jobs mixing with movie stars and like that but he was still poor white trash. Always was, always would be.’ 
 
    ‘You sound like a Southerner.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe so, but they got some good labels for folks down there, and I tell you another thing, ma’am’ – he was fierce, glaring at her – ‘they got class in the South, and trash knows their place. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not referring to the coloured people, but the poor whites. That’s all that boy was, and this village is well rid of him and his ways. Tell you another thing: ain’t no one gonna help the police find out the guy who shot him.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said in surprise, ‘I believe the police are assuming it was an accident; he could have slipped off the trail when it turned slick in the rain.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so the rifle were your idea. That’s all right then.’ They resumed walking. ‘And no one’s got nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    Miss Pink, on her way to the Surfbird motel, thought she would avoid Fleur by creeping round the back of her cabin. Few people in Sundown fenced their properties and there were little paths everywhere. Unfortunately there was also a great deal of undergrowth and, seeking to keep a discreet distance from the house, she found herself confronted by a riot of brambles and poison oak. Forced to retreat and take a paved path under the cabin walls she came to an open window and saw movement inside. Opening her mouth to call a greeting and apologise she saw that the room – a bright bedroom in white and pastel shades – was unoccupied and on the bed under the window sheets of paper were lifting in the draught, anchored by a book. She glimpsed print on the loose sheets and black and white drawings. On the book jacket there was a drawing and the large capitals of title and author. The format was familiar and unmistakable. 
 
    She went back to the beach, came to the access path and took the conventional way to the village. Passing the bookstore she saw that Jason had customers. A few yards further, Fleur was talking to some people in a Mercedes. As Miss Pink approached they drove away. 
 
    ‘Hi!’ called Fleur. ‘Been hiking?’ 
 
    ‘Just along the shore.’ She glanced casually at the gallery. ‘Busy morning?’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t actually; things are winding down now, end of the season. How about you? I heard you were up at Lois’s last night.’ 
 
    ‘You did? Who told you?’ 
 
    ‘Sadie, of course. We’re all bursting to know what happened. Does one ask?’ Fleur studied her face. ‘Perhaps not.’ 
 
    ‘Why not? I hesitated because Chester and Lois recounted several of Laddow’s theories and he had to have been fishing, or perhaps talking just to get them talking.’ 
 
    ‘But – hell! When Lois heard only yesterday that Andy was dead! Why, Laddow probably brought her the news. Come inside’ – as Miss Pink glanced round – ‘we can’t talk here.’ Cars were parked between the highway and the gallery and people were moving about them. 
 
    As they stepped into the big room with its scintillating colour, Miss Pink asked, with a wary look at the doorway leading to the back quarters, ‘You’re alone?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Fleur was puzzled. ‘I live alone, Melinda.’ 
 
    ‘I know you do. Just wanted to make sure; not at all nice: one or two things he hinted at – Laddow.’ Fleur was staring at her, but Miss Pink was accustomed to disguising pertinent questions with a mist of gabble. ‘Laddow is insinuating Lois is involved in Andy’s death,’ she said. 
 
    Fleur showed no surprise. ‘That’s what I said: she was an innocent accessory.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, innocent. So you reckon Andy wouldn’t tell her he had killed Gayleen, just pretend they’d quarrelled, in which case why would he allow the girl to drive away in his wife’s car?’ 
 
    ‘I said, she drove off while he was – otherwise engaged.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re sticking to that.’ 
 
    ‘I have to. There can’t be any other explan— ’ She trailed off. ‘You said the police had several theories. There are other explanations? Do I want to hear this?’ 
 
    ‘There was a theory about blackmail: Gayleen having something on Andy and forcing him to try to get money out of Lois – ’ 
 
    ‘That’s possible. Andy was greedy as the devil, but for my money anyone trying to blackmail Andy is asking for trouble … I see, you’re saying he killed Gayleen because she was blackmailing him.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an idea.’ 
 
    ‘So Laddow thinks Lois is protecting Andy – that’s back to square one, except he says she’s involved. OK, so she’s involved, but innocently.’ 
 
    ‘I said “involved in Andy’s death”.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow is talking about Andy, not Gayleen’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ! You’re telling me Andy was murdered too? No, last night we agreed on suicide.’ They hadn’t, but Miss Pink didn’t interrupt. ‘When did the result of the autopsy come through?’ 
 
    ‘It hasn’t so far – ’ 
 
    Fleur wasn’t listening. ‘But Andy was dead before – the rain – stopped.’ 
 
    ‘The suggestion is that he was dead before it started.’ 
 
    There was a long silence. Fleur broke it. ‘So that was why you wanted to know – not what Andy looked like, but what the driver of the Chevy looked like.’ 
 
    ‘Could it have been someone else?’ 
 
    ‘Now you’ve got me confused. For God’s sake, who? I only saw shades and a Stetson. Could have been anyone.’ 
 
    Through the windows they saw people approaching the gallery. ‘Saturday afternoon,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘I’ll leave you to it. How are the sales of the new book going?’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ Fleur spoke absently. ‘I sold eight already.’ 
 
    ‘Good. When’s the next one due?’ 
 
    ‘How did you – who – ’ Her eyes were jittery. ‘I don’t work – I don’t know; we only just got this one from the distributors. For God’s sake, I’m only the agent here – nothing else.’ She was angry now and there was fear behind the anger. 
 
    Miss Pink moved towards the door. ‘Boligard’s beavering away at his,’ she said casually, standing aside for the customers, smiling at everyone as she stepped out into the sunshine. So what was the book on Fleur’s bed, and the proof-sheets fluttering in the draught? Did she proof-read d’Eath’s books? If so, why get so angry about it? 
 
    There were no police cars on the Surfbird’s court; in fact there were no cars at all and the only signs of life were an open door and the strains of Sinatra belting out his old black magic. 
 
    ‘Hi, stranger,’ shouted Mabel Sykes as a shadow fell across the floor. She straightened a bed corner and switched off the radio. ‘What can we do for you? You’ve never come for a room!’ 
 
    ‘Not far out,’ Miss Pink said. ‘I want to extend my contract for another week.’ 
 
    ‘Why, of course; it’s lovely having you here. Boligard’s down in his den but I’ll tell him.’ 
 
    ‘Nice-size room.’ Miss Pink nodded her approval, glancing about her, allowing an inquisitive gleam to show. 
 
    ‘This one’s the boss’s,’ Mabel said possessively, and they looked around with the conspiratorial air of women surveying a man’s quarters. 
 
    Nothing is so impersonal as a motel room yet some people, and Miss Pink was one of them, can make a home out of one of these boxes within a few minutes of taking possession. Not Laddow. This space, like its tenant, was bland, the only personal objects being a pair of twill trousers in the alcove that served as a wardrobe, moccasins on the floor, a toothbrush and paste beside the wash-basin. Mabel had removed used tablets of soap and put new towels in the rack, emphasising the neutrality of the place. 
 
    ‘Not even a hair brush,’ observed Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘He keeps that in a drawer. But no pyjamas.’ Mabel grinned, her eyes dancing. ‘Isn’t that exciting: at his age, sleeps in the raw?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not that old … but this man is secretive.’ Miss Pink seemed to be talking to herself. ‘Perhaps in the circumstances he has to be. He’s a policeman. And he doesn’t trust a soul.’ 
 
    Mabel’s grin had faded but as Miss Pink stopped speaking and eyed her with what might be taken for polite inquiry, an invitation to confirm or deny Laddow’s lack of trust, she smiled broadly. ‘Well, he certainly don’t trust me,’ she agreed in her fruity voice, brimming with confidence. ‘And nor does that Hammett. I gotta clear up after him every day like I was his mother: clothes dropped all over, towel in the tub, wringing wet, everything filthy, but not one personal thing around, if you take my meaning, nothing to show what kind of guy he is at bottom, except untidy – and gets himself into some very dirty places.’ 
 
    ‘He couldn’t help that; it’s hot weather – when it’s not foggy.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Can you smell it in here?’ Mabel was concerned. ‘I got all the windows open for a through draught and I’ll leave them that way.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I’m imagining an odour. It could be me. Although Lois said Laddow smelled but she didn’t tell me I did.’ 
 
    ‘Poor Lois.’ Mabel picked up her vacuum cleaner and moved towards the door, shaking her head. ‘It’s a terrible thing to happen in Sundown. I knew that girl was trouble soon as I set eyes on her; you shoulda seen that dress, it ended here’ – she indicated her crotch – ‘lovely legs though, if I say it myself; it’s all they want, isn’t it: men? That Andy Keller: it was obvious all along he’d come to a bad end.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ Miss Pink stood in the doorway looking very English and a bit silly. ‘What was obvious?’ 
 
    Mabel decided it was time someone broadened this old lady’s perspective. ‘That guy,’ she said seriously, ‘should never have gotten married; he was after all the young girls – and this place, in the height of summer, is like a honey pot and him the bee. Walking around with no clothes on, or almost: the poor guy was looking every which way. Is there a word for a man who’s a nymphomaniac?’ 
 
    ‘But he was married.’ 
 
    ‘You think that stops ’em? You think married men don’t play around? Not my old man,’ she added quickly. ‘Not that Boligard’s without those kinda feelings but with an author it all goes into the books, like that guy d’Eath: Jason says as d’Eath is probably as laid back as Chester Hoyle on the surface, then he has to put all the sex into his books, like sub – sub-something.’ 
 
    ‘Sublimation?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, how d’you know?’ 
 
    ‘I know the theoretical side, the labels. I’ve been to lectures.’ 
 
    ‘You have? So what would you say was the intellectual label for Andy Keller: a guy looks at every female like a bull at a heifer? You’re not going to believe this’ – as Miss Pink hesitated – ‘he’d try it on me, and I’m no spring chicken, although, like he said: large ladies are comfortable, and comforting.’ Her smile was smug and reminiscent as she pulled her lacy jumper over her plumpness. ‘What would you call a man like that?’ 
 
    Miss Pink shrugged. ‘The Greeks had a word for it – ’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, I see: a joke.’ Mabel’s smile was uncertain. She changed course. ‘So, they figure it was an accident,’ she observed carelessly and then, with a sly grin, ‘They don’t make their private calls from here.’ 
 
    ‘Accident is possible: falling off the trail when it turned slick.’ 
 
    ‘I heard suicide was one idea. He killed Gayleen and then himself. They often do.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ 
 
    ‘Murderers. I mean, a guy like Andy Keller: he’s not going to spend the rest of his life in a cage, is he? No women.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of homosexuality in prison.’ 
 
    ‘Tcha!’ It was like a reaction to a blow in the solar plexus. 
 
    ‘It could be suicide,’ Miss Pink admitted. ‘They’re looking for the weapon in the landslide.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ Mabel seemed to think that more was demanded of her. ‘All that kind of information goes over the public phone,’ she emphasised. ‘The one outside the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Jason mentioned it.’ 
 
    Something flickered in Mabel’s eyes. ‘You reminded me.’ Flustered, she stooped again to her vacuum. ‘I gotta get the dinner on. We’re having a beef borsch tonight. Will you join us?’ 
 
    Miss Pink declined, saying she was entertaining Sadie and Leo, and took her leave, reflecting that early afternoon was an odd time to be starting preparations for dinner, thinking that, once you started to probe in this village, to penetrate behind the façade, you realised that the friendliness and the good humour were just that: a façade. The villagers were like Laddow and Hammett whose mobile features and steel-rimmed spectacles masked observation platforms and intricate thinking machines, impersonal as a motel room. But there was a basic difference: the police were without emotion; the residents of Sundown were all emotion. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    It was a beautiful afternoon: warm and bright, the air smelling of salt and pine resin. Miss Pink, dawdling along the loop road, entering Miriam’s drive, binoculars round her neck, thought, like Laddow, that the place had magic even outside the forest: a different kind of magic. 
 
    Miriam’s front door was closed and there was no response to her knock. She followed an old brick path round the side of the house and as she edged past the ferny pool (no naked cement for Miriam) the schnauzer rushed yapping round a corner. 
 
    ‘Down, Oscar!’ The terrier stopped and glared. Willard Smith stood up from among the ferns and touched his faded ball cap politely. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon.’ She was affable. ‘Is Mrs Ramet at home?’ 
 
    ‘They went to Salmon. They’ll be back this evening.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll call her.’ About to turn away, she checked. ‘What fine blooms! Agopanthus, surely?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, ma’am. They does well here. There’s one there though, in back, is looking sick. I’ll have him out come fall.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not noticeable among all the others. These petunias make a good show. How do you do it?’ 
 
    ‘I feeds ’em well. ‘Course, this is the best part of the garden: round the pool and along the front of the house. I tries to keep it looking nice.’ 
 
    ‘It does you credit. A garden this size is a full-time occupation.’ 
 
    ‘You gotta garden? Where?’ 
 
    ‘In England: damp, a short growing season but warm: warm for England, that is. The soil’s very acid. Azaleas mostly; we’re proud of our azaleas.’ 
 
    ‘Come and see ours.’ 
 
    She followed him eagerly. A person shown azaleas in September is accepted as a kindred spirit. Who but a gardener appreciates plants when their flowering time is over? 
 
    As Willard Smith showed her round Miriam’s property which, like all good gardeners, he considered his own because he had the cherishing of it, she was not hearing the words but observing the man. His looks were not all that remarkable of themselves: regular features, a smooth tanned face, blue eyes, white hair; the remarkable thing was that it was a boy’s face: that of a fourteen-year-old lad. Yet the hair, the slight stoop to the shoulders, and something indefinable: deference, good manners, the affinity with plants, all these indicated age. She thought he wouldn’t see sixty again. 
 
    Where gardens were concerned he was as knowledgeable as herself although their experience was different, living on different oceans, at different latitudes. They found this diversity absorbing and half an hour passed before they reached a small cabin masked by rhododendrons behind the house. He asked shyly if he could offer her a beer: a mark of respect; had he considered her a lady he wouldn’t have offered anything, but she was a gardener and sexless so he offered beer. 
 
