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	ONE

	 

	Aristide Voisin, of the oiled black hair and curling moustache, was accustomed to dead meat in many guises. Among other delicacies aimed at fastidious palates, his shop in Soho supplied customers with brawn and jellied veal and a species of red sausage dauntingly tinged with purple.

	That May morning, however, as he clumped drowsily downstairs and unlocked his door to another day’s business, he found more dead meat than he had bargained for. In a shadowed corner of the entrance lay the body of a man. A man with a broken skull.

	In the midst of a luxurious yawn Aristide became immobile, like a character in a tableau. His eyes widened and appeared to protrude. Then he thrust powerful arms above his head and uttered a shout of horror. Lumbering back into the shop, he overturned a pyramid of soup tins in his bull-like rush to dial 999.

	Minutes later the wail of a police car brought the tired grey street to life. Officers of the law emerged from its interior and gathered round the crumpled heap in the doorway. Patiently, as they examined it, they did their best to dam the tide of Aristide’s talk.

	As time passed a small crowd gathered, converging, as it seemed, from nowhere. At first it was a somnolent crowd, its members apparently roused from dusty corners. Their clothes were unkempt in the hard morning light, their thoughts concealed behind stubbly beards and streaky make-up. Then an ambulance, clanging a determined way into the picture, caused sleepy eyes to become wideawake and alert.

	‘We’re through,’ said the uniformed sergeant of police, as the ambulance driver quirked an eyebrow. ‘You can take it away.’

	‘Right-oh.’ The driver gestured to his mates; and as with professional decorum they eased the body on to a stretcher, he turned again to the sergeant. ‘When did it happen?’ he asked.

	‘At a guess two hours ago. Just before daylight.’

	Aristide butted his way into the dialogue. ‘I find him!’ he cried for the tenth time, waving passionate arms to heaven. ‘I come down to open my shop, and here I find him, stiff against my door. There is no fairness, no justice — ’

	‘All right, all right.’ The sergeant soothed him. ‘We’ve got your statement.’

	‘But already — see, so early — a crowd is coming! I am ruined, because a man is murdered on my doorstep.’

	Self-pity cracked his powerful voice, and he subsided, shaking his head and muttering sadly to himself.

	The laden stretcher slid into the ambulance, accompanied by a little sigh from the crowd.

	‘Well, that’s that,’ said the driver, inured to death. ‘We’ll take him to the Middlesex. What’s this address?’

	‘Twenty-nine A, Peter Street.’

	‘Twenty-nine A, Peter Street, Soho.’ Carefully he noted it down in his log-book. ‘Fine. Be seeing you, Sergeant. Looks like a warm day coming up.’

	‘Yes, you may be right.’

	He was right. The sun rose in a cloudless sky, blinkered by a muslin haze. Half-way through the morning thermometers were climbing towards seventy; and in spite of the many air-conditioning gadgets installed in the glass-fronted office of the Daily Echo in Long Acre, the heat promised to have its normal effect on Bulldog MacPhail’s temper. When he strode into his room at ten o’clock, blasting in uninhibited terms the chaotic state of the Underground, Miss Kelly was fairly certain that for the next few hours her secretarial duties would prove less bright and hopeful than the weather. His broad face, red and crumpled, clean-shaven as to chin but with a bristle of close-cropped grizzled hair above the polished forehead, oozed perspiration. His bright eyes, of a greenish colour and sunk beneath black, bushy eyebrows, looked hot and suspicious, like a lion’s. Miss Kelly, in fact — in her private thoughts — often compared her job to that of a lion-tamer.

	On this occasion, however, the omens proved false. Thirty minutes after his arrival, when he had dealt with the mail, glanced at a number of agency messages and made lengthy telephone calls, his attitude became, to her surprise, reasonably serene and calm. Something had caught his interest.

	Hunching broad shoulders, he swivelled round towards the open door of his sanctum and bellowed ‘Boy!’ at the pitch of his voice. The steady beat of typewriters in the main office momentarily faltered, as if the editorial staff, hearing the voice, had taken a communal deep breath to steady and encourage itself.

	A small, freckled child of about fifteen, with uncreased grey flannels which he might have slept in, appeared abruptly at the door, propelled by unseen hands. ‘Y — yes, sir?’ he stammered.

	‘Get me Mr. Grant. Mr. Donald Grant.’

	The boy gulped. ‘P — please, sir, I’m new in the office — ’

	‘Canteen,’ barked Bulldog, looking up without rancour. ‘Big red-headed chap with a crooked nose. I want to see him. Personally. At once.’

	‘Right, sir.’

	The child had almost regained merciful obscurity when another shout reined him in: ‘Boy!’

	He sighed and came back.

	‘New, eh?’ said the Bulldog, with an intimidating scowl which only a seasoned campaigner would have recognized as being kindly meant.

	‘Yes, sir.’

	‘Right — I’m the News Editor. When I give an order you don’t argue. If you’re not sure what I mean go and ask someone who’ll explain. Okay?’

	‘Okay.’

	‘And don’t “okay” me!’ roared his inquisitor, with real menace. ‘We’re not in films. If you want to stay on the Echo keep your nose clean. Get it?’

	‘Y — yes, sir.’

	‘Good! Now, scram. Give Mr. Grant my message.’

	‘Okay, sir.’

	The boy disappeared like a frightened grouse, and Bulldog turned to Miss Kelly with a shrug and an unconvincing expression of patient long-suffering. Donald Grant, whose presence was so urgently required, occupied an unusual position on the Echo. He had been engaged as a reporter, under Bulldog; but his wide interest in sport had come to the notice of the Sports Editor, and for the past year his main task had been to write a daily column on various athletic activities. Only at infrequent intervals was he called upon to do duty for the News Department, for the circulation manager had a touching faith in the sports pages, and on a modern newspaper the circulation manager is not only a Mede but also a thorough-going Persian.

	On this particular morning, unaware of the approach of fate in the person of a freckle-faced boy, Donald Grant was drinking coffee in the canteen with Harry Schwab, the cartoonist, and giving it as his opinion that what a successful athlete needs is ‘spunk’.

	‘What d’you mean — spunk?’ said Harry, pronouncing it ‘schpunk’.

	‘A Scots word meaning fire in the belly. Look at those who had it. Rocky Marciano, Von Nida the golfer, that wrestler we went to see last night — College Boy. I’m writing a piece about him tomorrow.’

	‘You should know, Donald. Didn’t you do some wrestling yourself?’

	‘Once upon a time — at Highland Games in Scotland. I couldn’t earn enough for cigarettes as a freelance journalist, so I commercialized my muscles. But even in the Games racket muscles are not everything. In the long run it’s spunk that counts.’

	‘Mr. Grant, please!’ piped a small voice at his elbow. ‘Mr. Donald Grant!’

	He swung round, surprise on his ruddy, high-boned face. ‘Yes, boy?’

	‘The — the News Editor. He wants to see you. At once,’ he said.

	‘Right. Thanks.’ He rose to his full six feet, grinning down at his companion. ‘What’s up now, I wonder? Not often he’s so spry at this time of the morning.’

	Racial memories of persecution made Harry a pessimist. He shook a pale head. ‘You never know with the Bulldog,’ he said, adding a wishful rather than a hopeful thought: ‘I heard he was going away for a holiday?’

	‘So did I. But no such luck, apparently. See you later.’

	Meanwhile, in his room, Bulldog was roaring for another messenger, but none was forthcoming. Experienced boys knew better than to hang about in the danger area.

	‘Ach!’ he exclaimed, in disgust. ‘Blasted kids! Never around when you want them! Miss Kelly!’

	She paused in her task of typing a letter. ‘Yes, Mr. MacPhail?’

	Get me the rest of the agency stuff on the Peter Street killing. Quick as you can. From Squires — third desk from the door.

	Her auburn hair glinted in the sunlight from the window, and a less-hardened bachelor than Bulldog would have noticed how well her simple frock of grey linen suited her figure. She wore glasses, it is true, but they only added to the piquancy of her face.

	As she walked towards the outer office she said: ‘I know exactly where Mr. Squires has his desk. Shan’t be a minute.’

	He looked after her with a slightly puzzled frown. Then he shrugged the matter aside, snatched up the telephone and jiggled with the receiver-bar. ‘Exchange,’ he demanded, ‘give me the Art Room. What? The Art Room, I said. Were daft enough in this place in all conscience, but as far as I know we don’t run a bakery — or a brothel! H’m. Hullo there, Davies. That picture of Aristide Voisin’s shop — send a boy up with it. Yes, the Peter Street killing. Right?’

	He parked the receiver and looked up just in time to see a large figure looming at the door.

	‘Morning, boss. How’s it going?’

	Bulldog waved an irritable hand. ‘Dammit, Grant, you’re as bad as the copy boys!’ he complained. ‘Don’t call me “boss”!’

	‘Comes naturally. You have the leader complex.’

	‘And none of your smart cracks, either! Can’t stand them before lunch. Sit down.’

	Donald did as he was told.

	‘Cigarette?’ said Bulldog, opening his case.

	‘Thanks. Why the unusual hospitality? Am I for the high-jump?’

	‘Not yet.’ The News Editor accepted a light. ‘But don’t bank on immunity just because we both come from Scotland! The fact is, I want your views on this Peter Street affair.’

	Bulldog paused as Miss Kelly returned, carrying a small sheaf of papers. ‘Here are the agency messages you wanted, Mr. MacPhail. They’re all here.’

	‘Morning, Madge,’ smiled Donald. ‘You look very nice.’

	‘Thank you, Mr. Grant,’ she replied primly, but with an exciting movement of eyelids behind her glasses. ‘Oh, and this picture,’ she went on. ‘I met the boy from the Art Room.’

	‘Okay,’ said Bulldog. ‘Now, go and have a cup of coffee, there’s a good girl. Be back for dictation in fifteen minutes.’

	‘Very good, sir. Morning, Mr. Grant.’ Again the eyelids flickered. 

	Donald took a deep breath and tried to restore his thoughts to mundane reality. ‘Peter Street, you said?’

	Bulldog nodded. ‘There’s been a murder. I’m wondering what to do about it.’

	‘That’s not quite typical.’

	‘Eh? What’s that?’

	‘Nothing. Nothing.’

	‘Look, here’s the point,’ the News Editor went on, his mind so thirled to the subject in hand that irony passed over him like ill-directed bullets. ‘On its face value the story’s punk. It’s not the first time a down-and-out has been murdered in Soho, and — well, Scotland Yard appears to be indifferent.’

	‘No angles?’

	‘No angles,’ affirmed Bulldog, handing over the papers on his desk. ‘Look at this agency stuff yourself. Approximately thirty years of age, stubbly beard, dirty finger-nails. Scruffy suit, down-at-heel shoes, empty pockets.’

	Quickly Donald glanced through the flimsies. Summarizing, he said: ‘Struck on the head, but no sign of a weapon. Somebody getting tough with a mouthpiece?’ 

	‘Could be. Probably what Scotland Yard wants us to think.’

	‘How d’you mean “wants us to think”?’

	‘I have a feeling,’ said Bulldog, his frown changing into a hideous look of cunning. ‘Look, Grant, why have I to teach all you writer guys how to use your common sense? Ten minutes ago I did the obvious thing — I rang up the mortuary attendant at Middlesex Hospital.’

	‘I see.’

	‘You don’t see! But skip it. I rang up this bloke and asked for a complete list of the dead man’s clothes. Right. Below the scruffy suit and ragged shirt he was wearing a vest and pants of good quality. And they were clean, definitely clean.’

	‘That’s interesting.’

	‘Aye. And as far as I know it’s a piece of information exclusive to the Echo. Thanks to me! But we shan’t print it yet.’

	‘What about laundry marks? Makers’ tabs?’

	Bulldog appeared to be slightly surprised. ‘Good!’ he said. ‘Very good indeed! I asked, of course. But there weren’t any.’

	‘What do you think, then?’

	‘I don’t think. I’m feeling my way. The thing is, I want you to go to that shop in Peter Street. What’s the bloke’s name?’ He riffled the papers. ‘Aye — Aristide Voisin. He found the body early this morning on his doorstep. Find out what you can from him — and take a cameraman with you, just in case.’

	‘Why me, particularly? I’m a sports writer, not one of your tame reporters.’

	‘You’re on my staff, eh?’

	‘Yes, but — ’

	‘All right. Let’s put it that I consider you less of a moron than some of the others.’ His face broke into an unexpected, daunting smile.

	Donald grinned back. ‘Thanks. I’m honoured.’

	‘Don’t kid yourself! But I have a feeling. There’s a story in this — a real story. And before I go on holiday I want it for the Echo. Here, take the stuff with you.’

	‘Right, boss. Be seeing you.’

	 


 

	TWO

	 

	He took Sid Green to look after the pictures. Sid was a thin-cheeked Londoner, with quick humorous eyes and an accent which people born away from the sound of Bow Bells found difficult to follow. The prospect of photographing the scene of a murder always appealed to his macabre fancy.

	They walked from Long Acre, threading their way along the hot dusty pavements until at last they turned into Peter Street, with its low skyline and secretive little doors.

	‘Dead right for a killing,’ remarked Sid, cheerfully. 

	Donald rubbed his chin. ‘Is anywhere dead right for a killing?’ he asked, unusually sombre.

	‘Oh, don’t be so ruddy Caledonian! Look at those beards, those duffle-coats. Perfect. Like a studio set.’ 

	‘You see everything in pictures, don’t you?’

	‘That’s what I’m paid for.’

	Outside Twenty-nine A they stopped. Through the plate-glass of the window they saw the proprietor behind his counter, meditatively working a bacon-slicer. His stout figure was wrapped in a blue striped apron, and though at this moment his moustache was inclined to droop and the quiff of black hair sagged limply on his forehead, nevertheless his general appearance suggested to them both a Giles in Paris cartoon.

	‘Tell you what,’ said Sid. ‘You go in, Donald — do your stuff. I’ll get hold of one of these types, lay him down in the doorway here and take a few pictures — what’s called a dramatic reconstruction. Then I’ll come in and do Aristide.’

	‘Suits me. But don’t go holding up the traffic.’

	Donald made his way into the shop, to the accompaniment of a clanging bell. The bacon-slicer sighed to a watchful stillness.

	‘Good morning. Monsieur Aristide Voisin?’

	‘Oui. C’est moi.’

	‘Here is my card.’

	‘Ah! Reporter, eh?’

	‘From the Echo. I’ve come about the murder.’

	The bulging shoulders shrugged, sullenly. ‘Ach! I have told everything. To all reporters, all police. There is nothing more.’

	‘I sympathize with you. Finding the body like that must have been quite a shock?’

	Aristide fingered a roll of Kubitzer sausage, as if its smooth feel provided comfort. Suddenly he thrust himself forward, stomach creasing against the polished counter. ‘Shock!’ he cried. ‘Mistaire Grant, I will not sleep tonight! His head, it was — incroyable! The blood, the splintered bone — ’

	‘He was struck down from behind, they tell me — with some kind of club?’

	‘Oui. One swift blow in the dark and — pouf! — he is gone. It is a tragedy not only for that man, but for me also.’

	‘Why for you?’

	‘You are blind, perhaps? While you stand here talking, how many customers come in?’

	‘I see. People are scared they may be questioned?’

	He nodded, gloomily. ‘In Soho there is much to hide.’

	There was a little pause. Then, with a casual air, Donald put in: ‘Tell me, Monsieur Voisin, while you were waiting for the police did you by any chance investigate the body?’

	Stout red cheeks grew redder still. There was menace in the flex of his hairy hands. ‘Is it that you would call me a thief!’ he exclaimed. ‘Have I not for one day suffered enough — ’

	‘You misunderstand me,’ Donald interrupted, with a professional smoothness at variance with his rugged looks. ‘Obviously the dead man had no money. But the police say that his pockets were all empty. That seems odd to me, and I was just wondering if you had noticed anything — a box of matches, a cigarette-end, even a scrap of paper.’

	For a second dark eyelids were lowered discreetly, like curtains, and Donald knew that he was on to something. Then the man looked up and glared at him. ‘There was nothing,’ he growled, from the back of his throat.

	‘Curiosity is only natural,’ said Donald, offering a cigarette. ‘I am curious myself. So is the Echo. And the Echo, as you know, pays well for information. If necessary we conceal the source of our information.’

	The other ignored the case. Turning away, he looked out of the window at Sid Green busily chatting with a prospective model in a duffle-coat, at little groups of people hastening past his shop. Donald lit a cigarette and waited.

	Suddenly Aristide swung round. One hand groped beneath his apron and emerged with a crumpled piece of paper. He slapped it on the counter.

	‘All right!’ he cried. ‘You win. There was nothing, as I said — only this. Take it and leave me in peace.’

	Thank you very much. Now, what about a photo?’

	The proprietor flushed and extended a huge hand, like an amateur actor registering sharp dismay. Passionately he whispered: ‘No, please. It is enough. Keep that man outside! I do not wish my photograph. I have — reasons.’

	‘Very well. You’ve played the game. So will I. But before I go and call off Bloodhound Green, let’s have a pound of your gammon, please.’

	Aristide’s troubled face smoothed itself into a trader’s smile. ‘Ah, certainement,’ he bowed. ‘What would you wish — the Danish high-class at fifteen shillings, or the second-class at ten shillings?’

	‘The high-class at ten pounds.’

	‘Ten pounds!’ he whispered, eyes beginning to bulge. Then suddenly he understood and blushed like a peony rose. ‘Ah, je comprends,’ he gesticulated. ‘Mistaire Grant, you are my friend, eh?’

	‘Of course. As long as you tell no one else about this piece of paper.’

	‘Never, never! It is a secret between us. I am as silent as — as the dead man. Now, here is the gammon. My gratitude, it is profound!’

	Donald thrust the crinkling parcel into his pocket and went out on to the hot, garlic-scented street, wondering if he had squandered his paper’s money.

	He took Sid’s arm: ‘Okay — got your pictures?’

	‘Sure. What about Aristide?’

	‘He’s shy. Probably woman trouble.’

	‘Well, why should we worry?’

	‘Oh, he’s not important. At least I don’t think so.’

	Sid glanced sharply at his colleague. ‘Oh, ho! Got on to something?’

	‘I’m not sure. But like Bulldog I have a feeling.’

	‘You Scots! What’s the pay-off?’

	Donald showed him the paper. It was a leaf torn from a diary — a small pocket diary, three days to a page, with compressed information about sunsets and saints. On it was a series of pencilled doodles — lines and shadings, little circles and dots, and in a corner the rough sketch of a horse rearing up on its hind legs.

	‘Like Bulldog on one of his bad days, remarked Donald, indicating the horse.

	Sid chuckled. ‘Dead right! But as a clue — what d’you make of it?’

	‘Nothing yet. I don’t even know that it is a clue — that’s the trouble. Look, we need exercise. What about walking back to the office via Berwick Street?’

	‘Suits me.’ Expertly humping his camera on one shoulder, Sid waved farewell to the beards and jeans whose owners were still watching with patient interest. ‘But cripes,’ he added, ‘you’re lucky all you’ve got to carry is a note-book!’

	Donald was quiet as they entered Berwick Street, where individuals of many nationalities were enjoying the sun. He had found something for Bulldog, but was that something of any value? An instinct told him that it was, but instinct is never a reassuring companion. Reason suggested that doodlers are legion.

	Latin-looking women, black hair twisted into careless knots, bargained for vegetables with gesticulating barrow-boys. Natty in their draped American jackets and gaudy shirts, negroes loitered to admire gleaming pyramids of colour on the fruit stalls. Donald saw them all, but they remained dim photographs on the surface of his brain. He was thinking in a fashion which for him was oddly sad, a legacy, perhaps, from Celtic forbears. In the dark and silent night a man had been murdered only a few yards away; but now there was noise and dust and laughter in the busy street. Life was cheap in Soho.

	Donald smiled wryly at the indigo of his mood. But as a reporter he knew that it was manifestly true: life was cheap in Soho — as cheap as the little dancing toy of wood and string and coloured cardboard being demonstrated for their benefit by a sloe-eyed Cretan girl.

	‘You buy it?’ she shrilled, smiling and leaning across her stall, while her blouse slipped off one brown shoulder. ‘You buy the dancing horse?’

	Mentally Donald shook himself, as if roused from somnolence by a cold douche.

	‘Nice gentlemen! You buy the dancing horse?’

	The words jigged before his mind’s eye. They described perfectly the sketch on the diary page which now reposed in his note-book. As they stopped beside the stall his brain clicked into gear. Somewhere — not so long ago — he had heard or read the same phrase.

	Sid ogled the girl. ‘What’s this you’ve got?’ he said. 

	‘The dancing horse. See, its legs are worked by the string. It leaps and prances — like the real horse, no?’ She turned to the staring Donald. ‘Vairry nice. For your baby, eh? And for you a bargain. Only two shillings and sixpence.’

	‘Okay,’ he said, abruptly, ‘I’ll buy it.’

	Flashing white teeth at him, she began to wrap it up. ‘Oh, thank you. Vairry cheap, eh? Vairry nice for baby.’ 

	But Sid was not to be denied. ‘Say,’ he drawled, imitating without conspicuous success a tough American in a film, ‘haven’t you and I met some place before?’

	‘No, sir — nevair!’ She laughed, dark ringlets bobbing against the nape of her neck.

	‘Could be arranged, you know!’

	‘Maybe. But my father has a beeg knife. He slits the throat of Englishman — like this — cchk!’

	‘I see. Very nice. Very clean.’

	She finished tying the parcel and presented it to Donald. He put three shillings on the stall and told her to keep the change. As she thanked him in her warm and lively voice, expressing a hope that his baby might be very happy, her eyelids reminded him of Miss Kelly’s.

	Sid waved her good-bye. ‘Morning, sweetie pie. Pity you have a father!’

	‘Morning, sir,’ she giggled. ‘Come again some time.’

	The crowd pressed round them as they went slowly towards the end of the street. Donald mentioned his vague recollection of the phrase, ‘the dancing horse’, but admitted his inability to pinpoint its origin.

	Sid hitched his camera into a more comfortable position. He said: ‘Bulldog may be able to help you.’

	 


 

	THREE

	 

	Asking Bulldog for help was like cauterizing a wound: a painful process justified only by the gravity of the trouble, but almost invariably worthwhile.

	Donald’s trouble was grave enough. He felt that he was on the verge of a discovery. But no matter how hard he concentrated he was unable to fix the dead man’s sketch in relation to the shifting background of his memory.

	Miss Kelly removed her typing glasses, the better to observe her employer’s face while Donald posed his problem; and as the interview continued she was encouraged to note that her favourite among the reporters remained unruffled by Bulldog’s menacing growls.

	‘“The dancing horse”? How the blazes should I know what it means!’

	‘You know everything,’ replied his visitor, flicking cigarette ash into a tray on the desk. ‘Or so we’re led to believe.’

	‘Eh?’ For a moment the cauldron seemed ready to boil over; but it soon settled again, as it always did in the face of cool friendliness. ‘Look, Grant,’ the News Editor went on, ‘I used to be a reporter, too. But I was brought up to ferret out facts for myself without bothering my elders and betters. Of course the whole world’s gone haywire nowadays! Take the miners. And the steelmen. And the farmers. Can’t stand on their own damned feet for five minutes. Always whining for help from the Government. But I thought that newspapermen at least — ’

	‘We’re off the point,’ interrupted Donald, gently.

	‘What? Of course we’re off the point. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s not my business to solve your childish crossword puzzles. “The dancing horse”!’ he bellowed. ‘I don’t know what it means. Why should I? It’s your pigeon. Dammit, you spend this paper’s hard-earned money on filthy gammon and a damned silly toy and then expect me to — ’ He broke off, suddenly, a dark calm smoothing out the crumpled lines on his face. ‘“The dancing horse”,’ he murmured to himself.

	‘So something has occurred to you after all?’

	‘Something has occurred to me.’ He thrust out a long chin in Donald’s direction. After a pause he continued: ‘There’s a column in this paper of ours called The Town Crier — you should read it some time. Last week it had a piece about the Minotaur in Greek Street, or rather about a new picture which has just been hung in the main restaurant.

	Even as he spoke Donald remembered. The groping searchlight found its objective and stayed still. He heard Bulldog listing facts, but the facts were already clear in his mind. The Minotaur was owned by a character named Spike Maguire, a former light-heavyweight champion whose advertising gimmick was an interest — more or less sincere — in contemporary paintings. His latest purchase, now hanging on the crowded walls of his restaurant, was a picture by the young and currently fashionable Scots artist, Sorley Hetherington. Its title, which had been mentioned in The Town Crier, was ‘The Dancing Horse’.

	‘Thanks,’ said Donald, when his Editor had finished. ‘That’s exactly what I wanted to know. I’ll do my sports article this afternoon and have a shufti at the Minotaur tonight.’

	Bulldog gave a ferocious grin, his way of showing satisfaction. ‘Good!’ he said. ‘Mark it down to expenses. Spike himself usually appears about ten o’clock. He likes playing host in the American manner.’

	‘There may be nothing in it, of course.’

	‘That’s obvious.’

	‘The point is, I thought you were going on holiday today?’

	‘My holiday can wait.’

	‘I see.’ Donald got up, big and awkward and apparently lazy. ‘You’re not using me as bait, by any chance?’

	Bulldog scowled. ‘Scram, boy — scram! I have work to do.’

	‘Okay, you old spider!’

	‘And don’t “okay” me like a copy-boy! This damned office is getting to sound more like Times Square every day!’

	Miss Kelly smiled to herself and replaced her glasses on her attractive nose. Having been a secretary with the Echo for several years she could sense when the male members of the staff, carelessly tough as they always tried to appear, were inwardly pleased and excited at the prospect of a good story. She wished Donald Grant well in his investigations and gave a little sigh — not really of disappointment but rather of gently melancholy at the inappropriateness of things — as she imagined how nice it would have been if he’d asked her to accompany him to the Minotaur.

	But Donald went alone. In his digs in Bloomsbury he bathed and shaved and changed his suit in a simmer of anticipation — the pleasurable anticipation of a reporter who feels that the breaks are with him. What lay behind it all he had no idea. Sufficient in the meantime that he should follow where his instincts led. Half an hour later he sat in Spike Maguire’s restaurant, at a table from which he had an excellent view of ‘The Dancing Horse’ on the opposite wall.

	Fortunately the place was not too busy. The atmosphere was fairly cool, and customers seated on the long padded benches had ample elbow-room. On a tiny, flower-decorated platform at one end a violinist and pianist played digestive music. Donald was in a mood to rise above what Sid Green called ‘Caledonian culinary conventionality’ and ordered scampi and a half-bottle of white bordeaux — La Flora Blanche, which was the waiter’s recommendation.

	Being Spike’s most recent acquisition, the picture had a place of honour beneath a cunning floodlight. It was a typical Hetherington landscape, with the cragginess of Scotland captured by bold sweeps of the palette-knife. Yet in the luminous sky and in the glimpse in the background of a stretch of silky sea, the artist had portrayed that other and complementary quality of Donald’s homeland — romantic mystery. The dominating feature was a rugged mountain, with a curious rock-formation at its summit shaped like a horse rearing up on its hind legs. The sketch on the page of the diary was exactly similar.

	Donald ate and drank and tried to think of a possible tie-up between a murdered man in Soho and a picture by Sorley Hetherington. But all the time he was conscious of a growing nostalgia — a desire to leave behind the petrol fumes and nervous speed of London and breathe again at leisure the clean, cool air of Scotland, where he had lived for the first twenty years of his life. The picture, of course, was the cause of his restlessness, aided and abetted, perhaps, by the wine and the music and the shaded lights. In any case, it was a highly improper feeling for a reporter fumbling at the knots of a story.

	Telling himself that it was time he got down to business, he finished his scampi and washed down a final scrap of brown bread and butter with a mouthful of La Flora Blanche. Then he got up, lit a cigarette and beckoned the waiter.

	‘Yes, sir? You enjoyed your meal?’

	‘Very much. I’m going across to have a look at the pictures. See that no one pinches my place.’

	‘Certainly, sir. You wish coffee?’

	‘I’ll see.’

	‘Mr. Maguire has just come in. Shall I tell him you are from the Echo — a friend of Mr. MacPhail’s?’

	‘Right. Thank you.’

	He went and stood beneath ‘The Dancing Horse’, studying it and attempting to plan his next move. But the murmur of conversation, the chink of dishes and the gentle moan of the violin had a lulling effect. The air was warmer in the space where the picture was, touching him with tentative fingers of drowsiness.

	Then suddenly he was awake and alert, tense with the conviction that he was being watched. He started as a strong hand gripped his shoulder.

	‘Well, well, Mr. Grant! I’m sure happy to make your acquaintance.’

	Spike Maguire had been born in a back street in Newcastle, but in his rise to riches he had acquired not only a proud selection of dinner-suits but also a transatlantic accent. He grinned, his burly figure poised in welcome; and while Donald realized that such heartiness was probably a deliberate policy, at the same time he couldn’t help liking the broad and battered face.

	“Good evening, Spike. How are you?’

	‘In the pink, boy, in the pink.’ He patted his guest’s arm. ‘Any friend of Mr. MacPhail’s,’ he went on, ‘is welcome in the Minotaur. Yes, sir!’

	Donald replied with a broad, slow smile. ‘You won’t be overcrowded, then!’

	Spike took a moment to appreciate the joke. Then he chuckled, loudly. ‘Aw, I guess you’re kidding! Mr. MacPhail’s a real nice guy, once you get to know him.’ He took out a large silk handkerchief and mopped his brow before adding: ‘What d’you think of my new picture?’

	Donald said he had just been admiring it.

	‘Sure. Everybody admires it. My pal Sorley, he’s the finest artist of them all.’

	‘What interests me is how well he’s got that rock-formation on the mountain-top. Exactly like a dancing horse.’

	‘Yeah, magnificent.’ Spike’s tone betrayed nothing but artistic enthusiasm. ‘Hetherington will soon be as big a name in Scotland as MacTaggart. Take it from me, Mr. Grant.’

	‘I don’t doubt it. But tell me — this is no imaginary landscape. That’s evident from the detail. Do you happen to know exactly where it is?’

	‘Sure, boy, sure! I got the whole history from Sorley himself. It’s a place in Kintyre. Near the Mull of Kintyre, he said.’

	‘I see. You know, I think you’ve found a masterpiece.’

	‘Yeah, I think so, too.’ The shrewd eyes which had caused the downfall of so many budding light-heavyweights became a trifle wistful. ‘Maybe you could write an article about it?’

	‘Maybe.’

	‘Good publicity for the Minotaur, eh?’

	‘There’s that.’

	Spike sighed. This large reporter with the wide shoulders and easy-going manner was unusually cautious. ‘Oh, well, never mind,’ he said, vaguely. ‘What about a bottle of wine? On the house, Mr. Grant.’

	‘Sorry, I’ve reached the coffee stage. But thanks all the same.’

	‘Don’t give it a thought,’ smiled Spike, accepting without undue dismay the discovery of independence. ‘Any time you want to see my pictures come right in. All for free, boy. All for free.’

	Donald returned to his table, puzzled but still conscious of excitement — an excitement mixed oddly with uneasiness. He was so preoccupied that when the waiter spoke at his shoulder it was a second or two before he could refocus his thoughts.

	‘You’ve seen the pictures, sir?’

	‘What? The pictures? Oh, yes. Very fine.’

	Discreetly the waiter lowered his voice. ‘I kept your place, as you said — but the young lady, she would insist on taking a seat at your table.’

	Donald realized that a few feet away on the wall-bench there sat a girl, who had obviously come in during his talk with the proprietor. He had never seen her before.

	‘That’s all right,’ he answered. ‘I’ll be going presently.’

	‘What about your coffee, sir?’

	‘I’ll let you know.

	‘Very good, sir.’

	With a gentle smile the waiter moved off, threading his way past the serried ranks of tables. Donald glanced at the girl and found that she was watching him with a curiously intent expression.

	As their eyes met she leaned towards him and said: ‘Excuse me, are you — are you particularly interested in that picture?’

	‘I — er — I beg your pardon?’

	‘“The Dancing Horse”. I saw you looking at it with the proprietor. I thought you might have some special reason.’

	She was probably about twenty-four — at least six years younger than himself. He was surprised that she should have spoken, for there was nothing hard or bold about her. The blue frock and white hat, though fashionable, were not those of a practised woman of the world. In fact, she looked sad and a little lost, and he could have sworn that behind the make-up her eyelids were red with crying.

	He was about to admit that he had a very special reason for his interest in ‘The Dancing Horse’ when a danger signal buzzed in his head. He couldn’t explain it. With her dark hair and fresh oval face this girl seemed to represent nothing dangerous. Yet he couldn’t help noticing the tensity of her body and the way her hands gripped the edge of the table.

	‘No special reason,’ he said at last. ‘Being a Scot I’m keen on Hetherington’s work.’

	‘So that’s it,’ She relaxed a little, peeling off white gloves and placing them with her bag on the bench between them. ‘Please forgive me for asking. I — er — happen to like his paintings, too.’

	It was a firm basis for further talk. She ordered an omelette, and when this had been disposed of they shared Donald’s postponed coffee.

	‘It’s really too kind of you,’ she said, in her quiet and serious manner, ‘especially as I was rather forward, as my mother used to say.’

	‘So you’re from Scotland, too?’

	‘No. I was born here — in London. Though my parents came from Glasgow. My name’s Janet Marshall.’

	‘Mine’s Grant. Donald Grant. Smoke?’

	She accepted a cigarette and he lit it for her. ‘I was feeling a wee bit lonely this evening,’ she said. ‘Don’t think I make a habit of this!’

	‘Of course not. Excuse me saying it, but you don’t look the type — not in the least.’

	Pier anxious solemnity was transformed by a smile. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m old enough to accept that as a compliment. By the way, are you an expert on pictures?’

	‘Hardly!’

	She looked across at ‘The Dancing Horse’, then down at her cup. She sighed, perceptibly. ‘I wish I knew where Sorley Hetherington painted that one.’

	‘As a matter of fact, Spike Maguire’s just told me.’ The danger signal was no longer so insistent. ‘It’s a landscape at the Mull of Kintyre.’

	For a moment she seemed to hold her breath, and Donald was surprised to see a flicker of satisfaction in her brown eyes. But the moment passed, and his surprise was submerged in the pleasure he found in her company.

	‘Kintyre! I see,’ she said. And soon she was chatting again in as friendly a way as ever, describing her work with a firm which published reference books. There was a frankness in her talk which made companionship easy; but sometimes Donald suspected that her main thoughts were elsewhere — thoughts which might be both nervous and sad.

	When second cigarettes were alight, he said: ‘Have you been to Scotland recently?’

	‘Not for ages. Our holidays never seemed to fit in. And anyway, they were always much too short.’

	He nodded. ‘That’s always the trouble about holidays.’ But though he gave no outward sign, his interest had focused on the personal pronoun. ‘Our’ holidays? It had slipped out casually, as if the intimate setting of their talk had momentarily undermined her defences.

	If so, however, she repaired the breach at once by returning to the subject of her job. His curiosity lost itself in a prosaic discussion on printing and the vagaries of printers.

	It was almost eleven when they left the Minotaur. On the busy pavement outside he offered to find a cab to take her home.

	She shook her head, smiling up at him with a curious wistfulness. ‘No, thank you. My place isn’t so very far away.’

	‘It’s late, you know. Plenty of people here in Greek Street, but in other parts of Soho — ’

	‘Don’t worry, I can look after myself.’ She spoke with confidence and a certain amount of authority, but he had the impression that she was reluctant to say good night — not because she hated losing his company, of course, but for another reason he couldn’t understand. Suddenly she added: ‘You’re Donald Grant of the Echo, aren’t you?’

	He admitted it.

	‘I should have known! That shock of red hair, and the big nose with the kink in it. I’ve seen your picture often, at the head of the sports column you write.’

	‘Miss Marshall,’ he smiled, ‘my hair is as God made it, but blame my nose on a character called Cumberland Ned. He struck it with his elbow in the course of a wrestling match at Braemar.’

