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His name is Fielding Wopuld. Of those Wopulds, the games family, the people with their name plastered all over the board of Empire! (still the UK’s best-selling board game, by some margin). They’re behind a heap of other stuff, too, of course, but that’s the famous one, the one people tend to have heard of, whether it’s the original snail-play version featuring cardboard, paper and plastic or its slick, attractively rendered and award-winning electronic successor, currently riding high in the computer games charts.

Vice-President, Sales. That’s his position in the family firm: in charge of a multimillion-pound budget promoting their various wares around the world, persuading wholesalers, online concerns, retail chains and big store groups to stock and sell their product. Doing well at it, too - hefty bonus last year.

Henry Wopuld, the guy who first dreamed up Empire! back in Victorian times, was his great-grandfather, so for whatever it’s worth he’s kind of direct in line. Fielding is still just thirty and keeps himself in pretty good shape with a variety of sports. He drives a Mercedes S-class, has a whole bunch of friends, a very beautiful and sexy partner and generally lives the kind of successful life most people can only dream of.

All of which does kind of raise the question in Fielding’s mind,  What the hell am I doing here? as he drives into this scummy-looking housing estate in Perth. This is Perth, Scotland, we’re talking about here, not Perth, Australia. Perth, Australia, is a beautiful, bright, sunny kind of place sprawling between the desert and the ocean - lots of surf and sizzling barbies and gleaming bronzed bodies. Perth, Scotland, is smaller and a lot less high-rise, sitting surrounded by low hills, forests and farmland. It boasts a variety of nice buildings and some very attractive detached properties facing the river, but not a lot of bronzed bodies that Fielding can see. He knows Scotland a bit - various family members have chosen to reside here for reasons best known to themselves and the Wopulds still, for now, have one of those vast huntin’, shootin’ ’n’ fishin’ estates in the far north of the place - but this is the first time he’s been to Perth, he’s fairly sure. The Fair City they call it, apparently. And it’s okay, he supposes, if you like old stuff and history and that sort of thing. He always had the impression that it was pretty posh and full of people wearing corduroy, tweeds and Barbour jackets, but this housing scheme on the outskirts looks like Chav City, Ned Central - a sink estate at the bottom of the U-bend.

He’s driving down Skye Crescent - the whole scheme is nothing but islands - between long blocks of three- and four-storey flats covered in patchy pebble-dash spotted with poor-quality graffiti. The tiny gardens at the front of the flats are just plain unkempt. He’s used to kempt.

There’s a lot of litter about, some of it flying about in the breeze coming funnelling down the street from the bright September clouds. He hasn’t seen any bottles of Buckfast lying in the gutters - or any people lying in the gutter for that matter - and the kerb is lined with cars rather than wrecks, but - well - still.

Okay, some shops here, doors open but windows covered in metal grilles even now, during the day. Couple of thin, pimply youths standing outside something called Costcutter, sharing a bottle and watching the car slide past. Yeah, it’s an S-class 500 AMG, boyz. Look upon it and weep. See what you might get if you do your homework  and work hard. Whatever. Just keep your fucking hands off it. The delicate art of not making eye-contact while looking hard and supremely confident.

Uh-uh: there’s a bottle, there in the gutter. Just a little green beer bottle. Beck’s, possibly. Not so bad.

He finds number 58 by a process of elimination. The sat-nav gave up at the start of the street and there’s no sign where the number should be, by the security grille at the side of the door; however, the entrance before was number 56 and the one after is 60, so he’s pretty confident. Check for broken glass, park carefully, nice and tight by the kerb. Swing the wing mirrors up into their parked position, just to be on the safe side. Deep breath and prepare to go out into the mild air. First, though, into the glove box and administer a few quick squirts of Versace, up each sleeve and on the back of the neck. At least something around here isn’t going to smell of shit.

He stands on the uneven pavement, watching from the corner of one eye as the car alarm flashes the indicators once. Smells like somebody is cooking tinned Irish stew for a late breakfast or an early lunch. What does he feel like? He feels like a shark out of water, that’s what he feels like.

He knows this is how a lot of people live, and he’s sure they’re not all druggies and nutters, but, Christ, what a soul-destroying spot, what a place to basically get the hell out of as soon as you can.

Shit, I forgot the fucking briefcase. Now he was going to look like a dickhead, getting out of the car, locking it and standing here, then having to unlock it again almost immediately and getting the case out. Maybe he should leave the briefcase in the car. There’s only mail in it, anyway. A bunch of letters and bills and junk his dingbat cousin probably never wanted in the first place. Mail your man abandoned months ago, on another job, in another country.

Nope, can’t leave the case in the car because it’s sitting on the back seat, in full view. A Zero Halliburton aluminium case like you see in the movies, which in this kind of neighbourhood - well, in almost any kind of neighbourhood, to be fair - just shouts Steal me!  at a zillion fucking decibels. He can’t see anybody watching him, but it feels like the whole street is. He unalarms and reopens the car, takes the case, re-alarms casually (but still makes sure the hazards flash) and strides purposefully up the short path to the security door, kicking the gaudy wreck of a broken toy gun out of the way as he goes.

The block’s glass-and-metal door looks like people have thrown up on it and then tried to rinse off the mess by pissing all over it. This obviously didn’t work because apparently then they tried setting it on fire. The button by the scarred plastic name-plate for flat E just sort of sinks into its housing. No buzzer sounds anywhere.

He pushes on the door and it scrapes open. Inside there are shiny concrete steps and a suspicious smell of disinfectant.

Well, Fielding, he tells himself, the only way is up.

 
‘Hey, Al? Al? Al, ya dozy cunt, fucken wake up. Al! Come on, big man. Wakey fucken wakey.’

He opened his eyes one at a time, to allow for anything unforeseen. The world converged into focus, as though the effort was all its. The thin, pointy, slightly chipped-looking face of Mr Daniel Gow - Tango all the rest of the time when he wasn’t wearing a suit and trying to look sincere while somebody more privileged pleaded his case - looked down at him.

‘Tango,’ he said, croaking a little. He rubbed his face, then shifted in the sleeping bag, feeling its nylon covering snag on some carpet tacks left exposed on the bare wooden boards of the small room. He looked up at the light coming through the thin sheet nailed over the window. ‘What, late afternoon already?’

‘No even eleven yet, pal. But ye’ve got a visitor.’

He blinked, rubbed his eyes and coughed, twisting and sitting up, his back against the bare, magnolia-painted wall. He scratched his chin through a fairly full brown beard. ‘Official kind of visitor?’ he asked. His voice was slightly slurred. ‘Kind of visitor a person might associate with manila envelopes and threats regarding non-compliance, or  failure to attend an appointment arranged by an institution of a governmental nature?’

