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    I’ve travelled the world twice over, 
 
    Met the famous: saints and sinners, 
 
    Poets and artists, kings and queens, 
 
    Old stars and hopeful beginners, 
 
    I’ve been where no-one’s been before, 
 
    Learned secrets from writers and cooks 
 
    All with one library ticket 
 
    To the wonderful world of books. 
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    Death as an Introduction 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like it,” Pincher said. “Look at them fins!” 
 
    Stark was looking but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “If I come off,” Pincher went on, “I wouldn’t stand a chance, not with them waiting.” His voice rose slightly. “That’s what they’re doing: waiting.” 
 
    “You been smoking?” Stark asked coldly. 
 
    “You mean, because I’m nervous? Aren’t you?” 
 
    “You can swim.” 
 
    “Hell, they’d have you before you surfaced. Whales? They’re bloody sharks, man!” 
 
    “Dolphins — that’s what they are. Just playful fish. They won’t attack unless they mistake you for a seal, remember? Just shout you’re a man as you go down. They might believe you. Try introducing yourself.” 
 
    “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “Too right. I’m getting cramp. We’re climbing a stack right? We’re going to make a film.” Stark looked at his companion bleakly. “I brought you,” he said carefully, “because you were the only one available. It’s the last time.” 
 
    Pincher was trembling. 
 
    “Some place to say it: halfway up a stack on the edge of nothing. Some place to say it!” There was a film of sweat on his forehead. 
 
    “Would a good cry help?” Stark asked. “I should have brought Rita. She’ll do what she’s told. By me,” he added pointedly. 
 
    Pincher winced. “I’d like to kill you.” 
 
    Stark sighed. “If you don’t want to go on, how are you going to get down?” he asked curiously. 
 
    Pincher looked at the sea a hundred feet below, not quite below because it wasn’t high tide and the Old Man of Scamadale was set on a plinth of rock, so directly underneath was this sloping terrace, here about four feet wide, then the water, very deep and a metallic grey with a couple of yellow lobster floats bobbing in the waves. There was a scatter of foam round the rock and between this and the floats the tall fins of the killer whales moved idly above the surface. They did look as if they were waiting. 
 
    “Why don’t you lead the next pitch yourself?” Pincher asked. 
 
    “Oh, you want it spelled out? I hadn’t realised.” The tone was thin and venomous. “Because your old man’s saving himself, sonny. There’s some proper climbing after the slab, see — the kind of thing only an expert can do, you know? So I just thought you might lead the easy pitch so I’d get an idea of the standard of the lowest common denominator. If you can manage to get up this, I’ll take the proper climbing. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Pincher grimaced. He knew the other was right. Stark was the hard man, the leader. He had no imagination and no fear. He couldn’t swim and yet the whales didn’t bother him. But then Stark wouldn’t come off. Pincher thought: I’ve lost my nerve; I wouldn’t mind falling in the sea, but not with them down there. 
 
    “I’ve lost my nerve,” he said. “Let’s call it a day.” 
 
    Stark looked away from him. 
 
    “You lead it,” Pincher pleaded. 
 
    Their eyes locked. Stark jerked his head sideways. “I’ve had enough,” he said. “Get on with it.” 
 
    Pincher was defeated. He turned and looked at the rock. After a long moment he started to climb, neatly and competently. 
 
    Stark felt the tension leave him. He grinned and looked down at his hands. He’d forgotten to put his gloves on; he’d been about to do so when the altercation started. You couldn’t hold a free fall without gloves — still, Pinch wouldn’t come off. He wasn’t a bad climber; he just didn’t like killer whales. 
 
    The rope ran out. Pinch would be actually liking it now he was rubbing his nose on the rock. He’d revert when he stopped, of course: after the swing, when he reached the ledge on the corner and turned round and looked back. Because then he’d see the fins. Stark thought that the whales would attack. After all, a man was something like a seal: same size roughly; they’d certainly come in to investigate — and if a falling climber hit the plinth, then he’d land in the water unconscious, and there’d be blood. Sharks always came after blood. They said these were worse than sharks. 
 
    The rope stopped moving. Pincher had reached the place where there were no more holds: where the rock was smooth. A slab they called it, but it wasn’t really; it was a short section of wall. You approached from below right, and up beyond the top left-hand corner of the slab was a ledge which would hold two men. The sandstone was beautifully layered under the ledge so that once you were across the slab, it was kids’ stuff to muscle up to the stance. There was only this hiatus: six feet without holds. Now the hiatus was bridged for, dangling down the slab, were the slings he’d fixed yesterday and they were the key to the climb, or rather, to the making of the film. The upper half of the stack bristled with overhangs: not hard, but photogenic. Those slings had been a brilliant idea; they meant the whole climb would be in the view of the cameraman on the cliff, and that pendulum would look sensational on film. 
 
    The slings were clipped together to form one length. Pincher reached out for the lowest and put the slightest pressure on it — gingerly. He looked down. Stark said nothing, deliberately. It was the moment when most men would have been encouraging, but Stark wasn’t most men. Pincher looked as if he would ask a question; his face was very white, or even, Stark thought, green, as if he wanted to be sick. Fear got them that way sometimes. 
 
    Pincher took a tight hold on the sling, sidled to the right a bit to get impetus, then launched himself left-wards: running across the slab, all his weight coming on the slings now, his feet merely pushing as he pendulumed across the sandstone. Then he was in the air . . . but he shouldn’t be! He should be across, reaching out for the holds on the corner, leaving the slings to dangle . . . 
 
    He came backwards, his spine curved and showing his naked back where the shirt had come up, his feet and arms in, one hand still clutching the slings which trailed behind, above him, like a long red ribbon. He turned, splaying out: a horrible slow-motion vision of arms and legs like a starfish. Stark remembered that he wasn’t wearing gloves and he thought about pain. The rope ran out. 
 
    The thud of Pincher on the plinth was shocking, and then he rolled into the sea. The whales scattered. Stark stood still, not thinking, but accepting that for a moment there, humanity got in the way and he tried to check the rope. Now his hands hurt. The sea went on moving; the fins remained at a distance. Everything went on being, just as before, except Pincher. 
 
    * 
 
    He’d become familiar with those first pitches of the stack and he knew where the holds were so he didn’t mind retreating on his own. There wasn’t much difference between that and coming last anyway. Pincher had gone down first yesterday. 
 
    When he reached the plinth he saw that the rope was snagged above among the overhangs and he couldn’t reach it to pull the body in. It had drifted out a bit and was floating face down, the red helmet bobbing like the lobster floats. He turned away and walked round the bottom of the stack to the channel between it and the land. 
 
    The tide had come in fast — or perhaps they’d been longer on the climb than he’d thought. He looked at his watch. It was four o’clock and low water wasn’t till some time around midnight. It wasn’t high yet but when it was the plinth would be awash. The channel was now about fifteen feet wide at its narrowest point; could he, he wondered, throw himself across: take a leap, land more than halfway, then thrash a few strokes to the other side? He stared at the water, then turned to find out where the whales were — and here was the big fin, the biggest, the one belonging to the bull. It approached implacably, parting the surface in a ghastly silence — and then it lifted. 
 
    A great bulk showed, pied as a piebald horse. Water poured off the back, and the head: monstrous, with eyes, seemed to rest for a moment on some submarine shelf. The eyes looked at him. 
 
    The bull slid sideways with the sea, the fin, tall as a man, moved through the channel. The others followed slowly. A couple turned at an angle and nosed along the rocks like dogs. 
 
    Stark had drawn back and now he looked all round him: out to sea where there were no boats, at the tower above, at the red cliffs on the other side of the channel with the fixed ropes showing here and there: mute observers, totally devoid of comfort. He was on his own and even the elements were against him. He’d always been terrified of water. 
 
    He retreated. Waves were washing the plinth. Forty feet up the inland side of the stack was a niche like a sentry box which could be reached by way of a broken crack. You couldn’t progress above the niche (which was why they hadn’t attempted the stack on this side) but you didn’t need to. Forty feet was well above high water. 
 
    He climbed to this haven, disturbing the roosting fulmars. They made no attempt to attack but floated away, probably to the cliffs. He settled down to wait, something he’d done many times in the Alps. He had a lot to occupy his mind. Towards the end of his vigil he had the feeling that he was being watched. 
 
    * 
 
    By ten the water was draining out of the channel. He descended in the moonlight and crossed to the mainland by weed-covered rocks. The cliffs were in shadow but the fixed ropes showed up well. He’d done exercises on the plinth, ready for the return. He started to climb carefully, remembering Pincher. 
 
    At the top of the second rope he traversed sideways, along the big ledge and into the bottomless gully. He came out above the drop and looked over at the sea. The body was still floating under the stack — which was odd because the whales were there too. They’d been there all the time; he’d heard them blowing at intervals and had assumed that, having dealt with Pincher, they were hanging around for a second body. Now, it seemed, Pincher was still whole. Pondering this as he moved up the gully, he missed his footing and stumbled. A big boulder broke away to cartwheel down the scree and disappear. After a long moment he heard it smash on the beach. His lips tightened. 
 
    He came to the last fixed rope and the top of the cliff was only ninety feet above him. He refused to entertain the thought of relaxing; he didn’t think of lights and warmth and people, least of all did he think of sympathy. If he thought at all it was of the time spent waiting for low water: the time when he’d speculated on why Pincher fell. But this wasn’t the moment for speculation. He reached out for the rope. 
 
    About twenty feet from the top the cliff was vertical. He looked up and saw the boulders on the edge. They resembled big heads peering down at his progress: three heads. His breath came rasping and his hands were agony. He drew himself up again. Three heads? There were two boulders on the top, like a kind of portal. The rope ran between them. He looked up again. There were only two heads — delete that — boulders. He was near the end of his reserves. 
 
    The rope was rigid, taking the strain of his twelve stone. Like the slings on the stack, he’d secured it himself. He hadn’t trusted Pincher. He didn’t trust anyone, only himself and his equipment, like this rope. 
 
    Suddenly the rope was no longer rigid. The world, Stark’s world, went limp, airy, floating. He was a starfish in the void. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “This line is very bad,” Miss Pink said, raising her voice: “Scamadale!” 
 
    “Spell it, dear.” Her London agent sounded exasperated. 
 
    She did so. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Ultima Thule.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Never mind; it’s in the north of Scotland.” 
 
    “That’s splendid. Write something about it, will you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I need a holiday and that excludes even taking notes. Also it’s unspoiled, which is the reason I’m going there. I’m not going to exploit it.” 
 
    “It will command a good price. Vogue perhaps, or Harper’s.” 
 
    Miss Pink sighed. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Have you taken on more work?” Chrissie Clarke asked suspiciously as her employer replaced the receiver. 
 
    “No, Chrissie, just put Mr Jenks off. He’ll forget about it. He’s an opportunist. He rang about my new serial and when I told him I’d be away for a fortnight, seized his chance to get a travel article. He guessed I’d be going to an interesting part of the country.” 
 
    “Is it interesting?” Chrissie asked, standing back and surveying the table set for supper. 
 
    “Not really,” Miss Pink said, seating herself and taking her napkin from its silver ring. “I mean, not for the readers of Vogue and Harper’s. It’s a dead-end, on a peninsula with some little hills and a great deal of sea. There are about six houses and that’s it.” 
 
    “Who lives in the houses, apart from your friend — or don’t you know? It’s your first visit, it?” 
 
    “My first, but Miss West told me something about it when we met in Italy, and her letters are informative. There’s the landowner: an old climber, Clive Perry, all alone in Scamadale House, and apart from the crofters and Miss West, that’s all, I believe. It may prove somewhat pedestrian — but there’s a wealth of wildlife and that’s the main attraction.” 
 
    “It’ll be a nice rest for you. You’ve been doing too much.” 
 
    Miss Pink smiled. “A lovely rest,” she agreed. “So far as chance callers are concerned, you don’t know my whereabouts, and I don’t expect you to ring me unless it’s a matter of urgency. I am going on holiday.” 
 
    Chrissie moved to the door. 
 
    “Just so long as you remember,” she said darkly. “You look drawn.” 
 
    * 
 
    The comment kept recurring, as these things do, particularly when the recipient is over sixty. Lying awake in her sleeping berth, Miss Pink told herself she’d been foolish to take on so much during the past winter. Many people would think that a nice house in Cornwall and money to employ a housekeeper and a gardener (albeit a pensioner, part-time), was one kind of dolce vita, but then most people didn’t look beyond appearances: the well-kept garden, the solid house with its comforts and security, an excellent cook who wasn’t above cleaning. What they didn’t realise was less the cost of keeping it up (her romantic serials were in constant demand by editors of women’s journals) than the other activities obligatory to a certain kind of maiden lady with local standing and many interests: in this instance from natural history to delinquency. President of the Women’s Institute, on the committees of the Gardening Club and the regional field society, Melinda Pink J.P. felt, on the eve of her Scottish holiday, that she fully deserved the break. Such a feeling itself underlined her fatigue because she wasn’t given to introspection, least of all to self-pity. It was that remark about being ‘drawn’. “Perhaps,” she said aloud, “marriage is the answer: a shared burden,” and her thoughts became speculative. 
 
    Her train was Motorail, but she and her modest family Austin could be transported no farther than Perth in what amounted to the winter season — although Easter had come and gone. She did some shopping required by her hostess, adding numerous thoughtful luxuries of her own choice, and the day was well advanced by the time she was clear of the last town and heading north through country growing increasingly wild and uninhabited, and where there would be nothing more than the occasional village for ninety miles. 
 
    Now ninety miles in the north of Scotland can’t be done in three hours in the dark — and it was starting to rain. Cloud was coming down on the mountains and there were too many sheep on the road. She drove carefully, edging round the sheep and wondering how near she was to shelter. She stopped and looked at her road atlas. There was an isolated speck marked beside a loch and identified as an hotel. She continued hopefully; water gleamed through trees and the rain increased. 
 
    She found the inn with ease for, apart from the odd cottage, it was the only place within miles and it proclaimed itself by several lights in the early evening gloom and a number of cars on the forecourt. She had forgotten that it was Saturday, but trusted that trade would be confined to the bar and that there would be a room free for her. 
 
    She wasn’t disappointed for even at the end of April the tourist season hadn’t started. They’d had a few overnight visitors at Easter, a young girl told her as they went upstairs, but now they were quiet. 
 
    “I thought you might be busy when I saw the cars,” Miss Pink remarked, making conversation. “They must belong to local people.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re farmers, and the keeper’s here — and some English climbers.” 
 
    “Rock climbers?” 
 
    The girl nodded and smiled as if at some private amusement. She was a pretty child with sparkling eyes, a little on the plump side, but wholesome: a Highland girl. 
 
    “There’s a big mountain at the back,” she told Miss Pink. “They’ve climbed it — well, one of them has, because he was telling me.” She straightened the counterpane unnecessarily and when she stood up she was blushing. “They’re not here for that place this time though; they’re just passing through.” 
 
    “Where are they going?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    She left Miss Pink to speculate on the glamour attached to ‘foreigners’ particularly when they were associated with this new spectator sport which so many had seen demonstrated on towering sea stacks and alpine faces by way of the television screen. Danger had always been implicit in mountaineering, but it had taken the mass media to present climbing in a light where the public would stop disapproving of something that was generally incomprehensible and to switch with startling fickleness to a kind of idolatry. Television climbing epics were a growth industry. 
 
    She dined on venison and half a bottle of Haut Brion. Given the choice of dining room or lounge in which to take her coffee, she chose the latter, only to find that it was the cocktail lounge and occupied already. Her coffee tray stood on a table and, making the best of a poor job, she sat down and regarded the company with a polite but deceptively abstracted air. 
 
    The six people in the room seemed easy to place. The girl whom she’d met already was serving behind a small bar, and another girl and a man, both dressed casually in jeans and sweaters and whom she took to be the climbers, were talking at a table. One of the men standing would be the keeper: a burly middle-aged fellow in plus fours, while his companion, of similar physical type, with a face roughened by much exposure to the weather, might be a farmer. But her attention focused on the remaining customer for, from the attitude of the barmaid, this was the one who had climbed ‘the big mountain at the back’, one which she recollected now on which a fine cliff had been recently discovered steep and serious enough that people who ventured on it were worthy of attention. 
 
    The girl was fascinated by her customer, but shy; not surprisingly, for he was talking to her with an assumption of intimacy unusual in one who was just passing through and evidently a stranger. He was dark and had a vaguely South American air enhanced by a dashing Zapata moustache and shortish hair which had been styled by a clever barber. His profile was predatory and arresting, striking if not handsome. He was lean and well-proportioned and, like the seated pair, he wore jeans and a sweater, and on his feet the scuffed suede boots favoured by climbers when they were off the rock. His voice was low and Miss Pink couldn’t distinguish words. The girl’s face was pink and she was becoming flustered. 
 
    The keeper took his companion’s empty glass and, with his own, placed it on the counter with unnecessary emphasis. The barmaid glanced at him abstractedly, lifted an unlabelled bottle from a top shelf and, in filling the glasses, spilled the liquor. The climber said something. The keeper turned and stared at him. Miss Pink couldn’t see the local’s expression because his back was towards her but she watched the dark man’s face. The lips stretched, not in a smile but the start of one, the eyes were narrowed and dangerous. She had never seen a brawl start but had often observed male animals squaring up for a fight, and she was disturbed. She was aware that the farmer was watching the other two, and that the barmaid was suddenly expressionless as she wiped the counter. 
 
    “You want to watch your tongue,” the keeper said clearly. 
 
    “How’s that?” The tone was amused. 
 
    “I heard what you said.” 
 
    “I said she needed a few lessons — in pouring whisky.” 
 
    “Now you listen to me. I’ve been hearing what you were saying, and this girl’s my cousin. We don’t like the ways of some of you Southerners and we’d be glad to see the back of you double-quick.” 
 
    The climber’s eyes slid over the other. “A keeper, aren’t you? You should remember your manners, my man. You probably depend on the visitors for your wage packet, such as it is — or are you on Social Security?” 
 
    The farmer was quick as a cat. As the arm started to swing he blocked it, reaching for his drink and interposing his bulk. The climber made no move but the keeper took a step sideways. The farmer faced him, his eyes anxious. 
 
    “Drink up,” he urged, “and we’ll get to the bar; it’s more comfortable.” 
 
    The seated couple had stopped talking and were watching the group at the bar. After a tense silence the keeper turned. 
 
    “I’ll no’ drink in this company,” he said loudly and walked out, followed closely by his companion. 
 
    “What a splendid exit line,” the climber remarked to their backs. The keeper paused but his friend crowded him into the passage. Raised voices could be heard receding. The barmaid went quickly through a door at the back of the counter and the climber turned round, leaning his elbows on the bar and exhibiting an almost indecent expectancy of approval. But the atmosphere had deflated as if pricked. Miss Pink, determined not to show her feelings, was studying the couple and wondering how they came to be associated with such a curious person. They looked ordinary enough: the young man with long, straggling hair, and the girl — well, not ordinary with that mouth which drooped too easily and bored eyes, but certainly not a type one would think congenial to the man who took such an unhealthy delight in goading strangers. She showed a certain animation in response to her companion, but she was dull. Dulled, perhaps, was the term. 
 
    “Who’s for a game of darts in the bar?” the dark man asked. “Come on, Pinch; let’s challenge our friends.” 
 
    “Don’t push it, man,” the other said, not looking at him. 
 
    The one with the Zapata moustache hesitated, glanced at Miss Pink, rejected her, then lifted the flap of the counter, took down the unlabelled bottle and poured himself a drink. 
 
    The girl said something inaudible and slouched out of the room. 
 
    “Can’t take it?” the dark man called after her. There was no reply. A door slammed. “Can I get you a drink, madam?” he asked Miss Pink. 
 
    “I’m not certain that you have the right to serve me,” she observed reasonably. 
 
    The man called Pinch turned in his seat and stared at her. 
 
    “The right, madam?” Zapata commented in surprise. 
 
    “I would imagine that it extends only to the licensee and his employees.” 
 
    “Ah,” he bowed to her ironically: “A lady who knows her law.” 
 
    “Come off it, Stark,” Pinch said. “You’ll get us thrown out. I’m going anyway.” He got up and moved towards the door. 
 
    “I’ve got the keys,” Stark said. “Thrown out? What have I done? Have I offended someone?” He looked towards Miss Pink who remained silent. “It’s no good you following Rita,” he continued to his companion: “She’s gone for a smoke and she won’t thank you for stopping her. And we’re staying here tonight — at least, I am.” He leered and jerked his head at the door by which the barmaid had left. “She’ll come back for more.” 
 
    He filled a second glass, left the bottle on the counter and came round to join the other. His tone changed, became serious and confidential. 
 
    “We can still be there by midday if we leave after breakfast. There’s no point in rushing; we’ve got to get down first —” 
 
    The other interrupted in a low voice and Stark flicked a glance at Miss Pink. 
 
    “. . . no interest,” she heard, “. . . teacher . . . school for birds.” 
 
    “I hope this weather doesn’t clamp down,” Pinch said. “I told you all along it were too early in the year.” 
 
    “You can get bad weather in the summer and anyway, if we waited, someone else might get in first. I know Jackson’s interested and he’s not far away: on Cam Mor. He could be moving north; he’s not working.” 
 
    “What’s he got in mind on Cam Mor then?” 
 
    They started to talk climbing shop but Miss Pink was less absorbed in the details than she would have been in different circumstances. She was intrigued by Stark’s dual personality. Now he was natural, enthusiastic, eager: apparently a perfectly normal young man discussing his overwhelming interest. She didn’t like it. Juxtaposed with his earlier behaviour it hinted at a kind of perversion. He could switch on and off like a mechanical object. Then some newcomers arrived, the man a factor perhaps in his good tweed suit and deerstalker, the girl willowy with long pale hair. Stark stopped talking and his eyes moved over her slowly, like a farmer valuing a cow. Miss Pink rose and went to the door of the inn. 
 
    It had stopped raining and the outside lights shone on still puddles. She walked across the forecourt, sniffing appreciatively. There was a smell of wet earth with a tang of woodsmoke — and something else. She stopped and stared at the loch which had caught a patch of light in its upper reaches. A few yards away from her stood a white Mini and she was aware of a movement inside it, of the glow of a cigarette. Someone was watching her from the passenger seat. Miss Pink said pleasantly: 
 
    “You’ll be hoping for the weather to improve.” 
 
    There was silence from the car. 
 
    “For climbing, I mean,” she went on. 
 
    “I don’t climb,” the sulky girl said. 
 
    “No,” Miss Pink agreed. “Three isn’t the best number.” 
 
    “Too right it isn’t.” After a while she added: “I used to climb.” 
 
    Miss Pink asked, with emphasis on the Christian name: “Is the young man in the hotel Trevor Stark?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Stark. He’s great, isn’t he?” The tone was cool, almost amused. “You’ll have seen him on the telly.” 
 
    “That’s right. He’s a fine climber.” 
 
    “He’s one of the hard men.” Again that curious tone. A fact was stated, but no opinion. Miss Pink turned towards the inn. 
 
    “He’s after blood tonight,” came the voice from the car. It could have been a warning or some kind of explanation. 
 
    “Is he always like that?” 
 
    The pale face nodded. The cigarette end glowed and smoke drifted through the open window. 
 
    “Usually,” the girl said. “Even on the rock.” 
 
    “That must be unpleasant for his friends.” 
 
    “He hasn’t got any.” 
 
    “For his climbing partners, then.” 
 
    “He doesn’t keep those — not long. They go with him at first because they want to do the hard routes, but they never stay. Pinch wouldn’t stay but — he won’t stay — I hope. I wouldn’t have come but I wanted to be with Pinch. He’s my — we’re engaged, sort of. Why am I talking to you like this?” 
 
    “It’s a lovely night,” Miss Pink said, “now that the rain has stopped. People sometimes want to talk in this kind of setting.” She gestured at the hills. 
 
    “You a social worker?” the girl asked. 
 
    “In a way.” 
 
    “Yeah, I recognised you. That was funny, wasn’t it: ‘recognised you’? I mean, your sort, and the way you watched in there. You know, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Miss Pink said. “I know.” 
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “Do you want me to do something? You don’t mean the police, do you?” 
 
    “You’re like all the others — no, that’s wrong: some of the others. They leave it to you, but you can’t stop on your own. Do you think it ought to be legal?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I happen to believe that it can lead to hard drugs.” 
 
    “That’s what Pinch says. He got me off it a while back. Made me smoke them awful French fags in the blue packet.” 
 
    “Gauloises.” 
 
    “That’s right, I can’t say it. Used to go in the shop and ask for them things in the blue packet.” There was a sound like a chuckle followed by a caught breath. “We used to play a game called Scrabble. You ever played that?” 
 
    Miss Pink admitted that she had. 
 
    “He said he’d make me concentrate and then I’d forget about the grass. It worked too. He were teaching me English: ‘widening my vocabulary’ he called it. I’m a slum kid, see, then there was the estate and that were worse, and then approved school. I used to steal for kicks. You shocked?” 
 
    “No,” Miss Pink said. 
 
    “It’s the truth. I gave up trying to shock people. Used to do it for fun like: making up things, but I got bored with it. Couldn’t get a rise out of people. Why do you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “The whole scene: listening and so on, trying to make people go straight?” 
 
    “Love, perhaps. In part.” 
 
    “Haven’t you had none then?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. I had a very happy family life. That could be why, you see: one would like to try to pass it on.” 
 
    “Pass on happiness? You must be joking.” 
 
    “Pinch makes you happy.” 
 
    “His name’s Pincher. No, it’s all right; it’s just if you called him Pinch it would be a bit familiar, wouldn’t it? But, of course, you won’t be talking to him. He doesn’t want me now; he wants that bugger in there. I don’t mean he’s a queer; it’s just that he’s tied to Stark like a baby. He worships him. Stark treats me like dirt, so Pinch does.” 
 
    “Surely not. You were both quite natural in the lounge.” It wasn’t quite true but it would suffice. 
 
    “Only because Stark was after the kid behind the bar. He didn’t want Pinch, so Pinch came to me. If there’d been two kids, Stark would have got one for Pinch to spite me. He got me back on the grass; Pinch knows it too, but he don’t seem to care any more.” 
 
    “Does Stark smoke?” 
 
    “Not him. He just carries them for company.” 
 
    Miss Pink winced, and was observed. 
 
    “Some people are like that,” the girl said. 
 
    “Why does he try to drag you down? Does he dislike you so much?” 
 
    “I don’t think he does. It’s just Pinch and me were together, see, and Stark likes breaking things.” She thought for a moment. “No, I don’t think he hates me,” she went on, stressing the pronouns. “I’m useful. He could get gorgeous birds to come on trips like this and cook — and the rest — but they wouldn’t stay. I’ll stay because of Pinch. A girl walked out on him not long since. He went mad; I’d never seen him like that before, just over a bird. He said he’d get her for it.” 
 
    “What did he mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Make her life hell somehow. Perhaps he’ll get her back and then drop her. But this one’s different; she’s not a slum kid, and she’s got money because he was always flush when she was around.” 
 
    “Doesn’t anyone ever —?” Miss Pink hesitated. 
 
    “Try to get him? They’d like to; he’s pushing it all the time. You saw him in the pub. I went to a circus once, with lions and tigers, you know, and there was this bloke with a whip and long shiny boots. I was only a kid but me, I liked them animals: cuddly they were, like toys, all furry and striped with big heads. You could make friends with them. And this bloke talked quiet at them, and he had a stick me auntie said give electric shocks, and I saw their eyes. God, I was frightened then. They were so full of hate, I thought they’d kill him and jump over the bars and get us. It wasn’t right to watch. I felt ashamed. Daft, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “No, shame is a kind of suffering. It’s cruel to make an entertainment out of it.” 
 
    “That’s right, you got it! And that’s what Stark does. I see people’s eyes when he’s really pushing. But something always happens, like that other chap just now; someone or something gets between Stark and the ones who want to come back at him. Bloody miracle, I call it. Some day though, his luck’ll run out. I hope I’m there to see it. Pinch would be all right if Stark was dead.” 
 
    “No,” Miss Pink said firmly. “That’s a silly line of thought. You’ve got more sense.” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    * 
 
    As she undressed she reflected that cannabis had similar effects to alcohol: it was an intoxicant which prompted its dependents to unburden themselves. She wondered if the girl would regret her loquacity in the morning, but then there would be another cigarette to dull uneasy memories — and, in any event, she might comfort herself with the thought that in all probability she and Miss Pink would never meet again; the conversation could be consigned to limbo. She didn’t think that it was a curious coincidence to find tragedy in a remote Highland inn; she was the kind of person people needed to talk to, and she knew only too well that horror was not a matter of places but of people. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The country changed as she drove west the next morning. The big hills, with their long slopes and architecture like cathedrals, were left behind, and the road, single-track now, ran sometimes on the crest of a moor, often through shallow declivities where heather seemed to grow straight from the bedrock and the only soil was in pockets on craggy river banks, or in marshes. There were drifts of primroses in the pockets, and violets. Bird song was loud in every patch of scrub birch, and more than once as she crept round a curve and a watery bay, she sighted a heron, still as a post among thin reeds. 
 
    She came to a sea loch which she knew was tidal only by the weed exposed on its shore. No open water was visible for the channel was lost seawards between low islets. She passed through a village called Kinloch that was merely one street with washing lines and salmon nets on the lochside, and a line of neat white cottages opposite. 
 
    A mile beyond the village the road started to climb and the hill looked monstrously high and long. Far above, the pass showed between outcrops of rock. She wasn’t unprepared and she engaged second gear, but she had to change down to bottom before she reached the summit. 
 
    For several miles on the other side of the pass the road dropped gently over moorland. There were power lines on the verge, the poles utilised economically by what must be a telephone cable. The sea was visible now but still some distance ahead. Isolated hills rose abruptly from the moor, riding the heather like boats at anchor. Below and on the right was an extensive stretch of water while all about this high tableland smaller lochans were gleaming in the sunshine. She passed open peat hags, the clean cuts a rich chocolate colour and the peats drying in the heather. The road dipped and she stopped. 
 
    Now, westwards, she saw the bay that was called Calava demarcated by splendid headlands jutting into the pale and shining sea. The northern point was several hundred feet high, that to the south was dwarfed by another behind it which matched the neighbour across the bay. She stared in an enchantment that had nothing to do with climbing; she could admire a cliff for its lines unassociated with the quality of the rock. There were skerries and rocky islands, and in that brilliant but silent world the seascape had an air of unreality. It was like the coastline of Valhalla. 
 
    The shore of the bay was hidden by the ground immediately ahead of her. She saw that the northern headland stood at the end of a band of cliffs which stretched inland towards the outlet of the long loch on her right. She surmised that the southern headlands were the termination of a similar band, the inner end of which she was now approaching from the top. Squeezed between the bands was the glen of Scamadale. 
 
    She eased the Austin forward and came to a notice which said, not unexpectedly, steep hill engage low gear. She had motored in the Alps but nevertheless she felt a shiver of excitement. She was still several hundred feet above sea level. 
 
    She came slowly down an incline through a rock gateway where a loose gully had scattered stones on the tarmac. Almost immediately there was a hairpin. On the straight she glanced seawards, catching a momentary glimpse of pale sand and gleaming surf, of vivid green fields and white houses, then came the next hairpin and the next, the distances between each increasing. Now, in the apex of the cirque formed by the rock bands, bare trees climbed a depression and water dropped in a long cascade. 
 
    The hill ended and the road ran out between stone walls where sturdy cattle grazed in the fields. There was some woodland with Scotch firs among hardwoods already in leaf. The birches here were quite green and the air was mild and smelled of the sea. 
 
    The road ran beside a shallow river. She stopped at a gate where a path led across a paddock to the back of a whitewashed cottage. On her left was a stile and a field of new grass running up between rhododendrons and trees to lawns and the façade of a fine stone house, two storeys high, white with big windows and a roof of green slates. It looked functional but pleasant and prosperous. 
 
    The settlement had an uncanny air of abandonment. No one moved on the lawns of what must be Scamadale House; her quiet approach had attracted attention only from the cattle. Then, looking seawards, she saw that the line of the strand was broken by two figures that appeared from behind a solitary rock in the centre of the bay. They were too far away to distinguish details but they were slim and, to her surprise, she saw the breeze flutter ankle-length skirts. The women were moving slowly as if engrossed in conversation. She had switched off her engine and now she heard the soft murmur of the sea threaded distantly with the cries of birds. 
 
    “You’ll be lookin’ for Miss West.” 
 
    She’d heard no one approach. She turned and found herself being studied by an old man from the other side of the gate. 
 
    “That’s right,” she agreed, taking in the weather-beaten face and the sharp eyes. “My name is Pink.” 
 
    “I’m MacLeod. Miss West’s croft is over the water.” He turned and pointed across the river. “That’s Soutra. We were expectin’ you last night.” 
 
    “I stopped on the way; it was raining and getting dark.” 
 
    “Aye, ’tis better to come into Scamadale by daylight. Nasty old road that is in the dark. My, but you’re hardy to drive all that way on your own!” 
 
    “Oh, I put my car on the train as far as Perth.” 
 
    “You did! On the train you say? Indeed now and how can they make a waggon big enough to take a car?” 
 
    “It goes on a flat truck. It saved me five hundred miles of driving.” 
 
    “Five hundred miles!” He stared at her in disbelief. “But that’s more than halfway to Iceland.” 
 
    “How long have you had the road?” she asked. 
 
    “Since Mr Perry came. Before that we used to go and come by the sea, when we weren’t cut off by storms. ’Tis a wild coast. In the war we lost nearly all our young men; goin’ round to Kinloch they were in Lachie MacLeod’s boat with Lachie’s wife. She was my cousin. They were after takin’ her to the doctor with something wrong with her insides.” 
 
    “How many were lost?” 
 
    “The four men and Jeannie MacLeod. They must have gone down off Farrid Head —” he pointed to the southern headland “— for that’s where we found the wreckage, and the bodies came back with the tide, one by one into Calava Bay. With their menfolk gone, the widows and children went away; Thomasina MacKenzie married again — over quick, some said — but we stayed: the old woman and me, and we took in the MacKenzie children and my cousin Lachie’s girl, Elspeth — her that married Roddie MacKenzie. Now there’s only the six of us left, with the MacKays.” 
 
    “Six,” she repeated thoughtfully, staring at the fields. “How well you keep it.” 
 
    “Ach, aye.” The tone was casual to an extreme but the old eyes shone with pride. “What do you think to the cattle, ma’am?” 
 
    As she replied with superlatives (but they were fine cattle) an old woman came out of the cottage. She was round-shouldered and her rosy face was poked forward like a tortoise’s, blue eyes fixed unwaveringly on the visitor. She wore a man’s cap and a shabby red velvet gown, its hem looped up to a belt of binder twine, the décolletage filled with a polo-necked jersey in canary yellow. The looped skirt exposed green woollen stockings and Austrian climbing boots. 
 
    “We were expectin’ you last night, miss.” 
 
    Miss Pink, reflecting that introductions were meaningless if everyone’s identity was known, explained. She had got out of her car to meet Mrs MacLeod and, looking up the glen as she talked of her journey, seeing with her mind’s eye trains, Perth, supermarkets, she was struck by their sudden remoteness and she realised that, to Scamadale, Iceland must indeed be nearer than Cornwall. Iceland was only a few hundred miles across the familiar sea but there were aspects of life inland from this glen which would be incomprehensible to its inhabitants and thus unpredictable and dangerous. The sea only took the community’s young men but who could tell what an alien environment might do? 
 
    Mrs MacLeod was asking anxiously if she liked lobsters. 
 
    “Very much. Are you catching them already?” 
 
    “MacKay is,” MacLeod said. “She wants to know because you’re after havin’ lobsters tonight.” 
 
    “Well,” Miss Pink breathed. “What a treat!” 
 
    “She does the cookin’,” MacLeod explained. 
 
    Presented by a sudden vision of the cloth cap and velvet gown in a stainless steel kitchen Miss Pink’s eyes sought some harmless distraction and she looked towards the shore where the two girls were now strolling back to the big rock, hair and skirts lifting in the wind. 
 
    “That’s Miss Bridget and Sadie MacKay.” MacLeod saw her interest. “You’ll be meetin’ Miss Bridget tonight.” 
 
    “Too thin,” his wife said. “I’ve got to feed her up.” Her eyes bored through Miss Pink’s well-cut suit and exposed the solidity beneath. There was an eloquent silence broken by the crofter. 
 
    “Young Morrison’s invited too; he’s writin’ a book about the birds and the beasts here.” The tone was indulgent. 
 
    “He can’t be expected to know,” Mrs MacLeod put in earnestly. “He’s only been here two months.” 
 
    “He don’t believe us.” 
 
    “Ach, he hasna said that.” 
 
    “I asked him what he was puttin’ in about the sealwomen and he said it was a book of facts, so there’d only be seals. You know what he was meanin’ by that, ma’am?” 
 
    “That seal-women were not facts.” 
 
    “Aye. We’ve always had them in these parts, at least till my grandfather’s time. He had a cousin what found one in his nets and he brought her home and lived with her for three months.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” Miss Pink was wide-eyed. 
 
    “She went back to the water in the autumn. That’s when they breed. He wasn’t good enough, see?” 
 
    His wife clicked her tongue. “You and your old stories! You should hear them singin’ on a still night, miss; they get in the caves and the rock makes it sound more — more —” she glanced at her husband. 
 
    “Eerie.” 
 
    “You can hear them a long way across the water. You won’t hear them now though; the killers is in.” She shuddered. 
 
    “Killers?” 
 
    “Whales,” MacLeod said. “I’d shoot them but Mr Perry won’t allow it. Morrison says they’re harmless.” But for Miss Pink he would have spat. 
 
    She looked at the sea and then at the foreground which showed so much evidence of good husbandry. A great deal of common sense and initiative had been put into Scamadale, and even hard-headed business. The juxtaposition of superstition and science was intriguing — for there was science here. She asked about the breed of cattle. 
 
    “Luings.” He pronounced it ‘lings’. “You’ll be seein’ my bull now, he’s runnin’ with the heifers on Miss West’s croft.” 
 
    “MacQuarrie the Second?” 
 
    They both gaped at her, then MacLeod recovered himself. 
 