	‘So you’re an athlete?’

	‘I did tour the Highland Games — in my chequered youth. Now I’m reduced to being tough only in print.’

	‘I see. Mr. Grant — I wish I could — ’

	She hesitated, her face momentarily bright and eager. Some statement — some admission, perhaps — appeared to be on the point of spilling over. He wanted to blurt out: ‘Go on, tell me what’s in your mind!’ But naturally he didn’t. All he said was: ‘Yes?’

	That small word, however, broke the spell. Her expression once more became withdrawn. ‘I’m sorry,’ she answered. ‘It’s nothing, really. That coffee must have made me light-headed!’

	‘If there’s anything you want me to do — ’

	‘Not a thing. Honestly. Are you going home now?’

	‘No. I think I’ll drop in at the office first — to see the News Editor, Are you sure you don’t want a cab?’

	‘Quite sure, thank you. And good night, Mr. Grant. I did enjoy the coffee — and our chat.’

	‘Good night, Miss Marshall. Safe home.’

	Then she was gone, neat high heels flickering in the lights as she mingled with the crowd.

	 


 

	FOUR

	 

	Donald went to the office and had a chat with Bulldog, who always came in to check the final front-page proof. The News Editor was definitely interested in the events which had taken place in the Minotaur. Satisfied growls rumbled from his throat, and Miss Kelly, had she been present, would have been surprised by the quality and frequency of his smiles.

	At about three o’clock in the morning, when the technical process of launching the main edition was complete, he and Donald left the palace of plate-glass and took a short-cut to High Holborn by way of Towser Lane.

	As they turned into the dark alley Bulldog hunched his shoulders. ‘Thank heaven we got the paper to bed in time for once! Sometimes I think I’m getting too old for it!’

	Their footsteps echoed on the cobbles and among the garbage cans. Donald grinned. ‘Except,’ he said, ‘when your clever young men pick up interesting clues like — ’

	‘Clever!’ barked Bulldog, seldom slow to annihilate smugness. ‘Clever, my foot! I put you on to the Minotaur. I put you on to ‘The Dancing Horse’. Then you let that girl go without so much as a single question!’

	‘I told you, Janet Marshall has nothing to do with it. She’s simply an admirer of Hetherington’s work.’

	‘Humph! Maybe. But she had something on her mind.’

	‘Who hasn’t?’

	‘She wanted to know about “The Dancing Horse”. The original mountain. She wanted to know where it is, and she got it out of you with the skill of a Mata Hari!’

	‘You should write for the films!’

	‘And why not?

	‘Why not, indeed! But I still say there’s nothing sinister about Janet Marshall. She has a personal problem. All right. She’s interested in “The Dancing Horse”. All right. Maybe she’s homesick.’

	‘Maybe she’s my granny’s step-mother!’ Bulldog grinned suddenly in appreciation of his own verbal extravagance. His suspicious mind flew up from its former roost and alighted again on their present surroundings. ‘Dammit,’ he growled, ‘how damp and dismal it is in here!’

	Donald was accustomed to this kind of mental agility on the part of his boss. He said: ‘How right you are! And the smell gets worse every time.’

	Both of them had often used Towser Lane in the dark hours of early morning. That danger might lurk in its noisome recesses had never before crossed their minds. But now, as they reached a spot about half-way along it — where a small yellow van stood parked tight against a blank doorway — each had an instinct that something was about to happen. And yet the alley appeared to be completely empty. High windows in the brick walls were shut and silent. In the distance, on brightly lit New Oxford Street, occasional traffic went by; but the sound of it was only a faint whisper in the night.

	They stopped for a second or two, glancing about them like housing inspectors. Damp crawled on the brick surfaces, oozing out of small green patches of moss. Dark openings at pavement level gave no clue as to what they concealed. Warehouses, surmised Donald, glimpsing remnants of straw among the cobbles. By day a busy rendezvous of lorries loading and unloading, with straw and cockney badinage flying in the eddying breeze, with the smell of decay concealed by petrol fumes and the odour of cardboard packaging. By night a place of threat and mystery, like a set-piece in a TV thriller.

	‘Odd how night changes one’s mood,’ he said, carefully lowering his voice.

	‘Aye. An empty stomach does the same,’ replied Bulldog, heavily. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

	As they resumed their walk, neither prepared to admit uneasiness to the other, there was a sudden sound at their heels. They whirled round, like robots triggered by the same spring. Two men were trailing them, one with a flick-knife in his hand. They turned again, to make a run for it; but as they did so, two shadows materialized from behind the yellow van, cutting them off.

	Slowly the newcomers moved in from both sides, like native lion hunters. Bulldog remained surprisingly calm.

	‘Maybe this is a moment when your brawn and my brain may come in handy,’ he remarked. ‘Look — we could try and break through to High Holborn. Take them by surprise. What d’you think?’

	‘Right.’

	‘Come on, then!’

	Donald was amazed by the willingness for action shown by his boss. Bulldog was coming on for sixty. Only a few minutes ago he had been complaining that he was tired and too old for night work. Now he had found an unexpected source of energy. Shoulders hunched, head down like an angry bull, he rushed at the two shadows which blocked their way to New Oxford Street. His lurid invectives echoed up from the damp brickwork.

	A split second later Donald, too, joined in the fight, and it became obvious at once that it was to be a fight for life. In those few hectic minutes he was thankful for his early training as a wrestler, and for the commando course incorporated in his army service. An untrained citizen would have been overwhelmed in the first five seconds.

	Bulldog was exchanging blows with a small man wearing a black neck-tie; but the small man’s companion was bulkier and had a knife. With surprising speed he came weaving forward, unshaven face a mask of hungry cruelty. At the last moment, however, Donald leaped quickly to one side. Then, ignoring finesse, he swung his foot and kicked his adversary in the stomach. A look of utter astonishment crossed the others pasty face. As the knife twanged loose against a wall he uttered a groan and fell in the gutter, where he became violently and disgustingly sick.

	Before Donald could take advantage of the situation enemy reinforcements arrived from behind — the two men whose presence they had first detected.

	Bulldog was still engaging the individual with the neck-tie, so Donald had to act quickly, even as another metal blade gleamed in front of his eyes. He got inside the sweep of the knife and dealt its owner a short, sharp uppercut. The knife tinkled to the cobbles. So did the man, mouth open, partially unconscious. Blood poured from the hand that had held the knife.

	But the fourth attacker was still on his feet, a man with black curling hair and black velveteen facings on the lapels of his padded jacket. He swung what seemed to be a long spanner, and it struck Donald on the upper part of the left arm. The pain was swift and biting, but luckily the arm continued to function. He put his head down and butted his opponent in the chest, feeling a swift, hard pain as a button rasped his forehead. Padded Jacket stumbled and dropped the spanner, but he recovered balance almost immediately and came fighting back.

	Dazed and angry, Donald found that as a boxer he was outclassed. He took a risk, therefore. He jumped in and caught the others flailing right arm. Then he knelt on the slippery cobbles and gave him a ‘flying mare’ across his shoulders. The unfortunate spanner wielder rose into the air like a limp film-dummy, then thudded down and lay still.

	By this time the man with the neck-tie was lying on his back, befuddled and in considerable pain. Bulldog was standing above him, bellowing triumphant threats. But the other two were stirring, and in the circumstances discretion was decidedly the better part of valour.

	‘Come on, boss!’ exclaimed Donald, and, for a wonder the boss obeyed. As fast as their legs could carry them, they sprinted for New Oxford Street, slipping at times and recovering, their muscles hard with the tension of fear.

	When they reached the lights and the comforting hospitality of a thoroughfare that was still stirring, Donald found himself in a boil of sweat. Bulldog resembled a stout and rather dishevelled hart panting for a water-brook. But in a way he looked younger than usual.

	We made it!’ he gasped, leaning gratefully against a lamp-standard.

	‘Only just! By golly, that was short and sweet!’

	The News Editor took out a large white handkerchief and wiped his brow. ‘Dammit,’ he said, in a tone of deep grievance, ‘they meant to murder us!’

	‘They certainly did. Are you all right, by the way?’ 

	‘More or less. Phew! That was a fine flying mare you finished it off with!’ Suddenly he noticed something and straightened up. ‘Donald, boy,’ he exclaimed, ‘your forehead’s all blood!

	‘Doesn’t belong to me. One of the chaps got cut with his own knife and it spurted over me.’

	‘Let me wipe it off. By God, if they’ve wounded you — ’ 

	‘Don’t fuss! interrupted Donald, embarrassed by such unusual solicitude. ‘I’m okay.’

	‘H’m.’ Finding nothing beneath the blood, Bulldog was suddenly embarrassed himself. ‘The thing is,’ he growled defensively, ‘I was worried you might claim compensation from the paper.’

	‘I see. Never thought of that.’

	‘You never think of anything, as far as I can make out.’ A fish-lorry rattled past, and he looked back into the dark depths of Towser Lane. ‘They don’t seem to be following us,’ he said, abruptly changing the subject.

	‘They wouldn’t dare attack us here, under the lights.’ 

	‘Maybe not.’

	They waited. In the alley a motor started up, followed by a grinding of gears. Donald caught a glimpse of yellow receding and fading with the sound of a van’s engine. He said: ‘They’ve gone, I think.’

	Bulldog nodded. ‘That’s a relief!’ He straightened his tie, brushed a hand over the lapels of his coat. He said: ‘Look, you live around this area, don’t you?’

	‘Yes. In David Street.’

	‘Right. That’s where we’re going now. You owe me a drink!’

	A helmeted constable, slow moving as a champion golfer, paced stoutly along the opposite pavement. But they had no thought of reporting their experience. This story — however it might turn out — belonged to the Echo, not to the police. The attack on their persons might or might not have a connexion with the scrap of paper in a dead man’s pocket. If it hadn’t — well, they had suffered little harm, and there would be no point in triggering off a fussy police inquiry. If it had, then it was evidence that as a result of Donald’s investigations things were beginning to move, and it would be fatal to put a brake on their momentum by asking for official help. This conclusion they arrived at without words. In the nature of their business it was inevitable.

	‘Very well,’ answered Donald. ‘I could be doing with a drink myself. There’s a half-bottle of Glenfroig in the cupboard.’

	‘Good! Now you’re talking!’ Bulldog patted his shoulder, and they set off across the street.

	Donald’s digs consisted of a sitting-room and bedroom in a second-storey flat belonging to a vicar’s widow. She would have disapproved of him had he made a habit of bringing in loud-voiced friends at all hours of the night; but Donald, in spite of a sophisticated line with his colleagues, was a singularly quiet and sober-living young man. In other words, he was an ideal lodger. When Mrs. Vintage heard him come in that morning, accompanied by a heavy-footed male companion, it caused her not a moment’s anxiety. She turned over and went to sleep again, secure in the knowledge that her Mr. Grant would never let down the prized respectability of her establishment. It was fortunate that she never saw the state of his clothes or the blood on Bulldog’s handkerchief.

	When they had washed, the two men sat down thankfully to drain their whisky glasses. That done, the News Editor leaned back in his chair.

	‘A life-saver,’ he sighed, adding quietly: ‘What price your girl-friend now?’

	Frowning, Donald put down his glass. ‘What d’you mean?’ he said.

	Bulldog was never impressed by truculence other than his own. ‘You told her you were going to the office,’ he explained. ‘Could be she set those thugs on us.’

	‘Janet Marshall? Not on your life!’

	His boss smiled, sombrely. ‘You’re twenty-eight. I’m nearly sixty. At my age you see girls in proper perspective.’

	‘I’m not sure what you mean by that! In any case, those men may have been ordinary gangsters, specializing in robbery with violence. Plenty of them about. That they attacked us was possibly a coincidence.’

	‘You don’t believe that, do you?’

	‘Why not?’

	‘Because like me — like all good newspapermen — you don’t believe in coincidence.’

	‘Are you trying to tell me that whoever killed that chap in Soho has discovered we’re on to something and that lie intends to kill us, too, before we get at the truth?’

	‘Yes. He knows we’re the only people with a chance of identifying him. He knows that as newspapermen we’ll probably pursue that chance alone and unaided. If he succeeds in rubbing us out he’ll be safe again. Q.E.D. Any comment?’

	‘Well,’ said Donald, slowly, ‘it’s a convincing argument, and you may be right — in principle.’

	‘Thanks. I thought you’d see it my way.’

	‘But Janet Marshall has nothing to do with it,’ he went on, emphatically. ‘That I’m certain about! I know her, you see. You don’t.’

	‘H’m. It’s a point.’ Magnanimously prepared to compromise, Bulldog looked into the bottom of his empty glass. Then, with one of his mental side-steps, he said abruptly: ‘By the way, I’ve decided where I’m going for my holiday. Did you know there’s an atomic station at the Mull of Kintyre?’

	Donald was thinking about a girl who had tried to hide her tears. He answered automatically: ‘I gathered that. Someone was telling me just the other day. The Ministry won’t allow any reporters near it, either, on account of top secret experiments. But what’s an atomic station got to do with — ’

	Bulldog interrupted by bringing his hand down with a crash on the polished arm of his chair. ‘Consider, boy! A dead man in Soho, the sketch of a dancing horse on a page of his diary, a secret atomic station in Kintyre. There may — there just may be a common denominator.’

	‘By golly!’ said Donald, emerging swiftly from his daydream.

	‘All right,’ the News Editor continued, well pleased by the impression he had made. ‘I’m going to Kintyre tomorrow to try and find that common denominator. What’s more, nobody’s going to stop me! Oh, and by the way, you’re coming too.’

	‘I’m what!’

	‘You’re coming too. I squared the whole thing with the Chief this afternoon. He doesn’t know exactly what we’re after, but he trusts my judgement.’

	‘To smell a rat?’

	‘To smell several rats, my boy.’

	Donald smoothed back his hair. ‘So that’s the set-up! I thought you said a holiday?’

	‘H’m. I’m past the age of romance, as you know, but I still have the instincts of my calling.’

	Donald grinned, experiencing — not for the first time — an unreasonably warm affection for his employer. ‘It must be the Glenfroig!’ he decided. ‘Don’t you realize that if your theory is correct those men will almost certainly have another go at us?’

	‘Could be,’ replied Bulldog, with apparent indifference.

	‘Well, at your age! I mean — ’

	‘What the blazes has my age got to do with it!’ Indifference vanished in a flood of choler. ‘I stood up to them in that alley, didn’t I, same as you did?’

	‘Yes, yes, I know. But — ’

	Well, I’m a bachelor, No ties, no commitments — like yourself. We’re on the track of what may be the greatest story of the year, and if you think I’m going to miss it because of a bunch of blasted hoodlums — ’

	‘All right, all right. Sorry I spoke.’

	‘I should think so!’ Bulldog heaved himself upright, poured a spot more whisky into his glass, savoured and swallowed it and smiled an unnerving smile.

	Donald sighed. ‘I expect you want me to buy the tickets?’ he said, hoping that Mrs. Vintage hadn’t been disturbed by the shouting.

	‘Aye. There are one or two things I must clear up at the office tomorrow, so make it sleepers. Ten o’clock from Euston tomorrow night.’

	‘Ten o’clock, Euston. Okay, boss. Okay.’

	When the News Editor had gone, safely tucked into a private taxi, Donald sponged himself down, painted iodine on his bruised left arm and donned a fresh pair of pyjamas. Then he got into bed and lay in the dark, considering the events of the day. But they were as incoherent as a problem picture by Dali.

	Where, he wondered, did Janet Marshall fit in? He had championed her with Bulldog, but he remembered her strange manner in the Minotaur, her eager, speculative look as they chatted outside. Had she after all been responsible for setting those men on their track?

	He dismissed the thought with an effort and concentrated on Bulldog’s hunch. A dead man in Soho, the rough sketch of a dancing horse, a secret atomic station in Kintyre — was there, in fact, a common denominator? Was it possible that somebody was trying to prevent them finding it?

	He fell asleep at last, and his sleep was untroubled. His dreams were not of thugs in Towser Lane. They were of a little farm in the north of Scotland, through which ran the hazel-bordered Con: the farm where he had been born.

	 


 

	FIVE

	 

	Miss Kelly was sorry that both her employer and Donald Grant should be going away from the office at the same time. Her holidays were not due until August, and the prospect of a fortnights work with the Managing Editor, a smooth-faced, smooth-tongued man who knew the sales figures up, down, sideways and backwards, but was no more a real journalist than she was, didn’t appeal to her in the least — especially as the weather was so nice outside. Mr. Glover would be courteous and correct and careful not to overwork her in the way the News Editor did, but life without Bulldog’s changing moods — which always reminded her of a dark mountain in Glencoe, visited and admired by her as a schoolgirl — life without Bulldog’s vital influence and without Donald’s cheerful grin and friendly compliments would be dull, insipid and uninspired.

	She envied, too, their good spirits as they prepared to leave the office that evening. They were like a couple of schoolboys, she thought, off for a night’s fishing in a forbidden pool. At thirty-five she felt old and staid beside them, though in her heart a small flame of lively resource continued to burn.

	She took off her glasses and glanced at her boss, who was fitting the Peter Street file into his briefcase. On the opposite side of the room Donald sat on a cold radiator, whistling and sharpening a pencil.

	‘Mr. MacPhail,’ she said, getting up. ‘I wish I were going with you.’

	‘What!’ He turned and stared at her. ‘You! You’re only a girl!’

	It gave her a warm, snug feeling to think that Bulldog at any rate looked upon her as a girl. Donald probably thought her ancient — a veritable mother-figure. ‘I envy you having such an interesting adventure,’ she explained.

	‘I don’t know about an adventure,’ said Donald. ‘It’s work as far as we’re concerned.’

	‘Sure,’ growled Bulldog, snapping his briefcase shut.

	She smiled. ‘Nice when you can get it,’ she remarked.

	The News Editor continued to look at her, as if he’d never seen her before. She was tall and slim and cool in a frock of pale blue, and without her glasses the flicker of her eyelids was more pronounced than ever. A shadow crossed his dark face, giving him a most sinister appearance; but both Miss Kelly and Donald knew that he was only thinking.

	‘It may be damned dangerous,’ he said, at last. ‘I told you what happened to us last night.’

	She shrugged. ‘That could have been incidental, as Mr. Grant has pointed out. In any case I shouldn’t be scared. I can look after myself, too, to a certain extent. Judo,’ she explained.

	‘Good heavens!’ he cried. ‘A pretty creature like you!’

	He said the most charming things, in spite of his appearance. ‘I don’t claim to be pretty in the least,’ she answered, with a smile, ‘but you should realize, Mr. MacPhail, that the more attractive a girl is, the more she may require to practise judo.’

	Donald laughed, not so much at Miss Kelly’s remark as at Bulldog’s reaction.

	‘Aye,’ said the News Editor, slowly, ‘you’ve got something there!’

	He paused and took a deep breath, as if emotions were warring inside him. His expression became even more forbidding, and Donald, wondering if his boss had finally reached a stage when all inhibitions were to be thrust aside, experienced a momentary feeling of alarm. He needn’t have worried.

	After a time, with a heavy shake of his head, Bulldog went on: Tm sorry, Miss Kelly, it just can’t be done.’ His regret was so obviously genuine that it did a great deal to salve her disappointment. The thing is, I’d like you to come. Might argue, part of your job as my secretary.’

	‘That’s what I thought.’

	‘On the other hand’ — he was inexorable — ‘your parents. Aged parents. Sole breadwinner. No, Miss Kelly, I can’t risk it. Not when you consider that from now on Grant and I may be on the spot. This newspaper couldn’t get on without you. And neither could I,’ he finished, glaring in her direction as if he wanted to murder her.

	She sighed and began to tidy up her desk. The Managing Editor was to be her fate after all, but it was gratifying to have her boss expressing interest in her welfare. ‘Very well, Mr. MacPhail,’ she said, quietly. ‘It was just an idea.’

	From the radiator Donald said: ‘We’d like nothing better than to take you with us, but the plain fact is that we’d be indulging ourselves if we did.’

	‘Sure,’ growled the News Editor.

	She smiled. ‘Men never like their women in the front line, do they?’

	‘That’s it!’ rasped Bulldog. ‘That’s what I wanted to say. And when the job’s over you’ll be here, waiting.’

	‘I suppose so.’ Her smile faded, and for a moment she remained still. ‘Please — please take care of yourselves!’ she said. ‘In some ways you’re both so inexperienced.’ There was a pause. Then Donald laughed, dissipating the odd little cloud of feeling. 

	‘Don’t worry, Madge, we’ll be all right.’ He slid off the radiator and picked up his suitcase. ‘Ready, boss?’ he inquired.

	‘Aye.’ Bulldog was still looking at his secretary with a puzzled frown. ‘Aye, I’m ready. Miss Kelly.’

	‘Yes, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘I told Glover not to bully you. Explained you weren’t used to it — might put you off.’

	‘Thank you, Mr. MacPhail.’

	‘H’m. Well. Good-bye, Miss Kelly.’

	‘Good-bye, Mr. MacPhail.’

	Donald waved to her. ‘Good-bye, Madge.’

	‘Good-bye, Mr. Grant. See that he changes his socks when necessary.’

	‘Right. I’ll do that.’

	Then they were out of the room and descending the white-tiled, antiseptic stairs leading to the car-park. ‘Remarkable!’ said Bulldog, out of a silence.

	Donald grinned. ‘You’ve said it!’

	At the beginning of their journey to Euston they sat side by side in the back of the chauffeur-driven office car, saying nothing. At last, however, Bulldog seemed to shoulder aside a burden of complicated thoughts.

	He said: ‘Nearly twenty-four hours since those hoodlums tried to get us. Funny they haven’t tried again.’ It was as if he were beginning to doubt the validity of his own theory.

	‘I don’t know.’ Donald made an effort to sound judicial. ‘If they were hired by the murderer he probably realizes by now that he’s put us on our guard. May be cooking up something more subtle.’

	‘There’s that. You didn’t notice anyone trailing you today?’

	‘Can’t say I did.’

	‘But you kept your eyes open?’

	‘Certainly. Didn’t you?’

	‘Sure. I saw nothing suspicious either.’

	There was a small sensation of unrest in Donald’s stomach. He wondered if Bulldog felt the same. It wasn’t exactly fear, as he had experienced it physically at the flash of knives in Towser Lane. Rather an imaginative upset. He and the News Editor were risking trouble in the hope of getting a story. Last night trouble had arrived unexpectedly, catching them off balance, and only luck had brought them through unscathed. Now that they were ready for more they had no idea from which direction it might come — or even if it would come at all. Among people, he guessed, they might be comparatively safe. The next attempt to kill them would probably be made when they were alone and relaxed. The answer, therefore, must be to remain perpetually watchful — and in the company of others as much as possible. When they had more knowledge of the enemy and could pick a suitable time and place for a showdown, different methods might be employed. Meanwhile spasms of nervousness were bound to occur.

	‘Yes, the murderer may have boobed in attacking us last night,’ said the News Editor, revealing that his train of thought had been running on parallel lines. ‘He faces the consequence that from now on well take precautions.’

	‘Exactly. Don’t you agree, therefore, that he may leave us alone for a while and try to lull us into a false sense of security?’

	‘Could be. If he knows we’re making for Kintyre — which he probably does by now — he may decide to let us come on and deal with us there.’

	‘It’s quite possible. All the same, I think we should still keep our wits about us.’

	‘H’m. A feat more difficult for some folk than for others!’ Bulldog suddenly roared with laughter at his own joke and slapped Donald on the knee.

	The atmosphere became more cheerful. Neither of them knew exactly what they were going to look for in Kintyre. Nor had they a clue to the identity of the enemy — if, indeed, an enemy were in the field. — and yet the promise of excitement was invigorating. Soldiers approaching an alien coast in a wartime landing-craft had the same kind of feeling.

	A few minutes later the car purred into the echoing, dingy station, and the chauffeur civilly bade them adieu. They were early for the train and went to the bar for a drink.

	Despite his comparatively lightsome frame of mind, the News Editor was taking no chances. He stood leaning sideways against the counter, glass in hand, regarding the other customers with a lowering eye which reminded Donald of a suspicious gunman in a Wild West film. The barmaids kept looking in his direction, giggling together.

	Presently an inoffensive city gentleman with an inward sloping chin and pale, streamlined hair tapped him on the shoulder and asked pleasantly for a light for his cigarette. Bulldog’s hand quivered and the beer slopped. Then he turned with such an evil scowl and bark of refusal that the stranger immediately left the premises, almost in tears.

	On being reproached by Donald for this display of ill manners, he replied with a certain smugness: ‘Can’t be too careful, boy! Might have been one of them!’

	‘He only wanted a match.’

	‘Instead he got a flea in his ear!’ Bulldog gulped down the last of his drink and smacked the tall glass on the counter. ‘Serve him right, too. Can’t abide chatty strangers. Now, get a move on! We have a train to catch.’

	The journey to Glasgow began uneventfully. Both men made certain that the doors of their sleepers were locked, and Donald at any rate dropped over almost at once. He dreamt that he was flying out into space in a rocket shaped like a dancing horse. The drumming of atomic hooves clattered in his ears, then suddenly resolved itself into the beat of the train passing over points in the dark wilderness of the Midlands. But at the same time an explosion was taking place outside his door, made up of a thunderous knocking accompanied by a shout: ‘Donald! Donald, boy — wake up!’

	He shook himself out of sleep, threw off the bedclothes and leapt into action. Outside in the corridor stood Bulldog, clad in pyjamas vividly striped in violet. Their colour matched his face.

	‘What the blazes — ’ began Donald.

	‘My sleeper — things going on!’ Bulldog’s voice had an angry pitch, but though he made a creditable effort to conceal the fact, he was obviously shaken.

	‘What kind of things?’

	‘Come with me!’

	He led Donald into the compartment next door. The train was swaying roughly, crashing through what was probably a large junction. The curtains screening the space between the bed and the floor were also swinging.

	Bulldog pointed. In a hoarse whisper he said: ‘Scratching noise. Been hearing it ever since I turned in. Right below me.’

	‘Didn’t you look?’

	‘No. Got to be damned careful!’

	‘But you want me to look?’

	The answer was oblique. ‘What is it, Donald? Couldn’t get a wink of sleep. Do you think — ’

	Out of the background roar of the train there emerged a tiny sound — a sound of movement under the bed. Bulldog’s face took on a mottled expression which betrayed alarm, query and cunning in swift succession.

	‘Something there all right,’ said Donald.

	He had no wish to be a hero, but after all Bulldog was the piper who called the tune. His was the menial task. He took a deep breath, like a swimmer about to brave a wintry sea; then he knelt down and lifted the curtain. ‘Come out, you in there!’ he said, in an unnaturally loud voice.

	There was no answer. Donald sank to one knee and looked into the semi-dark. Then his face cleared, its grim lines vanishing. He grinned up at the News Editor and thrust a swift hand behind the curtain. It came out holding a kitten.

	‘Blow me down!’ ejaculated Bulldog, like a balloon having the air let out.

	The kitten was only a few months old and jet black except for a patch of white on its tummy. White gaiters appeared to encircle its legs. Donald got to his feet, holding it in the palm of one hand and stroking it with the other. It purred contentedly.

	‘Must have strayed into the coach at Euston and got frightened when the train started.’

	‘Yes.’ His boss laughed without mirth and in a slightly shame-faced manner. ‘Made a bloomer there, Donald!’ 

	‘Not one of the enemy after all!’

	‘Who the blazes ever said it was!’ Marshalling his resources, Bulldog projected an intimidating scowl. ‘Give it me!’ he demanded.

	Donald handed him the kitten. Clumsy fingers played with its ears, and the scowl faded. The train jerked into a curve and Bulldog staggered and subsided heavily on the bed. ‘Ring for the attendant!’ he said.

	‘The attendant? What for? I mean — ’

	‘Ring for the attendant, boy!’

	‘Okay, okay.’

	Two minutes later a white-coated figure appeared in the gloom of the corridor. Myopically he peered into the sleeper. ‘Yes, sir?’

	‘A glass of milk, please, and a saucer.’ said Bulldog.

	‘A whit?’ The man had been surprised enough by a summons at this dead hour of night, but such a bizarre request made him gape with astonishment and betrayed him into the use of his native Scots accent. ‘A whit did ye say?’

	‘A glass of milk!’ thundered the News Editor, making the kitten squirm beneath his hand. ‘Can no one understand plain English!’

	‘A glass o’ milk. I see.’ Sighing, the attendant moved away to carry out the order.

	‘Milk?’ said Donald, when he had gone.

	‘Kittens like it, don’t they?’

	‘Yes. So I believe.’

	‘Well — any comment?’

	‘None at all.’

	Neither did he make one when the attendant reappeared with the milk and the kitten gratefully lapped it from the saucer, nor even when the boss’s new-found friend, gorged and replete, stretched its claws and scratched its benefactor on the wrist, causing a spate of lurid language which made the attendant blush and click his tongue. Later, however, after the kitten had been banished to the kitchen quarters of the train — the attendant suitably rewarded for his trouble by a munificent tip — and after he and Bulldog had retired for the second time to their respective beds, Donald lay back on his pillow and exploded into laughter. He had seen a new side to the boss’s character, one that he had never suspected. It was an engagingly human side, not at all in keeping with the masterful flamboyance displayed in the office, and he was glad he had made the discovery.

	Donald’s farmer father had died when he was a baby. He wondered now if his feeling for the News Editor might be something like the affection of a son for his father. An affection based to a small degree on respect and admiration, but mainly on a knowledge of weaknesses and idiosyncrasies carefully concealed from the rest of the world.

	At last he fell asleep, still smiling.

	At six o’clock in the morning, when he unlocked the door to the offer of a cup of tea, the Scots attendant was also smiling. ‘A desperate man that friend o’ yours,’ he said, conversationally.

	‘Desperate’s the word!’

	‘That scratch the kitten gave him — he felt it sore this mornin’ an’ made me bathe it wi’ iodine. Said the wee beastie’s claws were poisoned.’

	‘Good heavens! And were they?’

	‘No! He was haverin’! I got a scratch mysel’, but it’s as clean as a whistle. See!’

	‘M’m. No gangrene there.’

	The man shook his head. ‘Aye, yon Mr. MacPhail, he’s a fair divert! Kept askin’ if I’d seen any suspicious characters in the train. He’ll no’ be a detective, eh?’

	‘Actually he works for a newspaper. The Echo.’

	‘Ach, so that’s it!’ He grinned, as if Donald’s answer had explained everything. ‘I might have known. Aye, well — half-an-hour to Glasgow, sir. You’d better drink up your tea and get dressed.’

	‘Thanks. I will. What’s happening about the kitten?’

	‘I’ll take it home to my wee lassie. That shows you how much I believe in his stories about poison and spies!’

	He went off with his tray, chuckling.

	Almost dead on time the train hissed into Glasgow Central, which echoed like an empty steel drum to the clank of slowing wheels. Donald and the News Editor collected their grips, said good-bye to the attendant, and stepped out on to the long platform. No one mentioned the events of the night.

	They found themselves at the tail of a streaming crowd of passengers.

	‘Ach,’ grumbled Bulldog, determined to reassert his superiority, ‘you would get sleepers at the back of the train! We’ll be just about the last in the queue for the barrier.’

	‘There’s no hurry, is there? Don’t you feel good to be back in Scotland, even at half past six in the morning?’

	‘I don’t know. Trouble is, we’re working.’

	‘You wouldn’t be happy if you weren’t.’

	‘M’m. Something in that.’

	They made their way along the platform, dodging porters with barrows and sleepy passengers slow to find their bearings. On the tannoy a female film-star voice was announcing the arrival of the express. There was bustle, taxi-whistles, the yip and chuff of local trains. The permanent smell of steam and smoke was subtly invaded by an aroma of ham and eggs from the restaurant. As the crowd slowed to press through the bottleneck at the barriers, Donald sniffed appreciatively. There was a distinct difference, he thought, between stations in London and Glasgow. Not in the architectural details — in each case those were equally hideous — but rather in the atmosphere engendered by the people who used them. In London prim clothes, prim smells and prim accents: in Glasgow cloth caps, ham and eggs and uninhibited broad vowels.

	The stream moved turgidly, Donald and Bulldog captured like flotsam in an eddy. In the crush the News Editor behaved with surprising docility. He was still suspicious of people; but the incident of the kitten, and his own ignominious part in it, caused him to be less obviously savage in his reactions to strangers. He was still looking for trouble; but it had occurred to him that trouble might not necessarily lurk behind every sidelong glance.

	Fifty yards ahead, beyond the barrier, the first groups of passengers escaped, fanning out like flood-water into the sea. They swirled round the tall, polished shell-case, relic of the First World War, which stood near the Information Office and the main exit.

	Bulldog grunted, shouldering off a small man with a briefcase. ‘The Shell’s still to the fore, I see.’

	‘Yes.’ Donald’s eye had a reminiscent gleam. ‘I used to meet a girl there when I started in the Glasgow office. Every Friday night, after she’d washed her hair. She had a red tammy like yon one, too. Good Lord!’

	‘Eli?’ The other man was startled by his vehemence. ‘What’s biting you?’

	Donald pointed, causing a lady on his left to duck and glare. ‘That girl going past the Shell — with the red tammy and the grey suit.’

	‘What about her?’

	‘That’s Janet Marshall, boss! That’s Janet Marshall!’

	 


 

	SIX

	 

	Slim and quick and straight, as if intent on some important business, she was leaving the station in the direction of Gordon Street. She carried a mackintosh, handbag and suitcase. Imprisoned in the crowd as they were, Donald and Bulldog had no chance of pursuing her. Even as they watched, excited and overwhelmed by a sense of frustration, the red tammy disappeared into the wide maw of Glasgow.

	‘Are you sure, boy?’ muttered Bulldog.

	‘It was Janet Marshall,’ repeated Donald. ‘I’d know her anywhere. That walk of hers.’

	‘She must have come on this train — in one of the front coaches.’

	‘Looks like it.’

	They struggled through the barrier. In the open stretches of the station they ran towards Gordon Street. They found it comparatively empty, however, with no red tammy in sight. But there was a taxi-rank, and Donald, offering half a crown, made an inquiry of the leading driver.

	‘Red tammy, sir? Aye, she took the taxi in front o’ mine a minute ago. But I never noticed the way it went.’ Standing on the pavement, Bulldog said: ‘Maybe you’ll admit now that I’m not such a silly old fool as you thought!’

	‘How d’you mean?’

	‘Those men who attacked us — d’you still believe Janet Marshall had nothing to do with them?’

	‘Certainly. She wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

	‘Then what’s the big idea, dogging us to Scotland?’ 

	‘How d’you know she’s dogging us?’ Donald was irritated and upset and sounded like it.

	‘I suppose you’ll say it’s just another coincidence?’ The question was rhetorical. Donald remained silent and Bulldog went on: ‘Ach, a nice bit of skirt and you lose all sense of judgement! Always the same with you young fellows. Come on, I want my breakfast. Where’s this Muir’s Hotel you said you’d show me?’

	‘In Asia Street. We can walk there. It might do your liver a bit of good!’

	Bulldog glanced at him sideways. Then he smiled grimly and took a firmer hold of his bag. ‘Right, boy. Anything you say.’

	The morning was cool and cloudless. Buses and cars had begun to stir, and early workers were appearing hastily on the pavements. There was the sense of a great city beginning to wake up — an indefinable murmur and groan, like the groan of a giant sleeper turning over and deciding reluctantly that the time for swinging his legs over the edge of the bed had almost come. As yet the atmosphere was fresh and only vaguely sullied by the smell of petrol and dust, and the flat cobbles flanking the tramlines were, indeed, still damp. Occasionally, from a closemouth, there issued the aroma of a cooking breakfast. In an hour Glasgow would be roaring into another busy day. Meantime it enjoyed the luxury of stretching.