‘Naw, dude. Posh. A suit.’

‘A suit?’

‘Aye, a suit. He’s no wearin a suit, but he’s a suit all the same. Teeth like Tom fucken Cruise. Smells like a expensive hoorhoose; the dugs took one sniff of his shoes and started sneezin. They’ve retreated to the kitchen. Surprised ye hauvnae caught a whiff of him already. Currently standin near the windae in the livin room, watchin nae bugger fucks with his motor. Briefcase like the kind that always has drugs or bings a money in it, in the fillums. Says he’s yer cousin.’

‘Ah.’ Alban McGill rubbed his face, smoothed his beard down as best he could and scratched fingers through thick, curly, light brown hair. His face and lower arms were the kind of deep tanned red that fair-skinned people get when they spend a lot of time outside, though his upper arms and torso, which were thickly muscled, remained pale. Part of the small finger on his left hand was missing. ‘A cousin,’ he said, sighing. He blinked at Tango, who was squatting, watching him. ‘Give a name?’

Tango’s pinched-looking face, stalagtital beneath the grey dome of a shaved head, wrinkled. ‘Fielding?’ he offered.

‘Fielding?’ Alban said, obviously surprised. Then his brows furrowed. ‘Oh, yeah; the teeth like Tom Cruise. Okay, fair enough.’ He scratched his chest, looked round the room at his boots, backpack and clothes. There was an open bottle of red wine on the floor near his watch, the top lying nearby. Further along the skirting board lay a shadeless bedside lamp. ‘Fielding Wubble-you,’ he pronounced. He reached out towards the wine bottle, then seemed to think the better of it, frowning.

‘Cup a tea?’ Tango suggested.

Alban nodded. ‘Cup of tea,’ he agreed.

 
My names Tango, this is my house. Technically it belongs to the council, but you know what I mean. Al is my guest, welcome to  crash here any time. Met the big guy in a pub year or two ago with the guy’s he was working with. Foresters, chopping down trees and the like. Been doing just that somewhere nearby, living in caravans in the mighty forests of Perth and Kinross. Serious drinker’s. The ones he was with, anyway. Few games of pool, few rounds of drink. Him and one of his pals came back to mine for a couple of cans and a smoke. Also, Al was getting on very well with a girl we were with. Sheen, I think it was. Maybe Shone. Either way. Think him and the lassie went off together late on.

No, wait, Sheen/Shone (delete as applicable) went off with Big Al’s tree-chopping compadre, not him. Al seemed keenish for a bit but then got all that dead quiet way he gets when he gets stoned and drunk and doesn’t say much and all he seems to want to do is drink some more and stare into corners or at blank walls at maybe something nobody else can see, so Shone/Sheen turned her attentions to his mate. Fair play to the girl. Must have thought she was doing all right with Al - he’s not bad looking and he’s nice and got a soft, well-speaking kind of voice - and I think Al’s pal said Was it OK? even if it was said just with the eyebrows and a sideways nod kind a thing, and Al just grinned and nodded, so, like I say, fair do’s.

Well, I think so. Truth be told I was a bit out of it by then.

Anyway, he’s been back a few times since and he’s spent the last couple of weeks here at the abode of yours truly since he got invalided out of the forestry service for growing insensitivity. Which sounds a bit daft I know but apparently is true. He looks about my age (I was born in November 1975, so I’ve got the Three-Oh coming up in a couple of months - fucking hell!!!) but he’s actually five years older than me. Probably look even younger if he ditched the face-fungus.

Anyways, here we go with the making of the tea. While I’m doing this, tripping over the dogs and checking in the fridge on the milk situation the door goes again and I let in Sunny and Di and they go in and nod to the Fielding guy - who is still standing at  the window so he can see his car - and they sit on the couch and spark up a couple of Camel Lights, On Which Duty Has Not Been Paid. Their both trying to give up so only smoking Lights and so find they have to smoke more for to get the full effect. They’d both be about ten years the younger of me. Sunny’s full name is Sunny D and his even fuller name is Sunny Daniel, to distinguish him from me, as I’m a Daniel too, even though people call me Tango and that’s more my real name than Daniel, same way that for at least the last few years now Sunny’s name has been just that, not Daniel. Meanwhile Al is voiding noisily in the toilet. Sorry, but it’s true.

‘Dinnae open the window, pal, you’ll let the budgies out!’

‘Sorry,’ the Fielding character says, not sounding it, and closes the window again. He glances down at Sunny and Di, still drawing hard on their Camel Lights. Must be one of those real anti-smoking types, I suppose. I do worry about the health of the livestock sometimes. Have I stunted the growth of the hounds by keeping them in a flat where people smoke all the time? Are the budgies going to be more prone for respiratorial diseases in later life? Who can say?

Anyway, it’s not cold out and you’d have to say the man does have a point. I make sure the budgies are in their cage, close it and tell the Fielding guy he can open the window again, which he duly does, giving a tight wee smile. Anyway, the smell of his aftershave is honking the place out worse than the fags.

And so to tea. Fielding inspects the insides of his mug quite carefully before accepting any, the cheeky bastard. He’s still up at the window, keeping his clear view. The shiny metal briefcase is at his feet. He’s wearing jeans with a crease in them, a soft-looking white shirt and an expensive jacket of mustardy leather that looks softer than the shirt. Them shoes with hundreds of holes; brogues? Anyway they’re brown. Sunny and Di have switched the TV on and are watching a shopping channel, taking the pish out of the presenters and whatever it is this hour that you canny buy at the shops.

Al comes through - jeans and T-shirt as per usual - and nods at  Fielding and says hello and sits down in the second best easy chair, but no friendly or family hugs or even the shaking of the hands for these two. I’m looking for a resemblance but answer comes their none.

‘Sorry,’ Al says to Fielding, looking round us all. ‘You been introduced? ’

‘Sunny and Di, this is Fielding,’ says I. ‘I’m Tango,’ I tell him, as I think we might have missed on that nicety. I nod at the good chair. ‘Take a seat, pal, make yourself at home.’

‘I’m fine,’ Fielding says, glancing out the window. He makes a stretching motion. ‘Been driving all morning. Good to stand up for a while.’

‘Aye, sure,’ I say, taking the good seat myself.

‘So, what brings you to the Fair City, Fielding?’ Al asks. He sounds tired. We’ve both, over the last fortnight or so, been skelping the arse off the drink and a wide selection of herbal and pharma logical merchandise, all provided by the generosity of Al’s last pay packet.

‘Well, cuz, I need to talk to you,’ the man in the sharp creased jeans says.

Al just smiles, stretches and says, ‘Talk away.’

