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Chapter 1

Not long after we had moved into our new house on the shores of 

Loch Long,  and after  we had excitedly explored inside and out, helped our 

parents  unpack -  well,  sort  of  helped -  my younger  sister  and I  decided to  

investigate  further  afield.  We still  had  several  weeks  before  we  needed  to 

return south to boarding school in Berkshire and we intended using our time to 

the  full.  Pippa  especially.  My  curly  red-haired  sister  is,  shall  we  say,  

'adventurous'. Myself, at fourteen,  I am more the reflective and studious type; 

at least that's what it says on my school reports. Huh!

We  walked a mile or so along the loch-shore road, admiring the 

views of the lovely hills and forests of Argyll across the water. We could just 

make out the town of Dunoon in the distance and before it, the entrance to the  

Holy Loch.  There  was a mild breeze blowing,  enough to blow my longish 

blonde hair across my eyes until I tied it hurriedly back, but to make up for that  

small nuisance it whipped up little wavelets which glinted with the reflection of 

the  late  afternoon  sunlight.  Even  the  glimpses  of  Greenock  and  Gourock 

looked attractive from this distance, and I could just about make out  the Isle of 

Arran  far off  out  in the Firth of Clyde. It was really pretty. 

At least, I thought so. My energetic sister probably did not notice as 

she hurtled back and forth like a demented tennis ball, scrambling over the 

rocks at the water's edge, skimming stones and exploring driftwood. It was she 

who brought my attention to a  fleeting glimpse through the vegetation on the 

right of the loch-shore road of what looked like a big old house. We could just 

make out its tower,  just like the one on our own new house, peeking above the 

trees.
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“Hey, that looks interesting,” said Pippa.

“It does doesn’t it,” I replied, wondering what type of people lived 

there.

We carried on along the rocky shore, stopping here and there to turn 

over a stone in search of a crab, or just rummaging among the flotsam, but all  

the while half of my interest was on the house opposite. Just after picking our 

way across  a  small  stream which ran under the road and into the loch,  we 

climbed back onto the road to find ourselves by  the house's entrance. It  was 

obvious straight away that something was not  right, for one of the tall gates 

hung crazily askew. 

As we came closer  we could see  that  its  partner,  its  once finely 

wrought iron now badly rusting, lay in the overgrown grass at the side of a 

weed-choked  drive half covered in rotting leaves. Flanking the drive beyond 

the gateway  were jungles of tangled rhododendrons, laurel and other shrubs, 

all  overgrown  and  obviously  untended.  Some   twenty  yards   ahead  the 

driveway seemed  to  disappear  completely  into  a  tunnel  of  these  dark,  and 

somehow sinister shrubs.

“Whew!” cried Pippa excitedly,  “It  looks really spooky.  Shall we 

explore?”

“Better not. Its private property,” I instinctively replied, conscious of 

my father's earlier warning to keep my sister out of trouble.

“Oh yeah, right! It  was you mean. It's obvious nobody's lived there 

for ages. Oh come on, Sal, we can always run for it if Frankenstein's at home.”
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“All right, but for pity's sake do try to be quiet ,  just in case. Your 

normal chattering and clattering would wake the dead, and if there are any 

corpses in there I don't want them chasing after me.”

“Clattering indeed!” retorted Pippa indignantly,  “And who, may I 

ask, is the one that Dad always says has got two left feet?”

“Shush!” I hissed.

We crept  up the drive trying desperately to suppress  our nervous 

giggles and each attempting to push the other ahead. Suddenly the dark and 

overgrown shrubbery ended and we stopped in our tracks, spellbound at the 

sight  before  us.  The  house  which  was  now  revealed  was  like  a  castle  in 

miniature.  Its  lovely  old  granite  walls  were  bathed  in  the  late  afternoon 

sunlight, which gave them a soft glow  which was also reflected off the blue-

slated roof and tower.

“Wow!” we both exclaimed together, “What a super place.”

“We must bring Mum and Dad here; they'd love to see this. Come 

on, let's explore,” said a thoroughly excited Pippa.

“Yes,”  I  answered  enthusiastically,  but  then  my  more  cautious 

nature made me add, “let's bring them tomorrow morning. It's getting a bit late 

now and we'd better be going home.”

“Oh, come on!” my sister cried crossly, arms akimbo, and her face 

wearing a stubborn scowl, “Let's at least go up to the house having come this 

far.”
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As it seemed obvious that nobody but ourselves was about, I agreed, 

and we now more boldly approached the lovely old building. Drawing closer 

we were dismayed to see several broken window panes and even a few slates 

missing from the roof. We could also see  the ravages of time and neglect on 

what  had  once  been  formal  gardens.  The closer  we got,  the  more  sad  and 

mysterious was the spectacle of decay. 

On the ground beneath the dirt-streaked windows and on their sills 

were deep layers of bird droppings, and even as we watched, a pair of swifts 

flew  into  the  house  through  a  broken  pane.  Deep  carpets  of  dead  leaves 

covered the flagged path next to the house, whilst large patches of moss coated 

the walls.  Tangles  of  withered  flowers  and vegetation  all  but  hid the  front 

entrance porch  so that at first we did not see that the big old oak door was half  

open. Somehow that fact caused a frisson of fear to run down my spine, but I  

rationalised that nobody could possibly be still living in the conditions we had 

seen. Surprised at my own braveness I suggested, “Let's go in.”

“Um .... It  is  pretty spooky after all,” Pippa said nervously,  “don't 

you think that we  had better wait until Mum and Dad are with us?” 

“Oh yes! What happened to the bold explorer of a few minutes ago 

then?”

Gripping hands,  we cautiously pushed our way through  the half-

strangled doorway and found ourselves in a spacious hall. My eyes widened at 

the scale of it, and at the number of solid oak doors leading off. There was a 

strong musty smell, not really unpleasant, but quite noticeable. Patches of the 

black and white tiled hallway floor still carried the tattered remains of some 

sort of faded carpeting, and in a corner just inside the main door  stood a 
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scratched  and  stained  umbrella  stand  which  held  the  remnant  wires  and 

material scraps of two umbrellas and several walking sticks. Dead leaves had 

blown in and lay in drifts against the walls and at the foot of a large stairway 

leading upwards.

My usually rush-ahead sister was still slowly taking this all in, and 

so I was  the first to enter one of the rooms leading off the hall, “Pippa!” I  

gasped in astonishment. “Look!”