	The two men walked briskly along Bothwell Street. They knew it was foolish, but at every corner they looked around for a red tammy. They saw nothing, of course, but to both of them, gradually, there occurred an odd idea. Though in no obvious danger, they began to feel as if they were being watched — as if slowly but steadily they were being lured into a spiders web. Bulldog’s edginess had almost gone. He no longer believed that corporal attack was imminent. In its place, however, had come a fatalistic wariness: somewhere, sometime, they were going to find the trouble they were looking for; but not just yet — and not, perhaps, on this occasion, in the crude form of knife and bludgeon.

	Muir’s Hotel, hidden quietly in a backwater near Charing Cross, was Donald’s usual stopping-place when the paper sent him to Glasgow. It occupied nearly the whole length of a short street and was the result of several old family mansions having been knocked together. The taste of Victorian men of commerce — ironmasters, wool merchants, grain dealers and tobacco lords, waxing rich in the incoming tide of the Clyde’s prosperity — was clearly to be seen in the massive stonework and in the ornately carved iron balustrades flanking the steps up to the main door.

	He and Bulldog were greeted pleasantly by his friend Charles, the head porter from Skye, about whom he had written more than once. Wavy grey hair and a long dark face made Charles look much more distinguished than any of the guests for whom he blandly conjured up anything from an aspirin to a seat for the latest fully booked American musical. He had the blood of Gaelic chieftains in his veins — and in a beautifully modulated voice could speak their language for the interest and amusement of visitors from overseas — but his polished manners may have come from a Spanish grandee cast ashore in the Hebrides during the wreck of the Armada. Sallow skin and eagle nose provided evidence for this. With Donald he shared a deep interest in the game of golf and several times had introduced him to local players and courses.

	Civilities exchanged, he promised that while Donald and his News Editor shaved and had breakfast he would book for them a drive-yourself car at a nearby garage.

	‘Bit of a character, eh?’ Bulldog sounded not a little impressed as he razored his lumpy face before a cloakroom mirror.

	‘He’s one of the principal gimmicks in this hotel,’ replied Donald. ‘By acting like a gentleman himself, he makes you feel like one.’

	‘H’m. I believe Miss Kelly would have liked to meet him.’

	‘Perhaps. Feeling homesick?’

	‘Homesick? Homesick my foot!’

	‘Strange to think that before dinner tonight we’ll be at the Mull of Kin tyre. I wonder if we’ll find what we’re looking for?’

	‘What — or whom, you mean?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘I don’t know, boy. Sometimes I get a feeling. Like I had once in the War. A bright spring day at Anzio, during the break-out. We were in the open, near a place they called “The Claw”. The enemy were all round us — we didn’t know where. We were making ourselves conspicuous to try and draw their fire. Exposed — that’s the word I’m looking for.’

	‘And did you draw their fire?’

	‘We did,’ He cleansed his ears of suds and began to re-pack his shaving kit.

	Donald carefully towelled his crooked nose. ‘I didn’t know you were a soldier, boss?’

	‘Amateur. War service only. Scots Fusiliers. Damned idiots in Whitehall went and amalgamated us with the Highland Light Infantry. Mixing Lowlanders and Highlanders, trews and kilts. Might as well mix oil and water! C.S.M. — “D” Company, that’s what I was.’

	Donald grinned. ‘I might have known!’

	‘Eh? Might have known what?’

	‘Nothing at all. Well, I’m ready for breakfast, if you are.’

	‘Sure. I’m starving.’

	In the dining-room, which was as bright and modern as the outside of the hotel was staidly Victorian, they had porridge with salt in it, accompanied by a little cream. Then they had a Loch Fyne kipper and a chat with a friendly waitress who told them that the weather forecast was good and hoped they would enjoy their trip to the West. Bulldog thanked her with joviality. Donald said he hoped so, too, though privately he had his doubts.

	What kept nagging in his mind as he drank the last of his coffee and lit a cigarette was the thought of Janet Marshall. Violence was remote from his impression of her character, which haunted him with its mixture of sadness and eager friendliness. In addition, if she were following them, it seemed incredible that she should have appeared openly in the Central Station. Yet Bulldog’s suspicions had infected him so much that he was beginning to wonder why she had been so determined, that night at the Minotaur, to discover the reason for his interest in Sorley Hetherington’s picture. Had she been, after all, the instigator of the ambush in Towser Lane? Was she still on their trail, planning with accomplices to attack them again?

	He thrust off his vague uncertainties. While Bulldog remained behind to pay the bill, he folded his napkin and went out into the main lounge. There he found Charles feeding a number of exotic goldfish in a glass tank.

	‘Well, sir, enjoy your breakfast?’

	‘I certainly did. Especially the kippers.’

	‘I believe they are very good this morning. Loch Fyne has the reputation of producing the most succulent herring in the world. For some years they have been rather scarce — due to the presence of basking sharks — but now I am told they have returned in large numbers.’

	Donald bowed to this authoritative exposition. ‘Did you fix a car for us?’ he inquired.

	‘It’s coming across from the garage, sir. A Morris Oxford less than a year old.’

	‘Fine. Plenty of room for my long legs.’

	Charles lowered his voice, as if afraid that the goldfish might overhear. ‘You will have to sign a few papers and leave a deposit,’ he explained, going on to refer, with an expression of well-bred distaste, to the necessary financial details. ‘But I have vouched for you personally,’ he concluded, with an encouraging smile, ‘so they won’t keep you long.’

	‘Thanks a lot, Charles.’

	‘Thank you, sir.’ he replied, pocketing the tip with such dexterity that no one else in the lounge could possibly have known about it. ‘By the way,’ he went on, apparently with relief that ordinary social intercourse could now be re-established, ‘you didn’t tell me where you and Mr. MacPhail are going?’

	‘Kintyre, actually. Just for a few days. Looking around, you know.’

	‘Kintyre, sir?’ Bushy black eyebrows rose. ‘Now, that is a coincidence! We have a lady from Kintyre staying with us now. Over there in the corner.’

	Donald looked up and saw an elderly lady with an old-fashioned dress. She had breakfasted in a remote part of the dining-room, he remembered; and it occurred to him now that her long, aristocratic nose, high-piled grey hair and heavy, jangling jewellery were somehow familiar.

	‘Should I know her?’ he asked.

	‘I believe so, sir. Lady Mary Kennedy of Drumgarvie Lodge. In Southend, beyond Campbeltown. She always makes use of our hotel when travelling to and from London. Came north yesterday, I am told.’

	‘Lady Mary Kennedy?’ For a moment he was puzzled, then the lens of his memory moved into focus. ‘Of course! She does good work for European Displaced Persons — and writes poetry into the bargain. We feature her a lot in the Echo.’

	Charles inclined his head. ‘A charming lady, sir. A little eccentric, perhaps’ — his sidelong smile excused a human frailty — ‘but very kind. She’s travelling to Kintyre today, too.’

	‘Is she now?’ An idea stirred. With a well-known person like Lady Mary in their company, a possible enemy might think twice before interfering with the progress of their car on the lonely roads of Argyll. Donald said quickly: ‘I wonder, could Mr. MacPhail and I give her a lift?’

	Charles looked benignantly approving. ‘How good of you to consider it, sir! If you like, I’ll introduce you.’

	‘Splendid. But hold on until Mr. MacPhail comes from the dining-room.’

	‘Very well. While we’re waiting perhaps you’d care to help me feed the goldfish?’

	‘Good idea! Any newcomers this time?’

	‘Only one, sir. He’s fat and friendly, so we call him “Oor Wullie”.’

	Donald chuckled. ‘You’re never at a loss, are you, Charles?’

	Bulldog emerged at last from the dining-room, counting his change, and, after a quiet word from Donald, nodded brightly. A moment later, like the Lord Chamberlain with minor foreign royalties, the head porter conducted them into the presence of Lady Mary Kennedy. As they approached she looked up sharply from a little book which she had been reading and snapped it shut. Around her, on the lush, tartan-style carpet, lay a grip and a suitcase, a blackthorn walking-stick and an assortment of rugs and shawls.

	Bowing in courtly fashion, Charles made the introductions, then discreetly withdrew. For a moment, while Bulldog and Donald pulled in chairs and sat down, there was an atmosphere of slight awkwardness. But soon, when they explained about their car and suggested that she might care to accompany them to Kintyre, she lost her chilly reserve and smiled with a warmth which transfigured her thin-lipped mouth.

	‘It’s really most courteous of you, gentlemen.’ Her accent, though not her choice of words, had a flavour of the Gaelic; and as she bowed acknowledgment to both of them, jelly-firm grey hair trembled under its nets and frills, and heavy amber beads crackled against a silver Celtic brooch on her corsage. ‘But you see, I already have my aeroplane ticket. Renfrew to Machrihanish Airport near Campbeltown. Friends are meeting me there with a car.’

	Donald smiled back. ‘It was only an idea, Lady Mary. Not entirely unselfish, either. We hoped you’d be able to tell us something about the countryside.’

	‘The motive is unimportant, Mr. Grant. It was an exceptionally nice idea. I do appreciate it, and I am only sorry that in the circumstances I cannot fall in with it.’

	Bulldog offered her a cigarette, which she accepted and smoked in a long black holder. ‘As a matter of fact we might have flown as well,’ he said. ‘But being on holiday we decided on a car. Grant and I are both Scots, but we’re not so well up in our knowledge of Argyll.’

	‘You’ll like my part of the world.’ She nodded again, mouth prim, grey eyes alert. The faintly wrinkled, weather-tanned skin of her narrow cheeks reminded Donald of chamois leather. ‘But Mr. MacPhail,’ she went on, with a hint of condescension, ‘are newspapermen ever really on holiday?’

	He chuckled, preferring not to take umbrage. ‘That’s a point,’ he said. ‘For instance, if you told us now of some new and interesting development in your work for Displaced Persons, we’d report it at once.’

	‘There you are, I knew it!’ She shook her head and drew heavily on her cigarette. ‘But I’m afraid my organization does a very ordinary, mundane task. Nothing at all spectacular.’ Sighing a little, and glancing down at the little book in her lap, she went on: ‘Did you know, I have a new volume of poetry coming out next week?’

	Bulldog tried to look interested. ‘Have you, now? Good luck to it!’

	But to a hardened professional reporter poetry in itself is not news. Donald was such a reporter and reacted accordingly, the job on hand remaining firmly in the forefront of his mind. He butted in: ‘Lady Mary, I believe you have an atomic station in Kintyre. Can you tell us anything about that?’

	A peculiar glint appeared in her eyes. It might have been suspicion — or anger that her artistic hobby should be so brashly dismissed from the conversation. She smiled a narrow smile and said: ‘Oh, Mr. Grant! Atomic stations before poetry!’

	He realized his breach of good manners. I’m sorry,’ he said. I — er — I didn’t mean it like that — ’

	‘Of course not!’ She was genial again, if still supercilious. ‘You simply have the modern point of view. You may be interested to learn,’ she added, heaping coals of fire, ‘that the atomic station is actually built on my estate.’

	Donald sat up straight. ‘That is interesting!’

	‘In the shadow of a mountain called “An t-each dannsa”,’ she went on, ‘which is the Gaelic for “The Dancing Horse”.’

	There was a silence. Lady Mary was looking at her companions with the air of a grown-up trying to please children with a story. She adjusted her tartan stole, fingered her jewellery and flicked the stump of her cigarette from its holder into an ashtray. Neither Donald nor Bulldog made any sign to the other. Their expressions remained uninterested, but their very lack of animation betrayed the animation in their minds.

	Bulldog, too, got rid of his cigarette. The glass ashtray rubbed gratingly against the glass of the table-top. ‘Then you must live quite near it?’ he said quietly, out of the back of his throat. ‘Near the station, I mean.’

	‘Yes. Only about three miles away. The scientists are odd creatures — or so I’m led to believe — but fortunately they never intrude on my privacy.’ She shrugged, in a ladylike way which made her beads resume their crackling. ‘You know, we put far too much stress on the importance of scientists nowadays, too little on the value of philosophy and the arts. Don’t you agree?’

	It was a little snub but once again Bulldog chose to disregard it. ‘Possibly. But we’re newspapermen. Our job is to reflect the views of the majority of our readers.’ 

	‘I do see that. But here again I’m afraid I must disappoint you. I know so little about the station and the people who work there. Except that within the past few weeks a new Director has arrived. I did hear that. A Doctor somebody or other.’ 

	She snapped long, dry fingers. ‘Oh, I can’t remember,’ she said, with impatience. ‘It just shows how much interest I take — ’

	In the hallway a grandfather clock, which, like Charles, was a gimmick of the hotel, wheezingly chimed two quarters. ‘Oh, dear, half-past nine!’ exclaimed Lady Mary. She rose, beginning to gather her things together and causing a helpful Charles to appear as if by magic. ‘Excuse me — I simply must fly! I have to be at St. Enoch Air Station at nine fifty-five and my taxi will be waiting.’

	She fussed and flurried, ignoring helpful advice from the head porter. It was as if a small summer storm had blown into the quiet precincts of Muir’s.

	‘Good-bye, Lady Mary,’ said Bulldog, still on his best behaviour. ‘I’m sorry we can’t give you a lift.’

	She flashed him a smile. ‘So am I. Truly sorry. Newspapermen are always such interesting company, I find. And instead of saying good-bye let us say au revoir. If you and Mr. Grant are staying near the Mull of Kintyre do remember to call. Drumgarvie Lodge. Any afternoon between four and six.’

	‘Thank you, madam.’

	‘Thank you very much,’ said Donald, almost missing his cue in his astonishment at Bulldog’s uncharacteristic suavity. ‘Au revoir.’

	‘Au revoir, gentlemen. Safe journey.’

	Attended by Charles, she disappeared out of the revolving door on to the street, leaving behind a faint aroma of tweed and eau de cologne.

	Soon afterwards the head porter brought news that the drive-yourself Morris Oxford was outside the front entrance. When documents had been signed and other papers checked, the chauffeur handed over the wheel to Donald. Dumping the grips on the back seat, Bulldog got in beside him and, with the benison of a courteous wave from Charles on the pavement edge, they were off.

	At the corner of Asia Street and St. Vincent Street a hatless man stooped to light a cigarette, shielding the flame of the match from a slight breeze. He was middle-aged, bald-headed and bald-faced, with an American style tweed jacket. He saw the Morris Oxford go by, with Donald and Bulldog inside it.

	They didn’t see him. They were unaware, therefore, of his smile as he looked after them with narrowed eyes.

	 


 

	SEVEN

	 

	When the engine warmed up, the Oxford moved along at a comfortable speed, making light of slow-moving traffic in Great Western Road and, on the sunny Dumbarton Boulevard, responding slickly to the pressure of Donald’s toe on the accelerator. On the narrow twisting road by Loch Lomondside, however, where trees sprouted from rocky crags on the one side and water sparkled like silver on the other, its pace had to be carefully watched. Several times the sharpness of the corners took Donald by surprise and his passenger had to clutch the arm-rest to maintain balance.

	On the third occasion Bulldog said: ‘For heaven’s sake take it easy! You’ll have us skidding into the Loch if you don’t look out.’

	‘We’re only doing fifty.’

	‘Much too fast to appreciate the beauties of nature! After all it’s less than a hundred and forty miles from Glasgow to Campbeltown. We’ll get there in plenty of time.’

	Donald took the hint. He eased his foot, and the car slowed down and ran on sedately at the tail of a milk lorry. The faint odour of burnt diesel oil began to mix with the fir-scented breeze coming in by the open windows. ‘How’s that?’ he said.

	‘A lot better. Now we can enjoy ourselves. Loch Lomond there like glass, and the Ben beyond it, like a noble dame with a scarf about her shoulders.’

	The streamer of mist on the mountain-top was indeed like a gauzy scarf. Donald smiled. ‘I didn’t know you were a poet, boss?’

	‘H’m. Used to write poetry at school. I still feel like writing it, when my hunches pay off.’

	‘Talking about noble dames, we didn’t get much joy out of Lady Mary.’

	‘Well, she told us that the station is built “in the shadow of The Dancing Horse”, as she put it. And the fact that a new Director has just been appointed may be important.’

	‘In what way?’

	‘How the blazes should I know!’ Bulldog frowned. After a momentary pause he continued: ‘But there’s one tiling I’m becoming more convinced about than ever — our man was murdered because he found out something queer about the Kintyre atomic station.’

	‘You may be right.’ Thankfully Donald increased speed on the long straight near the village of Luss. ‘Pity we didn’t have more time to question her ladyship,’ he added, as the Oxford nipped past the lumbering lorry.

	‘Aye.’ Bulldog smiled a sinister smile. ‘A bit of a character, yon one.’

	‘Feudal, I should think. Chief of the clan, that kind of thing.’

	‘Could be. And having no clan to boss and look after nowadays she turns her attention to unresisting D.P.’s on the Continent.’

	‘Snooty into the bargain.’

	‘Well, some Highland aristocrats give that impression. Anyway, she didn’t like how you gave her poetry the brush-off!’

	Donald stamped hard on the brake-pedal at another unexpected corner. There was a feeling of looseness and inefficiency about it, and he had to press harder than he thought should be necessary. But the moment passed.

	‘She was only looking for a free puff,’ he said, scornfully. ‘Like every other author nowadays.’

	‘Sure. But you must learn how to be tactful.’

	‘What chance have I got, in present company?’

	‘H’m.’ Bulldog took a sharp look at the driver’s deadpan face, then settled back to light a cigarette. ‘How are we going?’ he asked.

	Donald glanced at the trip-reading on the speedometer. ‘A hundred miles to Campbeltown — roughly. When we get there we begin casting at once, I suppose?’

	‘Time’s money, boy.’

	In the mirror, there appeared behind them a grey Austin-Healey. It was running steadily but comparatively slowly, and the driver — obscured in the distance behind the windscreen — was making no attempt to use its vastly greater speed to pass them. The road was tricky, of course, and the day fine, and he was probably enjoying a pleasant dawdle. Or so Donald decided.

	‘The bait’s good,’ he said, more lightly than he felt. ‘Top editor, top reporter.’

	‘You flatter yourself. But roughly that’s the idea.’

	‘We’re bound to get a few false nibbles before the big fish rises.’

	‘That’s the problem. We must decide what’s significant, what’s not.’

	Donald gunned the Oxford through Tarbet, then turned sharp left away from Loch Lomond and into the road past Arrochar to Rest-and-be-Thankful. ‘Read all copy before subbing?’ he commented.

	‘Yes.’ Bulldog sounded unusually sombre. ‘Always remembering that one mistake may be fatal, as it was for that poor devil in Soho.’

	‘I’m not likely to forget.’

	‘Good boy!’

	They passed the torpedo-testing base in Loch Long, the peak of ‘The Cobbler’ like a jagged paper cut-out against the sky, and began the long ascent to the summit of Rest-and-be-Thankful. As the road climbed higher in a series of rough switchbacks, the other mountains of Argyll began to encircle them with giant arms.

	There was little traffic now — only the Austin-Healey still half a mile behind — and a sense of isolation crept up on them. Bulldog surveyed the daunting landscape. Presently he said: ‘Big Shots in Long Acre should come here to have their egos deflated!’

	‘I know what you mean, boss,’ replied Donald, inwardly amused by this Freudian remark. He must remember to tell Harry Schwab about it.

	Far down to their left a stream glinted in the sun as it washed and bubbled over boulders in its path. Above it a whole mountainside planted with fir-trees basked in green warmth in the sunshine, making them wonder how many billion match-sticks might be growing there. On the other side crags and screes and ale-brown waterfalls obscured their view of the sun itself.

	The Oxford swung into a corner. Donald saw a ewe with a lamb directly in front, walking the unfenced road. He toed the brake-pedal. The car slowed. Then the pedal sank loosely to the floorboards and their speed increased again. Fortunately the ewe and lamb were used to traffic and skipped nimbly out of the way. But a small knot of worry was tied in the skein of his thoughts.

	‘Oil in the brake linings,’ he said, conversationally. ‘Maybe water. They’re slipping a bit.’

	Bulldog was paying no attention to mechanical details. He was looking into the airy abyss of the glen, on one flank of which the road had been laid like a discarded measuring tape. ‘Magnificent!’ he muttered. ‘Features might care for an article on this.’

	Three private cars and a couple of heavy lorries swept down past them on the way towards Arrochar. The Oxford whined on gamely against the gradient, still in top gear. In the mirror Donald saw the grey sports car taking its ease behind them.

	‘That Austin-Healey’s in no hurry,’ he remarked. ‘Been trailing us for miles.’

	‘What?’ The News Editor shifted in his seat, the glen and its rugged beauties suddenly forgotten. ‘Trailing us?’

	‘I don’t mean in any sinister way,’ Donald made an effort to laugh. ‘It’s just there, that’s all. Not a day for hurrying.’

	Bulldog turned and glanced back through the rear window. ‘Aye, he’s certainly taking his time. In a fast job like that, too!’

	The Oxford reached the top of the long hill, swept round the curve past dark, peat-stained Loch Reastall and began the descent of the Black Spout into Glen Croe. Both men felt their ears singing in the high, thin air.

	A police patrol car came up from behind and passed them with effortless ease. The drivers companion — another constable — glanced into the Oxford as it did so. Donald imagined he was looking for something — or somebody.

	Glen Croe opened out like a panorama in a widescreen film — a huge gash among the water-scarred mountains, with the ribbon of the road to Inveraray running alongside the tumbling stream at the bottom. It resembled a view from a plane coming in to land.

	Their speed was increasing on the long, curving swoop to the burnside far below. To control it Donald touched the brake-pedal. Nothing happened.

	Urgently he pumped the pedal up and down, but the Oxford ran even faster. He grabbed the handle of the parking brake and jerked it up from the floor. For a moment the speed was checked. Then a metallic slapping occurred in the chassis, and the lever became loose in his tense fingers. The car leaped forward like a toboggan released on an icy slope.

	‘Brakes gone!’ said Donald, out of the side of his mouth.

	Bulldog said nothing, but his ruddy cheeks seemed to shrink a little. He had only a rudimentary knowledge of cars, and in spite of this mention of the brakes, no spectacular disaster appeared to be imminent; but the note of alarm in the other’s voice was highly infectious.

	Donald’s first instinct was to try and change down into third gear to check the pace. He stamped on the clutch-pedal, revved up the engine until it screamed, then flicked at the elegant lever on the wheel. But he was used to the firm action of a gear-lever on the floor. The pinions jarred and shouted and refused to engage. In a split second of cold horror he realized that the Oxford was loose, hurtling in neutral towards the sharp left-hand bend and narrow bridge far down at the bottom of the hill.

	‘My God!’ he said.

	The News Editor sat stiff and still beside him. Words tumbled round in his mind, but he left them unuttered. Knowledge of the seriousness of the accident had been jarred into him by the dreadful grinding of the gears, and instinct directed him to preserve all his energy and resource for some unthinkable climax.

	Events had occurred so rapidly that the police car was still only about fifty yards ahead. Donald’s brain, numbed at first, now worked quickly. He smacked his hand down on the horn, which blared out a distress call echoing high among the mountains.

	As the Oxford gathered still more speed, he kept his hand hard on the chromium ring. He saw the constable in the passenger seat look round and say something to the driver. The driver shrugged and put a hand out to signal the Oxford past, probably vaguely annoyed that a family car should be challenging his Jaguar. It was clear, in any case, that neither policeman had an inkling of the truth.

	Donald maintained a prolonged blast on the horn. ‘As we pass,’ he shouted to Bulldog, ‘tell them what’s happened.’

	‘Right, boy.’

	The police car slowed a little. The Oxford drew abreast, the needle of the speedometer touching 70. Head thrust out of the window, jowls mottled, Bulldog yelled: ‘Brakes gone! We’re out of control!’

	Like a momentary flash in a dream, Donald had a snapshot of both policemen: the driver lean and dark, a look of astonishment suddenly ousting the Highland resentment on his narrow face; the other fair and stout, with a well-clipped ginger moustache, alarmed understanding spreading in a red wave across his chubby cheeks. On the other side, however, telegraph poles, white concrete culverts, young trees green against the brown of the mountainside whirled past in a photographic blur.

	A heavy furniture van, labouring up the incline, appeared out of the bend at the bridge, a mile below. Donald and the police driver saw it at the same time, and the latter was galvanized into quick action. Instead of allowing the Oxford to pass, he sent the Jaguar screaming forward at the limit of its revs. His hand went out, directing Donald to move in to the left again, behind him.

	It was like a long moment snatched from eternity. Everything was happening at lightning speed, and yet to Donald ages seemed to pass. The whole glen came distinctly into his sight-the stream parallel with the road, leaping and frothing down and down over a ladder of black stones, the Black Spout from which the hill took its name; the raw metalled track spiralling into a glen on the right towards the Loch Sloy Hydro-Electric Scheme; the mountains of Mid-Argyll, blue in the distance and basking in the sun, now beginning to appear at the western end of Glen Croe. And just in sight in the mirror, far behind, the grey Austin-Healey.

	Easing the Oxford to the left, he felt cool and amazingly detached. The furniture van was coming closer, but with the Jaguar moving in front at a hundred miles an hour, there was now no danger of a triple collision. The danger lay in the bend at the bridge. If they were to be saved, relief must come before they reached it. He considered all the points with care. He understood what the police driver had in mind and, his tense thought having come to a stage of automatic relaxation, concentrated on the task he found imposed on him.

	The Jaguar began to slow. The Oxford crept closer and closer to its tail.

	‘We’ll ram it, boy!’ jerked out Bulldog, involuntarily.

	‘That’s the rough idea.’

	‘What?’

	‘If I can get tight against its bumper, its brakes may slow both of us.’

	‘But my God — ’

	‘I know. If we touch too sharply — if he brakes too suddenly or if I mishandle the wheel — we’re all bound for Kingdom Come!’

	Bulldog’s big spatulate fingers gripped the arm-rest until the knuckles went white. Donald remained detached. He saw the rear bumper of the Jaguar, a sparkle in the sunshine, come easing in towards the Oxford’s bonnet. He thought of the polished surface of his own front bumper. When the two surfaces met there might be a slither and a slide and a tearing of metal, and the open mouth of the great glen would be waiting. Only the tall over-riders, by preventing one bumper from climbing over the other, could possibly save the day.

	He switched off the engine. Less risk of fire. The wind whistled above the Jaguar’s scream. At the immense pace it had developed, the Oxford was beginning to display a long, bouncing motion, like a speed-boat.

	A yard, a foot, inches only.

	The policeman with the ginger moustache was twisted round in his seat, grotesquely stiff, relaying staccato information to the driver. The driver’s back was like a ramrod, straight, unmoving.

	The bumpers touched. A tremor went through the Oxford. The wheel kicked, then steadied as the cars separated again. The pattern of the lean-faced constable’s plan began to unfold. It required an ice-cool nerve and a golfer’s sense of timing; and it soon became obvious that he possessed both.

	Another tremor. Another wheel-kick. This time the slightest hint of a check on the Oxford’s headlong progress. Donald felt it quivering as its bumper slid and scraped against the one in front. His hands on the wheel were sensitive to every movement, but so far there had been nothing to increase his fears.

	Bulldog saw the furniture van a few hundred yards in front, the bridge less than half a mile beyond. He felt useless and helpless — and anger at his impotence was like bile in his throat. Then he glanced at Donald’s grim profile and saw there, in the brightness of one unwinking eye, a first faint cause for optimism.

	With expert skill the police driver was gradually decreasing speed. Each time the cars touched and shivered, the Oxford’s speed was also decreasing. The speedometer needle dropped in a series of jerks from 70 to 60. But the bend at the bridge was looming close, and to take it at a mile a minute just wasn’t possible.

	The furniture van seemed to grow bigger and bigger, and suddenly it flashed past. The driver, bare arm on the ledge of his open cabin window, was staring at them, mouth wide and slack. Donald noticed with interest that he wore a bright red handkerchief at his throat.

	For the first time the police driver touched his brakes, and the rear bumper of the Jaguar pressed hard against the Oxford. Donald felt the wheel jerk and twist, and for a moment he was on the point of losing control altogether. Then the Jaguar ripped ahead in a short burst and, momentarily released, the car steadied. And its speed dropped to 55.

	The shiver again. The slide and scrape of polished metal. A definite risk on the part of the policeman as he applied his brakes even more firmly. A slight skid by the Jaguar and a breath-taking surge of speed as its driver straightened it out again, free of the bouncing Oxford. The needle on the speedometer moved down to 50.

	Four hundred yards to the bridge. Coming up through Glen Croe — out of the long switchback from Cairndow and past the shepherd’s cottage — Donald saw a caterpillar of four cream and red buses, a convoy of death if encountered at the bend. They would reach it, he judged, at about the same time as the speeding cars.

	His coolness deserted him. He began to sweat, the perspiration oozing out on the palms of his hands. He had a moment of panic as he gripped the wheel tighter and felt his fingers slide on the slippery ebonite. The whole episode took on a nightmare quality. He prayed that he might soon waken up and find himself safe in bed. And as he realized that this was no fantasy, a crazy urge invited him to spin the wheel to the left and plunge down into the shelter of the rock-strewn glen.

	‘Steady, boy! Watch it!’

	Bulldog’s rasping voice cooled him like a splash of icy water. He sucked in his breath and, as the Jaguar closed in again, braced himself for what he sensed would be the drivers final bid to prevent catastrophe.

	The gleaming bumpers touched, scraped. The speed dropped to 45 m.p.h. The bridge was only three hundred yards away, the buses about the same distance on the other side. A lamb made to move across the road in front of the Jaguar. It saved its life — and probably the lives of four humans — by a sudden leap back into the bracken towards its startled mother.

	Then the policeman began to press real power into his brakes. There was a grinding, snarling sound from the bumpers and a tinkle of glass as the Oxford’s fog-lamp splintered against one of the Jaguar’s over-riders. Donald felt the car heaving and swaying and for some reason became convinced that the bumpers had become inextricably tangled. But there was no skid on this occasion, just a showering of metal chips flying up from the gutter against the inner surface of the mudguards.

	It was as if a giant’s hand had been thrust out, buffering the Oxford. Both Donald and Bulldog felt themselves sliding forward in the front seat, though Donald’s own foot was taut against the useless brake-pedal.

	Once more time was standing still. Nothing existed except the jigging tail of the Jaguar, half-hidden beyond the bonnet. Donald knew that at any moment there could be a violent heave and stagger and both vehicles would go spinning into destruction like stock-cars in a race. But no such accident occurred. Slowly but surely the speed dropped.

	Forty, thirty, twenty m.p.h.

	Then, only a few yards from the bridge, the policeman tensed and stood on his brakes. Shuddering, trembling like frightened horses, the Jaguar and the Oxford stopped by the roadside, the Jaguar’s front wheels splayed a little on to the grassy verge.

	The buses came roaring out of the bend at the bridge, streamers and balloons flapping and spraying from the open windows. Children waved and blew toy trumpets. A school picnic, it seemed. With a gust of wind and a whiff of diesel oil they passed by up the hill, none of the drivers paying any attention to the fact that the cars were locked together.

	‘God help us!’ said Bulldog.

	‘He did help us,’ replied Donald in shaky sincerity, wiping the perspiration from his forehead.

	The policemen got out of the Jaguar. Both were slightly pale but otherwise showed no sign of emotion.

	The stouter one with the ginger moustache came towards the Oxford, pulling out a note-book. ‘What’s all this about?’ he said in an official voice, which, however, did little to conceal the Highland burr beneath it.

	The orthodoxy of the question, coming as it did after a display of such gallantry, made even Bulldog smile.
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	A car zipped past, going in the direction of Cairndow and Inveraray. It was the grey Austin-Healey. At the wheel sat a bald-faced man, wearing sun-glasses which effectively camouflaged his appearance. The police driver glanced after it, with an excusable lack of interest. None of the others even noticed it.

	The fair constable repeated his question, this time directly to Donald: ‘Well, sir — what’s all this about?’

	‘Brakes failed at the top of the Rest.’

	‘That seems strange, in a comparatively new car like this.’

	‘I agree.’

	‘Could I see your licence and registration book?’

	By this time both Donald and Bulldog had climbed stiffly out of the Oxford and, like the others, were standing in the warmth of the valley of Glen Croe. For a moment, with no traffic in sight, it was peaceful and quiet. The burn splashed below the bridge. From the vast hillsides came the bleating of lambs and the occasional cry of a bird. Sharpened by the heat, the scent of the Highlands eddied about them — a mixed odour from peat and heather, bog-myrtle and wild thyme. The four men made a little group, lazy and unhurried, the balmy air acting like a tonic on their scared nerves.

	Donald produced his licence and the papers showing the car to be a hired one. As they examined them, the policemen explained that they were from Lochgilphead, on a routine patrol. The driver was a Constable MacLeod, his companion Constable Ferguson. In a moment or two, both nodded approval of the documents.

	As they did so, Bulldog at last found speech. ‘By heaven,’ he said, hoarsely, ‘you chaps deserve a medal for what you did just now! Name’s MacPhail. News Editor of the Echo — London Office. This is Donald Grant, the sports writer.’

	Ginger-moustache offered a small tight smile. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, while Constable MacLeod, adjusting his driving gloves, inclined his head with wary courtesy.

	‘Magnificent!’ declared Bulldog, letting off the pent up steam of terror. ‘Might have been killed as well as us! Look, Mr. Grant and I are going to Campbeltown, staying at the Red Lion. Found it in an A.A. book. I’ll do a piece about you while we’re there — make everybody realize what a damn fine police force we’ve got.’

	‘No need for that, sir,’ murmured Ginger-moustache. ‘All in the course of duty. In the meantime may we look at your car to see if we can find out what went wrong?’

	‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Bulldog quietened, his nervous reaction coming more under command. ‘But Mr. Grant has told you — the brakes — ’

	‘I know.’ Constable MacLeod was already on his back, peering in beneath the chassis of the Oxford. ‘It’s funny, though, how the hand-brake failed as well.’

	‘The thing is,’ said Ginger-moustache, ‘you may have a claim against the garage that hired it out.’

	‘I see.’ Donald felt slightly uneasy under the scrutiny of the cool grey eyes. ‘I never thought of that.’

	‘Why didn’t you, sir?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. I had plenty of other things to think about in the past few minutes!’

	‘Aye, you’re right there!’

	The driver emerged from underneath the car, his narrow face too blank to be true. ‘It is queer,’ he said.

	Bulldog glowered at him. ‘What’s queer?’ he demanded.

	‘The nut at the back of the master-cylinder worked loose, letting the oil drain out of the hydraulic system. That sometimes happens if a garage is careless, but not often.’ He turned to Donald. ‘Did you notice the brakes going slack, before you came to the Rest?’

	‘As a matter of fact I did. I put it down to oil or water in the linings.’

	‘H’m.’ Constable MacLeod’s expression became, if possible, even more blank. ‘But what I can’t understand,’ he continued, ‘is why the hand-brake cable should have snapped at the same time. It could have been tampered with, in my opinion.’

	‘What!’ exclaimed Bulldog, getting worked up again.

	‘There’s a clean break. It looks anything but natural.’

	You mean the cable was partly cut,’ said Donald, ‘so that a sudden jerk would snap it?’

	‘I can’t say for sure, sir. But it looks like that to me.’

	‘Rubbish!’ said Bulldog, but without inner conviction. That would mean somebody wanted to kill us!’

	‘Yes, sir,’ replied Constable MacLeod.

	Two cars passed, whining into third gear to climb the Black Spout. A three-decker sheep-float went down gingerly towards the bridge. Then there was silence again, except that on the high crags to the right a lapwing called.

	‘Have you anything in mind that could account for it, sir?’ Ginger-moustache looked at Donald with the direct confidence of a future Inspector.

	For a moment Donald was tempted. Then he pulled himself together, for, after all, it was the papers story. ‘No. Nothing, I’m afraid. It’s a complete mystery, as far as I’m concerned. The car seemed perfectly sound when we left Glasgow, and as you see the garage certified its mechanical efficiency.’