    “Miss West told you.” 
 
    “Of course. And I know that you’re the stockman apart from almost everything else. You’re also in charge of the horses. No wonder you look so well.” 
 
    “He only stopped goin’ after the deer last year,” Mrs MacLeod said proudly. 
 
    He saw the younger woman start and grinned mischievously. “Ach, them days is over. I’m near seventy now but I’ve had some good times dodging the policeman and Sir Harold’s keepers — his estate marches with ours halfway to Kinloch. But since Mr Perry came to Scamadale we go out with him, all above board. He don’t let any of his shootin’; it’s just for close friends and us.” 
 
    “How pleasant to find an estate that’s not let to a syndicate.” 
 
    This time he failed to control himself and a gobbet of saliva plummeted on the grass. “Money! ’Tis evil. Folks come here — we can’t stop them, ’tis a public highway — in their big cars and nothin’ to the skirts on their wimmen, and silly little dogs that’s clipped — like a horse in winter but in patterns more like a tree — well, you’ll have seen it no doubt —” 
 
    “Poodles,” Mrs MacLeod put in helpfully. 
 
    “She knows, woman. An’ the sheeps is so frightened they run because the creatures is so strange, not because they can bite. Dogs! And if they run at lambin’ the harm’s done, isn’t it? And then all the gates is left open and old tins in the fields where they picnic, and walls knocked down — why, a family of children can do more harm in an afternoon than MacQuarrie when he’s feelin’ like a walk up the glen. I’d shoot them.” 
 
    “He don’t mean it.” 
 
    “Well ’tis money is the cause of it all. They havena learned to behave. They’ve got no manners. I only got to look at you, ma’am, and I know you close gates, and if you’ve got a dog, ’tis a gun-dog and you trained it. But these folk that come here, they got some money and all they can think of is gettin’ more to save them bein’ poor again. They got a big car, but they want one bigger; they’ve got a television so they want one in colours. And they got no feelin’ for the land. They’re just plain greedy like the old black-backs.” 
 
    He looked up the slope to Scamadale House. “We’ve got everything here,” he went on more quietly. “You say eatin’ lobster’s a treat to you but we can eat lobster and chicken all through the year if we want. Time was when folk in Scamadale lived on dried fulmars and puffins in winter and used their oil in lamps. Now we got the electric, and venison out of those big ice boxes of Mr Perry’s, and we got the best beef in Scotland. We live like lords in Scamadale.” 
 
    * 
 
    “I met the MacLeods,” Miss Pink said, reaching for a third piece of shortbread and checking herself. 
 
    “Murdo and Jessie?” her friend asked. “Do have some more; you’ve lost weight. MacLeod’s quite a character, and he can talk the hind leg off a donkey.” 
 
    They were sitting on a flagged terrace outside the cottage called Soutra. Beyond the terrace wall the waves broke on the shore. To the south, the big headland dropped into the sea and at its foot, planted like an exclamation mark, rose a tall stack, its base fretted with foam from which every now and again a white fountain rose and fell like a film without sound. 
 
    Miss Pink took another piece of shortbread. 
 
    “I wasn’t prepared for this,” she said. 
 
    Every piece of the Scamadale puzzle seemed subtly out of alignment. One started with what appeared to be a thriving rural community but a closer look revealed a strange breed of cattle, seaweed for fertiliser, horses in the fields that were working Percherons, all muscle and bone — and now in a cottage on the shore, with a peat stack outside the gate and a great northern diver floating aimlessly on the waves and uttering his mad loon call, a lady in Fortnum and Mason tweeds served coffee from a stone pot that could have come from Harrod’s. 
 
    Miss Pink had met Leila West only once before: eighteen months ago, on a trip to Italy. Of the other’s past life she knew very little; there was something about keeping house for a brother who had been a forester in India but who died, and then various positions as housekeeper to English expatriates until she had drifted home to roost in Scamadale. 
 
    She was a strong, compact woman with an attractive face: fine bones, a good tan and large hazel eyes with the skin a little lined at the corners. The eyes had the kind of expression that wasn’t indicative of suffering but of its memory. She was in her early forties; young to take up residence in such a remote community and to be completely grey. But the grey was very becoming: coarse and creamy and caught back in tortoiseshell combs. There was a secret here, of this Miss Pink was certain, but she felt no inquisitiveness; it was a fact docketed in her mind but not examined. 
 
    “I hadn’t realised,” she went on, “how — beautiful is such a hackneyed word how unworldly your surroundings would be.” 
 
    “That’s only the appearance. In fact, we’re a thriving community. I know Scamadale is remote geographically, but we’re not recluses.” 
 
    “You seem to have struck the perfect compromise,” Miss Pink observed: “a kind of para-primitiveness aided by technology. MacLeod says he has everything. You too?” 
 
    “Do you know, I really have to think hard,” Leila admitted. “I do need a new radio, but I shall buy that next time I go to Inverness. I’m annoyed that the library hasn’t sent a book I wanted on herbs . . . but you mean basic things, of course.” She looked towards the settlement on the other side of the river. “No,” she said softly, “I have everything.” 
 
    Miss Pink’s mind pricked its ears; present secrets were usually less intimate than those belonging to the past. 
 
    “Clive would like you to come to the House this evening,” Leila went on. “Marcus Bowles is here and Clive’s niece.” 
 
    “Bowles the climber?” 
 
    “Yes, you know him? I forget we’re all climbers.” She bit her lip. 
 
    “You climb too?” Miss Pink asked in surprise. It was news to her, which was odd because climbers are as loquacious as any sportsmen. 
 
    “I’ve been initiated now. Have you known Marcus long?” 
 
    “I had a season with him in the Alps before the war. He wasn’t married then, of course. We haven’t kept in touch.” 
 
    Leila looked interested. 
 
    “Just a short-lived affair,” the older woman confessed. “Marcus was far too much of a go-getter for me. I would never have made a tycoon’s wife — property development, isn’t it? — and now a politician! Too public a role for me.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not a politician yet — and won’t be unless he mends his ways.” 
 
    “Now what can you mean by that?” 
 
    Leila hesitated and stared at her friend with calculation. 
 
    “You’ll know as soon as you see them,” she said, as if taking a decision. “That’s the point: he’s so obvious. Did I mention Bridget in my letters?” 
 
    “I know she’s Perry’s niece, and I saw her on the shore. MacLeod told me who she was.” 
 
    “Yes, she was down there with Sadie. She’s a very attractive girl, lives in London most of the time. Her parents were killed in a car crash when she was small and Clive became her guardian and she came to Scamadale to live. She went away to school, of course. She’s twenty-three now and wants to work in television. I believe she’s quite a promising actress; she’s had some good parts already and she’s certainly got the looks, and the confidence. She’s something of an exhibitionist — no, that’s the wrong term; she dramatises things. At the moment she’s here to lick her wounds — she tells me. She’s getting over an unhappy love affair: ‘trying to recover her identity’ is how she puts it.” 
 
    “I see.” Miss Pink was pleasantly neutral. 
 
    “Yes.” Leila sighed. “A very attractive girl — and Marcus is making a complete fool of himself. I’m sure he followed her here. She’s known him for ages, since she can remember, I suppose. Marcus and Clive were friends when they were at university.” 
 
    “If he followed her here perhaps he’s the man with whom she’s been having an affair.” 
 
    “No, definitely not. She treats him very off-handedly, quite cruel at times, although he is something of a sitting duck. It’s so undignified — and there’s his wife and three grown-up children, why, he’s a grandfather! And he’s standing at the next election. I don’t know what’s come over him.” 
 
    “It’s not uncommon for elderly men to be infatuated with young girls,” Miss Pink pointed out. “Which party is he standing for?” 
 
    “Labour.” 
 
    “That is awkward. Such a respectable party where their intellectual candidates are concerned, but I expect it will blow over. It will be his last wild oat.” 
 
    “That’s what Clive says — privately. He’s very tolerant and kind to both of them. His house has become a haven for blighted lovers: Bridget’s words, not mine. I said she could be unkind, but I think that stems from the fact that she’s been badly hurt herself, despite her flippancy.” 
 
    “I suppose she’s known Sadie MacKay for some time?” 
 
    “Oh yes. They’ve grown up together. It’s an odd relationship if you look at it objectively. Bridget refers to herself as an intellectual schizoid. I think that she means she can easily become involved in what she calls the scene both in London and here. She can be extremely sophisticated but when she comes home she peels off a layer. But Sadie doesn’t have layers. She’s simple. In an urban environment she’d be called educationally subnormal; they couldn’t teach her anything at school. She’s illiterate but her knowledge in some quarters is quite profound so ‘ESN’ is not correct.” 
 
    “Is her knowledge country lore?” 
 
    “Yes: the sea, marine life, natural history — not as such; she couldn’t give a scientific explanation for any behaviour but if you ask Sadie how wild plants should be cultivated to become productive, or how you should cook edible seaweeds, or whether an oiled bird is worth cleaning, she knows the answer, and most of the time she’s right.” 
 
    “She lives with her brother, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes; he’s simple too, but literate. I’m very fond of Sadie and Hector.” 
 
    “Does she work?” 
 
    “A little spasmodically but at all hours if she wants to. She’s rather unpredictable of course; if it’s a nice day and you leave her doing the laundry, she’ll go to the sheep at this time of year, which is only a fair division of labour because she’s a wizard at lambing and anyone can do the laundry. She likes to go round the ewes before lambing starts so she knows how each one is getting on. She’s quite friendly with people but she’s closer to the animals.” 
 
    “What happened to the MacKay parents?” 
 
    “They died some years ago. The mother survived the father only a month. The MacKays are very dependent on each other. Sadie and Hector live at Catacol.” Leila pointed to a cottage across the mouth of the river where a figure was moving round a beached boat. “There’s Hector at his boat now. He catches our lobsters.” 
 
    “I thought MacKenzie was the fisherman.” 
 
    “He hasn’t put his pots down yet. They take them up in winter because of the storms. Hector’s pots are at the back of the Old Man.” 
 
    “The old man?” 
 
    “The Old Man of Scamadale. That’s what the stack is called.” Miss Pink’s gaze followed her friend’s to the distant pinnacle. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?” Leila went on, “and — undiscovered. No other climbers seem to realise it’s there. This is our own private coastline. If you would like to, we’ll go there tomorrow: to Farrid Head behind the stack.” 
 
    “That would be delightful. Those cliffs look appallingly steep. What’s the rock like?” 
 
    “Like the curate’s egg: good in parts, but at the best it’s splendid.” 
 
    “How much climbing have you done here?” 
 
    There was a short pause. 
 
    “Well, Clive takes me out when we’re not busy, and I go with Hector to lift his pots occasionally and then I potter along the foot of the cliffs and into the caves. It’s much easier to approach the cliffs by boat and it gives a new dimension to the rock: seeing it tower above you before you start. It’s enchanting to spend an afternoon anchored underneath, watching the birds on the ledges and knowing you don’t have to climb on stuff which, to tell you the truth, I’d rather leave alone — the steepest bits of it anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve learned a lot about rock in a short time.” 
 
    “I’m quoting Clive; he’s the expert.” 
 
    “Oh yes, he was one of the leading lights of his day; he and Marcus did some fine first ascents in the Alps. Does he still climb abroad?” 
 
    “No, Scamadale absorbs him completely. He was always interested in reclamation products: making the desert fertile, afforestation, any way of improving land. He qualified as a doctor, did I tell you? Spent the war in the Medical Corps but suffered a sea change when he was demobilised and ended up managing a farm in Herefordshire. The family has money and when Clive’s father died he started to look for his own place, preferably a run-down estate. Then Scamadale came up for sale and he bought it. It was a big gamble because people were concerned but it’s paid off even in financial terms. When he bought the place the tenants were praying for the Forestry Commission to come and provide work. The House hadn’t been lived in for nine years. There were holes in the roof, owls nesting in the attics, and the stinging nettles in the vegetable garden were higher than Clive’s head.” 
 
    “He’s done a grand job. Fortunate for Scamadale to have found a man with money and understanding.” 
 
    “He saved the community. Roddie MacKenzie was in debt even for his rent when the estate changed hands but Clive bought him a boat — and Hector’s too. MacKenzie takes the catch in to Kinloch in the summer and sells it to the tourists and the hotel there. That will be how they repaid Clive. If it weren’t for him, no one could have stayed in the glen, and to these three families Scamadale comes before anything else. The roots go deep.” 
 
    “And have you put down roots too?” Miss Pink asked gently. 
 
    “Could you find a better place to do it?” Leila asked, getting up and removing the coffee things. 
 
    * 
 
    It wasn’t until she’d taken her bath that Miss Pink was reminded of her journey north. She was towelling herself in the dove-grey bathroom and staring shortsightedly up the glen to where the road came down the headwall. There was a flash of sun on glass. She groped for her spectacles, and then went to her room in the front of the house for her binoculars. She lowered them thoughtfully. A white Mini was descending the road. 
 
    She felt a twinge of alarm. But of course, it needn’t be them. How many white Minis were there in the Highlands? And if it were them, why should she feel alarmed? Two boorish young men and a girl who smoked cannabis could hardly constitute a threat to herself or her hosts but — why Scamadale? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Leila had left Soutra earlier in order to supervise preparations for the dinner party so her guest was alone when she set out for the House. 
 
    Walking carefully in her thin shoes and neat navy trouser suit, she looked up from the muddy track to find herself observed by MacQuarrie from the other side of the wall. She paused to admire the massive shoulders and level back. He was deep bronze in colour with a domed head like that of a buffalo. Seeing her interest he mumbled softly through his muzzle. 
 
    “Lonely?” Miss Pink mused. “You like people?” 
 
    MacQuarrie sighed. 
 
    “Life can become monotonous,” she agreed, “when you have no goal — of your own choosing, that is.” Her gaze wandered over the grazing heifers while the bull continued to regard her without much interest. “A young bull might be the answer,” she ruminated. “Natural competition.” 
 
    She had been leaning on the wall but now she turned, sensing company. People moved too quietly in this place. 
 
    “I’m sent to fetch you, Mel,” Marcus Bowles said, and kissed her cheek. “You haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    She looked surprised. 
 
    “Still talking to lesser animals as if they were human, he elaborated, “or humans as if they were animal. Nice Mel.” 
 
    “It’s a matter of self-respect.” 
 
    “Animals have that?” He raised expressive eyebrows. 
 
    “A different kind. With animals, saving face is survival behaviour. With us it’s a matter of artifice.” 
 
    “The same penetrating perception too.” She remembered that acid note and the way his small round mouth contracted to a pout when he was annoyed. 
 
    “You’re looking well, Marcus.” 
 
    His face lit up. “The air agrees with me, but in fact I’ve never felt fitter. Clive and I did the Pagoda today.” The tone was elaborately casual. 
 
    “I haven’t climbed here.” 
 
    “It’s the big stack off the north headland: a hundred and fifty feet high; nothing like the Old Man, of course, but a good Severe, we thought. A first ascent,” he murmured as if it were an afterthought. 
 
    “Good gracious, at your age!” 
 
    He coughed deprecatingly. “I’m not exactly in my grave, Melinda.” 
 
    They strolled on, to pause at the river bridge and watch the trout. She noted that the Old Man wasn’t visible from here, only from Soutra. 
 
    “Is that a broch?” she asked, indicating a round stone structure like a roofless tower on the south side of the settlement. 
 
    “That’s our broch. The visitors seem to have come to roost there.” 
 
    They both stared at the white Mini which was parked near the tower. 
 
    “More likely they’ve just driven over from Kinloch to enjoy the sunset,” he went on. “People do that, to Clive’s annoyance. We get so few visitors at this time of year that we like to know their business.” 
 
    She was amused by his proprietorial air, but then some people would like to assume possession of a place like this. It was a measure of their craving for values. Poor Marcus; he hadn’t liked her reference to self-respect; had his unkind lady been cruel again? She glanced at the neat figure beside her and noticed that he was growing a little paunchy, despite the spring in his step. The sprightliness was assumed; he looked tired and his neck was going slack below the chin. 
 
    Forty years ago he’d been single-minded, concerned to succeed in everything he undertook. Ladies had been charmed by him, had fallen, then drifted away. Marcus always had himself on a very tight rein. She looked at his deep brown eyes and lugubrious expression and wondered about Marcus at sixty. He caught her eye, smiled with singular charm and took her hand. 
 
    “What a night, Melinda!” He paused. “‘Now more than ever seems it rich to die, to cease upon the midnight with no pain . . .’” 
 
    His voice was beautiful. 
 
    “You’ll charm the Opposition from its benches,” she said in admiration. 
 
    “I have to charm the voters first,” he reminded her. “But I’d give it all up —” he exclaimed, and stopped. 
 
    She didn’t encourage him to continue; she would not indulge him in extravagance. 
 
    * 
 
    A fire of driftwood, interspersed with peats, burned in the drawing room of Scamadale House, a room that was remarkable less for any ostentatious luxury than for its warm, upholstered comfort and the atmosphere evoked by a wall lined with books, and blown-up pictures of north walls in the Alps. But in daytime the focal point was the window bay where chairs of country Chippendale were grouped in an arc round a solid little tripod table. There, Miss Pink, Marcus and their host sat with their backs to the room, drinking sherry and looking down the grass slope between the rhododendrons and the hardwoods, over MacLeod’s croft, the river mouth and Soutra, along the gaunt cliffs to the northern headland. The stack called the Pagoda was round the corner. The cliffs were of red sandstone, the sun was low and the rock glowed hot and angry above the colourless sea where the skerries floated like low and knobbly plates of pumice stone. 
 
    The host turned from this view to glance at his guests glasses. Clive Perry was a bearded man in steel-rimmed spectacles, large but not clumsy, a man who carried courtesy as easily as his fine suit of Scotch tweed: tweed for the country, but dark because it was evening and the ladies would be dressed. 
 
    Miss Pink had been told all about the Pagoda and now she asked how it compared with the Old Man of Scamadale. 
 
    “Ah, the Old Man.” Clive beamed broadly and exchanged a glance with Marcus. “Now this is a difficult one. Has Leila told you how we feel about uninvited visitors?” 
 
    “MacLeod was very strong on dogs and leaving gates open. 
 
    “You can’t farm where there are tourists. If we were ‘discovered’ the Tourist Board would prod the Council to widen the road but you know what these trippers are like with their caravans. The hairpins would be blocked every day, there’d be accidents, publicity, more people.” 
 
    “And you would be served with a compulsory purchase order for a caravan and camping site and blocks of concrete lavatories,” Marcus put in. He was obviously selective about development. 
 
    “But the worst damage could be a destruction of standards,” Clive went on. “St Kilda was a thriving community until the tourists came, then the islanders became greedy, selfish and lazy. Well, we like to think we’ve learned from St Kilda, and advanced. We’re more prosperous, basically as well as materially, than any other community in the north-west. In real terms our standard of living is very high indeed. But the rot would penetrate very quickly if we became a tourist attraction; we couldn’t resist.” 
 
    “What relevance has the Old Man to the tourists except as scenery?” 
 
    “Climbers. People would come to watch.” 
 
    “How can you discourage climbers? I imagine youngsters have only to see that stack to want to be on the top of it.” 
 
    “Only if it were a good climb.” 
 
    “I see. It’s loose.” 
 
    He didn’t answer directly. “For the visitor it’s inaccessible. The cliffs at Farrid Head are three hundred feet high: overhanging and as unstable as chalk. And if you could get down, you can’t reach the Old Man except at low tide, unless you swim — and who wants to start up what appears to be a very sustained climb wet to the skin?” 
 
    “Surely a boat’s the answer.” 
 
    “We don’t hire boats out. We lend them to friends of course, but it’s known at Kinloch and all down this coast, that there are no boats for hire in Scamadale.” 
 
    Marcus had been growing restive, and he would have heard all this before. Now he excused himself and left them. Clive followed him with speculative eyes. 
 
    Miss Pink said: “I get the feeling that the particular form of ‘progress’ to which you’re opposed is trying to manifest itself already.” 
 
    He nodded. “MacKenzie,” he said ruefully: “the weakest link in the chain. He wants a television mast erected above the headwall — imagine what that would do to our view of the Falls of Lara! I’ve seen television; there was a set in my bedroom the last time I went to London: an ugly and pernicious innovation. It unsettles people, makes them want useless luxuries: the consumer goods syndrome, Bridget calls it. When you’ve bought one object, television tells you that you must buy another in a year’s time because it’s new. Government doesn’t help with its emphasis on growth. MacKenzie has a perfectly serviceable A 30 but he wants a Cortina. What for? There’s only two in the family and you can’t carry sheep and dogs in a saloon. I’ve made it quite clear to him that he’ll go no faster in it than in his present van. We keep to twenty miles an hour on the estate.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because animals and pedestrians have priority.” 
 
    “How sensible.” 
 
    “We like it.” A thought struck him. “You’re not writing about us, are you?” he asked, full of horror for what he might have said. 
 
    She hastened to reassure him, feeling that his desire to keep the glen unspoiled was doomed eventually, but appreciating his reasons for it. She’d seen other places overrun by commercial enterprises; she wished that this one might remain inviolate. 
 
    “We do our best,” he told her. “Climbers come, but they’re friends and they keep quiet about our attractions. Fortunately the cliffs aren’t high enough to attract the hard men. But climbers do less direct harm than trippers. How can you improve a breed when people leave gates open? We have two bulls MacQuarrie a Luing with Shorthorn and Highland blood, and his son by a Welsh Black cow. There’s a big future for the Welsh Black cross.” 
 
    The conversation became technical until they were interrupted by the arrival of a young man who was introduced as Ian Morrison, ‘our naturalist’. Clive and the newcomer exchanged news about the weather, and the conditions that might be expected as lambing time approached. In other districts weather might be idle gossip but here, where it was gales which lifted sheds and haystacks, when eagles were a hazard to young lambs — and the killer whales had been seen at MacKay’s lobster pots, Nature was life, not a topic of conversation. 
 
    There were voices in the passage but they stopped suddenly as if switched off. Bridget Perry came in and she was ravishing. Marcus’s set face showed over her shoulder: pale and frowning. She approached her uncle, put her arms round his neck and laid her lips to his hair. 
 
    “Congratulations on the Pagoda, darling,” she murmured intimately: “Another laurel leaf for your crown. She stroked his head and turned lustrous eyes on Miss Pink. 
 
    They were introduced and the older woman mentioned her first sight of the girl. Bridget’s eyes became abstracted. 
 
    “Yes,” she mused, “I suppose it would make a nice picture. Heifits perhaps — The Lady with the Little Dog?” her eyes widened at Miss Pink. 
 
    “You’ll never succeed as an actress while you’re so self-conscious,” Marcus remarked cattily. 
 
    “Who is talking.” It was no question, merely a casual comment. Marcus flinched. 
 
    Leila came in, smiling, a little flustered. She sank on the sofa beside Bridget who squeezed her hand. The party stirred and re-grouped itself. Before she moved, Miss Pink gave a last glance at the cliffs and thought how animate they appeared, waiting in the background. Waiting? Inside the room a table lamp had been switched on in a corner. With this and the dying sun a rich light pervaded the room and in it movements had a special significance as if people were unsubstantial beings floodlit on a stage. She leaned back and allowed impressions to register themselves on her mind. 
 
    Leila sipped her sherry thankfully and relaxed: mute testimony that the kitchen was quietly ticking over and waiting for some small domestic signal to start serving dinner. Clive’s expression as she came in had not been that of an employer for his housekeeper, and his way of handing her a drink was a gentle tribute to — the hostess? The Scamadale women enhanced the drawing room: both in long skirts, Leila in green, Bridget wearing oyster lace over silk, high necked and with loops of jet beads, the costume a foil for her vivid face and piled black hair from which tendrils escaped with cunning carelessness, drawing attention to a neck slender as a doe’s. Diamond drops scintillated below her ears. 
 
    Miss Pink watched the men watching Bridget: Clive with affectionate pride, Marcus brooding with rather too obvious hopelessness, Morrison not watching at all, but speaking to her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” She apologised for her manners: “You were saying?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you specialised — in ornithology. Clive told me you’d come here for the birds.” 
 
    “Not quite right. I came for a holiday and at Miss West’s invitation. I’m only an amateur: interested in everything. Are you specialising?” 
 
    “I’d like to. I’m interested in orcinus orca but there’s no money for research in this country.” 
 
    “Orcinus —?” 
 
    “Killer whales — but they’re dolphins, in fact.” 
 
    “You mentioned them before. Are they resident or do they merely visit?” 
 
    “They’re visitors, fortunately, or they’d take all the seal pups in the breeding season.” 
 
    “And they’re about now?” 
 
    “I saw them off Farrid Head this morning. They like the place; the seals often pull out below the stack, but of course there are no seals now. All life disappears when the killers come in.” 
 
    “Very appropriate,” Miss Pink said. “I wouldn’t even paddle.” 
 
    “What? Oh yes, but they don’t go for people; seals are their biggest prey.” 
 
    “Don’t I remember their attacking Scott’s ponies in the Antarctic?” 
 
    “Well, they don’t attack in northern waters; that is, there’s no record, whatever you may hear from the crofters. They could upset a boat certainly, and then if you couldn’t swim, you’d drown.” 
 
    “Are they as intelligent as beaked dolphins?” 
 
    “Now this is where I want to do the research but one must have the facilities, and a captive animal is the first essential. They’re doing some good work in the States. I’d like to go there when I leave here.” 
 
    “And what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Writing a book. A publisher friend of Clive’s commissioned it. There’s nothing technical and no hard work: merely a naturalist’s year at Calava Bay. 
 
    He went on to talk of bird counts and associated topics with such enthusiasm that she forgot she was hungry. He had been in Scamadale only two months but already he appeared familiar with the wildlife if not with the crofters. She was going to mention the seal-women when she realised they were about to eat. 
 
    As they left the drawing room she sensed Marcus make a movement towards Bridget in the dim passage: to take her hand? The girl turned and stared at him. He was pouting when they entered the dining room. Bridget moved round the table humming. She stopped at a chair and looked at the older woman. For a moment there was a deep and shocked pain in the lovely eyes, then a shutter came down and the girl’s lips moved in the sketch of a smile as she indicated the other’s place. 
 
    They ate lobster à l’Américaine and drank a carefully chilled Moselle. They were waited on by Elspeth MacKenzie: a sturdy woman with watchful eyes and steady hands. Leila sat opposite Clive at the round table, Marcus was on her right which brought him next to Bridget. Miss Pink was asked when she had last been in the Alps and the conversation turned on recent developments. She was surprised to find that the older climbers were conversant with modern methods but it transpired that Marcus met young climbers in London and Clive kept in touch through the publications of the Alpine Club. Speculation turned on the personality of a hard man. 
 
    “Essentially selfish,” Marcus said, regarding Miss Pink fixedly. “Climbing comes before everything: marriage, sex, career — honesty. The hard man will lie and cheat and steal in order to obtain money and time in which to do the route he’s set his heart on — or any route.” 
 
    Young Morrison looked surprised, the older people leapt to the defence, but even as Clive crossed swords with his friend, Miss Pink noticed that Bridget hadn’t reacted, was crumbling a roll with long fingers while she stared at her plate. Her mouth was sad. Marcus glanced sideways at the girl. 
 
    “And look at the gear they carry,” he went on, interrupting his host. “No wonder they’re always being benighted, or having to be rescued by helicopter . . .” 
 
    Bridget raised cold eyes. “The hard men don’t have to be rescued,” she said flatly. “Only the fool — and the ones who’ve got too old for it.” 
 
    “The idea of carrying small packs,” he continued, ignoring her completely, “is so that you can move fast. The way to get benighted is to carry all the gear to cover you in case you’re benighted. How often have you spent a night out, Clive?” 
 
    “Never, voluntarily; only by design.” 
 
    “And the equipment!” Marcus exclaimed triumphantly: “Everything but the kitchen sink —” 
 
    “I’ll see about coffee,” Bridget said without a smile and left the room. Leila made a quick movement but didn’t stop her. She looked at Marcus reproachfully. 
 
    “They still have courage,” she said, admonishing him. “And modern routes can be very hard.” 
 
    “I know.” He slumped in his chair, the picture of misery. Miss Pink, who now guessed that Bridget’s former lover had been a climber, felt sorry for him. 
 
    “I’ve always felt that the really top climbers must be selfish to some extent,” she said gently, “which is why good guides never make great climbers; a guide must first think of his client’s enjoyment and safety.” 
 
    Clive said: “And the hard man has no call to think of his companion’s safety because he’s climbing with another hard man — and as for enjoyment, now that’s a moot point.” 
 
    “Over coffee, my dear,” Leila said. “Then Elspeth and Jessie can go home.” 
 
    They returned to the drawing room. 
 
    “You see what I mean?” Leila whispered to Miss Pink. 
 
    “Who is the man in question?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I know he’s a climber, but I don’t think Marcus can be aware of his identity or he’d be more specific.” 
 
    The fire was made up and the curtains drawn, shutting out the wild view. The men came in followed by Bridget and Elspeth with the coffee. Clive moved among his guests with brandy and liqueurs. Suddenly Miss Pink was aware of Jessie MacLeod in the doorway, wearing a white apron over something black with frills. She was trying to catch her employer’s eye. Then Trevor Stark appeared behind her and waited expectantly. Jessie crossed the room to Clive and whispered to him. There was a hush as the host moved to the door. 
 
    “Good evening. I didn’t catch your name?” 
 
    “Stark.” 
 
    “Stark. Stark? Not Trevor Stark?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “My dear chap, come in! This is an honour. Let me introduce people. I don’t have to tell them who you are . . .” 
 
    He went round the room jovially, missing Pincher who wavered in the doorway, to be brought inside by Leila. The newcomers were seated and brought drinks. Both evinced surprise at finding Miss Pink in this company but neither voiced it. Pincher sat stiffly on the edge of the sofa, blinking with embarrassment, while Stark, whose eyes had passed quickly over Bridget, hugging her knees on the floor beside the fire, concentrated intently on his host. After polite banalities he told them that they had come to look at the sea cliffs and perhaps the stacks. Marcus chuckled. 
 
    “One less for you now,” he said. 
 
    Stark looked at him warily. “Who’s done it?” 
 
    “We did, today.” 
 
    “You did the Old Man!” 
 
    “No, no; the Pagoda.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “A stack on the north headland.” He went on to describe it but Stark’s eyes wandered to Bridget. 
 
    “Are you going to look at the Old Man, Mr Stark?” Leila asked. 
 
    He gave her his full attention. “We might do that, if we can find a way down to it. An unclimbed stack is always a challenge. 
 
    “You’ll need a lot of rope,” Clive told him. “To get down the cliffs, I mean.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Stark was thoughtful. “We’d like to have a look at it tomorrow. What I came for tonight was to ask if you had any objection to us camping in that old fort.” 
 
    “The broch, you mean? I don’t mind, my dear fellow, providing you clean up afterwards: no tins, you know, or plastic bags. We’ll dispose of your rubbish. I’ll give you some sacks.” 
 
    “That’s very good of you.” He amazed Miss Pink with his air of co-operation. “May I ask if you mind us climbing here?” 
 
    Clive looked at Morrison. 
 
    “There are fulmars on the Old Man,” the naturalist pointed out. 
 
    “Only on the landward side,” Leila put in, then stopped, disconcerted. Stark was staring at her. Clive laughed. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve come here on a wild-goose chase. The stack’s been climbed — several times, and in fact it’s not all that hard.” 
 
    “Who’s done it?” 
 
    He looked round the room. “Miss West —” the intensity with which Stark renewed his study of her was embarrassing, “— Bowles, Bridget here and myself.” 
 
    “Who led?” 
 
    “Miss West —” she made an involuntary movement, then smiled weakly, “— and Bridget, wasn’t it?” 
 
    No one contradicted him. 
 
    “What’s the standard?” Stark asked. 
 
    The women were silent. After glancing at them Clive said: “Severe in its lower half; rather harder above.” 
 
    There was a silence during which Miss Pink, unobserved herself, contemplated Leila West, far more astonished at her friend’s prowess than that the Old Man had been climbed. 
 
    “You’re hard men up here then.” Stark’s heartiness rang falsely as he addressed Leila. “A number of people have started climbing in middle age,” she told him equably. 
 
    He nodded agreement. “I’ve met some of them, and they can be very good. There was a chap from my home town, St Albans: a lawyer — criminal lawyer. Followed me up some good routes in Wales.” 
 
    Leila appeared fascinated. Miss Pink was surprised to see a mature woman fall for those rather stereotyped looks and amused that Stark should respond: concentrating on her presumably because he thought she was the hostess. 
 
    “Are you used to working as a team?” Miss Pink asked Pincher. 
 
    The man jerked to attention. 
 
    “We done a few routes together,” he acknowledged hoarsely. “Yeah, we’re used to each other. Stark leads,” he added. 
 
    “He can lead all right,” Stark said. “I used to climb with a girl.” 
 
    “Ah,” Clive said with a slight air of relief. “So you have faith in lady climbers?” 
 
    “To a point. She could follow but she couldn’t take the initiative.” 
 
    “You mean: she couldn’t take the lead?” 
 
    “That’s right. With a partnership, the second mustn’t rely on the leader. I mean, if something happened to me, she’d be helpless. Women never strike out for themselves.” He looked back at Leila and the dark eyes were laughing as he inclined his head in a little bow. “Present company excepted, of course.” 
 
    “Would we know her?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t think you know her. She was pretty well known in her own circle. She got around.” 
 
    “Can you swim?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “We thought of that.” Miss Pink sensed a stiffening in the group and guessed that Stark realised the others would have climbed the Old Man from a boat. But he was no fool. He must have heard of the embargo and he didn’t ask for a boat. 
 
    “So long as we can get to the stack at low tide,” he went on, “I’m not worried about coming back. How wide is the channel?” 
 
    “Fifteen feet or more.” 
 
    He grinned. “You could almost jump it.” 
 
    “Almost.” Bridget spoke for the first time. “You wouldn’t be in there for very long. You don’t mind deep water, Mr Stark?” 
 
    He lost all his poise. Now that, thought Miss Pink, with those dark features, is a scowl. 
 
    Bridget smiled and her beauty glowed. 
 
    “You don’t think of what’s down there, in the depths?” she pressed. 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “She’s teasing you, Stark,” Clive exclaimed, laughing. 
 
    “Not really, darling,” Bridget contradicted. “The killers would make some people uneasy. Not Mr Stark of course.” 
 
    Stark’s eyes flicked round their faces in a tense silence. People were watching him in amusement. 
 
    “What killers?” Pincher asked. “Killer whales,” Bridget said coolly. “They’re off the Old Man now: thirty-footers.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “They won’t bother you,” Morrison said judiciously but without much interest. “They prey on seals.” 
 
    “I hope they don’t mistake him for a seal.” Marcus gave an irritating chuckle. 
 
    “How many?” Stark asked. 
 
    “Five,” Bridget told him. “A bull and four cows. I would think the bull is the one to watch for. He has the largest fin: the dorsal fin, you know; it’s about six feet high.” 
 
    “My dear, you’re doing this deliberately,” Clive scolded. “You’re trying to put him off; I can’t think why. You mustn’t be possessive about the Old Man — it’s not worth it anyway; there are far superior stacks in the Orkneys. Seriously, Stark, the whales seem quite harmless although you’ll certainly be startled the first time you see them and none of us would venture in the water when they’re around.” 
 
    Stark said tightly: “I won’t be putting them to the test. We’ll just have to see we keep on the rock, won’t we?” 
 
    * 
 
    “I thought they’d go away when they knew it had been climbed,” Leila said. “I guessed that was why Clive told them. Funny that it didn’t put them off.” 
 
    They were sitting in Leila’s cottage, sipping discreet nightcaps of Chivas Regal. 
 
    “Is it really not all that hard?” 
 
    “The upper overhangs are more serious than Clive implied. He was pretending that the whole thing was below their interest as hard men.” 
 
    “I hadn’t realised you led at such a standard.” 
 
    “Just a flash in the pan. Bridget’s our tiger. 
 
    “She wasn’t attracted to Stark.” 
 
    “No. Were you?” 
 
    “I’d met them on the way here; I’d seen another side to the coin.” 
 
    She recounted the meeting at the inn beside the loch. 
 
    “Where can the girl be?” Leila asked. “Rita, did you say the name was? Poor child.” 
 
    “She could have left them, but I’d think she’s still with them and she stayed at the camp. She might cramp Stark’s style in company.” 
 
    “I don’t like his eyes.” 
 
    “A cold man,” Miss Pink agreed. “The kind of man one wouldn’t normally encourage.” 
 
    “It was impertinent, his coming in like that when we had a party, but then Clive adores all climbers although he’s terrified they’ll focus unwelcome attention on Scamadale. You could see him fluctuating, poor love. But he truly felt it was an honour: to be sought out by one of the hard men, even though it was only for permission to camp. Isn’t it curious, this climbing hierarchy? Did you feel honoured?” 
 
    “No, I was rather disturbed. But men are different in this respect: a fellow’s personality pales beside his climbing prowess.” 
 
    “There are limits,” Leila said thoughtfully. “If a climber had done something very wrong . . . I mean, what a man’s done ranks first with Clive, not what he is.” 
 
    “But surely that’s the basis of his regard for Stark: what he’s done?” 
 
    “I was thinking then of an anti-social act, outside climbing; if Clive discovered that you’d done something against his code, it wouldn’t matter if you’d done the Eigerwand in winter, he’d turn, not nasty, but cold and ruthless.” 
 
    “Will you tell him?” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    Miss Pink stiffened in astonishment. “About Stark: giving Rita cannabis. Isn’t that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course. No. I mean, we’ll have to see, won’t we?” 
 
    Miss Pink went upstairs and prepared for bed. As she closed her eyes, the events of the evening gradually receded leaving one pin-point of consciousness. But that wasn’t what she was talking about, was her last thought before she slept. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink slept well and wakened to a still, mild day with a few high clouds. She stood at her open window and saw that the tide was on the ebb and birds were feeding busily on the wet sand. The water was quiet, and no fountains of spray showed against the Old Man. 
 
