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  Chapter one
Coldharbour


Teresa Obando opened the door of the flat on the Larkfield estate at a quarter to seven on Saturday morning in her dressing gown, with a mug of tea in one hand and the look of a woman who had come off a twelve-hour night shift ninety minutes ago and had not yet decided whether to go to bed or simply lie down on the hall carpet. I have seen that look on exhibitors at the end of a three-day championship show. I hadn't expected to see it on a doorstep, directed at me. 
“She’s nearly ready,” she said. “She’s been nearly ready since five.”
“I’m sorry it’s so early.”
“It’s not you. It’s her.” Teresa looked over her shoulder into the narrow hallway, where a great deal of noise was coming from a bedroom at the end: drawers, a hairdryer, a boy’s voice saying that’s MY charger. Then she looked back at me on the walkway, and the look sharpened. “It’s a long way. Coldharbour.”
“Eighteen miles. Up past Wenlock. I’ll have her back by six.”
“With guns.”
“With blank pistols,” I said. “And canvas dummies. Nobody shoots anything real at a working test, Mrs Obando. The dogs fetch bags of sawdust and everybody stands about in the wet saying how marvellous it all is. Jax will be carrying dummies back to the judge for twenty-five pounds and a free lunch. I’ll be standing next to her all morning with a clipboard.”
Put like that, it sounded so safe that I very nearly believed it myself. I have since learned not to describe any day in advance as safe. It is like telling a dog it is going to the vet: the words go in, and something in the universe pricks up its ears.
Teresa considered this for a moment, with the tea steaming under her chin.
“You said you’d look after her,” she said. “At Dennis’s. At the gate.”
“I did.”
“I’m holding you to it.”
“I know you are,” I said. “I’d expect nothing less.”
Teresa nodded slowly, as if a small transaction had been concluded to her satisfaction. Then Jax came down the hallway like something fired from a launcher, in a waxed jacket two sizes too big that had plainly been borrowed from Alun Price, with a rucksack over one shoulder and her hair scraped up and her face shining, and kissed her mother on the cheek in passing, and said, “Bye, Mum, love you, go to bed,” and was out of the door and halfway along the walkway before Teresa had finished turning round.
The two of us looked at each other. It was the look two women exchange at a ringside when a puppy has slipped its collar: no blame, simply a shared and weary understanding of the nature of the young.
“Six o’clock,” said Teresa.
“Six o’clock,” I said, and went after her.

Coldharbour Hall stands at the head of a long valley in the hills north of Wenlock, where the land begins to rise towards Wales and the hedges give way to stone walls, and it has been falling down, as far as I know, for most of the twentieth century and all of the twenty-first. I had been there once before, thirty years ago, to judge a Labrador open show on the lawn, and I had a memory of it as a vast honey-coloured house with too many chimneys, an air of faded grandeur and no heating. I remember judging in two cardigans and a coat in June. I remember the Labradors not minding at all, because Labradors don't mind anything that does not involve being kept from their dinner.
It didn't seem to have changed, except that it had more scaffolding.
We came up the drive at half past seven through a park full of ancient oaks and grazing sheep, with the mist lying white in the hollows and lifting off the grass in slow skeins as the sun got up. The beeches along the drive had turned. They burned overhead in copper and gold, and their leaves lay across the tarmac in drifts that the Volvo’s tyres sent spinning up behind us, and Jax, in the passenger seat, stopped talking for the first time since Castle Amberley and simply looked. In the back, Wilf, who was going to spend the day in the car-park field in the Volvo with the windows down and a marrowbone, looked at nothing at all and went on chewing. Wilf does not hold with views. He has never seen one he could eat.
“It’s like a film,” she said at last.
“It’s like a bill,” I said. “Every one of those chimneys is a bill.”
The house came into view round the last bend: three storeys of soft yellow stone, a pillared portico, two long wings, a stable block with a clock tower beyond. The east wing was wrapped in scaffolding to the roof, and across the top of it a vast blue tarpaulin had been lashed down over what was presumably a hole, and flapped gently in the morning air like a flag of surrender. Somebody had hung a banner from the scaffolding above the portico, painted by hand on a bed sheet: COLDHARBOUR GUNDOG DAY — SAVE OUR ROOF! — THANK YOU FOR COMING!
“That’s a big hole,” said Jax.
“That’s a big roof.”