    They sat on rockers on his tiny deck and studied a hedge of pyracantha. ‘That’ll be full of waxwings shortly,’ he told her. ‘Soon’s the berries is ripe.’ 
 
    ‘We grow stuff specially too. The finches love giant hogweed: greenfinches, goldfinches and such.’ 
 
    ‘What’s hogweed?’ 
 
    She told him and went on to tell him about greenfinches, and how European goldfinches differed from the American species, to confide how she gloried in the variety of the West, in its extremes: the great horned owl larger than an osprey, elf owls like sparrows, a pileated woodpecker the size of a crow. 
 
    ‘Where d’you see him?’ Willard cut in. 
 
    ‘Above the landslide in Porcupine Gulch.’ 
 
    ‘When were you up there?’ 
 
    ‘The day after I arrived. A tree came down at the same time. Does that happen often: a tree fall on its own?’ 
 
    ‘It happens. You see all those old logs everywhere; no one dropped ’em, been there hundreds of years some of ’em; it can take five hundred years to rot one of the big ones, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t. Fascinating.’ She stretched her legs and sighed blissfully. ‘You have the perfect environment here: temperature, humidity’ – she smiled – ‘even from the human point of view: a small village, friendly people.’ 
 
    ‘You’re seeing it from the outside. We got our problems. This old house now: looks nice, don’t it, but them planks’d be falling apart if I didn’t treat ’em every two years. And motor cars! You gotta hose down a car every day or it’ll rust. It’s the salt. I tell her: she’s gotta get a man to do the painting and the washing off; I got my work cut out with the garden.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I see the snags. And labour must be at a premium on the coast. There’s too much on this property for one man to attend to.’ 
 
    ‘Otherwise,’ he said, ‘I found my niche.’ He sipped his beer and rocked gently. ‘I got everything a man could possibly want: a little house and a big garden. What else is there?’ 
 
    ‘Companionship?’ she ventured. 
 
    ‘I got the garden!’ 
 
    No two ways about it, Willard was simple. Delightful, but how could he be persuaded to gossip about people when the only relationships he recognised were those with plants? And Miriam and Oliver might be home at any time. ‘How much say do you allow Miriam?’ she asked bluntly. ‘In my garden we discuss every move.’ 
 
    He gave it serious thought. ‘Not much,’ he admitted. ‘Colours, maybe; yes, colours. She’ll say she wants something bright round the pool, show up against the ferns; like skyrocket – the pool area being all wild – and I says no, too damp for skyrocket there; we’ll try some cardinal flowers.’ 
 
    ‘Who wins?’ 
 
    ‘Why, me of course. She wants skyrocket, she gotta have it on a dry bank, like up the back: have as much as she likes there, ’cept I can’t have it interfering with the fritillaries. You should be here in spring: see them scarlet fritillaries. I stole ’em; stole ’em and saved ’em. Know what I did? I gotta friend down in California. He told me about this land scheduled for sub-development and there was scarlet fritillaries on it. I had her drive me down there and me and this guy, we goes into that place even before they puts the survey posts in and we digs up every plant we can find, then we divides ’em equally, him and me. How d’you like that?’ 
 
    ‘Clever. Very clever.’ It could have been the first time she’d heard of a practice that she’d followed all her life: saving plants from the bulldozers. There was a pause, and then she asked him if he grew fruit and vegetables. 
 
    ‘No, just what you see. I couldn’t manage with vegetables as well as everything else.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t the others give you a hand? Oliver could do the simpler jobs, the unskilled labour.’ 
 
    ‘Oliver? I’d never have him in my garden!’ He was amazed. ‘He don’t know a fritillary from a nettle.’ 
 
    ‘He could paint the house, wash the car.’ 
 
    He shook his head, astonished at her lack of perception. ‘You can’t have talked to him, ma’am. That Oliver, he’s like all kids his age: no time for work about the house; he got time only for sports and like, being company.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, he’s good company; a well-mannered boy. He has respect for age; I like that.’ 
 
    ‘So does she. He waits on her hand and foot; now that’s something I never did. But she’s a helpless little thing and she misses having someone look after her, know what I mean? She’s not a woman can live alone, always has to have someone in the house.’ 
 
    ‘No one should live alone. I don’t.’ 
 
    He eyed her for a moment. ‘You’re different. Men can protect a woman, see? That’s why I’m here. I wouldn’t live in the big house, did for a while but when it came time for me to move on, she built this little place for me, so I agreed to stay because I didn’t want to leave the garden. It’s like family, isn’t it: a garden? And now the only way I’ll leave is when they carries me out. I stay; the others, they just pass through, like migrating birds; they come down to feed a whiles and take off again. He’ll go shortly.’ He nodded towards the big house. 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    ‘Someone else’ll come by. Meanwhile I’m here.’ 
 
    ‘You know something, Mr Smith? You’re a happy man.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sure.’ But he was startled. ‘Aren’t you? If you’re not, change your circumstances, ma’am; you can always do that.’ 
 
    She beamed at him. ‘I don’t need to. Like you, I can’t think of anything else I want.’ But, looking towards the sea beyond the rhododendrons, her eyes clouded. ‘I’ve made friends here,’ she said. ‘I would like to see this nasty business cleared up for their sakes. Your garden is peaceful; it drove all thoughts of Andy Keller and that poor girl out of my mind.’ 
 
    ‘You got no call to concern yourself.’ He was phlegmatic. ‘It’s nothing to do with any of us; not even with Miz Keller, nor Grace. If he shoots a girl and then himself or falls off the trail, ’tisn’t Miz Keller’s problem – ’cept the shock of it, like losing a dog or a cat. She’s got her friends around.’ 
 
    ‘How do you think Andy died?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think about it. I got no call to. He were found dead at the bottom of the slide and we’re well rid of him. Mean piece of work, that Keller. It’s all one to me whether he put the bullet in his own skull or someone else did; he’s dead and that’s all as matters.’ 
 
    She was sitting on her deck drinking tea when she heard the sound of feet padding up her front steps and smiled. She had expected one of them but hadn’t been sure which would appear first. 
 
    ‘Anyone home?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on the deck, Oliver.’ 
 
    He came round the outside of the cottage bearing a package. ‘The mistress’s compliments, ma’am, and will you dine with us?’ 
 
    ‘How naughty you are.’ She loosened the wrappings to reveal a bottle of Tio Pepe. ‘And how kind Miriam is. Sit down. Do you drink China tea?’ 
 
    He was dressed for running and his brown legs were beautiful below the skimpy shorts. ‘You will eat with us?’ he asked anxiously. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I’m dining with Sadie and Leo.’ 
 
    His face fell. ‘We’ve been looking forward to it, discussing the courses all the way back from Salmon. Stupid of us: as if you’d be free at such short notice. May I use your phone before Miriam gets into high gear?’ 
 
    He went indoors and she followed to fetch some glasses. 
 
    ‘She’s devastated,’ he announced when he came back. ‘Oh, you’ve opened the sherry. I’m supposed to be running and I adore Tio Pepe.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll run like a deer.’ 
 
    ‘To Circe and all tempters.’ He raised his glass. ‘You’ve conquered Willard’s old heart.’ 
 
    ‘He won mine.’ She was unruffled. ‘I had an enchanting hour in his – your garden.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a character. His flowers are his children.’ 
 
    ‘So I gathered. He attributed gender to a lily.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry we missed you. Miriam would have liked to show you around. Were you waiting long?’ 
 
    ‘But I had a delightful time with Willard! He could talk till the cows come home.’ 
 
    ‘He’s usually so taciturn; he doesn’t have much time for people – ’ 
 
    ‘He was extremely amiable – ’ 
 
    ‘For me, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure? I got the impression you were – that you were considered as one of the flowers; you know: a bit exotic, needs training, should do well in the right soil?’ 
 
    ‘Really? How sweet. He said that?’ 
 
    ‘Just my impression.’ 
 
    ‘I’m amazed. I thought he resented me.’ 
 
    ‘Why should he?’ 
 
    ‘You know these old retainers: they get a bit possessive over their employers, think of themselves as one of the family, jealous of house guests, that kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘He said nothing disparaging about anyone except – ah!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ The ingenuous mask slipped momentarily, the chiselled lips thinned. 
 
    ‘Except for Andy Keller, but then no one has a good word to say for him. Did the man have no redeeming qualities at all?’ 
 
    He was thoughtful, relieved at the change of subject. ‘Miriam says he could be charming when he tried – but she’s susceptible – and he could lay flattery on with a trowel.’ He snorted in derision. ‘He’d never have got to you though; I saw you watching him: in the Tattler that lunchtime. You got his measure.’ 
 
    ‘He was a bully.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again – and he was clever with it; he’d back people up against a wall – psychologically speaking – and just as they were about to lash out at him, he’d fade away. I’m mixing the verbal with the physical here but you know what I’m driving at. He was a coward, he always avoided the physical side.’ He grinned. ‘You saw his nose?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it had been broken.’ 
 
    ‘He tangled with the wrong guy. He was at a party in Portland, at Grace’s home, probably gatecrashed it; she wouldn’t have invited him. He musta thought the guy she was talking to looked ineffectual: small, with eye glasses. Andy said something to Grace and this guy drops him: smash, right on the nose.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute. You mean, he said something – rude? But he was her step-father!’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t know Andy.’ He was expressionless. 
 
    ‘Do you have Grace’s address?’ 
 
    ‘No need. She’s coming home this weekend. You want her to confirm what I told you. Now, why is that?’ 
 
    She filled his glass and he made no comment; he was more interested in the conversation than in running. ‘The police are trying to involve Lois in Andy’s death,’ she said. ‘Even, by implication, in Gayleen’s. Chester is being protective and asked me to try to find out what happened to her gun.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, she lost her revolver. Kept it in her night table.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knows everything in Sundown,’ she murmured, sipping her sherry. 
 
    ‘Just about. We know all each others’ secrets, yes, but we don’t talk about them.’ Was this a warning? 
 
    ‘So Hammett said. Have the police got to you yet?’ 
 
    He smiled slyly as if he’d taken her point. ‘I was grilled by Laddow. It appears that my going to Portland the day before Gayleen was shot is suspicious. They don’t have much to go on, and I’m not a respectable person. They need a scapegoat.’ 
 
    ‘But you didn’t leave the same day as Gayleen did.’ 
 
    He opened his mouth and closed it again. He drained his sherry. ‘It’s rather awkward,’ he muttered, boyishly embarrassed. 
 
    ‘You went with Grace?’ 
 
    ‘Now what makes you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Because you and she are the only unattached young people in your circle here … There’s talk. And you don’t have a car but Grace has, and you left around the same time.’ 
 
    ‘And Willard’s been talking.’ She didn’t contradict him. He sighed and settled back in his chair. ‘Miriam’s very good to me; she never had any children and I kinda take the place of a son. But she’s just a little possessive … Some mothers are like that; mine was, oh wow, was my mother jealous! Nothing to it,’ he went on airily, ‘to the Portland trip; I needed to get away for a while, mix with my own age-group, so – yes – I went to Portland with Grace. There, is that a sin?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. That’s fine.’ She beamed at him. ‘So you have an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you realise why Laddow needed to question you? He’s investigating murder, my dear. Someone shot Gayleen, and with a .22, and Lois’s .22 is missing so everyone in Sundown is a suspect in Laddow’s eyes. When did you come back?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way I can be tied to it. I came back next day – no, the Wednesday. You remember: I met you on the beach. I hitched partway home on the Tuesday afternoon and then came on early the next morning when they opened the road.’ 
 
    ‘Tuesday you were in Portland?’ 
 
    He smiled knowingly, nodding at her. ‘The day they both died I was in Portland. All day. Laddow has the times. And Grace is my alibi. Miriam doesn’t know yet,’ he added grimly, ‘and there’ll be all hell to pay when she finds out. However, they say it rains all the time in Oregon in the winter. Guess I’ll be moving on in the fall.’ 
 
    ‘Arizona is a good place.’ 
 
    He brightened. ‘Yeah, Tucson. No ocean though.’ 
 
    ‘LA? Malibu?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not cut out to be a California beach boy; too much competition.’ 
 
    ‘The Virgin Islands.’ 
 
    ‘Now you’re talking! The Caribbean.’ He grinned happily at her. ‘I’ll think about that.’ 
 
    ‘I heard you write screenplays.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll write anything. I’ll do anything.’ He was very chipper now, probably visualising lonely widows in the Virgin Islands. ‘I’m versatile. But I have to have a background and on the coast it’s screenplays.’ 
 
    She was reminded of Gayleen telling Lois how a stripper exploits voyeurs. Aloud she said, ‘So ostensibly you had something in common with Andy Keller.’ 
 
    ‘Ostensibly.’ His eyes narrowed and for a moment she saw, or sensed, below the gaiety and the gloss of charm, below the ability – and the willingness – to amuse, something dark and careful. ‘Andy and I didn’t discuss our common interests,’ he told her. ‘We preferred to avoid each other.’ 
 
    ‘No mistake about it,’ Leo said firmly. ‘The hoots rise in pitch – ’ she turned from the Tattler’s bar and, throwing her voice, imitated an owl’s call to perfection, or so it seemed to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Just as we’d decided to call it a day,’ Sadie put in. ‘She’d kept saying she’d heard it; I hadn’t, but then my hearing isn’t all that good – ’ 
 
    ‘Your hearing’s perfect; you were talking to yourself when it called in the morning, that’s why you missed it. I heard it well enough.’ 
 
    ‘But you weren’t sure. So she insisted we stay up there, just under the crest of Pandora, between the north-west spur and that deep depression that’s absolutely choked with old-growth.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll nest in there,’ Leo told them. 
 