“Oh my God! What?” she squealed.

“Just  look,”  I  said  in  a  quieter,  more  subdued  tone,  as  the 

implications of what I was seeing began to register.

Pippa  joined me and the two of us stared in silent amazement at a 

sitting room with its full complement of furniture.  Although very much the 

worse for the attention of birds and who knows what rodents, the room was 

completely,  and  once  comfortably,  furnished.  There  was  even  an  upright 

piano, still with the remnants of sheet music scattered beneath its stand. The 

fabric of the settee and armchairs was in places torn and stained, and from the 

rustlings  we  could  plainly  hear,  this  furniture  was  obviously  inhabited  by 

colonies of mice.  That odd smell, particular to rodents,  was quite strong. A 

window-seat, framed by a pair of decaying velour curtains, carried a collection 

of faded and torn cushions, whilst two matching vases of dried flowers still 

stood upright on the mantelshelf above a long-dead fire. What remained of a 

pair of lady's slippers stood in the hearth.

We looked at each other in amazement, and then rushed out to check 

the other rooms. Here was a dining room, again completely furnished and with 
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place settings for four upon the table. The china ware had been disturbed but 

was still present, with  more stacked in readiness on a tall dresser.

Next we found a study, dank from the decay of scores of books and 

papers, many of which had been shredded by the attentions of rodents and birds 

gathering nesting material. In one corner stood a fine roll-top desk, open, and 

with papers and letters strewn inside. The brown leather bureau chair before it  

was white-stained with bird droppings. In fact as we tentatively entered this 

room a pair of large, blackish birds had flown out through a broken window, 

making Pippa and myself shriek and cling together. “Don't worry, Pip. It's just 

birds,” I reassured her. But was it? 

Having left the study in haste we cautiously opened another door 

from the hallway. This led us into a  kitchen whose main features were a long-

since cold AGA range whose top still held an assortment of pans and dishes. A 

white pine table with chairs tucked beneath it was roughly

centred in the room, although one chair lay on its side, three of its legs nibbled 

and gnawed. 

Leading off  from the kitchen was  a  walk-in larder. This was full of 

dusty utensils and equipment on shelves, while vegetable racks and some open 

cupboard doors revealed the dried-out husks of whatever birds and animals had 

not  eaten.  Hanging  and  swaying  gently  in  the  draft  from  a  small  broken 

window pane was what had once been a string of onions.

Our puzzlement, and  yes,  unease, was increasing,  especially as we 

became aware of the odd scratching noises – and even bumps – from upstairs. 

By common if unspoken consent we decided to leave any further exploration 

until our parents were with us. It was in any case now twilight, and the
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increasing activities of the wild creatures who had taken over the house was 

signal enough for us to leave.

My brat  of  a  sister  waited  until  we were  in  the  deepest,  darkest  

gloom of the drive-side shrubbery before she loudly clapped her hands behind 

me and yelled, “Boo!” It worked, and she had a huge fit of the giggles at the 

sight of me running like a startled deer for the gates.

My excitement was so high that I could only mildly remonstrate as 

the pair of us  raced home along the road. Luckily, at this time of the day there  

was  no  traffic  about,  and  we reached   the   entrance  to  our  home without 

incident. The run up our steep, twisting drive became a pushing, shoving, and 

completely  undignified race, each of us determined to break the news of our 

discovery. Bursting into our sitting room with the outer door slamming behind 

us, we jabbered excitedly, stammering as we each tried to get our story out.
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Chapter 2

“Whoa there!” cried my father with a laugh, “Quieten down please. 

Can't you see that we have company?” Turning to the strangers we now noticed 

talking to Mummy, he introduced us.”Bill, Susie -- our daughters, Sally and 

Pippa.”

“Hi. How nice to meet you,” the man said in what sounded like an 

American accent. The woman just smiled but remained silent.

Pippa and I took and shook the hands that were offered to us and 

somewhat shyly made the appropriate small talk in response. Sneaking a look 

at my sister I could see that she was having great difficulty in bottling up the  

news that we were so eager to share with our parents. However, now, in front 

of guests, was perhaps not the time.

Looking more closely at the strangers I wondered how they came to 

be here in our home. Neither of them seemed  quite the sort that  my parents  

would normally entertain. The man appeared pleasant enough. He was fairly 

tall and sturdy, cleanly and  smartly dressed, even to wearing a tie with his 

short-sleeved white shirt,  and was probably about my father's age although his 

receding fair hair made him look older. 

She, Susie, however seemed rather plain. Her hair and clothes were 

tidy, but somehow - ordinary. This was not a woman to stand out in a crowd.  

When she had smiled earlier I could see from her teeth that she was almost  

certainly  not  from  across  the  Atlantic.  Although  clean,  they  were  not  the 

perfectly  even,   dazzlingly  white  teeth  which  American  women  seem  to 

possess.
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My opinion was confirmed when she  picked up her conversation 

with Mummy.  She spoke in  a completely neutral  British accent.  For some 

reason I had begun to think that the pair were Mormons or from another of the 

evangelical sects who sometimes call to spread their message. It  soon became 

evident that  this was correct  in essence,  although their message was not so 

much religious as  anti-nuclear. They had called upon my parents to ask them 

to support,  or even to join, one of the Peace Protest campaigns.  Oh dear,  I 

thought.

My father shot a  look at Pippa and I, clearly asking for our patience, 

and  then  was  drawn back  into  their  discussion.  My sister  and  I  had  heard  

similar talk over recent years, not just at home but at school too. 

It is probably true that our views, like my mother's, were influenced 

by my dad's pro-deterrence attitudes and those of his friends, most of whom 

were or had been serving naval officers. Even so, my own thoughts on the need 

for  the nuclear  deterrent  were  sometimes confused,  and so,  although Pippa 

soon wandered off in boredom, I stayed to listen.

The  woman,  Susie,  seemed  to  be  carrying  their  side  of  the 

discussion. Although for some reason I could not warm to her, her arguments  

were put in a pleasant enough,  but insistent manner.  She was, however,  up 

against  equally stubborn opposition.  She  used  all  of  the current  arguments, 

including of course the basic obscenity of us having weapons of such huge 

destructive potential in the first place. To which Daddy countered that, sadly, 

such weapons had been invented, and so, if we wanted to stay safe, we, and our 

NATO allies, needed to have the muscle to be able to counter any threat from a 

nuclear-armed enemy. 
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Susie, with Bill nodding silently in her support, pointed out that  not 

every one of  our NATO allies  had jumped aboard  the  nuclear  bandwagon. 