We parked in a field behind the stable block, among a growing crowd of muddy estate cars and pickups and dog vans with boxes in the back, and got out into air that smelled of woodsmoke and wet leaves and Labrador. Everywhere I looked there were dogs: black Labradors and yellow Labradors and chocolate Labradors, Springers and Cockers, Golden Retrievers, a pair of elegant German Pointers, a Flat-coat grinning from the back of a Subaru. A Flat-coat is always grinning from the back of something. Their owners were in tweed and wax and wellingtons, with whistles round their necks on cords and dummy bags on their shoulders and the faces of people who had been up since five and were thoroughly enjoying it.
Gundog people are a different tribe from show people, and they would want me to say so. A show person will tell you at length what is wrong with your dog. A gundog person will tell you at length what is wrong with your dog’s grandfather, and then lend you a whistle.
Far off, somewhere to the west, beyond the stable block, a shotgun cracked, and then another.
Jax flinched.
“Pigeons,” I said. “Somebody’s shooting pigeons over the drilling. It’ll be the keeper’s lad. You’ll hear it all morning. Nothing to do with us.”
Jax looked at me sideways. “How do you know that?”
“Because it’s half past seven on a Saturday in October and it’s a long way off and it’s coming from the same place every time,” I said. “Come on. We need to find the secretary.”
She went on looking at me for a second, with the expression of a girl who suspects that the adult beside her is making it up and cannot prove it. I was not making it up. I grew up in a county where you could tell the time of year by what was being shot.

The secretary of the Coldharbour & District Gundog Society was a short, square, energetic woman of sixty called Mrs Pauline Hebden, with cropped grey hair and a quilted gilet covered in badges, who was standing in the stable yard beside a trestle table under a gazebo, issuing instructions to three people at once. There is a Mrs Hebden at every society in England. They are what holds the countryside together, along with baler twine and a deep suspicion of anybody from London.
“Mrs Donahue,” she said, turning round, and held out her hand, and shook mine with the brisk grip of a woman who has run working tests for twenty years and expects nothing to go right. “Thank God. You’re the scribe. Bryony Kesteven said you’d be perfect, and I hope she’s right, because if you’re not, I’ve got nobody. Our scribe’s gone down with a hip.” She handed me a clipboard, a sheaf of printed scorecards, three pencils and a stopwatch on a lanyard. “Open test. Pond Field. Twelve dogs. Mrs Gilchrist’s judging, and she likes everything written down, and I mean everything. Times, marks, comments. She’ll want to see the cards at the end and argue about them. You’ve scribed before?”
“I’ve scribed and I’ve judged,” I said. “Not working tests. But I know how a scorecard works, and I know what a dog’s doing.”
Mrs Hebden looked at me for a second longer than was quite comfortable. I know that look. I have been on the receiving end of it at every show I have been to for six years. It is the look of somebody who has heard of me, and is deciding how much it matters, and is doing the sum in their head like a woman working out the tip.
“Bryony vouched for you,” Mrs Hebden said at last. “That’s good enough for me. And this is the runner? The girl?”
“Jax Obando.”
“You’re collecting dummies, love. Any the dogs fail to bring back, the judge sends you out to fetch them, so we’re not a dummy short for the next dog. Stay where the judge tells you, don’t walk across the line, and never, ever walk in front of the launcher.” Mrs Hebden handed Jax a canvas bag and a fluorescent tabard that said STEWARD. “Twenty-five pounds and lunch in the Hall. Mr Ashby’ll show you both the ground. Martin!”
Jax put on the tabard. It came down to her knees. She looked, I thought, like a very determined traffic cone, and she knew it, and she dared me with her eyes to say so. I didn't say so. I am learning.

Martin Ashby was the kind of man who makes things easier.
I saw it in the first thirty seconds: in the way he came across the stable yard towards us, unhurried, smiling, with his hand already out; in the way he knew my name and said it without the faintest change of tone; in the way he looked at Jax and said, “And you must be the girl who won the Junior Handling at Marfield, I read about it in the Gazette, very well done,” so that Jax went pink and stood up straighter. He was in his late forties, tall and well built, with a pleasant, open, weathered face, thick fair hair going grey, and the kind of tweed jacket that had been expensive fifteen years ago and was now simply comfortable. He had a whistle round his neck and a canvas bag of blank cartridges over his shoulder and a set of Land Rover keys in his hand.