    Leila looked tired this morning and puzzled her guest by announcing that she could not, after all, come up to Farrid Head; she hadn’t realised that Clive would have a full house, or rather that the full house would mean so much work. There was tonight’s dinner, and lunch . . . She might be able to get away and come up to the cliffs during the afternoon. Her eyes pleaded and Miss Pink, of course, fell in with the suggestion that she should at least start out alone, but she reflected that it was odd that domestic chores should have multiplied themselves to such an extent between yesterday afternoon and this morning. 
 
    After breakfast she set out alone. To reach the southern cliffs she had to go through that part of the settlement which she’d not yet visited, for the way she’d taken to the House last night with Marcus was over the stile and straight up the grass slope from MacLeod’s croft. This morning she found the old man planting potatoes in an enclosed corner of his paddock. He acknowledged her greeting and they both surveyed the turned earth critically. He was manuring with a mixture of cow dung and what he called ‘tangle’ from the beach. 
 
    “You met the visitors,” he stated, still looking at his plot. 
 
    “Yes. Have you?” 
 
    “No. I’ve no interest.” 
 
    “Unless they leave gates open.” 
 
    “They’ll close them — after seein’ Mr Perry. They’re after takin’ a load of ropes up to the Head. What do they want?” 
 
    “They’re aiming to climb the Old Man.” 
 
    “No sense to that; it’s been climbed. The cliffs is dangerous too. We used to go there for the birds when I was a lad.” 
 
    “With ropes?” 
 
    “Not always. You’re not free when you’re tied to those things, are you?” 
 
    She went on her way reflecting that they must have been highly competent climbers; he hadn’t mentioned accidents so, if there hadn’t been any, they were, in their own terms, a hardy lot — meaning fearless. With the height of these cliffs, one slip would be fatal. 
 
    Beyond MacLeod’s croft there was a curious area of low green lumps which turned out to be basically dunes and dusted with new grass. The track curved left and ran parallel with the shore. She passed the ruins of an old black house with MacKenzie’s cottage on the right: the conventional two-up, two-down with dormer windows, and gable ends supporting squat chimney stacks. 
 
    Inland were the woods surrounding the House and somewhere at the back of them would be Thundergay: Morrison’s cottage. 
 
    The last croft on this side of the settlement and before the broch was Catacol which belonged to the MacKays: brother and sister. A girl stood outside the back door feeding some Rhode Islanders. She didn’t greet Miss Pink from where she stood but came across to the fence. This morning she wore jeans and a thick navy jersey. On her feet were a pair of old but good climbing boots. Miss Pink observed her with interest. She had hair the colour of the sand, green eyes and skin like warm brown silk. The mouth was wide and friendly but she had an angled, stubborn chin. 
 
    She wanted to talk and Miss Pink was surprised; she had expected a dreamer, a recluse, a girl who would avoid strangers, but then she deduced that Sadie accepted her as a friend of the folk at the House. She admired the hens and inquired about laying. In the middle of a scathing comparison with the MacKenzies’ Leghorns, Sadie looked over the other’s shoulder and stopped talking. Miss Pink turned casually and saw Rita going from the broch towards a burn with what must be breakfast pans. Sadie looked puzzled. 
 
    “She’s a queer one.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “She’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Did she say so?” 
 
    “Not really. She was down on the shore last night so I went to talk to her. She was lookin’ at the water and I was after thinkin’ she’d be lonely because the others were gone up to the House and left her behind. But she was like a sick beast that wants to be on its own. She didna want me.” 
 
    “She’s unhappy,” Miss Pink said. 
 
    “Bridget’s unhappy but she talks to me. Men!” The tone sounded unnatural, an imitation perhaps? Elspeth MacKenzie? 
 
    A sleek grey cat trotted across the grass and rubbed itself against the girl’s legs. 
 
    After a moment’s careful appraisal during which Sadie waited for comments, Miss Pink remarked that the cat was a fine animal. The girl nodded. Each recognised in the other a person who understood animals. 
 
    “This is Ann. She’s a hunter. She catches grouse but don’t you be tellin’ Mr Perry.” 
 
    Miss Pink guessed that Clive knew. It was a bit of drama for Sadie. The girl picked the cat up and it settled in her arms, purring loudly and regarding the visitor with brilliant yellow eyes. 
 
    “Now,” Sadie said, addressing the animal firmly: ’tis time for you to be startin’ work and you go in the woods today. Mr Perry have shot the squirrel.” She put it down and gave it a shove. It flashed a soft paw and collapsed on its back. “He could have mistook her for a squirrel,” Sadie explained. 
 
    “Oh, a grey squirrel!” Miss Pink was relieved. 
 
    A young fellow came up from the shore and across the turf, walking firmly but lightly like a stag. He was a masculine version of his sister, but the hair was more bleached, the eyes less vivid: pale where hers were deep green, the skin rougher and darker, the chin heavier. He beamed down at Miss Pink. 
 
    “’Tis a fine mornin’ for a walk. Will you be goin’ up to the Head? The climbers left early.” 
 
    “Will they manage to get up the Old Man today?” 
 
    “No. They’ve got to get down the cliffs first and then the tide will be in. ’Tis too cold to swim — and then the killers is about.” 
 
    “Those whales seem to be guarding the stack,” Miss Pink said lightly. “I’m looking forward to seeing them — from a good distance.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Sadie agreed. “They’re the only beasts as makes me frightened.” She looked astonished at her own statement. “You goin’ to lift the pots?” she asked her brother. 
 
    “They never touch the boat. You know that.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Have they ever upset a boat?” Miss Pink pressed. “Never.” But he looked doubtful. “I can swim well,” he added. 
 
    Sadie shook her head vehemently. “You’re stupid. Nothin’ swims as fast as a killer, even the seals. Leave the pots.” 
 
    “I’m not goin’ out till late. They might go away by afternoon.” 
 
    Miss Pink was looking at his feet. Like his sister he was wearing climbing boots. 
 
    “Do you climb too?” she asked. 
 
    He smiled. “Not proper climbing: all those long ropes and bits of coloured string and the spikes and links and helmets — ach no! It’s engineerin’ — an’ I’d get in such a confusion if I tried to handle all that gear, I’d fall off!” 
 
    Brother and sister laughed uproariously. 
 
    “I scramble,” he said with sudden seriousness, watching her reaction to see if he’d used the correct term. 
 
    “We go down to the big cave sometimes,” Sadie ventured. “There are mollies on the ledges.” 
 
    He placed a large hand on his sister’s shoulder and gave her a playful push. 
 
    “Bridled guillemots!” he shouted. 
 
    “God, I’ll never get my tongue round that. Them’s mollies with specs!” 
 
    Miss Pink was affected by their hilarity. 
 
    “Where is this cave?” she asked. 
 
    “’Tis just past the Old Man,” Hector told her. “You’ll see it when you get there, or this one will show you when she comes up.” 
 
    “Are you coming up too?” Miss Pink asked Sadie. 
 
    “I might — when I been round the sheep. Ian asked me to show him where the puffins used to live. They’re gone now because of the black-backs. Nasty old things.” 
 
    “Black-backed gulls?” 
 
    “We shoot them,” Hector said. 
 
    “Oh. You don’t think they have a place in the —” she trailed off. 
 
    “In the environment?” He smiled slyly then the smile went and his eyes slid to his sister. “You got to protect the weaker ones.” 
 
    * 
 
    Rita regarded Miss Pink dully and without surprise as the older woman studied the inside of the broch. The men would have told the girl whom they’d met last night. 
 
    “It’s sheltered all right,” she agreed sullenly as the visitor remarked on the immensely thick walls. A small tent was pitched in the roofless green space and Miss Pink wondered about sleeping arrangements. 
 
    Rita wasn’t interested in the Old Man — in fact, she was hostile; probably she regretted her outburst at the inn. Miss Pink stayed for only a few minutes and then left the broch by its ragged gateway and walked up the slope of the in-bye land towards the band of cliffs which walled the glen on the south. 
 
    The path was good: narrow, but trodden by people and animals, and it rose steadily through the sloping pasture to a gate in the mountain fence. She passed through the gate and turned right, towards the sea. 
 
    As she approached the top of the cliffs, she was staring back at the glorious sweep of Calava Bay and beyond: headland after headland receding into the far north. Now she could see the Pagoda, squat compared with the Old Man, and with a reef like a frieze between it and the mainland. Then she looked left and saw above her, with an astonishment that bordered on shock, great overhanging layers of rock pointing out to sea, all red. A small white square like a table top broke the line of the overhangs. She kept moving and in one pace the table resolved itself into a guano-whitened summit which she looked down on like a gull, and below it the tower plunged exhilaratingly to the flat plinth. 
 
    “My God!” She sat down to contemplate the phenomenon. There were some herring gulls on the cliffs but there were only fulmars on the stack. A number of excited birds in the air beyond the arête of Farrid Head suggested human activity round the corner. 
 
    After a while she rose carefully, for she was nearer the edge than the sheep trod which was itself so close that in places it resembled a tracing of the cliff line. She followed the edge inland round a bight in the coast. A stream poured over the lip here and dropped down a depression amid ferns and lush grass and sedums that were strange to her. After fifty feet or so it fell out of sight. 
 
    Farrid Head was protected on two sides by rock: towards the sea by the great cliffs, and to the north by the crags which extended inland to demarcate the glen. Miss Pink took one look at these and turned aside to find the path which she had been following originally. It was there, and exploited the ledges on the crags with cunning: running level for short distances and then twisting and turning up weaknesses in walls by means of short staircases. A waterfall splashed down to become the burn that fell over the sea cliffs and when she reached the top she found that this was the outlet from a lochan. The track ran directly south from here and a mile away was a small hill at the back of yet another headland. This would be the westernmost point of the peninsula and after it the coastline lay back, running east and inland to Kinloch. Southward, range upon range of mountains shaded into infinity. 
 
    She could hear no voices from the back of the Head; there was only the whisper of a breeze in last year’s grasses and the long call of a golden plover. 
 
    She raked in her rucksack for the glasses but although she quartered the moor she could catch no glimpse of the tiny giraffe neck watching her from the heather. So she turned and focused on Scamadale, the houses on the south of the settlement now hidden by the near ground, but Soutra showing quite plainly beyond the river. The front door was open. She looked at her watch: eleven-fifteen; Leila was in no hurry to attend to those pressing chores at the House. She sighed and walked thoughtfully towards the cliff. 
 
    Enormous chunks of sandstone stood on the grass and there were rifts in the ground that were festooned with ferns and, sometimes in the bottom, the odd bone in the remains of a fleece. 
 
    At the top of one crevice a metal piton had been driven into a crack. A heavy snap link was clipped through the piton’s eye and a rope, knotted to form a loop at the end, ran from the link to the cliff edge, passing between two weathered knobs of bedrock. Taking care not to touch the rope, she peered over the lip. 
 
    Below her was a gully, but she could see only about a hundred feet of it. The top section was vertical and below that the angle eased a little and she glimpsed wet earth and broken rock where the ground had been recently disturbed. Then came loose scree on which the end of the rope rested, and some poised blocks — and the sea a further two hundred feet below. She watched a bird labouring over the water, identified as a cormorant only when the neck showed as it passed above jade sand. 
 
    “A long way down.” 
 
    She started and turned her head. Marcus was beside her, his hand on one of the knobs of rock. 
 
    “You startled me!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Where are they?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen them yet.” 
 
    The stack was hidden from here by the wall of the gully. They turned aside and walked out to the point of the Head and found a place from which they could see the whole of the landward side of the Old Man, from plinth to summit. The fulmars were sitting on every ledge and there was no sign of the climbers. 
 
    Miss Pink looked left across space to a buttress slightly lower than the Head, at the foot of which whole masses of rock had fallen to form a jumble of inclined planes jutting seaward, and on the outer tip of the last, a cluster of cormorants stood motionless, some with their wings hung out to dry as if on coat hangers. Behind these fallen blocks the sea moved quietly in the mouth of a black cavern above which a series of ledges was crammed with auks: guillemots, some with the white bridle mark, and all standing to attention like little men in dinner suits. 
 
    She watched them until her arms ached from holding the binoculars and when she lowered them she saw that Marcus was standing on the cliff above the cavern, waving, evidently to her, and pointing. She went to join him. 
 
    “They’re fast workers,” he said as she came up. “I hope those ropes are firm.” 
 
    She looked back at the cliffs under the Head. Now, in the lulls between outbursts from the wheeling gulls, she could hear the faint tapping of a piton hammer, and saw a rope dangling on a different line from that in the gully. 
 
    “Where are they?” she asked. “I can hear them.” 
 
    “They’re in a corner about two-thirds of the way down: below that second rope. You can see a red helmet now and again. Look: that’s Pincher, with the long hair. That gully they started down doesn’t have a bottom; I’ve seen it when I’ve been out with MacKay to lift his pots. They escaped from it along that ledge, see?” She nodded. “Another fixed rope and they’ll be down. Ah, there’s Stark now.” 
 
    A ridiculously tiny figure in a white helmet moved into sight. In his hands he held two coils of rope. He peered downwards and then flung them out and away from the cliff, the coils parting with slow and lazy movements to fall and lie down the rock, caught in one place about twenty feet above the foot of the cliffs. 
 
    “That’ll do,” Marcus observed judiciously. 
 
    Stark turned and Miss Pink focused the binoculars. He was fiddling with something in his hand, then he took a step back but now facing inwards. He stood poised on the edge for a moment before he went over: sliding down the rope like a spider in reverse, and to the watchers the white rope looked no thicker than gossamer. 
 
    She lowered the binoculars. “What’s he using? We didn’t rope down like that.” 
 
    “It’s a descendeur: a great improvement; it’s a small, metal gadget with a hole that you put the rope through and the friction on the rope controls your speed as you go down.” 
 
    “His back looks terribly vulnerable. I’d want the rope wrapped round me as we used to do it.” 
 
    “Actually Clive and I still do,” he confessed, “but then Clive’s conservative. This method is quicker and more convenient. He knows his job, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Marvellous,” she breathed. “You can’t help but admire them.” 
 
    He looked at her suddenly, then away. “Is there any reason why you shouldn’t?” he asked casually. 
 
    “He seemed rather a pushing young man last evening.” 
 
    “He was uneasy in company.” 
 
    So was Pincher, she thought, but that was more natural. She wasn’t going to tell Marcus about her meeting with them at the inn, not yet anyway. Aloud she asked: “Is this the side of the Old Man that’s climbed? It looks the most feasible.” 
 
    “You can see nearly all of the route; it follows that diagonal line from the plinth — see? — and avoids the slab nearly halfway up by a crack on its right, then crosses to the corner — you can see a ledge there — and takes those top overhangs direct. The bit avoiding the slab’s not visible from this point.” 
 
    “Leila must be a natural,” she murmured. 
 
    “You’re talking shorthand, Mel. A natural what?” 
 
    “Why, a natural climber. She’s only been here a short time and she can lead a thing like that!” 
 
    “Oh, Leila’s climbed before.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s obvious when you climb with her. She was probably introduced to it as a girl and then gave it up for a long time when she got m —— but, of course, she’s not married. Gave it up for her career then?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Housekeeping for a brother wasn’t that onerous a career. 
 
    Below them Stark was on the shore, looking up. He waved to the watchers and they waved back, mutely congratulating him. Two figures appeared on top of Farrid Head, saw the first arrivals and came across, pausing to study the fixing of the first rope. It was Ian Morrison and Sadie. The girl came and stared at the climbers. Pincher was descending now. 
 
    “What a silly way to do it!” she exclaimed in contempt. “They’re after fallin’, sure enough.” 
 
    Marcus started explaining the technique but she paid no attention. 
 
    “Seen me mollies?” she asked Miss Pink who responded enthusiastically. 
 
    The girl’s eyes swept the sea. “Killers is gone,” she told Ian. 
 
    “They’ll be back.” He was curt. Miss Pink glanced at him and saw he was looking at Sadie as he spoke and his eyes were frantic. The girl stood casually on the edge, totally oblivious of the drop. 
 
    “Don’t!” he pleaded. “You’re too near.” 
 
    “Silly old thing,” she said. 
 
    “He’s quite right,” Miss Pink demurred, and Marcus said sharply: 
 
    “Do as you’re told, Sadie. You’re worrying us.” 
 
    She looked at them, gauging their seriousness, and then moved back. 
 
    “I’ve been all over these rocks.” 
 
    “You haven’t!” Miss Pink protested. 
 
    “You’d be surprised where she goes,” Ian put in, still watching her as if she were a child that might return to the edge if the grown-ups relaxed their vigilance. “She’s like a fox; she follows Hector everywhere.” 
 
    “Can everyone climb in Scamadale?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    He thought for a moment. “Everyone except Jessie and Elspeth.” 
 
    “Them too, then,” Sadie contradicted. “All the kids used to go after the birds.” 
 
    They stared at her in awe, thinking of these precipices with children on them unroped. 
 
    “No one ever fell?” Miss Pink asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Never heard of none.” 
 
    “The channel’s filled up now,” Ian commented. “They won’t get across today.” 
 
    Between the plinth and the mainland rocks was a stretch of deep water and suddenly everyone gasped as a fin, high even at this distance, moved through the green channel. It was followed by four others and they could see blurred shapes below the surface. The climbers had seen them too. Together now on the shore, they stared at the whales with the frozen immobility of rabbits before a pack of stoats. 
 
    “That’s given them cause for thought,” Marcus chuckled. 
 
    “It would give me cause for retreat,” Miss Pink said firmly. 
 
    The whales moved in slow procession towards a couple of lobster floats, and now the animals started to blow: the appearance of black heads and spurts of water, the casual snorting, robbing the occasion momentarily of its sinister air. One rolled and the white belly gleamed like gloss paint. They reached the floats, assembled in a rough arc and stayed there, motionless, the curve of the dorsal fins showing that they were facing towards the channel. 
 
    “They’re watching Stark and Pincher,” Marcus said. “Are you sure they don’t attack people?” Miss Pink asked the naturalist. 
 
    “They eat people,” Sadie told her. 
 
    Ian shrugged. “I’ll tell you when I’ve done my research,” he said, answering Miss Pink. 
 
    “Providing you’re still with us,” Marcus grinned. 
 
    “What’s he mean?” Sadie asked Ian. 
 
    “He means if the whale I’m making friends with doesn’t eat me. Would you mind?” 
 
    “Yes. I wouldn’t want you to be eaten.” 
 
    Marcus caught Miss Pink’s eye and she looked away, touched by this exchange and embarrassed to see, not passion in Ian’s gaze, but a craving for the girl to become aware of him as a lover. 
 
    “If they don’t cross the channel,” she observed, looking down at the shore, “they have to come all the way back — which they have to do sometime in any case. Do they do it by prusiking? I’ve never seen that.” 
 
    “What’s prusiking?” Ian asked. 
 
    Marcus said: “You use a couple of clamps called ‘jumars’. They lock on the fixed rope you have to climb and they’ve got handles. There are slings attached to each jumar and you use those as foot loops. The clamp locks when your weight is on it, releases when weight’s taken off and then you slide the free clamp up the rope. What it means is that the fixed rope becomes a kind of ladder frame and the clamps and foot loops provide the movable rungs. It’s the ultimate vindication of the layman who always thought we climbed the rope. With prusiking you do just that.” 
 
    “Sounds strenuous.” 
 
    “They say it’s not.” 
 
    The climbers were scrambling over the weed-covered rocks to the channel. They stood looking at the water, and then at the whales. After a while they moved back and out of sight. 
 
    “They’ll be prospecting for another way up,” Marcus said, “but for my money, they’ll return up the fixed ropes. The rock over there isn’t firm, and three hundred feet’s a long way. If they were trapped they couldn’t descend because the tide’s coming in. They know where they are with the ropes.” 
 
    They relaxed. All except Sadie had brought food and this they shared with her. Miss Pink had a flask of coffee and Marcus had brought a half-bottle of Riesling which went very well with lobster and chicken sandwiches. They drank it from the thermos cup. It was warm in the sun, the breeze remained quiet and during the meal long skeins of geese crossed the coast heading for the Arctic and talking softly as they went. 
 
    * 
 
    Stark and Pincher were powerful men. After lunch the watchers on the cliff sat in silence as the ropes were climbed and Miss Pink for one wondered at the ease with which they worked their way astonishingly quickly towards the top of the cliffs. The fixed ropes were, of course, left in position, but she noticed that Stark spent some time at the top of each, evidently checking the pitons which secured them to the cliff. This man left nothing to chance. 
 
    “All that faith in one point of security,” she murmured. 
 
    “Well, in climbing you’ve always got to trust something, or someone,” Marcus remarked. 
 
    “Yes, but in conventional climbing, you’re on the rock, aren’t you? I mean, it’s a matter of trusting yourself; the second man and the rope enter the picture only if you fall. In this fixed rope business, you’re trusting the rope all the time: from when you start up it until you reach the top. Your weight is on it completely, for as long as it takes you to prusik up a hundred feet or so.” 
 
    “Stark knows what he’s doing, and I’ll wager he placed all the ropes. He wouldn’t leave it to Pincher — and even then he double-checked as he came up.” 
 
    She remembered Rita: ‘Pinch would be all right if Stark was dead’ and shivered. 
 
    “They’re doing it all the time,” Marcus reminded her. “And the ropes look new.” 
 
    The climbers gained the top of the cliff and came round to the others. 
 
    “That’s splendid,” Marcus greeted them. “You’ve got the cliff roped in one day.” 
 
    Stark sat down carelessly on the edge. Sadie’s eyes widened and she glanced at Ian. 
 
    “That’s a chossy heap,” Stark said in disgust, jerking his head at the cliff. “I hope the stack’s more sound.” 
 
    “You can see the line.” Pincher was studying the Old Man. 
 
    “Can I borrow your glasses?” Stark asked of Miss Pink. 
 
    She handed them to him and he lay down with his elbows on the turf. 
 
    “What about that slab?” Pincher pressed: “A bit more than halfway up.” 
 
    Marcus remained obstinately silent; he’d be hurt that he wasn’t being consulted. 
 
    “It’s all right.” Stark was laconic. He studied the rock for a long time and then handed the glasses to Pincher who turned immediately to the whales which were now farther out from the land. The tide had covered the plinth and the Old Man was even more impressive, rising straight from the sea. 
 
    “You’ll get across at low water but how are you going to get back?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “How long is the channel passable?” Stark countered. 
 
    Ian said: “You can get across two hours either side of low water.” 
 
    “Four hours clear,” Stark muttered. “It was low this morning, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “About ten. Roughly eleven tomorrow.” 
 
    “And again at eleven at night?” 
 
    “Approximately.” 
 
    “So we couldn’t get back till nine in the evening?” 
 
    “That’s about it — unless you swim, but you could do that any time.” 
 
    “Not me,” Pincher said. 
 
    Stark stared at the Old Man. “If we went across as late as possible — say one o’clock — we could get back in eight hours’ time. We might need all of that to get up it. How long did you take?” 
 
    Marcus looked at him without expression. “Can’t remember, dear chap; we were having fun. Doubt if anyone looked at his watch.” 
 
    Stark’s eyes narrowed but if he was thinking of baiting the older man, Marcus got in first. 
 
    “You do swim?” he asked innocently. 
 
    Stark looked at the whales without replying. A muscle was twitching at the corner of one eye. 
 
    “Are they there at night?” Pincher asked. “Don’t they go away: hunt or something?” 
 
    “They’ve got to feed sometime,” Ian agreed, “but they don’t seem to follow a system — or if they do, I haven’t discovered it. In fact, I don’t know what they feed on when the seals aren’t here.” 
 
    Pincher stared at the naturalist. Miss Pink saw that he was desperately frightened and was sorry for him, particularly after seeing him work so competently on the steep cliff. 
 
    “If all goes well,” she put in comfortably, “you’ll cross the channel and get back in the dry.” 
 
    “Coming to watch tomorrow?” Stark asked Sadie in a high, harsh voice. 
 
    “No, it’s not worth it.” 
 
    He was taken aback but recovered quickly. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to come with us,” he said, with a return to suavity: “or instead of Pinch.” 
 
    “With them ropes!” She was laughing at him. “Never! They’re not safe.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The six people on Farrid Head separated. Ian drew Sadie aside and after a brief exchange which seemed to become an altercation, he left the coast and set off inland alone. Marcus announced his intention of climbing the little hill to the south, while Miss Pink, in no mind for the smart pace at which he travelled, started to make her way back to Scamadale. Sadie stayed with Stark and Pincher. 
 
    As she approached the cliffs again after descending the rock band, Miss Pink heard the urgent whine of an outboard motor and saw a small boat heading for the Old Man. She recognised Hector through the glasses and, on an impulse, waved. He waved back — which was curious, for it meant he’d been watching her — and he had no binoculars. Good eyesight there — and interest in people’s movements. 
 
    A deeper engine note came from the south. A larger boat, half-decked, was rounding the Head and making for Calava Bay. The man in it was a stranger to her and she guessed that this was Roddie MacKenzie; Leila had mentioned that he hoped to go round to Kinloch today if he could get a lift with the mail van: to bring back his boat which he laid up there during the winter. In its own small way Scamadale was a bustle of activity. She wondered what Bridget and Clive were doing, and then she thought of Leila. 
 
    If she had climbed before, what conceivable purpose could she have for hiding the fact? Climbers are great people for exchanging accounts of past exploits, yet without actually telling lies, Leila had suggested that she was a novice under Clive’s tuition. Miss Pink wondered if her friend’s reticence might have something to do with a serious accident: hardly an injury to herself for, by all accounts, she had plenty of nerve left, so could she have lost a partner on a climb, and held herself to blame? Had there been some mountain fatality (and possibly a subtle form of condemnation from a coroner) which Leila felt she must live down? Could that account for her burying herself in a remote corner of Scotland, where no one knew — say — that she had failed to hold a falling leader, or had been too weak or tired to return with the rescue party, to lead them straight to a man who might have lived had he been found in time? Miss Pink was inclined to reject both hypotheses; they implied a dishonesty and irresponsibility which clashed with her own assessment of Leila’s character. The woman was too honest not to accept such mistakes had they been made; moreover, as an old climber, she would know that they were by no means rare occurrences. Most people die in mountains through errors of judgement; a second can’t hold a fast-running and loaded rope without gloves, and a survivor is often too shocked to reflect that rescuers aren’t infallible, that they stand a better chance of finding the casualty if they know exactly where he was last seen. But if it wasn’t a climbing accident — then what? Was she hiding: from a crazy husband perhaps or even from the law? Had she absconded with an employer’s money “Ridiculous,” Miss Pink said aloud: “She’s no criminal.” 
 
    Besides, she reminded herself, it was none of her business, nor were the other problems which beset Scamadale and its visitors: Marcus and his moon-calf infatuation for Bridget, not to speak of the girl’s unhappy love affair. And Bridget and Leila had Clive to turn to for help; he would be a bulwark in times of stress — although what had Leila said? If he knew that a climber had done something: had she said ‘illegal’? — something contrary to his code, he would turn against them. Illegal. Leila. She was back where she’d started. She frowned in frustration and sat down, aware of moving shapes but not of gannets diving. After a while the small depth-charge explosions penetrated her consciousness and her face cleared. She smiled at the birds and then at her own involvement in other people’s lives. She would go on as she’d intended originally, she assured herself; she would enjoy her holiday and ignore problems which were not her business, and after all, they were problems of mature people who should be capable of solving them themselves. 
 
    MacKenzie was mooring his boat as she came down to the settlement. The broch appeared untenanted and the MacKays’ back door was closed. Since no one had passed her, she assumed that the climbers and Sadie were still on Farrid Head. She realised with some amusement that after little over twenty-four hours she was so assimilated into Scamadale life that she was wondering what people were doing. It didn’t occur to her that such a state of mind was at variance with her decision not to get involved. 
 
    Smoke was rising from the MacKenzie and MacLeod chimneys where Elspeth and Jessie would be preparing the evening meal. Of Murdo MacLeod there was no sign. 
 
    Leila’s door was open to the westering sun and as she came along the terrace she heard voices. Bridget and Leila stared at her as she appeared in the doorway of the sitting room. Bridget had lost her poise and looked harassed. Both were obviously confused by Miss Pink’s appearance. 
 
    She apologised for intruding and said very firmly that she was longing for a bath. Her hostess was full of contrition; she’d only just remembered to switch the immersion heater on and the water wouldn’t be hot. 
 
    She was determined not to embarrass them further. They were trying to communicate by desperate glances. She went out to the terrace to remove her boots and would have gone straight upstairs then but Leila called her into the room where she was pouring drinks. She had a hold of herself now. 
 
    “Come in, Melinda,” she said quietly. “We think you ought to hear what Bridget has to say.” 
 
    Miss Pink hesitated for a moment, not debating a refusal, but metaphorically girding her loins. She knew that tone. She joined them and accepted a sherry. What she really craved was a cup of tea as all mountaineers do, particularly after the first walk of a holiday. The fact that Leila had forgotten this was a measure of the seriousness of the situation. No one asked if she’d had a good day: another cardinal omission in the ritual. 
 
    Bridget broke the silence. “I can’t tell it all again,” she said forlornly. 
 
    “Well —” Leila began, and threw a helpless glance towards Miss Pink. 
 
    “Facts,” that lady said cheerfully. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Stark’s happened.” Bridget’s voice had a mock grimness which augured not too badly, even if she was a promising actress. 
 
    “It was obvious you didn’t like him.” 
 
    “That’s over-simplification,” Bridget said. “I’m in a mess where Stark’s concerned.” 
 
    Miss Pink started to see daylight and she glanced at Leila inquiringly. 
 
    “Yes.” Her hostess sighed. “She knew Stark before last evening.” 
 
    “Only too well.” Bridget was bitter. 
 
    The silence stretched. If Miss Pink hadn’t met him before nor talked to Rita, she might have said: “You knew him, so what?” only more delicately. In the circumstances she was thinking rapidly. Bridget, then, could be the ‘girl with money’ who had thrown Stark over. 
 
    “I think I’m afraid of him,” Bridget said carefully. 
 
    “Oh, come now!” They were on firmer ground. “What’s wrong with him? Is he violent?” 
 
    “Well — not really, not how you mean, but he’s vicious.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me that,” Leila said. 
 
    “We didn’t get that far. In any case, you’re not used to vice; Miss Pink is. You can hurt people without being violent; you can damage them.” 
 
    Leila’s shoulders drooped and she looked depressed. 
 
    “How does he do it?” Miss Pink asked. “What form does his viciousness take?” 
 
    Bridget sipped her sherry and passed a hand over her forehead. They let her take her time. 
 
    “He — manipulates. He’s terribly devious. He makes a kind of campaign to find out your weak points, and then attacks them. Emotional weak points: like, if you’re loyal and value friendships, he’ll turn your friends against you by suggesting, oh, so insidiously, that you’re disloyal to them. He insinuates rather than lying but so cleverly that people don’t realise what he’s up to. If you tax him in private he jeers at you because you’re too well-mannered to bawl him out in company. He admits he’s a swine, even in public, but the effect it has on people is for them to think of him as a charming rogue and irresistible. People are always making allowances for him.” 
 
    Miss Pink said: “I saw a much more aggressive side to him on Saturday night.” 
 
    “Leila told me. That’s in character too. He changes colour to suit the setting. In London he’s more careful, but I’ve seen him back someone against a wall — metaphorically — even there. At the inn he was attacking a stranger and he could let rip with the keeper — and I guess that he enjoyed having you as a spectator too. He can be honest — with girls —” she hesitated, appearing embarrassed, wondering perhaps if she’d been the only recipient of that honesty, “— but he gets a reaction afterwards and then he’s more cruel than before.” 
 
    “Why did you stay with him?” Leila asked. 
 
    “The classic question. But I didn’t. I got away.” 
 
    “And he followed you? For money or to renew the relationship?” 
 
    “What’s this about money?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “Oh, he’ll take everything you’ve got. No handbag’s safe when Stark’s around. He expected me to make the payments on his Mini.” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does he have a job?” 
 
    “Not while I’ve known him. He just sponges. I don’t know why he’s come to Scamadale, Leila. Maybe he came just for the climbing. But he won’t let the opportunity slip of causing trouble for me. You see, in his book, he drops the girls, but I left him.” 
 
    “Good gracious,” Leila exclaimed. “He must be abnormal if he can’t accept it when a girl throws him over. In these days! I thought young people were so casual — I mean, emotionally — about relationships.” 
 
    “I haven’t got it across.” Bridget sounded tired. “Stark’s casual all right; it was someone appearing to be casual about him that dented his pride.” 
 
    “‘Appearing’?” Miss Pink queried. 
 
    Bridget stared at her hands. “I loved him,” she said. “It was a kind of hell.” 
 
    Leila nodded. Her face was sad. “I see. You were in love with a rotter.” 
 
    The girl smiled wanly. “You’ve hit the nail on its head — and there’s still some weird attachment that I can’t break although I know how unhealthy it is. I’d sooner kill myself than go back to him. He’d destroy me.” 
 
    “Does he know how you feel?” Miss Pink asked, trying to keep things on an even keel. 
 
    “I hope not. I stand a chance if he doesn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness sake!” Leila rose to fetch the sherry. “Pull yourself together; you’ve got free-will, haven’t you?” 
 
    “A vestige comes back, talking to you two.” 
 
    “Will you tell your uncle?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    They stared at her. “Is it necessary?” Leila asked. “If she keeps out of Stark’s way, he might be gone within a day or two.” 
 
    Miss Pink said nothing. 
 
    “It isn’t as if he’s threatened her,” Leila went on. 
 
    “I’ll sleep on it,” Bridget said. “It might be better to tell him. I’d feel safer.” 
 
    * 
 
    She didn’t want to go back to the House in case Stark called during the evening so she stayed at Soutra for supper. They were in the kitchen washing up when the back door opened and Sadie came in with a can of milk. 
 
    “You’re late tonight,” Leila said pleasantly. 
 
    Sadie’s eyes were shining. “I was up on the Head with Stark. He was showin’ me how they climb the ropes.” 
 
    Bridget’s lips parted, then closed in an angry line. Sadie cried defiantly: “Why you lookin’ at me like that? He’s all right, he’s nice.” 
 
    “Keep away from him!” Bridget was furiously angry. 
 
    Leila touched her arm. “Let me handle it,” she urged. “Go in the sitting room.” But she was too late. 
 
    “You want him for yourself!” Sadie yelled. 
 
    “It’s not that —” Leila started, but she wouldn’t be silenced. 
 
    “You got as many men as you want up in London, and all of them down here, and the first one that comes and wants me, you think you got a right to him.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true,” Bridget said coldly. “You’re being childish: just repeating what someone else has said.” 
 
    “An’ what if I am? No one was after comin’ here before an’ tellin’ us what we were missin’. I could have clothes as good as yours, could buy them from a shop myself, not have to take your old castoffs — them’s not my style, anyway; ’tis like old Jessie wearing Miss West’s things. I’m not an old woman. I want a wage packet and have me hair done in Inverness and wear nail paint. Why shouldn’t I? Same age as you, should have the same things, see?” 
 
    She ended on a pleading note. The three women had listened carefully, with no sign of anger. Doubt crept into Sadie’s eyes. 
 
    Bridget said quietly: “Yes, we see, love. I’m sorry for what I said. Come in and have a drink, then we’ll walk home along the shore.” 
 
    But the advantage was lost. Sadie reverted shrilly. “I know what you’re after. You think you’ll take me home to Hector and he’ll stop me going out. Then you’ll go and meet Stark yourself — well, you got another think comin’. There!” 
 
    She turned and whirled out of the open door. Bridget ran after her calling her name, and the others followed. They stopped on the terrace and in the light of the rising moon they saw Sadie running along the wet sand. 
 
    “You’ll never catch her,” Leila said. “She runs like a deer.” 
 
    Bridget turned to Miss Pink. “That wasn’t Sadie talking,” she said earnestly. “I mean, about castoffs; they’ve never looked on our clothes as charity, have they?” Leila shook her head vehemently. “That’s Stark’s fine Italian hand — it didn’t need to be so fine though. Poor Sadie was a push-over.” 
 
    A man’s voice came from the side of the house: “What on earth’s going on?” Marcus asked inquisitively. “What’s Sadie done?” 
 
    “Oh God!” Bridget went back to the sitting room. 
 
    Marcus came into the light. 
 
    “Sadie’s a little upset.” Miss Pink told him. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    They went indoors and Leila checked further inquiries by making a ritual of his choice of whisky. He took his glass and, after glancing at their expressionless faces, addressed Bridget: “I’ve come to walk you home, my dear; we missed you at dinner.” 
 
    He started to tell her about the descent of Farrid Head but after a few minutes she stared meaningly at his glass and began to fidget. She gave him a further few minutes and then stood up. He frowned with annoyance as she moved towards the door, then drank his whisky and followed. 
 
    “Ladies are vanishing tonight,” he remarked. “I’d better keep my eye on this one.” 
 
    * 
 
    Leila collapsed in the chair opposite Miss Pink. She lifted her glass. 
 
    “We’re drinking too much,” she said abstractedly. 
 
    “A pardonable sin tonight.” 
 
    “I wish Stark had never come here.” The younger woman was intense. 
 
    “He can’t do any harm.” 
 
    The silence didn’t appear to confirm this. 
 
    “What do you think?” Leila pressed. 
 
    “Well,” Miss Pink was cautious. “She’s a passionate girl and I must admit that Stark has a strong attraction for women. It’s not unusual, of course: a love-hate relationship. It’s difficult.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll try to make trouble?” 
 
    “I don’t see what he could do here. He’s not violent; he’d get short shrift from the crofters if they knew he was persona non grata. He might upset Sadie — he’s done it already, but I hardly think he could corrupt her. He won’t be here long enough. Although Sadie’s very vulnerable,” she added thoughtfully. 
 
    “How soon could we hope to get rid of him?” 
 
    “I hope he’ll go as soon as they’ve climbed the stack, and if today’s progress is anything to go by, they’ll be on top tomorrow. I can’t think why they’re making such a big thing of it; you’d think it was well beneath their notice and yet they show no interest in anything else. He seemed disgusted with Farrid Head: said it was chossy.” 
 
    “It is. There’s nothing here to interest them.” 
 
    Unspoken the comment hung between them: “Then why are they here?” 
 
    Miss Pink gave herself a mental shake. “How did your day go?” she asked politely. 
 