Canada for example had firmly rejected having nuclear arms. Both she and Bill 

seemed to struggle  to  maintain their  smiles  when my father  suggested  that 

Canada's choice might be influenced by having America's massive arsenal right 

there on the doorstep.

Another argument was tried, that of  the incredible and alarming cost 

of maintaining, much less upgrading the Trident submarine fleet, which Susie 

said was inexcusable when the billions of  pounds involved could be put to 

better  use   upgrading  medical  care,  schooling  and  even,  if  necessary,  

conventional arms. Besides, she went on, Britain didn't need its own nuclear 

deterrent now that the Cold War with Russia was over. And, she added, to use 

my father's own words, there was America's massive arsenal.

To that last point my father said, “Ah, so you don't so much object to 

the weapons, as to Britain having and paying for its share of 'em?” 

To my surprise, my normally placid mother placed her arm around 

daddy's waist and said, firmly, that it was the collapse of communist Russia  

and  its  empire  that  worried  her  most.  Anyone  who  read  a  newspaper  or 

watched the television news had to be aware that huge numbers of  former 

Russian weapons were now in the hands of some very unstable governments, 

religious fanatics or  criminals. 

While these arguments were going on I could not help noticing that 

Bill  contributed very little himself but stood passively by. Yet his eyes were 

not  passive; they seemed to take everything in, as if for filing. It did not seem 

in any way sinister, yet there was something about this man that was unsettling. 
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For  some  inexplicable  reason  I  shuddered.  My  father  must  have 

noticed, because he drew me to him  and quietly, still with a smile on his face,  

told  the  strange  couple  that  they  appeared  to  have  no  common  ground. 

Although he had enjoyed talking with them, perhaps now that his daughters 

were home they should leave. 

Bill  immediately  threw a  controlling  look at  Susie,  and   began  to 

apologise  to  my parents.  “Believe  me,” he said “we had no wish to  cause 

offence,  especially with  tender young ears  present.”  This last  was directed 

straight at me, and though delivered with an accompanying smile I could feel 

the  blood rising  to  my cheeks  at  his  condescension.  My mother  obviously 

noticed because she said, sharply for her, that she too would like them to leave.

When they did,  with my parents  and I  standing at  the front door 

watching then walk away down the drive, a voice from behind us said, “What a 

funny  pair.”  Pippa  had  joined  us,  and  it  was  plain  that  she  had  been 

'earwigging' at least part of the adults conversation.

As we moved back into the sitting room my mother said, “Ah  well,  

darlings. It takes all sorts. Although I must say that, even with a disagreement 

in opinions, I just could not really dislike either of them., until that silly man 

overstepped the mark and upset Sally at the end. Then I was cross with him. 

Still, I thought that Daddy argued his case very well and  he didn't lose his  

temper once.” As she said this she gave him a big hug and a cheeky smile.

“I never lose my temper,” he said with a bearlike growl. “Well, only 

sometimes with the  'pc' brigade or any else who insists on ramming  fanatic 

opinions  down my throat.  I'm  really  a  very  reasonably  chap,  aren't  I?”  he 

appealed to my sister and me, but we just laughed and Mummy called him a 
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monstrous reactionary. This led to a gentle scuffle as he did his 'Ogre' thing and 

eventually collapsed helpless onto the sofa as we  took turns in tickling his ribs.

 

“Right then,” my father  said eventually as we fought  to get   our 

breaths back, “now that we have seen off  our visitors, what was it you girls 

were so eager to tell us?”

With  renewed  excitement  my  sister  and  I  recalled  our  earlier 

adventure. The usual spirit of competition between us took over and we vied 

with each other to tell the story.

“Oh Dad .... We  found the most ....”

“ ..... Fantastic mystery ....”

“.... A marvellous old ruin .... Well, it's not a ruin, but ....”

“..... An old house, abandoned, but full of furniture an' everything.”

Gradually we gained control of our excitement and,  piece by piece, 

still competing, we got our story out in a fairly comprehensible manner.

“So you've discovered the old McBride place have you?” said my 

father, “Well now, that really is a mystery house.”

“Oh dear, Charles,” murmured my mother with a sigh, “not a real-

life mystery. Surely you have enough of those with your writing?” My father, 

Pippa and I exchanged conspiratorial grins. My poor mother could never quite 

adjust to the fact that my father, once a practical engineer, had given up his job 
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a  few  years  ago  and  turned  his  hand  to  writing  mystery  novels.  She  still  

professed to be faintly surprised by it all, even though we now sat in comfort in 

one of the more tangible results of his success.

“Well,  my  love,”  my  father  chuckled,  “  I'm  afraid  that  with  no 

intention at  all  on my part   we've settled into a  house that  has  a  very odd 

neighbour just along the road. A very odd neighbour   indeed, and  one which 

has  baffled  everybody  around  for  a   few  years  now.  Yes,  the  abandoned 

McBride house as it's now called, is – or at least was – the biggest mystery  

around.”

“Gosh, Dad. What is it?” asked Pippa.

“First things first, young ladies,” said my father.”Off you  trot for  a 

quick scrub and a smarten up. You both look like you've run through a hedge 

backwards. Then one of you nip across  to my old chap and ask him to join us.  

After that we'll all give your mother a hand to serve dinner. When we've eaten, 

we'll settle down, and I'll tell you what I know and you can tell us more about  

your afternoon's adventures.

After  only mild protests we complied,  eagerly anticipating telling 

our own story and wondering what daddy had already discovered  about the 

mysteriously  empty  house  along  the  loch-shore.  We  both  went  to  fetch 

grandfather from the little cottage he lives in next to the main house. 

He is very independent. Downright stubborn my father says. After a 

great deal of gentle pressure by both  his son and my mother, and by Pippa and  

myself who love him dearly, he allowed himself to be persuaded to move up to 

Scotland with us when Mummy and Daddy bought the house. Even so, it was 
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only the  fact  that  he could  have  his  own quarters,  separate  from the  main 

house, that sold the idea to him. He was adamant that he 'wouldn't be underfoot 

and a nuisance.' 