	‘That’s just the point, sir. If you’d like us to make a few inquiries — ’

	‘No, no — not that!’ Bulldog thrust a broadsword among the rapiers. ‘We’re on a few days’ holiday. In Campbeltown, as I told you. Knitting up the ravelled sleeve of care. Can’t have it all mussed up by a lot of damned policemen snooping around — ’ He broke off, face reddening with unaccustomed embarrassment. ‘Not you, I mean. Heaven forbid! Bravest thing I’ve ever seen. Speaking generally, if you follow me. Officialdom. Once you get involved — ’ He petered out in incoherence.

	The driver grinned. ‘We follow you, sir. Of course, it’s up to you whether you make a complaint or not.’

	Donald shook his head. ‘Scarcely worth it, I think.’ 

	But Ginger-moustache was still curious. ‘Did you take the car straight out of the garage?’

	‘We didn’t, actually. A chauffeur brought it round to Muir’s Hotel, where we’d been having breakfast.’

	‘I see. Then someone could have approached the chauffeur, taken him in for a coffee, maybe. Another man, dressed in chauffeur’s togs, could have spent a few minutes underneath the car without arousing the least suspicion.’

	‘That’s possible, I suppose, but — ’

	‘Absolutely ridiculous!’ said Bulldog, closing the argument. ‘No one knew we were at Muir’s or had ordered a car. Apart from the head porter, that is. In any case — well, point is, we’re on holiday. Want to enjoy it. Brakes went. Just an accident. Where can we get them repaired?’

	The policemen gave up the inquiry. After some manoeuvring they separated the cars and sped off to bring help from a garage in Arrochar. More than an hour later, with the sun still shining, Donald and Bulldog said au revoir to the gallant and helpful if somewhat mystified constables and to the young mechanic who had put the Oxford to rights. In a sound car, but with a feeling of uncertain excitement still undermining their outward calm, they drove off into Glen Croe.

	‘Remember, see you at the Red Lion,’ roared Bulldog from the window. ‘Damn fine performance. Never criticize the police again!’

	Constable Ferguson waved politely, then smiled and said something out of the comer of his mouth to Constable MacLeod.

	The mechanic pocketed a handsome tip. He wished he could meet such generous clients every day. At the back of his mind was a stir of curiosity regarding the broken brake cable, but he didn’t allow it to absorb too much of his attention. Odd things happened to cars, as he knew only too well.

	‘Fairly obvious, I think,’ Bulldog was saying to Donald, as they drove past Cairndow towards the bridge at the end of Loch Fyne. ‘That little contretemps was the result of another plan to kill us. You can’t invoke the aid of coincidence this time.’

	‘I wonder,’ said Donald, caressing the wheel.

	‘Eh? What the blazes do you mean?’

	“All right, boss — I agree that mony a mickle mak’s a muckle. It certainly wasn’t a coincidence. But did they really want to kill us? That’s the question in my mind.’

	‘Too right they did! And we should have been, if those policemen hadn’t shown up!’

	‘I know. But how could they be sure that the brakes would pack in on such a dangerous hill as the Black Spout?’

	Bulldog frowned. ‘What are you getting at?’

	‘It might have happened on a level stretch of road, when we could have stopped quite safely by running into the ditch. They couldn’t guarantee otherwise.’

	‘I suppose you’re right.’ The tone was grudging. ‘But in that case, why the deuce did they go to all that trouble?’

	‘To make sure that our interest was sustained. That we kept on coming — to the Mull of Kintyre.’

	For the space of a minute Bulldog conned this over. Then he said: ‘You’ve got something there. They know that newspapermen are like pigs and basking sharks — try to stop them and they crash on harder than ever.’

	Donald nodded. He went on: ‘Of course, if we had been killed, all the better from their point of view! But they don’t want to show their hand too openly — not just yet. Plain, straightforward murder of two easily identifiable individuals like ourselves might cause them to be involved with the police. I have a feeling that they’re cooking up something special for us in the Campbeltown area.’

	‘So you have feelings, too?’

	‘Indeed I have.’

	‘H’m. Could be. They may be leading us on into a situation where we can be disposed of without risk.’

	‘Exactly.’

	They said nothing more for a time. Swiftly the Oxford went over the Loch Fyne bridge and round the wide comers through the trees. It passed Neil Munro’s ‘Doom Castle’ and came to Inveraray, a little town of white houses elbowing each other around a pier, with a turreted castle sheltering beneath the green, wooded hill of Dun Cuach. The day grew warmer, and Donald opened his window wide, letting in a breeze touched with the mingled scent of tar and pine trees.

	Suddenly Bulldog chuckled. ‘Odd, isn’t it? The fish fishing for the fishermen. In the final count it will depend on who can think the faster.’

	‘I think so. And our fish may be a lot smarter than we thought.’

	‘Aye. There’s that.’

	They stopped for lunch at the white hotel in Lochgair. They had a piece of salmon, recently caught at the mouth of the burn, and in spite of everything enjoyed it. When they had finished they went into the cocktail bar, where they had a glass of Drambuie. Following a pleasant chat with mine host — a keen fisherman with a fisherman’s love for tall stories — they felt ready for the last sixty miles of the run to Campbeltown.

	And as they journeyed down the west coast road on the long finger of Kintyre, where hedges and trees basked in the afternoon sunshine, Bulldog forgot his worries and waxed lyrical about the scenery, pointing out after reference to a map the islands lying like jewels in a platinum sea: Gigha and Carra, green grassy Islay, and Jura with its three towering mountains. And beyond the tip of the Mull, where seven tides meet in a turmoil of white water, the round blue hills of Northern Ireland.

	But at last, incongruously, he brought his travelogue to an end by expressing the hope that the Red Lion in Campbeltown would provide them with good draught beer. ‘And someone,’ he added, ‘who knows a bit more gossip than Lady Mary Kennedy.’
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	The beer was good. The colour of a peaty burn, it came frothing and cool from stainless steel taps. Both Donald and Bulldog, tired and hot after their adventurous journey, fully appreciated its quality.

	At the early hour of five o’clock there were few people besides themselves in the bar of the Red Lion. Only a miner coming off shift from the nearby Machrihanish pit, his eyes bloodshot from the coal-dust, and two elderly farmers, whiskered and smelling slightly of manure, discussing over a wee half the rival merits of Ayrshire and Friesian cattle. The place was fresh and comfortably old-fashioned compared with the ritzy chromium of Donald’s London haunts.

	The barman had a straggling sandy moustache and eyes set narrowly in a bullet-shaped head. He was of an age difficult to calculate — anything between forty and sixty — and there was a shrewd alertness in his expression such as is often found in those engaged in serving a public inclined to be off its guard. His name, it appeared, was Jock Thomson.

	Bulldog smacked his lips, put down his glass and smiled at him — engagingly, as he erroneously thought. ‘M’m. Not bad stuff you keep in Campbeltown! Not bad at all.’

	‘Ach, the Red Lion’s weel kent for its draught.’ He was obviously suspicious of compliments from strangers. Drying a glass, he continued more hospitably: ‘Are ye steyin’ here the nicht?’

	Donald said: ‘One night at least. Probably longer. We’re from the Echo — looking for a story about your atomic station.’

	A defensive look came into the man’s eyes. ‘The station, eh?’

	‘Yes. Quite a project, I hear,’ said Bulldog.

	‘Aye, that’s richt.’

	The conversation threatened to die out. Donald put in, quickly: ‘It’s bound to have done Campbeltown a bit of good as far as employment’s concerned?’

	‘Maybe it did,’ conceded Jock, leaning bare, sinewy arms on the counter, when they were buildin’ it a couple o’ years ago. But nooadays — ach, there’s no’ a local man near the place. If it’s a story ye’re efter, I’m feart ye’ll be disappointed. Veesitors,’ he concluded, heavily, ‘is no’ encouraged at the Mull.’

	Bulldog shrugged, like a heavyweight boxer brushing off an unexpected uppercut from a sparring partner. ‘We’ll take a chance,’ he said. ‘How far south is it from here?’

	‘Aboot thirteen mile — through the village o’ Southend.’

	‘Near “The Dancing Horse”?’ said Donald.

	Jock’s wiry body appeared to stiffen. He looked down and studied his finger nails, which were anything but clean. Finally he raised his head and looked Donald straight in the eye. His Kintyre brogue became even more pronounced. ‘Whit dae ye ken about “The Dancin’ Horse”?’ he queried.

	‘Oh — somebody mentioned it.’

	‘Weel, ye’re richt,’ he said, and for a moment broke off to serve the miner with another beaker of stout. His duty done, he resumed the conversation, almost with eagerness. ‘Aye, twa years ago there was naethin’ up there at the Mull — naethin’ but peat an’ heather an’ curlews cryin’. Noo there’s a great big boiler kind o’ thing, wi’ concrete buildin’s o’ a’ shapes an’ sizes. Fenced in like a ruddy concentration camp.’

	Bulldog ordered two more drinks. ‘You wouldn’t know its phone number off hand?’

	Jock filled the glasses with expert accuracy and switched off the taps. ‘Phone number!’ he exclaimed, sneering. ‘It hasna got a phone number. I tell you there’s somethin’ gey queer aboot yon place!’

	Donald swallowed some of his beer and offered cigarettes. As the others lit up he said: ‘How d’you mean — queer?’

	‘The scientists — a funny lot, Mr. Grant.’ Jock drew the smoke in, deeply. ‘Whiles they come here for a drink an’ a ceilidh. In fact, tomorrow’s their nicht — a Friday — an’ ye’ll be seein’ them for yoursel’s if ye bide on. It’s the only recreation they get, ye ken, an’ weel — maybe in the ordinary wey they’re ceevil enough, but mention their job an’ they’ll stare at ye as if they were seein’ bogles!’

	Donald nodded. He said: ‘They don’t actually avoid the Campbeltown folk?’

	‘No, they’re no’ against a bit o’ company. Whiles on the Sabbath ye’ll see them in their jeeps, gallivantin’ aboot wi’ the local talent.’

	‘M’m. Cherchez la femme!’ observed Bulldog.

	‘Whit’s that, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘Nothing, Jock. Nothing. Fill them up again, will you?’

	‘Aye, sure.’

	The third lot of half-pints had foamed into the glasses when the bar door opened. A thin girl wearing a black frock and white apron peered round it. She had glasses and a slight sniffle and was easily recognizable as one of the maids.

	Jock eyed her without enthusiasm. ‘What is it, Nellie?’

	‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘There’s a Mr. Grant wanted in the hall.’

	Donald swung round. ‘What! Who the dickens knows I’m in Campbeltown?’

	‘You booked the rooms,’ said Bulldog. ‘Maybe you forgot to sign the register.’

	‘Are you Mr. Grant, sir?’ piped Nellie, coming farther in.

	‘Yes, but — ’

	‘Come with me, please.’ She was helpful in a persistent kind of way. ‘It seems to be urgent.’

	Donald shrugged. ‘Keep an eye on my beer, boss, will you?’

	‘I’ll do my best.’ Then suddenly Bulldog’s disciplined nerves broke loose for a moment. He added: ‘You keep your eyes wide open, too. If you get what I mean.’

	‘I get what you mean.’

	Donald left the bar, watched with interest not only by the miner but also by the two farmers, whose conversation had come to an abrupt end.

	As they went down the narrow, carpeted corridor outside, Nellie half turned to him. ‘She’s waiting in the hall, Mr. Grant. I asked her to come into the lounge, but she said no.’

	‘She?’

	‘Yes. Wouldn’t give her name, neither.’ She paused at the rear entrance to the hall. ‘Straight through there, sir. Behind the big plant.’

	‘Thanks, Nellie.’

	What happened next became fixed in his memory like a piece of film. As he crossed the parquet of the deserted hall, intrigued but wary, and rounded the broad green leaves of the tall house-plant, he came face to face with Janet Marshall.

	He stopped and stared. She was still wearing the grey suit and red tammy; but he scarcely noticed. He saw bitter determination in her eyes and struggled to think of a reason for this, and for her presence in the hotel.

	She, too, was clearly beset by complex emotions. But as they stood there, saying nothing, she made an effort to compose herself, abruptly looking down and fidgeting with her gloves. A flush in her cheeks died away, and Donald felt a touch of unreasoning pity for her. This he carefully concealed, however, for he realized instinctively that she would detest pity.

	‘Janet! Miss Marshall!’ Like a stupid line in a play, he knew; but it came out involuntarily … 

	She took a step nearer. ‘Mr. Grant,’ she said, in tense accusation, ‘you were interested in that picture! And not just because Sorley Hetherington is a Scot!’

	‘What on earth are you doing in Campbeltown?’ he countered. ‘How did you know I was here?’

	‘I saw you getting out of your car, with that other man. There at the front door of the hotel. I was in a shop farther down the street. I — I could scarcely believe my eyes. Then I realized why you must have come.’

	There was silence, except for the traffic passing in the street beyond the big bay windows. The atmosphere was warm, with a hothouse smell coming from the plant, and a bead of sweat gathered on Donald’s upper lip. A waitress clicked through from the office to the dining room on the left. She was in a hurry and probably didn’t even notice them.

	He pulled himself together. He said: ‘Can I help you in any way? If there’s anything I can do — ’

	‘Go back to London!’ she interrupted, her face flushing again. A lock of dark hair had escaped from beneath the tammy on to her forehead. ‘Go back to London! That’s what you can do! You’re a crazy fool, blundering in on something you don’t understand.’

	‘But Janet — ’

	She pushed aside his offered hand. ‘Don’t try your slick newspaper talk with me! It won’t work. Not here in Kintyre. Can’t you see? They’ll kill you next!’

	‘What!’

	She calmed down. Her voice became less unsteady, and there was a warmth in it which surprised him. ‘I came to warn you. I know what you’re up against, if you don’t. Go back tonight, please!’

	He was astonished by her passion. She was no longer the quiet girl he had met in the Minotaur but a woman with a hidden force of character which made her infinitely more attractive. But what had caused her passion? Was her anxiety solely for him and Bulldog, as she had said, or for a plan which they might be in danger of upsetting?

	He caught her hand, and this time she allowed it to remain in his. ‘If — if only you’d explain,’ he said, plunging deeper into clichés.

	‘I can’t explain.’ With the shaking of her head power seemed to go. Her fingers tightened. ‘I wish I could explain,’ she went on, as if with infinite regret. ‘But I can’t. Not until I’m sure.’ She looked up at him, almost pleadingly. ‘Please do as I tell you, you and your friend. Go back to London!’

	‘But why?’ he said weakly, thinking of the warmth behind her distress. ‘I don’t understand — ’

	She pulled her hand away. Anger came into her eyes, and they flashed like the sea in a winter’s sun. ‘That’s the trouble!’ she exclaimed. ‘You don’t understand. This isn’t a game,’ she told him, fiercely. ‘Something for your sports column. This is real!’

	The hall was still empty, except for themselves, but down in the corridor voices were coming in their direction. Donald tried to think lucidly but failed. Confronted by this girl who might have murder on her conscience, his only reaction was a desire to protect her.

	She composed herself once more, with an effort. ‘I must get away,’ she said, beginning to pull on her white gloves.

	‘Janet!’ he exclaimed.

	She turned towards the front door. ‘This is no business of yours, Mr. Grant. It never was, and I hope it never will be. Good-bye.’

	He made a move to follow her, questions burning in his mind. What was the purpose of her visit to Kintyre? Where was she staying in Campbeltown? Or was she staying in Campbeltown at all? But then she was through the glass-panelled door and the whiskered farmers were in the hall, grumbling their way from bar to dining-room. He changed his mind, therefore, and stood still, looking after her like the fool she had called him. Next moment the door slammed and she was gone, lost in the bustle of the street outside.

	A small piping voice came from behind. ‘Are you — are you all right, Mr. Grant?’

	He turned to see Nellie gazing up at him, spectacles only partly concealing her friendly curiosity. She had emerged from the corridor on the tail of the farmers.

	‘Yes, Nellie, I’m all right.’

	She came close and smiled in a maternal way. ‘She looked awful nice in her red tammy. I hope you didn’t have a quarrel?’

	‘No, we didn’t have a quarrel.’ His voice was less cheerful than she would have liked, and memories of lovers’ tiffs in the Woman’s Friend came vividly to her. Then he grinned, making her hopeful that the affair might be holding together after all. He said: ‘Nice of you to inquire, Nellie. Things will turn out all right, I’m sure. Well, I suppose Mr. MacPhail and I should be thinking of some supper, if we’re going out to see the town.’ 

	‘That’s right, sir. You go back and finish your beer and I’ll tell them in the dining-room that you’re ready.’ 

	‘Thank you. Thank you very much.’

	She gave him a little flutter of her eyes behind the glasses; but she didn’t do it quite so stirringly as Miss Kelly. He found himself thinking nostalgically of London and of the safety and security that lay behind the plate-glass of the Echo building.

	 


 

	TEN

	 

	After supper Donald and Bulldog sat smoking in the lounge, letting their digestions settle. The place was fairly busy. Country folk were coming in for cups of tea before visiting the cinema. Local businessmen gossiped among rounds of drinks before setting off for bowls or golf. Youngsters in tennis clothes chattered over lemonade. The tall waiter called Jimmy — he happened to be a cousin of barman Jock’s — was kept moving at a fast pace attending to their needs. Soon Nellie came in to help him.

	In a low voice Donald said: ‘D’you think we should write out something now and send it to the Editor? In the circumstances it might be a wise precaution.’

	‘I see what you mean, boy. A complete account of the case up to date?’

	‘Yes. We could post it tonight and they’d have it in the office the day after tomorrow at the latest.’

	‘It’s an idea. Who’s going to do it?’

	‘You have more authority than I have.’

	‘H’m. You blasted young ’uns always take the easy way out.’

	‘Not at all. It’s just that — ’

	‘All right, all right!’ Bulldog’s rasping voice and fearsome glower caused an innocent fair-haired girl in tennis shorts at a nearby table to swallow her still orange the wrong way. Heedless of her spluttering, he went on: ‘I said all right. What’s the programme afterwards?’ 

	Donald was unruffled. ‘I thought we might do a round of the other hotels and try to find out if Janet Marshall is staying in one of them.’

	‘Aye! Years since I did a proper pub-crawl!’ The News Editor’s smile came like sunshine after a thunder shower. ‘What’s more, if we knew what that dame’s doing here we’d be well on the way to solving our problem. Or so I reckon.’

	‘I don’t know about that, boss. But anyway, I’d like to see her again.’

	‘Quite. Our main job, however, is to keep on presenting ourselves as bait. To my mind Janet Marshall’s appearance was our first nibble. It may lead anywhere — or nowhere. But if we get no forrader tonight we can spend tomorrow making inquiries — from the local press and police, I suggest — and in the evening have a dekko at the scientists at their weekly ceilidh.’

	‘What about visiting the atomic station in Southend? And having a look at “The Dancing Horse”?’

	‘That can wait. “The Dancing Horse” has been there for a million years. It won’t run away now. And according to that barman we haven’t a hope in hell of getting inside the station. In any event, it’s among people we’ll find the clue we’re looking for. And the people are here, in Campbeltown.’

	‘The human angle?’

	‘Sure. It’s always a winner.’

	Donald stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Meanwhile, I suppose, we remain strictly on guard?’

	‘Aye. Much healthier. You wait here and keep an eye on this mob. I’ll do a piece up in my room and be back in half an hour.’

	Bulldog rose, to find the fair-haired girl staring at him, fascinated. He glared back at her, and she blushed a deep crimson and choked again. Satisfied, he removed his gaze from his victim and padded off towards the wide, carpeted stairs.

	Donald ordered a glass of stout, lit another cigarette and went on watching the people coming and going. He was glad that his seat was in a comer by the piano. He had a satisfactory field of view, and no one could overlook him from behind. He had noticed the girl’s interest but was satisfied it represented no more than that of a visitor to the zoo in a particularly savage animal and that she had overheard nothing of what they had been saying. Life with Bulldog made such incidents a commonplace.

	Jimmy came with the stout. They exchanged a few words not only about the pleasant weather but also on the subject of the two excellent eighteen-hole golf courses in the vicinity, Dunaverty and Machrihanish. Any show of eagerness or tension in regard to the atomic station had to be camouflaged.

	As the waiter moved off, flicking up a tip from the tray, Donald noticed that a youngish, fresh-faced man had come in and was talking quietly and quickly to Nellie. He wore a green windcheater and carried leather gloves and a crash-helmet. It was possible that he came from the atomic station, for in manner and appearance he was different from the usual run of Kintyre folk. His expression, too, was of considerable anxiety.

	Journalistic instinct took over. Donald got up and sauntered across to a small table on which were arranged a number of magazines. Among the crowd he was inconspicuous, but as he apparently pondered a choice of reading matter, turning over glossy pages, he was close enough to overhear a snatch of what Nellie and the newcomer were saying.

	‘But I’m not off till after ten, Mr. Kenyon.’

	‘That’s all right. I can wait.’ To his surprise Donald detected a Lancashire accent.

	‘Okay, then. I’ll do it. Poor lassie, I’m that sorry for her!’

	‘Well done, Nellie.’ There was a strange sort of excitement in the light, clipped voice. ‘Tell her I’ll be in Cooper’s Close at half-past.’

	‘Half-past ten you mean?’

	‘Yes. It’ll be dark by then.’

	As Donald turned away, looking into a copy of The Scottish Field, he heard the chink of money. When he resumed his place Nellie was taking an order for gin and orange from a matronly lady with a peke, and the youthful Mr. Kenyon was leaving the lounge.

	A sudden notion occurred to him, brought into being by the soft look in Nellie’s eyes: the same look, he remembered, as she had given him after Janet Marshall’s abrupt departure. Could it be that this man Kenyon had an appointment with Janet at ten-thirty? A link between her and the station, that was what he and Bulldog were looking for. An innocent link, of course — he couldn’t believe otherwise — but one, nevertheless, that might help them to find a murderer and the motive behind the crime.

	First of all, however, he had to make sure that his guess about Kenyon’s job was on the target. He signed to Nellie as she passed towards the serving hatch with empty glasses. She came to his table, smiling in her motherly way.

	‘Could I have twenty Capstan, please? I seem to have run out.’

	‘Certainly, Mr. Grant. Shan’t be a jiffy.’

	When she returned with the packet he tipped her well. After a moment’s banter he said: ‘That young chap I saw you talking to a minute ago — with the green windcheater — his face seems familiar.’

	A secretive look chased the warmth from her eyes. She sniffed, looking a little pathetic. ‘I don’t see how you could know him. He’s a Mr. Kenyon, from the station. One of the scientists.’

	‘I’m sure I’ve seen him before somewhere.’

	‘Maybe in London, Mr. Grant. He’s awful clever, they say. Sometimes he goes off to a conference down south, but mostly he’s here.’

	‘So he’s been at the Mull since the station opened?’

	‘Oh, yes. He comes in here a lot. A nice boy, but a bit foolish at times.’

	‘Drink, you mean?’

	‘Well, I’m afraid so.’ Gradually Nellie was losing her wariness. She enjoyed a gossip, especially with a nice man like Mr. Grant, who was ugly in such a thrilling kind of way. She went on: ‘But he’s awful clever — so all the other scientists say — and they just couldn’t do without him at the station. How I know is that he’s a great friend of my — ’

	She broke off, suddenly remembering. For a second her face looked pinched and hurt. She took a handkerchief from the pocket of her apron and blew her nose. ‘Oh, but I mustn’t stand here talking. I’m sorry, Mr. Grant. There’s so much to do, you see — and well, you can’t possibly be interested in Jim Kenyon.’

	She was gone, hurt on two counts: by the memory that had stopped her pleasant gossip, and by the thought that Mr. Grant might consider her rude and countrified.

	Donald waited with impatience for Bulldog to come back, but it was eight o’clock before his stumpy legs appeared at a comer of the stairs.

	‘All set,’ he informed Donald. ‘Took longer than I thought to write the darned thing.’

	‘Now maybe you’ll appreciate what your reporters are up against — especially when you start shouting for their copy!’

	‘The result’s a lot better than you could have done.’

	‘That goes without saying!’ Donald grinned. Then, abruptly, he changed the subject. ‘Look,’ he said, quietly, ‘while you were away something happened.’

	‘What d’you mean?’

	Donald told him. ‘Cooper’s Close — wherever that may be — at ten-thirty.’ His hand jerked and the smoke from his cigarette spiralled to the ceiling. ‘I’d like to see who turns up to meet Kenyon.’

	‘Janet Marshall, you think?’

	‘It’s possible. Don’t you agree?’

	‘Possible, but not probable. You’re becoming so obsessed with that girl that you see her in everything.’ Smug after giving birth to a literary baby, Bulldog had become a receptacle of wisdom. ‘I know your state of mind,’ he went on. ‘Every girl you come across — every girl you hear mentioned — there’s something of the girl about her. It’s a common complaint.’

	‘Come off it, boss! I’m not in love with Janet Marshall, if that’s what you think. I just know she’s not a wrong ’un, and I’d like to prove it to you.’

	‘H’m. Interesting. But you have no proof whatever that she’s involved with Kenyon?’

	‘None. Just a feeling. Like you have sometimes.’

	‘My feelings are usually right on the beam.’

	‘So were mine about Kenyon.’

	‘Sure. But one swallow doesn’t make a summer.’

	‘Well, if I’m wrong, there’s no harm done.’

	‘I dunno.’ Bulldog pondered. ‘It might be darned awkward if Kenyon is simply meeting some local popsie and finds us spying on him. The inhabitants of this small burgh might label us nosey-parkers and give us no further co-operation.’

	‘There may be something in that,’ conceded Donald. ‘Let’s call it a last resort, then — if we draw a blank at the hotels.’

	‘All right. If it’ll please you. But remember, you’re on your own if Kenyon spots us and cuts up rough. I’m too old for all this excitement.’

	After posting the letter they visited the Kintyre Arms which dispensed a potent whisky from the island of Islay. Trying to sound like Sir Compton Mackenzie, Bulldog said it looked like peaty gin, tasted like nectar and had the kick of an elephant rifle.

	Here, for the most part, the clientele consisted of fishermen and farmers. Before they left, Donald and Bulldog had acquired a comprehensive knowledge not only of the system of ring-net herring-fishing practised off the West Coast of Scotland but also of the huge milk industry which went on in Kintyre. Heads were shaken on the subject of the atomic station: fish and cattle were in danger of being poisoned, that was the underlying theme. But nobody particularized about the scientists or their friends. Nobody, it seemed, knew a great deal about them.

	Next they had a gentle sojourn in the Regal in Broad Street, which offered entertaining bar conversation from a B.B.C. film unit engaged on shooting harbour scenes for a television play.

	The beards and jerkins reminded Donald of Soho. A Campbeltown writer who had attached himself to the unit declaimed an original set of verses in praise of the atomic age, making a heavy and involved comparison between the speed and power symbolized by ‘The Dancing Horse’ and the actual power contained in the atom. The B.B.C. men applauded him heartily, vowing that they would put him on the air as soon as they returned to Glasgow. He bought them drinks on the strength of this promise, and Donald’s mouth crooked in a sardonic smile. He had heard many such promises made before, but seldom, to his knowledge, had anything ever come of them.

	Finally he and Bulldog went to Ardshalloch, where a Drama Club was having its Annual Dinner. Here again their inquiries were skilfully framed, but no news was forthcoming about Janet Marshall. As in the other hotels, none of the staff had heard of her, while customers looked blank when mention was made of a grey suit and red tammy.

	The night wore on, and they found themselves becoming involved in a ceilidh which followed the Drama Clubs Dinner. The tall leading man insisted on their presence at a mock rehearsal, while the stage manager and his crew — already in good form themselves — lined up rows of brimming glasses for their delight.

	At one stage Donald announced to no one in particular: ‘She is only a ghost, a will o’ the wisp. Did I ever really see her?’ Then, realizing the time and the state he was getting into, he pulled himself together, rescued Bulldog from the charms of the leading lady and led the way outside into the gathering dusk.

	They walked across the town by way of the quiet quays.

	In the half-light the bare masts of the fishing skiffs resembled a skeleton forest. On the Old Quay towered a coal-loading machine, like some phallic symbol painted by a surrealist.

	Young couples lingered on the benches on the promenade, while the street behind them echoed to the talk and laughter of people coming out of a brightly lit cinema.

	There was only a slight breeze, but the clean, salty smell of the harbour effectively cleared Donald’s head.

	He said: ‘A narrow escape, boss!’

	‘It certainly was! Another ten minutes would have seen me off with that dame. But I’m not sure that I did want to escape.’

	‘That’s how I felt.’ The Town Hall clock, hidden from them by the high tenements of Main Street, chimed the quarter. ‘As it is we have fifteen minutes to get to Cooper’s Close. Last resort. Remember?’

	Bulldog made no comment.

	By this time they knew all about Cooper’s Close, for in the Kintyre Arms a hairy old fisherman had given them its location and entire history. This included lines of Rabelaisian doggerel describing sights and sounds it had witnessed during the past hundred years. A dark, covered-in alley between a garage and a furniture store in the Longrow, it did not, as Donald had erroneously surmised, take its name from some worthy called Cooper, but from a cooper who had run a prosperous barrel-making business there at the tail-end of the century, when the town had boasted no fewer than twenty-one distilleries.

	They approached it from the rear, where it emerged into an open space near Kinloch Park. This was an area overlooked by the dead-eyed furniture store, and at the moment they had it to themselves. It was a drab oasis of quiet, with the night sounds of the town going on around them in the near distance.

	They crossed the cobbles, aware of the smell of dust and garbage, and took up a position in the shadow of a big water-cistern. From it they had a clear view right down the close to where it opened on to the Longrow. It was like looking down a tunnel.

	‘D’you still think Janet Marshall will come here?’ Bulldog’s voice rumbled slightly against the zinc sounding-board of the cistern.

	‘I don’t know, boss. But we must try something. We’ve raised no fish tonight — so far.’

	Bulldog grunted. ‘Damn silly caper! Playing cowboys and Red Indians at this hour.’

	‘We’ve had too much to drink, that’s the trouble. It’s blurred our faculties.’

	‘Those of some are permanently blurred.’

	‘There’s an old saying about people in glass houses. What if I tell Miss Kelly about that leading lady?’

	‘Eh? Don’t do that, boy! Bad for discipline.’

	‘Sez you!’

	Donald’s apparent light-heartedness was cover for excitement and nervous tension. The thought that very soon he might be seeing Janet Marshall caused the excitement, for a reason he made no attempt to analyse. The idea that through Kenyon they might penetrate the secret of The Dancing Horse’ caused the tension. It was odd, however, that for the time being the true object of their journey to Kintyre was overshadowed in his mind by concern about the owner of a red tammy. The Islay Mist may have been responsible.

	Bulldog’s fingers clamped on his arm. Framed in the oblong opening at the Longrow end of the close was the silhouette of a man. They heard the sound of his footsteps, approaching.

	The silhouette came closer and merged with the dark. Donald couldn’t be sure that it was Kenyon, though his first impression of the figure had been one of youthfulness.

	The footsteps stopped, some ten yards away.

	After a time a lighter scraped into flame as the stranger lit a cigarette. They could hear him clearing his throat and shifting his feet impatiently.

	A cat appeared as if from nowhere and slunk past their feet. Bulldog shivered. He was allergic to cats. Donald shivered, too — relieved that the incident had gone by without more fuss. He remembered vividly an occasion when the office pet had given birth to five kittens in the News Editor’s wastepaper-basket. Bulldog’s discovery of this circumstance — some time after midnight on a hot June morning — had caused such a furore that several hardened sub-editors had gone home to their wives almost in tears.

	Minutes passed. Two sweethearts crossed the area from the direction of Kinloch Park, their arms about each other, oblivious to everything except themselves. They went through the close and out into the Longrow. Again Donald shivered with relief.

	Suddenly they saw the girl. She came in the wake of the young couple, teetering over the cobbles on high, spiked heels. Donald drew in his breath as he caught sight of her tammy. Then, with a feeling of disappointment that almost made him physically sick, he realized that its colour was bright orange.

	She went by them with a whiff of cheap perfume — a smallish girl with an open blue coat which swung about her attractive legs. The man heard her and came forward hurriedly. It was Kenyon all right. Donald made out his Lancashire accent: ‘Myra! Nellie told you?’

	‘Aye, she did.’ This time the accent of Kintyre was unmistakable. ‘Nellie’s a good sort, though she is my sister.’

	The pair were standing only a few feet from the cistern, and Donald and Bulldog found themselves in an awkward situation. The slightest sound would reveal their presence, but as Kenyon took hold of the girl roughly and began to kiss her, that was the last thing they wanted to happen. Despite their profession they were still human enough to hate giving embarrassment. On the other hand, they were acutely embarrassed themselves by having to witness the love-making of strangers.

	For what seemed a long time the couple remained locked together. Donald tried to will them to move apart and go elsewhere but without effect.

	At last, however, they stirred in each other’s arms. Her head sank down against his shoulder and they began to whisper. Bulldog’s eyes closed tightly, in a vain effort to shut out the sordid, commonplace details of a little passion.

	‘It’s no good, Jim. I saw the doctor, and that’s the end of it.’

	‘Are you quite sure?’

	‘He said I was three months gone.’

	Despair settled on the alley like a cold pall.

	‘My God, what a hell of a thing! You said you’d take precautions, Myra.’

	‘That’s right — on you go! Blame me!’

	‘I’m not blaming you, darling. Of course I’m not. I love you.’

	‘Oh, Jim.’

	‘I love you. I’ll always love you, in spite of everything.’

	There was a close, tense silence, while they kissed again with the thoroughness of practised lovers. Bulldog had opened his eyes and in the dim light was glaring up at Donald. An actor told to register accusation couldn’t have done better. Donald’s back was sticky with perspiration. This was terrible — and all his fault — but if they came out of hiding now it would be even more terrible. Especially for Kenyon and the girl.

	‘Oh, Jim, I’m real glad you’ve come back. I — I couldn’t think you wanted rid of me. Were you angry when I wrote to the station and asked you to tell Nellie where you’d meet me?’

	‘I wasn’t angry. Just — just a bit shaken. I mean — ’

	‘I had to tell you. I know that you’re married and that you have to be careful with that creature blackmailing you. But you’ll get your divorce soon, won’t you, Jim? Then we can be happy, just me and you.’

	‘It’s not as easy as all that. It’s damned complicated. And now this.’ His voice was weak and a little vicious. ‘My God! Isn’t there any way you can stop it, Myra?’

	Donald heard a small half-sob. It was a story as old as time itself, with no original newspaper twist. But even as he braced himself for the inevitable tears and recriminations, Bulldog provided a twist of his own.

	Easing slightly his cramped position, he slipped on a smooth cobblestone, struck his elbow against the cistern and caused a booming noise which echoed in the quiet area like a drum-beat at a funeral.
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	‘Oh, hell!’ he muttered, regaining balance.

	Kenyon and the girl drew apart, startled. Kenyon’s hand went to his hip pocket, but what the gesture signified Donald and Bulldog didn’t wait to find out. Lowering their heads, they charged out of the shadows and raced off in the direction of Kinloch Park.

	They heard the girl screaming and Kenyon shouting in angry frustration. But they were fairly certain that the dusky light and the suddenness of their departure would prevent the couple from recognizing them again.

	‘I told you, Grant! Bringing me into this!’ Bulldog was panting as they stumbled across the cobbles for the shelter of the trees in the park. ‘Blasted idiot!’

	His trials, however, were not over. As they readied the far end of the area, a whistle shrilled. To their horror, they found that their way of escape was cut off by two agile uniformed policemen.

	They turned in their tracks, cursing their luck and quite unaware that a week previously an unsuccessful attempt had been made to burgle the furniture store and that the shouting and sudden screams had triggered off quick action by an already alert police force.

	Instinctively they avoided Cooper’s Close. Kenyon and the girl were still there, and even though they could possibly have brushed past them, more policemen might be waiting at the Longrow end of the tunnel. They saw a fire-escape leading up to the flat roof of the furniture store and, with Bulldog leading, began to climb it.

	The iron ladder was slender and precariously steep, zig-zagging up the high brick wall. As they reached the first sharp turn they heard another whistle and the quick metallic clump of feet coming after them.