    “I was quite busy.” The tone was as evasive as the eyes. “There’s always an appalling amount to do at this time of year: the garden, you know, and lambing, and guests. Don’t think we don’t love having people, but one wants to look after them properly and I’m afraid I’m a hopeless organiser.” 
 
    She sympathised. She didn’t believe a word of it. They chatted for a while and then Miss Pink, seeing that her friend appeared exhausted, suggested that they have an early night. They were collecting glasses and plumping cushions when there was a knock at the front door. Leila froze. 
 
    “Now who’s that?” she whispered. 
 
    “Shall I go?” 
 
    They went together. Marcus stood on the terrace. He was pale and angry. 
 
    “I’ve got to talk to you,” he said roughly as they got in each other’s way in the passage. “I know she’s told you. I can’t believe it. He’s followed her here, that’s obvious. I’m going to see that he leaves tomorrow.” 
 
    He was glaring at Miss Pink. Leila murmured something inaudible and slipped out of the sitting room, pulling the door to behind her. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you as late as this,” Marcus began, but he didn’t sound apologetic. “I wouldn’t have come but for the urgency. I can’t talk to Clive. I’m not going to be the one to break it to him.” 
 
    “Where is Bridget now?” 
 
    “At Morrison’s place. She won’t go in the House. Stark’s there; we saw him through the window as we came up the lawn. When she wouldn’t come in, I insisted on knowing the reason why. I’d guessed it was Stark because she’d said she was tired and longing for a bath and then suddenly she dug her heels in and wouldn’t go another step — when she saw him. So she told me. We’ve been sitting in the stables. It was damn cold. She’s had a hell of a raw deal, Melinda. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “First,” Miss Pink said firmly: “You’re going to sit down and have some of Leila’s whisky, then we can discuss it in a civilised fashion.” 
 
    “Civilised!” he snorted. “Where that psychopath’s involved!” 
 
    She ignored him and poured a good measure of Chivas Regal, commending her own prudence in bringing it from Perth. 
 
    “Now,” she began, when they were both furnished with drinks: “Why psychopath?” 
 
    “What? After he tried to kill her?” 
 
    She stared at him. “This is news to me.” 
 
    “So she didn’t tell you everything.” He couldn’t keep the satisfaction out of his voice. 
 
    “Not that.” 
 
    “Did she tell you he was inadequate?” 
 
    “That can mean so many things.” 
 
    “I see. So you’ll be wondering what all the fuss is about?” 
 
    “You’d better tell me now.” 
 
    “Stark,” he began with relish, “on the surface is a charming and virile scoundrel who has all the women tearing each other’s eyes out to leap into bed with him (yes, she told me about Sadie) — and at the penultimate moment he turns off.” 
 
    “Shorthand,” Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    “Impotent. Virtually.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “Bridget was sorry for him. She lived with him for two months — did you know that? Left him towards the end, went back at his insistence but couldn’t take it. Stark can’t face reality: everything that’s wrong is the fault of anyone and anything but himself, and with those types the blows fall on the nearest person. They quarrelled, made it up and went to Derbyshire for a weekend’s climbing. He seemed much better, she said. Then he tried to kill her. Do you know a climb called Genghis Khan?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It’s hard — savage, hence its name. He led to the foot of the top pitch which is about ninety feet long but easier than the rest. He told her to lead that. There was a strong wind and they couldn’t communicate by shouting. They were both cold and damp because the cloud was down. He told her not to bother about a belay: just to stand on top and take the rope in and give three tugs for him to come on — you know the signal. She got to the top and, ignoring what he’d said, looked round for something to tie on to. She couldn’t find anything but there was a huge boulder like a pulpit. She got behind it and took the rope in. When it was taut she gave the three tugs. Then there was one hell of a pull and she was jerked forward so hard against the boulder that she was winded. She thought she’d cracked a rib, and was badly grazed. Only the rock stopped her from being catapulted over the edge and the ground was nearly two hundred feet below. She wouldn’t have pulled him off, d’you see; she’d have hit the bottom before the rope came tight to him. 
 
    “After a while she managed to take some rope in, then he arrived carrying the rest. He stared at the rock and at her, then asked nastily what had happened. She didn’t know what to say nor how to look at him. She was, of course, shocked. She began coiling the rope and he snatched it away and started shouting obscenities at her but she pretended she’d heard someone in the mist, said: ‘Oh, that’s so-and-so,’ and darted off. Fortunately she did find some walkers almost immediately and she tacked on to them until they reached her car. Then she threw all his gear out and drove back to London. She moved out of her old flat and went to share with another girl. She left his stuff from the flat with one of his friends. He hadn’t much, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible story,” Miss Pink said. “He’d told her not to tie on, and if she’d been standing on the edge taking in the rope, she wouldn’t have stood a chance. But she maintained he wasn’t violent!” 
 
    “She meant in the sense of thrashing women: the kind you’ll be used to putting away for a time. No, Stark isn’t a simple brute; he wouldn’t beat anyone up, woman or man, when a quick tug on the rope would serve the same purpose and at almost infinitesimal risk to himself. Stark’s violence is carefully disciplined, and — don’t you see? — he’s even got escape routes if the plan misfires. Who could prove that a pull on the rope was deliberate? She thinks herself that if she’d said anything at the time, he would have protested that he got the rope tangled and pulled it by mistake, or he’d have told her that she was suffering from delusions. That was another of his foul little ploys.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that he tried to pull her off the crag merely because she knew —?” 
 
    “Because he’d come to hate her. He thought she despised him. As I said: he’s a psychopath.” 
 
    “So last night,” Miss Pink said thoughtfully, “the worm had turned and she was getting some of her own back at him. Not much though, in comparison.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Teasing. I suppose, in this context, you’d call it goading: about deep water and the killer whales. He must be afraid of water. It’s certainly an unhealthy relationship.” 
 
    “Now that, Mel, is the understatement of the year. How are we going to break it up?” 
 
    “You’ve taken it on yourself to do that?” 
 
    “She’s got to be protected.” 
 
    “Clive is her family.” The reproof was gentle but firm. 
 
    “He doesn’t know. She says she’ll tell him tomorrow.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t be alone, and definitely not alone with Stark.” 
 
    “I shall stick to her like a leech tomorrow — and until he’s left the glen.” 
 
    “Yes, I think you’ll have to —” 
 
    For the second time that night there was a knock at the front door. Marcus stood up, his face set. 
 
    “If that’s him, I think I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Miss Pink said quietly: “There are enough of us here to deal with him —” 
 
    “Don’t say in a civilised fashion, Mel.” 
 
    There were voices outside and they strained their ears. They heard Leila say: “She left a long time ago, Hector. She only came with the milk, not to visit.” The door was pushed open. “Here’s Hector,” she announced superfluously, staring hard at them, her back to the crofter. “Sadie hasn’t come home. What time would you say she was here, Melinda?” 
 
    “About eight. We were washing the supper dishes.” 
 
    Hector shifted uneasily in the passage. 
 
    “Will you take a dram?” Leila asked him. 
 
    “I’ll no’ stay.” He flicked a shy smile at the others. “It’s late.” 
 
    “Does she often come in late?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “Ach, aye, it’s nothin’ maybe. Perhaps she’s with that girl from the tent.” 
 
    “Stark and Pincher are at the House,” Marcus told him. “So the girls have probably joined forces.” 
 
    “They’re at the House, you say. She’ll likely be back at home when I get there. I’m sorry to have troubled you, Miss West; I’ll say goodnight to you all.” 
 
    “Wait,” Leila said. “I’ll speak to Mr Perry.” 
 
    The telephone was in the sitting room. No one sat down while she dialled. 
 
    “Clive — were you in bed? I am sorry . . . Sadie hasn’t come home and Hector’s here looking for her. Has she been at the House? . . . No, I see . . . That’s quite likely; it’s a beautiful night. She’ll turn up, I’m sure; she could be at Catacol now . . . Goodnight — Clive.” 
 
    “She hasn’t been to the House,” she told Hector. 
 
    Miss Pink and Leila went out on the terrace when he left. Back in the sitting room Leila said: “Stark and Pincher left the House at nine-thirty. Bridget came in soon afterwards so we know where she is.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fine,” Marcus said in relief. 
 
    “Is it?” Miss Pink asked. “There’s no light in Catacol. Where’s Sadie?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Sadie returned, but at what hour wasn’t generally known. Bridget and Marcus came to Soutra at breakfast time. There had been an unhappy scene when Sadie came up early to the House, carrying her cat. It’s skull had been severely fractured and Clive was forced to put it down with an injection. Sadie had been upset and no one had the heart to question her. A rock must have fallen on the cat, perhaps in a rabbit hole, or she had been kicked by a cow. 
 
    Miss Pink wondered if Bridget had talked to Clive about Stark. Evidently not, for the girl forestalled questions by telling them that her uncle had gone to Kinloch to look at a dog. 
 
    It was another glorious day and they sat on the terrace, Miss Pink with her binoculars by her chair. From here she had all the settlement in view, and she saw Stark and Pincher leave the broch to take the cliff path, carrying big packs. Rita went across to the burn to wash the pans. 
 
    “Clive suggested you might like to go out with Hector in his boat,” Bridget said to Miss Pink. “Would you like to go? He can take two.” She looked at Leila. 
 
    “That would be fun,” Leila said. She turned to her friend. “Would you like that?” 
 
    “Very much. When do we start?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it wouldn’t be till this afternoon,” Bridget told them. “Hector has to go round the sheep first. There were three lambs born overnight at Thundergay.” She smiled. “I’m sure Clive’s mistaken his dates; he says we’re starting to lamb a week early. But he should be back around lunchtime and Hector can go then.” 
 
    “There’s Murdo,” Marcus pointed out, “and MacKenzie. And Sadie’s wonderful with lambs. What are they all doing?” 
 
    “MacKenzie’s hands are too big. Murdo’s gone with Clive because it’s he who needs the dog. He lost his old one last year. A shepherd in Kinloch has died suddenly, and Murdo and Clive hope to buy a young bitch from the widow.” 
 
    “What’s happened to Sadie?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “She’s sloped off again. She does that when she’s unhappy. We buried the cat behind the stables and then she walked up the back. The tears were streaming —” She stopped and fumbled for her handkerchief. “It was a lovely cat,” she said between sobs: “A blue short-hair.” 
 
    Marcus got up and squeezed her shoulder. Bridget put her head on her knees and abandoned herself. He stared at the others helplessly. 
 
    “Elspeth’s cat is pregnant,” Leila said comfortably: “A fine black and white one. I’ll ask her to keep the best kitten. I want to see MacKenzie about prawns anyway. Shall we walk along the shore?” she asked Miss Pink. 
 
    They left Marcus making coffee and strolled along the sand, crossing the river by planks balanced on stones. The tide was on the ebb and oyster catchers were feeding round the rock in the middle of the bay, slipping like clowns on the weed and banging their chins. 
 
    “How peaceful it seems,” Miss Pink remarked, breaking the silence between them. 
 
    “She’s put it off,” Leila said, showing how her mind was occupied. “Clive wouldn’t have left the glen if she’d told him. There’ll be trouble.” 
 
    “But it won’t affect you directly.” 
 
    “Clive and I are more than good friends; you must have realised that.” 
 
    Miss Pink smiled. “I’d hoped so. He is so kind — and solid. Steady, I should say.” 
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
    They walked on a little way, Miss Pink wondering why these two hadn’t married. As if divining her thoughts Leila said: “He’ll talk to me about Bridget. He wants us to marry, you see, so there’s rather a special relationship between me and Bridget.” 
 
    “But you know about the trouble already —” Miss Pink remembered that Leila didn’t know of Marcus’s revelation; a convenient moment hadn’t presented itself. Last night, when he had gone, her hostess had looked too exhausted to take more unpleasantness. 
 
    “Why did you go away when Marcus came back last evening?” she asked curiously. 
 
    Leila looked at her in surprise. “He’s an old friend of yours; I’ve only met him since I’ve been here. I thought that if he was going to unburden himself, he needed an intimate, not an acquaintance.” 
 
    “Unburden himself?” 
 
    “Didn’t he come to talk about Bridget? Hadn’t they quarrelled?” 
 
    “No, they hadn’t quarrelled.” 
 
    She repeated the story about Bridget’s narrow escape from death in Derbyshire. Innate caution ensured that she didn’t say Stark had attempted to kill the girl, but to a climber that pull on the rope, associated with his telling her not to secure herself and his rage after the event, could mean only one thing. Leila’s eyes filled with horror. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” she whispered. 
 
    “Does Bridget exaggerate?” 
 
    “Never to that extent. Oh no, she wouldn’t fabricate a story like that. Why should she?” 
 
    “On the other hand, it accounts for her fear of him.” 
 
    Leila looked back at her cottage. 
 
    “That’s all right,” Miss Pink said. “Marcus won’t leave her till Stark’s gone.” 
 
    “Why did he do a thing like that?” 
 
    “Stark?” The older woman hesitated, unwilling to worry her friend further with Marcus’s assertion that the man was a psychopath. “He’s inadequate,” she said. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Er — sexually.” 
 
    Leila stared at her with dawning awareness, then her eyes dropped. “Poor sod,” she said. 
 
    Miss Pink was astonished. The other went on quickly: “He’s dangerous. I’ll have to tell Clive myself if she won’t.” 
 
    “I think you should. Now you’ve told me what your relationship is with Clive, I don’t think feelings of delicacy should stand in your way. If Bridget doesn’t like it, that’s immaterial in comparison with possible consequences. She is frightened and if, as you say, she’s speaking the truth, then she has good reason to be.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him tonight.” 
 
    They turned inland towards MacKenzie’s croft. Roddie MacKenzie was sitting on a bench outside the open door, repairing a net. He got up at their approach and touched his cap. He was introduced formally to Miss Pink who was struck again by the size of these men. He was well over six feet tall, and the broad frame and pale eyes spoke of Norse blood. He asked how she was enjoying her holiday and told her that she’d brought the good weather. She responded courteously and admired a couple of Welsh Blacks beyond the fence. 
 
    “Aye,” MacKenzie said with a trace of contempt, “but I’d like Jerseys.” 
 
    “Oh Roddie!” Leila sounded exasperated. “With MacQuarrie!” 
 
    “I’m after persuadin’ my cousin at Kinloch to buy a Jersey bull. We’re not progressive in Scamadale,” he assured Miss Pink. “You’ve got to move with the times. Mr Perry’s improved the grazin’ no end, but we’re just raisin’ beef. Think what we could do with the milk from a Jersey herd!” 
 
    “What would you do with it?” 
 
    “Why, we’d be after sellin’ it to the tourists.” 
 
    Miss Pink raised her eyebrows and looked meaningly up the glen. 
 
    “I’d widen that road,” he went on with enthusiasm, “and I’d buy a good big van and take the milk out every day to Kinloch — and in the season we’d have caravans down here!” 
 
    “Now Roddie,” Leila warned. 
 
    “But they was sayin’ so last night.” He jerked his head towards the broch. “That one with the short hair was tellin’ me. A caravan site, he said, and a shop to sell things. We’d have a toilet bloc and a tarred parkin’ ground and what he called a play area for the children with swings and things. We’d get all kinds here: climbers as well. They do it on Skye: two hundred tents they have in one place, that’s just climbers alone. We’d soon get known.” 
 
    “Don’t let Mr Perry hear you talking like this.” Leila was serious and annoyed. 
 
    “It’s progress, ma’am,” he protested, countering Leila but addressing Miss Pink. “Do you know, we haven’t even got television. Even people in slums got television. With the money from the tourists we could put up a T.V. mast on the top. We could have coloured television: think of that! I’d buy a Lambertini.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He shuffled his feet and grinned shyly. “Italian motor car: better than an E-type; he said so —” jerking his head towards the broch again. 
 
    “Lamborghini?” Leila was incredulous. 
 
    “That’s it: Lamborghini. He’s going to send me a picture.” 
 
    “Did he tell you what they cost?” Miss Pink asked curiously. 
 
    “Ach, I’d get one second-hand.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I got a craze for speed, ma’am.” 
 
    After a tense silence Leila said flatly: “I need some prawns, Roddie; when are you going out?” 
 
    That matter settled, and having made sure that a kitten would be kept for Sadie, the two ladies made their way towards Thundergay. 
 
    “He’s a little subversive,” Miss Pink remarked. 
 
    Leila exploded. “Everything’s going wrong! It’s that wretched man. He’s upset Sadie, and now MacKenzie. You notice how he gravitates to the most vulnerable people? MacKenzie always gets these silly ideas with the holiday season and trippers wondering what we find to do here, but this is the limit — Lamborghinis! I expect Stark improved on the model as he was talking to him and gauging his ignorance. Now I see what Bridget meant. He’s a true agitator. You can imagine him getting a big strike going, or starting a revolution — and not from pecuniary motives either; he’d do it out of mischief.” 
 
    “Like Iago.” 
 
    Leila looked at her friend morosely. “I’ll have to tell Clive.” 
 
    Miss Pink thought that she’d already decided to do that. 
 
    They were walking through the woods and now the trees thinned to reveal a cottage with a hedge of flowering currant beside the gate. Ian Morrison appeared at the open door and invited them inside. His living room was comfortably if sparsely furnished, with shelves of Penguin books rubbing shoulders with large technical works that must be his own. They chatted about his writing and Miss Pink remarked that he would find an enormous difference between Scamadale and the campus of an American university. He acknowledged the truth of this ruefully. 
 
    “I feel I’ve been here for far longer than two months. The place seems to have a kind of magic about it. Did you know that MacLeod’s grandfather’s cousin caught a seal-woman?” He smiled shyly. “An anthropologist would say the place is different because the community has had such a hard struggle for survival, but magic was integrated in that. It will be a terribly hard place to leave.” 
 
    Leila, who had been glancing through a book, looked up at this. “You could do worse than stay,” she said gently. 
 
    “I would prefer to stay,” he assured her. “I mean, America, well, could orcinus orca compensate? I know Clive would like me to stay but he’d be thinking in terms of a permanency, wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Alone?” He looked quite forlorn. Miss Pink moved to the door. Behind her Ian burst out: “She doesn’t know I’m there, as a man; she’s like the Sleeping Beauty —” 
 
    She was watching the bees in the flowering currant when Leila emerged. They set off towards the woods in silence, disregarding the lambs which they’d come to see. In the shelter of the trees Miss Pink remarked facetiously that spring could be a troublesome season. 
 
    Leila sighed. “He’s gone to try to find her. I told him about the cat and he can’t bear to think of her grieving on her own. I hope he doesn’t find out where she was last night.” 
 
    “You think she was with Stark?” 
 
    The other shrugged. “Sleeping Beauty! She was wide awake last night.” 
 
    “But mentally blind,” Miss Pink said. 
 
    * 
 
    Clive had not returned to the glen when Hector came to Soutra to take them out in the boat, but he said Elspeth and Jessie would mind the sheep. The two ladies agreed to go with him, Miss Pink privately thinking that a sea trip might allow them to forget unpleasant events for a while; in any case, Stark would be fully occupied with the Old Man and could cause no trouble before evening, by which time they would have returned themselves. The task of telling Clive might be left until later. 
 
    They arranged themselves in the boat and Hector pushed off. The outboard fired at the first pull of the string and everyone smiled. They were all familiar with the vagaries of outboards. The gap between the boat and the shore widened, the sun sparkled on the water, and Miss Pink turned to speak to her friend to find the latter staring at a plastic bucket in the bottom of the boat. 
 
    “What’s the bait for, Hector?” 
 
    “For the pots,” He was surprised. 
 
    “Which pots?” 
 
    “At the back of the Old Man. I’ve no’ put the others down yet.” 
 
    Leila made no further remark and Miss Pink reflected that, really, it would be carrying things too far if they were to allow Stark to disrupt the normal working of the community — and why should they be worried about lifting lobster pots underneath his climb? They didn’t have to talk to him. But it was a pity they weren’t going north instead of south. As it was, one must concentrate on other matters; the seascape and the cliffs were huge compared with one climber. Here he might be cut down to scale. She started to question Hector about the wildlife. 
 
    Hector was an authority. What she had taken for duck some distance away, he told her was a raft of black guillemots. They talked birds then and he went closer to the cliffs so that she could see the nesting colonies: fulmars and gulls, rock doves, auks and cormorants. The tide had turned now but had not yet covered rough boulder strips at the foot of the cliffs. The rock was red, darkening to black with vertical intrusions of brown earth, but the lower cliffs, those which rose out of Calava Bay, were all shades from faintest rose to carmine, set off by greys and streaks of ivory. 
 
    As the tiny boat puttered under the cliffs, cormorants dived from ledges and popped up behind them; auks came in to a three-point squat, fulmars paced the boat lazily and gulls watched like dogs, ready to scream a protest if the bows should turn shorewards. 
 
    As they approached the stack, Hector headed out to sea, giving the plinth a wide berth on its northern side. No one was visible. 
 
    On three sides the Old Man was fraught with over hangs, in fact, as they passed beneath it, it appeared to be in a state of disintegration: about to topple into the sea, an effect which no doubt originated in the movement of the boat, and clouds above the summit. 
 
    They came round the seaward end of the stack and as its southern aspect came in view, they saw the climbers immediately, floodlit by the sun. They were halfway up the tower and Stark was climbing a crack immediately above Pincher. The leader looked round when he heard the engine, then back at the rock. Directly above him, the crack ran into an overhang, and on a level with that and to the left, was the smooth slab which Pincher had remarked on yesterday from the cliff top. Beyond the slab again was the outer corner of the stack, layered intricately below what looked like a spacious if airy ledge. 
 
    The engine idled with a strangled chuckle and small waves splashed against the hull. Hector made no move to lift the first pot, and the climbers in the boat watched the climbers on the rock, forgetting, for a moment, the significance of Stark. They could follow every move: the twisted ankles in the crack, toes wedged in hidden nicks, an arm reaching easily over the bulge, searching until the fingers found a hold, the leg out at a long angle, the other foot brought high in the crack. The movements were slow and deliberate and Stark flowed up the overhang with the elegance of a cat. 
 
    Miss Pink’s neck ached. She lowered her head and looked at the sea. There was no sign of the killer whales. When she looked again, Stark had crossed to the left and was above the slab. At this point he stopped and, in what looked like a precarious position, extracted a piton from the cluster at his belt and reached for the hammer. 
 
    “Curious place for a piton,” Leila observed. 
 
    “You don’t usually put one there?” 
 
    “No, we go straight on to the ledge on the corner and bring the second man up.” 
 
    Stark selected a tape sling from the bunch round his neck and clipped it to the piton. He added two more, and a long red ribbon, the parts joined by snap links, hung down the slab. 
 
    “I don’t understand what he’s up to.” Leila sounded almost surly. 
 
    To their astonishment, he retreated: down the overhang and the crack, and rejoined Pincher. 
 
    “You’d better lift your pots, Hector,” Leila urged. She indicated the climbers: “They’re not doing anything interesting.” 
 
    The crofter nodded and opened the throttle to come up to the first float. He caught the line with a short hook and hauled in the pot. It was empty and he rebaited, throwing out the old piece of fish. A waiting black-back splashed in like a porpoise and gulped down the bait as if it were a sprat. He threw back the pot and started to come round to the second float. 
 
    “What an odd thing to do.” Miss Pink was staring upwards and they followed the direction of her glance to see that Stark was climbing again, but left of his original crack, making for the slab. 
 
    “But that looks much harder,” she protested. 
 
    “Well, he’s got the slings for a handhold across the slab,” Leila pointed out, “though why he wants to do the slab at all I can’t understand. He’s been above it once. Why make it awkward?” 
 
    “Perhaps Pincher isn’t competent to follow the crack?” 
 
    “It’s not hard; you saw Stark on it.” 
 
    Stark came to the slab and reached high to touch the lowest snap link at the end of the slings. He drew them towards him, moved up another foot or so, then sidled to the right, away from the slab. He glanced down at his second and his lips moved. Pincher shifted his feet and nodded. Stark took a grip on the slings and ran — leftwards, across the rock and the slab, reached out with his left hand and gripped the far corner. Released, the slings dropped back to the vertical. He crouched for a moment, a bunched spider silhouetted against the sky, and then with a couple of moves he was up and standing on the ledge. 
 
    Hector drew in the second pot while the others murmured their astonishment at Stark’s strange manoeuvre when he could have reached the corner simply by stepping across to it from the highest point he’d reached the first time. 
 
    There was nothing in the second pot. Hector re-baited and as the wet line ran through his hands they were hailed from the stack. 
 
    “How’s the channel?” Stark called. 
 
    Hector glanced towards the shore. “It’s full,” he shouted back. 
 
    There was silence from the stack, then: “Take us across,” Stark shouted. 
 
    Hector looked at Leila. 
 
    “Miss West!” Stark called. 
 
    She stared upwards. There was another pause. “Cut the engine!” he shouted. 
 
    “Switch off,” Leila said urgently. 
 
    Hector stopped the engine and they heard the water washing on the plinth and the cries of the gulls. 
 
    “Will Miss West allow MacKay to take us across the channel?” Stark called mockingly. 
 
    Leila’s hands were trembling. Miss Pink raised her voice. “How long will you be?” 
 
    “A few minutes.” 
 
    “Have you looked at the overhangs above you?” 
 
    “Don’t antagonise him,” Leila pleaded. The others stared at her. 
 
    “We’re coming down,” Stark shouted. 
 
    “Oh Lord,” Miss Pink muttered, “another day spent here.” 
 
    “Tell him if they go to the top, I’ll send the boat back for them,” Leila urged. 
 
    Miss Pink repeated this but was ignored. 
 
    “I’m coming down,” Stark repeated. “Have the boat ready.” 
 
    “Ach,” Hector grunted, his hand on the string. “It’s home for us — and when Mr Perry hears about this, he’ll run them out of the glen.” 
 
    “Put us down on the beach,” Leila said. “Then you can take them across the channel.” 
 
    “You’re no’ goin’ to do as they say!” 
 
    “Take us ashore, Hector.” 
 
    He put them down on a small dry beach round the corner from the great cave. They watched in silence as Stark returned to Pincher, not by way of the slab with the slings, but by stepping across to the piton and reversing the crack for the second time. 
 
    “There’s something queer about those slings,” Miss Pink muttered. 
 
    Pincher started down the bottom section of the stack, Stark paying out his rope. Miss Pink turned to study the cliffs above the beach. There was a deep depression, too steep to be a gully, running upwards to twist round the back of a buttress. The rock was rough and clear of vegetation. 
 
    “This looks like a climb.” 
 
    Leila turned. “It is,” she said without much interest. “It’s a Severe called Tangleblock.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they approach the stack this way?” 
 
    Leila stared at her blankly and Miss Pink was suddenly angry, realising how much the exchange with Stark had upset her friend. It was Hector who answered: “There’s the mouth of the big cave between here and the Old Man; they couldna get across.” 
 
    Now Pincher was on the plinth and Stark was descending. The crofter pushed off and made for the channel. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this.” Leila sounded abstracted. 
 
    “As you said: it’s better not to antagonise him.” 
 
    “I mean, I’m sorry you’ve been involved.” 
 
    “My dear! What are friends for?” 
 
    Confidences, Miss Pink thought, answering her own question, and waited. 
 
    “I’m thinking of Bridget,” Leila said. 
 
    Miss Pink, regarding the cormorants on the table blocks, wondered if this were the whole truth. After a while she got up to examine the rock pools. 
 
    Hector returned and they embarked, making for the open sea in silence. The climbers were sitting on the landward side of the channel, watching the boat. Stark lifted his hand to them languidly. Above the mouth of the great cave, past the guillemot ledges, two people were sitting on the cliff top. A third stood behind them and under his arm he cradled something which could only be a gun. Miss Pink raised the binoculars. 
 
    “Sadie, Ian and Clive,” she said. 
 
    Leila lifted her head with a strange expression: relief and pleasure giving way to trepidation. She waved, but not gaily. The figure with the gun gave an answering wave. 
 
    The scarlet slings hung down the slab on the Old Man. Every detail was clear: the pale alloy snap links, the knots in the tape; they could even see the piton, or rather, the head of it, in a crack. 
 
    * 
 
    “They’d have had to cool their heels for a while if Hector hadn’t ferried them across the channel,” Clive remarked mischievously. “Odd, that they don’t like swimming.” He smiled slyly. “Perhaps they thought the killers were lying in wait.” 
 
    He was sitting with Miss Pink in the bay window of the drawing room. The sun was setting and a scintillating path stretched across the sea, so bright it was colourless. From upstairs came the faint strains of Callas and the Easter Hymn where Marcus and Bridget were listening to records. Clive had arrived on the cliff top when the climbers were descending to the plinth, so he hadn’t seen the slings placed in position. They discussed the possible import of this but could arrive at no conclusion. The conversation flagged, uncomfortably for Miss Pink who was preoccupied with the secret to which Clive was obviously not yet a party. She changed the subject. 
 
    “Did you like the dog at Kinloch?” 
 
    “We bought her,” he announced with satisfaction. “A nice little bitch. I’m hoping we shall breed from her.” 
 
    He told her how difficult it was to train dogs capable of working on the cliffs without their driving the sheep over the edge. 
 
    Marcus came in, complaining that Callas exhausted him. He was followed by Bridget who seemed subdued. 
 
    At dinner the two younger women merely pecked at their food and Bridget was drinking heavily. Conversation was mainly between Miss Pink and her host. Even Marcus was inattentive. As she struggled to maintain some semblance of a civilised atmosphere, Miss Pink was increasingly aware of tension, and wondered how it would break. With the arrival of the cheese, Bridget abandoned any attempt at participation and sat staring at her plate and drinking wine as if it were water. 
 
    Leila caught Miss Pink’s eye and they rose. As they left the room, Bridget said something to Marcus. He followed the other women to the drawing room and closed the door. 
 
    “Brandy, Leila,” he pleaded: “While we wait.” 
 
    “You’re working yourself up,” Miss Pink admonished. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking: suppose he didn’t mean to pull her off the cliff? It could have been an accident.” 
 
    “I wondered —” Leila began, but she was overborne by — Marcus. 
 
    “Of course he meant it,” he growled. 
 
    “Clive won’t let them stay, and they’ve left all their gear on the cliffs.” 
 
    “They’ll just have to go and retrieve it.” He sounded vicious. He turned to Miss Pink and demanded with an effort: “Tell us about Italy, Mel. Do you know Perugia?” 
 
    So they tried to talk about Italy and, with application, worked their way to a superficial state of mind where they could concentrate on travel then, predictably, they gravitated to the Alps. Half an hour passed before they were interrupted by Elspeth. Her glance went round the room. 
 
    “Shall I bring coffee, Miss West? That climber’s at the back door: the dark one.” 
 
    “Stark!” Leila got to her feet clumsily, spilling her brandy, but she didn’t notice it. Elspeth said: “I’ll bring a cloth,” and left. 
 
    “What do we do?” Leila asked Miss Pink, but it was too late. Stark had anticipated his welcome again and he stood in the doorway. His eyes went to the spilled brandy, then to Leila’s face. 
 
    “A waste,” he said softly. 
 
    “Get out!” Marcus clenched his hands on the table as he rose from his chair. 
 
    “Not in front of the menials.” Stark smiled and stood aside for Elspeth. “Am I welcome, Miss West?” he asked with studied insolence. Leila hesitated. She was very pale. 
 
    “We’ll wait for coffee,” Miss Pink murmured to Elspeth and the woman went out, tight-lipped. 
 
    “Think of the distance to St Albans if you turn me away,” Stark went on. 
 
    “St Albans?” Leila whispered. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. “My home town.” 
 
    The door was pushed open by Clive. “I want a word with you, Stark,” he said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “In my study.” Clive stood aside, waiting for the man to precede him to the passage. Stark took a few paces into the room. “Go on,” he said pleasantly. 
 
    “In private, Stark.” 
 
    “Oh no. Let’s have it here.” 
 
    “Very well,” Clive said tightly. He looked at the group by the window. “I apologise for this scene but it appears I have no choice.” 
 
    “Don’t apologise,” Marcus told him. “You have three witnesses.” 
 
    Stark turned an astonished face towards him. 
 
    “I want you off this land immediately,” Clive went on. 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “You must be joking. There’s over fifty pounds’ worth of gear on those cliffs!” 
 
    It was plain that Clive had forgotten this. He glanced at the others but received no help there. Miss Pink was frantically trying to resolve the legal aspect if he should insist on the climbers leaving all their gear behind. It wasn’t as if they were poachers whose guns could be confiscated. 
 
    Clive came to a decision. “It’s low water at midday tomorrow; you can cross to the stack and dismantle that stuff, and bring up the fixed ropes as you come back. I’ll give you till two o’clock.” 
 
    “That’s difficult.” Stark sounded troubled. 
 
    “You’ll do it.” 
 
    “I doubt it. You see, we have to go to Kinloch for repairs. We broke the piton hammer and we have to get it re-shafted. We can’t get the pitons out without it.” 
 
    “Leave them.” 
 
    “Well — they cost money . . . and we might have to put more in for safety, mightn’t we?” He was looking at the group in the window now. “Suppose we extend it to, say, four o’clock; you wouldn’t like to think you’d killed a man, would you? I mean, because you’d made him hurry, or, like making him dismantle three hundred feet of rope without the advantage of extra security. You’d feel sort of responsible: a kind of manslaughter. Not legally, of course,” he added quickly. 
 
    Leila said: “Let them move their equipment, Clive. They’ve got to have the tools to do it.” 
 
    Marcus stared at her. “I don’t see why a few pitons —” 
 
    “If they agree to go as soon as they’ve finished?” Her voice rose dangerously. 
 
    Clive frowned, watching her. Marcus started to say something, then stopped. In a tense silence Clive said heavily: “Four o’clock then.” 
 
    “But why?” Stark asked. 
 
    “We won’t discuss that.” 
 
    “I think I should know.” 
 
    “We all know, and I refuse to discuss it.” 
 
    Stark shrugged but his eyes were furious. He turned and walked out. 
 
    “Where’s Bridget?” Marcus asked quickly. 
 
    “In her room,” Clive answered. 
 
    Marcus left them and they heard him running up the stairs. Leila passed a hand over her face. 
 
    “Now, my dear.” Clive put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t distress yourself. It’s all over.” 
 
    Miss Pink started towards the door. 
 
    “Don’t go, Melinda,” he went on. “You’re a friend.” 
 
    She turned back. “You handled that well,” she commented, for something to say more than anything else. 
 
    “I hate scenes,” Leila said. 
 
    “If I’d had my way he’d have been out of the glen tonight.” Clive was grim. 
 
    “Fifty pounds’ worth of equipment was what worried me,” Leila said. “He’d want that. He might come back with friends — I mean, others like himself. Pincher and the girl seem harmless — not that I’ve met the girl. But if he takes his gear away we won’t see him again.” 
 
    “You may be right. What do you think, Melinda?” 
 
    “I think I agree with Leila. You’d be worried if the ropes were left on the cliff. He’d have an excuse to come back for them — and I don’t know the legal aspect.” 
 
    “I’d happily go to court for that. Still, less trouble this way, I suppose. I’ll go up to the cliff with MacKenzie tomorrow and supervise the dismantling.” Leila looked startled. “Now don’t you worry, my dear,” he patted her hand. “We’ll take shot guns. That’ll show them we mean business!” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink woke with a feeling of foreboding, which was most unusual for her. She drew her curtains and looked out on a calm sea. A stationary anti-cyclone, she thought. 
 
    She went down to breakfast and found Leila in the kitchen. She looked haggard. Miss Pink suggested they walk to the northern headland and take a rope; they might even look at the Pagoda. 
 
    “Leave it till tomorrow,” Leila begged. “I’m game for anything once they’ve gone.” 
 
    Through the binoculars Miss Pink watched the white Mini leave the broch and start up the glen. There appeared to be three people in it. She told Leila, hoping that now her friend might be persuaded to relax but the other protested that she had too much work to do. Miss Pink, knowing that work as well as play can be a panacea in times of strain, said that she would potter along the shore until lunchtime. 
 
    The cliffs on this, the north side of the bay, rose gradually so that for some distance one could scramble up and down, and traverse: exploring miniature coves now floored with wet sand and, farther along, flat rock platforms with pools under the start of the real cliffs. She found, and climbed, a short but easy chimney, the binoculars tucked carefully inside her jersey. At the top she sat down and looked back at Scamadale. After a moment she stiffened. A figure was labouring up the grass slope towards the House and, judging from the movements, it must be an old man. It could only be Murdo — and he was going too fast for his age. She lifted the glasses and saw that it was, indeed, MacLeod, but also within her vision there was Jessie at the corner of her croft, watching. Not watching her husband because then her back would have been towards Miss Pink. She was staring up the glen, shielding her eyes from the sun. 
 
    She must be looking at the road but even through the glasses this appeared to be empty. An odd blur blocked the view and Miss Pink groped absently for a handkerchief. A biscuit-coloured cloud showed above the headwall. There was nothing wrong with the binoculars. It was smoke. The moor was on fire. 
 
    * 
 
    The crofting women stayed at the settlement to look after the sheep. Everyone else raced up the road in two cars — there was no twenty mile an hour limit now. 
 
    The fire was between the big loch and the road and it had gained a good hold by the time they reached the moor. There was a strong east breeze up here and the flames crackled wickedly through the dead grass. They had brought beaters with them and Hector and Ian fought like tigers while the older people gritted their teeth and beat until their arms ached, but they couldn’t halt the fire. When Clive was sure of this he stopped them. They drifted together reluctantly. 
 
    “It’ll burn out at the cliffs,” he said. “Please God.” 
 
    “It can’t reach the settlement,” Ian assured him: “Not over the in-bye land.” 
 
    “Oh, the houses are all right, but if it goes through the trees in the gully, it’ll reach the rough grazing. On the other hand, it’s damp in the trees, with spray from the falls. Will it cross the road, I wonder? If it does, it’ll go clear to Farrid Head. We’ll go down the side in the cars and try to stop it spreading.” 
 
    On the north the big loch and its outlet confined the fire, and they managed by purposeful beating at its southern fringe, to keep the flames away from the road. Miss Pink thought of all the hundreds of nests there must be between them and the Head and continued to raise the heavy beater although her joints screamed in agony. So the fire was kept to an area between the road and the loch, and they could only pray that when it came to the band of cliffs it wouldn’t leap down them. The ledges were covered with dead vegetation. 
 