Sadly, he is now quite lame, but he still manages to potter around the 

gardens, offering his advice (required or not), and is quite content to enjoy our 

lovely loch-side views.  His  one great  frustration however,  is  his  increasing 

deafness. This he hates, although we sometimes have a suspicion that the old 

man hears more than he professes to. My father teases him by saying that there 

are none so deaf as those who want to be deaf.
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Chapter 3

With dinner  behind us and the dishes washed by Pippa, dried by me, 

and 'supervised'  by Dad,  we trooped back  into the sitting room. My father 

settled comfortably in his favourite leather armchair, and my mother in hers. 

Pippa  and  I  curled  upon  the  rugs  before  before  the  sofa  on  which  my 

grandfather sat,  with our two cats, Dhobi and Midnight, purring contentedly 

on our laps. 

At my father's prompting we rather more calmly repeated the story 

of our afternoon's excitement until Pippa trailed off with, “.... And so we raced  

home to tell you all about it.”

“But we absolutely must show you the house tomorrow morning,” I 

added quickly.

Granddad had tried his best to show an interest, and our tale had of 

course  to  be  repeated,  loudly,  but  soon  enough  he  nodded  off,  warm  and 

comfortable and with a satisfying meal inside him. His usual  routine,  bless 

him.

“Agreed,” said my father, “I've been waiting for an opportunity to 

see the place ever since Colquoun the lawyer told me about it when we signed  

up for this house. Even after all of the time it has been empty there might still  

be some interesting material for me, and  cuttings and things from the gardens 

for Mummy.” This last was said with a fond but teasing glance at my mother,  

who has gained a degree of notoriety among the wider family for her inability 

to pass a stranger's plant without 'pinching' a leaf cutting to grown on.
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“Cuttings  yes,  Charles,'  she  interjected,  looking  up  from  the 

magazine she had been pretending to read, “but material .... Well, would that 

be proper even if the house is apparently deserted? You  cannot just wander in 

and remove other people's property”

“I   meant  material  for  a  book,  Beth,”  he  replied  with  a  grin, 

“although  there  seems  to  be  no  question  that  the  property  is genuinely 

abandoned – and I bet that you will not be able to resist pinching something 

from the gardens. ”

“Oh no, Mum,” said Pippa, “it's one trillion percent abandoned.”

“What did Mr. Colquoun tell you Daddy?” I asked.

“Well  now,  as  far  as  anyone  can  tell,  a  couple  named  McBride 

purchased  the  house  a  few  years  back,  having  apparently   returned  from 

working  somewhere  overseas.  It's  thought  that  McBride  was  some  sort  of 

geologist,   but  old Colquoun wasn't  sure because the house transaction was 

handled by a lawyer in Glasgow, not locally. Anyway, they apparently had no 

children, plenty of money, and a desire for a peaceful retirement in this lovely 

part of the country..... even though he was only in his  fifties”

“Hey! That sounds just like you,  apart from the children bit.”

“Get off you saucy devil”, he laughingly told me, “I've still got a 

few years  before  I  reach  my fifties,  and I  can assure you  that  writing's  no 

retirement. However, I do agree that there are some similarities. We spent quite 

a few years overseas, and good ones too, after I  left the service.”
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“Yes,” said Pippa, “Kuwait was fun. The Beach Club, and all of the 

parties. I even half-liked school there ..... and Indonesia was great!”

“Darling, you may have had fun in Kuwait but it was  a frightening 

time  with the constant worry about what that terrible Saddam Hussein would 

do,” my mother told her, “ thank goodness that Daddy was posted away from 

the area before the second war. And,” she continued, “you girls may have a had 

a fun time in Indonesia .....”

“Oh yes, Bali. Heavenly Bali. My dream island,” I interrupted.

“Until the terrorist bombings,” said both my parents together.

“Oh, it's awful,” I cried, “everywhere is so horrid now.”

“Except right here, darling,” my mother reassured me, “we're safe in 

this lovely, lovely house and we have gorgeous views across the loch, and trees 

and hills all around us. I adore the peacefulness of life here.”

“Oh yeah,” I heard Pippa mutter, “with the Trident base at Faslane 

just around the corner, nuclear weapons over the hill at Coulport, and the Peace 

Protesters”

My father  heard  her  too  and  said,  rather  crossly,  “Avoiding  the 

standard lecture, young lady, I would remind you that it is largely due to those 

submarines and weapons that we all survived the Cold War and have enjoyed 

relative peace for so many years. Anyway, enough said.”
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Just then grandfather snorted and woke up from his snooze, and my 

mother made us all cups of cocoa before seeing him safely to his annexe for the 

night.

When she returned and settled back in her chair my father took up 

his story again. “Now where was I?  Ah, yes. The McBrides. Well now, having 

bought  the house they moved in and apparently led a very quiet  life  there,  

practically  hermetic..  When  they  disappeared,  which  seems  to  have  been 

around three years ago, nobody realised it for quite a while. They didn't shop 

locally,  not  even in Helensburgh,  neither did they have things delivered by 

local companies. What visitors or deliveries they did have seem to have all 

been from strangers. Colquoun said that even Old Wullie from the bothy up the 

road here could never find out anything about them, and he's  notorious for 

knowing everything about anything that moves around here.”

“He's  a sweet  little old man,” my mother said in our neighbour's 

defence.

“Sweet!?” my father said, raising his eyebrows, “He's a ruddy old 

villain. Anyway, he smells like a rancid polecat so how would you get close 

enough to know about sweet?”

We all knew that he was only teasing her and after threatening to 

throw a cushion at him she allowed him to continue his story.

“It seems that the first time anybody became concerned was when 

the utilities bills went unpaid and reminder after reminder was ignored. The 

electricity company eventually sent a bailiff type  along to the house and when 

he failed to get a reply on his third visit he called in the local bobbies.”
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Surely the postman would have  noticed  their  absence  dear,”  said 

Mummy.

“Apparently  not.  He  was  an  oldish  chap,  since  retired.  Not  the 

brightest star in the firmament. He just brought along what little mail that there 

was and popped it through the letter-box. There was never any registered mail  

or anything else  to be signed for.”

“But Dad, the front door was open so he must have realised that 

something was wrong,” cried Pippa.

“Not three years ago it wasn't, Poppet,” my father replied, “it must 

have been left open at some later time by youngsters playing around there.”

“It didn't look as though anybody had been playing around in there,“ 

I said thoughtfully, “there was no sign of that.”

“There were quite a few windows broken,” pointed out Pippa.