If I were judging him: a handsome, well-made exhibit; good bone; moves freely and with confidence; an exceptionally friendly temperament. Shows himself very well indeed. Possibly a little too well. That is not a fault in the breed standard. It is merely something I have learned to notice, over the years, in dogs who have been handled a great deal.
“Land agent,” he said, when I asked. “I look after the estate for Lady Ashcombe. Rents, repairs, roofs, God help me.” He nodded up at the scaffolding. “And today I’m the gun for the Open test. I’ll be on the launcher. Firing the blanks and throwing the dummies. Don’t worry, Mrs Donahue, I’m very safe. Been doing it for years.” He smiled. “Come and see the ground. I’ll drive you down.”
He drove us down in a green Land Rover Defender, an old one, patched and practical, with a roof rack carrying a spare wheel in a black cover stencilled COLDHARBOUR ESTATE in white, a dog guard in the back and a cartridge bag on the passenger floor and a faint smell of wet spaniel, along a track that ran out of the stable yard and down the side of the park. He talked the whole way, easily, about the estate: three thousand acres, four farms, two villages, a shoot, and a house that ate money like a furnace. I sat in the back with Jax and watched him in the mirror. I could not have told you why. It is simply what I do with people who talk easily. It is not a compliment, and it is not an accusation. It is a habit, like counting the stairs.
Pond Field lay below the house, at the foot of the long lawn: a broad sweep of short grass and stubble, sloping gently down to a reed-fringed pond, with a hedge along its eastern side and, beyond the hedge, the dark mass of a beech wood climbing the valley side. A white peg stood at the top of the stubble, near the lane where Ashby parked the Land Rover; a little way off, a rope marked the holding line where the waiting dogs would sit. To the west, a quarter of a mile off, across another field, was a long low wood of mixed trees, from which, as we got out, came the crack of another shot.
“West Wood,” said Ashby. “That’s Callum, our under-keeper. Pigeons on the drilling. Tom likes him to keep them down before the winter wheat comes through. He’ll be there till lunch.” He pointed east, at the beech wood beyond the hedge. “And that’s Coldharbour Wood. The main ride runs up through it there, see the gap? Hangman’s Ride. Don’t ask me why. Some Georgian joke. The test’s all this side of the hedge; nothing in the wood today.” He turned back to the peg. “The judge stands here, the dog sits there, I’m over there with the launcher, about forty yards out, and I fire the blank and throw the dummy across the stubble, towards the pond. The dog marks it and waits, the handler sends it, it fetches. Simple. Your job, young lady, is to stand at the hedge there and not get hit.”
“By a dummy?” said Jax.
“They hurt,” said Ashby seriously. “Ask my shins.”
Jax laughed. I was smiling too, which surprised me slightly. I am not, as a rule, a woman who smiles at land agents. In my experience they are mostly employed to tell people that the roof is their problem.

On the way back up to the stable yard, we passed the game larder.
It was a small square brick building at the end of the stable block, with a slatted wooden door and louvred windows to let the air through and a tiled roof gone green with moss, and outside it, beside a whiteboard screwed to the wall, a man was writing.
He was in his fifties, square and weathered and grey-haired, in an old moleskin waistcoat and a tweed cap and boots that had been mended many times, and he was writing on the whiteboard with a marker pen, in large, careful, old-fashioned capitals, with his tongue very slightly between his teeth. Beside him on the cobbles, pressed against his leg, sat a liver-and-white Springer Spaniel with a grey muzzle and the patient, watchful eyes of an old working dog who has seen everything a shoot can show her and does not propose to be surprised by anything new.
I read the whiteboard as we went past. I read everything. I cannot pass a noticeboard without reading it, any more than Wilf can pass a lamp post. SAT. GUNDOG DAY. NO SHOOTING E. OF POND FIELD HEDGE. CALLUM — WEST WOOD — PIGEONS 7.30–1. ME — RIDES / PENS. BEATERS’ LUNCH 1.
“Tom!” Ashby slowed the Land Rover and leaned out of the window. “Tom, this is Mrs Donahue. The scribe. And our runner.”
The man at the whiteboard turned round. He looked at Ashby for a moment without saying anything at all. Then he looked at me and Jax, in the back, and touched his cap.
“Mornin’,” he said.