    They stood in a line across the defile where the road made its first sensational plunge to the glen. They were trying to stop the flames going through the break in the cliffs. They could hear cattle bawling below them but the glen was hidden by a thick pall of smoke drifting seawards. Clive looked at Leila. 
 
    “Will you go with Melinda and get those cattle down to the dunes: the beasts in Gartness? You’ve only got to open one gate — but see you stand back when they go through.” 
 
    Miss Pink drove as fast as she dared down the hairpins. They came to a gate where cows were milling in the field beyond. Leila had to shout savagely to open the gate towards the animals but she succeeded and they streamed down the road, the calves trotting with their mothers. 
 
    “There’s one missing,” Leila said. She’d been counting. 
 
    They walked into the field. The smoke stayed in the upper air currents and they soon saw a white cow, standing rigid by a rock and lowing quietly. 
 
    “Hell, she’s just calved,” Leila exclaimed. “Don’t come with me; you’re strange.” 
 
    “But —” 
 
    “I’m all right; she knows me. Go back to the car and do get inside it.” 
 
    Miss Pink retreated reluctantly, looking over her shoulder. Leila walked up to the cow which stepped back a pace, tossing its head. The woman stooped and lifted a small wet calf to its feet. She pushed it against the rock, got her head underneath its belly and stood up, wearing it across her shoulders like a fur. 
 
    Miss Pink opened the rear door of her car and sat in the driver’s seat with the engine running. 
 
    “Mess on your upholstery,” Leila gasped, heaving her burden on the back seat and getting in after it. “I’ll clean it. Drive off before she punches your metalwork.” 
 
    The calf gave a loud bawl and Miss Pink jerked away, the cow trotting behind. 
 
    Mother and son were reunited on the dunes. The other women were there, alerted by the noisy approach of the cattle. They all stared up the glen but there was too much smoke to deduce the progress of the fire. Miss Pink and Leila started back. 
 
    * 
 
    By midday they knew they’d won. The cliffs had been the deciding factor and the moor above them had burned itself out. The crofters had gone down below the crags, between the waterfall and the road, on the alert to deal with any sporadic outbursts. The ledges had caught fire in places and shed wisps of smouldering grass but since there was a lot of scree below the cliffs the flames had never got a hold there. Clive and Ian had remained on the top, patrolling the hot fringe of the burned moor, making sure that no sparks flared to start a conflagration that might cross the road and sweep the southern half of the peninsula. 
 
    It was several hours before they left the headwall. The women returned to the House first and, while Leila bathed, Bridget and Miss Pink started cutting sandwiches. They speculated on how far the fire would have travelled had it jumped the cliffs, on the number of nests in the glen and on the moor, and the depth to which soil might be sterilised by fire, but their thoughts were less objective. At length Bridget said: “It was Stark, you know. 
 
    “I wondered.” 
 
    “No one’s said so, but the fire must have started about the time their Mini went up.” 
 
    “Nothing can be proved.” 
 
    “No, but the Mini hasn’t come back.” 
 
    “You think they’ve gone for good, and abandoned their ropes after all?” 
 
    “No. I spoke to Elspeth. She went down to the broch and they’ve left all their gear in the tent: stoves and a transistor and sleeping bags. They’ll be back.” 
 
    They weren’t back by tea time when the fire fighters, tired and filthy, came home. They crowded into the kitchen where sandwiches, tea and whisky circulated freely. After half an hour Ian left with the crofters and Miss Pink sank exhausted onto a hard chair. 
 
    “We should have you on the pay-roll,” Clive remarked kindly. “You’ve certainly earned your keep today.” 
 
    “We didn’t save the moor,” she said sadly. 
 
    “You saved the glen, and all the moor to Farrid Head,” he replied stoutly. “Without the chaps on the road and in the gap we’d have lost the rough grazing and — what? — over a thousand acres. But if the wind had backed only a few degrees we could have had sixteen square miles on fire.” 
 
    “We think he meant to get the settlement,” Marcus said. 
 
    Clive’s face set. He took a deep breath and his hand clutched his whisky glass. Miss Pink watched in alarm. Would it break? 
 
    “As it was,” Marcus went on, “he could only hope to destroy the rough grazing. The fire wouldn’t have gone through the meadows because of the new grass but he wouldn’t know that. He’s a townsman; he’d not stop to think about the moisture content of grass. No, he’d expect the fire to go right down the glen to the shore.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Miss Pink protested. 
 
    “Mel!” Marcus was sharp. “Have you never had an arsonist up before you? A chap who set fire to a hay barn when he knew there were people sleeping in the farmhouse?” 
 
    She nodded acceptance. No one said anything. Leila filled their mugs with more tea. Clive broke the silence first. 
 
    “I’ll go to court for those ropes now,” he told them flatly. “There may be no proof that he started the fire but I’ll move heaven and earth — and the county constabulary — to see that he never sets foot on this estate again.” 
 
    Only Marcus dared to make the obvious observation. “He’s got to collect his tent and gear.” 
 
    “No. We’ll go down there now, wrap the gear in the tent, and it goes in the car immediately they return. They can turn round and head straight out of the glen again.” 
 
    “They’ve come back,” Bridget said, entering the kitchen: “The Mini’s just passed.” 
 
    Clive stood up slowly. The others watched him. “We’ll take MacKenzie with us,” Marcus said. 
 
    “No, this is a personal matter.” 
 
    “Oh God,” Bridget whispered as they left the kitchen. She threw a helpless glance at Miss Pink and followed the men. Leila started to clear the table. After a few minutes Bridget returned. 
 
    “Clive’s taken his rifle.” 
 
    “What about Marcus?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “He’s got a shot gun.” 
 
    Miss Pink sensed their fear rising uncontrollably. An arsonist. A rifle. Vermin. “Look,” she said comfortably, “landlords have been driving unwelcome intruders from their land for centuries and, if they have any sense at all, they go armed. I’m quite sure Clive and Marcus have themselves well in hand; in fact, I doubt very much if their guns are loaded.” Behind Leila’s back she stared sternly at Bridget who swallowed and responded gamely: “Oh no, of course they’re not loaded; they’re just for effect.” 
 
    * 
 
    The men returned in a surprisingly short space of time. 
 
    “Only Rita came back,” Clive announced. “She took the others to Inverness.” 
 
    “Inverness!” Bridget exclaimed. “I knew that piton hammer was a trick. Then why didn’t she bring them back? Perhaps she did.” 
 
    “No. We saw MacLeod and he swears she was alone when she returned. She says the men met a couple of girls in Inverness and decided to stay there. She’s going back for them tomorrow. Yes,” he went on, interpreting their thoughts correctly: “I shall have to go down there again and see that she takes all the gear with her in the morning. I forgot that when we were at the broch. I felt sorry for the girl.” He looked at Miss Pink doubtfully. “Would it be asking too much for you to come back with me now?” 
 
    “She seems nervous, he continued as they walked through the wood. “I was very angry when we went down there and yet I was thinking I must restrain Marcus who was quite beside himself — I remember my hands were sweating with the tension, and then, when we got there, we found only the girl. She’s a pathetic creature. It was a total anticlimax. Perhaps I blustered a bit, perhaps she was frightened of the rifle; in any event she wasn’t surly — as I understand she is normally. Leila told me about your meeting them last Saturday. She seems like a lost child trying to be defiant.” 
 
    “What was she defiant about?” 
 
    He stopped and considered. “Specifically? Her whole attitude was defensive. She’d be frightened about the fire, of course — but I didn’t mention it. I asked her where Stark was, but that was virtually the only exchange between us. I had to insist on an answer and that was when she told us they’d driven to Inverness and the men had picked up the girls. That would have hurt her — and then to be forced to tell us . . . Wasn’t she friendly with Pincher?” 
 
    Rita sat in the little tent and watched them approach. She returned Miss Pink’s greeting but her eyes were wary. Clive said: “I’m afraid I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “Rita.” But he’d meant her surname. 
 
    “Yes, well — I want you to understand, Rita, that I have no objection to you and Pincher —” he faltered and Miss Pink guessed that he’d seen the error of this: that if Stark had fired the moor, then the others had been at the least passive observers. He continued firmly: “I don’t want Stark on my land again. When you leave tomorrow morning, I must insist on your taking the tent and its contents with you.” 
 
    Rita said nothing. 
 
    “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What are you frightened of, Rita?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    The girl fumbled at the side of the tent and produced a packet of Players. She could have bought Gauloises in Inverness, Miss Pink thought irrelevantly. Rita found a box of matches, lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. She looked past them. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” she said coldly. Her eyes flickered towards Clive. “You wouldn’t use that gun against me —” (He had, in fact, left the rifle at the House.) “— and you can’t get me for the grass. I ain’t got any now.” 
 
    “It’s Stark,” Miss Pink said. 
 
    Clive turned away and walked to the entrance of the broch, standing there with his back towards them. 
 
    “Are you in some kind of trouble?” Miss Pink asked quietly. 
 
    The girl laughed. “You got it wrong. It’s you in trouble, him rather —” she jerked her head at Clive. “That’s the point.” 
 
    He turned round, and now the wariness was on his side. 
 
    “Stark started that fire,” Rita said with a return to her surly tone. He nodded. “You knew? Well, what chance have you got against him?” 
 
    “No, Rita.” His tone was gentle but firm. “We have the law behind us. It works, even in Scamadale, particularly in Scamadale. Stark has nothing behind him. 
 
    “That’s what you think. He’s got big business.” 
 
    “Now what do you mean by that?” 
 
    She nodded to herself. “And you never guessed! He come here to make a film for the telly: on that stack. It’s a — what do you call it — a recky —?” 
 
    “A reconnaissance?” Miss Pink breathed. 
 
    “Yeah. He’s got it all worked out now: where the cameras are going to go, how much scaffolding they’ll need on the cliffs, how many boats. They didn’t do much climbing, he was making notes all the time. Didn’t you wonder why they took so long getting up the first bit of the stack yesterday? And the slings he placed above some slab: the cameraman’s got to be able to see all the climb; that’s why he rigged the slings. He said the proper route’s out of sight from the cliff.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us now?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s all set up; there’s nothing you can do to stop it. You’d know soon enough anyway. Besides — I don’t like Stark.” 
 
    Clive was fingering the rough rock of the gateway, his hand moving like a separate entity. He looked emotionally shocked. Miss Pink regarded him with compassion and said quietly: “He can’t do it; you own the cliffs.” 
 
    “He thought of that long ago,” Rita put in. “They’re going to use helicopters. Everything’s been worked out in London. The film’s paid for. They’re spending a fortune on it.” 
 
    Clive started to walk away. 
 
    “Do as he says and take the rest of the gear with you when you go,” Miss Pink said quickly. 
 
    “I can’t,” Rita whispered. “I’m scared.” 
 
    “I’ll come over in the morning and help you pack.” 
 
    She didn’t mean it. She intended to see that the girl left the glen, and early. Scamadale had taken enough from Stark. She pondered giving Rita a few words of advice: to find Stark, hand over his car and walk away, even without the sycophantic Pincher, but this could be left until the morning. She hurried after Clive. 
 
    * 
 
    There was no question of going back to Soutra. Ian was at the House when they returned and they all gathered in the drawing room. There was a feeling of ranks being closed. When Ian was told the news, the mention of helicopters threw him into a cold rage. 
 
    “Even if you can take out an injunction,” he told Clive, “they may steal a march on you and come to look at the cliffs. These big concerns are arrogant: think they’re above the law. It only needs one visit of a helicopter to this part of the world and every nesting bird will be driven away.” 
 
    “It’s not just the birds,” Clive said hopelessly. “It’s everything we stand for. A film would make us popular overnight.” 
 
    “But they’re not going to make a film,” Bridget put in hotly. “You can stop them!” 
 
    “Think of the money behind it.” 
 
    “Oh, come now,” Marcus exclaimed. “They can’t touch the cliffs. You own them. They’d have to put cameramen and scaffolding there. How can they without your permission?” 
 
    Ian said: “They could film from boats — even from the helicopters perhaps —” 
 
    “No!” Marcus interrupted. 
 
    “Don’t you own the stack as well?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    Clive passed a hand over his forehead. “Do we?” he asked helplessly. 
 
    “Of course,” she prompted: “Offshore islands, skerries . . . everything above high tide mark, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s the mainland shore.” 
 
    “Surely all land above high water —? Why not ring your solicitor?” 
 
    He brightened. “Of course, if I do own the stack —” He patted his pockets, got up and found a scribbling pad and pencil. He started to make notes. 
 
    “‘Trespass’,” Marcus reminded him, looking over his shoulder. “Will he have the temerity to come back for those ropes now?” 
 
    “He can’t know Rita told about the film,” Bridget said. “He intends coming back because of the gear and the tent.” 
 
    “After the fire?” Leila had been very quiet until now. They all turned to her. “He’ll know you suspect him, and I think he’ll stay in Inverness now he’s there.” 
 
    “Rita said nothing about taking their gear when she goes to pick them up,” Miss Pink said. “Surely, if that was what they’d intended, she’d have made some remark like: ‘I was going to pack the gear anyway’ when Clive told her to do so.” 
 
    Bridget said slowly: “So the idea was that she should drive back to Inverness and then all return here tomorrow evening? But, as Leila says, he’d know you wouldn’t allow him in the glen after the fire.” 
 
    “He loves infuriating people,” Marcus reminded her. 
 
    She shook her head. “He’s got this catastrophic scheme which he knows will cause Clive a hell of a headache when he knows about it (he’ll be chuckling away, thinking of the storm that’s going to break, not realising we know already — and it is a headache at that). That’s one thing, and typical of him. The fire is too — but coming back to a minor confrontation and just being sent away again — he wouldn’t defy you physically . . . no, that’s out of character. There’s something wrong somewhere.” 
 
    “Perhaps they never went to Inverness,” Ian said. 
 
    Clive rose. “I’m going to do some telephoning.” Marcus went out with him. 
 
    “We must have dinner when they come back,” Leila said. “If you’ll excuse me: Jessie and Elspeth aren’t here tonight.” 
 
    They all went to the kitchen, Ian in the rear. “You don’t mind?” he asked diffidently. “I’ll peel some potatoes or something. I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts; they’re unpleasant.” 
 
    “Oh, poor darling!” Bridget exclaimed. “All those lovely birds! Don’t worry; they’re not going to make a film here, I promise you. Sit down and we’ll have a large whisky each.” She cleared a corner of the big table and set herself to the task of reassuring him. Good girl, Miss Pink thought approvingly and then: if Clive’s lawyers have the typical cautious legal mind, she’ll have to rally him as well. 
 
    Their low spirits were emphasised by their fatigue. They had all been exhausted after the fire, then there had been the stimulation of whisky at tea time followed by the shock of Rita’s revelations; now, Miss Pink thought, only alcohol kept them going. She looked at the sirloin sizzling in the oven and felt slightly squeamish. 
 
    “God!” Marcus stood in the doorway. “He’s at a bloody banquet!” 
 
    “God?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “Holmes. Clive’s lawyer. We can’t get hold of him. Incidentally, the man at the garage in Kinloch saw the Mini this afternoon. Only Rita was in it and she stopped for petrol, so he didn’t make a mistake. She didn’t bring them back.” 
 
    * 
 
    Dinner was not a happy meal, the talk going round in circles as it tends to do in the face of the kind of looming disaster which reason maintains cannot take place, but the results of which would be so cataclysmic that reason cringes before primitive fear, knowing that, in the short term at least, justice can go down before force. Every now and again someone would reiterate a different version of the statement that Clive owned the cliffs; in the end it was sounding like an incantation. 
 
    In the drawing room Marcus fell asleep and snored. His friend’s lapse appeared to put new life into Clive and he recovered some of his quiet authority, breaking up the party, asking the ladies if he could escort them to Soutra — an offer which they declined, saying goodnight but making no mention of tomorrow. No one else did either. 
 
    Miss Pink and Leila walked home through a moonlit but strangely busy evening. Owls were calling in the woods and there was constant movement in the fields where someone was going the rounds of the sheep. Looking back from the cottage, Miss Pink caught the occasional flicker of a torch in dark places. Below the susurration of the sea she could hear the sound of an engine. Leila was exasperated when her attention was drawn to it. 
 
    “MacKenzie’s had a bit of trouble with his boat,” she explained. “And I want some prawns tomorrow. What a time to start mending the engine!” 
 
    “It’s not nine-thirty yet; we’re early.” 
 
    “Of course. What a day it’s been! Thank God it’s over.” 
 
    Miss Pink thought this might be tempting Providence. There were two and a half hours to go till midnight. She sat on the terrace wall and looked thoughtfully at the lights of the settlement. The cliffs were black in the moonlight and the Old Man was a fairy pinnacle under Farrid Head. She thought of seal-women, and whales, and then of Stark. It was not until she was speculating on his whereabouts that she realised the significance of this: that she didn’t believe he was in Inverness. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The sun had not yet reached the glen when Miss Pink approached the broch next morning, but Rita was up and, to the older woman’s surprise, the girl was wearing a shabby anorak and boots and looked more as if she were going climbing than driving to Inverness. 
 
    “I’m glad I caught you.” Miss Pink was carefully casual. 
 
    Rita stood still and stared at her, scraping her knuckles with her teeth. 
 
    “Before you left, I mean,” the other went on. “Shall we take the tent down?” 
 
    The girl’s eyes shifted restlessly but stayed on nothing. Miss Pink moved closer. 
 
    “Where are you going now?” she asked firmly. 
 
    “Up the cliff.” It was almost inaudible. 
 
    “What are you going to do there?” 
 
    “See what’s keeping them.” 
 
    “Keeping whom?” 
 
    “Pinch. Stark.” 
 
    Miss Pink shot a glance at the rock band now touched by the sun. “Pincher and Stark are on the cliff?” she prompted carefully. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Since when?” A pause. “When did they leave for the cliff, Rita?” 
 
    “After he started the fire.” 
 
    “Yesterday morning?” 
 
    “Yeah. They went straight across the moor to the cliff. I just drove around all day. It was a long time ago, wasn’t it? I’m worried about Pinch; I don’t care about Stark. He said they might get stranded on the stack: cut off by the tide, but Pinch can swim, although I s’pose he wouldn’t leave Stark. He can’t. Can’t swim, I mean. Do you know when they could get back?” 
 
    Miss Pink was thinking hard but her voice was kind. “We’ll go to the House now, have some breakfast, and then we’ll go up to the top and see how they’re getting on.” 
 
    She took the other’s arm and they started along the track. As they were passing Catacol the back door opened and Sadie stood on the step. The crofter girl didn’t greet them but, with no acknowledgement of Miss Pink’s presence, she looked at Rita, whose arm was still held by the older woman, and who walked as if slightly drunk. Miss Pink was puzzled by Sadie’s expression; it wasn’t dislike or fear or resentment. She seemed intensely interested but if any emotion was there, it was too deep to show. They walked through the wood, Miss Pink talking a little: not chattering, just making a noise because silence would have seemed sinister. Rita said nothing but kept walking. It was surprising that she should prove so amenable at this moment but Miss Pink didn’t speculate; she was grateful for small mercies. 
 
    A wisp of smoke was rising from a chimney at the back of the House and they found Bridget in the kitchen making coffee. 
 
    “Rita could do with some of that,” Miss Pink said meaningly. “Where’s Clive?” 
 
    He was in his study making notes of more questions for his solicitor whom he’d not yet managed to reach on the telephone. She told him what Rita had divulged. 
 
    “So,” he commented heavily, staring at her over his reading glasses: “That was merely a ploy about the broken piton hammer, to gain them time — and they started the fire to keep us occupied all day and to ensure that Hector didn’t go out to his pots. What happened to them, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “They could have got back during the night when the tide went down, unless they were stranded on the top section of the Old Man.” 
 
    “Oh no, definitely not; it’s well within their standard.” 
 
    His face brightened. “They’re afraid to come back. They must have walked straight to Kinloch from Farrid Head; it’s only thirteen, fourteen miles.” 
 
    “Leaving the car and the contents of the tent?” 
 
    “That’s simple. They’ve arranged with Rita to pick them up in Kinloch today.” 
 
    “No, she thinks they’re on the cliffs; she’s distraught with worry, almost shocked, it seems.” 
 
    “Isn’t that like some brutes: to go off and let her think — he’s — that they’ve both —” 
 
    “We’ll have to go up there.” 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed. “Of course you’re right. We’ll take MacKenzie’s boat.” 
 
    * 
 
    It was a good little boat, and faster than Hector’s. There were four of them in it besides MacKenzie: Clive and Marcus, Miss Pink and Ian Morrison. Rita had been prevailed on to stay at the House in the company of Bridget and Leila, the latter hastily summoned by telephone. 
 
    MacKenzie steered straight for the stack and no one this morning had any interest in the cliffs before Farrid Head. What they could see of stack and headland appeared quite innocent and, as it were, untenanted except for the birds, but then none of the routes with which they were concerned would be visible from this approach. 
 
    They came round the seaward end of the Old Man and the fins of the killer whales moved away, cleaving the water. Despite the awesome and unexpected presence of the animals, Miss Pink’s eyes went to the slab where they’d first seen the climbers yesterday afternoon. 
 
    The stack was bare: empty of people — but a rope hung from the overhangs below the slab, and one end was in the sea. The other dangled free from the point where the rope was snagged and it swayed gently in the air. 
 
    “Jesus!” Marcus breathed. 
 
    They’d brought a dinghy and Clive drew it alongside and stepped in. Ian followed and Marcus cast off the painter. The three in the launch watched in a hard silence as the dinghy approached the rope that disappeared below the surface. Ian reached out and grasped it. There was nothing on the end except a knot. 
 
    “Ha!” Marcus barked. “Lost their rope: typical! Couldn’t get it down, so they went off and left it; just what you’d expect from these modern gymnasts: no good in emergencies.” 
 
    He had turned as he spoke and he and Miss Pink looked at the cliffs under Farrid Head. The fixed ropes showed clean and white against the red rock: two of them, in line. The third: the one that had hung down the gully from the top of the cliff away to the right, was gone. 
 
    They said nothing. Absently, reluctantly, Miss Pink’s eyes came round to the whales. These had grouped together some hundred yards distant. The dinghy approached and Clive held the launch’s gunwale frowning back at the cliff. 
 
    Miss Pink, who had now climbed on the deck to achieve some extra height, said carefully: “There’s something that looks like a seal on the beach. Give me the glasses, Marcus; they’re in my sack.” 
 
    They looked up at her and then at the beach. Without waiting for her verdict Clive pushed off from the launch and started to row shorewards. Miss Pink lowered the glasses and climbed into the well, absently accepting MacKenzie’s hand. 
 
    “It’s a body,” she said. “He’s wearing a white helmet. That’s Stark, isn’t it?” 
 
    Marcus nodded. “Where’s Pincher, then?” 
 
    MacKenzie said: “I thought he was on the end of that rope.” He gestured towards the stack. 
 
    “We all did,” Miss Pink murmured, her eyes almost shifty as she tried to avoid looking at the whales. 
 
    “The fixed rope came unstuck,” Marcus hazarded, ignoring the stack and still staring at the shore. “He’s virtually underneath it, or where it was. He must have fallen on Pincher who’d be waiting below. Of course, he’d knock him off, too. There’ll be two bodies on the beach.” 
 
    “I looked, but I only saw one. But then there are innumerable crannies. Not much chance of Pincher being alive though. It must be all of two hundred feet — more like three if Stark fell from near the top. Then that rope,” she turned and stared at the stack, “is only a coincidence.” 
 
    MacKenzie followed her glance. “I don’t understand it.” 
 
    “No one understands climbing accidents at first sight,” Marcus told him, sounding a trifle pompous. It was the shock coming out. “But the explanation’s always quite simple once you know it.” 
 
    “Why, how very odd!” Miss Pink exclaimed. “Where are the slings?” 
 
    “What slings?” 
 
    “On the slab.” She pointed. “That’s where he placed the three slings as a handhold. But where are they?” She focused the binoculars. “The piton’s gone too but I can see where it was; there are marks . . .” 
 
    “What are those birds?” 
 
    A pair of ravens had floated off the cliff. Below them, Clive and Ian were landing on the beach. No one answered Marcus as they watched the two men on the shore stoop and examine the thing at their feet. 
 
    “Can you go in a bit closer, Mr MacKenzie?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    The launch was taken farther in and anchored. It was blissfully quiet after the engine stopped and they could hear pebbles scrunching as Ian came down to the dinghy. He rowed out and ferried the others ashore. 
 
    Miss Pink was no stranger to violent death and she regarded Stark’s body with objective interest. It was soaking wet, and, draped over nearby rocks, was a rope. As every climber would do in such circumstances, she looked up. The gully was, as someone else had said, bottomless; in other words, there was a gully in the top section of the cliffs but below that it was discontinuous and the rock was overhanging for two hundred feet. 
 
    Although the body could have been moved by the sea at high tide there seemed to be no doubt that it had fallen from the gully. With the efficiency of a mortuary attendant the water had washed away earth and blood to reveal the gashes and splintered bone of ‘multiple injuries’. It had been a long fall. 
 
    “At least,” Clive said beside her, “it was instantaneous.” 
 
    She nodded and picked up one end of the rope. It was unknotted and still bore the manufacturer’s whipping. She started to coil it. About thirty feet from where she started, a jumar clamp was still clipped to the rope, a webbing loop attached to it. 
 
    “One,” Clive said, detaching it. “Where’s the other?” 
 
    She finished coiling the rope and glanced at the second end as it came in. This, too, was whipped but not knotted. The rope was complete. 
 
    “So the rope didn’t break,” she remarked. “I thought it must have done.” 
 
    “Here’s the other jumar,” Clive called, picking it out of a pool by its sling. “Nothing wrong with this either.” 
 
    “No. The knot in the fixed rope must have come undone — or did you or Ian untie any knots when you got here?” 
 
    “We didn’t touch any equipment. I turned the body over, that was all. The rope is just as it fell — or as the sea left it.” 
 
    “The water couldn’t undo a knot.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t think so.” 
 
    “Where can the other body be?” 
 
    “Not far away. This one’s scarcely been moved by the tide. Pincher must have landed farther out from the cliffs and the current’s taken him round — perhaps to the cave.” 
 
    The others had gone towards the stack so Clive and Miss Pink went in the opposite direction. It was simple to cover the ground as far as the mouth of the cave. There were no horizontal slits as there are at the base of some cliffs, and the only place where a body might lodge was behind the boulders but there they found only scoured planks, the occasional carcass of a bird, and weed. 
 
    They came to a platform at the side of the great cave. Its roof must have been at least forty feet above them and the water in the mouth was a good thirty feet across. They couldn’t see the bottom. 
 
    Inside the cave water dripped from the roof, striking little spouts of light from the surface but all lesser sounds were lost in the weird high crooning of the birds on the ledges. Snaky necks weaved on the cavern walls, the sea rose and fell like a monster breathing, but so far as they could see, Pincher wasn’t here. 
 
    “He’d have come out with the tide,” Clive said, “but I think I’d better go in and see.” 
 
    They retreated to the dinghy. 
 
    He dropped Miss Pink on the small beach beyond the cave where Hector had put them down two days ago, and himself rowed towards the table blocks. 
 
    “Do the inside of these rocks, will you?” he shouted back. 
 
    She waved acknowledgement and turned, with an air of reluctant acceptance, to a new field of boulders but this, too, was soon searched, for, westwards, the cliffs dropped straight to the water, but before she turned to the table blocks, she looked up the line of the climb called Tangleblock. At its foot the first hold was perfectly placed: about ten inches from the ground. It was a knob of pale pink sandstone the size of a fist. On its top was a tiny piece of compressed mud. She stared at this but didn’t touch it. 
 
    She was thoughtful as she searched behind the table blocks. She found nothing there. She came to the cave: the opposite side from where she’d been with Clive some time ago, and she sat down to wait. She could hear the sound of oars in the darkness, magnified and hollow. For a while she watched the birds, then bows gleamed in the light and the dinghy came towards the entrance. Clive raised his eyebrows and she shook her head. 
 
    “If you can climb down from your perch, we’ll go and see if the others have found anything.” He sounded uncommonly cheerful; they might have been exploring for fun. 
 
    The other three were wandering idly about the plinth. It was obvious that they had found nothing. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Clive asked MacKenzie as he held the boat at the side of what was now a dry channel. The crofter squinted out to sea. 
 
    “It’s difficult,” he confessed. “He could have gone either way from here; if he drifted south a bit, he’ll be taken into Kinloch, but if he went out too far, he’d go north and probably come into the bay. I’m after thinkin’ myself at this time of year and savin’ a storm, he’ll come ashore in Kinloch.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t float?” Marcus suggested. 
 
    “No.” MacKenzie was abrupt. “Not till later.” 
 
    “What do you think about the whales, Ian?” Clive asked. 
 
    The naturalist looked unhappy. “I can’t say. They’re certainly hanging about but then they’d come and investigate anything fresh: it doesn’t have to mean —” 
 
    Miss Pink asked calmly: “Does it make any difference to our procedure? If they did — worry the body, would it come up sooner?” 
 
    Clive looked at her thoughtfully. “It wouldn’t come up at all. It rises because of gases and they couldn’t accumulate if the whales attacked the body.” 
 
    “It’s probably immaterial anyway,” she went on. “It’s only that the relatives usually want it recovered.” 
 
    * 
 
    “Why are you so certain that Pincher’s dead?” 
 
    The question hung in the air with every syllable clear as if crystallised and tangible. Why . . .? Three people stared at Miss Pink; they frowned, flinched, sat frozen with parted lips. 
 
    “Why —” Marcus repeated, and stopped. 
 
    It was Bridget, who hadn’t been along with them, who responded sensibly. “Why not?” she asked, and looked at her uncle. 
 
    Clive asked of Miss Pink: “Are you suggesting we’ve jumped to conclusions? Is it only an assumption? But surely it’s logical. Look at it this way: what makes you doubt that he’s dead?” 
 
    “Because in the last two days someone has climbed Tangleblock.” 
 
    “Climbed Tangleblock!” Marcus echoed her again. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Clive asked quietly. 
 
    Leila came in with a tea tray. 
 
    “There’s mud on one of the holds,” Miss Pink said. “On Tangleblock,” she explained to Leila: “Someone’s been up it.” 
 
    “Yes?” Leila said on a rising inflection. 
 
    “Pincher could have gone up there,” Miss Pink told them. “Had you considered it?” 
 
    Clive said as if to himself: “If Pincher had climbed out that way last night, what happened, and in what sequence?” 
 
    “But if he’s alive,” Bridget said, “why hasn’t he shown up?” 
 
    Of course there was an answer, but the possibility of Pincher being still alive was, at the moment, merely another piece thrown on the heap of jigsaw pieces which had been accumulating since they came round the end of the stack and saw the snagged rope. 
 
    Stark’s body had been brought back in the launch and it was now in the stables awaiting the arrival of an ambulance. The police had been informed. Miss Pink had broken the news to Rita (they had been assuming that Pincher was dead; it was only with the others that the older woman allowed herself to speculate on the significance of the muddy hold on Tangleblock). The girl had been shocked, frightened, and then had become acquiescent. They hadn’t known what to do with her but Bridget solved that problem by asking her to help in the kitchen. Now Leila poured tea in the drawing room and sat down to join them. 
 
    There was a curious air of relaxation among the friends which had not been apparent for days, not since she’d arrived, Miss Pink remembered: before Stark appeared. They considered the fate of Pincher with the objectivity they might have accorded an academic question. 
 
    “Where does one start?” Bridget asked. “I mean, if we assume he climbed the cliff?” 
 
    “No, that’s not an assumption.” Then Miss Pink corrected herself: “It is an assumption that Pincher was the climber, but a fact that it was climbed; the mark was unmistakable.” 
 
    “But if we assume it was Pincher,” Bridget insisted, “where do we start?” 
 
    “On the stack. They must have been there because they’ve left the rope. Presumably they’d reached the top of the Old Man and were coming down because they’d removed the piton and the slings, then the rope jammed so they had to leave it.” 
 
    Clive was following his own thread: “If Pincher climbed Tangleblock, what were his movements after they descended the stack? Do we assume that Stark went straight to the fixed ropes and left Pincher to his own devices, or did they wander about looking for another way up and Pincher liked the look of Tangleblock better?” 
 
    “It would be a serious wander,” Miss Pink said. “The water at the cave mouth had to be crossed.” 
 
    Bridget cried: “I know! Pincher was just behind Stark in the gully — as we’d thought originally: or rather, he was at the bottom of the last fixed rope, waiting for Stark to reach the top of the cliff, then Stark came off, but he missed Pincher. There’s no reason why Stark should knock him off; the gully isn’t so steep just there that Pincher couldn’t have thrown himself aside as Stark came down. Then Pincher would have no way of reaching the top, would he? The fixed rope had come down, so he’d retreat all the way to the shore down the other ropes, and then look for another way up. That’s when he’d find Tangleblock. He’d have swum across the cave because by that time things were serious and he didn’t mind getting wet. If Stark had been able to swim they would have approached the stack that way — or at least looked to see if there was a feasible way down on the other side of the great cave.” 
 
    “So where is Pincher?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “We ought to go and take a look at Tangleblock,” Clive said. “We’ve got time before the light goes.” 
 
    * 
 
    The first sign of Stark and Pincher was their rucksacks, looking peculiarly abandoned on Farrid Head at the place that marked the original site of the fallen rope: two rucksacks, so if Pincher was alive, he hadn’t taken his. 
 
    The piton was still in place, and the snap link which had secured the rope. These showed no signs of failure. They hadn’t expected any; the fallen rope had been unknotted. The fault lay there. 
 
    Beyond the great cave a monolithic block stood some fifteen feet back from the edge. They had brought ropes and now Clive stooped and threaded a sling through some hidden hole under the block. A rope was uncoiled, he tied on, and donned a pair of leather gauntlets. Marcus, his small elderly face self-conscious under a large yellow helmet, tied on the end of the rope and, at a nod from the other, lowered himself rather stiffly over the edge. The rope ran through the gauntlets and Clive wore the tense but absent air of a man whose senses are concentrated in his hands and ears. Bridget sat cross-legged on the turf, looking out to sea. 
 
    “The sun’s warmer today,” she said, “and the air is lighter. I had to go and look at him — to make sure. I can’t feel anything except relief. I know that’s inhuman but he hadn’t any sense of humanity. It’s a shock about the cannabis though. I never dreamed . . . Rita told me. I’m sorry for her — she needs a friend so much but I can’t get involved with Pincher’s death — if he’s dead. I’m so relieved about the other.” She looked at her uncle with an apology in her eyes. “I can talk about him now he’s dead; I couldn’t before. I felt too humiliated.” 
 
    He met her eye but most of his attention was still on the rope. “We all make mistakes. He was the nastiest piece of work I’ve ever come across and we’re well rid of him. Twenty feet!” he yelled suddenly. 
 
    They listened but there was no reply from below. 
 
    “Deaf,” he muttered. “Tie on, one of you, and see what he’s doing.” 
 
    Belayed by Bridget, Miss Pink went out to the edge, lay down and peered over. She was looking through a bright slit between black walls. A boulder was jammed far out in the chasm and she looked under this to green waves crawling shorewards several hundred feet below. She could see the rope for fifty feet but there was no sign of Marcus. 
 
    “Fifteen!” Clive called. 
 
    “Fifteen feet,” she shouted. 
 
    “Oh,” — quietly from below, then: “Right!” louder. “Fifteen feet left,” she heard him muttering. “I’ve got a belay; tell him to start down.” 
 
    She retreated. “May I give you a top rope?” she asked Clive politely. 
 
    “That’s kind of you, Melinda, thank you. When I reach Marcus, he can descend a hundred feet farther and then he can get out on the wall and see to the bottom. There’s no need to go all the way down.” 
 
    As the rope ran out the women talked quietly. 
 
    “If he’s not here, what do you think?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “That he reached the top and made off for reasons of his own — that someone else climbed the gully.” 
 
    “For reasons of his own. I don’t like that.” She shook her head as if to drive the thought away. “But if someone else climbed the gully, that leaves Pincher in the sea, as we thought at first.” 
 
    “What other possibility could there be?” Miss Pink asked abstractedly, her eyes on the moving rope. 
 
    Bridget shivered. “The wind’s backing, d’you not feel it?” She looked at the horizon. “There’s a front coming in. Clive will say we need the rain.” 
 
    “We can’t grumble,” Miss Pink said automatically. 
 
    Bridget glanced at her in surprise at the idiom and saw that her attention was elsewhere. 
 
    “You’ve paid out too much.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The rope.” 
 
    “Oh.” She blushed and hurriedly pulled in the slack until she could feel Clive on the end again. 
 
    * 
 
    Back at the house Marcus said: “The trouble with your theory of Pincher climbing Tangleblock was that if the two men had climbed Farrid Head together and Pincher retreated when Stark fell, they would have taken up the fixed ropes behind them, so he’d have nothing to retreat down. He’d be stranded with no rope in front and none behind.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Bridget exclaimed. “The fixed ropes are there, so they never took them up! Be your age, darling.” 
 
    He was petulant. “I don’t know why we’re so obsessed by it. The chap’s almost certainly dead; we’re being morbid.” 
 
    “All the same,” Miss Pink observed: “It’s curious that they shouldn’t have removed the ropes, almost as if Pincher wasn’t with him when Stark was climbing back up the cliff.” 
 
    Clive and Marcus had found nothing on Tangleblock and had seen no traces; what Miss Pink had seen at the bottom might well have been a mark made by a falling stone, Marcus told her. She didn’t agree. Falling stones make scars, they don’t shed fragments of mud bearing the fragmented imprint of a climber’s moulded sole. Nor would one expect to find traces on the upper part of the climb; by that time the soles would be clean. 
 
    They had returned from the cliffs bringing the rucksacks and the snap link but leaving the piton. Now Miss Pink, with Bridget and Marcus, was sitting in the bay window and enjoying the evening’s spectacle. 
 
    The wind was rising. There was no colour as such. The sky was a thick grey, the rocks black, the sea khaki. Rollers creamed in on the strand and the watchers heard their thunder from behind the closed window. Spray bloomed all along the foot of the cliffs to the northern headland. 
 