“Um,  yes  there  were.  Still,  things  weren't  all  thrown  about  and 

messed up inside as if it had been vandalised by gangs of kids.”

“It's sad isn't it, that even at your age you automatically equate youth 

with  vandalism,”  said  my  father  reflectively.  ”Perhaps  that's  a  reasonable 

assumption in some of the big cities, but in a quiet country area like this the 

youngsters  are generally a pretty decent bunch. From what I've seen of the 

local  lads  they're  more  into  footie,  fishing  and  fooling  about  in  boats  than 

causing trouble.”
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“Mmm. Sally seemed to think that at least one of the local boys was 

nice enough  from the amount of time she spent talking to him outside the 

village shop the other day,” murmured Mummy with a smile.

“Oh,” I said, only slightly embarrassed, “that was Iain Fergusson. 

His father is  based at Faslane, Daddy. He was asking how we were all settling 

in,  and  where  we  had  come from.  He  invited  me and Pippa  to  go  sailing 

sometime next week.”

“You  sound  smitten,  sweetheart,”  my  father  chuckled,  “it's  okay 

with me as long as the lad knows his way around a boat, and that you girls  

wear sensible clothing. Even with the sun shining it can get very cool out there 

in the Loch and the Clyde estuary. Oh, and life-jackets too.

I  thanked  him  and  hurried  to  change  the  subject  back  to  less 

embarrassing things than my interest in Iain Fergusson.

“Anyway,” my father resumed, “back to your mystery house. When 

the police were notified all that they could do at first was to confirm that the 

house  was  empty.  Colquoun  hinted  that  the  young  bobby  who  went  out 

'conveniently' found a rear window open, and actually entered the house while 

his sergeant attended a call of nature.  That rather irregular look around showed 

them that they had no call to think that there was anything sinister  involved. 

They assumed that the owners were away on some kind of an extended break. 

All that they could do in the circumstances was keep a weather eye on the 

place. 

It  was only after several more weeks had passed that they became 

concerned enough to apply for a warrant to enter and conduct a more detailed 
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search of the house. Having failed to turn up anything sinister, no bodies or any 

sign of violence whatever, and with everything in the same kind of generally 

good order which you describe all these years later, their hands were tied. What 

could  they  do?  That's  not  to  say  that  they  didn't   search  both  house  and 

grounds.  They went through the whole property.  Even a check  through the 

paperwork left behind, personal and business papers failed to suggest anything 

other than that a perfectly ordinary, unassuming couple had quietly lived there 

for a while, and then just walked away .... or rather, driven away, since their car 

was not in the garage.”

“Weird,” said Pippa.

“From the papers in the desk the police got  McBride's  solicitor's 

address in Glasgow and contacted him, but again drew a blank other than bare-

bones details about the purchase of the house. A further puzzle was that the 

police found that the McBrides had withdrawn every single penny from their 

bank  accounts,  but  this  again  only  suggested  that  the  McBrides  had  left  

voluntarily .... not that they had been knocked on the head or drowned in the 

loch. The big question however, remained: why would they leave everything 

else behind?”

“Did the police check .... you know, darling?” said Mummy, with a 

worried look towards Pippa and me.

“Um. I do, dear. Yes, they checked with all of the hospitals in the 

general area, and with their colleagues in other force headquarters to make sure 

that the McBrides hadn't been involved in any kind of accident. There was no 

record of anyone matching their descriptions in any file. 
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Then,  in the January I  think it  was,  the puzzle was compounded 

because the McBride's car turned up, just 16 miles away in a lock-up garage in  

Helensburgh. The owner of the garage was due another rental instalment, and 

when he couldn't contact the car's owners he informed the police. They weren't  

very happy with the fellow for failing to respond earlier to notices which they'd 

placed in the newspapers, but he just said that he didn't read the papers and so 

that was that. All he knew was that a man answering McBride's description had 

taken a lease on his lock-up back in October..

The police forensic team pretty well stripped the car down to its nuts 

and bolts, but it yielded nothing in the way of clues. There was a brief flurry of 

activity when they repeated appeals for information in the local press and on 

TV, but all of the responses turned out to be from cranks looking for their five 

minutes of fame. With the Trident base on the doorstep you can bet that the 

bobbies contacted their MOD Police colleagues there, but that too drew blanks. 

The McBees were not on any computer database,  had never been logged as 

being close to the base, had had no known contact with any of the servicemen, 

nor the squatter-protesters who've parked themselves outside the base for years 

and years. Nothing. At the end of the day all that the police could do was stick 

an “Open” label on the file.”

“Were there no next-of-kin,  relatives or beneficiaries  of a will  or 

anything?” asked Mummy who had been closely following his account.

“Nobody.  Or  at  least,  nobody who could be traced  or who came 

forward”

“Yeah,” breathed Pippa, “clever spies wouldn't let themselves be in 

records would they, otherwise they wouldn't be much use.”
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“Spies! Mysteries!” exclaimed Mummy, “Oh wouldn't it be nice to 

live with a normal family.”

However,  she was as intrigued as the rest of us, which was proved 

by her next question. “What happens about the house and things, Charles?”

“I'm not really sure, my love. Scottish law on property is different 

from that of England. From what I can gather, however,  if the local authority 

wanted  to  take  possession  of  the  place  it  would  be  very  tricky  and  time 

consuming since it is privately owned.  There's been a lot of muttering about 

reforming the  existing laws  so that  empty properties  can  be  bought  by the 

government and then used for social housing, but it's a thorny issue.”

“But Dad ....,” began Pippa.

“No more 'Buts' tonight, my girl,” my father cut her off, “even if you 

don't need your beauty sleep I do”.

“Oh Dad!” I protested, trying to prolong the discussion.

“No way,” he laughingly replied, “you'd keep us up all night  if you 

could.”

“I agree with Daddy, girls,” Mummy added, “you really should get a 

good night's sleep.”

“But it's so early,” both Pippa and I moaned.

“Uh huh,” said my father wagging his finger at us, “we'll all visit the 
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McBride place in the morning after a decent night's rest. So, up you go girls,  

and don't stay awake for hours on end nattering about 'mysteries'.”