    ‘Difficult to find an old nest in the fall,’ Boligard said. 
 
    Leo turned on him. ‘We wouldn’t look for a spotted owl’s nest at any time! Hell, we’re bothered about going to look for the birds. ’Fact, we have to consider how often anyone’s going to use that trail in the future.’ She glared at them, challenging them to assert their right to use the trail. ‘There’s been enough disturbance as it is; that depression’s within a mile of the slide and they were all over it today looking for that damn gun.’ 
 
    ‘It is a nuisance.’ Sadie shook her head. 
 
    ‘Nuisance? It’s sacrilege!’ Leo was beside herself. ‘Made me wish for an earthquake, have the whole mountain come down, sweep ’em all off, leave the owls in peace.’ 
 
    Leo and Sadie, summoned by a note in their door, responding by phone when they returned excitedly from the successful search (except that they hadn’t actually seen the spotted owl) were drinking cocktails with Miss Pink. Eve was serving them, Boligard had stopped by on his way home, Carl was putting the finishing touches to the snapper in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘They’re in to dinner,’ Eve said. 
 
    ‘What!’ Leo cried. ‘Not the guys who were searching the slide?’ 
 
    ‘Hammett and Laddow.’ 
 
    ‘Hammett’s back?’ Miss Pink exclaimed. ‘Did they tell you the result of the autopsy?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow just called to say they’d both be down to eat this evening; he said nothing about the autopsy.’ 
 
    They exchanged glances, a ripple of unease running round the circle. Leo voiced the feeling: ‘I didn’t expect this; I was looking forward to a gourmet meal and now it looks like we’re not going to be allowed to concentrate on it.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to ask them,’ Boligard pointed out. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on!’ Leo was derisive. ‘And sit there wondering what the answer is all through dinner, with the two guys who know only a few feet away?’ 
 
    But they could and did concentrate on their dinner. When the detectives appeared – in time to have a drink before they went in the dining-room – Laddow told them that the autopsy had produced no revelations. Too much damage had been sustained in the fall, he said, and a lot more in the succeeding rockfalls – he didn’t look at Sadie and Leo – and if Andy Keller had been shot, there was no sign of it, and no bullet in the body. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The party broke up early. The snapper was a success but as always when the police were present, there was a constraint on conversation. They could talk about wildlife and the coast, they could not gossip; above all they couldn’t discuss the case. 
 
    After dinner, taking their coffee in the bar, Hammett asked permission to join them, which seemed odd until they realised that Laddow was not going to follow. Laddow had disappeared and it was obvious that Hammett had been directed to stay and listen. He could have heard nothing useful. Leo showed signs of belligerence over the disturbance to the owls but he was so bewildered (‘It’s a very big forest, ma’am; surely there’s lots of room … ’) that she thawed a little as she lectured him on habitat and behaviour, and that led to ecology and the question of diversity. Miss Pink, who had had a hard day herself, noticed that Sadie was nodding blissfully in her chair, and by nine o’clock the party broke up. Leo drove everyone home, the police car having disappeared from the front of the Tattler and Miss Pink not fancying her steep little footpath in the dark. 
 
    She entered her cottage, switched on the lights and went to draw the curtains. As she did so the telephone started to ring. 
 
    It was Miriam. ‘Ah, at last! Are you alone? I’m on my way down: I have to talk to you.’ 
 
    She was at Quail Run a few minutes later, arriving at the door in pink sweats and slightly out of breath. She declined brandy, said she would like a cup of herb tea but settled for Lapsang Souchong. In the kitchen she asked casually about the evening at the Tattler and Miss Pink said it had been dull owing to the presence of the police. Had Miriam heard about the autopsy? The results were inconclusive. 
 
    ‘So they still don’t know whether he shot himself or fell off the trail?’ Miriam said. 
 
    ‘I don’t know if they ever will.’ Miss Pink responded absently, slicing a lemon. 
 
    ‘It’s obvious: he shot Gayleen, came back here and shot himself. And I know why he did that,’ she added darkly. ‘He told Lois and she finally threw him out. She wouldn’t tell the police, but she wouldn’t have him back neither.’ 
 
    Miss Pink made the tea and carried the tray into the sitting-room. They sat down, she filled a mug, passed the lemon to Miriam: all this in silence, a charged silence. At length she said, ‘That behaviour is in character, would you say?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. I’d do the same thing myself.’ 
 
    Miss Pink suppressed a smile but Miriam was sharp. ‘Wouldn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘In her shoes probably I would.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the most likely explanation, isn’t it? It fits the facts.’ 
 
    ‘The facts.’ Miss Pink considered them, aware that she was being closely watched. ‘Actually,’ she said in some surprise, ‘it does. You’re assuming that Andy phoned Lois from Moon Shell Beach and she drove north to meet him – but how did he get to the roadworks? She could take a car only as far as the south side of them; he had to travel twenty miles.’ 
 
    ‘Either he got a lift with a local resident going as far as the north side of the works, or at least a good part of the distance, and he ran the rest of the way, or he got through before the road was closed. Or even’ – her eyes glazed – ‘Lois went round the back way over the forest trails.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a matter of timing. Laddow will have gone into all that. You know that Lois says she didn’t see him after they left. She didn’t see him then; she was working.’ 
 
    ‘But she would say that, wouldn’t she? No way is she going to admit that he confessed to her, so she’s going to maintain she isn’t involved in any way.’ 
 
    ‘To avoid being charged as an accessory? I wonder.’ Miss Pink was silent, following a train of thought. She nodded to herself. ‘It would be much better for everyone concerned if Andy was the one who killed Gayleen.’ 
 
    ‘Why d’you say that?’ 
 
    ‘It lets everyone else off the hook. If it wasn’t Andy, who could it have been? Who didn’t have an alibi for that Tuesday afternoon?’ 
 
    Miriam gave a gay little laugh. ‘Well, I know someone who’s in the clear, and that’s Oliver. He was eighty miles from Moon Shell Beach.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not an alibi.’ 
 
    ‘What! Why not?’ 
 
    ‘An alibi is someone who – or something that proves you were not at the scene of the crime when it was committed.’ 
 
    Miriam was very still, then she said coldly, ‘As it happens, he was with Grace Ferguson. He’s rather taken with her; I don’t think anything will come of it’ – again that tinkling laugh – ‘Oliver hasn’t a cent to his name, and Grace does very well out of her boutique, not to speak of her “expectations”, as they used to say, from her mother. However, with the profit there is in the rag trade, I’d be surprised if Grace doesn’t end up richer than Lois. But as for that day in Portland, Oliver was with Grace.’ It came out hard and defiant. 
 
    ‘Did he tell Laddow that?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Then he has nothing to worry about. I told him that.’ 
 
    Miriam eyed her. ‘So he confessed all to you, did he?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t think why you’re so worried.’ 
 
    ‘Worried! Me! What gives you that idea?’ 
 
    ‘What brought you down here tonight?’ 
 
    ‘You sound positively hostile, Melinda. It’s you been questioning my household behind my back, getting Oliver drunk so he tells you what he told the police, God knows what else besides; waiting till I’ve gone to town to sneak up and interrogate Willard about my household, soon’s my back’s turned— ’ 
 
    ‘You’re repeating yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Shit! What are you doing here? You working for Laddow?’ 
 
    ‘For Chester.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ 
 
    ‘I’m trying to find out who took the gun from Lois’s night table.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ The knee-jerk response indicated that she no longer considered the significance even of that question. 
 
    ‘One would think it probable’ – deliberately pedantic – ‘that the person who stole the gun killed Gayleen.’ 
 
    The careful tone seemed to calm Miriam. She had listened, had got the meaning, and now she asked, ‘So why wasn’t it Andy?’ 
 
    ‘A number of circumstances.’ Suddenly Miss Pink looked very tired. ‘And your hostility exhausts me. Why are you so bothered that Willard and Oliver should have talked to me? You have an alibi; it was your party at the Tattler that Tuesday evening. How could you have been at Moon Shell Beach shooting Gayleen?’ 
 
    Miriam’s hands flew to her mouth and she stared, currant-eyed and vulnerable. ‘Me?’ she gasped. ‘They think I killed her? Why on earth?’ 
 
    ‘Someone did.’ Miss Pink was quite composed. ‘Someone had a motive. Who wanted Gayleen dead, and why?’ 
 
    ‘But why should I— ’ 
 
    ‘Why should Oliver?’ 
 
    ‘He had nothing to do with it. He was with Grace! All the time: day and night!’ She was strident. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    Miriam collapsed like a rag doll. She said nothing, fingering her lips. Miss Pink got up and fetched brandy and glasses. She poured a generous measure and pushed it across the coffee table. ‘He must have some kind of alibi,’ she said. 
 
    Miriam drank some brandy. As it took effect, her mouth tightened and her eyes started to snap again. She said firmly, ‘Oliver had nothing to do with the death of that girl.’ She regarded Miss Pink intently. ‘I’ll never make you believe it, will I? But it’s true’ – she looked away – ‘Grace will bear him out – of course she will: he was with her! I’m sorry for what I said about you coming up to the house; I’ve – we’ve all been under considerable stress; I mean: murder in our midst, concerning one of our closest friends. You have to forgive me, I was overwrought, but I do assure you, Oliver is – had nothing to do with any of this’ – the little laugh again – ‘after all, what motive could he possibly have?’ 
 
    ‘Who needs a motive?’ Laddow asked. ‘The courts don’t, but we do need evidence. That boy’s lying. He’s clever and plausible, and slippery as an eel, but then you’d expect that, seeing as he’s a con-man, and rich widows are notoriously paranoid about indigent young men. They gotta be clever to get past the guard of old ladies like Mrs Ramet. I might break the girl though. She arrived last night.’ 
 
    ‘Grace is here?’ Miss Pink was interested. ‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting her.’ 
 
    ‘Lovely girl,’ Laddow mused. ‘Her and Oliver; two of a kind on the surface: the beautiful people.’ A tiger swallowtail sailed past the balcony: lemon and black and misty blue. ‘They fit this place,’ he added, his eyes following the butterfly. 
 
    ‘You’ve interviewed her?’ 
 
    ‘I met her last night. Had coffee at the Keller place: reported to Mrs Keller how things were going.’ His face was bland. ‘Grace is very laid back; maintains young Oliver left Sundown with her on Monday, stayed until around four on Tuesday afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t work at the boutique on Tuesday?’ 
 
    He smiled, appreciating her perception. ‘She did. She says she called him at her apartment to arrange dinner, what she should bring home, but he said he was leaving shortly. It was then just four o’clock. Her mother didn’t seem surprised that her daughter should be on intimate terms with Oliver Harper.’ 
 
    ‘Well, in these days … ’ 
 
    ‘What I meant was, no one ever hinted at a relationship there.’ 
 
    ‘Naturally. Oliver is afraid of Miriam. He’d need to be discreet.’ 
 
    ‘Quite. He’s lying to lead her astray, not us. For instance, where did he spend Tuesday night? He says he hitched back to the roadworks, found an empty shack used for when it rains and slept on a bench till six when he couldn’t stand the cold any longer and started walking. He got a lift soon after eight. I don’t believe a word of it; that guy was up to some mischief in Portland— ’ 
 
    ‘He told you where he really was— ’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ll find out. Not that it matters; young Oliver didn’t kill Gayleen – I don’t think – he’s too shallow, got too big an eye for the main chance. This was a crime of passion.’ 
 
    ‘There’s also the question of timing – ’ She thought about that. ‘More important: Andy’s death wouldn’t fit at all if it was Oliver who killed Gayleen. You’ve not mentioned the .22; I take it you found nothing at the landslide.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing at all – nothing.’ Obviously it was a sore point. ‘Why would a guy be up there in the rain – cold rain on the Oregon coast – in a T-shirt and Levis just? Where’s his parka? Like I said, he never left. He was there before the rain started— ’ 
 
    ‘Not necessarily. Did you never consider that he might have gone up there deliberately in order to kill himself?’ She expounded on Miriam’s theory. ‘A potential suicide might walk out into the storm without a parka,’ she pointed out. 
 
    He was thoughtful. ‘It fits. But then Lois is lying. I guess she would at that – or would she? There are no children to protect, like not wanting ’em to know their dad’s a murderer. Would she be bothered about public opinion?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. To be the widow of a man who killed a prostitute … perhaps he was living on her earnings – and Lois is something of the grande dame in Sundown … ’ She frowned, ignoring him, recalling her own experience of village life in Wales and England, trying to relate it to Oregon. ‘Privacy,’ she said suddenly, ‘that’s why she would lie: treating the police as intruders. This is her business, family business, and nothing to do with you.’ She turned to him, sincere and questioning. 
 
    He nodded. ‘You could be right at that, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Incidentally did you ever work out how Andy might have reached the roadworks from Moon Shell Beach?’ 
 
    ‘You mean, if he did leave Sundown. He woulda had to get a lift. It’s possible that in the rain and bad visibility some tourist would miss the notices saying the road closed at six, so there could be some traffic, and he thumbed a lift. He would have phoned his wife from the call-box up the road from Moon Shell, the one we used when we were making preliminary inquiries.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you do now? Assume Andy killed Gayleen and committed suicide?’ 
 
    There was a furtive light in his eye and he looked away quickly. ‘It’s Sunday.’ He was expansive. ‘Lovely day for the beach.’ He met her gaze and blinked. ‘A few loose ends to tie up,’ he muttered and then, with an artificial smile: ‘I’ll see you around, ma’am.’ 
 
    He took his leave with no word of where he was going and no mention of what Hammett was up to on this beautiful morning. She had the feeling that the net was tightening on this section of the village: on the loop road where there were five households, six if you counted the Surfbird motel, but that they were not greatly interested in all six. Obviously Laddow had visited her so soon after breakfast, not to impart information but to obtain it. Someone had told him that she had talked to Miriam and her menfolk yesterday, and he was interested in Oliver, surely not in Willard. She considered this last and dismissed it; he might be but she wasn’t concerned. Willard was one man who would never be guilty of a crime of passion except, perhaps, if someone uprooted his fritillaries or tramped his agopanthus. 
 