    “You’re going to have a noisy night,” Marcus told Miss Pink. 
 
    “It’s low tide in the small hours,” she said thankfully. “I’ll sleep the better for knowing that those breakers are more than a few feet away.” At the moment the spray was flying over Soutra’s roof. 
 
    They heard men’s voices outside and Clive came in with a uniformed police inspector and a sergeant. People were introduced. The inspector was a Munro and the sergeant a Campbell. Munro was full of the journey from Kinloch. 
 
    “We’re sheltered here,” Clive told him, handing him a whisky, “but we can tell from the state of the sea now that it’s blowing great guns on the top.” 
 
    Apparently the police car had crossed the moor in convoy with the ambulance and the driver and his mate were now in the kitchen. 
 
    “They’re wanting to get back over the moor while it’s light,” Munro said. “I’ll just take a look at this body before they put it in the ambulance if ye don’t mind.” 
 
    Clive went out with them and Marcus chuckled. “That’s to make sure it was an accident. I wonder what they’d do if they discovered it was foul play — in fact, what qualifications have they to judge?” 
 
    “You’re being vulgar,” Bridget said. “Do they take statements from everyone? What about dinner?” 
 
    “Only from Clive and Rita, I would think,” Miss Pink told her. “I hope they wait till afterwards; I feel extremely hungry.” 
 
    “It’s reaction. I’m famished. I’d rather not eat with the fuzz though; there’d be a certain air of restraint. We couldn’t abandon ourselves.” She sparkled at Marcus, whose expression, habitually on the defensive when she addressed him, relaxed, and hope bloomed there like an opening flower. 
 
    Leila came in, said — rather surprisingly — that Rita had gone with Sadie to milk the MacKay cow, and that the ambulance men were being fed in the kitchen. She poured two small whiskies and went out with them. Clive returned with the police. 
 
    “Did you notice Stark’s hands?” he asked Miss Pink. 
 
    She frowned. “Well — yes.” 
 
    “The palms of them?” 
 
    “No. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “They were burned.” 
 
    “Burned!” Marcus and Bridget exclaimed together. 
 
    “By a rope?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “Yes. Only slightly, but a rope had run through them.” 
 
    “Does that mean anything to you, ma’am?” Munro asked. 
 
    “If Stark was burned,” she said slowly, “it could mean that his leader fell and Stark couldn’t hold the rope. It’s the running perlon that makes the burns, d’you see. One wears leather gloves usually.” She was looking at her host. “Where on earth did that happen: that he had to hold a falling leader — and why was Pincher leading?” 
 
    “Is it important, ma’am?” 
 
    It was not a rebuff; Munro was curious. Miss Pink considered. “Perhaps not,” she conceded. “It’s merely that if we knew where Pincher fell — if we’d known, we might have found him. Unless, of course, it wasn’t a fatal fall.” 
 
    Once again she thought of the muddy hold on Tangleblock. 
 
    The body was loaded in the ambulance and Stark left the glen for the last time. No one at the House watched, but they were all alert for the sound of the vehicle leaving, then they returned to speculation. Where was Pincher? Alive and making for some destination? Concussed and wandering in the rising storm (they stirred uneasily and glanced at the rattling windows), or was he at this moment being bowled along the sea bed like a large but flaccid shell? 
 
    “Funny thing,” Clive remarked to Miss Pink when the two of them were alone for a moment in the drawing room: “but when they asked if the burns had any special significance for you, they’d already asked me.” 
 
    “You mean he didn’t believe you? He was checking with me?” 
 
    “Simple explanation: Munro’s a traffic chap. He’ll be regretting his lost opportunities — like the rest of us; besides, the police are continually being frustrated at their total inability to investigate this particular type of violent death: climbing accidents. They think we get away with murder half the time. Munro was playing detectives.” He smiled at her but not with his eyes. “Best to keep information to a minimum; we don’t need to indulge them.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Pincher came back to Scamadale next morning, his body left behind on the strand as the tide receded. It was carried up to the stables at the House and placed on the trestles so recently occupied by Stark. 
 
    Miss Pink, who hadn’t missed seeing the cortège stumbling up the sand, went to the House after breakfast. She approached by the back way and found Ian and Clive in the loose box which was doing duty as a mortuary. Her attention focused immediately on the body’s right hand which was clenched on one of three red slings. The latter formed a length of roughly ten feet, joined by snap links, and the fingers had grasped this length about a foot from one end. The slings would have been a nuisance as the body was carried and they’d been placed on the chest where they rested still. Miss Pink straightened them. At the other end from the hand was a piton, a snap link connecting its eye with the first sling. 
 
    “They’re the same slings as those which were on the stack,” she said. “I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Clive nodded. “That piton couldn’t have been firm.” 
 
    “It was firm; I heard it go in,” Ian said quietly: “It looks as if they were starting to dismantle the equipment, and Pincher trusted — or used — the arrangement just as the piton was ready to come out.” 
 
    “No.” Miss Pink was adamant. “They were experts; Pincher would never put weight on a piton after it had been loosened. Besides, his hand is in exactly the correct position for doing the swing.” 
 
    “For going upwards,” Clive elaborated. “There’s no doubt he was using it to aid progress, not dismantling it. You’d never remove a piton by pulling on slings, would you? You take a piton out, after it’s been loosened by the hammer, by rocking it with your hand. No, he was using it: for going up. The easiest way down was the crack at the side of the slab.” 
 
    The younger man looked puzzled. “If it was easier for going down, it was for ascent as well. I know we assume they wanted to use the slab variation for this film, but once he’d proved that the slab was feasible, why not use the crack for the rest of the reconnaissance?” 
 
    “Because Pincher hadn’t tried it,” Miss Pink pointed out: “At least, not while we were watching them. So presumably Stark wanted to see what another climber made of it; when they made the film there would be a whole team of people involved: substitutes and porters, amateur cameramen on the stack. He’d need to know how hard the slab was for the lowest common denominator. Pincher was the guinea pig.” 
 
    They looked at the body on the trestle. Although the helmet was still in place, the frontal bones of the skull were severely fractured. 
 
    “He must have hit the plinth before he went in the sea,” Ian observed. 
 
    “That’s when the rope would have snagged!” Clive exclaimed. “The short end would just reach to that stance below the slab. Stark would be there when Pincher went up to try the pendulum, and he untied after the fall. He had to do that and leave the rope dangling because he couldn’t retrieve it.” 
 
    “Then Stark climbed down,” Miss Pink took up the story: “And he couldn’t pull the body in because he couldn’t reach the rope. That’s curious: why couldn’t he reach it? Surely, with the plinth —” 
 
    “The plinth is narrow there,” Ian reminded her. “It’s wide enough for Pincher to strike it as he fell but if he went out a bit — and then floated, as he would have done for a while — then Stark wouldn’t be able to reach the rope to pull him in.” 
 
    “But —” She stepped forward to peer at the climbing harness round the body. It was basically a webbing belt with a heavy-duty snap-link clipped to it. “Who unclipped his rope? Surely he was dead by the time he hit the water?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Clive said, “or as near as makes no difference. It must have been Stark.” 
 
    “But the rope was hanging well clear of the plinth,” Ian insisted. “He couldn’t have reached it.” 
 
    “Who else could it be?” Clive was patient. “There was no one else, was there?” 
 
    “And then Stark fell,” Miss Pink said. 
 
    * 
 
    “So the mystery is cleared up,” Marcus said. “You had me a trifle worried when you insisted someone had climbed Tangleblock recently.” 
 
    They were standing by the rockery admiring the gentians. Now he started to move away from the House and Miss Pink accompanied him. 
 
    “Bridget’s a different girl now it’s all over,” he went on. “One is at a loss to understand the hold some people have over others; she was confiding in me. She rationalises, of course: says she had felt how wasted he was: clever, resourceful, courageous — he just had a kink, but if that could be straightened out, he could become a happy and useful member of the community. Load of balderdash! It was just sex.” 
 
    “It couldn’t have been.” 
 
    He turned his slightly protruberant eyes on her. “Biggest sexual challenge going: trying to restore a chap’s virility.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s all psychological,” he assured her. “She disliked him intensely but there was still this compulsive attraction — you saw how disturbed she was when he appeared in Scamadale. She couldn’t get away from him, and he knew it. Just by coming here, he was retaliating in some measure for her having the temerity to throw him over, to reject him. Now he’s dead and she’s back to normal. She’s a lovely girl.” 
 
    Miss Pink looked wary. 
 
    “Is your silence a form of disapproval, Mel?” 
 
    “I don’t know the circumstances.” 
 
    His eyes lit up and she saw the unmistakable joy of one who has been awaiting his moment. There was nothing she could do about it now, she had played into his hands. They sat on a rustic seat and he started to talk. 
 
    It had begun when she was sixteen and he had compared her with his own rather dumpy daughters, but he hadn’t seen much of her then until recent months when he’d met her at a mountaineering dinner in London. He had glimpsed her across a room and fallen overwhelmingly in love. There was nothing he could do about it, he assured Miss Pink, and she saw that he believed this himself; it must, he said in a moment of perceptiveness, work itself out. He had taken her to the best restaurants, to see the latest films, to the opera, to galleries. He had offered her presents: books, jewellery, flowers, a fur coat, and all except the books and flowers had been declined — which drove him to further excesses. He sent her a beautifully bound bestiary and she sent it back. He gave it to her over lunch at Scott’s. She gave it to Oxfam. But she had eaten his food and drunk his wine and acknowledged his adoration. She was playing with him but he loved her company so much that he would rather she teased him than ignored him. At least she smiled — and every time he met her he became more infatuated — except that he called it love. He haunted the studios where she worked for a time, took her to photographers, insisted on her meeting important people who, he assured her, could further her career but who, Miss Pink guessed, had more significance as an admiring audience before which he could display her. 
 
    He’d known that she had a lover but he’d not been aware that it was Stark. The fact of another man might have had a traumatic effect on him had the situation not been in existence when he fell in love with her; as it was, he forgot his age and his elderly appearance and had regarded the other as one who was about to be supplanted rather than the one who had ousted him. 
 
    Now, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction as he recounted this, and more details — Bridget coming towards him in a crowd; saying goodbye at railway stations: “a tragedy if only for a weekend” — he looked like a man who had emerged victorious. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” she asked. 
 
    He smiled euphorically. “Wait for her.” 
 
    She nodded amiably. “That should be all right. I’ll leave you to find something to occupy you both for the afternoon. I must go back to Soutra.” 
 
    As she walked away, she was mentally shaking her head in disbelief, wondering if all old men were so suddenly bereft of reason when they became obsessed by young girls — or were these of a type which carried a seed of instability already? 
 
    * 
 
    After lunch she walked to the northern headland with Leila. The gale was moderating now but the wind was still strong on the cliffs. The sea, coldly brown from suspended sand, was levelling out to a heavy swell and when they stood above the squat triangle of the Pagoda they heard, under the strike and fall of the surge, deep muffled explosions as tons of water piled into hidden caves. 
 
    As they were returning they saw an ambulance leaving the glen. 
 
    “Poor Pincher,” Leila said with feeling, and Miss Pink agreed. 
 
    “But now there’s Rita,” she pointed out. “I wonder what she will do.” 
 
    Coming down to Soutra they saw three men approaching across the fields and now Miss Pink could see a strange car parked beside her Austin. One of the men was Clive but the other two weren’t known to her. Clive made the introductions. The others were detectives: a Chief Inspector Bell and Sergeant MacPhee. The party returned to Soutra. Miss Pink, responding to some query of the inspector’s concerning their walk, looked past him to Leila and saw that her face was ashen. 
 
    At the front door the younger woman turned to Clive and looked at him sadly. “Thank you for looking after my visitors,” she said. “I’ll come over to the House when I’m free.” 
 
    He hesitated but he was too well-mannered to argue with such a dismissal. He was concerned, but he left. 
 
    Miss Pink, once again removing her boots on the terrace, once again refusing to speculate but deliberately allowing all preconceived theories and shadows of theories, to recede and leave the mental slate clean, concentrated on knots in laces and on the fact that she could hear five distinct bird calls without trouble: curlew, oyster catcher, herring gull — 
 
    “Can I ask you to join us?” Leila asked from the doorway. 
 
    Miss Pink smiled her sweet smile and walked into the kitchen in her stocking feet. 
 
    “Tea, then,” she said. “We’ve been out all afternoon — and the visitors will welcome a cup.” 
 
    “Mr Perry gave us tea, ma’am,” MacPhee said politely from the doorway. 
 
    Miss Pink beamed at him while she waited for the kettle to boil. Leila was taking shortbread from a tin and filling plates. Miss Pink fetched a tray, arranged cups and saucers and the shortbread, and looked out of the window. “And turnstones and eider duck,” she murmured. 
 
    “On the shore?” Leila asked in a voice like ice. 
 
    “Feeding on the weed. I’ll make the tea. You take in the tray.” 
 
    Bell was a dark chunky man: young for a chief inspector, so he would be competent. He looked a little coarse, like a Gorbals boy who’d made good; their appearances were back to front: MacPhee, the sergeant, had the thin fine face of an ascetic: blue eyes, acquiline nose, small ears and hands. He might have been a Sunday School teacher in a cathedral city. 
 
    “The chief constable had a letter this morning, ma’am,” Bell said, looking at Leila. “It referred to yourself.” 
 
    Miss Pink wished she would say something; she looked like a deer facing the hounds. 
 
    “You are known as Miss Leila West?” 
 
    “Yes.” It was a whisper. 
 
    “You were Mrs William Stevens.” 
 
    Miss Pink continued to regard the inspector with an appearance of placidity. Leila must have made some gesture of assent for he went on: “You were in Holloway Prison for three years after being found guilty of the manslaughter of your husband, William Stevens, in 1967?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice had changed. “I’ve served my sentence. It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “That may be so, ma’am, but we’ve had this letter.” 
 
    “Are the police so over-staffed they can afford to send a chief inspector to check on an anonymous letter? I assume it was anonymous?” 
 
    “The letter’s a side-issue — possibly.” 
 
    “But you checked on me.” 
 
    He didn’t comment on that. Instead he asked: “Have you any idea who could have written it?” 
 
    “I can guess.” She sounded apathetic. “May I see the letter?” 
 
    “Certainly.” His willingness seemed suspicious. He took out his wallet and extracted a sheet of paper. Leila started to read, then gasped in astonishment. She passed it to Miss Pink in silence. It read: 
 
    Leila West, alias Betty Maynard from St Albans (she married and did three years for killing her husband) is pushing pot to young people in Scamadale and Kinloch. Look in her car. 
 
    A well wisher. 
 
    “It’s Stark, isn’t it?” Leila asked her friend. “Was, rather.” Her eyes widened to a stare. 
 
    “Most likely.” The older woman regarded the inspector comfortably. “You’ll find cannabis in Miss West’s car, of course.” Leila stared at her in amazement. “You don’t keep it locked,” the other reminded her. “There’s probably cannabis in the MacKay’s cow shed, and in Scamadale House.” 
 
    “Would you allow Mr MacPhee to look at your car?” Bell asked Leila. 
 
    She nodded. “I’ll show you where it is.” 
 
    “It was Stark who dealt in cannabis,” Miss Pink said matter-of-factly while the others were out of the room. 
 
    “So we understand, but how did you know, ma’am?” 
 
    “I was told by a girl called Rita. She’s — was — camping with them here. I don’t know her surname, but I believe she gave a statement to the police when they came for Stark’s body.” 
 
    “Rita Washburn. We’ve seen her this afternoon and she confirms that Stark was a pusher.” 
 
    She noticed that ‘confirms’; they must have been in touch with London. 
 
    Leila returned. The older woman went on: “So since you know that Stark was a pusher, you’ll realise that any drugs you find in Scamadale were almost certainly planted by him. As Miss West said: it doesn’t seem a valid reason for sending a chief inspector . . . Are you members of a drugs squad?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    He looked surprised. “There have been two violent deaths,” he pointed out. “We always investigate violent deaths.” 
 
    “Climbing accidents?” Leila asked. 
 
    “Oh yes; we always want to know what happened.” 
 
    The younger woman smiled. She was well in control of herself now and her voice was steady: “So, because Stark found out about my past, you think I killed him to preserve my secret.” 
 
    Miss Pink’s lack of reaction at this was significant in itself and Bell’s dark intensity didn’t waver. 
 
    “We don’t jump to conclusions,” he said phlegmatically. “We’re investigating two sudden deaths and we’re going to talk to everyone who might know anything about them.” He looked towards Miss Pink. 
 
    “People in other places beside Scamadale?” she asked. “If he was in the drugs trade he would have had important contacts in London.” 
 
    “Important, ma’am?” 
 
    “Significant, I should say. He’d be a very unpopular man — even more so than he appeared.” 
 
    “How did he appear to you?” 
 
    “He enjoyed antagonising people.” She went on to tell him about her first meeting with the climbers at the inn but her talk with Rita she mentioned only in passing, and she didn’t say that the girl had been smoking cannabis. 
 
    “Yes,” Bell commented. “That fits in with what we know of Stark: rounds him off, as you might say. A nasty character.” His tone changed as he stood up. “Mr Perry has made arrangements for us to stay with a Mrs MacKenzie. How long will you be in Scamadale, ma’am?” 
 
    “I’ve no time table,” Miss Pink assured him untruthfully. “I shall stay at least another two weeks.” 
 
    “And yourself, ma’am.” He turned to Leila, painfully polite. “You’ll be staying?” 
 
    “Of course. This is my home.” 
 
    She showed him out, came back and sat down. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    Miss Pink was firm. “Past history is gone, my dear: water under the bridge. One has every right not to divulge it.” 
 
    “I should explain now.” 
 
    “Not right now, because, d’you see, the details of your secret aren’t important compared with the present situation. The importance lies in the fact that Stark found out who you were and now he’s dead.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Of course not. But what I would like to know is, how did he find out?” 
 
    Leila gave a little shrug. “My climbing record — that and the fact that I come from St Albans originally. Although it happened that is, my husband died, in Plymouth. I suppose it made a stir in St Albans; there were pictures in the papers. Didn’t you notice Stark staring at me that first evening? A middle-aged woman climbing at my standard would have drawn his attention in the first place, and then he would have remembered my appearance from the time of the trial; it wasn’t so long ago. The fact that I was living under a different name would suggest to him that people here didn’t know about me. I tried to keep out of his way, hoping he wouldn’t make capital out of what he knew, but that was a forlorn hope. I think he knew who I was that first night, when he realised I was too competent a rock climber to be a novice. Of course,” she added bitterly, “the fact that I insisted I was a novice would have convinced him that I had something to hide. He must have guessed that I was Betty Maynard that first evening — and everyone in St Albans knows what happened to her.” 
 
    “Betty Maynard? That was the name he used in the letter — and it rings a bell . . . I remember! But you’re not like — How did you change your appearance? I’ve seen you, in the Alps, in Chamonix, I believe, but that must be a long time ago.” 
 
    “It’s over twenty years since I was in Chamonix. I was a thin girl with red hair and spectacles. Well, hair goes grey, people fill out, and I wear contact lenses — not from vanity, but deliberately to change my appearance. I started to go grey abroad, I completed the process in prison.” 
 
    “You stopped climbing. Didn’t you go to New Zealand? People used to wonder what had happened to you. 
 
    “I went to Australia and then to the East Indies: working as a secretary, housekeeper, anything in order to travel. I loved travelling. I was in India for some time: long enough to be able to fabricate a story about spending most of my life there with a brother. I was in South America when I met my husband: in Montevideo. He was a salesman for typewriters and we went on travelling, but eventually we came home and he was working in the West Country so we lived in Plymouth. I gave up climbing because he didn’t like it; he made fusses. It was in Plymouth that it happened; it didn’t make headlines nationally: merely in the West Country and, presumably, St Albans. Most climbers I’d known wouldn’t have recognised me anyway; I’d been away for nearly twenty years and the trial of a middle-aged housewife called Betty Stevens wasn’t associated in the minds of former friends with Betty Maynard: a girl who went to Australia. The odd person would have wondered; Stark must have filed the knowledge for future reference.” 
 
    “Does Clive know?” 
 
    “I haven’t told him.” 
 
    They looked at each other with a wealth of understanding. “But,” Miss Pink stated almost sotto voce, “you didn’t kill Stark.” 
 
    “No. I could have killed him to stop Clive from knowing. The police will discover our relationship — and I have everything to lose: home, fiancé, security. But I didn’t kill him.” She spaced out the words carefully. 
 
    “Bell didn’t seem interested in Stark’s contacts in London. There would be a number of people with a motive for —” She stopped, and then went on: The police are working on the theory that he was killed, murdered, and we’ve fallen in with that!” 
 
    “It’s the knot, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, the knot: a knot on the cliff that came undone — and a piton on the stack which came out when we both saw it hammered home.” 
 
    “I must go!” Leila was suddenly urgent. “I have to talk to Clive, must tell him before he hears it from the police — about my being Betty Stevens, I mean.” 
 
    “Wait until I’ve found out if they’re still in your garage.” 
 
    But at that moment they heard an engine start. The police were finished with Soutra for the time being. 
 
    Leila was so concerned to find Clive quickly that she left without speculating if they had found cannabis in her car. 
 
    * 
 
    At six o’clock there was a knock at the door. Miss Pink laid down her book, open at a page on knots, and found the chief inspector on the terrace. She asked him in and closed the door. In the sitting room his glance flicked over the open book. 
 
    “I won’t sit down.” He was as polite as ever. “I’d like to ask you to come up to the top of the cliffs with us. MacPhee and I are at a considerable disadvantage; we’re not climbers and I need a lot of things explained: mechanical things, about ropes and so on.” 
 
    She nodded. It wasn’t unexpected. They had to find someone to interpret the techniques, and short of sending for a climbing policeman or a guide — which would take time if they could find either — they had to appeal to her. The Scamadale residents, she reflected grimly, couldn’t be termed disinterested. Nor, indeed, was she, and as she drew on her boots she was wondering if Bell and MacPhee were the tyros he implied. Was Bell’s request as innocent as it sounded? Or did their suspicions include herself — and were they proposing to check on her in the field? 
 
    “Did you find cannabis in Miss West’s car?” she asked casually. 
 
    Bell nodded. “Not very much. It was in the tool kit.” 
 
    “Isn’t that an obvious hiding place?” 
 
    “Oh yes, ma’am.” He grinned indulgently. “We don’t think Miss West was a pusher. The idea behind that letter was just to get us out here to make trouble. But Stark didn’t know when he wrote it what kind of trouble we’d be investigating when we arrived. You might say he was anticipating things a bit.” 
 
    She stared at him in astonishment and saw that his eyes were crinkling at her; he’d been joking, after a fashion. She smiled a little weakly, thinking that if the police considered Leila had an adequate motive for murder, how much more interested they would be if they were aware of Bridget’s connection with Stark. However, she didn’t enlighten him, not because she proposed to obstruct the course of justice, but because she felt that, as yet, it was not necessary for him to know about Bridget, nor even about Marcus and his surely irrelevant — indiscretions? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The piton looked lonely without a rope attached to it. “Is this it?” Bell asked. “Is this where they went over?” He took a step towards the edge. 
 
    “Come back!” Miss Pink’s tone was peremptory. “If you want to look over, we’ll put the rope on.” 
 
    He glanced at her, then gave a quick nod. “You’re the expert,” he acknowledged, and stepped back, winning her respect. 
 
    MacPhee put down the rope he’d been carrying and she uncoiled a few feet of it. Then, from her rucksack, she took a heavy snap-link which was similar to, if not the same as that which had held the fixed rope originally. It was made of an alloy, oval in shape, and measured about four inches longitudinally. One side was spring-hinged, like the clip on a dog’s lead, and the gate could be held closed by a small circular screw. 
 
    They watched with professional interest as she clipped the link into the eye of the piton then, taking a bight in the end of the rope, made a figure-of-eight knot which, she told them, could be easily untied after the rope had been loaded. She clipped the knot in the snap-link and took a pace towards the cliff. 
 
    “Just a moment,” Bell said. “What’s this for?” 
 
    He was fiddling with the screw on the snap-link. 
 
    “If you screw that up, you secure the gate which means the link can’t come open by accident and release the rope.” 
 
    “Why don’t you screw it up now, then?” 
 
    “Well, the rope can hardly jump out of its own accord, can it?” 
 
    “But what’s the screw for?” 
 
    “Sometimes a rope becomes kinked and opens the gate itself. It’s unlikely but it has happened. A man’s life depends on this one point of security so one takes every precaution. In no circumstances must the rope come out of the link, and the screw takes care of the most unlikely contingency. Since I’m only demonstrating, I hadn’t bothered to tighten it.” 
 
    “Would it be tightened — or screwed up — when the climbers were going up and down these ropes?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    “How was it when you found it yesterday?” 
 
    “It was unscrewed.” 
 
    Her face felt wooden as she turned to the edge of the cliff. “If I were setting up a fixed rope,” she said without expression, “I would throw the coils over now.” 
 
    Bell tore his attention away from the snap link and regarded her blankly. “Can you get to the bottom on that?” 
 
    “No, only about a hundred feet: into the bed of the gully where I’d stop and take stock and plan where to put the next fixed rope.” 
 
    “Now can I look over the edge?” 
 
    She tied him to the end of the rope and, clipping this in the snap-link, told him to go out to the edge and lie down. She went with him, his rope now running back to the link and out to her again. She held it in one hand. He glanced at her and then back to the link. 
 
    “Is that safe?” 
 
    “You mean, can I hold you? I think I could stop you even if you tried to throw yourself over. Look, the rope is at an angle of 360 degrees at the snap-link; you’d need a lot of force to move it. With only slight elaboration of the technique one man can lower a stretcher with a casualty on it. Go forward a little.” 
 
    “I can’t; the rope’s holding me back. Ah, I see what you mean. What were the positions of Stark and Pincher when they were doing this?” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with them. I’m merely proving that it’s safe for you to look over the edge, and incidentally demonstrating how a snap-link works as a pulley — and how the rope won’t run easily through an acute angle. You can look down now; you’re quite secure.” 
 
    He looked and closed his eyes. She kept a tight hold on the rope. Behind them MacPhee watched with intense interest. She started to talk comfortably: about the elasticity of ropes, plaited ropes, hawser-laid ropes. Bell opened his eyes. He was very white. She commented on the plants in the gully, on the structure of the sandstone. A fulmar drifted past, regarding them casually. 
 
    “Where did he fall?” Bell asked roughly. 
 
    “From about twenty feet below us.” 
 
    “How high are the cliffs?” 
 
    “Three hundred feet. Shall we move back a little?” 
 
    She stood up but he wriggled back for some distance before he followed suit. MacPhee held out his hand. 
 
    “What’s that for?” 
 
    “The rope, sir. You’ll want me to see?” 
 
    “Bowline, isn’t it?” he asked happily as he tied on. “I was in the Scouts.” 
 
    He wasn’t cocksure however. He lay down as Bell had done and wriggled to the edge. She watched him curiously. He looked down the gully and his eyes widened, but not in terror. He turned to her in amazement, then curbed it. 
 
    “Do they go down hand over hand?” 
 
    “No, they slide down, but it’s a controlled technique with a metal aid. I’ll show you in a place where it’s more practical. I don’t propose to demonstrate here.” 
 
    “Hard, is it?” 
 
    “Not at all, but I’m certain I couldn’t get back again.” 
 
    “That’s strenuous, coming back?” 
 
    She nodded. “Of course, this isn’t really rock climbing; these techniques of sliding down the rope and climbing up it are methods for negotiating steep or overhanging rock which you can’t climb, or which takes too long by conventional methods. In this case they were using the techniques in order to get down the cliffs and reach the stack, which was the main objective.” 
 
    “The cliffs are just the approach?” Bell was incredulous. 
 
    “Oh yes.” She looked down the gully with disapproval. “There’s nothing here to interest a climber.” 
 
    “So he fell from twenty feet below us,” MacPhee observed. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “They climb the rope with clamps. Those — or rather the one which stayed clipped to the rope, the other came off — that one was about thirty feet from the end which showed he’d got to within that distance of the top — in this case, from the piton. That is about ten feet back from the edge so he was twenty feet below us when he came off.” 
 
    “Where would his partner be at that moment?” 
 
    “I think you’d better come back,” Bell called. 
 
    They retreated and sat on the turf. Bell lit a cigarette. “Where would Pincher have been when Stark fell?” 
 
    They were obviously thinking that the two climbers had been near each other at that moment. She explained the significance of the burns on Stark’s hands which, in conjunction with the snagged rope left on the stack, indicated that Pincher had fallen from the Old Man. There had been two unconnected accidents. 
 
    Bell said nothing. “Different,” MacPhee observed: “In time. Not necessarily unconnected.” 
 
    Bell stared at his sergeant. “Connected?” He turned to Miss Pink suddenly. “Show me how this knot came undone.” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “It was undone. That was in Munro’s report and he got it from Perry. There was no knot in either end of the rope. Did you see their equipment as they were using it before the accident?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What kind of knot were they using?” 
 
    “The same as this.” 
 
    MacPhee extended his hand and tried to undo the knot, but he was hampered by the snap-link. When he took the knot out of the link, he could untie it fairly easily. 
 
    Bell said to Miss Pink: “But there’s been no load on this rope. How many times had they climbed up and down theirs?” 
 
    She calculated with closed eyes. “About eleven times. The knot would have been much tighter.” 
 
    “So to be untied, it would have to be removed from the snap-link, and your finding the screw undone confirms this. Now, how does this mystery man at the top of the cliff — where we are, in fact — manage to untie the knot when another man is climbing the rope?” 
 
    “He couldn’t.” 
 
    “So how was it done?” 
 
    Less out of compliance than because she was innately inquisitive, she considered the problem, her mind turning to complicated systems involving a second rope or, at the least, lengths of line and running knots which could take the strain of a loaded rope while . . . Her eyes narrowed as she saw what MacPhee was doing. 
 
    He had threaded the unknotted end of the rope through the snap-link twice. He held the end in his hand and looked at her for comment. 
 
    “You said you could hold me if I fell over the edge,” Bell remarked. “What weight could a man hold if he’d taken a turn round the snap-link like this? Of course, it still doesn’t tell us how he undid the knot while Stark was actually climbing the rope.” 
 
    “That’s not how he did it.” Her mind was clear now. “He’d untie the knot before Stark appeared in the gully: while he was climbing the lower ropes. He’d take a turn round the link and wait.” She remembered how plainly she had heard Marcus some hundred feet below her on Tangleblock. “He’d hear Stark as soon as he reached the gully; you can’t move up scree without making a lot of noise.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t Stark know by the feel of it that the rope wasn’t secured — was only being held by a man?” 
 
    “There might be an inch or two more ‘give’ because it wasn’t knotted; he wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “And then all this chap had to do when Stark was near the top was to let the end go.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    There was a long silence, broken by Bell. “This Pincher — what was he like?” 
 
    “Dazzled by Stark and behaving out of character, I would say. Before Stark appeared on the scene, he seems to have been a rather ordinary, harmless young man — even kind. He was good to his girl friend.” 
 
    “Not a man to make enemies — like Stark?” 
 
    “There could have been hostility between them over Rita — or because of the fire —” 
 
    “I beg your pardon. I meant: he didn’t make enemies as Stark did? No. So you think they might have quarrelled over the girl. Pincher’s death was caused by a — piton, is that the term? — coming out. That so?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can we see the site of that fall from here?” 
 
    She led them to the top of the cliff above the great cave. “No belay here,” she told them, “so you can’t be secured; you’ll have to lie down again but you don’t have to look over, merely across. There’s no need to go so near the edge as in the other place.” 
 
    “What’s a belay?” 
 
    “Why, the way you’re tied on. You were belayed back there when your rope was through the snap-link. It’s a verb and a noun.” 
 
    He nodded briefly but she had the feeling that every word, even a point of grammar, was recorded, and what might miss him wouldn’t get past MacPhee. 
 
    She pointed out the features of the Old Man. The swell was rolling landwards in long lines to crash on the plinth and send spray halfway up the tower. As the water fell back, they could glimpse the rope still caught in the overhangs. Gulls screamed — and suddenly there was a tremendous impact: a deep and subterranean boom, muffled but incredibly powerful. The cliff trembled. 
 
    Miss Pink recovered first. “It’s the swell in the back of the cave,” she said weakly. “I should have warned you.” 
 
    Bell swallowed. “You’re mad! I mean, climbers, on these cliffs, above that!” He gestured wildly at the sea. 
 
    “No. On the days when they were climbing it was calm and sunny: very beautiful. You can’t imagine what it was like.” 
 
    She showed him the remaining fixed ropes which were still on the cliff. They had been tossed about by the storm and in places were snagged on jutting rocks but they indicated the rough line of descent. The tide was nearly full and where there should have been a channel was a boiling cauldron: part of the seething mass which surrounded the Old Man. The tower rose with a kind of sublime arrogance out of its watery bed. It looked impregnable. She tried to show them the slab but failed. To a layman it was a spike of rock with no features and no association with humanity. MacPhee said with awe: “I can’t imagine a man on it; I can’t fit him into the picture. 
 
    “How did they get there?” Bell sounded frustrated and angry. 
 
    She explained about the channel but he stared at the white water in disbelief. “I can’t see how we’ll ever get across,” he muttered. “But we’ll have to, of course.” 
 
    “You can be landed from a boat. When the swell goes down, you’ll see; it’s as simple as coming in to a jetty.” She didn’t add that the exercise seemed pointless. 
 
    “This slab you were talking about,” he pressed stubbornly, determined to overcome his own ignorance: “Can you draw it?” 
 
    MacPhee produced his notebook and a biro and she sketched the tower carefully, marking the slab, the stance below it, the crack and the overhang. With dotted lines, she drew the routes above the stance and marked the site of the piton. She sketched in detail the system of slings and explained how they were used as aid to cross the slab. 
 
    “Why did the piton come out?” Bell asked, then he saw her expression and re-phrased it: “How does a piton come out?” 
 
    “It can fail because it wasn’t firm in the first place, so it comes out when weight is put on it, but this one was firm. They sing when they’re driven in and bite the rock — so did this one. Also I saw Stark swing across the slab using the slings. When pitons are firm the only way to get them out is with a hammer.” 
 
    “Can you think of any way one might be loosened other than by human agency?” 
 
    “Only by a rock fall.” 
 
    “Has there been one on the stack?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And the knot on top of the cliff: is there any explanation for that apart from someone untying it?” 
 
    “I can’t think of one.” 
 
    “And you’ve tried hard,” he acknowledged. “So both deaths were murder — and carefully premeditated at that. How many people in Scamadale climb?” 
 
    “All of us.” 
 
    “What! You could climb that!” 
 
    She studied the stack. “Oh yes, I could — but I wouldn’t. I’m frightened of exposure.” 
 
    “Exposure!” 
 
    “The drop below.” 
 
    After a pause he went on: “And everyone else in Scamadale climbs?” 
 
    “It’s not unusual in this part of the world. It’s not so long ago that their economy depended on catching birds and I understand that the girls used to go on the cliffs with the young men.” 
 
    “So anyone could have climbed up there and loosened the piton.” 
 
    She looked dubious. “There’s an old couple you can rule out: the MacLeods. There are others whom I can’t imagine going up there, but then it’s difficult to imagine anyone climbing the Old Man to loosen a piton in order to kill a man at some unspecified hour in the future. It’s cold-blooded — inhuman.” 
 
    “This is really a closed case,” Bell said. “It couldn’t have been someone from outside that Stark had made an enemy of because the knowledge about the piton is so localised. If he’d been —” 
 
    “It wasn’t Stark was killed on the stack . . .” MacPhee put in. 
 
    “What? Why did I say that?” 
 
    “Because you’d been thinking of Stark as the leader,” Miss Pink observed. “And I told you the leader was killed on the stack, but this raises a point. Anyone who loosened the piton would be expecting Stark to be leading, but Pincher led at that point. Stark pushed him into the lead. Could Stark have loosened the piton himself? I mean,” she added quickly, clutching at straws: “if it is murder?” 
 
    He disregarded the hopeful query. “But then who undid the knot so that Stark was killed? Makes two killers, doesn’t it? — a coincidence. Let’s assume there was only one killer. A piton was loosened and a knot undone by someone who wants only Stark dead, Pincher’s death being an attempt on Stark which failed. That person is in Scamadale. Where were they all when the deaths occurred? When did the deaths occur? Is there any way of whittling down the time?” 
 
    Miss Pink said: “You could get some idea from the state of the tide. Since you can cross the channel only two hours either side of low water, and Stark couldn’t swim —” she hesitated. “I suppose he could have tried.” 
 
    “Could he swim?” 
 
    “Rita said he couldn’t, and he appeared frightened of water; there were killer whales about. He didn’t like those.” 
 
    “Killer whales,” Bell repeated tightly: “That’s all I needed. Why didn’t they go for the bodies?” 
 
    “The resident naturalist thinks that they don’t attack but Stark was very concerned about them, I’m certain of that.” 
 
    “Let’s assume then that he didn’t swim the channel. Can you work out a time table of his movements? Wait a minute: let’s find a place where it’s more comfortable.” 
 
    But she pointed out that the light was going and they had no torches; it would be advisable to descend the rock band while they could still see the path. Before she left, she studied the landward side of the stack, the men watching her curiously, then they collected the rope and snap-link and started down. Lights were coming on in Scamadale. 
 
    * 
 
    It was late when they reached MacKenzie’s place and she wanted her dinner but Bell seemed impervious to hunger. He commandeered the parlour, shut the door leading to the kitchen and invited Miss Pink to take a seat. Elspeth had switched on a small electric heater and the room was impregnated with a smell of burning dust. MacPhee produced his notebook again. 
 
    “Your time table,” Bell prompted. 
 