We kissed them  goodnight and reluctantly made our way up to our 

bedrooms. Needless to say Pippa soon crept into my room and we talked  and 

talked about the weird puzzle of people disappearing and leaving their lovely 

house abandoned.
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Chapter 4

To my disgust my sister burst into my bedroom at seven-thirty the 

following morning and threw herself onto my bed. Regardless of my entreaties 

or threats she would not be quietened, such was her enthusiasm to return to the 

mystery house. I  have to confess that I am a bit of a night-owl, and, while  

perfectly happy to stay up late into the night,  the chance  of a lie-in in the 

morning is my idea of heaven. However, Pippa was insistent and forced me to 

crawl out of my lovely warm bed.

Having showered and dressed I made my way down to the kitchen 

where the delicious aroma of coffee and fresh brown rolls immediately perked 

me up.

“Morning,  Mummy,”  kissing her  and stooping to fuss Dhobi and 

Midnight  who  were  entwining  themselves  around  my  legs,  purring  their 

greetings. I bent to pick up Dhobi and nestled him in my arms. “Good morning, 

sleepy-head,” Mummy replied with a smile.”Your sister's already eaten and is 

out in the gardens. Sit yourself down and have a good breakfast; it's quite chilly 

outside so you need something warming inside you. He,” she added, pointing 

to Dhobi who was by now drooling all over my jumper, “is in deep disgrace.”

“Oh? What have you been up to, you rascal?”

”He's  been  after  Jemima  again,  but  Percy  gave  him  what  for,” 

laughed Pippa as she burst into the kitchen from outside.

Our little menagerie had swollen since we came to live here. Percy 

and Jemima are respectively a Chinese gander and his mate who somehow 
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came with the house when we bought it.  The cats have been with us for years.  

Dhobi  got  his  name  because  his  constant  grooming  reminded  Daddy  of  a 

'Dhobi-wallah' which is apparently the Indian name for the man who does the 

washing.  Midnight gets  his name from his intense black all-over colouring.  

Well, apart from his beautiful blue eyes.

We worried at first about how the cats and the geese would get on, 

but between the birds sizes and the cats'  inherent common-sense there have 

rarely been any problems. Dhobi does occasionally creep up on Jemima, I'm 

sure  in  play,  and  this  results  in  a  panicked  honking  from  her  and  a  very 

dramatic threat display from Percy. When that happens both cats wisely run for 

cover. Percy is a very large bird and often scares us too. 

When we first moved in he cornered Mummy in the barn as she was 

putting something in the deep-freeze. He didn't exactly attack her, but neither 

would he let her out. Eventually her cries for help brought my father to the 

rescue. He simply grabbed Percy, put him under his arm, took him up to the top 

lawns and released him with a ticking off. 

My mother was amazed, but Daddy swears that Percy is all bluff and 

nonsense and is as soft as a kitten really. He certainly seems to be where my 

father is concerned. Twice now I have seen Percy waddle up to him as he lay 

on the grass writing (or as Daddy says, “Awaiting the muse.”) and then reach 

down to ever so gently nibble at his ear. The murmuring sounds the funny bird 

makes as he does this are so obviously affectionate. My father says that the 

secret   is  show no fear  and to avoid sudden movements which could scare 

Percy into reacting against them. I'd  love to pick him up myself, but he really 

is too big and scary.
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When I had eaten (last  at the breakfast  table as usual) we routed 

Daddy out from his study and all set off to walk to the McBride House, as we  

now thought of it. I was glad that my mother had insisted that we wear warm  

jumpers or coats because the morning air was quite cool and a sharp breeze 

was blowing off the loch.

“Look everyone.  There's  a submarine,” cried Pippa as we walked 

along.

“Oh yes. I think it's one of the Vanguard boats,” I said, airing my 

(limited) knowledge.

“Almost right,”  my father  said with a smile,”it's  one of the older 

Swiftsure  types, although from this distance I can't see its pennant number.”

My father had spent his early career in the Royal Navy, his last three 

years serving with the submarine squadron at Faslane. In fact I had been born 

at the cottage hospital in nearby Helensburgh just before he left the service and 

we  moved  south  to  England,  and  then  soon  afterwards  to  his  new  work 

overseas.

We stood for a while watching as the submarine turned for the open 

sea, still running on the surface. Eventually we lost sight of it against the loom 

of Arran.

“Ah well,  sooner them than me on a glorious day like this,”  my 

father said, linking his arm with Mummy's as Pippa and I raced ahead. A little 

while later we reached the boundaries of the McBride property and my mother 
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exclaimed, as we knew she would, at its wealth of trees and shrubbery, and at 

the lovely old stonework of its garden walls. She drew Daddy's attention to the  

tops of a couple of palm trees which could be seen above the other vegetation. 

When we had  negotiated  the driveway and she could see  more  clearly she 

again commented on the size and beauty of the palms.

“I  bet  you  didn't  think you'd  see those here in Scotland did you, 

girls; especially such lovely specimens as these.”

“It's the influence of The Gulf Stream,” said Pippa, “we learned that 

in Geography last term.”

“Well done, Skipper,” my father said fondly, putting his arm across 

her shoulders. “glad to see that fancy education's not being wasted.” Skipper is 

one of   his  pet  names for  her,  begun  when she  was  about  three  years  old 

because of her energetic hopping and skipping about all the time. For reasons 

nobody seems to know he sometimes calls me Duchess, or even Princess.

Having looked around the outside of the house, and to my mother's 

delight discovered a superb specimen of a Blue Cedar as well as lots more trees 

and shrubs whose names she knew perfectly, we entered the house by the front 

porch. Daddy held back the worst of the tangled growth  for us. “Ugh!” my 

mother shuddered as she brushed against a large spider's web while wrinkling 

her nose at the musty smell of the house.

We wandered from room to room on the ground floor, my parents 

engrossed in what they found while my sister and I tried to contain ourselves.  

My father was especially interested in the books and papers scattered around in 

the study desk and bookcases, and tutted in dismay at the mould on the ceiling. 
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My  mother,  I  could  tell,  was  upset  to  see  how  things  had 

deteriorated and been damaged by birds and rodents.

“Come on  Dad,”  I  requested  after  a  while,  walking  towards  the 

elegant, formal-looking staircase..”we haven't looked upstairs yet.” 

“Hold on.” he commanded quickly, “after the years that this place 

has been unattended Lord knows what condition the woodwork is in up there. 

Judging by some of the gaps in the roof slates I noticed from outside it might  

not be all that safe.”