    It would seem that the investigation was tapering off to an anti-climax, but was that the impression Laddow was trying to create? Murder and suicide: was it possible? 
 
    ‘Suicide?’ Jason repeated, and laughed unpleasantly, then he flushed and turned his back on Miss Pink, flicking at the bookshelves with a feather duster. ‘Could be.’ His voice was muffled. ‘He was a bully, and bullies are cowards. He’d be afraid of prison; afraid of other prisoners, is more like it.’ 
 
    ‘I never met him.’ She was leafing through a dictionary. ‘A bully at his age?’ 
 
    ‘Any age. That guy was obscene, accusing – making allegations … He had a filthy mind, and so what, even if what he said was true, it’s not a crime – but it wasn’t true. He made things up.’ 
 
    ‘He accused everyone of something; he’d see a wisp of vapour and make a conflagration out of it.’ 
 
    ‘Smoke and fire, you mean: where there’s smoke … You know’ – Jason stepped towards her, dropping his voice, glancing outside – ‘I figure that fella had something on everyone here: invented, I mean; he’d kinda probe a weakness like a dentist probing a tooth and if that person, his victim, winced, he’d twist until he drove folks crazy. Like my dad: he was always on at him about Hemingway, because Dad’s like Hemingway, see? And could he turn the screw! Sounds trivial, don’t it, but it wasn’t to Dad. He’s an artist, an author; it’s his whole life, and here’s this son of a bitch not just laughing at my dad, but sneering at Hemingway!’ 
 
    ‘I see. And he would have jeered at Oliver for – what? Suggesting he was being kept?’ 
 
    ‘Gigolo is the word. He used it.’ Jason’s eyes were flashing. 
 
    ‘And Sadie and Leo – ’ 
 
    ‘You guessed it, and they’re old pussy cats, those two; I love ’em. Leo nearly floored him one time. He used to ask her how the wife was.’ 
 
    ‘Very nasty. He wouldn’t have spared you either.’ 
 
    He said nothing but his expression was eloquent as he struggled to find a response that would convey his feelings without shocking his listener. Finally he said, ‘I heard as how you were looking for the one who stole Lois’s gun. I tell you this, ma’am: if it happened he didn’t kill himself and someone else finished him off, there’s no way I’d help you find out even if I could.’ He smiled. ‘But I don’t know nothing’ – acting the country bumpkin – ‘only we lost a torturer in this village. Some loss.’ 
 
    ‘The same response as Willard,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘Oh, you talked to Willard. Now there’s a fine guy. I’m very fond of Willard. There – I can say it now. Coupla weeks ago I wouldn’t have dared. He’s dead now and can’t do no more harm. I hope he roasts in hell for his sins.’ 
 
    ‘He feels things deeply,’ Boligard explained. ‘He takes after me that way rather than his mother. Mabel’s an extrovert.’ 
 
    Sunlight poured through the doorway of his shack and dust motes danced in the beams. Miss Pink sat on a worn sofa under the window and contemplated her host affably. She had, she told him, been a little shocked by Jason’s vehemence regarding Andy Keller. 
 
    ‘The trouble with that guy,’ Boligard went on, ‘was he was frightened of involvement.’ 
 
    ‘With women?’ 
 
    ‘No – well, probably’ – he was dismissive – ‘I meant life. Andy Keller was shallow; he skimmed the surface of life like a water bug.’ He made a movement to turn to his desk, probably to make a note, but thought better of it. 
 
    ‘A most evocative expression,’ Miss Pink said. ‘And appropriate from what I’ve heard. I didn’t know him, of course.’ 
 
    ‘You can take it from me, ma’am: Andy Keller was afraid of life, of people – and now you come to raise the subject: of women too. He was a man used money and people as a shield. Why d’you think he kept coming back? Well, of course, you wouldn’t know, and they’ – a nod towards the village – ‘they wouldn’t have gossiped to you, at least where that kinda thing is concerned. But that guy always had itchy feet, and he’d go away for weeks at a time, ostensibly to Hollywood – maybe for all we know he did go to LA but he certainly wasn’t working on screenplays because he never had a dollar in his pocket. He had, but he didn’t earn it. And now we know how he came by that money, don’t we?’ 
 
    ‘So why kill the goose that lays the golden eggs?’ 
 
    ‘Kill Lois? No, you mean Gayleen, although when you come to think of it, Lois surely gave him more money than he ever could collect from that poor slut. That’s what I mean by using people: he never earned an honest dollar in his life. He was a parasite: living on women.’ 
 
    ‘I see that, so if Gayleen was a source of income, why did he kill her?’ 
 
    ‘Pimps are notoriously violent.’ 
 
    ‘I agree, but their violence is seldom fatal; that’s the last thing they want. Even those men who beat up their girls try not to mark their faces.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very nasty.’ He shook his head in disapproval. ‘How do you know about such things?’ 
 
    ‘It’s common sense.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes? I’m not much of a person for the sordid side of relationships.’ He smiled wryly. ‘I leave the mean streets to Lois.’ His eyes were wistful as he intoned, ‘“Down these mean streets a man must go … ” It’s good, but it has none of the power of the Master.’ His gaze dwelt on a section of his shelves where the Hemingways were at eye-level. ‘There was a man,’ he said quietly, ‘a man who worshipped nature in all her aspects, and the elements: mountains, deserts, the ocean. Nothing will ever be written to surpass The Old Man and the Sea: a peasant alone with the ocean and the monster of the deep.’ 
 
    ‘Rather like Moby Dick.’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. Melville was writing about evil and Moby Dick was the devil. Hemingway celebrates life and death; look at Death in the Afternoon! He was a man who took what life had to offer with both hands, who exposed himself to everything: the good and the bad, the beauty and the dangers – what a guy! The guy who said that when you’d taken everything life had to throw at you – he was talking about grief, and problems and failure – when you’re beaten to your knees and you can’t go no further, you stand up and you come out fighting, throwing it back, and when you got nothing left you throw yourself.’ 
 
    Miss Pink nodded acceptance of the sentiment rather than the interpretation but Boligard wasn’t finished. ‘Beside him,’ he went on, ‘we’re all second-rate people.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ He’d caught the scepticism. ‘You, me, Fleur, Lois. I don’t care what you say: he was a writer. We pen our mediocre works in his shadow. I mean, mediocre in comparison, of course. Do you class yourself with Ernest Hemingway, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She was firm. 
 
    ‘We can’t all be geniuses.’ He stood as she got up from the sofa. He smiled at her. ‘Each one of us has his niche; we have to fill it as best we can.’ He was totally sincere; Boligard had loyalty, no matter what it was directed towards. He was a man of dignity but in one sense and as far as his neighbours were concerned, not a man of discretion. 
 
    Fleur was alone in the gallery. ‘Lunchtime,’ she explained. ‘Once people have eaten I’ll have customers again till around four o’clock. What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Tying up loose ends,’ Miss Pink murmured. ‘Trailing along behind Laddow, who appears to be concentrating on the people who live on the loop road. That gets him off your back.’ 
 
    ‘He was never on it. Come inside and have some coffee.’ 
 
    They went into the brilliant sitting-room. Fleur closed a door in passing but not before Miss Pink had caught a glimpse of an unmade bed. 
 
    They sat side by side and observed the ocean as they talked. This position, not facing each other, gave to their conversation a dreamlike quality, assisted by the fact that Fleur seemed to attribute to her guest powers – or at the least, information – which she didn’t possess, only a hint dropped by Boligard. 
 
    ‘You’re tired,’ Miss Pink said. ‘You should go out.’ Looking towards Cape Deception. 
 
    ‘Not this afternoon. Sunday’s always busy but particularly now: the last days of summer.’ 
 
    ‘Did you finish the proofs?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they were— ’ She stopped, and there was no sound except the calls of gulls which seemed to come from a distance, drowned in a flood of sunshine. She continued quietly, ‘What is this: “proofs”?’ 
 
    ‘How did I know about Gideon d’Eath? People talk.’ 
 
    ‘Someone’s been imagining things.’ Miss Pink made no answer to that. After a while Fleur asked, ‘What are you going to do about it?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. It’s not my business. Unless it’s tied in with Andy’s death – or Gayleen’s.’ 
 
    Fleur turned and stared at her. ‘How could it be?’ 
 
    Miss Pink returned the stare. ‘Blackmail?’ 
 
    Fleur looked back at the stacks: rock towers in molten light, their shadows black on the quiet water. When she spoke her tone was empty, drained of emotion. ‘No, he hadn’t asked me for money. That would have come, of course: demands. He lived like that. But for the moment he was enjoying his power: flicking at me with a knife, as it were, whenever I came within his orbit. “Death from a thousand cuts.” Who said that?’ 
 
    ‘Would your sales have suffered had the truth become public knowledge?’ 
 
    ‘I’d reached the stage of asking myself that but I was so orientated to the legend of this nice steady – father figure? – man beavering away in California – and then there was the dichotomy: that I needed to hang on to: the divorce of the subjects. My paintings are my life; they’re me – my love, if you like; but those silly fantasies I do with another part of my mind. And you’ve never been poor, Melinda; I can tell that by your confidence. Gideon d’Eath isn’t just a matter of being able to shop at Nordstrom and Neiman Marcus; it’s this.’ She gestured at her well-appointed room. ‘I was raised in a ghetto. My father drank himself to death and my mother was left with a family of four young girls. We were so poor we lived in a shack among Mexican wetbacks outside of San Diego. Nothing wrong with Mexicans, or wetbacks either, just their poverty. Two of my sisters died of tuberculosis and my mom of hard work. My last sister took to drugs and regularly goes to a detox centre. I can spare a bit of money there. I’m the one who got away. So I’m rather obsessed with this compulsion never to go back. Maybe no one would be bothered about a middle-aged spinster turning out to be Gideon d’Eath but I wasn’t taking any risks. However, I didn’t kill Andy. I thought about it … ’ She smiled. ‘When part of your mind is preoccupied with thoughts of violence and death, even in fantasy, if you’re being tormented in reality, you’re liable to get mixed up. I admit I visualised Andy Keller being decapitated by someone like my Gideon d’Eath wielding a great sword, or a nice furry monster tossing him over Fin Whale Head … ’ She turned back to Miss Pink. ‘Are you suggesting Gayleen was killed because of her association with Andy? That he told her what he knew about some – or one of us, so the person who killed the blackmailer had to kill her as well because she was an accomplice, or at least a confidant? Why are you staring at me, Melinda? What did I say? You suspect me.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m not bothered; I didn’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘I know you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘So? Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘For a walk.’ 
 
    But as she left the gallery a car pulled in from the highway and stopped beside her. Leo was behind the wheel. She spoke urgently: ‘Miriam wants you to go up to her place. They’re after Oliver.’ 
 
    ‘Oliver? Why?’ 
 
    ‘Or Miriam, or both of them. Collusion? How the hell would I know? Get in. She seems to think you can help.’ 
 
    Leo dropped her at the house and drove away. Willard Smith was dead-heading roses beside the open French windows of the sitting-room. He nodded in a perfunctory manner and she guessed he had stationed himself there deliberately; in a garden as well tended as this there would be few dead-heads. As she walked along the brick path Miriam emerged from the sitting-room. She was a bad colour under her tan. At her elbow Oliver smiled uncertainly. He was wearing a blue work shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal a Gucci watch in steel and gold. 
 
    Miriam said, without preamble, ‘We have a problem with the police. They’re pushing Oliver; despite everything they seem to think he’s involved with Gayleen’s death.’ 
 
    ‘Do sit down, Melinda,’ Oliver said. ‘Can I get you a drink? Coffee?’ 
 
    Miriam glanced at him distractedly. Miss Pink declined refreshment and they all sat down. Beyond the windows Willard stooped and straightened, the snip of his secateurs loud on the soft air. 
 
    ‘How do they go about involving you?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Just the timing.’ Oliver swallowed. ‘I wasn’t around when Gayleen was shot.’ 
 
    ‘What he means,’ Miriam rushed in, ‘was he wasn’t here. He was in Portland. But Laddow says he was at Moon Shell Beach.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t say that.’ Oliver was gentle. ‘He implies it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the same thing.’ Miriam turned on Miss Pink. ‘What can we do? At what point do we pick up the phone and call a lawyer – or does that suggest Oliver has a reason to need one?’ 
 
    The young man looked uncomfortable and Miss Pink tried not to stare at his expensive new watch which, she thought, could have left little change out of five hundred dollars. She guessed that Miriam did not as yet know where he had spent Tuesday night (when he claimed to have slept in the roadmen’s shack) so she concentrated on the more important issue as she saw it. ‘What’s your alibi for the time of Gayleen’s death?’ she asked. ‘Presumably that’s between four on the Tuesday afternoon and the time the car was stolen. When would that be?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow wants to know where he was between four and six,’ Miriam put in, glancing at Oliver like an anxious mother offering her son a cue. 
 
    ‘I was making my way out of Portland,’ he said. ‘I was in Grace’s apartment just before four because she called me around that time.’ 
 
    ‘So the first thing Laddow did was to ask her to confirm that.’ It wasn’t a question but Miss Pink waited for a response. 
 
    ‘Of course she confirms it,’ Miriam said shortly. 
 
    ‘Then what’s the problem?’ Miss Pink looked confused. 
 
    ‘The same as everyone else’s,’ Miriam said angrily. ‘Alibis! Everyone can confirm what everyone else says. Look at us: all living with others; Carl and Eve, Boligard and Mabel, Willard and me – and Grace and Oliver were together. So we’re all suspect because no one believes what a person’s partner says. Relatives and such’ – she glanced at the window – ‘will always confirm each other’s movements. That’s the theory; the police trust no one.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was interested. ‘Did Laddow mention those other people: Sadie and Leo, the Linquists, Sykeses and so on?’ 
 