    “You know about the fire?” He nodded an affirmative and she wondered how long they’d been talking to Clive before she and Leila returned from the northern cliffs. “Stark fired the moor quite early,” she went on, “about ten perhaps, then they had to walk to Farrid Head, descend the fixed ropes and cross the channel to the stack. I would reckon that they couldn’t have been on the plinth before one o’clock, probably nearer one-thirty, but it can’t have been later than two because it was low tide around midday so they couldn’t cross to the stack after two. But if they arrived on the plinth about, say, one-fifteen, by the time they’d climbed to the stance below the slab, and allowing time for the accident to happen and Stark to descend again, the channel would be too full for him to get back. If he couldn’t swim he was stranded on the stack till two hours before the next low tide. Low water about midnight would mean he could cross around ten. The plinth is covered at high tide but there’s a kind of ledge on the landward side of the stack above high water mark. I think he might have waited there till the tide receded again.” 
 
    “So you think he crossed the channel at ten. How long would it have taken him to climb those ropes back to the top of the cliff?” 
 
    “At the rate they were doing it when I watched them on the first day, about three-quarters of an hour, but on Wednesday night Stark’s hands were injured. I’m surprised he could do it at all, and it would certainly have taken longer. I wouldn’t think he could do it in less than an hour.” 
 
    “So he could have been killed about eleven. When the men came back from the fire: what time was that?” 
 
    “It was tea time: five o’clock.” 
 
    “Who was in the party?” 
 
    “All the men: Clive Perry, Marcus Bowles, Ian Morrison, and the three crofters. Miss West, Bridget Perry and I had come down earlier.” 
 
    “Did you see all the men return?” 
 
    “Yes, we gave them tea in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Who left first?” 
 
    “The crofters and Morrison went after about half an hour.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Mr Perry and Mr Bowles went out when Bridget said that the Mini had returned.” 
 
    She saw what was coming and waited. 
 
    “Why did they go to meet the Mini — to tackle Stark?” 
 
    Thus he learned about Clive and Marcus visiting the broch, but that they returned very shortly. She wasn’t asked what they took with them so saw no reason to mention the firearms. She answered all his questions about that evening objectively, considering the developing picture as she did so but as yet making little sense of it. It appeared that no one could have been on Farrid Head until six o’clock on the Wednesday evening — and that excluded Clive and Marcus who, apart from their brief excursions to the broch, had spent the early part of the evening at the House. Ian had dined there too. But Stark couldn’t have been killed until after ten because that was when the channel became passable, so the early part of the evening had no importance — or had it? The night was a different matter. In addition to Ian Morrison who would have been alone in his cottage, any of the others, with the exception of MacLeod and MacKenzie who, presumably, slept with their wives, could have slipped out quietly in time to reach Farrid Head by eleven. 
 
    “Then there’s the time that the piton was loosened,” Bell reminded her. “When would that be?” 
 
    “It was placed there on Tuesday afternoon. It must have been tampered with on Tuesday night.” 
 
    “Do we have this same difficulty about crossing the channel? Are the locals frightened of killer whales?” 
 
    “The crofters think they attack human beings. The rest of us are dubious.” 
 
    “The channel would be passable an hour earlier on Tuesday night?” 
 
    “Roughly that: from nine till one in the morning.” 
 
    “And what time did all the residents go to bed on Tuesday night?” he mused. “But that’s not conclusive, is it? How many people in Scamadale swim?” 
 
    Miss Pink said: “At a rough guess: everyone.” Her expression was carefully neutral. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Miss Pink walked away from the MacKenzie’s croft, her shoulders slumped with fatigue. She looked across the river but there was no light in Soutra. She came to the slope which led to the House and climbed the stile. 
 
    Through the glass panels of the door she saw Bridget approaching along the passage. “Why did you ring, Miss Pink? People always walk straight in. We’ve been waiting ages but we’ve put something in the oven; it won’t be very fresh, I’m afraid.” 
 
    In the dining room Clive poured her a glass of burgundy. He seemed overcome with solicitude. “Now you’re not to hurry; we’re all in the drawing room —” he emphasised the ‘all’, “— but take your time; you look as if you’ve been through the mill.” 
 
    Such well-intentioned but devastating kindness, coupled with Bridget’s casual disregard of her Christian name, made her feel even more decrepit, and she was grateful to be left to recover on her own. Realising that she was hungry, she concentrated on her roast lamb and, after a decent interval, Leila came in with an iced pudding and cheese. Her eyes were untroubled but she, too, looked tired. 
 
    “I’ve told him.” She answered the unspoken question in the other’s mind. “It’s going to be all right. Have some more wine.” 
 
    Miss Pink patted the younger woman’s arm. “I’ll be with you in a moment.” 
 
    “There’s no hurry.” The rejoinder was automatic. 
 
    She took them at their word, relaxing, feeling the wine start to do its work, then she went to the drawing room, accepted brandy from Clive and regarded them benignly: Leila, Bridget, Marcus and her host. 
 
    “I’ve recovered,” she told them. “Fire your questions.” 
 
    “Tell us first where you’ve been — or rather, what you did,” Marcus demanded. “We know you went to the cliffs with the police.” 
 
    They followed the account of her evening with care, and before she came to Bell’s verdict, she saw that mention of police interest in the knot on the fixed rope and her sketch of the slab had been enough: the expressions on their faces showed that they had anticipated the conclusion. It was murder — and none of them showed any surprise. 
 
    Clive cleared his throat. “Do they suspect anyone?” 
 
    She regarded him steadily. “All of us, I’m afraid. Because of the piton having been loosened it has to be someone who knew it had been inserted; that means someone in Scamadale.” 
 
    Clive took off his spectacles and started to polish them. “We can’t dodge it,” he said, looking casually round the circle, perhaps not seeing them very well: “It was one of us.” 
 
    “Well, someone in Scamadale,” Miss Pink corrected. “There are others, besides ourselves in this room.” 
 
    Bridget enumerated: “The MacLeods, the MacKenzies, the MacKays, Ian. And Rita, of course.” 
 
    “Where did Rita go?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “She’s with Sadie.” 
 
    “What! Not at Catacol?” 
 
    “Why not?” Bridget stared at her. “She hasn’t left the glen. She couldn’t orientate herself this morning after Pincher’s body was found, and Clive wouldn’t let her drive. So she just hung around the house and talked to me and then I suggested we redecorate one of the rooms. We were doing that when the police arrived. They talked to her and when she came back to me she said they’d asked her not to leave. She’s sleeping here tonight.” 
 
    “Rita, too,” Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    “What are the police doing now?” Leila asked. 
 
    “I left them at the MacKenzie place. Bell didn’t tell me what he intended.” She was unaware of the irony of this. 
 
    Marcus asked without much curiosity: “Why was Pincher untied?” 
 
    Miss Pink stared at him. “Pincher untied?” she repeated stupidly. 
 
    “He must have been on the rope when he fell; it didn’t break any more than the fixed rope did.” 
 
    “We were talking about that this morning,” Clive told him. “Stark must have pulled the body in to the plinth.” 
 
    “But if it’s murder, it doesn’t have to be Stark,” Bridget stated. “It could have been the killer, but how could anyone reach the body? Ian says the angles are all wrong; if you were even on the edge of the plinth there, the rope would be way above your head.” 
 
    A boat, Miss Pink thought, and looked at the others’ careful eyes. 
 
    “Who had a motive?” Marcus asked. 
 
    The question produced another silence, then Bridget said in an artificial voice: “Everyone.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Clive asked gently. “I think we can eliminate some: the crofters, for instance.” 
 
    “The MacLeods and the MacKenzie’,” Bridget agreed: “Not the MacKays.” 
 
    Miss Pink looked at her sharply. 
 
    “Stark killed Sadie’s cat,” the girl went on angrily: “It was making off with their bacon and he threw a rock at it. Rita told Sadie.” 
 
    “Poor Sadie,” Miss Pink sighed, then she added: “Would it be enough?” 
 
    “Yes,” Clive said, and since they all knew how Sadie had been after her cat died, no one contradicted him. 
 
    “And Hector?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “You remember that night Sadie stayed out,” Bridget went on, still with that high cold tone: “She was on the cliffs with Stark.” 
 
    “You mean he seduced her?” 
 
    Bridget shrugged. Miss Pink was disturbed, but not for the conventional reason. 
 
    “That’s not enough,” Marcus said loudly. Bridget stared at him. Clive said equably: “We all have motives.” 
 
    “Even I,” came Miss Pink’s cool voice. “I didn’t like seeing my friends victimized by a psychopath.” 
 
    Warmth showed in Bridget’s eyes. “Dear Miss Pink,” she said in a more natural tone. “By the way,” she went on, more casually: “Do we have any idea when Stark was killed?” 
 
    Miss Pink explained how she had arrived at an estimate of eleven o’clock if he hadn’t swum the channel. 
 
    “Oh, he didn’t swim,” Bridget commented: “He couldn’t.” 
 
    They considered this in silence, wondering what difference it made. “That means,” Miss Pink went on, “he was killed at eleven, at the earliest. It’s more logical, of course; no one would have gone up to the cliffs in broad daylight, not to —” She stopped. 
 
    “You mean, there was a question of his being killed in the daytime?” Marcus asked. “But we were all at the fire!” 
 
    Miss Pink said: “We don’t know what some people were doing in the early part of the evening — but it’s immaterial now. If he couldn’t swim, he didn’t cross the channel until ten.” 
 
    “So let’s have all your alibis for after ten,” Bridget said gaily — and then the light left her eyes, and the fine bone structure became sharp and ugly, emphasizing the fact that beauty, like fear, comes from within. “I have none,” she added, her tone still light but now as cold as her face. 
 
    “An alibi from ten until when?” Marcus asked cautiously. 
 
    “We have to retain our sense of proportion,” Clive pointed out. 
 
    “Can we?” Bridget asked. 
 
    Marcus said: “You know, anyone could have untied that knot — even a woman.” 
 
    “No one can be eliminated.” Leila’s tone was quiet and there was a strange light in her eyes. 
 
    “I think you’re wrong there,” Miss Pink demurred. “The MacLeods must be considered out of the running.” 
 
    “No!” Marcus contradicted. “Jessie’s very active for her age; she could make the top of the Head and back in an hour.” 
 
    Miss Pink smiled wryly. “But not climb the Old Man.” 
 
    Bridget hooted with laughter. “Not in one of Leila’s evening gowns anyway. Of course,” she added with one of those sudden swoops to calculation that she was subject to this evening: “that’s the best factor for elimination, isn’t it? Climbing the stack?” She looked round the company, a slow smile suffusing her face so that she was beautiful again. Marcus regarded her with growing horror. 
 
    Clive said suddenly: “We’re all exhausted. Things will appear different tomorrow when we’ve had a good night’s sleep.” He looked at Leila meaningly and she nodded. It took her a while to catch Miss Pink’s eye for her friend appeared to be studying the wall beyond Bridget’s head. 
 
    They didn’t talk on the way home to Soutra except for a brief comment on the snipe which were drumming upstream of the bridge. 
 
    They sat in the sitting room with the whisky between them. “He didn’t seem surprised,” Leila said wonderingly. Seeing her friend’s lack of comprehension, she went on with some impatience: “When I told him about the trial.” 
 
    Miss Pink was astounded. She had forgotten this astonishing fact — although it was more correct to say that it was astonishing she should have forgotten. She told herself that, as one aged, it became increasingly difficult to concentrate on more than one element of a situation at any one time. 
 
    “You had a secret,” she said, recovering herself: “That was obvious, particularly to a man who loves you.” 
 
    “It was sudden.” The voice was dull, trance-like, but the fine eyes were like those of an animal having a wound probed without an anaesthetic. “He — my husband — told me about this woman and that he’d brought her home. I’d never suspected. I was still in love with him. He was like Stark, you see. He was drunk that night and he stood by the bed and told me to get out. He’d left her in the car, he said, and he didn’t want to keep her waiting out there in the cold. I didn’t believe it, of course; I thought it was one of his jokes and he wanted me to put the car away because he was too drunk, so I went downstairs and the car was in the street. I looked inside, and the woman wound the window down. I was in my dressing gown. She said: ‘You’re not taking the car; that’s his’. It wasn’t, actually; I’d bought it. I went back to the bedroom and he’d fallen across the bed. I had a heavy silver hand mirror. I hit him with it. They said he had a very thin skull.” 
 
    “An accident,” Miss Pink observed coolly. “You’d have been acquitted in France. There was only one way Clive could take it, being the person he is.” 
 
    “It gives him a motive.” 
 
    “For Heaven’s sake, girl! Stark was dead for two days before you told Clive!” 
 
    “The police will say he knew before.” 
 
    Miss Pink stared at her. “Even if he had known, where’s the motive there?” 
 
    “To stop people getting to know his future wife is a murderess.” 
 
    “You’re worn out with emotion. Murderess indeed! Half the married women in this country have knocked their husbands over the head at some time but not had the misfortune to get a thin skull with the rolling pin or a hand mirror or whatever. Really, Leila, you: an intelligent woman!” 
 
    So, first with calculated ridicule, then with comfort and the liqueur whisky, she rallied the younger woman and sent her to bed in a more healthy state of mind. But Miss Pink was remembering Clive’s hand clutching his whisky glass when someone — Marcus? — had said they thought Stark had hoped the fire would reach the settlement — and the fact that he took a rifle to the broch. And later, the stricken look on his face as he slowly came to realise what a television film would do to his cherished community. But, worse than any of this could have been the knowledge of the relationship between Stark and Bridget, and what this meant. Clive, one might think, had stronger motives than Bridget herself. Miss Pink hoped that Leila was asleep. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “We’re in need of your services as a consultant again.” For some reason, perhaps because of the sunshine, Bell seemed light-hearted this morning. “Would you care to demonstrate this ‘fixed rope’ business for us?” 
 
    Miss Pink was startled. “Did I say —? I can show you, but I’m not going to do it.” She was aware of Leila behind her. “Who could show the inspector how the descendeurs and the jumars work?” 
 
    “We’ve never used them.” 
 
    “But you’re all climbers!” Bell protested. 
 
    “Oh dear.” Miss Pink felt helpless. “So much explaining to do. It’s like this: these methods are comparatively recent. We’re all middle-aged and we use the methods we were brought up with, which are considerably less technical.” 
 
    “What about the naturalist, Morrison, and Miss Perry and the younger crofters?” 
 
    Leila answered him. “Mr Morrison isn’t a hard climber, and I think he’s done most of his routes with Mr Perry since he came here, so he wouldn’t know. The MacKays don’t use ropes; in fact, they would never think of themselves as rock climbers. Miss Perry might be able to help.” 
 
    The police went away and came back with Bridget and Marcus. MacPhee was carrying a loaded rucksack. 
 
    A fixed rope was rigged on the low cliffs beyond Soutra and Bridget demonstrated the use of the descendeur, then climbed the rope with the aid of the jumars. The police were astonished at the apparent ease of the performance and MacPhee had to try the techniques: on a safety rope held by Marcus, in case he made a mistake. On this sparkling morning the exercise seemed an innocuous and irrelevant incident, and Bridget treated the police with indulgent amusement until, with MacPhee’s arrival, gasping, at the top of the fixed rope, Bell deliberately unclipped it from the snap-link, untied the knot, took a turn round the link and half-knelt, holding the free end in his hand. He looked at the climbers expectantly but they were silent, uncertain what was expected of them. 
 
    “Go back,” Bell ordered MacPhee. 
 
    The sergeant scrambled down easy rocks to the bottom. Bell addressed Miss Pink: “Am I holding it tight enough?” 
 
    Apart from walking away, she had no alternative but to co-operate. “Just hold it,” she said. “Be ready to take the strain and, if anything, pull against him. And Marcus,” she directed: “Keep him tight on the safety rope.” 
 
    “Tell him to start,” Bell said. He was a few paces back from the edge, beside the piton, and couldn’t see MacPhee. Miss Pink called to the sergeant to start climbing. 
 
    “Just until he’s off the ground,” Bell said. 
 
    Fascinated, she observed what she might have expected to see but which now, in reality, became disturbing because it was expected. As MacPhee struggled to transfer his weight from the ground to the rope, the elasticity in the fibres was taken up, the rope gave several inches and then rested: immobile and under stress, with the sergeant’s weight on one end some twenty feet below, Bell’s hand on the other. 
 
    “He’s off the ground?” Bell asked. 
 
    “Just. All his weight is being held by you now.” 
 
    “And if I let go?” 
 
    “Don’t! He’d fall backwards — his feet would be caught in the loops. Stop there!” she shouted to MacPhee, anxious that the inspector might push his test too far. 
 
    “Fine,” Bell exclaimed. “Now how does he get down? He doesn’t need to climb to the top again.” 
 
    “Let the rope out gently; just a few inches will be enough, then he can step down to the ground.” 
 
    As Bell did this, Marcus paid out the safety rope. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have fallen backwards,” Miss Pink murmured. “The safety rope would have held him.” 
 
    “Stark didn’t have a safety rope,” Bell said. 
 
    * 
 
    The swell had subsided now and, walking back to the settlement, having left Bridget and Marcus dismantling the gear, Bell asked Miss Pink to go with him that afternoon to the stack. He’d already arranged with MacKenzie to take them. She agreed, although with reluctance, wishing that there might be someone, anyone, in Scamadale who wasn’t likable, but then she knew from experience that the unlikable character would not necessarily be the killer. People were never black or white; even Stark had his shades of grey. 
 
    It was low tide and they were able to land on the plinth of the Old Man. Slipping on the wet rock in gum boots, Bell led the way to a spot directly underneath the snagged rope. One end was still in the sea, the other dangled short from the overhangs. 
 
    “Tell me what you found on Thursday morning, ma’am, when you came here by boat.” 
 
    “The rope was as you see it now. Everything was much the same, except for Stark’s body on the shore, under that funnel in the cliff.” She pointed. “That’s what you were looking down last evening.” 
 
    But he wasn’t interested in Stark at the moment. “Tell me what you did when you saw this rope.” He indicated the one above their heads. 
 
    He must know all this, have read it in Clive’s statement to Munro, but she remembered that then it was thought to be an accident. Statements changed character when it was known that deaths were due to murder. She told him how Ian pulled the rope in and there was nothing on the end. 
 
    “Nothing, ma’am?” 
 
    “Only the knot.” 
 
    The silence seemed embarrassed, as if it didn’t know what to do with itself. Bell looked towards the shore. 
 
    “Where’s the other way down?” he asked. 
 
    She blinked. “You mean Tangleblock?” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “It’s not visible from here; it’s past the cave and round the corner from where the cormorants are standing.” 
 
    “We’ll go and look at it.” He moved away and MacPhee came behind him like a shadow. Miss Pink had forgotten the sergeant; subconsciously she’d thought he’d been poking about in the crevices under the weed. 
 
    “Which of them told you about Tangleblock?” she asked. 
 
    “None of them. You did.” 
 
    She stopped short. 
 
    “There has to be another way down,” he went on patiently. “Someone took Pincher’s body off the rope after Stark was killed, after the fixed rope came down —” 
 
    “Why not before?” 
 
    “Why was the body pulled in at all? Remorse, a forlorn hope: to see if Pincher could be resuscitated? If Pincher was meant to be killed, the body wouldn’t have been touched.” 
 
    “Still, I don’t see why the body had to be pulled in after Stark died.” 
 
    “Because if it happened otherwise, Stark would have seen the killer and what he was doing. Stark knew as well as you do that the piton couldn’t have come out by accident, so someone in Scamadale was responsible. When a person climbs down the cliff and swims out to Pincher’s body and releases it, is Stark going to think that person’s action is idle curiosity? No, he knows the swimmer is the killer, has gone back to the cliff top. Stark isn’t going to trust himself to the last fixed rope with that person on top, particularly since he’d have had to be a moron not to have guessed that the killer was really after himself. That body was taken off the rope when Stark was dead, and since the last fixed rope fell away with Stark, there has to be another way down.” 
 
    MacKenzie rowed them ashore. They left him with the dinghy and moved along the beach to stop and stare up the rift of Tangleblock. 
 
    “My God!” Bell exclaimed. 
 
    Miss Pink, about to reassure him concerning its moderate level of severity, held her tongue. Then she said, with a hint of hope in her voice: “It isn’t an approach to the stack after all because you have to swim across the mouth of the cave to reach the stack.” 
 
    He’d seen it as they approached the shore, had been momentarily side-tracked and awed by the massed guillemots on the ledges and their weird song. 
 
    “Someone swam to Pincher,” he reminded her. 
 
    She nodded. And there had been mud on the foothold on Thursday . . . She looked out to sea, blinking erratically, a habit of hers when she was thinking hard. Behind her, the men were moving about the boulders. It was some time before she realised that the killer whales were gone. 
 
    On the return journey Bell asked questions about exposure (‘looking down’, he called it) and ropes, and the possibilities of climbing by torchlight. He treated her generally as an equal, but as his superior so far as terrain and techniques were concerned. Nevertheless, she was wryly amused to realise that she appeared to be no longer a suspect (if she had ever been) not because she had said she wouldn’t climb the stack but because he thought she couldn’t. He’d been given proof of the ease with which a good climber could ascend a rope, but like most laymen he was over-awed by the difficulties of vertical rock, most particularly when a climber had no security on it. It was obvious that he couldn’t envisage upward progress without the artificial aid of the rope. 
 
    Back on the strand he said he would like a word with her and they started to stroll along the water line. MacPhee fell in step on her other side. 
 
    “What do you know of Rita Washburn?” Bell asked. 
 
    “I don’t know much about her.” 
 
    “You knew she smoked cannabis?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “She’s admitted to us that she got it from Stark. He wouldn’t let her have any more after last Tuesday, said he’d none left. That may have been true; there doesn’t appear to be any in his effects, nor in the Mini which is where you’d expect him to keep it. What was in Miss West’s car might have been the last of it. You saw Rita Wednesday evening. How did she seem?” 
 
    “Alternately sulky and defiant.” 
 
    “Nervy?” 
 
    “Not particularly; she was smoking — Players.” 
 
    “Could she get down that climb?” 
 
    “Tangleblock?” She was startled; that Rita had a place in the drama tended to be forgotten. She turned to stare back at Farrid Head. In her mind’s eye she saw the rift plunging for three hundred feet below the jammed boulder: a slit of moonlit sea with the rock in deep shadow. A head torch? No rope if you fell — but Rita, she thought, wouldn’t have been afraid. She shrugged. “She could have done it.” Bell nodded. “But then,” she went on, “she had to swim across the mouth of the cave and out to Pincher’s body, then swim and climb back again — after the shock of finding Pincher dead. The previous night she’d have had the same journey, without Pincher’s death but with the strain of climbing the stack and descending it solo. It adds up to such a series of physical and psychological stresses that I can’t believe a girl so recently on drugs could have accomplished it.” 
 
    “How did she seem on Wednesday morning?” 
 
    “I didn’t see her — except as a distant shape in the Mini — until the evening.” 
 
    “And she was alternately sulky and defiant, but not necessarily nervy. She could have slept all day instead of driving around after dropping the men.” His tone sharpened. “Is Sadie MacKay nervy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I understood she wasn’t normal.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that; after all, who is?” 
 
    He nodded, but she couldn’t tell whether it was a gesture of acceptance or one of dismissal. 
 
    “So, there’s Sadie MacKay’s cat and her affair with Stark.” 
 
    “Hardly that,” she protested, guessing that they had got this from Rita. “The girl was on the cliffs with him one evening.” 
 
    “Yes, well, perhaps we’ll learn more about it from herself.” 
 
    They had been walking towards the rock in the middle of the bay. Now he turned and they strolled back. There was no smoke rising from Catacol’s chimney. Miss Pink felt unhappy. 
 
    “You won’t find Sadie at home at this time of the day,” she told them. 
 
    “We’ll find her, ma’am.” 
 
    They found her in the corner of a field by the wood. Bales of straw made a pen and she was watching a ewe suckling two lambs. She looked up as they approached and stared at the police stonily. Miss Pink took the bull by the horns and, ignoring the conventions, said: “Mr Bell wants to ask you some questions, Sadie, and I’ve come to see you don’t bully him.” 
 
    The girl was startled. “I won’t bully him. Why should I?” She looked at Bell loftily. “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    Miss Pink and MacPhee sat down on a bale. Sadie followed suit a little uncertainly and Bell, feeling himself at a disadvantage standing, sat too. Miss Pink beamed at everyone. Bell, being intelligent, knew his limitations, so he said with an air of helplessness which wasn’t entirely feigned: “I’m not sure where to begin.” 
 
    Miss Pink picked up the ball. “Everyone is being asked where they were on Tuesday night, Sadie. Where were you?” 
 
    “In my bed. Where else?” 
 
    “You go walking sometimes.” 
 
    “Well,” sulkily, “I was in bed on Tuesday.” 
 
    “And Wednesday night?” 
 
    “Then too.” 
 
    “What about the lambs?” 
 
    “I went to bed after.” 
 
    “At what time?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t wear a watch.” 
 
    “Can you fix it by something?” Bell put in, looking at Miss Pink. 
 
    “If you were lambing on Wednesday, Sadie,” she suggested: “Do you remember seeing lights go out in the houses, or Miss West and I going home to Soutra from the House?” 
 
    “I don’t remember Tuesday, but Wednesday: that was the day he — the moor went on fire; yes, I saw you goin’ home. I didn’t call goodnight because I’d have startled the sheep. I didn’t go to bed till after you because I saw your lights go out. And later I came back to the sheep again.” 
 
    “Why?” Bell asked. 
 
    “I couldna sleep.” 
 
    “Rita told you that evening.” There was no compassion about him — and Sadie’s eyes matched his. 
 
    “I won’t talk about that.” 
 
    “But she told you Wednesday.” 
 
    The girl looked at the lambs thoughtfully, then her lips relaxed in a smile and Miss Pink thought that the young animals, being alive, were stronger than old dead things, until she saw Sadie’s eyes — and realised why Bell showed no pity. Sadie stood up. 
 
    “Someone else got to him first,” she explained to Bell. “I’m sorry about that. It meant he died quick in the fall. I saw him, and all his bones was smashed and splintered like the sheeps is after they go over the cliff, so you know they didna suffer. You wouldn’t like to think of a sheep lying there with a broken leg and the tide comin’ in, would you? But it would have been best if he’d been Pincher and him bein’ alive when he went in the water — and floatin’, but not able to get back to the rocks. Then the killers would have started on him slowly like crows on a sheep: goin’ round him first and just nudgin’ him now and again, and then startin’ to take bits out of him.” She sighed. “But the killers didna get him and he died quick. He was lucky I didna get to him first.” 
 
    She walked away: slowly and loosely like a poorly animated rag doll. 
 
    “No!” Miss Pink exclaimed as Bell made to follow her. “She can’t help you at all. She didn’t do it.” 
 
    “She could have done it.” 
 
    “That’s the point: she’s overcome with regret — and a kind of shock, but she didn’t do it or she would have told you. She doesn’t care, don’t you see? And another thing: if she had attempted to kill Stark, it wouldn’t have been by loosening a piton and waiting.” 
 
    “But she did wait.” 
 
    “No. Rita told her Wednesday evening. By then the piton had been loosened and Pincher was dead.” 
 
    “Stark wasn’t.” 
 
    “If she went up to the cliffs and untied that knot, you’re postulating two killers — which you’ve already implied was too much of a coincidence.” 
 
    “Perhaps the piton came out by accident.” 
 
    She frowned at him and he was embarrassed. It had been a silly remark. 
 
    * 
 
    “Thank you for telling me.” Hector was obviously sincere. “She may be better now it’s out.” 
 
    She had found him building up a wall which MacQuarrie had broken down. She’d been forced to listen to a panegyric on the bull before she could tell him about the recent interview with Sadie. 
 
    “I did wonder,” she remarked. “Has she been very unhappy?” 
 
    “Yes, but quiet; she always keeps it inside of herself. Aye, but Elspeth has a fine wee kit in three colours: red and white and black. She’s savin’ it and I’ll bring it to Catacol and I’ll be after tellin’ Sadie we must have a cat for the mice. And if we’ve got no mice, I’ll get Ian to trap me some in his wee traps that don’t harm the beasties.” He looked at her searchingly. “I should thank you too, ma’am, for goin’ along in my place when they asked her questions. Did they treat her right?” 
 
    “They were quite correct.” 
 
    “What were they askin’ her?” 
 
    “They wanted to know where she was on Tuesday and Wednesday nights. They’re asking everyone.” 
 
    He laughed loudly. “And is everyone tellin’?” His face sobered suddenly. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Tuesday she couldn’t remember. Wednesday she was with the sheep but she couldn’t give times. She says she was out most of the night.” 
 
    “Bridget gave her a watch but she only wears it up at the House. She’s afraid of breakin’ it. Several people were out round the sheep Wednesday night — Tuesday too. They were good nights before the storm — but no one knows the time on the west coast. I saw you go home Wednesday. When was that?” 
 
    “About nine-thirty. Miss West and I were very tired.” 
 
    “Aye. The MacLeods was in bed. MacKenzie was tinkerin’ with his engine a whiles. We had nine lambs that night.” 
 
    Miss Pink said unwillingly: “And if anyone had gone up the cliff path you’d have seen them in the moonlight.” 
 
    Hector looked across the fields towards the path. They were upstream of the settlement and the rock band was over a mile away. He pursed his lips judiciously. “The lambin’ fields is half the distance. Yes, I’d have seen anyone if there’d been anythin’ to see. There wasn’t.” He looked at her seriously. “Who do the police think did it?” 
 
    “They don’t know.” 
 
    “They didn’t think it was Sadie?” 
 
    “I hope I put them right. It wouldn’t have been Sadie’s way, loosening the piton and untying the knot.” 
 
    “Is that how it was done?” 
 
    “It appears to have been the way. Pitons don’t come out on their own, nor knots untie themselves.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She explained the mechanics, but he didn’t appear interested after all. When she stopped, he asked: “Did someone climb the stack?” 
 
    “To loosen the piton? Someone must have done.” 
 
    “How could they get there? They didn’t take my boat.” 
 
    “He went down Tangleblock.” 
 
    “What’s that, ma’am?” 
 
    “The climb: Tangleblock.” 
 
    “I don’t know — tangle —?” 
 
    “Don’t they tell you how they’ve named their climbs?” 
 
    “I forget. There’s so many. There’s the Pagoda and the Old Man and Whoofling Hole — now that’s nice: it’s the noise the sea makes through a wee passage “Tangleblock is in a corner beyond the great cave; you can’t see it from the Old Man.” 
 
    “There is a place . . . So you think he went down there.” 
 
    “It’s very unpleasant,” she confessed. “It doesn’t have to be a ‘he’. The police will question Miss West and Bridget besides Sadie.” 
 
    He stared at her, then grinned. “And Jessie and Elspeth?” 
 
    She held his eye. “No, not Jessie and Elspeth.” 
 
    His face fell at her seriousness. “But all the men: Mr Perry and Mr Bowles, and Ian?” 
 
    “Yes. It was someone in Scamadale, Hector, because the person who did it knew that the piton had been put there, on the stack, and how it would be used.” 
 
    “But why should any of them want to kill Stark?” 
 
    “After the fire?” 
 
    “It only took a bit of moor.” 
 
    “He made himself extremely unpleasant to everybody,” she said sternly. “I think everyone in the glen, except perhaps the MacLeods and the MacKenzies, had a reason for killing Stark, and people have been killed for what appeared to be most trivial reasons before now.” 
 
    “Then why was Pincher killed?” 
 
    “In mistake for Stark. The murderer thought Stark would be out in front at that point but they changed places.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s not important.” 
 
    He frowned. “Mr Perry and Mr Bowles had reason for wantin’ Stark dead?” 
 
    She repeated, surprised at his obtuseness: “There was the fire.” If he didn’t know about the film, and Bridget’s connection with Stark, she wouldn’t tell him. 
 
    “Oh yes, the fire. But what had that got to do with Mr Bowles?” 
 
    “He had a reason too.” 
 
    He glanced at her but her face told him nothing. Suddenly she remembered that the piton must have been loosened before the fire and before they knew about the film. 
 
    “And Ian?” he asked. 
 
    “Ian is fond of Sadie,” she said carefully. 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s no good; she’s not keen on him.” 
 
    “Does that make any difference?” 
 
    “Oh yes, it’s no good, you see. If he took her away from the glen, she’d pine.” 
 
    “Have you told him that?” 
 
    “There’s no need to because she doesn’t see anythin’ in him.” 
 
    “Suppose he decided to stay here and work for Mr Perry?” 
 
    Plainly he hadn’t thought of this. He did so now, his expression changing with his emotions: surprise, pleasure, doubt. 
 
    “Would she make him a good wife?” he asked. 
 
    “Well now, that would be up to him and Sadie, wouldn’t it? One doesn’t usually ask that kind of question for someone else.” 
 
    “For Sadie you have to.” 
 
    She checked, aware of the reproof, but then she went on: “You’re sure, Hector?” 
 
    “People take advantage of her. Bridget’s the same age but she can take care of herself. Sadie’s different.” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s the same difficulty that parents have in wondering how far to help their children.” 
 
    “You’re right; she’s still a child in some ways. She trusts people too much.” 
 
    “Yes, trust is fine, but excess is bad. One must have judgement.” 
 
    “It’s just with people; she’s all right with the beasts and anyway, it’s not all people; just the bad ones. She hasn’t met many bad ones. Do you think,” he asked diffidently, “will she get over it?” 
 
    Her mind made one of those neat jumps to which, it seemed, a mind must become accustomed when in association with Hector’s. “It’s happened, my dear. When something’s broken, all you can do is pick up the pieces. I think you’ll find that what wounded Sadie so deeply was the death of the cat. Stark’s death was the best thing that could have happened for her. Life’s much more simple for some people than others and while he was alive she might have remained very disturbed — to say the least. Now the situation is resolved — finished, and she can stop grieving after a while and she won’t be torturing herself with thoughts of Stark because Stark doesn’t exist. To her mind the price of the cat’s death is paid, more or less.” He nodded eagerly. She went on; “Sadie isn’t damaged, only wounded — and wounds heal with a healthy mind.” 
 
    He regarded her steadily, his bright eyes candid and so penetrating that she felt uncomfortable, then he smiled his big broad smile. “Aye, that MacQuarrie,” he said fondly, picking up a sandstone block and turning it gently in his brown hands. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The door was open to the early evening sun and, in response to her call, Clive appeared at the end of the passage. 
 
    “Come in, come in! I’m all alone. No one’s come back yet. Marcus and Bridget went to look at the Pagoda after lunch and Leila’s trawling for prawns with MacKenzie. I’d have been out myself but I was trapped by the Law.” 
 
    He had ushered her to the drawing room while he was speaking and as they settled themselves in the window bay she saw that the muscles of his face had sagged, and there were lines in his cheeks which hadn’t been obvious when she arrived in Scamadale. He must have felt her sympathy because he dropped his pose. 
 
    “Yes,” he said heavily: “They’ve been here for some time. With all their disadvantages, they’re making astonishing progress.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Of course, they’ve had a lot of assistance — oh no, my dear —” as she made to interrupt, — it was far better they should appeal to you for expert advice than to send for a guide, who might have been hostile to us from the start. I daresay that the Scottish guides — there are only one or two — would expect to be employed by the film people, but also, being in the trade as it were, they’d know my attitude to that kind of exploitation. So one might assume a guide to be on the other side. There is a feeling of a trap closing on Scamadale. I confess I find the situation getting beyond control.” 
 
    “In what way?” She was watching his hands where they rested loosely on his thighs: relaxed, strong hands, and well in control. 
 
    “They’re pressing the questions with more insistence than I would expect considering my position. Does that sound pompous? I know it’s a case of murder — double-murder — but they’re probing hard.” 
 
    “They’re conscious of their disadvantages; it was you who said that where climbing accidents were concerned, the police think we get away with murder.” 
 
    “Rather too timely a remark, wasn’t it? Did you repeat it to them?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “No. We can trust you, Melinda.” He paused, looked out at the sculpted cliffs, then said slowly: “They’ve grasped all the salient points now; they’re pushing us on the times.” 
 
    “You mean when Stark was killed, and the piton loosened the night before.” 
 
    “And the crossing to the stack on Wednesday night.” 
 
    “Why are they so sure the murderer did that?” 
 
    “You haven’t grasped the significance of Pincher’s body being unroped. He didn’t unclip himself; remember his hand gripping the sling: that was cadaveric spasm. He was dead when he hit the water. Someone swam out and brought the body in.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Yes.” He sighed. “For my money I would hazard a guess that the killer arrived on Farrid Head, fully expecting that Stark had been killed in the fall from the Old Man, and that Pincher would be unharmed and stranded on the stack, because he hadn’t come down to Scamadale. Let’s say the killer got up there and saw the survivor waiting to cross the channel. He’d know that it was Stark who’d survived because of the colour of the helmet. Pincher’s was red and would show dark in the moonlight; Stark’s was white and could look nothing else but white. He’d see a body in the water and realise that, by some crazy mischance, the wrong man had been killed, so he waited for Stark to cross to the cliffs and then what else could he do but finish the job? He untied the knot and waited until Stark was within a few feet of the top of the cliff.” 
 
    “That would appear to be what happened.” Her tone was detached. “Then he climbed down Tangleblock, crossed to the Old Man and swam out to the body. Why did he do that?” 
 
    “Because no one in Scamadale is evil, Mel; he had to make sure that Pincher wasn’t alive.” 
 
    They regarded each other carefully. 
 
    “Did the police work this out?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s their conclusion. I believe they’re right; it seems the only way everything fits.” 
 
    “What questions are they asking?” 
 
    “Alibis are the first essential but there they have trouble. None of us is in the clear. We all went to bed early on Wednesday night — and you can reach Farrid Head in half an hour from here.” 
 
    “Where does Bell go from there?” 
 
    “Since we can all swim — except, perhaps, the older crofters — he wants to know which of us is capable of descending Tangleblock.” 
 
    “It’s a severe climb. It would take a lot of nerve to descend it in the dark.” 
 
    “There was a moon.” 
 
    “But the cliffs face north.” 
 
    “There’d be a good reflected light. Tangleblock is steep and exposed but it has excellent holds. We’ve all done it except Ian. It would be beyond him, solo.” 
 
    “What are you trying to tell me, Clive?” 
 
    “That the suspects involve only the best climbers.” 
 
    “Who are they?” 
 
    “Bridget, Leila, Marcus, myself. But Bell doesn’t know about Bridget’s relationship with Stark, so she and Marcus are not under suspicion.” 
 
    “What about Rita?” 
 