It was the whole of the conversation. I have known gamekeepers who would regard it as positively garrulous.
The spaniel at his feet had not moved. But I saw her eyes go to the Land Rover, and to the man in the driving seat, and stay there, and I saw her lean, very slightly, harder against her master’s leg.
I noticed it, and I put it away, the way I put away most things I notice about dogs. A dog leaning on its master in a yard full of strangers and engines is not news. It is just a dog.
“Tom Rudd,” said Ashby, as we drove on. “Head keeper. Thirty years. Knows every bird on the estate by its first name. Bit of a dinosaur. Doesn’t hold with anything invented after nineteen fifty, including me.” He laughed easily. “Heart of gold, though. Heart of gold.”

By nine the stable yard was full, and the lawn below the house was full, and the whole of Coldharbour seemed to have come out to save its roof. There was a burger van and a tea tent and a tombola. There was Rosie’s van, coral pink among the Range Rovers on the gravel sweep in front of the house, with Rosie herself leaning out of the hatch and waving both arms when she saw me, like a woman guiding in an aircraft. There was a man selling walking sticks with antler handles and a woman selling hand-knitted dog jumpers and a trestle table of cakes in aid of the church. On the lawn, two men in shirtsleeves were pegging out a ring for the companion show, and a third was setting up a public-address system that kept emitting long agonised howls of feedback, so that every dog within half a mile looked round reproachfully, as one, like a jury.
And on the terrace above the lawn, under the long balustrade with its stone urns, a long untidy man in a straw hat was adjusting a tripod with a lens on it the size of a drainpipe.
“Is that—” said Jax.
“Yes,” I said.
“Did you know he’d be here?”
“No,” I said. “But I can’t say I’m surprised. He always is.”
He always is. I have stopped expecting otherwise. If I were ever to be shipwrecked on a desert island, I am confident that I would come round on the beach to find Dennis already there, setting up a tripod and complaining about the light.
Dennis saw us. He lifted one hand from the tripod, and called across the lawn, “Brochure!” by way of explanation, and pointed at the house, and then at the camera, and then made a gesture that I interpreted, correctly, as mates’ rates, don’t tell anyone, and went back to his lens.
“He’s taking pictures of the house?” said Jax.
“For the roof appeal. I expect Lady Ashcombe found the cheapest photographer in the county.”
“Is he the cheapest?”
“He’s the best,” I said. “Which in Dennis’s case is usually the same thing.”

I saw the Wolfhound before I saw Bryony.
He was coming across the lawn from the direction of the car park, very slowly, a great grey shape moving through the mist that still hung in the lowest part of the garden, and my heart did something it had not done for a long time, and I stopped dead on the path with the clipboard against my chest.
He was old now. That was the first thing. He had been five that day at Oakbridge, in the rain, in the prime of his life, and he was eleven now, which is very old for a Wolfhound; and his rough grey brindle coat had gone pale and grizzled about the face, and he carried his great head lower than he had, and he walked with the slightly careful, rolling, considering gait of an old dog who knows exactly how much his joints will tolerate and has no intention of asking them for more. But he was still enormous. He was still beautiful. He still had those dark, gentle, far-seeing eyes.
Champion Ardkeel Finbar. The best dog I have ever seen.
There is no joke for that. I looked for one, standing on the path, the way you look for a handrail on a stair, and there was nothing there.
“Flora! Flora, darling!”
Bryony Kesteven came after him across the grass with her arms already open. She was fifty-two, tall and fair and handsome, in a long waxed coat and a felt hat with a pheasant feather in it, and she has always been the most popular woman in the hound world, and I could see why: there is something so warm and open about her, so generous, that people simply turn towards her like plants towards a window. She hugged me, clipboard and all, and kissed me on both cheeks, and stood back holding both my arms and looking at me.
“You came. I’m so glad. I told Pauline you’d be perfect. I told her, you need someone who actually understands what a dog’s doing, and there’s nobody in England who reads a dog like Flora Donahue. She was a bit sniffy, you know what they’re like, all the old Oakbridge nonsense, but I said, Pauline, for heaven’s sake, it was six years ago and it was never her fault, and she’s sitting at home doing nothing, and it’s a crime.” She squeezed my arms. “You should be working, darling. You should be working all the time.”
I was not, in fact, sitting at home doing nothing. I was stewarding in four counties and teaching nineteen people to do triangles in a church hall. But I let it go. You don't correct Bryony. It would be like correcting a sunny day.