‘Well, you know, it’s family business.’ Your man Fielding looks round at the rest of us, granting us what you might call a sympathetic smile. ‘I wouldn’t want to bore, ah, your friends with it, you know?’

‘I bet they wouldn’t be bored,’ Al says.

‘All the same.’ The smiling of the Fielding is a tight affair indeed at this point. ‘Plus, I brought some mail,’ he says, looking down at the briefcase.

‘Fucken wicked case, man, by the way,’ Sunny says, seeing the offending article for the first time. He’s got one of those high, nasally weejie voices. Di widens her eyes at him and elbows him in the ribs for some reason and they get into a elbowing competition.

‘Well, let’s have a look at it,’ Al says. He starts clearing a space on the coffee table in front of him, redistributing empty cans, ditto  bottles, full ashtrays and various remotes onto the mantelpiece and the arms of other seats and the like.

Fielding appears unhappy, looking round us all again. ‘Look, ah, man, I’m not sure this is the right place . . .’

‘Na, come on,’ Al says. ‘Here’s fine.’

Fielding does not look happy at this idea, but sighs and comes over with the case. Meanwhile I’m helping with the table-clearing, getting a beamer (that means going red in the face, by the by, not anything else) because I hadn’t got out of bed in time to do the clearing up in here. Canny get the staff these days, know what I mean? The briefcase is placed on the - being honest - fairly sticky table. The case looks like it’s been worn down from a solid ingot of silver at the bottom of a stream for a few hundred years, all sort of worn-polished and curvy-edged and round-cornered. Al is presented with his mail - a big slidey pile of your usual assorted nonsense - and the briefcase is snapped shut again. Fielding looks like he wishes he could handcuff himself to it. Obviously hasn’t spotted the stickiness yet. ‘Anyway,’ he says to Al, ‘we still need to talk.’

Al just grunts and starts sorting through the envelope’s, throwing most of them unopened onto the tiles of the fireplace, skidding into the base of the electric fire. Fielding stands looking over Al’s shoulder for a bit until Al actually opens one of the smaller envelopes and looks up and round at his cousin, who takes his briefcase and goes to stand back at the opened window, checking outside on his wheels again.

‘Hey, Tango,’ Sunny says, staring at one thumb. ‘Where’d you think’d be the worst place to get a paper cut?’ Him and Di have desisted from the elbowing of each other and are sitting rubbing their ribs.

‘No idea,’ I tell him. ‘Your eye, maybe?’

‘Naw, man,’ Sunny says. ‘I reckon your cock. Right on the top, along the slit, man; that’s goanae hurt like fuck, so it is. Ow! Ya -!’

It’s back to the mutual elbowing session again for the young happy  couple on the couch. Tea is spilled. Your man Fielding stares out the window with patented disgust.

Al ignores all this and continues through the rest of his mail, discarding most of it, then finally opens one letter, looks at it for a moment and stuffs it into a back pocket in his jeans.

Meanwhile Sunny has jumped away from Di - fare enough, it does look like she has the sharper elbows - and squatted down at the fireplace, looking at Al’s mail discard pile. ‘“Alban”,’ he says, picking up one junk-mail shrink-wrapped envelope, covered with official-looking stamps and personalised just for Alban like only a big company on the make can. ‘Is that really your real first name, big man? Fucken weird yin that.’ He grins an already gappy grin at big Al and holds up a bunch of the junk mail. ‘Ye finished wi all this, aye, Al?’

‘Yeah, take it,’ Al says, standing. He looks at his cousin.

There’s an alarm going off in the street but it’s obviously not coming from Fielding’s car because he looks relaxed about it. He puts his mug down on the window ledge. ‘Can we talk now?’ he asks.

Al sighs. ‘Aye, come in to my office.’

 
Finally he gets the guy out of that scuzzy, smoke-filled living room, down a dim, narrow hallway made even narrower by what looks like a roll of carpet underlay lying on the floor and piles of cardboard boxes. The carpet feels sticky, like something from a cheap nightclub. Opposite the kitchen, where a couple of thin, nervous mongrels cower, there’s a fist-sized hole in the plasterboard at shoulder height. They enter a small, bare room with a piece of thin material nailed over the window. Al hooks the makeshift curtain up over another nail to let in more light.

No carpets in here and no proper flooring either, not even laminate - just bare floorboards, unpolished and unfinished. Each wall is a different colour. One has what looks like Power Rangers wallpaper, half ripped off, exposing plasterboard. Another has been  partially repainted, from green to black. Another looks like it’s covered with silver foil, while the last wall is sort of off-white, heavily scuffed. There’s a sleeping bag by the wall, a big camouflaged backpack leaning nearby spilling clothes and stuff on to the floor, and a small chrome and fabric seat that looks like it was designed in the Seventies. Al takes some clothes off the seat, dropping them on the floor.

The soft bits of the fragile-looking little chair are covered in brown corduroy. Stained brown corduroy. Stained brown corduroy with little bits of grey stuffing showing round the edges where the stitching has given way.

Al says, ‘Take a seat, cuz.’

‘Thanks.’ Fielding sits down gingerly. The room smells of drink and stale sweat with a hint of what might be air freshener or maybe male grooming product from the more budget end of the range. There’s an open screwtop bottle of red wine in one corner. No shade or bulb attached to the ceiling fixture. A dark stain covers a quarter of the ceiling. One shadeless lamp near the wine bottle. Al bunches up the sleeping bag to make a seat, then sits leaning back against the wall and waves one hand.

‘So, Fielding, how are you?’

Al looks ruddy, fit - better quads and abs than me, the fuck, Fielding thinks - but his hair is a mess, the beard looks like you could hide a flock of starlings in it and there’s a sort of crumpled set to his face and a beaten look around his eyes Fielding doesn’t remember from before. At least, not as bad. ‘I’m fine,’ Fielding says, then shakes his head. ‘No, I’m not fine. I’m not happy in this situation.’

‘What situation?’

‘This situation. Look, d’you mind if I close the door?’

Alban shrugs. Fielding closes the door then goes to sit down, then doesn’t. He looks about the place, waving. ‘I’m not happy here. In this place.’ He looks around the room again, wanting to shiver, then shakes his head. ‘Alban, tell me this isn’t where you live. This isn’t your home.’

Alban shrugs again. ‘I’m just staying here for now,’ he says casually. ‘It’s a roof over my head.’

Fielding looks up at the stained ceiling. On closer inspection, the stained bit looks slightly bulged. ‘Yeah, right.’

Another shrug. ‘I guess technically I’m of no fixed abode.’

‘Wow. What age are you again?’

Alban grins. ‘Over twenty-one. You?’

Fielding looks round the place again. ‘I don’t know, Al, I mean, just look at this. What have you done with—?’