Joining us at the foot of the stairs he insisted that we waited until  

he'd  tested  things  out  for  himself,  saying  that  if  the  stair  treads  and  upper 

flooring held his weight it would be safe for us. He made his way quickly to a 

point halfway up the stairs, and then, more cautiously, the rest. At the top he 

disappeared from view but we could hear him stamping on the floorboards in 

the hall above us to test their strength. Soon he called down that it seemed safe 

for us to join him.

We climbed up to find ourselves in a  hallway with six doors leading 

off. The first of these led into a  dark and stale-smelling room from whose 

solid-looking planked floor  an inner  staircase rose  to what I supposed was a  

pigeon loft or storage area. The was a trace of natural light from above which 

showed that this room's outer walls followed a curved shape. Obviously the 

tower.

Opening  the  next  two doors  we  saw  that  they  contained  just   a 

simple camp bed and scattered small furniture in each. There were wardrobes,  

but they were empty.
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Leaving one of these very basic bedrooms ahead of the others I  took 

a few steps inside the  fourth room and  my heart flew into my mouth as I heard 

a crack and a harsh groaning noise as the floor dipped beneath me. Flinging 

myself back to the doorway I collided with Pippa and we both fell in a jumble 

of arms and legs into the hall. My mother screamed but quickly pulled us to her 

while my father sprang to the door and looked in. He just as quickly stepped 

back, exclaiming, “By God you were lucky! This floor is just about ready to 

collapse. I can't think what stops that  monster from falling through to the room 

below. Be very careful here.”

Cautiously  looking  in  we  saw  what  he  meant.  It  was  bathroom 

whose window glass was almost entirely missing. The years of rain and snow 

blowing in had badly rotted the floorboards, and it really was a minor miracle 

that  the  monster  in  question,  a  massive  old  cast-iron bath,  had  not  broken 

through them. In fact  my added weight had almost been the last straw. The 

walls were black with mould and  patches of living fungus grew out of the 

floor boards and walls. The smell was sickly and we were all relieved when my 

father closed the door and we moved on down the passage to the last two doors 

at the front of the house. 

My parents entered one room, Pippa  following me into the other. 

Here again, was more evidence of the crazy puzzle the house presented 

In one of these front rooms there was a made-up bed with wardrobe 

and other furniture which clearly spoke of a man's occupation, his books, his 

toiletries and his clothing. The other room had just as clearly been a  lady's.  

Oh, both were now very shabby, with bird and mice droppings scattered here 

and there as well as creepy cobwebs festooning the corners, yet there seemed to 

have 
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been no attempts to remove these personal effects. The occupants had either 

left very suddenly or uncaringly – And oddly, nothing appeared to have been 

moved since their departure..

It appeared that everything in the house had simply been abandoned, 

along with the house itself. Why on earth would anybody do such a thing? 

Even if they had discovered an urgent need to leave one would think that they 

would eventually make arrangements for their things to be collected, and for 

solicitors or agents to sell the house for them. It was by now becoming a rather  

sinister puzzle, and from the looks on their faces it was clear that my parents 

were becoming more than ordinarily intrigued.

We all spent an hour or more wandering around, inside the house 

and in its wild grounds. My mother, as foreseen, could not resist thoroughly 

exploring the gardens and taking cuttings from various plants. Eventually, after 

being teased about this she retaliated by suggesting that my father  must be 

ready to go  home since  it  was  now the  lunch  hour.  Poor  Daddy.  He does 

deserve it  though, because he really loves his food and this is beginning to 

show around his  waistline,  which he laughs  off  as  the results  of  a  'slipped 

chest.'

But with a more serious expression on her face, my mother voiced 

the sense of unease which was affecting her, and to be honest, myself too, and 

urged us to leave. It was odd, but even though a part of me wanted to stay and 

explore further – a feeling I  knew was shared by Pippa – I  was quite happy to 

accept my mother's urgings. The atmosphere in the house and even out here in 

its grounds was somehow …. not exactly alarming, but definitely disturbing. 

Although my parents tried to assure us that there must be a perfectly reasonable 

explanation for all that we had just seen, I could tell that they were 
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downplaying  things  for  our  benefit,  and  were  themselves  intrigued  by  the 

mystery.  The  looks  which  Pippa  gave  me  plainly  said  that  she  was  not 

convinced, any more than I was, of anything 'reasonable' behind  it all.
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Chapter 5

That afternoon Pippa and I went in the car to the local village with 

our  mother.   Although   still  preoccupied  with  the  puzzling  house  we  had 

discovered, to my joy on the jetty opposite the little general store I  saw Iain 

Fergusson and two other boys we hadn't met before. As our car pulled up Iain 

crossed over and opened my mother's door for her. He was roughly my age, 

already quite tall and muscular. His pleasant, open face beneath long, wavy, 

almost blonde hair was very attractive. As for his blue eyes – My tummy gave 

a pleasant lurch.

“How gallant,” Mummy whispered to me, and I felt myself blushing 

in case he'd heard. Pippa giggled out loud.

“That was sweet of you, Iain,” my mother said aloud to him as she 

got out of the car. 

Iain stammered, “Oh, it's a pleasure, Mrs Weston.”  It was clear that  

he was embarrassed by his gesture,  and not sure whether he should repeat it  

for Pippa and me (secretly I was rather hoping that he would) but Pippa saved 

him by jumping out of her side and calling for me to hop out  too.

“Hi Sally,” he said shyly, “Hi Freckles,” to Pippa. Oops!  I'll have to 

warn him about calling her Freckles.  She hates it  and has reacted violently 

against me before for teasing her about her complexion.. Now, however, would 

you believe it, she almost simpered at him. You little horror I thought; I'll get 

you later.

“Hello Iain. What are you doing?”
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He explained that he and the other boys were setting up to fish off 

the jetty, and turning to my mother, he asked if it would be all right if we girls  

joined them.

“Well yes, Iain, of course she they can if they want to”, my mother 

replied with a quizzical look in our direction.

“What  Mummy  means,  Iain,  is  that  our   family  is  practically 

vegetarian and we don't really like the idea of killing fish. As for hunting, I 

hate it,” 

“Oh, I see,” he replied in some embarrassment, “but honestly,  for 

every fish we manage to catch there must be thousands --  millions, that we 

don't.” He scuffed his feet in the gravel of the roadside and looked appealingly 

at me and despite my distaste at the idea of fish being caught, I wanted to be in 

his company and to meet his friends. Who knows, he  might even be persuaded 

to my way of thinking?