“Thank you,” I said. My voice didn't sound quite right. “That was kind of you, Bryony.”
“Nonsense. It was selfish. I wanted to see you.” Bryony let go of me and turned. “And look who I’ve brought. He wanted to see you too. Didn’t you, old man?”
The Wolfhound had stopped beside us on the path. He stood looking down at me from his enormous height, swaying very slightly, as old Wolfhounds do, his great tail moving slowly from side to side.
I put out my hand.
He bent his head, gravely, and smelled it. Then he leaned, very gently, with his whole weight, against my side, the way Wolfhounds lean, so that I had to brace my feet; and I stood there on the path at Coldharbour in the lifting mist, with my hand on the rough grey head of the dog who ended my career, and could not, for a moment, say anything at all.
“He remembers you,” said Bryony softly.
“He can’t possibly.”
“He does. Look at him.” Bryony’s voice was full of feeling. “He’s entered for the Golden Oldies this afternoon, aren’t you, my darling? He’ll win it. He always wins it. Nobody can resist him.” She laughed. “And I’m judging the pedigree classes, so I’ve got to be terribly fair and not put up anything that looks like him.”
Jax, who had been standing a little way off on the path, staring up at the Wolfhound with her mouth slightly open, said, “Is that the one? From—”
“Jax,” I said.
“Yes,” said Bryony, quite simply, turning to her with a smile. “That’s the one. From Oakbridge. And he never did anything wrong, and neither did Flora, and someday somebody’s going to admit it.” She put her hand on the dog’s back. “Come on, old man. Let’s find you some breakfast. Flora, darling, come and find me at lunch.”
She went away across the lawn with the Wolfhound pacing beside her, slowly, through the last of the mist.
I stood on the path and watched them go. I watched him go, I should say. I watched the way he moved, the way I would watch any dog, the way I have watched every dog since I was six years old: the length of stride, the set of the hindquarters, the slight, careful roll. It is not a thing I decide to do. It happens, the way your eyes go to a clock.
“Are you all right?” said Jax.
“Perfectly,” I said, but I was not entirely sure.

I went back past the game larder on my way down to Pond Field, because it was the quickest way, and Tom Rudd was still there, outside the slatted door, filling a bucket from a tap, with the old Springer at his feet.
He straightened up as I passed, and looked at me. His face was weathered and closed and tired.
“You’re the scribe,” he said.
“I am.”
“For Ashby’s test.”
“For Mrs Gilchrist’s test. Mr Ashby’s working the launcher.”
“Aye,” said Tom Rudd. He turned off the tap. He seemed to be about to say something else, and then not to say it. He looked away down the valley, towards Pond Field and the dark beech wood beyond it, and his jaw worked.
“Some folk,” he said at last, to the valley rather than to me, “think a shoot’s a cash machine. Think you can stick your card in it and take out what you like, and the birds’ll just keep coming.” He picked up the bucket. “They’ll learn.”
He went into the game larder with the bucket and the spaniel, and the slatted door swung shut behind him.
I stood for a moment on the cobbles. Then I shrugged slightly, because estates are full of quarrels, and keepers are famous for them, and a keeper who does not have a grievance about somebody is generally a keeper who has died; and it was none of my business. I tucked the clipboard under my arm and walked on down the long lawn towards Pond Field, where the Open test was gathering, and the mist was nearly gone, and away to the west, steadily, the pigeon gun went on cracking.






  
  Chapter two
Pond Field


The Novice test was running in the lower half of Pond Field, below the pond, and I took Jax down to watch it, because there were forty minutes before the Open began and because I had discovered, on the drive up, that Jax had never in her life seen a gundog work. 
“Moss works,” Jax had said, slightly defensively.
“Moss herds. It isn’t the same thing. A Border Collie’s job is to go out and bring something back to you that’s alive and doesn’t want to come. A retriever’s job is to go out and bring something back to you that’s dead and can’t argue, without putting a tooth in it.” I considered. “Well. In theory.”
In practice, I have known Labradors who regard the instruction without putting a tooth in it the way a teenager regards a curfew: as a starting point for discussion.
We stood at the rope with a dozen other spectators in the cool morning air, with the mist nearly gone now and the sun coming through gold on the stubble, and watched a young yellow Labrador sitting at her handler’s knee at the peg, trembling with eagerness from nose to tail and not moving an inch.