Al gestures at the corduroy seat. ‘Fielding, will you sit down? You’re making the place look untidy.’

This is one of Gran’s phrases. Fielding guesses Alban means it ironically, an attempt at humour.

Fielding says, ‘Let me take you for lunch. Please.’

 
There’s some nonsense about taking the dogs for a walk but there’s no way Fielding’s letting these mangy mutts in the Merc so he pleads an allergy. Then the chav couple with the tobacco habit ask if they’ll be going anywhere near the ‘middle o’ toon’.

‘Why?’ Fielding asks, in case they’re going to ask him to score them some drugs or - worse - bring them back a McDonalds.

‘Wur goin’ that wiy, boss, ye know?’ the male one says. ‘Save us the bus fare.’

Fielding’s about to piss all over this idea too but then somehow just looking at their pathetic, pasty, thin, proto-junky faces makes him think, Oh fuck, I’m bigger than this. The car’ll smell of cigarettes for a day or so just from their clothes even if he doesn’t let them smoke in it, but what the hell.

Al throws on a grubby-looking green hiking jacket that probably cost a lot when it was new. The Tango guy announces he’s got cleaning and stuff to do and waves them off down the echoing, disinfected stairwell. The car is unmolested, the briefcase goes in the boot and Al navigates them out of the scheme towards the centre of the little city. Di and Sunny amuse themselves playing  with the buttons that control the rear sun-blinds. Fielding drops them near the Job Centre.

Al suggests he and Fielding take a walk as it’s too early for lunch and so they drive on a little further and park by the river in the shadow of some grand Victorian buildings, then walk along the bank, heading downstream with the swirling brown flow of the waters. It’s a mild, half-sunlit day beneath a sky of small white clouds that makes Fielding think of the title sequence of The Simpsons. The air smells good here by the water, though there’s traffic buzzing on both sides of the river.

‘Kind of you to pick up the mail, Fielding,’ Al says.

‘Well, I was in the area.’

Alban looks at the other man, grinning. ‘What, in Llangurig?’ He sounds amused.

Llangurig is a small town in mid-Wales, near the Hafren Forest, where Al was working for the first half of the year. ‘Well, not so much passing through or anything,’ Fielding admits, ‘as scouring the length and the breadth of the land for your absconded arse.’

Alban makes a noise that might be a cough or a laugh or something in between. ‘You were looking for me?’

‘Yes. And now I’ve found you.’

‘Kind of guessing you weren’t doing all this just to facilitate my re-subscription to Foresters’ Anonymous and What Chainsaw?’ Al says.

Fielding looks at him and Alban catches the glance, holds up his left hand, the one with only half a little finger. ‘Kidding. Made them up.’

Another attempt at humour, then. Fielding had taken a look at the envelopes his cousin’s mail had arrived in and there had been nothing obviously from any such publications, but you never know.

‘Well, exactly,’ Fielding says. ‘As I said, I was looking for you. And you are not an easy man to find.’

‘Amn’t I? Sorry.’

He doesn’t sound it. Fielding turns to him, takes one sleeve of  his jacket, making him turn towards him, so they stop walking. ‘Al, why are you like this?’

Fielding wasn’t losing his temper or anything at this point - he’d decided from the start to be calm and reasonable with the guy - but he really would just like to know why Al’s gone like this, become like this, even though he realises Alban probably wouldn’t tell him even if he could, even if he knew himself. Maybe they’re just too far apart, too different these days, family or not.

‘Like what?’ Alban looks genuinely puzzled.

‘Like a man who’s trying to lose himself, like a man who’s trying to abandon his family or get them to abandon him; I don’t know. Why? I mean, your own parents don’t know whether you’re alive or dead.’

‘I sent them a Christmas card,’ Alban says. Plaintively, Fielding thought.

‘That was - what? Eight? Nine months ago? And they only knew you were still in the country because it had a UK stamp on it. Nobody seems to know where you are. Jesus, Alban, I was on the brink of hiring a fucking private detective to find you when I heard you’d been working in Wales. Even then it was sheer luck I bumped into one of your forester chums who knew you’d started a job round here and eventually remembered the firm’s name after a curry and about eighteen pints of Stella.’

‘Sounds like Hughey,’ Al says, and starts walking again. To Fielding, it looks more like wandering off. He falls into step with his cousin, frustrated. ‘How was Hughey?’ Alban asks.

‘Al, I’m sorry, I don’t care about Hughey. Why don’t you ask how any of the family are?’

‘Hughey’s a pal. Seriously, how was he?’

‘Drunk and well fed when I last saw him. Why do you care more about people like him than about your family?’

‘You choose your friends, Fielding,’ Alban says, sounding tired.

‘Al, Jesus, man, what is this?’ Fielding asks, controlling his voice. ‘What the hell has the family ever done to you to make you like this? I know you’ve had some tough breaks, but we gave you—’

Alban stops and spins round, and just for a second Fielding thinks he’s going to shout or at least poke a finger in his chest or maybe just point at him or, if nothing else, express himself with a bit of passion. But the look on his face fades almost before Fielding can be sure it’s really there and he shrugs and turns and starts walking again, along the broad sand-coloured pavement, between the twin streams of water and cars. ‘It’s all a long story. A long, boring story. Mostly I just got fed up with . . .’ His voice trails off. One more shrug.

After a dozen or so steps, he asks, ‘How’s Lydcombe? You been there recently? They keeping the gardens tidy?’

‘I was there last month. It all looked fine to me.’ Fielding leaves a gap. ‘Aunt Clara, everybody else, they’re all well. Same with my parents. Thanks for asking.’

Alban just grunts.

Forget the draughty castle and thousands of windswept barren acres the family owns - for now, anyway - in the Highlands. Lydcombe, in Somerset, was the first serious out-of-town property purchase Great-Grandfather Henry made when he started to rake in his millions. Quite a beautiful setting, on the north edge of Exmoor National Park. Bit quiet, and a long way from London, but a good place for family holidays unless you want guaranteed sun. Only forty acres or so, but it’s lush and green and sunny and the grounds go rolling down to the coast of the Bristol Channel.

Fielding was brought up in a few different places round the world, but as a kid he probably spent more holiday time there than anywhere else, in the big, rambling house overlooking the terraced lawns, close by the walled garden and the ruins of the old abbey. The main building is listed and, of course, it’s all part of the National Park so there are various planning restrictions if you wanted to do anything radical with the place.

Alban knows Lydcombe better than Fielding. It was his home for most of his childhood, then he spent a couple of summers there as a teenager, discovering what green fingers he had. And thereby, of course, hangs the tale.