	‘For crying out loud!’ gasped Bulldog, not daring to look down. ‘They’ve spotted us.’

	Donald said nothing. Whisky and beer was churning about inside him. The idea of tamely giving himself up didn’t occur to him, as it obviously hadn’t done to Bulldog, either. In the circumstances, explaining things to the police would seriously hamper their investigations. Success depended so much on their apparent lack of guile.

	It was like negotiating a crazy toy built of Meccano. Far down they made out voices — probably Kenyon and the girl telling police reinforcements what had happened. Close behind them the boots of their immediate pursuers clanged determinedly against the rungs of the ladder.

	‘Stop there!’ shouted a West Highland voice, breathless but charged with the law’s authority.

	They climbed even faster. The News Editor kept on swearing under quick-drawn breath, and Donald marvelled at the words he used.

	They seemed to have been on the ladder for an eternity before Bulldog reached the topmost rung and hauled himself over the parapet on to the roof. Donald squirmed and slithered to his side.

	‘You got us into this! What the blazes do we do now?’ In a blink of moonlight, glowing up from behind Ben Gullion, the News Editor’s lumpy face glistened with sweat. It resembled a villain’s mask in a Japanese play.

	Donald glanced down the cliff-side of the store. The two policemen were already clattering on to the last section of the ladder. He looked back at the long sweep of the roof, like some enormous ill-lit stage. In a distant comer stood a chimney-head. A few yards to the left of it the gaunt arm of a crane was silhouetted against the stars.

	‘Come on, boss — this way!’

	‘Where, for Pete’s sake?’

	But Bulldog followed, wheezing a little, his leather-soled shoes skidding on the dew-damp concrete.

	To Donald had come the recollection of a similar furniture store in the market town of his boyhood: a recollection of his fascinated delight in watching green-aproned removers loading vans with tables, chairs and wardrobes by means of a small, hand-operated crane set high in the roof. The hook would dangle outside an opening thirty or forty feet up in the blank wall. From there a workman would stretch out for it, fix on a piece of furniture and shout to his mate on the roof-top. A few turns of a handle and the hook’s load would sink down gently into the van.

	Now he was looking at a similar handle from the distance of only a few feet. The arm of the crane jutted out beyond the roof, its cable and hook slung inside the parapet. He looked back. The two policemen hadn’t yet appeared at the top of the fire-escape.

	He turned the handle until the hook hung taut over the parapet’s edge. ‘Step into it, boss. I’ll crank you down. Then I’ll slide after you.’

	‘But — but what’s below us?’

	‘A side street, as far as I can make out. Nobody there at the moment.’

	Bulldog’s anger left him. For a moment his look became pathetic. ‘Donald,’ he said, ‘I’m scared of heights!’

	‘So am I. But it’s our only chance. Go on! Keep your eyes shut!’

	A hundred feet away, the check-rimmed cap of the first policemen came into view on a level with the roof. Then his forehead and his chin.

	Bulldog whipped up courage. He scrambled on to the parapet, caught the cable and stepped into the hook. He glared at Donald. In a quavering voice, he said: ‘Oh, you bloody fool! I’ll sack you for this!’ But before the diatribe was finished, Donald had slipped the brake and sent him spinning down into the darkness.

	Seconds passed. Then there was a thud far below, and the cable grew slack. Thankfully Donald jammed on the brake, sprang for the parapet and leapt into space.

	As he gripped the cable in tense fingers, he heard one policeman racing across the roof and the other blowing his whistle and yelling to his colleagues in the area to move round into Parliament Lane.

	He went down the cable, hand under hand. It was slightly greasy, and once or twice he thought his descent might get out of control. But he was able to hang on, though his palms were painfully bruised.

	How far he was from the ground when the policeman on the roof began to crank the cable upwards he had no idea. He was caught in a sudden panic, picturing himself faced either with a desperate leap to injury and perhaps death or with a tame surrender to grimly smiling authority at the top.

	Then Bulldog’s voice came to him: ‘Jump, boy — jump!’

	The sound, he judged, came from no more than fifteen feet below. He let go, therefore, and willed himself to become limp as he had learned to do in the commandos. As he struck the stone setts of Parliament Lane, his fall partially broken by Bulldog who had gamely tried to catch him in outstretched arms, he heard footsteps hurrying towards them from the direction of the Longrow.

	He got to his feet. ‘Come on, boss! We’re not finished yet!’

	‘My God!’ said the News Editor. But he was on terra firma now, and his relief at having successfully negotiated the journey on the crane-hook gave him renewed vigour.

	Like Olympic champions they ran down the lane towards the Kinloch Park end.

	Behind them a hue and cry was mounting, for the policemen seemed to have been joined by a number of civilians; but in front the way was clear. The road alongside the Park was completely empty, except for two cars passing each other in opposite directions. When these had gone, they dashed across the tarmac into the shadow of a row of trees. The Park itself lay dark and quiet under the rising moon.

	‘Well,’ panted Bulldog, ‘what now, idiot boy?’

	Some fifty yards away, dimly outlined against a background of tenement buildings, Donald saw the tall erection on which fishermen dried their nets. Its construction was like that of a giant clothes-horse — two sets of triangular wooden supports with a long pole connecting the apexes about twenty feet above the ground. Nets were draped along it, hanging down in heavy loops and festoons to within a foot or two of the grass.

	‘Up there!’ he answered. ‘If we lie along the pole, nobody will spot us from the ground. The thick nets should make it comfortable enough.’

	‘Good grief!’ wheezed Bulldog. Then suddenly his tone changed. ‘Donald,’ he exclaimed, slapping a hand to his bare head, ‘I’ve lost my hat!’

	‘Your what?’

	‘My hat. Must have been when we started to cross the Park. Never noticed it till now.’

	‘Is your name inside it?’

	‘I don’t think so. Maybe my initials, but — ’

	‘Can’t be helped, anyway. No good going back for it now. Come on!’

	They reached their objective. Donald looked up at the soaring slenderness of the nearest support. ‘Should be easy,’ he said.

	Its slope was steep, but his forecast proved correct. Layers of net gave him firm holds for hands and feet, and in a matter of seconds he was half-way up and turning to help Bulldog, toiling in the rear.

	The pursuit was casting about on Kinloch Road, making a confused noise. Then, just as they scrambled up on to the horizontal pole at the top, the noise crystallized. Soon it was coming towards them across the Park. ‘They’ve found your hat,’ said Donald.

	They lay still, precariously balanced on their stomachs. The pole was less broad than they had imagined and the mesh of the nets surprisingly rough.

	‘Sure!’ groaned Bulldog. ‘They’ll find us next!’

	‘Not if you keep quiet and don’t move.’

	‘Easier said than done!’ Suddenly, in a low voice, he added: ‘Your backside sticks up a mile, boy!’

	‘So does yours, but from the ground they’ll look like lumps in the nets. Ssh! Here they come!’

	Twenty feet below, led by three policemen, the crowd ran past, making for the street beyond the tenements. That anyone should be lurking high above their heads never seemed to occur to them. No one spared even a glance for the shadowy cross-pole, with the nets draped irregularly across it. Gradually the scutter of their feet and the excited shouting and talk died away.

	‘Let’s beat it!’ muttered Bulldog. ‘I’m getting cramp.’ 

	‘Wait a bit. They may come back.’ For once caution was on Donald’s side. ‘As long as we stay here we’re all right. As I told you.’

	‘It’s damned uncomfortable.’

	‘Better a spot of discomfort now than a night in jail.’ 

	‘You sound like a blasted Chinese philosopher! You and your Janet Marshall! A pretty mess you landed us in!’

	‘We’re practically out of it.’

	‘What a performance! Waiting for a murderer to attack, so that we can identify him. Every nerve on edge. Then you go and make things twice as difficult by getting into trouble with the police! Like trying to do acrobatics on a tight-rope!’

	‘You’re good at acrobatics, boss. Very few men of your age would be fit enough to do what you’ve done tonight.’ 

	‘H’m.’ The sting went out of Bulldog’s voice. ‘Must say my blood-pressure stood up to it well.’

	‘Miss Kelly would be proud of you.’

	‘She’d scarcely believe it! Swinging down on that hook! Nice girl, Miss Kelly. Pity she couldn’t have come with us. See us in action, eh? Those back-room people don’t realize what we reporters have to do for a living!’ 

	‘I thought you were the News Editor.’

	‘Damn it, I was a reporter before you were out of diapers! Don’t start any of that stuff — ’

	He broke off. The sounds of the pursuit were vanishing into the distance, and he had become careless. To emphasize his point he had shifted his position on the cushion of net and waved an arm. The result was unfortunate.

	He found himself slipping. He dug his fingers into the mesh and burst out: ‘Lost my balance, boy! I’m going over!’

	‘For the love of Mike!’ Donald shot out a hand and caught him by the collar of his jacket.

	But he hadn’t reckoned with Bulldog’s solid weight. In spite of every effort with hands, feet and knees, they both began to roll off, like competitors on a greasy pole. It flashed through Donald’s mind that they were twenty feet above the ground and that even though they would fall on grass the impact might still cause broken bones if they landed in an awkward way.

	The News Editor went first. But as luck would have it he retained a grip on the net, while instinct impelled Donald to keep firm hold of his collar. There was a ripping sound as the mesh strained and parted. In slow motion, as if they were being lowered cannily by block and tackle, they descended to the ground, landing squarely on their feet but leaving behind a long tear in the net.

	Bulldog disentangled his fingers and wiped his forehead. ‘That was a bad moment!’ he said.

	‘You’re telling me!’ Donald recovered his wits and looked around with apprehension. All was quiet. ‘Anyway, nobody saw us,’ he added, in obvious relief.

	‘Back to the hotel, eh?’

	‘Yes. I wonder if Jimmy’s still there, to dispense a stiffener?’

	‘I could be doing with one! And remember, when we get back to London — if ever we do! — remind me to send a cheque to pay for the damage to that net. It should come under expenses.’

	‘Okay, boss. Let’s move.’

	To avoid people they used back alleys and ill-lit side streets, and it was nearly half-past eleven by the time they reached the Red Lion. They were in a fairly disreputable state. Bulldog was hatless, his suit crumpled and stained with grease from the crane cable. The knot of Donald’s tie was hidden under his collar, a button had gone missing from his jacket and his hands were filthy with grease and tar and blood. They slunk in by the back door. No one was about in the rear premises, and they were able to slip upstairs and have a wash and brush up in their rooms before going down to the lounge to look for Jimmy.

	The tall waiter was still there, on duty till the night porter came on at twelve. And he wasn’t alone. He was talking to a bald-faced man with an American-style tweed jacket, whose age could have been about forty-five.

	When the stranger saw Bulldog and Donald he got up quietly and said good night. He had a slow way of moving, like a wary American in a film. His accent, too, was transatlantic, and his eyes gave the impression that they were hooded, like an owl’s.

	When he had gone, Bulldog smiled with heavy affability. ‘Well, Jimmy, any whisky for your weary guests?’ 

	‘Certainly, sir. Bulloch, Lade?’

	‘Fine, Two big ones. With soda.’

	‘Shan’t be a minute, sir.’

	In the quiet street outside a car moved off. The snarl of its engine resembled a muffled road-drill.

	Donald stiffened. ‘Boss,’ he said, ‘An Austin-Healey!’ 

	‘An Austin-Healey?’ Then he remembered. Slowly, with a frown, he said: ‘I see what you mean. That may have been the chap who followed us from Glasgow this morning.’

	‘It’s possible.’

	‘I wonder if he knows Janet Marshall?’

	Before Donald could answer, Jimmy was back with the drinks.
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	To account for their lateness they told the waiter that they had become involved with the Dramatic Club at Ardshalloch. It was an alibi containing some truth, and they hoped it would get by even in Campbeltown, where police and civilian gossips probably worked hand in hand.

	Jimmy smiled and shook his head. ‘That lot!’ he remarked, in a pitying way. ‘No wonder you look a wee bit tired. They would be drinking you under the table?’ His manner of speech was more Highland than his cousin Jock’s, and in fact his home was in Inveraray. He came to Campbeltown for the summer season of tips.

	‘They did their best,’ Donald agreed. ‘You seem to have had a quiet night here?’

	‘It was busy enough up to ten o’clock. As a rule there’s not much doing after that in any of the hotels. Ardshalloch had a late licence tonight.’

	Bulldog sipped his Bulloch, Lade. ‘You had one late visitor at least,’ he said. The chap who went out just now.’

	‘Aye, yon was a character if you ask me!’ Jimmy appeared to be entirely open and above-board. The alert expression in his eyes, the long face and narrow balding head, the slightly sardonic smile — all were typical of the Scottish West Coast. ‘He came in after eleven to ask the way to Southend, and och, well — we had a longer crack than I realized. Very interested in the place he was. Especially the atomic station.’

	‘I see.’

	‘I was wondering if he might be a newspaperman like yourselves?’

	Donald shrugged. ‘I don’t think so. Unless he’s one of those American freelances.’

	‘He knows about you, Mr. Grant. Says he often reads your sports column.’

	Bulldog was too interested to make a cynical comment. He said, quickly: ‘So he was asking about us?’

	‘About Mr. Grant, sir. He didn’t mention you at all. He was saying he hoped to meet him some time. That’s why I was a wee bit surprised when you came in and he beat it at once.’

	Donald lit a cigarette. ‘A stranger to these parts, I take it?’

	‘I never saw him before. And he didn’t tell me his name. But I gathered he was going to Southend on holiday.’

	‘Nice car he has, by the sound of it.’

	‘Aye, you’re right, Mr. Grant. Now if you’ll excuse me I’ll be tidying up in the bar before the night porter comes in. Will you be wanting another drink?’

	‘No, thank you. We’re just going to bed.’

	‘Very well. Good night, Mr. Grant.’

	‘Good night, Jimmy.’

	‘Good night, Mr. MacPhail.’

	‘Good night.’

	The lounge was quiet, smoke curling in the still air beneath the electric chandeliers. It had become slightly cold, and Donald shivered.

	He said: ‘I didn’t like the look of our friend with the tweed jacket. To me he had the face of a killer.’

	Bulldog swallowed the last of his whisky. ‘Maybe you’ve got something there,’ he answered, and his tone was bleak.

	By morning, however, he had regained his good spirits. Donald, too, was feeling better and less inclined to be nervous about the result of their investigation.

	That is, if their visit to Kintyre could be called an investigation. Facts were still difficult to pin down. It was significant, however, that Janet Marshall had travelled north to Campbeltown and that a bald-faced man should appear to be interested in their doings. They were on the right track: of that they were convinced.

	But the track was so twisted and so faintly marked that a false step might at any moment carry them over the edge of a precipice. If they were to reach its end, a substantial sign-post would have to be found, and that fairly soon. Was this the day for finding it?

	Having slept off the depressing effects of beer and whisky, Donald and Bulldog were optimistic. A sign-post would appear, provided they advanced with more circumspection. The previous night had been a blunder; but they looked back on their adventure without undue anxiety. For one thing, Kenyon and his girl couldn’t possibly have recognized them in the dark. For another, the only clue the police might have to their identity was Bulldog’s hat, and by now Bulldog had persuaded himself that the band was bare even of his initials. It was an unfortunate affair that could be written off on the score of misdirected enthusiasm. No great harm had been done, and now they could make a fresh start.

	They enjoyed their breakfast of smoked haddock and poached eggs. On their way out to the street they encountered Nellie, scrubbing the corridor on her knees. She smiled up at them — wistfully, Donald thought, but without enmity or suspicion.

	It was a cool morning, with the wind in the east. The little town was grey and drab, except down by the quays, where flowers bloomed in an open space around the ancient Iona-stone cross. Even the people were inclined to be staidly dressed. Jeans, duffle-coats — and red tammies — appeared to be unpopular.

	The buildings in the Main Street were generally nineteenth century — some even older — but through a side alley Donald and Bulldog caught a glimpse of modern council houses rising in tiers of green and white and brown.

	They approached the flower-decorated open space and, leaving streets and buildings behind, found the true beauty of Campbeltown — the wide, horseshoe loch and harbour, with Davaar Island guarding its entrance and Cnoc Scalbert and Ben Gullion crouching like watchdogs on either side. The water was alive and had a sparkle even on this cloudy day.

	Reaching the quays, they sniffed appreciatively the mingled scent of salt and tar. It had an antiseptic quality, cutting into their smoke-grimed lungs and making them cough. Gulls squabbled among the closely packed fishing-skiffs. There had been a few good catches of herring during the night, and buyers were searching noisily for bargains. A coal-boat was loading at the end of the Old Quay. At the tip of the New Quay lay a black-hulled submarine, and a few sailors were to be seen among the busy townsfolk.

	Far to the left Donald noticed a flat-roofed building with a crane, and beyond it, across the green park with its magnificent War Memorial of grey stone, a tall erection of slender poles. He pointed them out to Bulldog, who actually found it in his heart to smile. Donald smiled too. Murder and moonlight madness were scarcely credible in the daylight setting of a west coast fishing town. Far less credible than in Soho.

	Near the Iona-stone cross, with its runic inscription showing it to be as old as Christianity itself, they saw a burly young constable swinging on his heels and surveying the scene with candid eyes. A hatless Bulldog decided to grasp the nettle.

	‘Let’s ask him where we can find the police station. I’ll do the talking, boy. The watchword is tact!’

	Donald nodded, though he had private doubts regarding Bulldog’s tactfulness. ‘Right. Should be interesting to find out what the police think of the atom boys.’

	To Bulldog’s query the constable supplied a grave and courteous answer. ‘Up the Castlehill, sir. Yonder at the top of Main Street. You’ll see the sign, in by to the left.’ ‘Thanks. Will the Inspector be there?’

	‘Oh, yes. For most of the morning. Inspector MacNiven, sir.’

	‘Pretty quiet in this town, I should think? For the police I mean.’

	‘Well, in a way it is. But we have our moments. Last night, for instance.’

	‘Oh? Last night my friend and I were at a party in Ardshalloch. Was there anything interesting?’

	‘Attempted robbery. Over yonder at the furniture store. It’s not the first time, either.’

	‘I expect you caught the rascals?’

	‘Well, not so far. But we’ll get them all right.’

	‘Plenty of clues, eh?’

	‘Maybe not plenty. But we know what we’re doing.’ 

	‘H’m. I expect you do.’

	‘You and your friend will be on holiday, I’m thinking?’ 

	‘Busman’s holiday. We’re newspapermen from London. Looking for a story about the atomic station.’

	The policeman’s affability began to evaporate. He clasped his hands behind his back, stared up at the seagulls and frowned. ‘Atoms are not in my line at all. If you are wanting information on that subject you had better be seeing the Inspector.’

	‘Yes. Quite. Thank you very much.’

	‘What paper did you say you were from?’

	‘I didn’t say. But it’s the Echo.’

	‘Oh, the Echo. Yes, well — be seeing you about, sir. Good morning.’

	‘Good morning, Constable.’

	As they went along Main Street towards Castlehill, Donald glanced at his companion, who had become oddly silent. ‘Worrying about your hat, boss?’

	‘I don’t think so.’

	‘What’s the matter, then?’

	‘It’s how that policeman spoke about the Echo. As if he were holding his nose, metaphorically speaking.’

	‘Haven’t you experienced that kind of reaction before?’ 

	‘Can’t say I have.’

	‘Then it’s time you were back on the job as a reporter!’ 

	‘H’m. Political angle, eh?’

	‘Could be. Good thing our sports page is unrivalled.’

	‘Ach, you and your sports page!’ Then suddenly Bulldog brightened. ‘Say, look who’s here!’ he said, in a hoarse whisper.

	The alert grey eyes, the faintly wrinkled skin, the long amber beads, the jelly-firm grey hair trembling under a wispy hat — all were unmistakable. Helped by a uniformed chauffeur, she was climbing out of an old-fashioned hired limousine. For a moment, as she looked up at them, her expression had a basilisk quality of remoteness; but then recognition came, lighting up her face. She stood on the pavement outside a greengrocer’s shop and, as they approached, greeted them with cordiality.

	‘Why, how do you do, Mr. MacPhail? And Mr. Grant?’

	‘Glad to see you again, Lady Mary.’ Bulldog was affability itself. ‘You must find this quite a change from London?’

	‘Oh, I love Kintyre. So quiet and real. You must know what I mean. The people are real. No absurd gimmicks to draw attention to themselves. No little cliques and coteries. They are themselves, and I can be myself.’

	‘That must be important for a writer of poetry,’ said Donald, trying to make amends for his brashness in Muir’s Hotel.

	‘Oh, indeed it is, Mr. Grant. And I’m so glad to tell you that last night I had a telephone call from my publisher. The subscription sales on my little book are excellent. Really excellent. Not as good as those John Betjeman would expect, of course, but in their own small way very encouraging. Do you think there may be a revival in people’s interest in poetry?’

	‘It’s possible,’ replied Donald.

	Bulldog made non-committal noises.

	‘I feel sure there is,’ she went on. ‘Probably reaction against the materialistic concepts which are nowadays being put over by the authorities. Don’t you agree, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘Yes. Yes, absolutely.’ He shifted his feet and smoothed his bare head with an uneasy hand.

	Lady Mary Kennedy smiled like a mother talking to two small boys about a problem she realized they didn’t fully understand. A tolerant smile, with a hint in it of pity. ‘But dear me,’ she said, suddenly, ‘I nearly forgot! I have found out something really interesting for you.’

	Donald stopped scraping the kerb with the toe of his shoe.

	Bulldog’s uneasiness vanished. ‘Yes?’ he said, quickly.

	‘Do you remember — in Muir’s — asking me about the atomic station?’

	‘Certainly,’ said Donald.

	‘And you were interested in the new Director.’

	Bulldog nodded. ‘You mentioned him yourself, madam.’

	‘Yes — and I couldn’t remember his name or anything about him. I did so wish I had been able to help you, especially after your kind invitation to take me to Kintyre in your car. By the way, had you a pleasant journey?’

	‘Extremely pleasant,’ lied Bulldog, camouflaging a shudder.

	‘I’m so glad. But as I was saying, I felt positively guilty that I could be of so little help, and when I got home yesterday I decided that if you called — as I hope you will, very soon — I must know everything about him. So I made inquiries.’

	Donald forced a smile. ‘That was good of you, Lady Mary.’

	‘Not at all.’ Archly she touched his lapel with a long-nailed forefinger. ‘I like to be friends with the Press, particularly when my little book of poems is about to be published.’

	Studiously Donald and Bulldog avoided looking at each other. She continued: ‘The new Director is Dr. Karl Feuchtganger, a naturalized German. A contemporary of Fuchs, they tell me, and one of the six eminent scientists from this country who witnessed the first atomic explosion in New Mexico.’

	‘I’ve heard of him,’ said Bulldog, quietly. ‘A brilliant man.’

	‘So I believe, Mr. MacPhail. And a remarkably good chess player. But I also happen to know that — well, that he is not at all popular with his subordinates, and that there is something — something mysterious about his background. His wife died in strange circumstances.’

	‘I see,’ said Donald.

	Bulldog cleared his throat. ‘How long has he been at the Mull?’

	‘Only a few weeks. And no one has seen him — socially, I mean. Sometimes he stops at one of the hotels here for a drink, on his way to the Airport — and London. He comes and goes a great deal.’

	‘You haven’t actually met him yourself?’ inquired Donald.

	‘I haven’t, Mr. Grant. But I’m hoping to do so one of these days.’

	She hesitated, and there was a small silence between them, while traffic bustled past on the street and the smell of petrol mingled with that of piled up cabbages at the door of the greengrocer’s. Then suddenly she burst into quick movement. ‘Oh, but you must please excuse me,’ she exclaimed, gathering her purse and basket from the patient chauffeur. ‘I have so much shopping to do this morning. You understand — after having been away for so long, and guests arriving. Please do call and see me when you have time. Then we can have a proper talk. Drumgarvie Lodge — remember?’

	‘Thank you very much,’ Donald lifted his hat.

	Bulldog tried to lift his, pawed empty air and awkwardly brought his arm to his side again. ‘We’ll make a point of calling,’ he promised, as she disappeared, beads crackling, into the busy shop.

	The chauffeur smiled to them. He said nothing, but it was obvious that he regarded his fare with affectionate amusement.

	Affection was absent from Donald’s mind. ‘A queer old bird,’ he said, as they moved on up the street. ‘Somehow I don’t like her much.’

	‘Useful contact,’ reasoned Bulldog. ‘If Karl Feuchtganger is Director of the station it’s a cinch the work is of the highest importance. She might be a help if we decide we want to meet him.’

	‘There’s that. But my guess is that she was dramatizing the whole thing. Trying to soften us up to give her book a mention in the Echo.’

	‘You’re a cynic, boy! Look, d’you think she was hinting at something? I mean, by mentioning Fuchs. Queer way she spoke of Feuchtganger in my opinion.’

	Donald shook his head. ‘She was making a mountain out of a molehill, for her own commercial purposes. That’s the first time in my life I’ve known a poet to be interested in subscription sales.’

	‘Ach, you’re prejudiced! She’s not a bad old stick. A bit of a gossip, maybe, but most old maiden ladies are! And it’s gossip we’re after, isn’t it? I’ll certainly avail myself of her invitation as soon as possible. Tomorrow, probably. You never know what information she’s got tucked up her sleeve.’

	‘Where’s Drumgarvie Lodge, anyway?’

	‘We’ll ask the police.’

	In the event, however, Bulldog omitted to do so. He and Donald had other things to think about.
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	Inspector MacNiven was lean and rugged and by wearing a goatee beard could have modelled for a picture of Abraham Lincoln. He listened quietly while they introduced themselves and explained their interest as newspapermen in the atomic station.

	Finally he said: ‘Mr. MacPhail and Mr. Grant. I see. You would be the gentlemen who nearly had a bad accident yesterday? On the Black Spout?’

	‘Right,’ said Bulldog. ‘Damn fine show on the part of the police patrol.’

	‘I heard about it from Lochgilphead.’ The voice was official, unemotional. ‘Odd about your brakes.’

	The News Editor shrugged. ‘One of those things. No accounting for it.’

	Through an open door at the back of the room Donald could see a shapely policewoman busily engaged with a typewriter. It seemed to him that every now and then she paused to listen to their conversation.

	As time went on Bulldog asked several questions, all designed to elicit any police misgivings about the project at the Mull. But the Inspector’s replies were unhelpful. The people who worked there caused no trouble. As to what went on inside — well, to his knowledge no local person had ever passed through the main gate.

	A dead body in Soho seemed far from his thoughts.

	His manner, however, was careful and restrained. Once or twice he glanced at his visitors from under shaggy grey eyebrows, and the glint in his eyes was as cold as the glint of water in the harbour.

	There was something wrong. Donald could sense it. Not for the first time since leaving London he felt like some ungainly bird beating its wings against the bars of a cage. Were he and Bulldog missing something — some clue vital to the mystery? Were they deliberately putting themselves into danger, without a proper understanding of where that danger might come from?

	Bulldog’s questions petered out. It was obvious that the Inspector either could not or would not provide them with any significant information. And he continued to regard them with what looked like wary hostility.

	They were about to get up and leave when he reached under the desk and produced a hat. A grey trilby with a dark grey band. It was fairly new, but a streak of caked mud ran along the brim.

	‘Mr. MacPhail,’ he said, in his quiet, authoritative voice, ‘could this be yours, by any chance?’

	Once again the policewoman stopped her typing. The office became as silent as a theatre when the curtain rises. Donald glanced at the News Editor. He could imagine the riot of thoughts passing through his mind.

	It was his hat all right. There could be no mistaking it. The question was, should he deny ownership and then be confronted with his name or initials inside?

	Desperately Bulldog tried to remember. An hour ago he had been certain there were no identifying marks. Now he wasn’t sure at all. He weighed the possibilities, as in Long Acre he might weigh the value of a doubtful piece of news. If he said the hat didn’t belong to him and was proved to be a liar, he and Donald might find themselves, for a time at least, under grave suspicion, with small chance of achieving their main purpose. On the other hand, if his initials weren’t there — if the Inspector were simply chancing his arm on the strength of a London hat-maker’s stamp — a straightforward answer in the negative might at once set them in the clear.

	The hat swung in the Inspectors fingers. His frigid look was unwavering. Donald found himself coughing and reaching in his pocket for a cigarette.

	Abruptly Bulldog said: ‘It could be, Inspector. I did lose my hat last night. Coming home from rather a hectic party at Ardshalloch.’ He shrugged, leering a little, one man of the world trying to convey a certain impression to another. ‘How did you think it might be mine?’

	‘The initials.’ He displayed them now — J. MacP. — like a conjurer producing a rabbit. ‘I also noticed that you weren’t wearing a hat this morning, though from the tan line on your forehead it’s pretty certain that you generally do.’

	‘I see. Am I supposed to applaud such a brilliant piece of deduction?’

	In his embarrassment Bulldog had assumed his most frightening expression. Copy-boys might have been cowed by it, but not Inspector MacNiven.

	Ignoring the sarcasm, he went on: ‘You lost it, you infer, while proceeding from Ardshalloch to your hotel in an inebriated condition?’

	Donald drew in his breath. The MacPhail temper was brittle, and never more brittle than when its owner was in a tight comer.

	‘I inferred nothing of the sort!’ he rasped, lashing out like a frightened elephant. ‘I was not in an inebriated condition!’

	‘I’m sorry. Then how did it happen?’

	‘How did what happen?’

	‘How did you lose your hat?’

	‘What business is it of yours? Are you the Gestapo or something?’

	‘No, sir. Merely an ordinary policeman carrying out a routine investigation.’

	‘Mr. Grant and I have nothing whatever to do with your blasted routine investigations! You’d be better employed trying to find the real criminals!’

	‘How do you know what we are trying to find?’

	Anticipating a blistering retort, Donald intervened. ‘Mr. MacPhail is naturally embarrassed about losing his hat,’ he said, in his smoothest reportorial manner, while Bulldog gulped, swallowing his rage. ‘The plain fact is that when we were coming home — about half-past ten — we lost our way. Mr. MacPhail stumbled against the kerb in the dark. Both of us had had a few drinks, admittedly, but that had nothing to do with the accident. He fell and hurt his knee, which was so painful that for a time he forgot about his hat. When he did discover its loss we were almost at the hotel, and it seemed pointless to go back and look for it.’

	Before moonrise, the night had been fairly cloudy. The chances were that Kenyon and the pursuing constables would be unable to identify them. Donald was gambling on this, and it now seemed that his gamble would come off.

	Inspector MacNiven dropped the trilby on his desk. It made a soft plop as it fell. ‘Where exactly did you stumble against the kerb, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘How the blazes should I know?’ Bulldog’s face was coloured like a swede turnip. ‘Somewhere beside a big empty park, as far as I can remember. What’s all this about, anyway?’

	‘A routine investigation, as I told you, sir. There was a case of attempted robbery last night. Your hat was found not far from the scene.’

	‘Good Gordon Highlanders! You’re not accusing us of trying to rob the furniture store?’

	‘Furniture store?’ The chill of suspicion returned to the Inspector’s eyes, making Donald feel hotter and more uncomfortable than ever. ‘I don’t think I mentioned any furniture store?’

	‘No. But your constable did — the chap we spoke to at the head of the Old Quay!’ The triumphant bellow brought about an immediate release of tension. ‘In this one-horse town there can’t have been two attempted robberies in the one night!’

	The typewriter in the anteroom rattled again, sweet music for Donald. Inspector MacNiven sighed. He said: ‘So you have already been in touch with the police?’

	‘We asked the way to the police station.’ Silken tones contrasted strongly with a savage expression. ‘Was that a crime?’

	‘Certainly not, sir. I am sorry I had to trouble you like this — ’

	‘Trouble us!’ exclaimed Bulldog, rolling his eyes. ‘Trouble us — ’

	‘That’s all right, Inspector.’ Again Donald sailed in, pouring oil. ‘Mr. MacPhail and I realize you have your duty to do. But you take it that we’re not burglars.’

	‘I never said you were, sir.’

	‘A call to the Echo office in Glasgow — or in London — would set your mind at rest.’

	‘Quite so, Mr. Grant.’

	The inspector proffered the hat. Majestically its owner rose to his feet, accepted it with ill grace and clapped it firmly on his head. ‘Good morning,’ he snarled.

	‘Good morning,’ replied Inspector MacNiven.

	Circumstances had made the garnering of useful information impossible; and there was no real satisfaction in having the last word. But Bulldog had it. As he and Donald reached the door he turned and said: ‘No wonder John Gordon in the Sunday Express is so down on policemen!’

	The situation had its own humour, though there was nothing humorous in the cold and calculating look which the Inspector gave them as they went out. But Donald concealed his amusement and took care not to remind his companion that within the past twenty-four hours he had been promising other policemen that he would compose a resounding article, high in its praise of the Force.

	After lunch they paid a visit to the editor of the Campbeltown Gazette in his office in the Longrow.

	Andy Robertson was quiet and dark, in his middle thirties. He wasn’t a Campbeltown man and had trained on one of the big dailies. But whereas in Glasgow he had worked as an unknown sub-editor, here in a country town, though earning less, he was a miniature Beaverbrook, his finger on the pulse of local events, his pen an influence throughout Kintyre. He liked it that way.

	They talked in his small, stuffy room, with the clatter of a Linotype and a smell of printers ink coming from the composing-room at the back. His welcome to fellow journalists was quick and friendly. His conversation, however, betrayed a hint of carefulness, and Donald realized that like the police he wasn’t quite sure of them and that his reserve would soon infect the remainder of the townsfolk.

	‘No, I’m afraid I can give you no fresh angle on the atomic station.’ He twiddled dark horn-rims. ‘Those who work there appear to be decent chaps, and the younger men are a great attraction for the Campbeltown lassies! Like the Navy when they’re in.’ He smiled, showing fresh white teeth. He added: ‘But Karl Feuchtganger keeps pretty hot discipline, I believe.’

	Donald said: ‘Do you know if any of the top boys own a grey Austin-Healey?’

	‘No. Why?’

	‘There’s one knocking around. It passed us on the road from Glasgow yesterday, and we thought we heard the sound of its engine last night. Austin-Healeys can’t be too common in Kintyre, and I just wondered if it might belong to someone at the station.’

	‘As a matter of fact I haven’t seen an Austin-Healey in the town for donkey’s ages. But the police could tell you.’

	‘It’s of no importance. Probably a stranger on holiday.’ Donald let the subject drop and offered cigarettes. When they were lit Bulldog tried another tack.

	‘Somebody was telling us today that Feuchtganger’s wife had died in unusual circumstances. Know anything about that?’

	Andy Robertson rubbed his blue chin. At last he said: ‘She died here, in the Cottage Hospital.’

	Smoke jerked from the cigarette in Donald’s fingers. ‘Recently?’ he asked.

	‘About three months ago, just after her husband was appointed Director. There was some talk that she’d been exposed to radiation. In any event, the cause of her death was never explained, and you can imagine the kind of stories that went around in a place like Campbeltown!’ 

	‘Have you met Feuchtganger?’ inquired Bulldog. 

	The other shook his head. ‘Never set eyes on him. But they tell me he’s the cinema fan’s dream of a scientist. Bald, pince-nez, sharp thin face. A bit dictatorial.’

	Donald put in: ‘How can we get in touch with him? The barman at the Red Lion says there’s no phone, and personal calls are apparently discouraged.’

	‘Can’t help you there, I’m afraid. Once upon a time I tried to get into the station myself — the Glasgow Herald wanted an article — but the fellow at the gate told me I was wasting my time. There may be a private telephone line to the Ministry of Supply — almost bound to be — but that’s another story.’

	The bird in the cage. The big ungainly bird beating its wings with vain energy. And just outside the bars — unseen in the dark and biding its time — a patient cat. Donald felt a cold flutter in his stomach. He and Bulldog were trying to find a reason for the death of a stranger in Soho, but he was certain now that if they did discover it they themselves would first be required to face death. Would it not be better to tell the police what they knew and then retire gracefully, without a story perhaps, but safe and in good health?