“Watch her,” I said. “Don’t watch the man with the launcher. Watch her.”
The launcher went off with a flat crack and a puff of smoke, and a canvas dummy sailed out in a long high arc across the stubble and thumped into the ground sixty yards off. The dog’s head snapped round to the crack, and then up, following the dummy through the air, and then fixed, quite still, on the place where it had come down. She didn't move. Her whole body was leaning towards it like a compass needle, every muscle quivering, but she didn't move.
“That’s marking,” I said quietly. “She heard the bang, and the bang told her where to look. Then she saw it fall, and now she’s fixing the place in her head. The patch of stubble, the line from her to it, that thistle, the corner of the pond behind. She’ll hold it there until her handler sends her. A good dog’ll hold a mark for a minute or more. A great one will hold three.”
The handler said a name, quite softly. The dog went.
She went out over the stubble in a dead straight line, flat out, ears flying, straight to the place, and put her nose down once, and had the dummy, and turned, and came back at the same pace with her head up and the dummy held gently in her mouth like an egg, and sat in front of her handler and offered it up. The handler took it. The judge, a man in a flat cap, wrote something on his card.
“Oh,” said Jax, and it was the sound she had made at Marfield when Moss stopped dead beside her in the exercise field. “Oh, that’s beautiful.”
“Isn’t it,” I said. “It never gets old.”
I meant it. I have watched it a thousand times and it still does something to the back of my throat, the way a choir does, or the first swallow. A dog doing the thing it was made for is the nearest I come, most weeks, to church.
We watched three more. A Springer who marked well and then ran in, setting off before he was sent, and was called back in disgrace and sat with his ears down looking ashamed of himself, in the way only a Springer can, which is entirely and for about four seconds. A black Labrador dog who went out well and then lost the line, and hunted about in widening circles, and had to be whistled and waved onto it by his handler with long arm signals, like a man directing traffic at a wedding. A little Cocker who was so excited she spun in a circle on the peg before she went, twice, and then went in the wrong direction with enormous confidence.
“Why do they always look at the bang first?” said Jax. “Before the dummy? Why don’t they just watch the dummy?”
“Because in real life there isn’t a dummy,” I said. “There’s a bird, and it’s high up, and it’s moving fast, and the first thing the dog knows about it is the shot. That’s what they’re bred for. Hundreds of years of it. A gundog hears a shot and its head goes to the sound before it’s even thought about it. It can’t help it. They’ll do it in their sleep. Wilf’s not a gundog, and even he does it, if a car backfires.” I looked out at the stubble, at the next dog coming up to the peg. “And a dog that’s been worked in the field, on real shooting days, knows a shot means a bird somewhere. It’ll remember where the shot came from long after it’s forgotten everything else. That’s what makes them so useful. A man forgets where a bird fell. A good dog doesn’t.”
Jax was quiet for a while, watching.
“You know a lot about it,” she said. “For someone who did, like, show dogs.”
Like, show dogs. As if I had spent thirty years arranging flowers.
“I grew up with Labradors. My father worked his.” I smiled slightly. “I’ve been in dogs for fifty years, Jax. You pick things up.”

At a quarter to ten I took Jax back up the lawn to the stable yard to find her a cup of tea before the Open, and on the way, by the arch into the yard, we passed the gun room.
It was a narrow stone building with a heavy oak door and barred windows, set into the side of the stable block next to the estate office, and outside it, in the archway, two men were standing, not quite facing each other, in the unmistakable posture of men who have just finished saying something unpleasant and are deciding whether to say anything more. I know that posture well. I have seen it on two exhibitors after a disputed Best of Breed. I once saw it on two bishops.
One was Tom Rudd, with the old Springer at his heel and a gun slip over his shoulder.
The other was a young man of perhaps twenty-eight, tall and thin and fair, with the long Ashcombe face I had seen in the portraits through the Hall windows, in corduroy trousers and an old Barbour and expensive wellingtons, and he was white about the mouth.
“I’m only asking, Tom,” he was saying. “I’m asking you to tell me what you said to her.”
“And I’m telling you I’ve nowt to say, Master Rupert,” said Tom Rudd. He said Master Rupert in a way that made it clear he had been saying it since the young man was in short trousers, and didn't propose to stop now that he was in long ones. “What I say to her ladyship’s between me and her ladyship.”