Fielding’s moby chooses to go at this point, inside his jacket pocket. He’s left it on vibrate since he made the turn into Skye Crescent and probably missed a couple of calls - otherwise it’s been amazingly quiet. Fielding gets a weird, tight, unpleasant feeling in his guts when he’s out of touch for this long, like there’s vitally important stuff happening that he really needs to know about and there are people on the other end desperate for him to answer . . . Though of course he knows it’ll probably be nothing, or more likely just somebody asking a question they wouldn’t need to ask if they were seriously intent on actually doing their job rather than always passing the most trivial problem upstairs to cover their miserable asses. Even so - though his hand is itching to grab the fucker - he’s not going to answer. He ignores the vibrations, keeps up with Alban.

This is all so annoying! He’s a good manager, a good person-manager and he has certificates to prove it, not to mention the respect of his peers and subordinates. He’s good at selling, good at persuading. Why is he finding it so hard to get through to this one guy he should feel closer to than most?

‘Look, Alban, okay, I can understand . . . Actually, no, I can’t understand’ (about tearing his hair out here!) ‘but I guess I just have to accept you feel the way you do about the family and the firm, but that’s part of what I need to talk to you about.’

Alban turns to him. ‘Maybe we should get a drink.’

‘Whatever. Yeah, okay.’

 
They find a bar nearby, the lounge of a small hotel in the compressed-feeling town centre. Alban insists on paying and has a pint of IPA while Fielding takes a mineral water. It’s still before noon and the place is quiet and dim and smells of last night’s cigarettes and spilled beer.

Alban swallows about a quarter of the pint in one series of gulps, then smacks his lips. ‘So why are you looking for me, Fielding?’ he asks. ‘Specifically.’

‘Well, frankly, I was asked to.’

‘Who by?’

‘Gran.’

‘Good God, is the old harridan alive and compos mentis?’ Al shakes his head and takes another drink.

‘Al, please.’

Gran - Grandmother Winifred - is the Wopuld materfamilias, the head of the family and one of its eldest surviving members. She’s also, in terms of voting rights, the most powerful person on the board of the family firm. She’s not perfect - at nearly eighty, who is? - and she can be prickly and fussy and sometimes even wrong, but she’s seen the firm and the family through tough times and good times and a lot of people still have a real soft spot for her, Fielding included. And she is very old and of course everybody feels protective of her, no matter how spirited and feisty she might seem, so it’s not good to hear somebody in the family dissing her. Fielding tries to let the hurt he feels show on his face.

Al frowns at him. ‘You look like you’re straining.’

‘What?’

‘How’d you find out I was in Wales anyway?’

‘I talked to your girl . . . your friend, whatever you . . . you know: in Glasgow. What’s her—?’

‘VG?’

‘VD?’

‘Vee, Gee. Those are her initials.’

‘Right. What was her name again? Foreign, wasn’t it?’

‘Verushka Graef.’

‘Ver-oosh-ka. That’s the one.’

‘Yes, I know.’

This, frankly, does give Fielding pause for thought. ‘You and her really an item?’ he asks.

Alban grins without any apparent mirth. ‘Fielding, I can see you looking at me with new respect and a degree of incredulity, but no, we’re not an “item”. We meet up now and again. Occasional lovers. Don’t imagine I’m her only one.’

‘Oh, I see. Anyway, she told me the last definite address she had for you was in this Llangurig place.’

‘That was good of her.’

‘Took some persuading.’

‘She knows I like my privacy.’

‘Well, hurrah for her. Actually, she took some finding herself, too. Had to go through the university. Are you part of some sort of weird cult or something? I mean, renouncing the use of mobile phones. What the hell is that all about?’

‘I don’t like being at other people’s beck and call, Fielding. VG . . . She just doesn’t like being disturbed.’

‘She for real?’

‘What do you mean, like not a robot or something?’

‘Fuck off, you know what I mean. Is she really this shit-hot mathematician? ’

Al shrugs. ‘Think so. Glasgow University Mathematics Department seems to think so. Not to mention what you could justifiably call a plethora of peer-reviewed journals.’

‘So, really a professor?’

‘Yeah, really. Not that I actually saw her being invested or whatever it is they do when they make you one.’

‘She doesn’t look like a professor.’

‘That’d be the spiky blonde hair.’

‘It was black.’

‘Again?’ Al shakes his head, drinks. ‘She’s a natural blonde.’

‘Is she mad?’

‘She’s a little eccentric. Once dyed it mousy brown, just to see.’

‘Just to see what?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Right. Anyway.’

‘Anyway.’

‘So, Gran asked me to find you and talk to you. There’s stuff happening. Stuff you need to know. Stuff you might even want to be involved in.’ Fielding’s mobile is vibrating again but he’s ignoring it.

‘Really?’ Al sounds sceptical.

‘Yes, and I think you’ll agree when you hear it . . .’

‘This going to take long?’

‘A few minutes.’

‘Hold on then. Better take a leak.’ Alban stands up, draining his pint as he does so. He starts towards the exit, then pauses, turning back. ‘You could get another round in.’

‘Okay, okay.’

 
Alban made his way to the Gents in the Salutation Hotel, sighing and smoothing his hand over his beard. He smiled at a passing waitress, let himself into the toilets, stood looking at the tall porcelain urinals for a moment and then went into a cubicle, closing the door behind him. He didn’t need to sit down; he didn’t really need to visit the toilet at all. He pulled the letter from his pocket and sat on the seat cover. He read both sides of the closely-written single sheet, squinting in the dim light. He read the letter once straight through, then re-read a couple of sections. After that he just sat there for a while, staring at nothing.

A little later he shook his head as though pulling himself out of a daydream, stood, put the letter back in his pocket and left. For some reason he flushed the toilet as he did so, and then washed his hands.

Fielding, just putting his mobile away, looked relieved and then slightly annoyed when he saw his cousin again, as though he’d been worrying that Al had run off. At least the pint of IPA was sitting there.

 
‘Right, there’s a few things,’ Fielding tells Al once he’s started on his new pint. ‘First of all, Gran is thinking of - well, she’s decided, it’s happening - to sell Garbadale.’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘Yes. Well, I mean, come on. She’s eighty soon and she had a couple of health scares over the last year or so and some of us have  been trying to persuade her to move to somewhere near a decent hospital for a while now. It can take a couple of hours to get to, umm, the Inverness hospital—’

‘Raigmore.’

‘Yeah, that’s the place. Anyway, that’s far too long, and that’s just a one-way trip, somebody driving her there. An ambulance would take twice as long. I mean, they have an air ambulance, but you can’t rely on that always being available. I think that last heart thing she had—’

‘She had a heart thing?’ Al sounds almost interested.