	When they left the Gazette office, no wiser than when they had gone in, he put the question.

	‘I know, boy.’ For once his companion’s voice was mild. ‘We have our moods of doubt, haven’t we? But we must never allow imagination to get the better of us.’ A memory came to Donald of a kitten on a train. It may also have occurred to Bulldog, though naturally he didn’t mention it. He went on: ‘The point is, we know there’s a story. An exclusive story. We must go after it or fail in our jobs.’

	They walked down the Longrow, in the direction of the Red Lion. The day was brighter, and a fresh wind made dust and scraps of paper dance at the comers.

	Donald said: ‘Sorry, boss. Temporary aberration, I assure you. But we’re up against it, even as far as the story’s concerned. The worst has happened. We’re under suspicion, and from now on we’ll get no co-operation from the Campbeltown folk.’

	‘I warned you about it,’ said Bulldog, but without great heat. ‘Last night was a mistake.’

	‘And entirely my fault,’ admitted Donald.

	‘Don’t make a martyr of yourself!’ The gruff retort was surprisingly accompanied by a smile. ‘If it comes to the bit, I’m responsible for your actions in this affair.’

	‘Thank you.’

	‘You’re right about the story, though. We’ve made a hell of a mess of it, barging about like two bulls in a china shop. But at the ceilidh tonight we’ll try a new approach — ’

	He stopped short. Donald’s fingers were on his arm, so tense that they made him flinch.

	‘Boss — down yonder at the end of the street!’

	Beyond the intersection of the Longrow and Castlehill, about three hundred yards away, a girl with a red tammy was talking to the driver of a police car.

	 


 

	FOURTEEN

	 

	They stood on the pavement, heedless of the stares and jostling of other pedestrians. An errand-boy, hissing loudly through his teeth, came coasting into the kerb beside them — no doubt making an imaginary landing, jet assisted, on the other side of the moon — and went past them into an ironmonger’s shop carrying several parcels. He stepped on Donald’s toe, but his hasty apology went unacknowledged.

	‘Janet Marshall,’ Donald was saying, almost to himself. ‘I must talk to her. I can’t allow her to escape this time!’

	‘Well, mind your step!’ returned Bulldog, frowning. ‘That girl’s clouded your judgement far too much already, and — ’

	Once again he was forced to stop in mid-sentence. The girl with the red tammy had begun to climb into the police car, and Donald was erupting into violent action.

	‘Stop, for Pete’s sake!’ exclaimed the News Editor, slipping on the pavement as he attempted unsuccessfully to grab hold of his companion. Before he could regain his balance, however, Donald was astride the errand-boy’s heavy bicycle and pedalling down the Longrow like an earnest competitor in the Tour de France.

	Helplessly he watched his progress. He was making no effort to keep to traffic rules: others had to avoid him or take the consequences. Cars sounded their horns and children scattered to the kerbside like frightened chickens. In spite of his speed, however, the police car had disappeared long before he reached the corner.

	‘Damn it all!’ muttered Bulldog. ‘Why can’t the young keep a sense of proportion!’

	By some unfathomable process of psychology, a picture came to him of his secretary — cool and admirably poised, biddable and good to look at. Thinking nostalgically of Miss Kelly, and wishing she were present to advise him, he began to trot down the street in the other’s wake. He had no plan of action — just a vague thought that if Donald came to grief it would be better if he were at hand to succour him.

	He had gone only a few yards, however, when behind him occurred a series of childish shouts. He swore vigorously to himself, realizing that the errand-boy must have come out of the ironmonger’s and, finding his bicycle gone, was now shrilly proclaiming its loss. He swore again, turned on his heel and hurried back. The only fortunate aspect of the situation was that none of Inspector MacNiven’s policemen appeared to be in sight.

	Meanwhile, although instinctively aware that Janet Marshall was already beyond his reach, Donald continued a dogged pursuit. Perhaps he’d find the black Jaguar parked around the next comer. If not, it might soon be halted by a sudden engine failure or a puncture.

	Head down, feet pistoning the pedals, he took the comer into Castlehill leaning over at a dangerous angle.

	The first thing he noticed was that the police car had vanished. It must therefore have sped off on the Southend road, which forked to the right among canyons of high tenements. The second thing he noticed was a large fish-lorry, lumbering down towards the Old Quay. It was directly in his way.

	A crash seemed to be inevitable. But the lorry-driver’s brakes were good, and at the last moment Donald allowed the bicycle to go into a skid and heaved himself off it. There was a moment of noise and confusion. A little girl screamed. A workman carrying kitchen steps and a paint-pot let the steps fall with a clatter. The lorry-driver let loose some words of unprintable panic. Then Donald was on his face in the gutter, looking up at the tall wheels of the lorry, with the bicycle, miraculously undamaged, lying beside him. He himself was unhurt, except for a painful bruise where his right hip had taken the brunt of his fall.

	He saw that a crowd was gathering, and, as Bulldog had done a moment or two before, looked about for signs of the police. There were none. He got up, resumed charge of the bicycle and apologized profusely to the lorry-driver, who by this time was more in command of his feelings.

	‘A growed man, larkin’ aboot like a teddy-boy!’ That was the extent of his protest as he released his brakes, let in the clutch and departed on his lawful business.

	In one way Donald was relieved. Baulked of death — or at least a broken leg — the small crowd had already begun to disperse, muttering to itself about folks’ stupidity: and it was becoming fairly evident that there would now be no official investigation into the near accident. Balanced against this, however, was his knowledge that further search for Janet Marshall would have to be postponed. As he swallowed disappointment on this account, he saw Bulldog and the errand-boy bearing down on him from the other side of the street. Incongruously, they were hand in hand.

	‘Hey, mister, that’s my bike ye’ve got!’

	Again heads began to turn. Bulldog, however, assumed a bland and joking expression — a considerable feat even in more pleasant circumstances — and called out cheerfully: ‘Well, Donald, you’ve won your bet! I’ve just been telling Sandy here about it.’

	Sandy was smiling at the feel of Bulldog’s crackling note in his trousers’ pocket. ‘Aye,’ he said, ‘ye can go a bike a’ richt, but if ye’d landed under yon lorry it wadna hae been sae funny!’

	No violent arguments appeared to be imminent. For the second time, therefore, the onlookers lost interest. In any case a sudden diversion occurred.

	The man with the kitchen steps, having picked them up and replaced them on his shoulder, swung away from the scene and bumped into a young matron pushing a baby in a pram. Paint from his pot spattered the pram’s glossy exterior, causing the mother to cry out in sharp annoyance. A dispute immediately developed as to who was to blame. The baby began to howl.

	Then somebody collided with the man. He staggered a little and once again allowed his steps to crash down on the pavement. A small boy, approaching on roller skates, tripped over them, fell headlong and cut his knee. He, too, began to howl, and only in the nick of time was the exasperated workman prevented from emptying the paint-pot over his head.

	The ensuing mêlée gave Bulldog and Donald their chance. Quietly and without fuss, they handed over the bicycle. Sandy grinned widely, saluted the News Editor, then darted in to see the fun from a closer vantage point. The two men moved off in the direction of the harbour, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible.

	Some minutes later, leaning against the railings on the semi-deserted New Quay and looking down at the Campbeltown lifeboat bobbing gently in the water below, they were able to indulge in expressions of relief.

	‘Lucky we got out of that so easily,’ Donald brushed the dust of Castlehill from his trousers.

	Bulldog frowned, pushing his hat to the back of his head. Thanks to me! I squared young Sandy with a quid. Told him I had made a bet that you couldn’t ride a bicycle.’

	‘I see. Of course I’ll pay you back — ’

	‘Don’t be dafter than you look! We’ll mark it to expenses. What the devil came over you?’

	‘I wanted to talk to Janet Marshall.’

	‘I appreciate that. But why pinch a bicycle? Aren’t we in enough trouble with the police already without — ’

	‘I know, boss. I know. Put it down as an uncontrollable impulse. The thing is, I can’t believe she’s mixed up in anything criminal. I wanted a chance to speak to her, if only for a few minutes!’

	Bulldog readjusted his hat, put a foot on the lower railing and sneered. ‘Your chance may come,’ he said, darkly.

	‘What do you mean by that?’

	‘Well, haven’t you noticed? Whenever she turns up something always happens — and not to our advantage.’

	‘It wasn’t her fault I skidded under that lorry.’

	‘No. But I think you get what I’m driving at. If ever we reach the stage of a showdown, I’ll bet my bottom dollar that Janet Marshall won’t be far away.’

	A seagull did a balancing act on the lifeboat’s dumpy yellow funnel. Some boys, newly out of school, clattered down the wooden steps nearby, climbed into a rowing-boat and moved off into the harbour with an enjoyable splashing of oars. An old fisherman in a blue jersey and white rubber boots strolled down the quiet quay and stopped some distance away, his back to the railings. He took out a pipe, lit it and spat sideways into the sea, glancing as he did so at Bulldog and Donald. The News Editor glanced back at him, with suspicion.

	Some sailors came off the black-hulled submarine at the extremity of the quay and went towards the town, laughing and playing leap-frog among the bollards. The day was ordinary, unexciting. Even the weather had taken a turn for the better. The grey clouds of the morning had given place to a sunny afternoon, and the greater warmth was magnifying the scent of sea-wrack. The water of the harbour was gradually smoothing itself out, subsiding into glistening patches like brightly coloured oil.

	The danger of death seemed remote. Yet in some odd way both Donald and Bulldog knew they were close to it. The feeling returned to them that they were being observed and studied, though from what direction, or by whom, they had no means of telling. A crisis was building up — of that they were sure — and they needed patience and courage to wait for it. Especially courage.

	After a time they walked back to the Red Lion, looking about them carefully. They saw no one wearing an American style tweed jacket, no one with a red tammy. Austin-Healeys, grey or otherwise, were not in evidence.

	They went to the bar and ordered pints of beer. Jock’s greeting was pleasant enough, but they noticed that his manner was much less forthcoming than on the previous evening. He avoided speaking to them as much as possible, concentrating on a discussion on football with two young business men at the other end of the counter. His sandy moustache drooped; but his close-set eyes were alert and watchful.

	As they were about to leave, however, he came across and spoke. ‘Ye’ll no’ be forgettin’ the ceilidh the nicht? A wheen o’ the scientists’ll be there.’

	‘Thanks for reminding us, Jock.’ Donald tried to sound gay and unworried. ‘When does it start?’

	‘Aboot eicht o’clock, in the big lounge upstairs. Some o’ the Gaelic Choir’s comin’ as weel. Ye should enjoy it.’

	‘I’m sure we will.’

	‘My cousin Jimmy, he’ll be there. Nellie, tae. They’ll see you an’ Mr. MacPhail doesna die o’ thirst!’

	He grinned affably, then suddenly seemed to recollect himself. Nodding curtly, he returned to the football fans. On the way out Bulldog glanced at Donald, one shaggy eyebrow raised in a question-mark.

	They climbed the broad carpeted stairs. On the landing they met Nellie, carrying a pile of clean bed-linen. In the drab light she looked flushed and almost pretty, her eyes big and round behind her spectacles.

	‘High tea ready?’ inquired Bulldog, with booming heartiness.

	‘No, sir. Not yet. About half-past six. But-but you’ll be in plenty of time for the ceilidh.’

	She seemed about to say something else. Then, as Jock’s had done, her expression changed. Her lower lip trembled and she sniffed, and no longer did she look at all pretty.

	She hurried past them, her sandals clacking down the stairs.

	 


 

	FIFTEEN

	 

	Though Jock had mentioned that the ceilidh would begin about eight o’clock, it was nearly nine before it finally got going. There had been a good deal of wandering about, while guests looked for friends who were late in arriving; and at first some of them had preferred to have their drinks in the bar downstairs rather than ask Jimmy or Nellie to bring them up to the lounge.

	Three commercial travellers who were staying in the hotel sat with Donald and Bulldog. They were friendly men, glad at the prospect of a break in their normal routine of selling biscuits and sweets by day and reading paperbacks in the slow hours before bedtime. The stories they told were sharply humorous and far less pornographic than those commercial travellers are reported to tell.

	As time went on about a dozen men of assorted ages — Campbeltonians all, to judge by their accents — came noisily into the room, greeting Jimmy and Nellie as old friends. They were members of the Gaelic Choir. Some of them approached Donald and Bulldog, began to converse with warmth and animation, then suddenly, on learning their names, assumed blank expressions and moved off as soon as politely possible to the other side of the room.

	Finally five young scientists, including Jim Kenyon, appeared from the bar, They were all slightly drunk but in their attitude to the hotel guests without noticeable inhibitions. Their average age would be about thirty. Almost at once they showed their mettle by sending Jimmy and Nellie for further supplies of liquor.

	Though it was still clear day outside the lights were switched on and the curtains drawn. A haze of tobacco smoke began to drift up to the ceiling.

	An oldish man with a bald head, whose pince-nez were balanced awkwardly on his pointed nose, took up position on the piano-stood and began to play. He was the conductor of the choir, it appeared, and was known popularly as Tiny. He could certainly ‘tickle the ivories’, as one of the commercials pointed out with questionable originality. Choruses were sung — Highland, braid Scots and English. The effect was extremely pleasant, especially when hearts began to warm and throats became relaxed under the influence of beer, whisky and gin.

	A fear-an-tighe, or chairman, emerged from the ruck, as such a leader always does on these occasions. He was a young master from the Grammar School, tall and gangling, with a never-failing gift of speech, answering to the name of Kerry-boy. With a stream of anecdotes, some in Gaelic, some in English, he kept the party going, calling at intervals on solo singers and story-tellers to take the floor.

	Tiny chain-smoked, and the piano was seldom idle. To bridge the gap between a Gaelic chorus and a comradely song by Burns, Kerry-boy sang ‘The Roving Kind’, throwing in a nimbly executed hornpipe for good measure. The applause was loud and long.

	Soon every man was on his feet, moving about between the turns and talking to his neighbour. Suspicion of Donald and Bulldog seemed to die away. Donald sang ‘Scots wha Hae’ in a rusty bass, while the News Editor told a complicated tale of Fleet Street with a shaggy dog pay-off line; and though neither performance reached a high standard of artistry, compliments flew like confetti. They mingled freely with the whole company, and if the thought of their job hadn’t been a constant anxiety they would have enjoyed themselves.

	Smoke thickened, palliating the odour of spirits. The piano jingled, while men moved in a restless whirl. The commercials formed themselves into a musical trio and gave a rendering of ‘Tom Bowling’. Despite the fact that they broke down in the middle — partly from sheer exhaustion — they were rewarded with deafening cheers. Those who clapped and yelled had only the vaguest notion of what they were clapping and yelling about.

	Sometimes newcomers from the bar downstairs would invade the room, talk with enthusiasm for a time, then disappear again, accompanied by back-slapping friends from among the ceilidh party.

	It was nearly eleven o’clock when Donald noticed that one of these strangers had become what might be called a permanent member in the lounge. He was tall and soldierly and wore a well-cut suit of checked tweed. But his distinguishing feature was a large brown moustache which only partly concealed a scar on his upper lip. The scar might have been caused by a war wound, for he was old enough to have been called up in 1939. Several times he spoke to Kenyon, and once they left the room together; but at other times he kept to himself, leaning against the back of the piano and droning out the choruses with untuneful monotony.

	Eventually the party became even more incoherent. Kerry-boy was flagging, and though Tiny continued to bring music from the piano, little groups began to form and sing independently. Tongues clacked like castanets.

	Donald and Bulldog had exercised care in the amount they drank and for the past hour and a half had been spinning out a pint of beer between them. Shortly before midnight, however, they felt the need of a proper stimulant and sat down together at a small table in a corner. ‘Nellie!’ called the News Editor.

	She came from behind a drooping aspidistra, wiping sweaty hands on her apron. ‘Yes, Mr. MacPhail? A drink?’

	‘Large gin and tonic for me. What about you, Donald?’ 

	‘Same, please.’

	‘Two, Nellie. And don’t forget some slices of lemon.’

	‘Very well, sir.’

	When she had gone, Bulldog lowered his voice and said: ‘What d’you make of them, boy?’

	‘The scientists, you mean?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Quite a decent lot, as scientists go. They seem perfectly frank and ordinary, though of course we know that Kenyon has a large-size skeleton in his cupboard.’

	‘No clandestine whisperings with the locals?’

	‘Nothing, as far as I can make out.’

	‘M’m. I’ve had the same experience. But this party may go on for a while yet. Look out, here’s someone coming to speak to us.’

	It was the straight-backed man with the tweed suit and the handlebar moustache. At close quarters his brown face was more wrinkled and weather-beaten than had been apparent at a distance, and his green eyes were cold.

	He spoke with a careful accent. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen. I see you have two ashtrays. May I borrow one?’

	‘Certainly,’ said Bulldog.

	‘Thanks.’ He paused, balancing the ashtray in one strong hand. ‘I notice,’ he said, as if prepared to be friendly, ‘I notice that like myself you have been rather caught up in this party.’

	Bulldog nodded. ‘Enjoying it?’

	‘Oh, rather! Those English youngsters make me laugh like a drain. Apt to spout such damned silly nonsense.’ He laughed, without conviction. ‘But must return to my post of duty,’ he went on. ‘Turning the pages for old Tiny, you know. Thanks for the ashtray.’

	‘You’re welcome,’ replied Bulldog.

	The stranger smiled and went off, threading his way among the noisy groups.

	Donald said, quietly: ‘That moustache might belong to an Air Vice-Marshal. Who is he, do you know?’

	‘I haven’t a clue. But he’s the only strictly sober man in the room, I reckon.’

	‘I believe you’re right. He doesn’t sound like a local to me.’

	Nellie came with the gins. She put them down on the table with a small, one-sided smile, and Donald realized that she, too, had been tippling. But he didn’t blame her. Events were crowding in on her family, and sometimes it was pleasant to forget the cruelty of truth.

	Bulldog tipped her. He said: ‘Tell me, who’s the big tweedy-looking man with the moustache? Behind the piano?’

	The voice of one of the young scientists came from among the smoke: ‘Hurry up, Nellie! We’re thirsty, I tell you!’

	‘Coming, sir!’ She pocketed the money and whispered confidentially in Bulldog’s ear: ‘He’s here on holiday, shooting and fishing. Wing Commander McCall, I think his name is. He’s been coming into the Red Lion quite often lately, but between you and me he’s an awful snob! Not like you and Mr. Grant.’

	‘Where does he hang out? I mean — ’

	‘Step on it. Nellie!’ shouted the impatient reveller. ‘Three lagers for us, and one for the pianist.’

	‘Right you are, sir!’ She sighed and patted her straggling hair. Again she lowered her voice. ‘I’ll have to run, Mr. McPhail. I’m sorry.’

	‘Can’t be helped. See you later.’

	She tapped his arm with a pathetic attempt at coquetry and ran off, giggling: ‘Aye. See you later, alligator!’ 

	Bulldog shook his head. ‘Poor wee lassie! I wonder if she’s feeling like we do? Hemmed in by troubles she doesn’t quite understand.’

	‘You sound unusually morbid, boss.’

	‘Do I? Oh, well! Anyway, here’s luck.’ He raised his glass.

	A number of men round Tiny were singing ‘My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’. The din was fairly loud. Suddenly, however, it eased off and individuals in the impromptu choir began to argue about the words. Campbeltonians insisted on one version, English scientists on another. Appeals were addressed to neutral observers.

	Jim Kenyon had just come up from the bar downstairs. His hair was tousled, and the knot of his tie had disappeared below his untidy collar. He left the group by the piano and came across the room, arms outspread, looking for enlightenment.

	‘Who knows the right words?’ he shouted. ‘Who knows the right words?’

	His face was flushed and drawn. There was no happiness in his eyes — not even artificial happiness caused by drink. His weak mouth was twitching.

	He caught sight of Donald and Bulldog sitting quietly by themselves. For a moment he stood straight and steady. Then he lurched across, put his hands on the cold glass table-top and leaned over them. His breath smelt of whisky.

	‘I say, you two!’ He hiccupped slightly. ‘I say, either of you know the prop — proper words of “My Bonnie”?’ 

	The News Editor shrugged. ‘Can’t say I do, I’m afraid.’

	‘Ah! Pity! What about — what about your friend? Very important. Must have the proper words of “My Bonnie”.’

	‘I know them in a general way,’ said Donald, praying that he wouldn’t suddenly recognize them as the pair who had interrupted his sad lovemaking the night before. “My bonnie lies over the ocean, my bonnie lies over the sea.” I go on repeating these.’

	‘That’s right! That’s what I say!’ Kenyon was staring at them now with the fixed intensity of a drunkard. Interest in the song appeared to leave him. ‘That’s what I say,’ he reiterated, thickly. ‘But who cares? Who the hell cares? Let them argue. Mind if I sit down?’

	‘Not at all,’ said Bulldog. ‘You from the station?’

	The other slumped into a wicker chair, which squeaked loudly under his weight. He hiccupped again, then sat forward against the table with a mirthless grin. ‘Yes. Good old station! Some say good old station!’ He broke off. ‘But — but haven’t been introduced,’ he said, with a trace of peevishness. ‘Must be introduced, eh? Name’s Kenyon. Lancashire born, and proud of it!’

	He glowered away any possible contradiction, fumbling meanwhile in the inside pocket of his sports jacket. A babble of talk, punctuated by snatches of undisciplined song, beat against Donald’s ear. His eyes prickled with smoke. For the first time in the course of the party he felt highly nervous, not only on account of Kenyon’s interest but also for a reason which had nothing rational behind it. He was beginning to imagine that the ceilidh was a cloak for evil. What that evil might be he couldn’t tell; but the impression grew larger in his mind, like a black storm-cloud sweeping up over an innocent sky.

	The young scientist took a grimy visiting-card from his wallet. ‘Name and address,’ he said, waving it under Bulldog’s nose. ‘Prop — proper introduction, eh? Must do things like gentlemen.’

	The News Editor accepted the card and nodded. ‘Thank you, Mr. Kenyon. Lancashire, you said?’

	‘Aye. Lancashire. And where, may I ask, do you come from?’

	‘London, actually. MacPhail’s the name. This is Mr. Grant.’

	‘Pleased to meet you, sir. And you, too, Mr. Grant.’ He paused and looked cunning. ‘But — but how do I know you’re from London? How do I know you’re not pulling my leg? Everybody pulls my leg. Easy to take advantage of Jim Kenyon — so they think! Point is, have you a visiting-card, Mr. MacPhail? You’ve got mine. Be glad of yours. Proper introduction between gentlemen.’

	Bulldog frowned, irritated by this fatuous talk; but he rallied and took a card from his note-case. ‘Here you are. All above-board now?’

	The youngster held it close to his eyes. ‘James MacPhail, News Editor, Echo,’ he read. ‘Long Acre, London, W.C.2.’ An expression of some surprise settled on his face. ‘News Editor, eh? Big shot!’

	‘A very big shot,’ smiled Donald.

	‘And who — who are you, Mr. Grant? On the Echo, too?’

	‘Yes. A sports reporter.’

	Carefully Kenyon pushed Bulldog’s card into his wallet and stowed it in his pocket. He made an obvious effort to pull himself together and talk seriously in such distinguished company. ‘I — didn’t know you were journalists,’ he said, beads of sweat glistening brightly on his smooth upper lip. ‘Very glad to meet you. Yes. Interesting to meet the — the gentlemen of the Press.’ He lowered his voice and added: ‘I could give you a good story. A damned good story. By gum, I could!’

	‘That’s what we live for,’ said Bulldog quickly. ‘A good story.’

	‘I bet you do! But you’re not going to get this one out of me. Can’t oblige, I’m sorry. I — I’m badly enough in the soup as it is.’ Without warning tears sprang into his eyes, and his truculent air deserted him. He bent his head. ‘God help me!’ he whimpered.

	Bulldog and Donald looked at each other. Noise still clattered around the room. Tiny was thumping out ‘Sweet Adeline’, while Wing Commander McCall conducted a maudlin quartet and kept an eye on Kenyon at the same time.

	Donald said: ‘You might feel better if you told us about it.’

	Kenyon took out a crumpled handkerchief and wiped his eyes and his mouth. He straightened stooped shoulders. ‘Yes, might feel better. But — but story’s not mine to tell. Nothing in it, really. Sorry I spoke.’ He began to stare at them again. ‘Journalists, eh?’

	‘Aye.’ Bulldog took a sip of gin. ‘As a matter of fact we’re on holiday, but while we’re here we’d like to contact your Director. He’s Dr. Feuchtganger, I understand?’

	A lop-sided smile creased the other’s face. ‘Sure. Dr. Feuchtganger. Wish you luck, gentlemen. Dr. Blooming Feuchtganger — he cuts ’em open and fries ’em! Journalists, I mean.’

	‘We might try to fix an appointment,’ said Donald. ‘Has your station a phone number?’

	For a moment Kenyon became moderately sober. He swallowed, blinked, sat up and said: ‘A — a phone number?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘I — er — I’m afraid it hasn’t.’

	‘Seems odd,’ put in Bulldog. ‘An important research establishment without a phone number.’

	‘Aye, very odd.’ He gave them another long stare which seemed to combine suspicion and dislike. Then clumsily he got to his feet, pushing back the wicker chair. It scraped on the carpet and would have overbalanced, had not Donald put out a hand to steady it. ‘Very odd, Mr. MacPhail, dear sir — News Editor of the Echo.’ He stood above them, swaying a little, the expression of cunning again clear on his sweaty face. ‘Odd things you’re looking for, eh? Journalists, eh?’

	‘As I told you, we live for a good story,’ said Bulldog, his patience running down. ‘The atomic station would surely provide us with one.’

	‘Oh well, fair enough! But you’re not going to get it from me. No, sir! Mum’s the word with Jim Kenyon. Suffer in silence like a man, not a bloody mouse! Lancashire, that’s me. Lancashire and proud of it. Dour and dogged. Suffer like a man.’ Colour was draining from his cheeks. ‘Would you excuse me, gentlemen?’ he said, in a voice which was becoming steadily louder. ‘Thought we might have something in common. Even the words of “My Bonnie”. Find I was mistaken.’

	‘Sorry about that,’ said Donald, trying to humour him into a quieter and less embarrassing attitude. ‘Have we offended you?’

	He pulled himself together and tried to offer an appearance of manly unconcern. ‘No. No offence,’ he replied, graciously. ‘Have a happy time, gentlemen.’ All at once he became confidential, patting Bulldog’s shoulder. ‘But take my advice, Mr. MacPhail, dear sir. Snooping, you see. Not a healthy occupation hereabouts. Get it?’

	‘I get it,’ said Bulldog, with a magnificent restraint which caused him to flush dark red.

	‘Good! Must go, then. Be — be seeing you. Socially, if not prof — professionally.’

	His face was now as white as paper, but he managed to bow. Then he turned away and went slowly back to the piano.

	‘Well, what do you know?’ said Bulldog.

	Donald was relieved, and in consequence his spirits were rising. ‘If you ask me, he’s going to be sick!’

	‘I shouldn’t wonder. Not a pleasant specimen, that boy!’

	‘You did well. I thought you were going to lose your temper with him.’

	‘Lose my temper? That’s something I seldom do. Doesn’t pay in our line!’

	Donald laughed.

	He was about to finish his drink when a disturbance took place at the piano. Kenyon did become sick, and after sundry advice and elementary first-aid had been offered and rejected, Wing Commander McCall elbowed him hurriedly from the room.

	But it was only a small disturbance. Soon ‘Sweet Adeline’ was being sung more loudly than ever.

	 


 

	SIXTEEN

	 

	The ceilidh broke up some time after midnight, when the survivors gathered in the hall downstairs to give a ragged performance of ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Neither Kenyon nor the man with the handlebar moustache were present.

	Donald and Bulldog joined in the farewells and protestations of friendship. They stood on the pavement outside while members of the choir went off in various directions and the scientists, clambering into jeeps, drove quickly away.

	Soon the soberly lit street was deserted. It became silent except for the whine of receding motor-engines and an occasional snatch of song from a man going home happily in the distance.

	Donald said: ‘The fish didn’t rise in that pool, as far as I could make out.’

	‘I wonder?’ After the smoke and heat Bulldog was taking deep breaths of the cool night air. ‘I wonder?’ he repeated, taking one hand empty from his pocket as he resisted the temptation to light another cigarette.

	Behind them the front door rattled. Jock, the barman, came on to the pavement and said: ‘I’m lockin’ up, gentlemen. Are ye comin in?’

	‘Yes. But just for a minute to get our hats. Mr. Grant and I would like a walk. It was damned stuffy up there.’

	‘That’s a’ richt, sir. The wee floor at the back is always open. Ye can go out that way.’ He paused, then added quietly: ‘And get in later — same as ye did last nicht, when Jimmy was on duty.’

	His voice was slightly blurred and thick, and he kept his eyes lowered. There could have been a hidden meaning in his words and behaviour. On the other hand his sourness might have been the result of too much beer, or simply of boredom after a long spell on duty. In any case, nothing more was said. As Donald and Bulldog went upstairs they heard the front door being pulled to, then locked and barred.

	They went into the News Editors room, where they had left their hats earlier in the evening. Donald was about to comment on Jock’s final remark when Bulldog hurriedly moved across to the dressing-table opposite the bed.

	‘I say, have you been messing about with my copy-paper?’

	‘No. When had I the chance? Why?’

	‘I left it in a pile here, under my briefcase. Now it’s on top.’

	The curtain on the window, which was open at the bottom, billowed on a light breeze.

	Donald went and stood beside his boss. ‘Are you sure?’ he said.

	‘Absolutely. Not only that. The catch on my case is loose.’

	‘Anything missing inside?’

	Bulldog examined the contents and shook his head. ‘No. Even your sketch of “The Dancing Horse” is still there.’

	‘It could have been the chambermaid.’

	‘I don’t think so. The bedclothes were turned down before we joined the party. I remember distinctly.’

	‘I believe you’re right. In that case — ’

	‘In that case it’s a pound to a penny that someone’s been through this bedroom with a toothcomb!’

	‘But the door was locked. You had the pass-key.’

	‘Plenty of master-keys in the office downstairs.’

	‘That’s true. Then it must have happened during the ceilidh and with the help of — ’

	‘Wait a minute! What’s this?’

	Bulldog cut into the other’s speculations. He went stiffly on his knees and stretched a hand beneath the dressing-table. It came out holding a scrap of paper.

	‘This is new as well.’ He jerked himself to his feet. ‘The maids are reasonably efficient. They wouldn’t leave rubbish lying about.’

	‘Looks like a message of some kind?’

	‘Yes. In pencil. Well, I’m damned! Listen to this. “Please meet me tonight — usual place” Then the paper’s torn right across the signature.’

	‘It begins with “My”,’ said Donald, who had been peering over his companion’s shoulder. ‘And Kenyon’s girl is called Myra.’

	They looked at each other. The street outside and the hotel itself lay under the habitual heavy silence of a small town after midnight, and the only interruption was an occasional flutter of the window-curtain which sounded like the anxious wing-beats of a caged bird.

	‘Could it have been Kenyon?’ said Donald, at last.

	Bulldog shrugged. ‘Possibly. But there’s a fishy smell, boy. A fishy smell. I have a feeling.’

	‘You mean it’s all far too obvious? The note, for instance.’

	‘That idea had occurred to me, though of course we can’t be sure. Let’s have a look at your bedroom.’

	Nothing there had been disturbed, however. They came back and put on their hats.

	‘I take it,’ said Bulldog, ‘that the “usual place” means Cooper’s Close.’

	‘Yes. But what if it is a trap? Your “fish fishing for the fisherman” angle.’

	‘We can’t afford to shy clear of it.’

	‘Right, boss. Come on.’

	Downstairs the hotel was in darkness, though a small blue light showed them the way to the back door. They saw or heard no one. Outside in the lane a cold wind funnelled between the buildings on either side. As they set off along the granite setts they put their feet down quietly, instinctively assuming the tread of those who hunt — or are hunted. Soon, however, recognizing the futility of such a performance, they swopped slightly shamefaced grins and began to walk more naturally.

	‘Shows how damned suggestible we are!’ growled Bulldog. ‘We’ll be going on our hands and knees next!’

	‘Rendering us liable to be arrested by the first of MacNiven’s policemen we come across!’

	‘Sure. It’s childish.’

	‘At the same time I’m glad we posted that letter to the London office last night.’

	‘M’m. So am I.’ Bulldog’s voice was sombre. ‘This is one occasion when we want to mind our step.’

	Nevertheless, they took no obvious precautions. As they turned into Castlehill, their footsteps echoing from shop doors and the dark entrances to tenement buildings, Donald felt extraordinarily naked. But the object of the exercise was to move in the open, apparently without guile. Bait, after all, is never camouflaged.

	Few people were abroad. In the Longrow an oldish man with a stick emerged from a closemouth and crossed the street towards a side-alley. He passed under a solitary lamp-standard, his shadow shooting forward like a gigantic cut-out. Then he disappeared, and the tapping of his stick faded into the background hush of water against the Old Quay. A car went by, speeding towards the west end of the town; but though the driver’s window was open, they failed to make out his features. It might in fact have been a woman.

	Everything became quiet again. Blank impassive windows — some curtained, some not — looked down on them from above shuttered shops. On a roof-top near the Gazette office a tom-cat howled.

	Cooper’s Close was only a hundred yards away. Donald said, quietly: ‘All this seemed a pretty good lark in London. Now I’m not so sure.’

	‘Humility is the foundation of wisdom. You could still go back.’

	‘I’d get my books if I did.’

	‘And you’d deserve them!’ Suddenly, unexpectedly, Bulldog gave a short chuckle accompanied by a sigh. ‘Mind you, I’m not feeling so brave myself!’ he said; and Donald realized that his boss’s nerves, though now better under control, were still as jumpy as they had been in the Glasgow train.

	The moon was hidden by cloud, and the entrance to Cooper’s Close lay in deep shadow. They approached it with apparent casualness, and only for an instant did they pause outside. Then they turned into it, tension stiffening their muscles.

	Their action brought no catastrophic result. The high, covered-in tunnel was as impenetrably dark as a burial vault: but it seemed to be empty and innocent. A little breeze ran through it, whispering among the rusty iron beams above their heads: beams which were relics of the cooper’s trade and which had once supported heavy barrels slung on hooks and chains.

	They went farther in and waited in the dark, listening. Their nerves were taut. Some yards away, at the back of the Close, they heard a soft gurgle of water. It came from the cistern beside which they had concealed themselves some twenty-four hours before. At that time, waiting for Nellie’s sister, Kenyon had stood only inches from where they were standing now.

	Donald’s hand went to his pocket, heedlessly coveting a cigarette. Almost at once, however, Bulldog’s warning fingers clamped on his arm. He withdrew his hand. Calming nicotine was out.

	The minutes passed. There was no sound, no movement, with the exception of a quiet tap-tapping somewhere close. Possibly the loose end of a rope hanging from the iron beams. They made no attempt to talk, even in whispers. A faraway clock-tower chimed one.

	The tap-tapping became as persistent as the breeze which was probably its cause. Now that it had fully registered on their minds it seemed to grow louder. A slither and tap. A silence. A slither and tap.

	It was made by no animate object — of that Donald was certain. Curiosity burgeoned in his thoughts, and he wanted to see the answer. It seemed, however, that Bulldog was against the striking of a match.

	Still there was nothing. Then Donald imagined he heard the sound of running feet in Kinloch Road, beyond the cistern and the furniture store. A woman’s feet, he could have sworn. But presently silence fell again, except for the tap-tapping that was surely much heavier and more solid than the flutter of a rope’s end.

	The sound began to worry him; and at last fear came prickling into the back of his neck. Sweat oozed on his hands. Once, long ago, he had been marooned by a faulty carburettor on his motor-bike at the entrance to a Highland churchyard. Waiting for help in the dull moonlight, he had felt much the same as now. His imagination had opened the graves, and the shrouded bodies had appeared in ranks of terrible silence.