    ‘He did, didn’t he?’ Miriam appealed to Oliver. 
 
    ‘He did say that partners alibi each other.’ 
 
    ‘He was getting at Oliver, needling him,’ Miriam explained. 
 
    ‘Hi, Grace!’ came Willard’s shout. Their heads snapped round and in the silence that followed they sat like alert cats. There was a crunch of light tyres on gravel and a girl’s voice: ‘Hi, Willard; how’re you doing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine – ’ He moved past the window and out of sight. Oliver stood up. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ hissed Miriam, and glanced at Miss Pink. ‘They’re old friends,’ she said wildly, ‘Grace and Willard. He’ll be filling her in.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ Oliver giggled inanely, but he stayed where he was, watching the window. 
 
    ‘Do sit down, sweetie.’ Miriam grasped his wrist. ‘Or get the drinks. Do something.’ She got up herself, recollected her manners, said, ‘Excuse me, something to eat,’ and blundered out of the room. 
 
    ‘Oh, God!’ Oliver whispered, and looked helplessly at Miss Pink who fluttered her hands in a vague gesture; she was merely an observer. His eyes brightened as a girl appeared at the window, a girl with red hair and green eyes, wearing little white shorts and a halter top. He introduced her with some warmth. Grace Ferguson gave all her attention to Miss Pink. Apart from the fact that he spoke, Oliver could have been a cat. 
 
    Miriam came back with plates of crackers. ‘Hi, Grace,’ she said. ‘Oliver, get the sherry.’ Her attitude towards the girl was diffident but her body was tense as a spring. She put a plate down so forcefully that crackers spilled on the table. Grace scooped up a handful and nibbled absently. 
 
    ‘Mom says can she have your recipe for croissants?’ she asked. She turned to Miss Pink. ‘I bring croissants from Portland but that’s not good enough for my mother; she has to make them herself so’s we can eat them hot from the oven.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing worse than a cold croissant,’ Miss Pink agreed, aware of the other two, and perhaps Willard, hanging on her words. ‘Was Laddow here this morning?’ she asked, and saw a kind of relief in Miriam’s face. 
 
    ‘He was here a short time,’ she said, and the tension came back as her eyes went to Grace. 
 
    ‘Laddow here?’ the girl repeated, and grinned. ‘He’s still after you then?’ she asked of Oliver. 
 
    They were surprised but, where he was also amused, Miriam took offence. ‘You ask that?’ she cried. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ Grace looked neither contrite nor particularly interested. Oliver was watching her but he said nothing. 
 
    Miriam said furiously, making a demand of it, ‘He was with you; you told Laddow’ – she turned on Oliver and shook his arm – ‘Laddow said she confirmed it. He believes her! He was with you, Grace, wasn’t he – all the time?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sure.’ Grace shrugged. ‘Don’t get upset, Miriam; I’m not going to say any different.’ She raised her eyebrows at Miss Pink as if to say, ‘Don’t take any notice; they’re just kids.’ 
 
    Miss Pink stood up; she could do no good here. Miriam was panicking but they must work out this problem themselves. She walked to the window. Willard was on the drive below the front steps, out of earshot. He wasn’t dead-heading either; the secateurs were in his hand but he was standing stiffly, looking at a bicycle on its stand by the steps. BMX, thought Miss Pink, observing the high handlebars and small wheels. As if aware of her gaze he turned and met her eyes. He wiped a hand over his face and walked quickly round a corner of the house. She thought that in that momentary but silent exchange and before he raised his hand that his cheeks had reddened. 
 
    Grace said from the window, ‘It’s a lovely day. Are you hiking?’ 
 
    Involuntarily Miss Pink glanced inland. ‘Yes,’ she exclaimed, the thought having just occurred to her, ‘I shall go and look for the spotted owl.’ 
 
    ‘Mom told me; it’s great, them being in our neck of the woods.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you would like to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry; I have things to do.’ They exchanged bright smiles, and Miss Pink looked at the cycle. ‘A BMX?’ she asked. 
 
    Grace blinked. ‘I didn’t get that.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what it means either, but they’re great favourites with small English boys.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so? How odd. They’re used by city commuters here.’ 
 
    Miss Pink was amazed. ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a folding bike. Didn’t you know? It collapses and goes in the trunk of a car, or on the train.’ 
 
    ‘In the – boot?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘We call the trunk the boot.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m quite serious.’ 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The fog came back: high at first, drifting across the sun. She would have seen it coming had she been at Quail Run, would have made small preparations against its arrival: brought the cushions in from the deck, closed the windows, looked to see if there were logs for the evening fire. But she wasn’t at home; she was following the trail above Bobcat Creek when the light on the forest floor dimmed suddenly and the silence assumed a different quality. In this place there was bright silence, and there was a dim, soft quietude which was more than an absence of sound, it was as if something came in with the fog. I’ll never get used to it, she thought, and quickened her pace as the fading light reminded her of nightfall. And then she admonished herself; she had plenty of time, the loop trail up Porcupine and down the north-west spur of Pandora couldn’t be ten miles, and she was a good walker – when everything went according to plan. 
 
    A mile above the Keller cabin she heard the water in the creek. Now came the hard part because for the life of her she couldn’t remember where she had been when she heard the voices. Certainly that was twelve days ago but she had the impression that she hadn’t noticed the voices at the time, that she had recalled them later in the day. And although she associated them with a creek – because one was always hearing voices in water – it seemed that the moment of recollection related to something other than water. 
 
    She sighed and shook her head and concentrated on negotiating the boulders in the bed of the creek. If she sprained an ankle here no one would know where she was. The Keller cabin had been closed when she passed; she had told Grace she was going to look for the owls but would Grace know if she didn’t return? 
 
    She climbed the far bank and shortly she came on the notice for Pandora Ridge, the one she had missed on her first walk in the forest. No wonder she had missed it: the sign was of weathered wood, the legend incised but almost indecipherable. When she stood back the post was all but obscured by a tangle of squaw bush and huckleberries, while the start of the steep trail to the spur wasn’t visible at all. 
 
    She continued up Porcupine Gulch to the zigzags and started to climb, treading so quietly that she could hear every tiny waterfall below. The ground was very steep: cows could never keep on their feet … she wouldn’t be happy on a horse here … no one knew where she was … no sound but the water – repetition! Her pace slackened; this was a repeat of twelve days ago, except for the voices. There were no voices. Not quite holding her breath, she kept moving, her body just ticking over, the raptor-brain watching for the rodent-memory to emerge from its hole. 
 
    Another part of the brain was crowding her: come on, come on, what was it, where was it? The effort needed to suppress this and remain perceptive had the effect of making her tense. Self-conscious and disgruntled, she glared at the fog and trudged on. Now the tree trunks were insubstantial, receding into grey space; the lichen hung motionless, the sound of water faded. 
 
    The trail bore right, round the headwall, and she came to the signpost where the left fork went over Pandora’s crest to Coon Gulch. It was here that she had seen the pileated woodpecker – and the bird had been startled by the falling tree. She found it amazing that possibly no one, least of all herself, would ever see that fallen tree. Amazing that such an enormous object, hundreds of feet long, should lie there unknown; no one had even heard it fall except herself … Wrong, they had heard it. And then she knew where she had heard the voices. 
 
    After the tree fell she had been puzzled because there had been no whine of a chainsaw, no thock of axe on wood, no voices. But the voices she had heard had come through the sound of water, and the last water had been in Porcupine Gulch. Across from the landslide. 
 
    She continued, deep in thought, contouring on the narrow path that came to a corner which she knew was a corner only by the angle. The fog was dense now and the afternoon had grown dark. She looked at her watch. It was only four o’clock; the absence of light was due to the trees, she had reached the old-growth timber. And then she heard it: one note that seemed to go on for ever as she anticipated the next, and another, and then a chain of clear sharp calls rising in pitch. Immobile except for her eyes she searched for an oval form on a branch but knew it was hopeless: she was a birdwatcher in a fog. 
 
    After a while she moved, very carefully, because she was not watching the path, not really watching anything, but feeling, and she sensed an increased alertness, a tensing of muscles, a focusing of round dark eyes. She felt the lift of feathers, the talons unhook, releasing rough bark; broad wings were spread and the light soft body dropped and drifted silently past this figure on the trail: floating down the gap between the tree trunks to tip and slant sideways and fade from sight. 
 
    Her gaze came back slowly from the depths where the spotted owl had gone to the cause of its sharp change of direction. Totally bemused, she found that she was staring at Chester Hoyle. He approached, his face full of wonder. 
 
    ‘It was!’ he called. ‘It was, wasn’t it? I heard it before I saw it; did you hear it?’ 
 
    They went down together, talking like people released from vows of silence. ‘Leo and Sadie will kill us,’ he chortled, and they giggled. 
 
    ‘We can’t come back,’ she said. ‘We can’t risk it.’ 
 
    They were sobering up. ‘They can’t stand the disturbance,’ he agreed. ‘Perhaps we should keep quiet about it.’ 
 
    They came to the spur and then the start of the steep path that would end at Porcupine Creek: the lower trail that crossed the landslide. They stopped. All their elation had gone. 
 
    ‘I’m going down to Porcupine,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I’ll go with you.’ He gestured for her to precede him. 
 
    ‘No.’ She was smiling but firm. ‘I never go first; it makes me self-conscious. I’m no guide.’ 
 
    It was too silly to argue about and he took the lead. When they came to the landslide they listened but there was no sound from below. There appeared to be no one in the gully. 
 
    ‘Do you think they’ve given up searching for the gun?’ she asked. ‘Or could it be that it’s Sunday?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow didn’t say, but then – would he? I’m sure we don’t know half of what’s going on. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘In my experience the police never, or very seldom, work with a civilian. They may appear to do so, they may even ask for help, but their motives are suspect.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get any nearer finding out who took that revolver?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s cross, shall we? We’ll stop on the other side; this place makes me nervous.’ 
 
    They crossed the slide, Chester still in the lead. She observed his progress while keeping an eye on her own footing. She saw that he was careful but balanced, confident but not reckless, and yet she knew that one wrong step, one push on her part, and he would commence that terrible bouncing fall into the gulch. He stopped under the outcrop and turned. A few paces from him she stopped too and they looked down, each with one hand on the rock. 
 
    ‘Where do you think it happened?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Possibly the exposed section we’ve just come along. Here it’s comparatively safe – if he had a hold on the rock, and it’s stony. I never feel so safe on steep earth as on steep scree. What do you think?’ 
 
    He turned and looked along the traverse. When he remained silent she went on, ‘The steep earth, I reckon. He could have been running and might have thought impetus would carry him across but the rain had made it slick.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘That’ll be how it happened. I wonder if Laddow thought of it that way.’ 
 
    ‘Do go on, Chester. The forest looks so inviting from this point.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, quite; I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Watch it!’ – as a stone spurted from his heel and clattered down the slope – ‘I didn’t mean to rush you.’ 
 
    They proceeded, treading carefully under the poised blocks, into the trickle of water and out again. On the far side they halted and sat on the bank beside the trail, their faces damp with sweat. The red-tailed hawk called through the fog, prodding Miss Pink into speech. ‘You do realise the significance of the gun?’ she asked quietly. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised at the question; he too could have been wondering why the searchers had left the slide. He said, ‘Whoever took it doesn’t have to be the one who shot Gayleen. It could have been stolen again – but Laddow doesn’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘When you postulate two thieves: one stealing from the other, are you suggesting both are in your own circle, that they are local people?’ 
 
    He was quiet for so long that she thought he wasn’t going to answer but then he shook his head. ‘You make people think, or rather: make them realise how little they do think. That question forces one to consider motives: who took the revolver in the first place, and why was it stolen from him – or given by him to someone else, perhaps as protection but if so, protection against whom? The permutations are infinite.’ 
 
    ‘Laddow wouldn’t even start to consider them.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Permutations. His theories are simplistic. He considers collusion however; Laddow likes collusion, particularly between sexual partners.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not thinking of the ridiculous theory of Andy and Lois having killed Gayleen?’ 
 
    ‘Or of one being an accessory. No, I was thinking of Grace and Oliver.’ 
 
    ‘We-ll – they’re not sexual partners, of course, and Grace is very much of her generation. She considers the police a lesser form of life, and she might go out on a limb for Oliver not because there’s anything between those two but just because he needs help, and for her that help costs nothing. The girl is totally amoral.’ 
 
    ‘To the extent of protecting a murderer?’ 
 
    He thought about it. ‘That would depend on the circumstances: on the identity of the victim as well as the killer.’ 
 
    ‘And when Gayleen is the victim?’ 
 
    ‘Then it would depend who killed her.’ 
 
    ‘Oliver?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly.’ It was as if they’d reached a point they had been travelling towards. ‘There’s no motivation,’ he said, ‘but Laddow would say it was blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘He killed Gayleen because she was blackmailing him?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow’s theory, yes.’ 
 
    ‘You mean Gayleen – and by association, Andy – were threatening to tell Miriam that Oliver is a con-man? That won’t do at all; any old lady of even moderate intelligence knows – but she blocks out the knowledge – that she’s buying a young man’s attentions. Laddow will have to do better than that.’ 
 
    ‘You got the wrong idea. It was rather more unpleasant, even dangerous from Miriam’s point of view. Oliver’s secret isn’t a matter of sponging off rich widows but the sort of company he prefers otherwise.’ 
 
    ‘His own age-group? Grace?’ 
 
    ‘The opposite. He shares an apartment with a guy in Portland.’ 
 
    She frowned. Someone else had implied something similar. 
 
    ‘He’s gay,’ Chester elaborated, thinking she hadn’t understood. ‘You see the implications: Miriam wouldn’t have had him in her house the moment she found out.’ 
 