‘Fibrillations or something. She kind of fainted. Of course, that was back in March, so you won’t have heard, will you?’

‘That’s right. Was it serious?’

‘Serious enough. Anyway, that seems to have convinced her to move out of the middle of nowhere at last. She’s only talking about Inverness or maybe Edinburgh or Glasgow, but I think we can convince her she’d be better off in London and near Harley Street.’

‘But they haven’t, say, given her only a couple of months to live or anything?’

‘Oh, God, no. Nothing that bad. She’ll live to be a hundred if she takes care of herself, or lets us take care of her.’

‘And you really don’t find that depressing?’ Al asks, looking at his cousin quizzically.

‘Al, stop it.’ Fielding sips his mineral water. ‘Anyway, there’s more. The thing - oh, yes. You’re invited to Gran’s eightieth birthday party next month.’ He digs in his other jacket pocket and produces the envelope with Al’s invitation in it and hands it to him. Al looks at it like it contains a bomb, or possibly anthrax. He puts it unopened in his grubby hiking jacket. ‘The place is going on the market this week,’ Fielding tells him, ‘though there’s no viewing for a couple of days either side of the party. But it will be the last chance for the family to see the place. Well, you know. To stay there.’

‘Think I’ll pass.’ Al drinks. ‘Thanks all the same. Pass on my apologies if I forget to RSVP.’

‘There’s more.’

‘Is there now?’

‘This is what it’s really all about. I didn’t track you down over half the UK just to give you a party invite. The point is, the party’s more than just a party. I mean, there’ll be the party, but there’s other stuff over those few days too. That’s what I really need to talk to you about.’

‘Will it take long? Should I nip to the loo again?’

‘Please don’t.’

‘Just kidding.’

‘It’s about Spraint Corp.’

‘Oh, really? What joy.’

‘Basically, they want to buy us out.’

Al’s glass is halfway to his lips, but there it stops, for quite a few seconds. At last - some sort of reaction. He looks surprised. Taken aback, Fielding would even go as far as to say. ‘Do they now?’ Alban says, and drinks, but it’s with a forced casualness. Now they were getting somewhere.

‘One hundred per cent,’ Fielding tells him. ‘Total buy-out. One or two of us might get to stay on as consultants. Maybe. It’d be for shares and cash. Mostly shares. They’d keep the name, of course. That’s a large part of the value.’

Al just sits there nodding for a while, arms folded. He seems to be staring at his boots; chunky yellow things with lots of laces.

He looks at Fielding and shrugs. ‘Is that it?’

‘Well, that’s where the party comes in. The family, the firm, will be holding an Extraordinary General Meeting the day before Gran’s birthday, at the castle, at Garbadale House.’ Fielding sips his water. ‘Pretty much everybody will be there.’

‘Mm-hmm,’ Al says, and nods. He’s still staring at his footwear. His eyes are open quite wide.

‘So you might like to be there for that, too, obviously,’ Fielding  tells him. ‘The EGM is on Saturday, October the eighth. Gran’s birthday party is the day after.’

‘Okay.’

‘Like I say, more or less the whole family should be there. They’re coming in from all over the world.’ Fielding gives it a moment. ‘Be a pity if you weren’t there, Al. Really.’

Alban nods, looks at his pint, then nearly drains it and stands up, pulling on his jacket. ‘You fit?’ he asks, nodding at Fielding’s mineral water. ‘Continue our walk?’

‘Sure.’

 
They walk down the river embankment, to where the traffic on that side disappears and a railway bridge crosses the river. There’s a footbridge tacked on to the side of the rail bridge; they take the steps up to it and on.

‘So, what do you think?’ Fielding asks Alban.

‘About the party? The Extraordinary Meeting? The takeover? Our one big happy family getting together for a knees-up?’

‘All of the above.’

Al strides purposefully on for a bit, then slows and stops, near the centre of the footbridge. He turns and looks down at the water rushing gently past beneath. It’s clear brown like smoked glass and sparkles fitfully under the sun. Fielding leans on the parapet beside him.

Alban shakes his head slowly, light brown curls blowing in the breeze. ‘I don’t know that I want to be part of any of it. Sorry.’

Fielding feels like saying something and normally would, but sometimes you just have to let people fill their own silences.

Al takes a series of deep breaths and looks up to where the river disappears upstream. ‘Once upon a time I felt . . . constrained, all tied up by this family. I had this idiot idea that if I could get away for a year and a day, I’d be free of it somehow, or at least able to accept it on . . . On mutually agreeable terms.’ He glances at his cousin. ‘You know? Like in the days of serfdom? If a serf could  escape his master for a year and a day without being caught, he was a free man.’

‘I’ve heard something like that.’

He laughs. ‘Stupid idea, anyway. Glorified gap year. But anyway. After I came back, after I took up my supposedly rightful place in the company, and then got fed up with that, that was when I knew I had to get out, and decided - realised - a year and a day wouldn’t be enough, that it would never have been enough. Not with this family.’ He turns, gives a small smile.

And then, sometimes, people leave you silences you have no real choice but to fill. ‘So,’ Fielding asks him, ‘how long would be long enough?’

A shrug. ‘Somewhere between until further notice and for ever, I suppose.’

Fielding leaves it a bit, then says, ‘Look, I seem to remember you left because we sold a quarter of the stock to Spraint in the first place.’

No reaction.

‘That’s certainly become the story,’ Fielding tells him. ‘That’s the family mythology, that you disagreed with the twenty-five-per-cent disposal and jumped ship. Back in ninety-nine. I mean, is that right?’

‘That had a lot to do with it,’ Al says. ‘Well, something to do with it.’

‘So, look, if you’re still on the anti side, then—’ Fielding pulls back. ‘Are you?’

‘Am I what?’ Alban asks. ‘Still sworn to renounce the Spraint Corporation of America, Inc., and all its works?’

‘Yes.’

Al shakes his head. ‘I’m not sure I care any more, Fielding. I’m not sure it matters very much at all. One group of shareholders: another group of shareholders.’ He makes a sort of rolling motion with one hand then the other.

‘Shit,’ Fielding says, leaning back on the metal tube of the parapet.  ‘I’ll be honest, Al. Some of us were kind of hoping you might help organise the opposition to the deal.’

Alban looks round, surprised. ‘There is opposition?’ He pauses, appears to think. ‘We’re not getting greedy, are we?’ He looks away again. ‘Why, that would never do.’

‘Of course there’s opposition,’ Fielding tells him, trying not to respond to the obvious sarcasm. ‘This is our firm, our family, Al. It’s our name on the board. It’s what we’ve done for four generations. It’s what we do, it’s what we are. That’s the point, don’t you see? I mean, that’s what’s thundered through to quite a few people in the family, especially since Spraint took their quarter-share. That it’s not about money. Sure the money’s good, but - Jeez - we’ve all basically got enough. If we sell up we’ll all be richer, but we’ll be just like any other family.’