	Soon it became apparent that Bulldog was worried, too. Though it was pitch dark, Donald could sense his anxious stirring, his vain attempts to pierce the gloom and find out what was happening across the Close and slightly above them.

	On it went. A slither and tap. A silence. A slither and tap. The breeze freshened and the tapping became louder.

	Donald forgot the reason for their presence in Cooper’s Close. He said: ‘What’s making that noise, boss?’

	‘Damned if I know.’

	‘There’s no one about, I’m certain. It can’t do any harm to light a match and have a look.’

	‘Maybe you’ve got something there. All right.’

	They moved over the slippery cobbles and stopped when the sound was at a level with their eyes. Then Donald took out his matches.

	He turned his back to the breeze and lit one, carefully cupping the flame. He raised his hands and the flickering light fell first upon a pair of grey suede shoes, dangling and tapping against the brick wall. Then it travelled up over long legs clad in flannel trousers and over an open sports jacket with the buttons torn off. It came to rest on a distorted face — the face of a dead man whose neck was caught in a loop of rope.

	The match-flame died. But both Donald and Bulldog, though shocked and sick, were left in no doubt. The hanging corpse was that of Jim Kenyon.

	 


 

	SEVENTEEN

	 

	They stood there, cold and shaken, unable to decide what to do.

	Through Donald’s mind there flashed the thought that he and Bulldog, despite the tough sophistication they tried constantly to wear, possessed in fact singularly poor qualifications for the job they had taken on. They were too soft, too easily upset by nerves, too much lacking in the stuff of heroes. So far they had made only nebulous progress in their hunt for the Peter Street killer, and as they blundered on, blindly ignorant, events they couldn’t understand came crowding in on them. Were they now being manoeuvred into a position from which death might be the only logical means of escape?

	Bulldog, putting a hand against the cold brick wall, made an abortive effort to vomit. ‘God!’ he muttered. ‘Did he do it himself, do you think?’

	‘I don’t know. What an end to a life! Drunk and in misery.’

	‘He’s out of it. His wife and the girl are left to face the music.’

	‘That note — it may have been genuine after all. I — ’

	‘Wait! Cars, boy!’

	They pulled themselves together, calling on reserves of mental and physical stamina. Vehicles were approaching from either side — down the Longrow at one end of the Close, along Kinloch Road and through the open space at the other.

	‘Police!’ said Bulldog. ‘MacNiven’s copped us this time!’

	There was no obvious means of escape. Whichever way they went they could be seen. Already under suspicion, they would have difficulty in persuading the Inspector of their innocence if they were discovered now at the scene of Kenyon’s death. Days and even weeks might pass before justice allowed them to go free again.

	For a moment Donald yearned towards the idea that they should stand their ground and leave the rest to fate. It would be an immense relief to give up their lonely struggle after truth and confide their fears and suspicions to the calm Inspector. Under the eye of the police they would at any rate gain peace and physical security.

	Then he became a newspaperman again; a newspaperman with red hair and a big, though crooked, nose. In such a case, he remembered, they would lose an exclusive story, and pride would take a tumble.

	He said, quickly: ‘When I used that match I saw a ledge, about twelve feet up. Level with the beam to which the rope’s attached. It seems to run into the wall. If we lie up there in the dark theyll never see us from the ground, even using torches.’

	‘How do we get there?

	The cars were whining to a stop.

	‘I’ll give you a leg up. Then you can lean over and help me climb after you. Plenty of footholds in this old brick wall.’

	‘Right!’

	Bulldog’s weight was considerable; but Donald, commando trained, lifted him without effort. And the News Editor was game. He grunted with satisfaction as he caught an iron beam and hauled himself up on to the ledge.

	He felt around him. The ledge was spacious, though thick with dirt and grime. Under a low, vaulted roof, it promised adequate cover.

	‘Come on, boy!’

	He leaned over the edge and offered his hand. Then as the others groping fingers contacted his he pulled with desperate energy. Donald came scrambling up the wall, toes finding momentary purchase where mortar had flaked away between the bricks.

	At last they lay together in the stale darkness, some five yards distant from the body of Jim Kenyon. They eased themselves away from the edge, discovering that the space extended inwards for as much as six feet, and eventually reached a position behind the root of an iron beam. There was an unpleasant smell of bird-droppings and ancient filth, but they scarcely noticed it. The iron beam pressed into Bulldog’s side. He scarcely noticed that, either.

	Quick, heavy footsteps came into the Close. Like little searchlights, torch-beams flickered. A variety of Scots accents echoed roughly in the confined space. There were exclamations of surprise and horror.

	Sweat trickled from Donald’s forehead on to the dirt only inches from it. Bulldog was breathing quickly but quietly.

	Inspector MacNiven’s voice floated up to them: “Well, Doctor?’

	‘Dead as a door-nail.’

	‘How long?’

	‘At a rough guess about an hour.’

	‘Suicide, you think?’

	‘Looks like it, and there’s a strong smell of drink. But that’s your pigeon, Inspector.’

	‘Quite.’

	‘Know who he is?’

	‘One of the scientists from the station at the Mull. Name’s Kenyon, I think.’

	‘M’m. Could there be political repercussions?’

	‘Unlikely. Not a good type, I’m afraid. Married, but mixed up with a local girl.’

	‘I see.’

	There was a long period of confused speech among the younger policemen. Then MacNiven called out: ‘Got your camera, Wilson?’

	‘I see.’

	‘Take a few photos, will you?’

	‘Very good, sir.’

	‘Sergeant Houston!’

	‘Aye?’

	‘What’s your opinion? If he did it himself, what did he stand on?’

	‘That’s just it, sir.’

	‘We’ll make a thorough examination now — and tomorrow in the daylight — but I believe this is murder.’

	‘Who was it phoned to tell us about it?’

	‘That’s another conundrum. The station officer says it was a woman — not local by the sound of her. All she said was: “Cooper’s Close. You’ll find a dead man there!” Then she rang off.’

	‘Could have been anybody. Someone who didn’t want to get mixed up in an inquiry.’

	‘It’s possible. To me the whole thing stinks.’

	‘Yes, sir.’

	There was a sudden flare from a flash-bulb. Then another and another as the police photographer did his work. The light penetrated even into the narrow space occupied by Donald and Bulldog. They hid their eyes from it, like ostriches burrowing in the sand.

	A young Highlander exclaimed: ‘What’s yon, sir?’ They recognized the voice. It belonged to the constable with whom they had spoken that morning at the head of the Old Quay.

	There was a pause. Then came MacNiven’s unruffled response: ‘Where exactly was this lying, McGregor?’

	‘On the cobbles, sir. Immediately below the corpse.’

	‘A woman’s handkerchief. Embroidered with the initials J.M. H’m. Well, take care of it, McGregor. Might come in handy.’

	Again a flash-bulb glared. Donald found Bulldog, inches away, looking directly into his eyes. Grimly he stared back. He felt heat in his body like a fire, and cramp was making his muscles tense and painful.

	Darkness again, then steady beams from the headlights of a police car. Men moved about, exploring the Close and its environs. Finally a mixture of muffled noises as one policeman climbed on another’s back and cut down the body. Then a shuffling and stamping, while along the street outside came tinkling the bell of an ambulance.

	Minutes later the ambulance left, accompanied by one of the police cars; but for what seemed a long time Inspector MacNiven and a few of his men remained pottering about in the vicinity. The iron beam to which the rope had been tied was closely examined, and a torch was actually flashed along the ledge on either side. But Donald and Bulldog were well hidden, and, in the end, soon after the distant clock-tower had struck two, there was silence in Cooper’s Close.

	They waited, for the Inspector might have left a policeman to keep watch. Soon, however, it became obvious that this hadn’t happened. They came out of hiding and made a stiff but careful descent to the cobbles. By the back ways which they had discovered on the previous night they returned to the hotel, meeting no one.

	It was silent and dead as they went quietly upstairs and into Bulldog’s room. There they relaxed a little and took off their jackets.

	Wielding a clothes-brush. Donald said: ‘Boss, that handkerchief could have belonged to anybody.’

	‘Aye, but you heard what MacNiven said. ‘A woman’s voice on the phone. Not local.’

	‘The initials J.M. must be about the commonest in the kingdom.’

	‘I know.’

	The dirt from their jackets was scattered on the carpet. From among the fire-irons Donald took a brush and swept it into a heap. This he scraped up with a small shovel and dumped into the empty grate.

	‘I can’t make it out,’ he said. ‘Was that note a phoney to try and get us to Cooper’s Close?’

	‘I think so. I think it was part of the general pattern. The attack in Towser Lane, the “accident” to the car, now this. The idea being to scare us off, or to get rid of us one way or another short of actual murder. Janet Marshall tried it, too, you know, using a more direct approach.’

	Donald sat on the bed and ran long fingers through his hair. ‘How did Kenyon come into it?’

	‘Same way probably, as the man who was killed in Soho. He knew too much.’

	‘You may be right. And now that their plans have failed three times, don’t you think they will try murder next time?’

	‘Yes. And that may be the chance we’ve been waiting for. Meet them in the open, boy. Face to face.’

	‘So we’re not being scared off?’

	‘No damn fear! I’m like a cat on hot bricks — free confession, Donald — have been all along — but I mean to go through with this to the bitter end. What about you?’

	‘I don’t like it. But if you can stomach it, so can I!’ 

	‘That’s the spirit! Trembling with bravery — ’

	He broke off to listen. Downstairs, faintly, a telephone was ringing.

	It went on ringing, until at last a door opened and slippered feet clacked across the hall. Then it stopped.

	After a time there were footsteps on the stairs: footsteps that had a quality of stealth. Donald and Bulldog heard them approaching along the corridor.

	Outside the door they halted.

	Donald got up from the bed, quietly. Then in two long strides he crossed the room and snatched open the door. In the dimly lit passage, wearing pyjamas and a dressing-gown, Jimmy the waiter stood blinking stupidly in the bright light from the room.

	‘Anything the matter?’ said Donald, with a jauntiness he didn’t feel.

	‘No, sir. No. I’m sorry if I disturbed you.’ He hesitated, coughed and looked embarrassed. He said: ‘Mr. MacPhail’s in there as well, is he?’

	‘Yes. This is his room.’

	‘Aye, of course, sir. I — er — I thought the light was still on up here and came to put it out.’

	‘I see. Well, good night.’

	‘Good night, sir. The light was out, after all.’

	‘So I notice.’

	Donald closed the door. They heard the man’s slippers go pattering down the stairs.

	Bulldog said: ‘What was all that in aid of?’

	‘The phone call,’ replied Donald, slowly. ‘Don’t you think it might have been from the Inspector? He’s still suspicious. Maybe he asked Jimmy to check if we were in.’

	‘It’s a theory. Luckily we did get back from Cooper’s Close in a hurry. He hasn’t got anything on us this time.’

	A strange expression appeared on Donald’s face. He said: ‘You’re wrong, boss.’

	‘What! What d’you mean?’

	‘When they go through Kenyon’s wallet they’ll find the card you gave him at the ceilidh.’

	‘My God, I’d forgotten it! With MacNiven in the kind of mood he’s in, it won’t be long till we’re on the carpet, answering questions!’

	‘Seems we haven’t much time to stage that show-down.’

	‘You’re telling me! We can’t put off visiting the atomic station much longer.’

	‘We could have an early breakfast and drive straight down.’

	‘Right. Show ourselves at the station first, then retire to the moorland country round about.’

	‘Aye. There’s always more chance of landing a fish in the open than under the trees.’

	‘So I’ve heard tell. I hope MacNiven doesn’t put a spanner in the works!’

	They went to bed, each being careful to lock his door and put the catch on his window.

	 


 

	EIGHTEEN

	 

	The night was mild and stuffy, and they didn’t sleep too well. At times, when they did drop over, their dreams were troubled by the memory of Kenyon’s dead and tortured face.

	In the morning they were in the dining-room by half-past seven, with the early sun glinting on neatly arranged cruets and cutlery and making a shimmering pattern on the white breakfast tablecloths. The place was empty, but from the kitchen at the back there floated a smell of cooking bacon. Neither Bulldog nor Donald found their appetites keen.

	For a few minutes, while they sat at their usual table, no one appeared. They tried to remain outwardly calm and unhurried; but as time went by and there was still no sign of a waitress, the News Editor first became restless, then irritable and at last obviously annoyed. He got up, knocking one knee sharply against a leg of the table, stumped over to the serving hatch and viciously rapped on it.

	An elderly waitress came through the swing doors. As she caught sight of them her indifferent yawn died prematurely and a careful, unfriendly look came into her eyes.

	‘You’re early,’ she said.

	‘Why not?’ demanded Bulldog, and would have gone on had not Donald given his foot a warning nudge. A scene at this stage might be disastrous.

	She shrugged. ‘You were all having a pretty good time of it last night. I thought you might be taking a long lie. What is it you want? Porridge, cereals, poached egg, bacon and egg?’

	They settled for plates of bacon and egg and ate them without enthusiasm. At any moment they expected to see the main door of the dining-room open and someone come in to say that they were wanted in the hall. A few early risers did appear with startling suddenness, but no one else.

	At a quarter to eight they went upstairs to collect their hats and the binoculars which Donald often used at sports meetings and football matches and which he looked upon as part of his normal travelling equipment. Then, avoiding the sharp-eyed receptionist, they made their way out to the yard at the back and got into the Oxford. The engine started without fuss.

	Donald drove off into crooked, narrow streets, heading deviously for the road to Southend. His instinct was to keep away from the haunts of policemen, and in this he succeeded. As they sped beyond the 30-mile limit into the rolling farm country outside Campbeltown he breathed a sigh of relief.

	Bulldog said: ‘So far, so good, boy. I wonder what the day will bring?’

	‘I wonder?’ Donald set the car at Oatfield Brae. Then he added: ‘One thing we forgot. We may get a bit hungry as the day goes on, and we haven’t brought anything to eat — or drink.’

	‘Glad to know you’re thinking about your stomach again!’

	‘I had heartburn after breakfast. It’s cleared up now.’

	‘Too much gin last night. That’s your trouble, boy!’

	They were trying to encourage each other by sounding more hearty and cheerful than they felt, and their gaiety was unconvincing.

	But Donald persevered. ‘What about calling at the first hotel we come across and buying beer and sandwiches? Or would that be too dangerous?’

	‘Depends whether MacNiven’s on the warpath yet. Even if he is, I don’t think he’ll have got round to phoning Southend just as early as this, so it may be safe enough to visit a hotel within, say, the next half-hour.’

	‘That’s what I thought. We’ll keep our eyes open for one.’

	Gaiety was giving place to loftily judicial argument. Again the result tended to sound phoney.

	There was a fair amount of traffic on the road: farmers’ cars on the way to the Campbeltown market, bicycles, vans peddling groceries at wayside cottages, a few tractors with trailers. There was also a motor-scooter driven by a fair-haired youngster who waved his hand happily as he cruised past. Enviously Donald returned the greeting.

	The Oxford went down Kilellan Hill, then through a valley of green sycamores. Eventually it emerged in sight of the sea and the tall hills at the Mull of Kintyre.

	Built oddly on only one side of the road, the straggling village of Southend came into sight above the shore. At the nearer end they saw the white walls of an hotel. Donald slowed the car and brought it to a halt beside the bar entrance. He left Bulldog smoking a cigarette and went inside.

	‘Beer?’ smiled the tall, dark girl at the counter. ‘Plenty of that, sir.’

	He had been expecting a Highland accent, but instead it was almost standard B.B.C. More important, however, he had been given a warm and uninhibited greeting. He felt extraordinary grateful, and his spirits rose.

	‘What about a few sandwiches?’ he asked, pocketing four screw-tops and smiling for the first time that morning.

	‘Of course. I’ll see the chef. We have some cold ham, I know. Perhaps you’d like some with that?’

	‘Thank you. The very thing.’

	A few minutes later he was restarting the Oxford and telling Bulldog what had happened. ‘The nicest girl you could hope to meet, boss. And quite obviously she hasn’t heard the gossip that’s going about in Campbeltown. She treated me like an ordinary human being.’

	‘A pleasant change! I wish I’d gone in with you.’

	As they went through Southend, past a smart grocery store and a more old-fashioned post-office, past solid Edwardian villas and the closely built houses of agricultural workers, past a coast-guard station and its attendant cluster of homes and offices, they saw children playing noisily along the roadside, and realized that it was Saturday, with the schools closed. Something in this fact tended to make them both more uneasy than ever, but they were so intent on the job in hand that they failed to pinpoint the actual reason.

	Near the shore they saw to the left a trim golf-course, with shaven greens scattered invitingly among sand-dunes and on high, grassy banks. Donald thought wistfully about a leather-scented locker-room, about the chaff of partners in a four-ball, about the clatter of spiked shoes as they went out on to the first tee and took their practice swings. For him the preliminaries to a game of golf exemplified freedom and a grateful relaxing of tension. The flutter of flags on distant greens, the crisp sound of an iron shot, the banter when a short putt was missed — these were the signs of a happy holiday. But today he might have to face a creditor who would demand full payment for past happiness.

	Under the eye of another big hotel perched on a hillside, the Oxford purred along the road which skirted the sea. At the eastern end of a small bay stood the Rock of Dunaverty, with the ruin on its summit of a MacDonald castle, destroyed three hundred years ago by marauding Campbells. At the western end a sign pointed to Saint Colomba’s Footprints, and Donald remembered that it was here Columcille had first landed with his disciples, before going on to Iona where Ireland is unseen. From Southend — and especially today in the clear morning light — Ireland was much in evidence, eleven miles across the bright North Channel: ‘The round blue hills of Antrim, sleeping in the sun.’

	The Mull of Kintyre, he knew, was steeped in history. Mesolithic men from Ireland, the original inhabitants of Scotland, their staging-ground had probably been here. Columba and his holy men, Vikings from the north, Campbells from the heart of the mainland — all had made their way to this quiet place, some with good intentions, some with bad. And now, beyond the high hills in front, other strangers were working in an atomic station: Englishmen, Irishmen, Europeans of all nationalities. And in the future other men would come.

	He set the Oxford at Carskiey Brae and posed himself a question. His present worries and those of Bulldog, were they not infinitesimal wrinkles in the graph of time? He smiled and felt a great deal better.

	The narrow road had recently been surfaced with tarmacadam and, though steep in places, was comfortable going. Heather, green and scrubby at this early season of the year, was spread like a giant blanket on either side. Sheep moved in the distance, and a great silence lay on the rolling moors. There was no sign even of a shepherd’s house.

	Then suddenly, as the road reached its highest point, they saw ‘The Dancing Horse’. Craggy and lifelike, it towered against the skyline, sentinel over a vast area of uncultivated land. Both men were taken aback by its domination and power, and Donald realized that Hetherington’s picture in the Minotaur, magnificent in its own way, in fact did the original less than justice. Here in its setting of far-flung country it was more striking than any artist could hope to reveal within the limits of a conventional canvas. The only hint of softness in its background was a wooded glen a mile or so to the east which disappeared over the horizon. The wood was clearly not indigenous and might have been planted there as a shelter from the bitter winds raging in from the Atlantic.

	A shelter for what? The question formed in Donald’s mind only to be put aside at once by his interest in what appeared immediately below ‘The Dancing Horse’. It was the atomic station, which they had come to visit. In outline harsh and raw, it resembled a steel constructional toy set up in a rock-garden. Inside gleaming strands of barbed wire could be seen a rectangle of low, prefabricated huts, a tar-macadamed courtyard shining in the sun and spidery girders surrounding the base of a cylindrical metal tower. White-coated men, dwarfed by distance, scurried like ants along its paths and byways.

	‘This is it,’ said Bulldog, quietly.

	‘This is it,’ agreed Donald, pressing down on the accelerator.

	They stopped about three hundred yards from the barbed wire and parked the car behind a telephone kiosk at the roadside — a garish red incongruity among the screes and corries, presumably erected there for the convenience of the scientists and workpeople. Then they took a short-cut across the moor and within a minute or two reached the main entrance to the station. A large board proclaimed No Admittance.

	Nevertheless, Bulldog tried to turn the handle of the closed gate. It turned, but nothing else happened. The twin sections of the gate were clamped together by a heavy padlock.

	Inside, to the right, a wooden shed probably housed the gateman. Bulldog rattled the handle and shouted: ‘Anybody there?’

	A man in a blue uniform put in an appearance. He was stocky and broad, with a shaggy moustache like Old Bill. But his eyes were intelligent and wary.

	‘Wot’s all this?’ he said through the white-painted spars, his accent as incongruous at the Mull of Kintyre as the station itself.

	‘We’re newspapermen, from the Echo,’ said Bulldog, attempting sweet friendliness. ‘Could we see Dr. Karl Feuchtganger?’

	The man raised heavy eyebrows. ‘Got an appointment, mate?’

	‘No, but — ’

	‘Or an official pass?’

	‘As a matter of fact we haven’t. At the same time — ’ 

	‘Then you ’aven’t a hope. No one gets in ’ere except with an official pass — or on direct orders from ’is nibs. Sorry, but that’s the way of it.’

	Bulldog reddened. ‘Look, I see you have a telephone in there. Call Dr. Feuchtganger and — ’

	‘Come off it, mate! The Doctor would ’ang me if I called ’im this time of day. I tell you, there’s not a hope of getting in. Better scarper and enjoy the scenery.’

	‘What the devil do you mean, talking to me like that? I’ll put in a complaint, my man — ’

	‘Put in as many complaints as you like! I know my job.’ 

	‘Damned impertinence!’

	‘People in glass ’ouses, cock! Off you go now — be good boys!’

	Bulldog was prepared to continue the verbal battle, but Donald took his arm. ‘It’s no good, boss. Let’s go.’ 

	‘I’ve a damned good mind to start shouting! It might attract the attention of someone in authority.’

	The gateman shrugged. ‘I’m in authority ’ere. If you start being a nuisance, I’ll carry out my orders and call the police.’

	The News Editor calmed down, eyes narrowing. ‘So you have police in there?’

	‘Wot d’you think? Top security this place is!’

	‘I see. Well, if this is what the country’s coming to, God help us! Impertinent gatemen! Snooping police! We’ll be under a dictatorship next!’

	With Donald at his side he strode away, out on to the moor. The man shrugged again and went back to his shed. The time was almost exactly eleven o’clock.

	And at that same hour, while Donald and Bulldog walked farther and farther into a region of heather and dry peat-hags, where they had calculated they might provoke a final showdown with those to whom they had been so assiduously offering themselves as bait, Inspector MacNiven in the police station at Campbeltown was receiving a small quiet man in a brown suit, who had travelled from London that morning, by air.

	Presently the newcomer said: ‘Have you seen a girl in town — a girl wearing a grey suit and a red tammy? Her name’s Janet Marshall.’

	‘Indeed we have. She approached one of my men in the street. He brought her here. Later we picked her up again and took her to Southend.’

	‘I see.’

	The Inspector frowned a little. He went on: ‘There are also two gentlemen in whom I am interested. A certain James MacPhail and Donald Grant, who say they are from the Echo.’

	The small man smiled. ‘Yes. I should imagine they’re a bit troublesome. But more to the point, what do you know of a scientist called Jim Kenyon?’

	‘Not a great deal, except that he died last night.’ 

	‘What!’

	‘Apparently he hanged himself, in a fit of drunken depression. But I’m fairly certain it was murder,’ said the Inspector, with grim confidence, ‘though so far I can’t prove it. We learned about it from an anonymous woman on the telephone. I’m ready to believe it was Janet Marshall.’

	His visitor had become stiff and strained. ‘So we are too late,’ he muttered, almost to himself. ‘Now we’ve got to move fast before other murders are committed.’

	‘Eh! What the devil do you mean?’ burst out MacNiven, moved finally to passion.

	‘Listen, my friend. I will tell you.’

	The small, quiet man took out a number of photographs and laid them on the desk. As the Inspector looked at them and nodded, soberly, he began to talk.

	 


 

	NINETEEN

	 

	Making themselves as conspicuous as possible, Donald and Bulldog continued to walk across the moor. The main part of their scheme was now in operation. They were satisfied that they could be seen plainly from several vantage points: from the station, for instance, from the road near the telephone kiosk, and from ‘The Dancing Horse’ itself.

	The heather was wiry and tough and beginning to sprout green, and after trudging through it for an hour or more they needed a rest. They found a grassy hillock and sat down on the naked rock which pierced its summit like lead in an old pencil. Focusing his binoculars, Donald surveyed the countryside.

	Nothing stirred. The wind sighed over the heather, while now and then a snipe or peewit raised a lonely cry. The sun shone down, but at times they shivered a little, and the lacrid scent of the peat-hags added to their discomfort.

	Donald said, at last: ‘Fishing’s been a dead loss, so far.’

	Bulldog grunted. ‘The main attribute of a good fisherman is patience. See anything interesting?’

	‘Not a thing. I’d swear no one’s been in or out of the main gate of the station since we’ve been here. And no one’s been near the car.’

	‘What about the other direction — towards “The Dancing Horse”?’

	‘Nothing there but sheep, as far as I can make out.’ Donald put down the binoculars. He rubbed his big nose and went on: ‘We’ve made ourselves obvious enough, especially on this hillock. You’d think if anyone was interested they’d have shown their hand by now.’

	‘They may not want to show their hand, just yet.’ For once it was Bulldog who stood guard on their emotions. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m getting hungry. What about a sandwich?’

	‘Good idea. I’ll be glad to get these bottles out of my pockets, too.’

	The clean, fresh air had given them an appetite, and they enjoyed the sketchy meal. Later they buried the bottles and the sandwich-wrappings in a rabbit-hole on the flank of the hillock.

	The white-coated figures still moved about inside the station, but the main gate remained closed, except when a brown and yellow grocery van came bowling along the road, past the red kiosk, and was admitted by the gateman. In half an hour it reappeared and went back towards Southend.

	Donald and Bulldog got up and walked deeper into the moor. The afternoon wore on, and a dark cloud came drifting in over the western horizon, blotting out the sun. The small stretch of sea visible beyond the hills, which comprised an area immediately north of the Giant’s Causeway in Northern Ireland, began to assume the colour of cold steel. In spite of the overcast conditions, however, it didn’t look like rain.

	When they were about half-way between the station and ‘The Dancing Horse’ they came upon a huge grey boulder lying like a giant’s coffin among the heather. One end was broken and chipped by wind and rain and sun, and this they used as a climbing place. When they reached the top they found it to be flat and smooth and an ideal observation post. But the minutes passed and still nothing happened.

	‘It’s getting damned cold,’ said Bulldog at last, flapping his arms. ‘Any comment?’

	Donald was looking through the binoculars. ‘We decided we’d rather meet them in the open, and it’s open enough here in all conscience! I can stick it if you can.’

	‘H’m. Glad to hear it.’

	‘That telephone kiosk. D’you know, boss, it must have been from somewhere near it that Sorley Hetherington painted his picture.’

	‘I believe you’re right. Otherwise he couldn’t have brought in the wooded glen to the east yonder. But I don’t think he included this boulder.’

	‘Too far to his left. He carefully avoided the station.’

	‘Don’t blame him! An atomic station’s as much out of place among this heather and peat as a bulldozer in Kew Gardens.’

	They moved about on the flat rock, aware that they could be seen for miles. But the afternoon wore on, and the dark cloud drifted across the sky, unveiling the sun again. Five o’clock came, then six, and to all appearances the moor remained empty. The bustle of the white coats in the station came to an end.

	They came down off the boulder and walked back towards the hillock on which they had rested earlier in the day. Their patience was beginning to wear thin.

	Doubts possessed them. So far they had been inept and clumsy in their efforts to find the truth about the Soho murder. As heroes of a conventional newspaper story they were utterly miscast. There was no reason to suppose that success should now fall to their lot, so late in the adventure.

	Nevertheless, they were reluctant to give up. They had a dogged and slightly pathetic belief in what Bulldog called a ‘feeling’, for it was on such that they based their whole existence as journalists. And so, as the day grew colder and began to die, they remained true to their ‘feeling’ and continued to await developments from a vantage point on one shoulder of the hillock.

	It would be about seven o’clock in the evening, and the sun was moving down above the black outline of ‘The Dancing Horse’, when two men appeared among the heather, coming over a ridge about three hundred yards to their left.

	Donald spotted them at once, and his pulses leapt with excitement. After a moment he handed the binoculars to Bulldog.

	‘Yes!’ said the News Editor, suddenly his old brisk self again. ‘Between us and the car. Wait a minute — these blasted glasses need adjusting again! That’s it. Well, I’m damned!’

	What’s the matter?’

	‘One of them is the chap who borrowed the ashtray, last night at the ceilidh. Our friend with the big moustache.’

	‘Wing Commander McCall. Very interesting. Who’s his pal?’

	‘I’m not sure. A stranger, I think. No! By heaven, he’s not! He’s the man who was talking to Jimmy the waiter. Remember — two nights ago in the hotel — when we came in late? He’s wearing the same American style tweed jacket.’

	‘The driver of the Austin-Healey?’

	‘Right, boy! And you’ll be interested to learn that both of them are carrying shotguns.’

	‘What! Let’s have a shufti.’

	Donald took the binoculars. It was quiet on the moor, except for a small sighing wind.

	At last, quite slowly, he said: ‘They’re carrying shotguns all right. But this is the season for hares, boss, and Nellie did say the big guy was on a shooting holiday.’

	‘Sure,’ replied Bulldog, heavily. ‘That’s what Nellie said.’

	They waited. The men came closer; but there was no sign that recognition was mutual.

	Bulldog said: ‘I think we ought to try an experiment.’ 

	Donald glanced at him, sideways. ‘Make a detour, as if we’re trying to dodge them and get back to our car?’ 

	‘Great minds, Donald boy!’

	‘But are you fit enough? I mean — ’

	‘Dammit, I’m still on the right side of sixty! Come on.’ They walked away from the hillock, showing neither haste nor panic but making it their obvious intention to avoid the strangers and regain the road. Almost at once McCall and his friend moved in the same direction, cutting off their line of retreat.

	‘They’ve spotted us, boss!’

	‘They spotted us a long time ago, if you ask me.’ They increased their pace and bore farther to the right. So did the others, moving on a parallel course.

	‘Aye,’ said Bulldog, ‘this is instructive, to say the least! Stop a minute.’

	They stood still in their tracks. About a hundred yards away McCall and his companion stopped, too.

	The spacious moor seemed to hold its breath. Boredom and uncertainty forgotten, Donald and Bulldog rested beside a rocky knoll. The strangers looked in their direction, apparently talking to each other.

	In the end McCall stepped forward, his friend at his heels. Donald’s mouth became dry and salty. Trouble he had bargained for — and now, almost certainly, it had come. But here among the hills he had hoped for quick action, and this slow game promised to be wearing on the nerves.

	He said: ‘I wonder what would happen if we made a dash back the way we’ve come, towards the hillock?’ 

	‘H’m.’ Bulldog had shed his nervous irritation of the past few days and was now presenting an appearance of stoic courage. ‘I see what you mean. Proof positive, eh? Well, practice is always better than theory.’

	‘Right!’

	Crouching down and taking cover behind a series of old peat-diggings, they swung back and raced diagonally to the left. The others hesitated only for a split second. Then they, too, began to run.

	Gradually their routes converged. A white hare leaped up between them and went lolloping away towards the wooded glen in the distance. A grouse erupted from a patch of heather, rocketing up into the pale sky. A sense of desperate urgency settled over the moor, like a thundercloud.

	Then suddenly, when the pairs were about seventy yards apart, McCall stopped dead. Raising his gun to his shoulder, he aimed directly at Donald and Bulldog. They swerved violently and flung themselves down in the shelter of the hillock.

	The shot never came, but they knew at last that they had found the enemy.

	Panting a little, and with some of his assurance gone, Bulldog said: They mean to kill us, Donald.’

	‘Looks like it.’

	They lay still for a time, recovering from the shock of reality and trying not to contemplate too closely the raw threat of the future, when death might be the penalty for a single mistake.

	Finally the News Editor assumed an outward show of flamboyance. He said: ‘This is what we came to find out, boy. If we can get away now and tell the police our story’s made!’

	‘Yes. Point is, how do we get away?’ Incongruously an early butterfly lit upon a stalk of wild clover not two feet from Donald’s face. He brushed it away, nervously, and went on: ‘I think our only chance is to keep going behind the diggings yonder and try to reach the wood. Back under “The Dancing Horse”.’

	‘Aye, that’s it.’ Then abruptly, unexpectedly, Bulldog broke off. ‘Wait!’ he said, in a hoarse whisper.

	‘What’s up?’

	‘Near the telephone kiosk. Something moved. Use the binoculars.’

	Donald obeyed.

	In a moment he turned to his companion. His face was white. ‘I see it,’ he said.

	‘Well?’

	‘It’s a girl. She’s wearing a grey suit and a red tammy.’

	The News Editor nodded. A hint of subdued triumph gleamed momentarily in his eyes, but almost immediately it was wiped away by the warmth of genuine compassion.

	‘Never mind,’ he said, quietly. ‘We’re into our fish, and if we mean to land it we’ve got to stay alive.’

	‘You’re right, boss,’ agreed Donald. ‘You’re dead right.’

	‘That’s the spirit! Now, let’s get a move on.’

	They got up and prepared to manoeuvre out of range of the shotguns.

	 


 

	TWENTY

	 

	His faraway glimpse of Janet Marshall had made Donald’s sense of foreboding and isolation even more acute, though he was glad he wasn’t entirely alone and had Bulldog running heavily by his side.

	He felt as Jim Kenyon must have felt in his last long hour of living, before the rope at last mercifully tightened round his neck and his torture was snapped off like a hard and glaring light. The two men, he was now convinced, intended to follow them with patience until at last they could use their guns. Then they would allow his body — and Bulldog’s — to sink under the slime of a bog, and their secret — the secret on which the dead man in Soho had stumbled and at which he himself could still only guess — would remain inviolable.

	The main thing, he realized, was to avoid being cornered. For months, as an embryo soldier, he had been taught how to make use of ground and cover. Encouraged by fear and by the knowledge that in this situation Bulldog was depending on him for leadership, he kept dredging up from the dark of his memory almost forgotten skills.

	By a sudden quick dash into the moorland behind the hillock they had put about two hundred yards between themselves and McCall and his hard-faced companion. This was a safe distance, for a shotgun’s lethal range is not much more than fifty. Now they moved quickly towards the east, along the line of the old peat digging, hoping that they could keep in front for another hour or so, when darkness might enable them to escape and get in touch with the police.

	But there was always the possibility that they would stumble into an impassable area of marshland, where they might sink to their armpits and provide the sitting targets coveted by their pursuers. He had to keep looking and thinking ahead.

	The distant telephone kiosk, near which Janet Marshall had been seen and where the Oxford was still parked, sank slowly from sight behind the curve of the moor. Then the gaunt tower of the atomic station disappeared as well. Hazy clouds began to cover the sinking sun, and a cool wind fanned his heated face.

	He looked across at Bulldog. ‘Feeling all right, boss?’

	As his shoes ripped through the heather and squelched in the peat-hags, the News Editor’s red cheeks glistened with perspiration; but he was running on gamely, gulping down regular draughts of air. ‘Of course I’m all right! Only my wind. Too much smoking.’

	Donald glanced back over his shoulder. The two men were plodding steadily after them, positioned well apart as if suspicious that their quarry might try an outflanking movement. They were still two hundred yards behind and within the past few minutes had gained no obvious advantage.

	‘I think we can slow down a bit,’ he said, trying to sound confident. ‘We’re keeping well ahead of them.’

	Bulldog was grateful for the suggestion. His thoughts had lost resilience and were now hovering on the verge of panic; and the mental strain, imposed on the physical, was becoming almost as much as he could bear. In London it was necessary that he should be tough to hold down the job of News Editor of the Echo; but that kind of toughness was of little use on a high and lonely moor, with death at his heels. The momentary relaxation of effort, however, tended in a small degree to restore his strength and courage.

	‘I hate the sight of this blasted peat-bog!’ he burst out, after a while. ‘Smells like ancient sin, too!’

	‘Most of it’s fairly dry. That’s one blessing.’