    ‘So why hadn’t Andy blackmailed him already?’ 
 
    ‘Because Oliver has no money.’ 
 
    ‘He has some very nice possessions. He has a Gucci watch.’ 
 
    ‘He hadn’t then. If he has now Miriam is desperate to keep him. There are a lot of younger women around who are rich and lonely and she can’t compete with that. Moreover she’s not a generous person in the normal way. The Gucci watch will have cost Oliver.’ 
 
    ‘But if he was with his friend during the critical period when Gayleen was killed, Laddow has to find out – surely?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow has to prove Oliver wasn’t with Grace. He can’t if she sticks to her story.’ 
 
    ‘But so many people know he wasn’t with her. Surely Lois does, and me. You don’t seem to care.’ 
 
    ‘Why should I? I’m a selfish man. My friends are in the clear.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ And she did. Chester had trusted her with someone else’s secret in order to protect his lady’s daughter. ‘But,’ she insisted, ‘what you’ve told me exposes Oliver. He has no alibi – at least, Grace isn’t his alibi. Is the implication then that his lover can alibi him?’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t thought about it. You may be sure Laddow has. Perhaps his lover doesn’t want his name brought into it.’ 
 
    ‘I think Oliver is going to break down and tell the police the truth rather than face a charge of murder.’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ He stood up. ‘We’d better be getting down. Seven, Lois said.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘There! And I was sent to ask you. You’re invited to dine with us. I forgot in all the excitement.’ 
 
    ‘Who sent you?’ 
 
    ‘Why, Lois, of course. Grace told us you were up here.’ 
 
    ‘How did you know where to meet me?’ 
 
    ‘Grace said you’d gone after the owls and Lois said you’d be up in the old-growth under Pandora so I followed your tracks from her cabin and where you went up Porcupine, I cut up this slope to meet you. I don’t want to hurry you but seven is when we eat … ’ 
 
    ‘This place is a madhouse,’ Lois said as Miss Pink stepped in from the deck. ‘Would you believe it, those two have disappeared. There’s Grace gone down to the bar for a bottle of tequila, Chester went after her and now they’re both missing. You stay here; I’m not letting you out of my sight. We’re having lamb cassoulet. We have another half hour to go before we eat. Come and have a sherry.’ 
 
    Miss Pink sat on a sofa beside Lovejoy, the cat, thinking what a cosy domestic scene they made. 
 
    ‘So you saw an owl,’ Lois said, handing her a glass of Tio Pepe. ‘Weren’t you thrilled?’ 
 
    ‘Delighted, and so was Chester. I feel it’s a privilege to be on the Oregon coast and see a spotted owl.’ 
 
    ‘It is a privilege. I have to go up there before Leo puts an embargo on further visiting.’ Her eyes sparkled. ‘And she hasn’t even seen the bird. It’s difficult though: this problem of disturbance; there’s so little habitat left. How extensive would you say that old-growth is?’ 
 
    ‘Two thousand acres perhaps. It’s not all in one stand. You’ll know the extent better than I.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a while since I was there – other than the day we did Pandora from Fin Whale Head with you – but thinking of how it looks from Cape Deception, I’d say that there’s adequate space for one pair of owls. The old-growth extends over Pandora and down into Coon Gulch.’ 
 
    ‘When were you last in there?’ 
 
    Lois sipped her sherry. ‘I can’t remember. Probably when I was looking for phantom orchids, around July some time. I wonder where those owls came from. I didn’t hear them that day.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t up there the day Andy died?’ 
 
    ‘My God!’ Lois stared at her. ‘You do throw things at a person. You’re serious too. You have to have a reason. No’ – she was suddenly cool – ‘I worked that day.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I heard your voice.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I was mistaken. In the distance a light voice can sound like any woman. Covering almost the same route today, it all came back: a tree falling, people talking, a rockfall. No doubt everyone is a little on edge. And the owl: a strange day indeed; don’t you feel there’s a peculiar quality of magic in these forests when the fog comes in … ’ She prattled on until there was a step on the deck and Chester appeared, carrying a bottle. 
 
    ‘Grace is coming along the road,’ he told them. ‘I came up the trail.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t— ’ Lois stopped. 
 
    ‘She took the bike.’ For a moment their eyes locked, then he went to the sideboard with the bottle. ‘Fog’s thick,’ he said and, as if on cue, the fog horn boomed. 
 
    Lois rose and slid the glass panel shut. The cat stirred, rearranged himself and went back to sleep. She sat down again and rubbed his head. She looked at Chester who had seated himself beside her with a glass of whisky. ‘Grace is a long time,’ she said. 
 
    ‘She could have stopped. Laddow and Hammett are wandering around, on foot.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow— ’ he began, and checked. He looked across the table at Miss Pink. Lois was looking at her too. 
 
    ‘Laddow will be interested in the bike,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    In the silence that followed they heard, not one step, but a trampling along the deck, and Grace was there, with people behind her. She slid the glass aside and stepped into the room followed by Laddow and Hammett. Lois stood up: the gracious hostess. They accepted her invitation to sit down but they declined drinks. 
 
    ‘You own a folding bicycle, ma’am?’ Laddow asked. 
 
    Grace had not sat down but stood, leaning against the sideboard, regarding him with faint contempt. 
 
    Lois said, ‘My husband did. I mean, there is a bike, yes. He used it.’ 
 
    ‘So it was a premeditated crime,’ Hammett said, and Miss Pink winced as the horn moaned in the fog. ‘He put the bike in the trunk of the Chevy,’ he went on, ‘and after he killed Gayleen he cycled back to the roadworks – and through them. He could go through them on a bike. How long did it take him to ride home?’ 
 
    No one spoke. Chester stared at his knees, Grace looked at her mother as if she were on the verge of tears. ‘Mom?’ she whispered. 
 
    Lois said, ‘He called me from Moon Shell. I took the Jeep and met him at the roadworks. I brought him home.’ 
 
    ‘And then what happened?’ probed Laddow. ‘After he met you?’ 
 
    ‘On the way back he told me he’d killed Gayleen.’ Her shoulders slumped; she looked very tired. ‘You can guess the rest.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to ask her any more questions,’ Grace said savagely. ‘Hell, she loved the guy but no way would she take him back after that! It was bad enough— ’ 
 
    ‘I suppose they have to hear it from me,’ Lois interrupted gently. ‘I told him he’d got to go. He asked where. What could I say?’ 
 
    ‘You might have suggested that he give himself up to the police,’ Laddow pointed out, and they looked at him in surprise. Miss Pink thought that such a course wouldn’t have occurred to any of them. 
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ Lois said. ‘I told him to take the Jeep and go. We argued – well, he argued, pleaded, but at last he did go: he walked out the front door and I didn’t see him again.’ 
 
    ‘He took the revolver?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. I didn’t ask him where it was, what he’d done with it; whether he had it with him or left it in the Chevy or had thrown it away. That was important – beside what he told me?’ Her voice rose. 
 
    ‘What’s all this got to do with Oliver?’ Grace asked in a blatant attempt to change the subject, hysteria threading her words. 
 
    ‘Nothing, sweetie, Oliver’s done nothing criminal.’ Lois glanced at Miss Pink. ‘Oregon is a liberal state.’ 
 
    Laddow coughed, claiming her attention. ‘Did your husband give you a reason for killing the girl?’ he asked. 
 
    Lois answered at a tangent: ‘I don’t think that it was premeditated. I assumed that he needed the bike in town: to save gas and so on, easier to park it than the Chevy. But they quarrelled; they were always quarrelling, he said; I mean, that weekend. Gayleen had got the wrong idea about me: she thought I was an alcoholic, with loose morals.’ Chester moved restlessly and glanced at Grace. Lois was saying, ‘He told her we were divorcing but when she got here she saw that none of it was true; she also realised that no way would Andy give up all this to marry her, which was what he’d promised. So she nagged him and Andy doesn’t like being nagged. They were fighting all the way north until he pulled off the road and told her to start walking. It was pouring with rain by that time and she refused, so he got out to pull her case out of the trunk and she followed, shouting at him. The suitcase came open and he went back to the front of the car, took the revolver from the glove compartment, and shot her as she was stuffing her clothes back in the case. He said he went crazy.’ 
 
    ‘When did he call you?’ 
 
    ‘Presumably after he’d taken the bike out and put the body in the trunk.’ 
 
    Hammett cleared his throat. ‘When you met him at the roadworks, ma’am, how was he dressed.’ 
 
    ‘How was he dressed?’ He didn’t help her. She frowned and said slowly, ‘Why, in the red helmet and rain gear— ’ She stopped, bit her lip, then said quickly: ‘But that doesn’t mean it was premeditated. The bike was no good to him without the helmet and the other gear.’ 
 
    ‘What time did he leave here?’ Laddow asked. 
 
    ‘Late, we talked a long time – hours, it seemed.’ Her eyes misted as she tried to remember, then life came back and she focused on the table. ‘Perhaps people would like a little brandy, Grace.’ It was transparent: it was she who needed a stimulant. 
 
    Chester leapt up, caught Grace’s wrist forcing her to sit down, and himself went to the drinks on the sideboard. 
 
    ‘Would you turn the oven off, please?’ Lois asked him. ‘I’m sorry about this,’ she said to Miss Pink. 
 
    Laddow waited until she had sipped some brandy and then he said, ‘What do you think happened?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    Hammett said, ‘It would have been very dark up there, a wet night in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it would.’ 
 
    ‘Did he take a flashlight?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really!’ Chester exclaimed, and Grace swore. 
 
    ‘I expect so.’ Lois was listless. ‘It’ll be there on the landslide somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘With the gun,’ Laddow said. It wasn’t a question. He glanced at Hammett. ‘We’ll need a statement, ma’am.’ 
 
    Grace said angrily, ‘Before she gives you a statement she’ll speak to her attorney. Isn’t that right, Mom?’ Lois blinked at the girl who went on, regarding her intently, ‘Andy was family, he was my step-father. There may be aspects of this – like insurance – that you have to be careful what you say. Take advice first.’ 
 
    ‘I think she may be right.’ Lois turned to Laddow. ‘I’ll be available tomorrow but you do see I have to speak to my attorney first. You do understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Laddow looked from her to her daughter. ‘We understand.’ 
 
    The police left but Lois insisted on Miss Pink’s staying: ‘I feel as if an enormous weight’s been lifted off my shoulders,’ she said. ‘Such relief! Now it’s all out in the open and we can have our friends around us and say what we like instead of always being on our guard.’ 
 
    ‘Speak for yourself!’ Grace was furious. ‘Mom, you were crazy: covering up for a dead man, for God’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘That’ll do, Grace,’ Chester said firmly. ‘Your mother needs some peace. Besides, you did your own bit of covering up.’ 
 
    ‘That was different. Like Mom said: Oliver was doing nothing wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Miriam wouldn’t say that.’ 
 
    Lois said. ‘Darlings, if you’d dish up I want a word with Melinda.’ She turned to Miss Pink. ‘Why were the police interested in Miriam and Oliver?’ 
 
    ‘Laddow was thinking in terms of collusion. And he was right: you could be termed an accessory – but a good lawyer should be able to cope with that. Since you haven’t made a statement yet you’ll probably be advised to say that at some point during that evening you did tell Andy to give himself up to the police.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Grace called from the kitchen, ‘you did; you just forgot to say.’ 
 
    Chester was silent. Miss Pink went on, ‘And it’s a well-known ploy of the police to appear to concentrate on an innocent person or persons in order to lull the guilty party – in your case, one with guilty knowledge – into a false sense of security.’ 
 
    ‘I never had any security,’ Lois said. ‘Of course I was going to have to tell them because of Oliver. No way could we have had him suspected of murder.’ 
 
    ‘And there was Miriam,’ Grace called. ‘She was hysterical today; even made me wonder if she would claim to have killed Gayleen herself to try to lure the police away from Oliver: more like zapping them over the head with a blunt instrument, I’d say. So it was all a trick on Laddow’s part: make Mom own up because she knew who the murderer was. Cunning bastards!’ 
 
    ‘What wine are you having, Lois?’ Chester asked, standing at the open refrigerator. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Lois said wildly, ‘I changed my mind. Let’s hold the meal back a bit longer, right? Go down to the Tattler, both of you, please. I have to sort something out.’ Her voice was reedy, dangerous. 
 
    Grace came out of the kitchen protesting loudly but Chester, after one look at Lois, took the girl’s arm and, with surprising strength, urged her through the room and out of the door, murmuring to her as they went. 
 
    ‘My God!’ Lois leaned back on the sofa. ‘I’m not trying to get rid of them but they’re too susceptible for this.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘It’s – squalid. He was her step-father, like she said.’ 
 
    ‘Which could make it worse.’ 
 
    ‘The situation could be worse?’ 
 
    ‘Grace could be more disturbed because he was family. If she felt contempt for Andy’s sexual overtures the feeling could well be exacerbated by shock, even guilt, when he was killed.’ 
 
    Lois stroked her forehead with fingers that were not quite steady. ‘No one should have talked to you about our family business,’ she said. 
 
    ‘I thought that was why you sent them down to the Tattler: you needed to speak about something that would embarrass them.’ 
 
    ‘It would hardly embarrass Chester since he told you in the first place.’ 
 
    Miss Pink turned amazed eyes on her. ‘Chester would die sooner than betray your confidence – or Grace’s. No; Andy’s – pursuit – of Grace is known to your friends.’ 
 
    ‘That’s impossible. I only told Chester.’ 
 
    ‘Andy talked.’ 
 
    Lois sat with her hands pressed against her mouth, her eyes like flint. Suddenly they softened and she lowered her hands. ‘The poor stupid guy,’ she said. ‘He had to boast even about trying to seduce his step-daughter!’ 
 