‘No, we won’t.’

‘Well, okay, like any other well-off family.’

‘That may not count as demotion.’

‘Al, come on! I thought this at least would get you going! Aren’t you interested at all? Doesn’t any of this matter to you?’

‘Not in the ways you might think, cuz.’

‘Shit.’

They stand like that for a while, leaning on the edge of the bridge, looking upstream. A passenger train rumbles slowly past, heading into the city, wheels screeching. It looks very tall and heavily metallic, this close up. A kid waves down and Fielding waves back, then turns to lean with Al again. It’s one of those silences.

‘Are you seriously trying to tell me,’ Al says at last, ‘there’s any possibility of stopping the sale?’

Fielding keeps deadpan, in case Al looks round at him suddenly. ‘Yes,’ he states.

‘How many people . . . no, make that, what are the percentages involved?’

‘Hard to say for sure. People are keeping their cards pretty close  to their chests. Spraint only needs twenty-six per cent of the remaining family shares to get control—’

‘No, they need a third of the remaining—’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I suppose. Would they be satisfied with control, or do they want total ownership?’

‘They say they might settle for control, but they really want the lot.’

‘“Might settle for control”?’

‘They’d have to think about it. They say they’re so confident we’ll take their offer they haven’t bothered thinking about what to do if we don’t.’

Al snorts. ‘Yeah, sure. Well, it’s this family. There are always going to be some diehards.’

‘Guaranteed.’

Al looks thoughtful, strokes his beard. ‘Doesn’t the ninety-two-per-cent thing apply here?’

‘Yeah. They’re really looking for a ninety-two-per-cent share, so they can compulsorily purchase the rest.’

‘Mm-hmm.’ Alban looks round at his cousin. ‘So who’s going to stop them?’ His gaze seems to search Fielding’s eyes. ‘I seem to recall you were on the for-sale side, six years ago.’

‘Yes, I was,’ Fielding says smoothly. ‘Struck me as the right thing to do then. Probably still would, circumstances being the same. We needed the cash injection. I mean, I understand - understood - your point of view, but there wasn’t much argument that we needed more investment. But anyway. That was then. This is now. We don’t need to sell to Spraint. We could keep going as a - basically - family firm. We could keep Spraint on board as helpful, even enthusiastic partners, we could be happy with them selling the shares to a third party or we could easily organise a bank loan to buy them back.’ Fielding expects Al to look round again at this, but he doesn’t. ‘Seriously,’ Fielding tells him. ‘That’s a possibility. Our credit’s good. Very good. Kath’s already . . . That’s Aunt Kath - she’s Finance Officer now. You knew that?’

‘Yeah, I knew that,’ Al says quietly.

‘Anyway, she’s held informal talks with a couple of banks and they’re like totally up for it. Positively encouraging. I think they think we should go for it.’

Fielding lets Alban mull this over for a while.

‘So. Look, Al, there’s a couple of people in the family who could be wavering on this. They feel tugged both ways. They can see what Spraint are offering is basically a good deal. It would make sound business sense to sell up. That’s a given. Okay. On the other hand, this is their life, their family, their name being sold here. They can see value - and I mean something more than monetary - in staying on board, keeping in charge. It all depends on how much we value the family, I guess. How much all of us do.’ Fielding thinks he sees his cousin nod. ‘So, some of us would like to at least give Spraint a proper fight. And you could help, Al. There are people - Jeez, my dad’s one - people who’d listen to you. Beryl? Great-Aunt Beryl? She’s always had a soft spot for you, hasn’t she? She’s another.’

‘What about the old girl?’

‘Gran?’

‘Yes. Where does she stand on this?’

‘Well, she sent me. This was her idea. Well, and mine.’

Alban looks at the other man. ‘She’s against the takeover?’

‘Yes,’ Fielding tells him.

‘She was for the last one, the twenty-five-per-cent sale.’

‘I keep telling you, that was different. That was about keeping the company going. This is about keeping the company going.’

‘That’s not different, that’s the same.’

‘Jesus, Al, you know what I mean. Without Spraint’s money we might have gone under, so we took it and the company survived. But now they want to make it all theirs and it’ll only be the name that goes on - the company will have gone. It’s business - it’s all about survival. Look, you can help here. If you want to you can make a difference, you can matter. I’m serious. You could have a real influence. Just come and talk to a few people.’

Fielding leaves a space.

‘Why now?’ Al asks. He turns round and his eyes have narrowed and Fielding knows he’s got him.

‘Why now?’ Fielding repeats.

‘Why are Spraint so keen now? What’s changed, what’s on the horizon?’

‘Ah, well, now, we think it’s because the Empire! series has been doing so well on the PC and Gamebox, and they’re working on a fresh title for their own new machine, the NG. You heard of that?’

‘No.’

‘NG. Next Generation, taking over from the V-Ex. Out early next year. Kicks kitty-litter sand in the face of the PS2 and the X-box 360. Better, faster processor than top-of-the-line PCs. Processors plural, I should say - it’s got three, plus the best dedicated graphics card on the market. Eighty gig hard drive minimum, HD ready. Built-in broadband.’

Alban’s laughing at his cousin. ‘You’re in love, I can see.’

Fielding’s laughing, too. ‘It is one fuck of a machine. It’s going to define the console games market for the next five years.’

‘Yeah, no doubt.’

‘No, this is true.’

‘They got the software, the games ready?’

‘That’s what we’re talking about. We reckon the Empire! titles and derivatives are going to form a major part of the roll-out and their future plans. One of them might even be bundled with the initial release.’

‘Might?’

‘Yeah, as in maybe.’

‘They’re obviously keeping you well up to date with developments. ’

‘Hey, we’re partners, not Siamese twins.’

Al turns away again, but he’s thinking. ‘Ah, hah,’ he says softly. There’s a surprisingly long pause. ‘And you want to stand in the way of this fucking behemoth.’

‘And we can do it,’ Fielding tells him. ‘If people believe. I mean,  we need to get to them before the EGM at Garbadale, but there’s time. We could do it. We’d need to be there at Garbadale, too, obviously, but there’s work to be done beforehand. Just a couple of weeks, max, Alban, that’s all. Expenses on me, obviously.’ Fielding leaves a gap. He can hear the river gurgling. ‘What do you think?’

Alban shakes his head. Says nothing.

‘Jeez, Al,’ Fielding says, ‘is the tree-chopping business so fucking entrancing you can’t tear yourself away?’

Alban laughs. ‘No,’ he says, pushing his fingers through his hair again. ‘I’ve been invalided out, anyway.’