    “No, not Rita; I can alibi her.” 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    He crossed his legs, hitching up his old tweeds fussily. 
 
    “I went out again that night — Wednesday. I think it was Bridget who put it into my head that Stark and Pincher might have returned, somehow, even though MacLeod said Rita had been on her own when she drove down the glen. I wondered if she might have dropped them upstream and they’d gone to ground until nightfall, in which case I guessed they’d have some further act of vandalism in mind. I was uneasy. I went down to the broch. There was a light in the tent and the flap was fastened back. I watched her for a while without her knowing I was there. She was lying on a sleeping bag, smoking. I was convinced that there was no one else at the broch.” 
 
    “Perhaps when you came away, she went up to the Head.” 
 
    “No.” His voice was even. “She didn’t do that because I did.” 
 
    “How — far did you go?” 
 
    “Oh, just to the top of the band.” 
 
    “Not to Farrid Head itself?” 
 
    “No, I turned back.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you told the police this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, as far as Bell is concerned, you were the only person on the cliffs on Wednesday night?” He nodded. “It’s no wonder that they’re asking you probing questions.” 
 
    He smiled ruefully and stretched his legs. 
 
    “Did anyone see you?” she asked idly. 
 
    “MacKenzie.” 
 
    She sat up. “What was he doing?” 
 
    “He was doing something to the engine on his boat. These chaps have got eyes like hawks. Of course, I don’t know that he saw me, but he must have done.” 
 
    “But he couldn’t have seen how far you went, even with the moon!” 
 
    “That’s the point, but he knows I was out — and by the time I came down from the Head, he’d rowed ashore, so he can’t alibi the time of my return. It would be useless, in any event.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I spent too long up there.” 
 
    Her mind felt sluggish. After a while she asked: “Were you out on Tuesday night too?” 
 
    “Oh yes. There were the lambs, d’you see. I was going round the sheep both nights, watching for foxes.” 
 
    “No! What were you carrying?” 
 
    “A Winchester.” 
 
    “For foxes!” 
 
    “It would scare them.” 
 
    “But you don’t do things like that; if you go out to keep foxes away from the lambs you go to shoot them, not to scare them. It should have been a shot gun.” 
 
    He sighed. “I can’t do anything about it now. I had to tell the police because I saw the others at different times, Sadie and Hector, and they knew I had a rifle. I mean, they know the difference even at a distance.” 
 
    “It wasn’t for foxes,” she repeated stubbornly, holding his eye. 
 
    “No, I took it for Stark.” He leaned forward and patted her hand. “Don’t worry, my dear; there was a telephone call for Bell while he was here. He said it was the results of the post mortems but he didn’t give any details. I didn’t need them. There were no bullet wounds, and you can take my word for it: both died as a result of falls. And now, will you excuse me? I have to go and look at a heifer that’s a little off-colour — or would you care to come with me?” 
 
    She glanced at her watch and, seeing it was late, said that she would stay to help Leila with the meal. 
 
    When he’d gone, she went to the kitchen and, lifting a cover on the stove, pushed a large kettle on the hotplate. The house was empty and it was after six-thirty; where could Leila be? She wandered back to the drawing room and saw her friend walking up the slope carrying a yellow plastic bucket. 
 
    “Ah, you’re here,” she exclaimed, entering the kitchen, heaving the bucket on the table. It was full of king prawns. “Where are Jessie and Elspeth?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen them.” 
 
    “Oh really, it’s too bad of them! I thought we’d only need to — Well, no good grumbling; we’ll have to eat late, that’s all.” She filled a pan with water from the kettle and pushed it back to boil. “Where’s Clive?” 
 
    “He went out to look at a heifer.” 
 
    “‘Went out’?” 
 
    “I’ve been talking to him in the drawing room. The police have been here.” 
 
    “Here? To the House?” 
 
    “They were talking to Clive.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’ve realised that only a climber could have killed Stark and Pincher.” 
 
    “We knew that. Why Clive in particular?” 
 
    Miss Pink stared at her friend in bewilderment. “It seemed logical when he was telling me; now I wonder myself why they should have come to him first, rather than — ah! Bell doesn’t know about Bridget and Stark.” 
 
    “So he thinks only Clive had motive. What about the others: outside the House?” 
 
    “It’s quite obvious.” She remembered now. “It’s a matter of elimination. Sadie’s out: she regrets too much that she didn’t do it, and then she’s not a proper climber; none of the crofters is. Rita never went up to the Head on Wednesday evening. You told Bell this morning that Ian was a poor climber so that takes care of him. As for me, Bell appears to have arrived at the conclusion that I’m far too decrepit.” She smiled. “He doesn’t realise that it’s nerve I need, not a young body. So they are left with four people who might interest them and, presumably, since three of those weren’t available this afternoon, that’s why they came to Clive.” 
 
    Leila relaxed. “Slice some lemons for me, will you? There’s a knife in that drawer. I must put these prawns on.” 
 
    When she’d attended to this she went out of the room. Miss Pink sat solidly at the table, slicing lemons. The younger woman returned with glasses and a bottle of Tio Pepe. She poured the sherry and, fetching a lump of pastry from the refrigerator, she cleared a marble slab by the window. 
 
    “Did you know that Clive was on Farrid Head on Wednesday night?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t!” 
 
    “He says so.” 
 
    “To you or the police?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Leila sat down and stared at the other in alarm. “Go on — what else?” 
 
    “He had a rifle — but he says the post mortems will have shown there were no bullet wounds —” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “He didn’t go right to Farrid Head; he turned back at the top of the band.” 
 
    Absently Leila poured herself a second sherry, ignoring Miss Pink’s glass. 
 
    “Why did he go up there?” 
 
    “He was looking for Stark. He thought they might have sneaked back into the glen.” 
 
    “But he didn’t go to the Head?” 
 
    “Er — no.” 
 
    “Why do you hesitate?” 
 
    “Well, he says he didn’t.” 
 
    “And you don’t believe him.” 
 
    “What I believe is immaterial, but in telling the police that he went in that direction, he must have made them suspicious to say the least.” 
 
    “But if Clive had — had anything to do with the deaths, he wouldn’t admit that he was up there, would he? I mean, he must have told them unsolicited. If anyone else had seen him, they wouldn’t have said anything . . .” 
 
    She got up and walked to the window where she stood with her back to Miss Pink absently rolling the pastry. 
 
    “You know him best. These lemons are finished. What else can I do?” 
 
    “Grate some breadcrumbs. He didn’t see Stark?” 
 
    “He didn’t say so.” 
 
    She stopped rolling pastry but didn’t turn round. After a moment she asked: “What else did he tell the police?” 
 
    “I think he implied that only the four of you could descend Tangleblock in the dark and solo.” 
 
    “You mean, on Tuesday evening: to climb the stack and loosen the piton?” 
 
    “And Wednesday. Pincher’s body had been taken off the rope.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I’ve got this clear. What do the police think was the order of things?” 
 
    Miss Pink recounted what she had learned from Clive: the probable sequence of events and the fact that the killer, realising he’d killed the wrong man, lay in wait for Stark as he approached the top of the fixed rope. 
 
    “Silly really,” Miss Pink observed: “He was there so long that he must have known that Pincher —” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Miss Pink answered it. 
 
    “Could we trespass on your time for a few minutes?” Bell asked politely. 
 
    She went to the passage for her anorak. When she returned, he was showing a lively interest in the preparations for the meal. 
 
    “. . . wife’s speciality, puff pastry,” he was saying. Leila’s smile was forced and Miss Pink noticed that her friend’s lipstick was too bright — or her face too pale. 
 
    * 
 
    MacPhee was waiting at the entrance to the stable yard. She allowed them to escort her deep into the woods until they were out of sight of the House. Her lips twitched at the bizarre nature of the situation, particularly when she saw that she was being taken to a rustic bench in a glade. They’d have to be careful about conducting interviews in any of the houses and were thus reduced to having them in the open air. She wondered where they would go if it rained. 
 
    Bell was in no hurry to begin and a few yards away a red squirrel, which had vanished at their approach, appeared from behind the trunk of a sycamore, its claws clutching the bark and its ear tufts luminous in the light as it inspected them. 
 
    “Another lovely sunset,” Miss Pink observed. 
 
    “How many would you say could descend Tangleblock, ma’am?” Bell asked conversationally and with no doubts about his terminology. 
 
    “Solo?” 
 
    “That means without a rope? Yes, and in the dark.” 
 
    “Bridget Perry and Leila West.” 
 
    He nodded. “Even her uncle maintains that the girl’s very good: the best. Now why should he tell us in as many words that his niece is the most likely candidate for the killer? Because he knows she didn’t do it? Or because he knows she did — double-bluff? Where’s her motive? But I favour Perry. He was on those cliffs with a rifle on Wednesday night and he didn’t admit it until I told him MacPhee had talked to MacKenzie. Now MacKenzie swears he didn’t see anyone about that night, except people shepherding, but I didn’t tell Perry that.” 
 
    “What was his motive? The fire came after the piton was loosened.” 
 
    “Stark told him about the film on Monday night.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    He regarded her with satisfaction. “You were at Soutra with Miss West, Bowles and Bridget Perry. Stark went to the House with Pincher and put the film before Perry first as a commercial proposition. When Perry blew his top, Stark told him the project was all sewn up; they’d make it anyway: with helicopters and boats coming in by sea from Kinloch.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it. He showed no sign on Tuesday —” 
 
    Then she remembered that he had been at Kinloch for the early part of that day. The first sight she’d had of him was when she’d seen him on top of Farrid Head that afternoon. From there the slings and the slab would have been in full view. He hadn’t seen the piton placed in position, so far as she knew, but the others had explained to him how the slings were used. 
 
    “He’d had a night to sleep on it,” Bell went on, “and to decide what to do, if not how to accomplish it. The piton must have seemed to him a phenomenal stroke of luck: Fate on his side.” His tone became speculative: “He’s a strange man: a kind of throwback to the old landed gentry: feudal, that’s the word. Thinks he’s a kind of patriarch to the people here, his people. Knows the right kind of life they should lead, what cars they should buy, how fast they should drive, even buys their dogs! He dominates the glen; it’s his estate, his achievements, his scene. He’s been isolated up here for years away from contact with his own class: just the crofters and the land and the sea. People get exaggerated ideas about their own importance in a situation like this; it’s not natural. He seems to have been successful with new ideas: experimenting and managing to make the place pay. Yes, we’ve been talking to the crofters and young Morrison. You notice that the people he collects round him are intelligent — and more: look at that girl, Bridget, why she’d be a beauty in London; here she takes your breath away.” MacPhee looked embarrassed and shifted his feet. “Having a circle round him like that has made him into an exhibitionist.” 
 
    “You’re contradicting yourself,” Miss Pink told him. “He’s not isolated with merely crofters for company and they hide their lights under bushels, Mr Bell; as you say, he attracts a circle of intelligent, healthy people. He’s a gregarious man.” 
 
    “He’s used to ordering things — and he’s ruthless. He’s not one of your little-feathered-friends sentimentalists: he’s got two lists: one for the birds and animals he’s going to keep, and the others — which he exterminates. He protects his lambs and shoots the foxes, he likes those little penguin things —” “Auks,” MacPhee interrupted. “— so he shoots the seagulls. See what I’m getting at? Some people might question whether seagulls and foxes have some uses of their own but Perry’s quite sure: they’re vermin, they threaten his favourites. He’s sure — but he’s making too much of those foxes for all that. Did you see any since you’ve been here, ma’am?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No more have we. But last Tuesday and Wednesday nights Perry was out after them with a rifle. You shoot foxes with a shot gun.” 
 
    “Were Stark and Pincher shot?” 
 
    “No. The findings on the post mortems show nothing other than injuries consistent with long falls.” She said nothing. “But the rifle isn’t irrelevant,” he countered her unspoken thought. “It shows his attitude of mind.” 
 
    “But the killer had to climb down Tangleblock,” she pointed out. “I don’t think he’s capable of that.” As she said it, she realised that if he accepted this, so far as he was concerned only Leila was left — but Miss Pink’s mind had flown to Bridget, who was probably the best climber of them all. 
 
    “On his own admission Perry’s done much harder things than these cliffs,” Bell said. 
 
    “Not harder, different; you can’t compare great ice routes in Switzerland with a sea cliff in Scotland.” 
 
    “With due respect, the finer points of climbing technique are beyond us. We want a good climber and we’ve found him.” 
 
    “Oh no!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I meant you can’t arrest a man because his standard of climbing is high.” 
 
    “Of course not, but there’s everything else, isn’t there? He was on Farrid Head both nights —” 
 
    “Not on it.” 
 
    “He went up there. He admits it and that he took a rifle. He wants to confess; he’s halfway there already. He never even tried to convince us that he was after foxes — and we’ve not tried to establish if, at other lambing seasons, he went round the sheep with a shot gun. I’m willing to bet he never went out with a gun at night before Stark arrived in the glen. No, he makes statements and doesn’t expect us to believe them but he’s playing it out to the end; it’s a kind of ritual, building up to a confession. The majority of murderers are like this; it’s not so much that they can’t go through with it, but that they never meant to; they had the death wish when they started, and everything fits into the pattern. The ritual revolves round the killer. It doesn’t end with the confession; after that he’s got the trial and sentence. They must feel cheated nowadays; they’ve lost the ending.” He sounded regretful. 
 
    “Why haven’t you arrested him?” 
 
    “We can wait. He’ll come to us tonight, you’ll see.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Scamadale was busy in the twilight. Down on the shore the cows had been milked and the hens shut up for the night. Now doors closed and people moved purposefully against the gloom. 
 
    Up at the House the climbers had come back from the cliffs and the party assembled: the same as that on the previous Sunday, with the exception of Ian. The scene in the dining room held an air of drama: sophisticated and even contrived. No one had changed. They’d washed but they still wore their working clothes and these looked odd against the setting of the table and the room. The meal had been hurriedly prepared but they drank champagne. There was an air of purpose here as there was in the settlement at large — apparent but not identified, at least by Bridget. 
 
    “Are we drinking champagne in honour of the second ascent of the Pagoda —” she asked, raising her glass. 
 
    “It’s a fine climb,” Clive acknowledged. 
 
    Marcus told them how she had led the final overhangs. The others listened with blank faces, Leila, one hand supporting her chin, turning a prawn shell in the other. The room was in shadow, the low table lamp illuminating glass and silver, hands and faces. “Like a Georges de la Tour,” Bridget remarked: “You know: the girl with a skull.” Leila dropped the shell. 
 
    “What are the police doing?” Marcus asked. 
 
    Miss Pink’s eyes met those of her host. “Investigating,” he said. 
 
    It went on like that: small bursts of conversation linked by Marcus and Bridget talking about new lines they’d been studying from the Pagoda. 
 
    “How about getting up a party tomorrow,” he suggested, “and going to look at this crack — it’s a good two hundred feet and solid as granite?” 
 
    “Not for me,” Clive said. 
 
    Miss Pink, realising she was being addressed too, collected herself. “I can’t say at the moment.” 
 
    “I shall be busy,” Leila said. 
 
    The champagne was finished and they had become more subdued with each glass. Now they moved to the drawing room, Marcus speculating on the absence of Jessie and Elspeth. 
 
    “They’re all at Catacol,” Clive told them. “I saw people making their way there as I went round the sheep. I — spoke to Hector.” The sentence seemed significant in the charged atmosphere. 
 
    “They never tell you what they’re doing,” Leila murmured. 
 
    “They do usually.” 
 
    Bridget brought the coffee, Clive served brandy and liqueurs. 
 
    “Festive,” Bridget observed, sinking gracefully on the sofa. She turned to her uncle with studied languor but demanding his full attention. “That had all the rites of a last supper, darling,” she said firmly. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing!” Leila was sharp. 
 
    He looked round their circle. “I’m going away — for some time — but you don’t have to worry —” as Bridget made an involuntary movement, “— Leila will take my place. We shall go on as before.” 
 
    “Going where?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tonight.” As the others reacted in astonishment — all except Miss Pink who watched him steadily — he went on: “I’m not going to hold a post mortem: to consider whether a mistake’s been made, but I owe it to all of you to try to explain my actions. If a mistake was made it was in my thinking that, socially and culturally, we could remain self-sufficient — untouched. There were always threats to our way of life; as MacKenzie is fond of saying, you can’t resist progress. Sooner or later we had to lose our privacy: the road would be widened, we’d have a caravan park; worst of all, the crofters would become discontented. I ignored the threats, blocked them out; I tried to keep the place like the Garden of Eden. I don’t think I can change, I’ve had it my own way for too long. When I come back I shall go on as before, but it will be a matter then merely of running a farm rather than trying to preserve the old values in one small corner. I could have got my priorities wrong; that’s my affair. I shall always regret Pincher’s death —” Bridget gasped with shock: “— if only, when we take the law into our own hands, it involved nothing more than it does when you shoot a crow! But when you start on human vermin, the action has repercussions which you never thought of originally.” 
 
    “No!” Bridget cried. “It wasn’t you — was it?” She turned wildly to Leila. 
 
    “No,” Leila said quietly. 
 
    “They’re right,” Marcus protested in his turn. “I don’t believe a word of it. What the hell are you trying to do?” 
 
    “He’s protecting someone,” Bridget stated. “Who?” 
 
    “He’s doing it for me,” Leila said. 
 
    “No!” Clive had been standing and now he moved to the back of the sofa where she was sitting. He put his hand on her shoulder. “Leave it now, my dear.” 
 
    She turned and put her hand on his. Her smile was radiant and Bridget frowned and looked away but Miss Pink regarded the two middle-aged people intently. 
 
    “Sit down, Clive,” Leila said. 
 
    He obeyed, taking a chair opposite her, his expression one of deepest compassion. 
 
    “You didn’t go up to Farrid Head,” she told him, “because I saw you turn back. You saw me too.” 
 
    He put his head in his hands. No one dared to frame a question until Miss Pink asked Leila quietly: “You undid the knot?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And loosened the piton?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” Bridget breathed. 
 
    “I had a motive.” 
 
    “Are you not going to tell us?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No one can prove it,” Bridget cried: “They don’t suspect you —” 
 
    “No. They suspect Clive.” 
 
    The girl rounded on her uncle. “Did you say you’d seen her up there — on the Head?” 
 
    He looked bewildered. “I’ve told no one.” 
 
    “Then only we know.” She stared at them eagerly. 
 
    “Bell is certain it was Clive,” Miss Pink told them. “He gave me to understand that quite clearly.” 
 
    “You see?” Leila’s tone held a hint of triumph. “He hasn’t told the police he did it but they were here this afternoon and —” she smiled, “— I think he’s given a good performance of a megalomaniac who’s gone over the edge.” He grimaced but Miss Pink nodded acceptance of the statement. Leila went on: “It may have convinced the police but it can’t convince us. Solo-ing steep rock at Clive’s age is just not on, but apart from that, he had no motive.” She regarded them almost smugly. 
 
    “I knew about the film,” Clive said. 
 
    “Not until Wednesday.” 
 
    “I knew on Monday.” 
 
    “What?” She was visibly shaken. 
 
    “Stark told me on Monday evening while Bridget and Marcus were with you at Soutra.” 
 
    She shook her head firmly. “He didn’t tell you, darling.” 
 
    “The murderer,” Miss Pink said, as if to herself, “had to descend Tangleblock, swim across the mouth of the cave, swim out to Pincher and bring the body in . . . then the mouth of the cave again — is it possible, after all, that he had the use of a boat?” 
 
    “No boats,” Bridget said. “We swam.” 
 
    “What the devil!” Marcus ejaculated. 
 
    “Bit cold, wasn’t it?” she observed. 
 
    He was scandalised and a little frightened. “I didn’t — I couldn’t have done —” 
 
    “You’re not with it, darling,” she said coolly. “You should play the game like Clive and Leila, even though you can’t solo Tangleblock. You could have got down if I’d roped you from above though. Collusion, it’s called. You had a motive.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Clive thundered. “You’re insulting my guest!” 
 
    “That’s better.” She grinned at him. “That’s more in character. I’ll let Marcus off the hook. He was with me in my room for hours that night. Talking.” 
 
    “That’s true,” he confirmed resentfully. 
 
    Miss Pink turned to Leila. “Why was Pincher’s body unclipped from the rope?” she asked curiously. 
 
    “The wrong person had been killed. That was — shocking. You don’t think reasonably when you’re in shock. By a miracle he might have been still alive.” 
 
    “But the body wasn’t taken out of the sea.” 
 
    “It was too heavy; it slipped back.” 
 
    The older woman considered, then went off on a new tack: “You didn’t wake me: going out on two consecutive nights.” 
 
    “You sleep well.” 
 
    “Why did you put your light on?” Clive asked dazedly. 
 
    “Me?” Leila asked, her voice rising: “Put my light on?” 
 
    “When you went back to Soutra. I was up on the rock band, watching. You put your light on when you reached home.” 
 
    She was impatient now. “I was undressing, of course — and washing.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Miss Pink put in. She turned to Clive. “You saw the light go on from the band, but Leila was behind you, above you — she says.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the other woman said desperately: “I was above him; that’s how I know he didn’t go to Farrid Head. He turned back.” 
 
    “So how did you get in front of him to put your light on while he was still on the cliffs?” 
 
    “I slipped past him; there are lots of ways down the crags if you know them. He was on the path.” 
 
    “I was on the path,” he agreed, “but there aren’t that many ways down the crags, my dear. It’s not climbers’ rock but it’s loose and vegetated and very steep.” 
 
    “There’s the gully above Thundergay.” 
 
    “Above Thundergay! You came down there!” 
 
    “Of course. I’ve been in that gully scores of times in the spring. There’s a ring ouzel —” 
 
    “You came down Thundergay!” he repeated, staring at her. She started to waver. 
 
    “Where did you think you saw her?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    He turned astonished eyes on the older woman. “I couldn’t have seen her; it was too far away. But then if she went down by way of Thundergay, who the devil passed me on the path?” 
 
    In the ensuing silence they could hear the distant sound of the sea. “Go on,” Miss Pink said: “Tell us about this other person.” 
 
    He held Leila’s eyes. “A third person,” he emphasised, “besides the two of us. You know the place on the rock band where the burn comes down from the lochan?” Leila nodded as if mesmerised. “I was climbing slowly up the path: carefully, you understand, because of the shadows cast by the moonlight. I wasn’t making much noise — the burn was making all the noise, in fact, and then I started to bear away from it, on a horizontal line along one of the ledges. I heard a stone click behind me as if a foot had dislodged it and I looked back because there shouldn’t have been any animals up there: all the sheep are down — and I thought I saw something move. 
 
    Well, the rocks are full of holes and corners on the band and I wouldn’t have thought much of it — a fox, perhaps, or a big bird flicking off — except that I’d started out thinking Stark and Pincher might have returned and I was looking for them. Because of that, I didn’t call out but I flattened myself into a corner and waited. Nothing happened. No one appeared and I was just about to go on when I saw something move some distance below, going over that shoulder at the back of the lower point. It wasn’t the shadow of a rock, I’m sure. I reckoned someone had gone down the bed of the burn to avoid me. 
 
    “My immediate reaction was that it was Stark or Pincher and whichever one it was, the other could be behind so I took my time going down. I kept looking back; I didn’t fancy having Stark behind me when I couldn’t hear anyone approach because of the noise the burn was making. The result was that by the time I could look down on the in-bye land, whatever it was appeared only as a vague shape moving towards the settlement.” 
 
    “What part of the settlement?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “It was too far away to tell and clouds crossed the moon then. I sat down to see if something might happen to give me some indication as to who it had been and after a while the light came on in Soutra. I thought of Leila.” 
 
    Miss Pink said to herself: And when you found it couldn’t have been Stark or Pincher, you thought of her again because she had motive, means and opportunity, and she’d served a term for manslaughter. She said pleasantly to Leila: “I suppose you couldn’t sleep and woke up and put the light on to read. It was clever of you to question me this afternoon about the sequence of events and what was in Bell’s mind.” 
 
    “There were a lot of people on the cliffs that night,” the older woman said inanely. 
 
    “But not you.” Bridget was firm. “If it weren’t for the fact that Ian can’t climb — to the required standard, he’d be the best bet; he’s the only one who doesn’t really mind the killers.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Marcus asked petulantly. 
 
    “Why, the whales, of course, and all that swimming; the whales were around till Thursday at least.” 
 
    “The whales!” Miss Pink breathed. “I’d forgotten them.” 
 
    * 
 
    She walked slowly down the slope in the moonlight. At the track she turned left and made her way past the end of MacLeod’s croft, past the ruined black house and the MacKenzie place, following the road through the dunes. There was a light in MacKenzie’s where the police were waiting. 
 
    She came to Catacol’s gate and unlatched it, closing it carefully behind her. Sadie opened the back door to her knock. The girl didn’t seem surprised but took her hand and led her along a passage to a small and crowded room. The MacLeods and the MacKenzies were there, and Rita sat beside the fire stroking a collie. Bottles of whisky were ranged on the table and plates of scones and cakes. Everyone held glasses. Hector was on his feet welcoming her and the others were shifting together hurriedly. Someone vacated an easy chair. 
 
    “A ceilidh?” she asked as Hector handed her a full glass. 
 
    “A kind of ceilidh, ma’am,” he acknowledged, and people, catching her eye, smiled politely. There was a small and deferential silence. 
 
    “Is that the new bitch?” she asked, indicating the collie. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” MacLeod said gravely: “This here’s MacKenzie’s dog.” 
 
    “A pet,” MacKenzie told her. “Not a working dog. It’s Rita’s now.” 
 
    “Till I get a puppy,” Rita put in. 
 
    “Won’t you have a long time to wait?” Miss Pink asked, thinking of the new bitch: “Or will you come back on a visit?” 
 
    No, miss; I’m staying on.” 
 
    “She’s going to stay at Catacol,” Sadie said firmly, then: “There’s someone at the door.” 
 
    The dog’s ears had gone up but he made no further move. Sadie went out and returned with Ian, leading him by the hand as she had led Miss Pink. The naturalist seemed dazzled by the light and allowed himself to be pushed gently down on the sofa where Sadie and Rita squeezed together to make room for him. 
 
    “So you’re going to stay,” Miss Pink said to Rita. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t like it nowhere else. I like Catacol — and Hector don’t mind.” 
 
    “We want you in Scamadale,” he told her reprovingly. He looked round their circle. “We’re all here now.” 
 
    “Except for the people at the House,” Miss Pink remarked: “Four of them.” 
 
    “They don’t signify,” MacLeod said. 
 
    “Now what do you mean by that, Mr MacLeod?” 
 
    “No harm meant, ma’am, but they’re no’ part of this.” 
 
    “Am I?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Why, you come to pay your respects,” the old man said. “And as for Rita and Ian, they’re stayin’.” 
 
    “I’m staying?” Ian asked. It was plain that this was news to him. 
 
    “Ach, you’ll stay when Mr Perry asks you,” Hector told him. “We can’t do without you.” 
 
    Miss Pink said sternly: “Mr Perry is talking about giving himself up to the police.” 
 
    “Ach, now, what a man!” Jessie exclaimed, and took a sip of her whisky. 
 
    Hector’s smile was indulgent. It was as if they were approving a friend who had distinguished himself. “He was after tellin’ me,” Hector announced. “He said goodbye.” 
 
    “He was on the cliffs with a rifle on the night that Stark was killed.” Miss Pink looked at MacKenzie. “You saw him?” He nodded. “And now Miss West is saying that she was up there too.” 
 
    “You mean they’re both trying to say they did it?” Rita asked in wonder. 
 
    Hector said: “Mr Perry turned back before the Head, and as for Miss West, she was safe in her bed all that night.” 
 
    Jessie, sitting beside Miss Pink in voluminous gold lamé under a Norfolk jacket, turned stiffly and peered up into the other’s face. “Miss West’s like one of us,” she said earnestly. “I’m hopin’ she’s not after doin’ all those dishes herself tonight. Elspeth an’ me’ll be along in the mornin’.” 
 
    “What’s dishes on a night like this, woman?” MacLeod glared at his wife. 
 
    “There’s no hurry, Mrs MacLeod.” Miss Pink’s comfort was automatic. Faces seemed to shift and swim in the hot little room. MacLeod was watching her. “We can’t let Mr Perry or Miss West go to the police,” she went on. It was meant to be an ultimatum but to herself it sounded more like a plea. 
 
    They smiled and nodded, all except Ian. “Of course not,” he responded hotly: “But why should either of them have to do that? They couldn’t have done it.” Partial understanding dawned in his eyes as he realised that if the murderer were not at the House then he was in this room. In such a moment of stress he turned to Sadie and she stroked his hand with the same kind of compassion she would have shown a distressed animal. 
 
    “You got left behind, love,” Rita told him. 
 
    His lips opened, forming the word “who?” but no sound came. 
 
    “How did you guess?” Hector asked Miss Pink pleasantly. 
 
    “That’s what I was wonderin’.” Sadie’s eyes were fixed on the older woman. “Did I say somethin’?” 
 
    “Nothin’ to hurt,” Hector murmured, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “There was no call for the police to go to the House, Elspeth said with a trace of resentment: “They should have come to us first.” 
 
    “Why?” Miss Pink asked, astonished. 
 
    “Because it had to be someone who was used to the cliffs.” 
 
    “But that’s why: the best climbers.” She paused and went on slowly: “Everyone had a reason for wanting Stark out of the way, and at the House, knowing each other’s reasons, they tried to protect each other.” There was no need to tell them that in fact it was only Leila and Clive who had fought so hard to take the guilt. The behaviour of the people at the House had revolved as much round Leila’s secret as round the attempt on Bridget’s life. These things would stay in the past now but while they’d bulked large in people’s minds, the other suspects in Scamadale had remained in the background. Which was why . . . “The police were thinking that the murderer must be a rock climber in the modern sense, with ropes and all the other equipment; they passed over the fact that everyone in Scamadale climbed although Hector called it ‘scrambling’ —” 
 
    “I told you we went down to look at the mollies,” Sadie interrupted: “We’re not climbers though.” 
 
    “It could be only one person,” Miss Pink said sadly. 
 
    MacKenzie nodded. “Only one cared enough,” he agreed. “Aye, he was a bad lot, that Stark.” His eyes rested thoughtfully on Rita. “We might any of us have done it but only one had the heart.” 
 
    “I could have,” Rita protested: “But my God! — them whales!” 
 
    “Were they there?” Miss Pink asked innocently. 
 
    They erupted in speech. Only Ian sat silent and amazed as everyone volunteered information. Jessie’s hand, knobbly with arthritis, with a big rhinestone winking in front of a knuckle, clutched convulsively at Miss Pink’s tweedy knee. The flood subsided. 
 
    “. . . never once opened his great big mouth,” she heard from Jessie. 
 
    She looked at Murdo. “Will you say it again, Mr MacLeod?” 
 
    “If the wimmen will keep quiet I will. No wonder ye couldna hear. Went round him like cattle, they did: touched him — that was the bull, like a kind of escort, an’ he had to go so slow, gettin’ the corp back so as not to make them angry. Its clothes was all mixed up with the rope, you understand, and in the water, with them there, he couldna find how to release it —” 
 
    “’Twas a wee screw,” MacKenzie put in: “He had to unscrew the clip thing and then cast the body loose again.” 
 
    “Because,” Miss Pink elaborated, “he expected the whales would —” She stopped and her glance flickered towards Rita. 
 
    “I been through all this,” the girl said. “He were dead long before. It meant nothing — except that if only the whales had — well, you know — then he’d have got away with it. No one would have found out, because Pinch would have sunk — and them slings too — and they wouldn’t ’a known where or how he was killed. It would ’a been a couple of climbing accidents, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Written off,” Miss Pink murmured. 
 
    “He didn’t mean to kill that one,” Elspeth told her, trying to keep the record straight. “We’re sorry about the other but Stark had to go, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Because of the drugs?” Miss Pink asked, not looking at Sadie. 
 
    “That were me,” Rita said. “He tried to make Sadie smoke but she wouldn’t because she’d never smoked anything, see? But when she told me, I told Hector. But drugs was only one thing,” she added darkly. 
 
    Ian was staring at the girls in horror but Miss Pink looked at the brother. He nodded at her as if she had asked a question and she knew that Stark was killed less because he had offered Sadie cannabis or seduced her or killed her cat than because he’d made her unhappy. That left only the mechanics of discovery. 
 
    “It was not so much the climbing that clinched it,” she went on, “but the whales. It had to be someone who believed they attacked human beings because that was the only reason why the body should have been cast adrift. Mr Perry, being a medical man, could never have believed that Pincher was still alive — nor could Miss West; she’s a woman who remains level-headed in emergencies. She wasn’t shocked — in fact, she wasn’t there. But if it was someone who thought that the whales would attack a body, it follows that he had tremendous courage to swim out to it.” 
 
    Then Hector laughed. “Ach, no, ma’am — you’re quite wrong there; I was so frightened I could hardly move, you’d have thought I had diver’s boots on my feet — and I had no clothes on, mind; I’d left them on the beach: the other side of the cave. An’ when I saw his fin go over, flat with the sea, so I knew he was turnin’ on his side an’ his mouth comin’ up — I thought well now, could I be gettin’ back to the stack before he took a second gulp out o’ me — an’ there was the others just beyond him. An’ I turned my back on him an’ tried to make my legs small an’ then I felt him: like a dog’s nose under water it was, an’ hard things scrapin’: nibblin’ with his teeth like a big dog playin’. An’ here I was thinkin’ this was the end — an’ it went on so long, but he never even scratched me.” 
 
    “God!” Ian breathed: “So they are harmless.” 
 
    “He didn’t know that!” Rita cried angrily. 
 
    “What I can’t understand,” Miss Pink pressed, consumed by curiosity, “is why you didn’t leave the body on the rope. Did you think the whales would be more likely to attack if it were floating free?” 
 
    “Well, you see, I didna think of the whales at all in the first place. I needed to loosen the corp so that it would float away and not be showin’ where Pincher fell off. I wanted it thought they both fell from the Head. Folk would accept one climbing accident, wouldn’t they? But not two separate ones in different places — and two top climbers killed. You’d all start thinkin’: ‘queer thing, that: two men killed in two different accidents — maybe both wasn’t accidents?’ I did think it strange the whales hadna started on him, but then there was the rope, an’ he was floatin’. But I didna care about the whales where he was concerned until I saw that he was holdin’ them bits of string and I couldna get them out of his fingers. Then I prayed that the whales an’ the fishes an the crabs would start as soon as he sank.” 
 
    “But the rope,” Miss Pink insisted: “Weren’t you afraid that it would give you away?” 
 
    “I couldna get it down from the overhangs but I didna worry. Mr Perry got his rope snagged once an’ they went back next day and got it down with everybody co-operatin’ on more ropes. ’Tis a common occurrence, I thought; folk would be thinkin’ it had nothin’ to do with Stark and Pincher bein’ killed in a fall from the Head — and indeed, until Pincher was washed up, that’s what you were thinkin’. It was the storm was my undoin’, bringin’ him back like that, poor soul.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Miss Pink asked. 
 
    “Why, nothin’, ma’am. ’Tis all over.” He poured himself a little whisky. “Ian is goin’ to stay in Scamadale now, an’ the others will be teachin’ him what he doesn’t know already. Sadie will be lookin’ after him.” 
 
    “Ach, I’ll look after him,” his sister echoed, and Miss Pink saw that this was Hector’s way of saying that Ian was to see that the girl came to no harm. 
 
    “This is all going so smoothly,” she said, “that I can’t help feeling — wondering why you are giving yourself up. I assume you are going to do that?” she asked carefully. 
 
    He didn’t answer her question directly. “It would have been all right,” he told her, “but for Mr Perry. He was after tellin’ me he was goin’ away. I knew what that meant — and you’ve confirmed it. You see, the police knows it was murder and not an accident, so they’ve got to have someone for it, but that one’s me. I made the mistake.” 
 
    “Oh, you think it was a mistake.” 
 
    “Of course.” He regarded her with astonishment. 
 
    “I had the impression that everyone, but most particularly yourself, thought that Stark was — not fit —” 
 
    “Oh, Stark! There was no mistake with him. No, ma’am. I mean, me bein’ so sure Stark would be the one to fall off the Old Man. If it had been him, and Pincher was spared, we’d all say it was an accident: the nail thing comin’ out because it wasn’t put in firm like. ’Twouldn’t be no good you sayin’ it was firm because all these —” his glance went round the room, “— would be sayin’ I was in the fields with the sheep.” 
 
    “But you could have said it was an accident anyway! No one could have proved the piton was loosened, nor even that the knot in the fixed rope was undone by hand. There is no evidence against Mr Perry. There is no case.” 
 
    “But Pincher was killed.” 
 
    “It’s Pinch, you see,” Rita put in earnestly, and the crofters nodded in unison: “He thinks he’s got to pay for Pinch.” 
 
    The collie growled in its throat and they stiffened. As Hector stood up and they all watched him, Miss Pink heard a car engine. He drew a small and battered suit case from under the table. 
 
    “Goodbye, ma’am,” he said, and held out his hand. 
 
    She followed as he went along the passage and opened the door. Bell was on the step. He stood aside but checked when he saw Miss Pink. The police car waited on the track, its side lights burning and the engine running. 
 
    “How did you find out?” she asked rudely. 
 
    “We didn’t; he came to us.” 
 
    And they’d let him have his farewell party. She stared at Hector, standing huge in the moonlight, the ridiculous little case at the end of a long arm. He put his hand on her shoulder and patted her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, and gestured towards the cottage: “They’ll be all right. You just be gettin’ up to the House now an’ tell Mr Perry how it is. An’ tell him I’ll be back.” 
 
    * 
 
    She watched the tail lights recede through the dunes and went on watching until they’d climbed the headwall and disappeared, then she became aware of the others crowding behind her in the paddock — and across the water came a long and ululating cry, infinitely moving. 
 
    “The seals is back.” 
 
    “Their voices don’t carry so far.” 
 
    “What is it, Ian?” 
 
    “Don’t ask me; I’m only a scientist. Ask MacLeod. It’s his grandfather’s cousin’s woman, isn’t it, Sadie?” 
 
    “You know it is, so why do you ask? Come on, he said we’d to go round the sheeps soon as he’d gone.” 
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