    ‘Not altogether stable?’ suggested Miss Pink. ‘Insecure, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘He was getting worse.’ Lois was letting down her defences. ‘He was like a little kid; he’d do anything to get attention, anything. You saw him in the Tattler; why, everything he did was designed to shock: his behaviour, what he said, his manners – or lack of them. There was a kind of – hectic desperation about him that last weekend: an impression that he was very close to the edge. I even … ’ She trailed off. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    Lois was muttering, not looking at her. ‘I didn’t tell him to give himself up – not to the police. I did try to make him go to a psychiatrist. I had the feeling that it would sort of demonstrate that he was crazy, not only when he shot her, but afterwards. What I’m trying to say is, he was on the verge of a breakdown and that weekend, perhaps quarrelling with her as they drove north, his mind collapsed. A crazy man wouldn’t give himself up to the police but he might be persuaded to unburden himself, unload everything in the lap of a psychiatrist like, in another age, a murderer would go to a priest. Am I talking sense?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. What did he say to that?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no straight answer. We talked for hours that night. I was terribly shocked, of course, and I could see only that he had to have help but that I wasn’t the one could give it. He wanted me, like a child needs its mother, but honestly, Melinda, I didn’t reject him for negative reasons – God knows, I wanted to help – but because I’d just make it worse: his dependency. He was a little boy, he reverted to childhood: weeping, on his knees, imploring’ – she covered her face with her hands – ‘and then he would turn on me and say I had no feelings. I rejected him, if you can call it that, because what he needed was professional trained help. Drugs perhaps: tranquillisers to calm him down. What did he say? One moment he’d be sneering at me, saying I was the one needed a psychiatrist. A little later he was begging me to take him to Portland; he’d see someone next day.’ 
 
    ‘Did he mention suicide?’ 
 
    Lois thought about it. ‘Not as such. He said there was nothing left for him if I turned him away, that he couldn’t have a satisfactory relationship with anyone, his work was just a contrived goal … No, he didn’t say he would shoot himself. He had before.’ 
 
    ‘He had?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, there was one time when we’d had a spat about something, probably when he made up the story about Grace trying to seduce him – that was to cover his own advances, of course – and I’d sent him packing, told him not to come back. He came back, and he had another story. This time it was that a child had gone missing from a campground on the coast – which was true – but that he was responsible. I said he’d do anything, say anything to attract attention. I told him I’d had enough of his morbid fantasies – he should put them in his screenplays. That was when he broke down, said they were all a joke, that he would kill himself if I threw him out. I thought he meant it, he was certainly very sick: making up these tales. So I allowed him to stay.’ 
 
    Lois looked at Miss Pink, her face drained of expression, her eyes empty. ‘I loved him,’ she said. She scratched the back of Lovejoy’s skull and went on without a change of tone: ‘When this old cat came to me, he was a stray, probably thrown out of a car by a passer-by. He’d been trying to live in the forest but he’d had a fight with a racoon or something and he had a nasty abscess on his face so he’d got pretty tacky and mean. I took him in and cleaned him up and he got well again – and I’m responsible for him for the rest of my life. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘I think I do,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    At eleven o’clock the night was so black that only by the wheezing of the horn could one tell that the coast was blanketed by fog. That, and the fact that no light was visible from Quail Run. Miss Pink had drawn her curtains and was sitting by the stove, not reading despite the book on the arm of her chair. When the knock came at her window she was moving to rise before the caller spoke. 
 
    ‘Don’t be alarmed; it’s me, Chester.’ 
 
    He stepped into the room. There was a tray with drinks and clean glasses on a coffee table. They sat down and she poured Scotch for him. 
 
    ‘Were you expecting me,’ he asked drily, ‘or the police?’ 
 
    ‘You; possibly Grace.’ 
 
    ‘She won’t come. She’s fighting hard to keep it in the family.’ 
 
    ‘Does she condemn Lois?’ 
 
    ‘Never; she’s her mother.’ 
 
    ‘And you?’ 
 
    He had sounded frank; now a shutter came down over his eyes. ‘What course could she take except to send him away? She’d never hand him over to the police.’ 
 
    She said nothing and he stared at her, then turned his head as if his thoughts could be read in his eyes. ‘What did she tell you?’ he asked, unable to couch it less bluntly. 
 
    She sighed. ‘She sent you and Grace to the Tattler.’ It was a reproof. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. It was obvious the situation was alien to this courteous elderly fellow but he soldiered on gallantly. ‘She’d tell you what she wouldn’t tell her own family?’ 
 
    ‘Because you are family.’ She noted his insistence on the relationship. ‘I’m impersonal, objective. More objective,’ she corrected. 
 
    ‘If she told you, then she has to tell the police.’ 
 
    ‘I think the police suspect. There’s that long gap between her bringing him back to the house from the roadworks and her appearance at the Tattler; it must have been around three hours. She says they were talking all that time. I suppose it’s feasible.’ 
 
    ‘It’s considerably more likely that they were talking than that they went together into the forest on a wet night – ’ He watched her carefully, daring her to complete the sentence. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, much more likely that he went up there alone. That’s what her lawyer will argue, of course. How could she persuade him to go with her, or he persuade her to go with him? Maybe,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘there are factors we don’t know about.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying she’s keeping something back?’ 
 
    ‘From what she did tell me, I’d say she’s keeping a lot back.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘Andy’s behaviour, his attempts to seduce Grace— ’ 
 
    He made a gesture of impatience. ‘Load of rubbish. Grace says he never did, never could; he was scared stiff of her. She figures he was impotent – her words.’ 
 
    ‘It’s in character. Then there was the story about abducting the child from the campground – ’ 
 
    ‘What that woman’s had to put up with! It’s monstrous. Go on.’ 
 
    ‘He’d threatened suicide before.’ 
 
    ‘He would. Emotional blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘You must have felt like getting rid of him yourself.’ 
 
    ‘There were times I dreamed of it – seriously. And in my waking moments I considered how it might be worked, without being caught myself.’ 
 
    She said nothing. Alerted by her lack of response, her stillness, he studied her and saw that she was waiting. His eyes brightened with a thought before he voiced it, carefully. 
 
    ‘The important thing,’ he said, ‘was not to get caught.’ 
 
    ‘He’s confessed,’ Laddow said next morning. ‘Now he’ll bolt.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt that.’ Miss Pink filled his coffee cup. ‘There’s no point in confessing unless he’s going to stay to take the rap.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! So you got it.’ 
 
    ‘His so-called confession proves it.’ She sketched a smile. ‘It’s called chivalry. Chester is a gentleman.’ 
 
    ‘And she’s no lady. But she is, isn’t she? She just couldn’t take that son-of-a – excuse me, ma’am – ’ 
 
    ‘Rogue,’ she supplied. ‘But he was much more than that: he was mentally disturbed.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it.’ 
 
    The police had gone early to the Keller place, only to find that Lois was awaiting the arrival of her attorney from Portland and meanwhile would say nothing. Laddow, leaving Hammett with her, had walked along the lane to Quail Run, to be accosted en route by Chester who confessed to Andy’s murder. Laddow had gone along with that and, to Chester’s chagrin, sent him home with the assurance that he would follow shortly to take a statement. Laddow continued to Quail Run where Miss Pink received this latest news without surprise. 
 
    ‘She’ll get off,’ he said when he had heard the gist of the conversation after he left the Keller place last night, and had read between the lines. ‘In fact, how can we prove it wasn’t an accident? Violent deaths in backcountry areas are hell for investigators. It may have been an accident for all we’ll ever know. What are you thinking? Ah, she’s told Hoyle what really happened; must have done, otherwise why should he confess?’ 
 
    ‘He could be panicking on her behalf, thinking that somewhere there is proof – or at least an indication – that Andy was pushed rather than he fell. Something she overlooked – or maybe she was seen.’ 
 
    ‘On a stormy night? Who goes into the forest in the dark? No, her story will be that he announced his intention of killing himself and she followed, even went with him, trying to talk him out of it. You don’t agree.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, that’s what her story will be, or something similar.’ 
 
    The telephone rang. It was Hammett. She handed the receiver to Laddow and walked to the window. The fog shrouded everything and even her fuchsias were without colour. The fog horn sounded mournfully, reminding her that she had become so accustomed to it through the previous evening and the night that most of the time she no longer noticed it. 
 
    Behind her Laddow put down the telephone and said, ‘The attorney hasn’t arrived yet. Grace seems to have walked out.’ 
 
    ‘And Lois?’ 
 
    ‘She’s there, or Hammett would have said.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing I can do. Just wait. She won’t talk until the attorney arrives, if then.’ She avoided his eyes and moved to the bookshelves. He frowned and asked suddenly, ‘Who is her attorney?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    He turned to the telephone and dialled a number. Hammett must have answered. ‘Get the name and number of her attorney,’ Laddow grated and, when Hammett came on the line again, scribbled on a pad. He cleared the line, dialled, waited, and grimaced. He turned to Miss Pink. There was no need to comment; the line was engaged. When he did get through, the people at the law office said that Mrs Keller hadn’t been in contact with them. There was no attorney on his way to Sundown. 
 
    ‘Now why should she do that?’ Laddow asked, but the question was rhetorical; he was already on his way to the door. 
 
    Leo and Sadie arrived, breathless, interrupting each other. 
 
    ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Leo demanded. ‘She knows we can’t stand the animal— ’ 
 
    ‘Which is why she said take it to Fleur— ’ 
 
    ‘Locke! We still had to take the thing in the car! And that fellow Hammett: why’s he answering the phone? Why won’t he put her on?’ 
 
    ‘Who brought the cat?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘Why, Lois of course. The note said so: “Please take Lovejoy to Fleur. Thanks. Lois,” is what it said— ’ 
 
    ‘ —and there it was: screaming its ugly head off; that’s how we knew it was there: at our gate, in a basket thing, and tearing it to bits. We thought it had to go to the veterinarian in Salmon, guessed it could be for an operation – terminal injection, if I had my way. So we took it down to Fleur like the note said, and she knew nothing about it! She put the thing in a shed and then we tried to reach Lois. Hammett answered and told us Lois said not to come up. What’s going on?’ 
 
    She told them about Chester’s ‘confession’ and how that pointed the finger at Lois. They were flabbergasted. ‘I suspect,’ she said, ‘that the cat was dropped off because Lois is anticipating being taken to Portland— ’ 
 
    ‘Arrested?’ Leo growled. ‘But she’ll be allowed bail!’ 
 
    ‘They can’t hold her,’ Sadie protested. ‘She has to get an attorney. Why doesn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘How did she get the cat to your place?’ Miss Pink asked, and they stared at her, bewildered. ‘Hammett wouldn’t let her out of his sight,’ she explained. ‘I suppose that’s where Grace went: to deliver Lovejoy to you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not important,’ Sadie said. ‘I think we should go visit Chester. If he’s all on his own up there, stewing over Lois, he needs company, poor man.’ 
 
    ‘Particularly when he’s made such a noble gesture,’ Leo said drily. ‘That was a stupid move if ever there was one.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s of much consequence,’ Miss Pink said. ‘All it means is that Grace and Chester came back from the Tattler last night and Lois told them the truth – or rather, she told them the same story that her attorney will use in her defence.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the difference?’ demanded Leo. ‘Oh, I see: you mean the did-he-fall-or-was-he-pushed question? No sweat. He fell. We all know that.’ She glared from Sadie to Miss Pink. 
 
    ‘Of course, dear,’ Sadie said quickly. 
 
    Chester was not at his house and the place appeared to be abandoned, which was curious, because Laddow had sent him home less than an hour ago. But all the windows were closed and the doors locked, including that of the garage. Leo peered through a window and said that his car had gone. 
 
    They were worried. Leo drove them back to Quail Run and Miss Pink went to the telephone. When Hammett came on the line she told him that Chester had locked his house and left. He asked her to hold the line, and Laddow came on. She repeated the information. He said – and not, she thought, spontaneously, ‘Yes, Miss Ferguson has also gone. No doubt they went together.’ 
 
    After a moment she said weakly, ‘I thought you ought to know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell her,’ he said. ‘We were working on collusion all along,’ and put down the receiver. 
 
    ‘What did he say?’ Sadie urged, seeing her surprise. 
 
    ‘He had to be speaking for Lois’s benefit,’ she said slowly. ‘But he must read her her rights … I see, a ploy to make her confess? Can he do that?’ 
 
    ‘What ploy?’ Leo asked. 
 
    ‘He’s suggesting that Grace and Chester are in collusion. Apparently they left together.’ 
 
    ‘Someone is acting in collusion,’ Sadie said. ‘Else how did that cat come to be dumped at our gate? Lois couldn’t have done it because you say Hammett wouldn’t let her out of his sight, so it had to be Grace. They must have communicated under Hammett’s nose, probably passing notes in the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘Or they discussed contingency plans last night,’ Miss Pink said. 
 
    ‘You’re making them sound like criminals!’ Leo stamped across to the window and glared at the fog. ‘I tell you: Andy Keller fell down the slide.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think anyone can prove otherwise,’ Sadie murmured, and Miss Pink suggested coffee before Leo could retaliate. 
 
    There was nothing they could do. It was obvious that Sadie and Leo didn’t want to leave Miss Pink, and there was no question of going for a walk when one of their circle was in danger of arrest – because whatever Leo maintained, they knew that the police were deeply suspicious, the more so because Lois had lied about her attorney – and then there was Chester’s blunder. 
 
    ‘I wonder how he said he did it,’ Leo mused, pacing the room, a mug of coffee in one hand. 
 
    ‘Laddow didn’t say,’ responded Miss Pink. ‘I had the impression that the only interest Chester’s confession held for the police was merely the fact of it, not the details, if there were any.’ 
 
    ‘But,’ Sadie said, ‘if there were details, you’d expect them to be correct, only Chester had put himself in Lois’s place.’ 
 