“It’s my—” The young man stopped. He saw me and Jax in the archway, and his face shut like a door. He turned on his heel and walked away, very fast, across the yard and out through the far gate, towards the gardens.
Tom Rudd watched him go. Then he looked at me, briefly, and touched his cap again, and went on into the gun room with the Springer, and the oak door closed behind him with a heavy thud, the way doors close in old houses, as if they have been waiting a hundred years to do it.
“Awkward,” said Jax.
“Mm.”
“Who was that? The posh one?”
“I imagine,” I said, “that was the heir.”
He had the look. You can tell an heir to a big house the way you can tell a dog bred in the purple: there is a certain expensive weariness about the eyes, and the wellingtons are always better than the coat.

We found the tea tent, and the tea, which was stewed and came in polystyrene cups and cost a pound for the roof, and we stood drinking it by the tent flap. A pound for the roof, I felt, was ambitious. At that rate they would need about four hundred thousand cups, and I had already had one, and that was quite enough for anybody.
A young woman of about twenty-four, in a waxed jacket with a dummy bag over her shoulder and two black Labradors sitting like bookends at her feet, came and stood beside us to drink hers.
She had a cheerful, weather-reddened face, dark hair in a plait, and a voice that carried in the way that the voices of people who spend their lives calling dogs across fields always carry.
“You’re the scribe for the Open,” she said to me. “Pauline said. I’m Kirsty. Kirsty Lyle. I pick up on the shoot here. And I’m running Bramble in the Open. The one on the left.” She nodded down at one of the Labradors, who looked up at her name with an expression of utter devotion. “She’s the one with the brains. The other one’s the one with the looks.”
“I had a Bramble once,” I said. “A Bearded Collie.”
“Oh, lovely. Did she have brains?”
“She had opinions.”
Kirsty laughed. She seemed, I thought, a little over-bright that morning, the way people are when something is happening inside them that they are not telling anyone, like a dog that has eaten something it shouldn’t and is waiting to see whether you’ve noticed. She kept looking round at the tent flap and at the gardens beyond the stable yard, and checking her phone, and putting it away again.
“We just saw Tom Rudd having words with somebody,” said Jax, who had not yet learned that there are things one does not say to strangers in tea tents. “By the gun room. A tall bloke. Posh.”
Kirsty’s face changed, very slightly.
“Rupert,” she said. “Oh God. Again?” She took a mouthful of tea and made a face at it. “They had a right row yesterday. In the gun room, in front of everybody. Tom told Lady A something about Rupert. Something about him not being fit to run the place. And Rupert found out, and went for him.” She shook her head. “Tom’s been here since before Rupert was born. He taught him to shoot. They used to be close. And now—” She stopped, and looked at her phone again, and put it away. “Anyway. It’s not my business.”
“Is it anybody’s?” I said.
“On an estate?” Kirsty laughed, without much humour. “Everything’s everybody’s business on an estate, Mrs Donahue. That’s the trouble with them.” She drank the rest of her tea in one go and crushed the cup. “I’d better get Bramble warmed up. See you at the peg.”
She went off across the stable yard with her two Labradors trotting at her heels, and at the far gate, the one Rupert had gone through, I saw her pause for a moment and look out towards the gardens, as if looking for someone; and then she turned and went the other way, down towards Pond Field.

On the terrace above the lawn, Dennis had his tripod set up at the end of the long stone balustrade, with the great lens pointed down the valley, and a laptop open on the balustrade beside it, and a thermos, and a packet of custard creams, and he was looking extremely pleased with himself. Dennis pleased with himself is a weather system. You can feel it coming from the far end of a terrace.
“Time-lapse,” he said, before I had asked. “Look. Lady A wants a video for the website. A Day at Coldharbour. Dawn to dusk. Very moving, very aspirational, roof appeal, string quartet over the top, the lot.” He tapped the camera. “So I’ve got this one on an interval timer. Shoots a frame every two minutes, all day, wide, from right here. The whole valley. West Wood to Coldharbour Wood, the park, the lawn, the lot. You run it back at twenty-five frames a second and the shadows go round like a clock. Clouds whizz about. Very artistic.” He looked smug. “And I’m doing the close stuff with the other body. The dogs. The people. The tombola.”