‘What?’ Shit, Fielding thinks, did I miss something? Has Al sliced off a finger or some toes or something? He lost the top of one little finger years ago, not long after he first started this forestry crap, but has he lost something else?

‘See these fingers?’ Al says, holding up the index and middle fingers of each hand.

Fielding nods. ‘They all seem to be there.’

Al looks at them, too. ‘Yeah, but so’s something called white finger.’

‘What?’

‘You get it from too much vibration. Starts killing off blood vessels or something. The doc explained it all. Handled too many old chain-saws in my time. Shouldn’t really have happened so quickly but I must just be especially vulnerable.’

‘Shit. Is it sore?’

‘No.’ He rotates the fingers round in front of his face, inspecting them. ‘Lost a bit of sensitivity, and I need to watch they don’t get too cold in the winter, but I can live with it.’

‘So you’re out?’

‘Yup.’

‘Couldn’t they find you a desk job?’

Al grins. ‘It was the cutting-down-trees bit I liked. They offered me a driving job, hauling trees or stripping them or stacking or whatever, but I wasn’t interested.’

‘So . . .’ Fielding holds up both arms. ‘Why not—?’

He lets his voice fade as Al turns to look upriver again.

The waters run on away beneath them both.

‘Look,’ Fielding says, ‘won’t you at least come and see Beryl and Doris? Jesus, man, it’s only Glasgow.’ Actually, Fielding has himself a kind of horror of meeting the two great-aunts. Not that he’s going to mention that, obviously. ‘They’d love to see you,’ he tells Alban, possibly truthfully. ‘We could drive through today.’

Nothing.

Then Al says, ‘Maybe. I don’t know.’

God, Fielding thinks, he sounds depressed, defeated. Well, this is something, he supposes.

After a while Al says, ‘You said that pretty much the whole family’s going to be there, at Garbadale.’

‘They kind of have to be. Gran’s got - well, the Trust has got, but that means Gran - proxy voting rights for anybody who isn’t. Effectively.’

‘Okay,’ Al gives a big sigh. ‘And from the States?’

‘Oh, whole bunch o’ folks.’

Al’s shoulders shake with what might be another laugh. ‘We’re both being coy here, Fielding. We both know . . .’

This time it’s Al’s voice that trails off.

Fielding clears his throat and says, ‘I understand Sophie is going to be there. Cousin Sophie. She accepted the party invitation, registered for attendance at the EGM. I guess she’ll be there.’ A pause. ‘Though, obviously . . .’

Fielding is suddenly aware that he might be about to shoot himself in the foot while it’s still in his mouth, so he shuts up.

Alban puts his head down into the V of his outstretched arms and his clasped hands, as though studying the river passing immediately beneath.

As though praying.

He looks up and turns, smiling. ‘You fit for some lunch?’

‘Good idea,’ Fielding says.

They walk back towards the city.


‘Oh, God, are you all right?’

It took him a while to get the breath to wheeze, ‘Not really.’ He tried to curl up tighter, while being perfectly aware that this would do no good whatsoever.

The pain was about as bad as anything he’d ever felt. It seemed to radiate out from his groin like some terrible searchlight, forcing its ghastly dark rays of agony into every part of him, from his hair to his toenails. It went beyond pain, into other realms which included an encompassing feeling of cold and nausea and despair. It also seemed to be getting gradually worse. Alban had lived fifteen years and had never experienced anything like it. He hoped he never would again.

‘Oh, God, I’m so sorry.’ The girl took off her black riding hat and put it down on the brick path. She knelt by him, hesitating, then she put her hand on to his shoulder and squeezed gently. He was making a noise somewhere between a wheeze and a gurgle. She looked around, but there was nobody else in the walled garden. She wondered if she ought to go up to the house and alert somebody. How bad could this be? At first she’d thought he was exaggerating when he’d fallen like a sack of potatoes and curled up like a hedgehog. Now she thought he probably really was in intense pain.

Scrabbles gave a cough and flexed one hind leg again, backing towards the two of them. Oh, God, she might kick him again. Or her. She tutted and rose, chiding the tall chestnut mare and leading her to where she could munch on some carrot leaves, out of harm’s way. Then she went back to the boy lying clutched around his pain on the red-brick path. She bit her lip and patted his head softly. He had curly light brown hair.

‘That’s called a stringhalt,’ she said, not knowing what else to say.

He made a noise that might have been a ‘What?’

‘Sudden spasmodic lifting of a horse’s hind leg,’ she explained. ‘It’s called a stringhalt.’

He made a sort of keening noise and seemed to try to straighten out, then gasped and curled up again. ‘Thanks,’ he said. It sounded  like his teeth were clenched. ‘That’s good to know.’ He paused for breath. ‘Felt more like a . . . kick.’

‘Actually, you’re right, it was more like a kick. I’m so sorry. Is it really, really painful, yah?’

He might have nodded. ‘Kinda.’

‘Scrabbles has never done that before.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Scrabbles. She’s never done that before. Kicked anyone.’

‘Really.’ Each of his words sounded clipped, bitten off.

‘Yah. You’re not really supposed to walk that close to the rear legs of a horse, ’specially one you don’t know.’

‘Uh-huh. Well,’ he said, ‘you’re not really,’ he took another shuddering breath, ‘meant to bring horses’ - one more breath, wheezing - ‘into a kitchen garden,’ he told her. ‘Either.’

‘Sorry. Suppose not.’

‘And, are you deaf?’

‘I’m sorry? Oh, no. No, I was listening to my Walkman.’

‘What were you -’ he sucked air in raggedly ‘- listening to?’

‘Oh, ah, Now That’s What I Call Music; one of those.’

‘Right.’

She bit her lip again. All she’d been doing was taking a look round the old walled garden at the end of her ride round the estate and along the beach. She’d just got back from Spain and the first thing she’d wanted to do was take Scrabbles out for a hack. She patted the boy’s head again. His hair was very soft. She was pretty sure she knew who he was. ‘Should I go get help or something? What do you think?’

‘Dunno. Ice?’ He looked round at her and she saw his face properly for the first time. His face was contorted, right now, obviously, but she suspected it was probably rather nice when it wasn’t. He had beautiful brown eyes, the same colour as Scrabbles’ coat. She guessed he was a year or so older than her; sixteen, say. He reminded her a bit of Nick Rhodes, from Duran Duran. She felt she’d rather outgrown Duran Duran about a year ago, but she still had a soft  spot for Nick. ‘Really no idea,’ he gasped. ‘Might need a doctor at some point. Just to check, you know?’

‘Shit, yah.’ She squeezed his shoulder again. ‘I’ll go up to
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