    Leo stopped pacing and turned, her coffee slopping. ‘What details?’ 
 
    At the same time Miss Pink was saying, ‘It could be that Laddow was more concerned to get to me and discover what we’d talked about last evening after the police left.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t getting us’ – Leo began angrily, but the telephone was ringing – ‘anywhere.’ She ended on a subdued note. They all stared at the telephone. 
 
    Miss Pink lifted the receiver and listened. The others heard a barked question. ‘No,’ she said, turning as if she could see through the front door, glancing at the fog beyond the deck. ‘No, we haven’t seen her … yes, I’ll call you; where will you— ’ She replaced the receiver. ‘Cut me off,’ she said wryly. ‘Now Lois has disappeared.’ 
 
    After a moment Leo asked, ‘How? If the police were there?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ Sadie asked. 
 
    ‘He didn’t say. The bathroom window probably. It’s traditional, isn’t it?’ Miss Pink sounded listless. 
 
    ‘She’ll need a car to get away,’ Sadie said. ‘Maybe she took the Jeep.’ 
 
    ‘There’s Grace’s car too.’ Leo looked at Miss Pink. ‘Or did Grace and Chester take both cars? We don’t know much, do we?’ 
 
    That situation didn’t last. In a few moments Hammett was there, glancing round sharply as he was admitted. Miss Pink’s surmise had been correct: Lois had left by way of a bathroom window, which had not been screened. He saw their expressions and his lips thinned. 
 
    ‘The screen was leaning against the wall on the outside of the house,’ he told them. 
 
    ‘You can’t remove screens from the inside,’ Leo said. 
 
    ‘It was done before we got there this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Are you trying to tell us she knew in advance that she— ’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, Brant!’ It was quick, hard and so out of character that Leo stared at Sadie in amazement. 
 
    ‘Did she take a car?’ Miss Pink asked. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am, nor did the girl; the only car missing is Chester Hoyle’s.’ 
 
    ‘So they’ve all gone together,’ Sadie said when Hammett had left. ‘And he just called in to make sure Lois wasn’t here with us. Fat chance. They picked her up somewhere outside the village.’ She glanced at the window. ‘The fog’s on their side.’ 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing. They looked at her, at each other, and then they poured themselves more coffee. 
 
    In the afternoon the fog cleared and some tourists walking to Fin Whale Head found an expensive parka and a pair of safari boots on the wet sand. Under the boots was a sealed envelope with an inscription asking the finder to contact the police. Laddow found Miss Pink in her garden and showed her the note that had been in the envelope. Signed by Lois it said nothing more than that her Will was with the law firm that she had failed to contact that morning. It was a simple Will, Laddow said: she had left everything, including her house, to Grace. 
 
    He was confused and angry. ‘Why?’ he exclaimed. ‘Why did she have to do it? We have no proof, and the guy was a psychopath anyway. She’d have got off.’ 
 
    ‘You were keeping a pretty close watch on her.’ 
 
    ‘We had to have a statement, that’s all. I couldn’t close the case on Gayleen without her evidence. Andy had confessed to her and I needed that in writing. Now she goes and drowns herself – and I thought she was an intelligent woman! It’s going to break her daughter – unless – ’ 
 
    But Miss Pink was leading the way to her deck which was steaming in the sunshine. She brought cushions from the living-room, glasses and a pitcher of lemonade. ‘Unless what?’ she asked as she sat down. 
 
    He eyed her steadily. ‘We wondered: did Chester get cold feet – like she had pushed one partner over the edge, did he think murder was an occupational hazard of being married to Lois?’ 
 
    ‘And Grace?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe she didn’t like the idea of hanging around her mom neither. Maybe there was something between those two: Grace and Chester.’ He saw her scepticism and went on, ‘They drove off and left Lois facing a murder charge … ’ He ignored her raised eyebrows, ‘She has to have told them the truth, else why did Chester claim he did it? There wasn’t any need unless he knew it was murder.’ 
 
    Someone was mounting the front steps. Hammett came round the corner of the house and placed a key on the table. Laddow didn’t touch it. Miss Pink asked Hammett to sit down and she brought another glass. 
 
    ‘There may be something in the house could tell us more,’ Laddow said, eyeing the key. ‘Hammett’s closed up the place and we can’t do anything until Grace comes back, if she comes back. This is a very unsatisfactory business all round. Here we got three deaths and not one statement: Gayleen’s killed by Andy: Lois kills him, then herself. Case closed.’ 
 
    Hammett nodded glumly. Miss Pink stared at the dancing water. Laddow’s face was a mask of bewilderment. ‘There was no proof,’ he repeated and then, becoming aware of her silence, he turned on Miss Pink. ‘Was there?’ he asked, and Hammett stared. 
 
    ‘The proof is there in her – suicide,’ she said and, seeing their confusion deepen, she went on, ‘You put the cart before the horse: theories first and then working out how the actions fit although’ – as Laddow stirred impatiently – ‘I had the advantage of you. I heard Andy fall.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ he began, ‘you were – ’ He glanced at Hammett. 
 
    ‘You were in the Tattler,’ Hammett said. ‘All evening, unless you’re suggesting you could have heard a rock fall as you were going home. Is that it?’ 
 
    ‘He fell just after lunch that day.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ Laddow was deflated. ‘You were up there. Did you see him fall?’ he asked without interest. 
 
    ‘No. I heard the rocks go down. Before that I heard voices.’ 
 
    They said nothing. Their expressions were resigned, understanding; the whole thing was an anti-climax. She saw that but she continued, ‘Then Lois ran down to her house, picked up Gayleen, drove to Moon Shell Beach, shot the girl and cycled back.’ Laddow and Hammett exchanged looks. ‘If she drowned herself,’ she went on, ‘it was because of Gayleen, not Andy. She’d find good reason for killing him, but Gayleen was a different matter.’ 
 
    ‘It was indeed.’ Laddow was silky. ‘So why did she have to kill Gayleen at all?’ 
 
    ‘Because Gayleen knew she had been in the forest; she could have been looking for her hostess and discovered that Andy was missing as well. When Lois did return, with some story about Andy having been called away that morning but that she, Lois, had to go to Portland and would give Gayleen a lift, the girl would go along with that. Lois is probably telling the truth when she says Gayleen was in awe not only of her but the whole situation. However, if Andy’s body were discovered – and there didn’t have to be a bullet in the skull – even Gayleen’s simple mind would connect where it was found with Lois coming down out of the forest and, of course, the lies Lois had to tell in order to get Gayleen to leave. Andy hadn’t been called away: he was dead all the time. The girl had to be killed to silence her.’ 
 
    ‘You are ingenious,’ Laddow said admiringly. ‘You should be writing crime stories – ’ and then was disconcerted as he remembered that Lois Keller was a writer of crime stories. He pulled himself together and continued coldly, ‘And you’re going to tell us that a woman who kills her husband – in a quarrel? – and kills a second time to silence a potential witness, that this cold-blooded killer is so overcome with remorse she walks into the ocean and drowns herself?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying that. For one thing Andy’s murder could have been premeditated, but I think it would be in the form of an execution. If his body wasn’t so battered the pathologist might have found a bullet track— ’ 
 
    Laddow was holding up his hand. ‘And how did she convince him to go up there in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘That man would seize any chance to annoy people. She had only to say that she was going for a hike for him to propose himself as company. He wouldn’t need any persuading, merely an indication that she would prefer to be alone. The revolver,’ she added, ‘if one was used, would have been in her rucksack.’ 
 
    ‘And where is it now?’ 
 
    ‘Like the Stetson: where you’ll never find it. The hat will have been burned; the revolver will be on the bed of a river, or down a deep hole.’ 
 
    ‘May one ask’ – elaborately polite – ‘what the motive was? I mean’ – and now the sarcasm was honed – ‘for Andy’s murder?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you see the bumper sticker that he had put on the Chevrolet?’ 
 
    ‘Bumper sticker?’ 
 
    ‘You remember,’ Hammett prompted. ‘The addict – the car thief – rubbed dirt on it because it was conspicuous? It said, “I Love Spotted Owls. Roasted”.’ 
 
    Laddow said nothing but his eyes were furious. 
 
    ‘That could have been the final straw,’ she said. ‘Not so much the content of the statement but that he should have come here with that sticker on his wife’s car. It was showing what he thought of her beliefs – and it was self-destructive. Lois is a wilderness person; she puts animals before people.’ 
 
    ‘Was a wilderness person,’ Laddow murmured. ‘You got the wrong tense.’ 
 
    ‘Did I?’ 
 
    They studied her face. At length Laddow remarked, ‘You’re not on her side, are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m just telling you what happened.’ 
 
    ‘You built a whole scenario on one shaky occurrence. You heard voices before the rocks fell so you decided those were the voices of Andy and Lois. You’re saying she shot him and knocked down some rocks to finish the job or cover the body, or both. Why didn’t you hear the sound of the shot?’ 
 
    She shrugged. ‘She might have pushed him. If she did use the revolver – muffled by the fog – it could have sounded like a branch snapping or the start of a stonefall— ’ 
 
    The men exchanged looks and this had the effect of checking her. She could have gone on to say that Forensics might find one of Lois’s hairs inside the red cycling helmet. The Stetson would have been burned but had she thought to destroy the helmet? She could suggest that they might learn a lot from observing the behaviour of Chester and Grace when they returned. She knew now that they would return. She said nothing; she would let events take their course. 
 
    The news was on local television that evening. She waited for her telephone to ring but she learned later that it was the Surfbird that Grace called, asking to speak to Laddow. The identity of the owner of the abandoned parka and boots hadn’t been named on television but he told Grace what she expected to hear. Chester came on the line then and Laddow said that he had no further information. No body had been found. When might the two of them be expected to return? They were in Eugene, Chester said; they would return tomorrow. All this was relayed to the rest of Sundown as a matter of course by Mabel Sykes. 
 
    Chester and Grace returned the next morning, having had a night to get over the first ghastly shock, as Fleur put it to Miss Pink, who had gone down to the gallery in a deliberate attempt to avoid the police and the residents on the loop road. 
 
    The fog had rolled away as the sun gained strength, and the air was exquisite: washed and sparkling, the stacks reared above their own shadows on the peacock water. Fleur looked and shuddered. 
 
    ‘Horrible,’ she said, ‘to think of her out there, drifting on a current. Death is so appallingly sudden.’ 
 
    ‘It was for Gayleen too.’ 
 
    Fleur accepted this in the same vein as anyone else in the community would. Miss Pink had not, and never would, voice her own theories. Whether or not the police laid any credence on these, they would keep quiet too, for obvious reasons. When Lois’s parka and boots were found on the sand the case was closed. 
 
    ‘Gayleen was different,’ Fleur said. ‘She was born prey: with those looks and that immaturity – like Marilyn Monroe when you come to think of it. But Lois was a survivor. How can I say that? It’s a contradiction in terms.’ And she stared moodily at the sea. 
 
    It was quiet in the sitting-room. Miss Pink looked around casually. ‘What have you done with Lovejoy?’ 
 
    ‘I had to let him out of the shed, he was making such a din. He hadn’t touched his food and as soon as I opened the door he streaked round the front of the house and presumably straight back to the Keller place. He adored Lois.’ 
 
    That Christmas Fleur sent a letter to Cornwall with her greetings card. Miss Pink, ensconced in her cosy drawing-room at ten o’clock one morning, lamps throwing pools of light in the gloom, an opaque wall outside the windows and the fog horn moaning, was transported back to that other barbaric coast on a different ocean, visualising as she read, the stacks and the headlands, the timbered range and the houses clinging to the lower slopes above the cove like nests of migrant birds. 
 
    … they sold both houses [Fleur wrote]. I guess they couldn’t stand the memories. You know they never found the body? How could either of them walk the shore again not knowing what they might come on in a crevice, washed up by the tide? 
 
    Grace has to be a very wealthy woman now; the house sold for close on a million, all the land and the cabin up back, and Lois died worth several more millions. Then there’s her royalties – all to go to Grace. I was surprised actually. I understood she always meant to expand her business, even start a chain of boutiques, but she hasn’t yet and I was in the Portland store and her manageress said there were no plans. Grace herself was somewhere on holiday in the Caribbean so I didn’t get to talk to her, and of course she doesn’t come to Sundown any more. There’s nothing here for her. 
 
    When Chester sold up he disappeared. Said he was putting all his possessions in store and just taking off. He bought a pick-up and put one of those camper shells on the back – you know the kind: only room for one guy – oh yes, and a cat. You remember Lovejoy, Lois’s cat I took in the night she drowned? Chester adopted the animal and took him on his travels. That reminds me of an odd coincidence. Jason says Mabel heard a rumour that Chester had been seen in Yucatan or Belize or somewhere – or maybe it was Oliver was down there. Oliver writes to me by the way; he left Sundown and took up with the widow of a Texas oil man. It had to be Oliver; he said there was this guy he glimpsed in a street in some little fishing village, just walked past the café Oliver was in, looked like Chester, but then Chester wasn’t remarkable to look at, must be hundreds like him. Anyway it couldn’t have been him because he was with a woman. In fact they looked so ordinary that Oliver would never have noticed them at all, just a couple of American tourists, except the woman had a black and white cat draped over her shoulder. It made a pretty story, Oliver writes well … 
 
    Miss Pink sighed and put down the letter. The fog horn boomed. She wished it had not been necessary to kill Gayleen but then, as Fleur had said, Gayleen was not a survivor; her tragedy was that sooner or later she was going to come up against one, and when she did, it had to be Lois. She suspected that they were quite happy – in Belize or Yucatan – or wherever in the world they established territory. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Miss Pink Investigates Part 3, please share your thoughts by leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads. 
 
    For more discounted reads and a free eBook when you join, sign up to our newsletter. 
 
    And why not follow us on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram for more great book news. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [*]Rage (Macmillan 1990) 
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