“Is she paying you?”
“She’s paying me a bit.” Dennis ate a custard cream. “And lunch. And she’s going to put Photographs by Donahue Ringside on the back of the brochure. In a box. That goes to every big house in the county.”
“That’s very enterprising of you, Dennis.”
“I know,” said Dennis. “I’m surprised myself.”
So was I. In twenty-two years of marriage the most enterprising thing I ever saw Dennis do was sell a print of a Bulldog to the Bulldog’s owner’s ex-wife, and he only did that because she asked.
He looked at me sideways from under the straw hat. “Saw you with Bryony and the old boy. On the lawn.”
“Yes.”
“You all right?”
“Everybody keeps asking me that today,” I said. “Yes. I’m all right. He’s very old.”
“He is.” Dennis was quiet a moment. “I photographed him, you know. That day. Coming in to the big ring. In the rain.” He didn't look at me. “It’s somewhere. On one of the drives.”
I said nothing. Down in the valley, below the terrace, the Novice test was finishing, and the dogs were going back to the cars, and the Open dogs were gathering at the top of Pond Field by the white peg and the holding rope. A long way off, to the west, the pigeon gun cracked again.
“I’ve got to go,” I said.
“Course you have.” Dennis turned back to his lens. “Go and scribe, Flo. I’ll be up here all day. Anything happens, I’ll have it.”
“Nothing’s going to happen, Dennis. It’s a working test.”
“Famous last words,” said Dennis, through a custard cream, and bent to his laptop.
I have thought about that custard cream a great deal since. I have never forgiven it.

Lady Ashcombe opened the Open test herself, at ten o’clock, from the steps of the terrace, through the public-address system, which had now mostly stopped howling and had settled into a low, resentful hum, like a dog that has been told off and is not going to let you forget it.
She was sixty-four, tall and thin and stooping, with a beautiful bony face and white hair coiled at the back of her head, and she was wearing a tweed skirt that had been good in about 1975 and a cardigan with a darn at the elbow and a string of very large pearls. She spoke, in a high, clear, slightly quavering voice, about the roof, and about how grateful she was, and about how her late husband had always said that Coldharbour was not a house but a responsibility, and how she hoped very much that everybody would have a lovely day. Then she said, “And now I shall stop talking, because the dogs are much more interesting than I am,” and there was laughter and applause, and she came down the steps and stood at the edge of the lawn in her cardigan, smiling, a little lost, with nobody quite sure whether they were supposed to talk to her.
Passing on my way down to Pond Field, I thought that she looked like a woman standing on the deck of a ship she knew was sinking, being very gracious about the band.
I liked her. I couldn't have said why. Perhaps it was the darn in the cardigan. I have a weakness for women who darn things they could afford to replace. It suggests a person who would rather mend a thing than pretend it was never torn.
“Mrs Donahue.”
Martin Ashby was at my elbow, with the bag of blanks over his shoulder and the launcher under his arm, a heavy-looking contraption of black steel and spring.
“All set? Mrs Gilchrist’s at the peg. She’s a stickler, Sandra, I warn you. Wants everything written down to the second.” He smiled. “I’ll be out on the stubble with this thing. If you need me, wave. I’m never far away.”
“Thank you, Mr Ashby.”
“Martin. Please.” He looked out across Pond Field, down towards the pond and the reed beds, and the hedge along the eastern side, and the dark gold beech wood climbing the valley beyond, with the black gap of Hangman’s Ride cutting up into it. “Lovely day for it. Just look at those trees.”
He went off down the field towards his position out on the stubble, whistling.
I took a breath of the cool air, and settled the clipboard against my chest, and checked my three pencils and my stopwatch and my twelve blank scorecards; and then I walked down the last of the slope to the white peg at the top of Pond Field, where a small, wiry, weatherbeaten woman of about sixty in a deerstalker and a waxed coat was standing with her hands behind her back and her eyes narrowed against the light, looking at the stubble as if it had personally offended her.
If I were judging her: a hardy, wiry type, built for weather; keen eye; no nonsense; would work all day on a crust and expect you to as well. I felt an immediate kinship. I suspected it would not be returned.
“You’re the scribe,” said Mrs Sandra Gilchrist, without turning round. “Good. Stand there. Write everything down. Times to the minute. I don’t like to be asked what happened afterwards and not know. Dog one, please!”
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