	‘Plenty of marshy bits, though. They may be hoping we’ll get stuck in one.’

	The idea, of course, had already occurred to Donald; but now he pretended to scoff at it. ‘Not much fear of that if we keep our eyes skinned! McCall and his pal are in open order behind us, I know, but we still have room for manoeuvre.’

	They hurried on, camouflaging from each other the true state of their feelings. Their feet made a quick rhythmic sound along the hard floor of the old peat diggings.

	Donald tried to look at the situation objectively.

	He and Bulldog were both wearing ordinary lounge suits, soft hats and black leather-soled shoes, which in this rough country were entirely out of place. His companion, so much a man of power and drive in the office, was on the verge of becoming a frightened old man, the veneer of civilized attainment rubbed harshly away. He himself, so slick and persuasive as a city reporter, was facing death — or, more accurately, running away from it — without even the self-deluding anodyne of being able to describe it in smart and fashionable journalese.

	When he came to think of it, in a moment of true objectivity, they had both made a sorry mess of the whole operation, blundering through a maze of half-understood intrigue just as they were now blundering through a maze of slime and dirt which splashed their well-creased trousers to the knee. They had done nothing clever, nothing brilliant. They had simply followed their feeling for a story, the final chapter of which might soon be written as a tragic comment on misplaced enthusiasm.

	To an Olympian eye they must appear inept and ridiculous. Nevertheless, as he glanced across at the News Editor, he discovered that his affection for this red-faced, panting, slightly pathetic individual had grown stronger than ever before, and he knew instinctively that the emotion was reciprocated. He thought how strange it is that shared distress should be the real catalytic element in the love of a man for his neighbour.

	At last the digging petered out into an arena of bog and rock and the brittle stalks of recently burnt heather. Twice Bulldog tripped and almost fell, but Donald was ready on each occasion with a supporting arm. The distance between them and the men behind remained constant.

	A rosy glow faded behind the mighty crag of ‘The Dancing Horse’, and as the light began to fade hope brought a temporary buoyancy. A quick dash to one side or another in the dusk; an unexpected spurt which would turn them into shadowy targets before they disappeared — these, they considered, were definite possibilities. In this spirit of new optimism dignity returned to them. They smiled at each other.

	Bulldog stumbled yet again. As he regained balance — this time without assistance — he swore with safety-valve vigour. ‘Hell and blast! I didn’t notice that puddle. But I only got one foot wet.’

	‘Not so bad. The going’s a bit tricky hereabouts.’

	The News Editor looked far ahead towards the mountain and the wooded glen on its eastern shoulder. He said: ‘It’ll be dark in about thirty minutes. By that time we ought to have reached the wood and be comparatively safe.’

	‘I hope so.’ Donald led the way along a natural causeway of firm turf. ‘Then we can look out for a house with a telephone and inform the police.’

	‘There’s one thing that puzzles me. Why don’t they try harder to overtake us?’

	‘That’s occurred to me, too. They’ve never been within shotgun range since the beginning, when we dived behind the hillock.’

	He didn’t mention it, but one answer had already suggested itself. Might it not be the dark that their pursuers were waiting for — the thin dark which would conceal murderous intentions from prying eyes?

	Then, looking back once more, he saw that the two men, guns shouldered, had dropped even farther behind. The distance between them must now be all of two hundred and fifty yards. He had an access of confidence. If the chase went on like this they were bound to win clear in the end.

	A minute later his error was exposed.

	‘Good grief!’ muttered Bulldog, wiping his forehead with a large white handkerchief. ‘What’s that ahead of us?’

	It had come into sight over the crest of a ridge — a black ditch, filled with stagnant water, which stretched for miles across their course. It was too wide to jump; they realized that at once. And probably too shallow to swim. Its bottom would be feet deep in slime, which meant that if they tried to wade across they’d be sunk in more senses than one.

	‘A blasted ditch!’ said the News Editor, redundantly, looking up as a scared small boy might look up at his father.

	Ordinary roles were being reversed. Calmly Donald said: ‘Yes, but it shouldn’t hinder us at all. If we bear left the way’s still clear. Look — it runs back towards the comer of the wood, almost like a guide-line.’

	‘So it does. Lucky for us, eh?’

	‘Sure.’

	They stood poised for a second, like runners at the start of a race. Then Donald nodded and they turned quickly and sprinted to the left. Momentarily the others seemed to be taken by surprise; but almost at once they saw what was happening and altered course.

	Oddly enough, however, they made no vigorous attempt to close in; and to the relief of their quarry they were soon directly behind again and still out of range. It was like a chase in an old Mack Sennet comedy, with a sense of unreality in every phase of it.

	But hope tends to oust logical considerations. As Donald and Bulldog slackened speed once more, stumbling along parallel with the rough bank of the ditch, they congratulated themselves. Daylight was draining from the sky, and before long they would be able to take advantage of its absence.

	Then they discovered that the smooth green of a patch of marshland had appeared on their left. Added to the presence of the ditch, this meant that a break to either side had become impossible. On the other hand, the wooded glen whose tall firs might aid the dark in hiding them, was now less than four hundred yards away. Its resinous scent was already displacing the sour bog odours.

	‘What about a final spurt, boss? Feel fit for it?’

	‘Aye, don’t worry! I shan’t peg out.’

	They began to run again.

	At first McCall and his partner made no effort to keep up, but as Donald and Bulldog continued to pile on the pace — though Bulldog’s lungs were ready to burst — they began to hurry, too, as if with an air of uneasiness.

	‘Looks as if they’ve suddenly realized we may escape in the wood,’ Donald jerked out. ‘And so we shall if we keep going. Another three hundred yards, boss.’

	The other nodded. His face was a reddish purple, and his breathing had become an asthmatic whine.

	‘They’re still out of range with their shotguns,’ panted Donald, encouragingly. ‘I don’t think they can possibly get near enough, either. It’ll soon be too dark for them to shoot in any case.’

	Again Bulldog nodded. His eyes were almost closed in the concentration of his effort.

	The wooded glen, sloping away towards the cultivated strath dividing the Mull from Campbeltown, became identified in Donald’s mind with safety. But to reach it, especially with the News Editor lumbering and wheezing beside him, was like trying to attain a dream objective. To his agitated imagination it seemed to recede a yard for every two they covered.

	The going became firmer as the ground rose up out of the moorland, and he felt the breeze dying as they came with the lee of the firs. The wide ditch ended below the mouth of an underground drainpipe.

	He gripped Bulldog’s arm and pulled him on. ‘Once we get in among those firs,’ he panted, ‘we can take a breather.’

	The News Editor was almost at the end of his tether, physically, but with an attempt at a smile he managed to respond. ‘They’re coming fast, Donald!’

	‘Okay, we’re almost there.’

	‘If — if this doesn’t give me high blood pressure, nothing else ever will!’

	‘Fifty yards, boss.’

	Anger at their own stupidity in having been partially outmanoeuvred — and fear of the deadly purpose of the enemy — gave them both a final impetus. Nearly spent, they ran on to a path which led into the heart of the glen.

	Only when they were completely invisible to the pursuit did they slow down to a walk and take the first deep, grateful breaths of recovery.

	Then Bulldog stopped. He bent down, hands supported on trembling, widespread knees. Donald kept hold of his arm, afraid that reaction might cause a sudden collapse; but the News Editor was made of good stuff. After a moment or two he gasped out: ‘We made it, boy!’

	‘We made it. They’ve lost sight of us now all right.’

	It was quiet in the dim aisles of the wood, and gradually the bright circles wavering before Bulldog’s eyes began to disappear. He straightened up. As they moved on along the winding path Donald wondered what exactly they should do next — lie low for a bit in a bramble thicket or make a wide detour back to the open moor.

	Without warning Bulldog tripped on a rotten branch among the undergrowth and a blackbird flew up, startling the whole neighbourhood. ‘Blast!’ he said, remaining upright with difficulty.

	They stopped again. For a moment the only sound was that of their own heavy breathing. Then, in the direction they had come, there occurred a vague shouting, and Donald was sure he recognized McCall’s featureless voice. And as the shouting died the loud report of a shotgun echoed through the wood. Bulldog started, like a frightened cart-horse.

	Donald patted his shoulder and said: ‘All right. They couldn’t have heard a thing. They’re still casting about at the edge of the trees, shooting at shadows.’

	The other sighed, once again wiping his moist forehead with the big white handkerchief. He was wonderfully receptive to optimism. He said: ‘I can scarcely believe it, boy, I mean, that we’re here, out of immediate danger.’

	‘Yes. You certainly stuck it out well.’

	In the semi-darkness the News Editor frowned. ‘Why shouldn’t I have stuck it out?’ he demanded, getting back some of his old form. ‘After all, I’m not so ruddy ancient — ’

	‘Okay, okay!’ In the circumstances Donald was surprised to find himself chuckling. ‘You’re always equal to any emergency. I should have remembered.’ Suddenly he broke off. ‘Smell anything?’ he asked, quietly.

	‘Eh? What d’you mean — smell anything?’

	‘Peat smoke, boss.’

	A little pause. Then Bulldog said: ‘By heaven, I believe you’re right! And that means — that means a house!’

	A house. A place where they might find the companionship of ordinary, kindly human beings and forget the crude demands of an elemental struggle to remain alive. They felt a resurgence of will and energy.

	Donald smiled. ‘Come on! This path leads right to it, or I’m a Dutchman. What are paths for, anyway?’

	They hurried on, the end of a long-drawn fear incredibly in sight. The trees began to thin out, and presently they saw in front a big white building, its outline softened by the dusk, from one of whose tall chimneys smoke was curling up into the darkening sky. The place was surrounded by a high wall and looked like the country house of some wealthy owner. Or it could have been a shooting lodge. In any case the purpose of the sheltering wood was now apparent.

	The path led them directly to a small brown gate which lay open invitingly, revealing in the near distance, across a patch of lawn, the main door of the building.

	‘What d’you think?’ said Donald. ‘We could go in and ask for the use of their phone — if they have one, of course.’

	‘Aye. McCall would scarcely have the nerve to follow us into a private house.’

	As they hesitated, another shot echoed in the distance. It made up their minds for them.

	‘Let’s go straight in,’ decided Bulldog. ‘I could be doing with a rest.’

	They went through the brown gate and moved quickly across the lawn.

	‘Same here,’ said Donald, and added: ‘Are you thinking of the headlines?’

	‘I am. Now.’

	There were lights in two at least of the ground-floor windows, and Donald counted their blessings. The house might so easily have been empty.

	‘What are we going to tell them?’ he said.

	‘Depends on who we see. If it’s a man — a sensible kind of chap — we’ll tell him the truth. If it’s a woman — well, we’d better not risk frightening her, at first.’

	They mounted the stone steps, and Donald used the heavy iron knocker. ‘You mean,’ he answered, ‘that we might cook up a story about being lost and — ’

	He never finished the sentence. Somebody behind the door was pulling back the bolts.
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	The opening door revealed a broad, brightly lit hall, hung sparingly with tartan and ancient highland weapons. A luxurious sheepskin rug covered the centre of the polished floor. It was like a stage-set seen from a darkened auditorium.

	In the centre of the stage — as it were under the narrow proscenium arch — stood a person who looked like a character in a slightly old-fashioned play. She wore a plain brown dress, not unlike a Roman toga. Her piled-up grey hair was secured in place by a net; amber beads crackled about her neck, and on her corsage Donald saw a silver Celtic brooch that he recognized. Her back was to the light, but now that his eyes had begun to focus properly he saw her face, faintly wrinkled and weather-tanned.

	‘Lady Mary Kennedy!’ he exclaimed.

	She smiled, as if the situation were slightly comic. ‘Well, what a wonderful surprise!’ she said, with a Highland lilt camouflaging her conventional choice of words.

	Bulldog found his voice. ‘Then — then this is Drumgarvie Lodge?’

	‘It is indeed, Mr. MacPhail. How nice of you to accept my invitation to call, though you have chosen rather an unexpected hour! And Mr. Grant — I am glad to see my “science before poetry” expert! By the way,’ she added, with a questioning lift of one eyebrow, ‘did I hear a shot a little while ago?’

	Behind them, in the wood beyond the brown gate, nothing moved; but there was no telling what McCall and his friend might be up to, and neither Donald nor Bulldog wanted to stay in the open longer than was necessary.

	Donald nodded. ‘You did,’ he said. ‘That’s one of the things we’d like to tell you about.’

	‘I see.’ She betrayed no curiosity but made a courteous gesture with one heavily beringed hand. ‘Do come in,’ she said.

	The hall was warm and comfortable and delicately scented with peat. It seemed fresh and hygienic after the raw condition of the moor.

	As she closed the door Lady Mary continued: ‘I’m sorry all the servants are out. There is a dance in the village tonight, so I let them go immediately after dinner.’

	She led them into a big drawing-room more softly lit than the hall but glowing with chintz. Solid pieces of Jacobean furniture were arranged about the walls. Blank against the gloaming, un-curtained French windows reflected the flames leaping up from the heart of a peat fire. In front of the open hearth was a grey rug embellished with the Celtic design of the endless green snake. On it stood a low occasional table set with earthenware jugs of coffee and hot milk, a silver bowl of brown sugar and a small, shapely cup and saucer.

	Observing the glance which their hostess directed at their soiled jackets and splashed shoes and trouser-legs. Bulldog summoned up the suavity which invariably caused Donald amused surprise. He said, quickly: ‘We should have called much earlier in the day, of course. The fact is, we tried to walk across the moor and got lost.’

	‘Oh, you poor dears!’ She fluttered, jewellery jangling. ‘You certainly do look warm and tired. Even a little travel-stained.’

	It was an understatement.

	Standing awkwardly in the middle of the room, Donald said: ‘Have you the telephone, by any chance?’

	She shook her head, regretfully, but again with a hint of laughter in her expression. ‘I’m afraid not. I come here to escape from telephones. Is it something important?’

	‘No. Just to advise them at the hotel what’s happened.’ 

	She patted his sleeve, long finger-nails making a scratching sound on the soft cloth. ‘Oh, I’m sure they won’t be alarmed. Not yet. Now, do sit down beside the fire. I have just brewed some coffee, and I am delighted that you have come to share it.’

	She waved them to a broad couch, with their backs towards the windows.

	Bulldog said: ‘At this moment there’s nothing I’d like better than some good strong coffee!’

	Politely, Donald nodded. His preference, however, would have been for a double shot of Bulloch, Lade, suitably mixed with ginger ale. They had found temporary safety, but the knowledge that Drumgarvie Lodge possessed no telephone had come to him as a considerable shock.

	Lady Mary bustled off to the display cabinet in a far corner. ‘I’ll get two more cups,’ she said, brightly. ‘Dear me, you must be so exhausted! All the same, I hope you will be able to appreciate my Czechoslovakian coffee-cups.’ She came back with them in her hard, thin hands and laid them on the occasional table. ‘They were made by some of my refugees,’ she explained.

	They admired the fine handiwork: the shell-like china, the smooth glaze, the tiny, brilliantly coloured coats-of-arms with which the cups were decorated.

	‘They’re very nice,’ said Donald, experiencing again the unrealistic quality of this extraordinary day. ‘Very nice indeed.’

	‘M’m,’ agreed Bulldog. ‘Rather unusual designs.’

	‘Yes. Quite fascinating. These are the various arms of the old Bohemian kings.’ She sat down opposite them, on a high-backed chair. Smiling, she went on: ‘But I’m sure you will be much more interested in their contents than in the cups themselves. Black or white, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘Black, please. And a lot of sugar, I’m afraid.’

	She poured out steaming coffee. ‘Do help yourself from the sugar-bowl,’ she said. ‘Mr. Grant?’

	‘Half-and-half, please.’

	The artificial drawing-room conversation, following so closely on the crude events on the moorland outside, was almost too much for Donald. He wanted to laugh. He wanted to shout at Lady Mary that only a few minutes before they had been on the verge of death and what did it matter about the conventions now. But he pulled himself together and tried to appear sedate as he sipped his coffee.

	The talk turned to gardens and poetry, with a Third Programme flavour about it. At times he was on the point of throwing discretion to one side and blurting out the secret of the afternoon; but somehow he couldn’t bring himself to disturb the equanimity of this high-born, slightly eccentric old lady. In the end he decided that if Bulldog said nothing, he himself would refrain from mentioning McCall and his companion. When it became fully dark outside they would excuse themselves and try to find a way back to the telephone kiosk. The sooner they got in touch with the police the better, he thought grimly.

	After a few minutes Lady Mary said: ‘Now, do smoke if you like. A cigarette goes so well with coffee, I always think.’

	‘Thank you,’ replied Bulldog, taking out his case. ‘This is a real comfort after our long walk. Will you have one?’

	‘No, thank you.’ While her guests lit up she looked almost sad. ‘I do smoke, as you know, but I can scarcely afford to. All my spare cash goes into the business, as it were.’

	‘Your Displaced Persons?’ said Donald.

	‘Yes. I’m afraid the British Government gives me no help at all. Rather typical, don’t you think?’

	The background of bitterness in her cultivated voice intrigued Bulldog; but he retained his equanimity and said: ‘We’ve been brought up on a tradition of voluntary charity. I must admit.’

	She leant forward, hair bobbing, chamois-leather cheeks hollow and hard. ‘Exactly, Mr. MacPhail! And no appeal ever seems to move our civil servants.’ Then she shrugged, sat back and smiled again. ‘But I mustn’t complain. When British phlegm drives me to despair I take refuge here and write my verses. I always find spiritual healing in the silence of the countryside.’

	The house and grounds were indeed filled with silence — a silence that seemed to hover and wait. Bulldog looked over his shoulder. ‘It is quiet out there,’ he said. ‘Oddly quiet.’

	She poured out more coffee for herself. ‘You are a townsman, Mr. MacPhail. You miss the sound of motor cars and buses. But I think you would come to appreciate silence, as I do.’

	There was a curious strain in the atmosphere. Donald sought to dispel it. He said: ‘How long have you had this house, Lady Mary?’

	She looked up from her coffee, sharply. ‘For about five years. Since pre-atomic days.’

	‘Haven’t you found that the station interferes with your privacy?’

	‘Not in the least, Mr. Grant. I think I told you this before, when we met in Muir’s Hotel. The scientists never come near us.’ Her green eyes had lost their glint of amusement and now gave the impression of being hooded. ‘By the way,’ she added, ‘did you enjoy your party last night?’

	There was a stillness, out of which emerged the ticking of the ormulu clock on the mantelpiece. Peats sagged and flared in the fireplace.

	‘Our party?’ said Donald, suddenly tense.

	‘Aye,’ put in Bulldog, sitting forward. ‘How did you know about our party?’

	The basilisk expression disappeared from her face. She chuckled. ‘News travels fast in the country, Mr. MacPhail. Another cup of coffee?’

	‘Er — no, thank you. As a matter of fact, it’s time we were thinking of going.’

	‘So soon? Dear me, I was looking forward to a nice long talk.’

	Donald said, quickly: ‘You have been very kind, Lady Mary, but before we reach the car and make our way back to Campbeltown it will be fairly late.’

	An overwhelming desire had suddenly possessed him. More than anything he had ever wanted before, he wanted to escape from this house in the quiet glen. There was a strangeness about Lady Mary Kennedy — something in her cold and masterful manner that he couldn’t define. But now that coffee and rest were wafting the fog from his brain he felt that he and the News Editor were being ringed round by a spell.

	He started to get up, and Bulldog was about to follow his example, when unexpectedly the door opened. The man with the big moustache and half-hidden scar stood on the threshold. Ranged beside him, bald-faced, hard-bitten, was his companion of the moor. They no longer carried shotguns, but the pockets of their sports coats were wide and deep.

	Donald and Bulldog sat down again.
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	Ensconced by the coffee-cups, Lady Mary Kennedy fluttered and smiled. ‘Oh, dear!’ she exclaimed. ‘My guests have returned much sooner than I expected. Do come in!’ she called to them. ‘I feel sure you have all met before, though perhaps not socially. Mr. MacPhail and Mr. Grant — Wing Commander Lorne McCall and Mr. Samuel Derringer.’

	The two men closed the door. Donald and Bulldog got up and bowed: there seemed to be no question of shaking hands.

	As they resumed their places on the couch, McCall said: ‘Actually, I had a word with Mr. MacPhail and Mr. Grant last night in the Red Lion.’ His voice was flat and he smiled only with his mouth. ‘I borrowed their ashtray!’

	‘Of course. You told me.’ Lady Mary turned to Donald and Bulldog. ‘The Wing Commander and Mr. Derringer are here for a fortnight’s rough shooting,’ she explained.

	‘Their choice of game,’ said the News Editor, ‘is original, to say the least!’

	McCall laughed. ‘Yes. Damned good, old boy! Damned well put!’

	Somewhere outside a night-bird called. It called again, flying away into the lonely quietness.

	‘You’ll have coffee, won’t you?’ inquired Lady Mary, smiling up at the newcomers. ‘Mr. MacPhail and Mr. Grant have just had some, but I think there’s enough left over.’

	For the first time Derringer spoke. ‘Sure, I’d like a cuppa coffee.’ His harsh drawl was decidedly American. ‘This open air life makes a guy real thirsty!’

	She went to the display cabinet, brought two more cups and filled them. Keeping watch on Donald and Bulldog, McCall and Derringer accepted them and crossed to the hearth. They stood with their backs to the blaze.

	McCall said: ‘Here we have a better field of view, I think.’

	‘Yeah, sure,’ Derringer agreed.

	Again there was silence. Then Lady Mary looked over at Donald and Bulldog. ‘I am afraid you have reached the end of your journey,’ she said.

	The room was warm and stuffy. Both men felt perspiration prickling on their shoulder-blades.

	Minutes before they had been congratulating themselves on a near-miraculous escape. Now it was clear that their enemies had left nothing to chance. Every move in the game had been carefully planned. From Towser Lane to Muir’s Hotel and the Black Spout; from the Red Lion to the tragic mirk of Cooper’s Close; from the atomic station via the wide ditch to this lonely house hidden beneath ‘The Dancing Horse’ — all the time they had been hunted and harried into a spider’s web. And, as usual, the spider at the centre was female.

	They had known previously that their efforts to get a story had been crude and ineffective, unworthy of two smart newspapermen. Only now did they realize the full extent of their folly.

	But at least, with courage as their only remaining weapon, they could play the game to the end.

	Bulldog said, quietly: ‘You fooled me, Lady Mary. I didn’t think you were a foreign agent.’

	‘Didn’t you, Mr. MacPhail? But then you are an exceedingly foolish old man — a bad example to young Mr. Grant.’

	‘So it seems.’

	We gave you fair warning to keep out — in Towser Lane, on the road from Glasgow to Campbeltown, even in Cooper’s Close last night, after the Wing Commander had left a note in your bedroom. But you would persist in annoying us! You came on, heads down, like silly bulls in a china shop. And so — can you blame us? — we arranged to bring you here. Wing Commander McCall and Mr. Derringer have been very patient, but the result, I think, has justified the means. I didn’t want you to be killed before I had the opportunity of asking a few questions. Tell me, how much have you learned about my work?’

	Her eyes were as cold as the eyes of the snake on the Celtic hearthrug. The muscles of her face had tightened. In a few minutes the talkative, engagingly eccentric lady had become arrogant and dangerous.

	‘You know,’ said the News Editor, ‘I think I am beginning to understand.’

	She snapped back at him: ‘Understand what?’

	‘You, Lady Mary.’

	‘What d’you mean?’

	He moved farther forward on the couch, hands clasped between his knees. The expression on his broad red face was calm and unflurried, and in the circumstances Donald’s affection for him flowered into admiration.

	Bulldog looked up and said: ‘The critical journals ignored your poetry. Not only that. Your work among the refugees of Europe, though widely publicized, brought no official reward. So you grew bitter. Your journeys to Czechoslovakia and Hungary gave you an opportunity to betray our atomic secrets. In short, your love of humanity has been prostituted to revenge and a lust for power.’

	McCall and Derringer had put their coffee-cups down on the mantelpiece. Derringers right hand was in the capacious pocket of his tweed coat.

	McCall stepped forward and said, harshly: ‘That’s enough, MacPhail!’

	But Lady Mary waved him back. ‘Let him be. He talks like his own rubbishy newspaper.’ More levelly, she went on: ‘I asked, how much have you learned about my work — my work for peace?’

	It was a revealing description of her traitorous activity.

	‘Until now,’ Bulldog said, ‘we knew nothing about it at all.’

	‘I see. Then why did you come to Kintyre?’

	‘I had a feeling. I take it you arranged for the murder of that poor tramp in Soho?’

	‘A tramp?’ Mouth twisted into a cold smile, she shook her head. ‘He was no tramp. He was a detective who discovered that I bought this house in order to be near the new atomic station.’

	‘I suspected something like that. So Grant and I followed our noses.’

	Donald knew now why his instinct had caused him to dislike her. Underneath the gloss of gentility her desire for power had been smouldering continuously, like a red peat in the heart of a smoored fire.

	Authoritatively, she said: ‘Have you told anyone?’

	In spite of the letter they had posted to the office in London, Bulldog’s answer was in effect the literal truth. ‘Nobody else knows about you,’ he said, ‘if that’s what you mean. Not yet.’

	She appeared to be satisfied; but Donald was determined to give her no time for reflection. It was also necessary to keep her talking, because when she stopped talking the two men on the hearthrug would assuredly kill them.

	He butted in: ‘Lady Mary! The Kintyre station — what’s so special about it?’

	She smiled, narrowly. “‘Rien ne pèse tant qu’un secret”. Remember La Fontaine? Nothing weighs so heavily as a secret. Especially at the end of life, Mr. Grant.’

	‘I could bear it,’ he answered.

	‘I wonder?’ Pleasure in her own evil made her willing to prolong the conversation. ‘But in any case,’ she went on, ‘it is something highly technical. Sufficient to say that a copy of the process was handed to Wing Commander McCall last night, by young Kenyon. At the party.’

	Bulldog was sitting stiff and motionless on the edge of the couch. ‘So it was Jim Kenyon?’

	‘Yes. A weakling and a fool. It was easy to find his Achilles heel. A wife in Lancashire, a girl in Campbeltown.’

	‘First you blackmailed him. Then, his usefulness gone, you made sure of keeping his mouth shut by hanging him?’

	‘Quite,’ She smiled again, mirthlessly drawing down one comer of her mouth. ‘You see now why I cannot possibly allow you to interfere at this stage.’

	Bulldog said deliberately: ‘I’m no scholar, Lady Mary — but let me quote La Fontaine back at you. “Whosoever is a wolf behaves as a wolf”.’

	She nodded. ‘I shan’t disappoint you, my friend.’

	Donald’s mind was racing. McCall and Derringer were watchful and alert. What could be done to distract their attention, so that he and Bulldog might have a momentary chance of escape?

	The adventure had turned sour. Their light-hearted encounter with the kitten on the train, their Tarzan-like frolics on the roof of the furniture store and on the drying poles in Kinloch Park — in face of imminent death such memories appeared to him now as naïve and almost incredible. The time for fun and games was past. It had come to a raw struggle for survival, and he said a prayer for wit and strength.

	Under cover of the occasional table he touched the News Editor’s foot with his own; and as Lady Mary turned abruptly to the two men by the fire, he bent his head and said, brokenly: ‘Please! Please let me speak!’ 

	She paused and glanced at him. She said: ‘Your time is short, Mr. Grant.’

	‘I know. That’s what worries me. Couldn’t we — couldn’t we come to terms?’

	‘Terms? You mean you’d care to join us?’

	He passed a shaking hand over his eyes. Tm no hero; he confessed. ‘I’m scared! I’m scared to lose my life.’

	McCall laughed shortly. He began: ‘They’re all the same, Lady Mary, I — ’

	‘Wait, for God’s sake!’ pleaded Donald. ‘I could help you. I’m a newspaperman. I know what goes on. I’ll prove to you that I mean what I say. Give me a chance.’

	She looked at him with contempt. ‘This might be interesting,’ she said.

	‘May I — may I smoke?’ he said.

	‘Very well.’

	‘Thanks. You won’t regret this.’ He brought out his case. ‘You see, there’s another station — in Ayrshire. I could tell you something very odd about it.’

	‘Indeed?’

	Donald was shaking. He was obviously so nervous that when he fumbled for a cigarette the case dropped from his hand on to the floor.

	‘Sorry! Clumsy of me,’ he said and bent forward to retrieve it.

	But instead of picking it up he caught the end of the rug on which the two men were standing and heaved, suddenly and convulsively.

	‘Grab McCall, boss! I’ll get Derringer!’

	Bulldog didn’t hesitate. As the two men, taken completely by surprise, fell back into the fireplace, he thrust the occasional table and its contents into Lady Mary’s lap. Then he leapt across the rumpled rug and violently engaged the enemy.

	Meanwhile Donald had thudded on top of Derringer, whose bald head was being scorched by its closeness to the burning peats, and was fighting for possession of his revolver. But it had got stuck in the lining of the thug’s pocket and in the confusion was likely to go off at any time.

	Out of the comer of his eye Donald saw McCall trying to get up. Bulldog aimed a kick at him but missed and overbalanced. Then the man with the big moustache was on his knees and pulling out a gun. For a second Donald forsook Derringer and crashed his fist into McCall’s face. The man sagged away, cursing, and Bulldog had time to recover and kick the revolver from his hand.

	But the momentary side-scuffle had given Derringer his opportunity. Cruelly he brought his knee up into Donald’s groin, and as the latter groaned and bent double, he staggered to his feet and snatched the revolver from his pocket. He aimed and pulled the trigger, and a bullet pierced Donald’s forearm.

	Bulldog swung his right foot hard into McCall’s stomach. The big man fell back against Derringer; but the mantelpiece saved them both, and before Bulldog could renew his attack the American was ready to fire again.

	‘Kill them!’ shrieked Lady Mary Kennedy. ‘Kill them, you fool!’

	By now Donald had regained his breath. He lunged up for Derringer’s wrist and was about to resume the fight, however vainly, when the French windows opened with a crash. Vaguely he saw a number of dark blue uniforms and a red tammy.

	‘Stop!’ cried Janet Marshall, coming into the light.
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	She was pale, but the determination in her chin was evident. ‘I told you, Inspector — they’re all here,’ she said. Looming in the window, MacNiven nodded.

	Beside him, levelling a pistol, stood a small man in a brown suit. He said: ‘Drop that gun, Derringer!’

	The American obeyed, while McCall sagged against the mantelpiece, breathing heavily through an open mouth.

	‘Sergeant Houston,’ said Inspector MacNiven, ‘take some of the boys in by the front door. Be quick now.’

	‘Right, sir.’

	Uniformed men filled the room, and McCall and Derringer were handcuffed and led away. They said nothing. Being professionals they took their defeat sadly, but with resignation.

	Sergeant Houston approached Lady Mary Kennedy, who was standing, stiff and straight, in the centre of the room.

	‘You — you can’t do this!’ she spat at him, eyeing the handcuffs. ‘You can’t do this in my house!’

	He shrugged. ‘We’ve already done it, your ladyship.’ 

	‘Who is this girl?’ she demanded. ‘What is she doing here? I said, what is this girl doing here?’

	There was no answer. Her face became red and ugly and evil. ‘A girl!’ she shouted. ‘A common little slut of a girl! After all I’ve done!’

	‘Come on, now,’ said Sergeant Houston, persuasively. ‘Never mind the dramatics!’

	But he had to struggle to subdue her, and as he dragged her out to the waiting cars she was sobbing with anger and calling out: ‘It’s not the end of the story! I tell you, it’s not the end of the story!’

	MacNiven and his brown-suited companion raised eyebrows at each other, then went outside to supervise the disposal of the prisoners. For the time being, Donald, Bulldog and Janet Marshall were left alone in the drawing-room.

	Bulldog was dishevelled but otherwise in good shape. Donald, however, found that there are limits to toughness. He sat heavily on the couch, feeling sick and on the point of passing out. Blood was trickling across his left wrist.

	‘Are you hurt?’ said Janet, kneeling down and rolling back his sleeve.

	‘Just my arm. I don’t think it’s much.’

	‘That damned Derringer!’ exclaimed the News Editor, suddenly realizing what had happened. ‘Has he wounded you, boy? By God, if I get my hands on him — ’

	‘This needs a dressing,’ interrupted Janet, with calm authority. ‘The police ought to have a first-aid kit in one of their cars. Would you get it, Mr. MacPhail?’

	‘What? A dressing? Aye, sure, Miss Marshall.’

	He went out by the window, slightly dazed at being ordered around by this incomprehensible girl.

	When he had gone, she and Donald looked at each other and smiled.

	‘Is it very painful?’ she asked.

	‘A bit.’ The friendly comfort in her voice helped more than anything else to bring him back to normal. ‘But Janet,’ he said, ‘before I go crackers won’t you explain?’

	She sat back on her heels. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, that night at the Minotaur.’ She spoke quietly and sensibly, but a trace of sadness was still there. ‘You see, Peter found a lead on a new Burgess and MacLean conspiracy. All he would say, however, was that he planned to call it “The Case of the Dancing Horse”. Then he was murdered outside Aristide Voisin’s shop, and as Scotland Yard seemed not to be interested — though I know now that they were — I decided to try and discover the truth for myself.’

	‘And so you did. Through Sorley Hetherington’s picture?’

	‘Yes. And through the Campbeltown police. I got in touch with them at once. I gave them my side of the story, and they told me that the only house near “The Dancing Horse” belonged to Lady Mary Kennedy. They told me, too, that her guests often came to the Red Lion to talk to the scientists, so I put two and two together. But Inspector MacNiven wasn’t finally persuaded that I had a case until this morning, when a C.I.D. man came from London — a colleague of Peter’s — ’

	‘The man in the brown suit?’

	‘That’s right. He brought evidence incriminating Lady Mary Kennedy. Last night, however, I had seen McCall and Jim Kenyon leaving the Red Lion in Derringer’s Austin-Healey. I followed them on foot and found — and found the body in Cooper’s Close. I was so upset that I rang the police and forgot to give my name.’

	‘Poor Janet!’

	‘Meanwhile I had tried to keep you and Mr. MacPhail out of it, because the whole thing was so dangerous. But you were so hopelessly stubborn — as I ought to have known you’d be, with that red hair of yours! — and this morning, after spending a rather sleepless night in private digs recommended by Inspector MacNiven, I decided to follow you. On a bicycle, let me say!’

	‘Well, I’m damned! And Bulldog and I thought we were tough!’

	‘Don’t wave your arm, or it’ll start to bleed again!’ 

	‘Sorry.’

	‘I saw you on the moor, and when McCall and Derringer began to stalk you, I had all the proof I needed and phoned the police from the telephone kiosk. It seems we arrived just in time.’

	‘I see.’ After a moment he said: ‘Janet, who was Peter?’ 

	‘My brother. Detective-Sergeant Peter Marshall. We had a little house in Bloomsbury.’

	Bulldog came bustling in. ‘Here we are, Miss Marshall. Bandages and some iodine.’

	‘Oh, good! I’ll have him patched up in a jiffy. You’re not to worry about him.’

	Far from worrying, the News Editor was laughing. ‘What’s got into you, boss?’ said Donald, while Janet dabbed his arm with cotton-wool.

	‘Who do you think is out there with the police?’

	‘I haven’t a clue.’

	‘Andy Robertson of the Campbeltown Gazette. And furthermore, do you know what day this is?’

	‘Eh? Saturday, I believe.’

	‘Sure.’

	‘So what?

	Bulldog shook his head, wryly amused. We faced death and destruction for a story, boy. And now that we have it, we’re going to be scooped by the Sundays!’

	‘Oh, no!’

	‘Oh, yes!’ said the News Editor. ‘What will Miss Kelly say to us!’

	Janet patted the bandage. ‘Never mind, Donald. There are other stories.’

	He smiled at her, and she flushed as he caught her hand.

	At the door a policeman coughed. ‘A car is waiting,’ he said. ‘The Inspector would like you to come as soon as possible.’
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