Most people say that fish are cold-blooded and don't sense pain like 

mammals do, but that just has to be  rubbish. Why do they fight so hard to  

escape when they're hooked, or even chased by other fish if that argument is 

true? There are other aspects of fishing which appal me: the proven numbers of 

water-fowl that are killed by ingesting lead from the weights that fishermen use 

on their lines, and  the horrible injuries and deaths inflicted upon birds and 

small  mammals  by  lengths  of  the  fishing  lines  themselves,  broken  off  or 

discarded carelessly by fishermen. It's horrible.

“It's okay, Iain. We’d like to join you, but don't be surprised if you 

get a lecture..”
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“Great,” he replied with a grin, “ I'm used to lectures anyway. Are 

you coming too, Freckles?”

“Oct aye laddie,” she replied, clowning for attention, and I thought 

again that this is all going into my mental little black book. Grrr!

“Don't worry Mrs. Weston. I'll be sure to walk them back safely.”

“By five-thirty if you will, please, Iain. See you later darlings. Have 

fun,” she called to Pippa and me as she turned to enter the store.

“She's really nice,” said Iain of my mother as we crossed the road to 

the jetty,  and then to his friends, “hey, gang, meet the Weston girls. This is 

Sally,  and the  one  with the  red  hair  and  the  freckles  is  Pippa.  Girls,  meet  

Dougie Cameron and Doc MacFarlane.”

“Hello,” we said rather shyly.

“Hi, I'm Dougie”, from a smallish boy with hair even redder than my 

sister's, “pleased tae meetcha.” 

We  nodded  our  acknowledgement.  “So  you  must  be  Doc,”  said 

Pippa to the other boy who was busy doing something gross involving a tin of 

very large and ugly-looking worms,”why do they call you that?” He was about 

her age, twelve'ish, and had a shock of brown curls above a face that seemed 

dwarfed by a pair of enormous dark-rimmed spectacles.

“My dad's a Vet.,” he answered with a grin,  looking up from his 

worms, “and I often help him on his rounds when I'm home from school. Same 
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school,  in  Edinburgh,  as  Iain  here,  though his  dad's  at  the  Base,”  pointing 

vaguely in the direction of the submarine depot. “Dougie a local though, aren't 

you, Dougie?”

The  red-haired  boy  nodded.  It  seemed  that  he  wasn't  especially 

talkative, but he had a nice sheepish grin and was  friendly enough beneath his  

shyness. We all stood about not quite sure of each other at first until Pippa's  

infectious giggles broke the ice with, “We're all standing around like a bunch 

of lemons. Let's do something.”

“Well, okay, but what?”, replied Doc. “We heard what your sister 

was saying to Iain about you being 'Veggies' and not approving of fishing.” 

Iain and Dougie nodded, but then Dougie said, ”Aye, it's okay for 

outsiders tae  think that way,  but ye have tae understand that folk hereabouts  

have lived by fishin' just about forever. Forever. So it's only natural that we 

kids'll go fishing too.” 

He seemed amazed that he had spoken so many words at one time,  

and turned  his  head   away and fell  to  kicking  at  the planks of  the  jetty.  I 

immediately  felt  sorry  for  him and  I  did  understand  what  he  was  saying 

despite my own views on the subject. A painful silence descended upon the 

group, with me feeling terrible about us having broken up their plans and even 

my sister stuck for something to contribute. Iain was looking gloomy, and it 

seemed that he might be regretting his earlier gesture of asking us to join his 

friends. We after all were the intruders, and the boys obviously old friends.

Just as the silence was becoming unbearable, Pippa, bless her, again 

came to the rescue. At least that is how it seemed at first. “We found that 
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empty old house away down the road,” she said, “and our dad was telling us 

how the people just disappeared ....”

“Aye,”  Iain  broke  in.”That  really  was weird.  I've  only been  here 

about a year, and most of that away at school, but I've been along there a few 

times with Doc. He knows more about it, having lived here longer.”

Dougie  had  quickly  looked  down  as  soon   as  my  sister  had 

mentioned the subject and was busying himself with the fishing tackle, but Doc 

took over from Iain,“Nobody ever seemed to really know the people at  all. 

They were like hermits. My dad says that  they would pass the time of day 

sociably  enough  if  ever  he  met  them,  but  he  could  never  draw  them into 

conversation. Even Ma Menzies there,” nodding towards the little post office, 

”knew nothing about them, and she knows everything about everybody! The 

whole village knew all about your family five minutes after your dad stopped 

in for a packet of envelopes, ” he added, grinning at Pippa.

“Ah've tae get the messages and away home,” Dougie broke in, and 

punching Iain lightly on the arm and nodding to Doc and us he walked away.

“Oh dear,” I whispered. “We seem to have broken things up for you 

and spoiled your afternoon.”

“Don't  worry,”  said  Iain,  “That's  just  Dougie's  way.  He's  useless 

around girls.”

“It's more than that,” Doc told us. “Any time the subject of that old 

house comes up he gets twitchy. I think part of the problem is that he took a 

hiding from his brother and dad for taking some letters or something from the 
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house. That was long after the police and everyone had been snooping around 

there, so they can't have been anything important --- and anyway I can't see 

why his family got  so uptight, 'cos they're all a bit on the wild side.”

“Except  Dougie  himself,”  broke  in  Iain  loyally,  “  he's  the  only 

decent one among them. My father thinks the world of Dougie, even with his 

background, and Dad's no bad judge of character.”

“Oh  no,  I  don't  mean  anything  bad  about  Dougie  himself,”  said 

Doc,.“even when he took the letters he didn't mean any mischief, it was long 

after the McBrides had gone. Still, for some reason he was in real trouble about 

it at home and wasn't allowed out for ages afterwards. When he did come out 

he was sporting a black eye and a good few other bruises no doubt thanks to 

that brother of his.”

“I agree with Doc,” I told Iain, “there was something odd about the 

way Dougie reacted to Pippa mentioning the “Mystery House” as we call it. He 

looked almost  frightened,  but  I  suppose he would be  if  he's  already had  a 

beating over something to do with it.”

“Yes,” agreed Doc,”I'm sure he's hiding something. I'll tell you what 

though; if there was anything fishy going on at the McBride's you can bet that 

Dougie's brother Tam would have been involved. He used to work for them on 

and off, and he's a  bad one who is  in and out of trouble all the time. Still, the 

police know  about him and you can bet  that they'd have questioned him after 

the McBrides disappeared. In fact I know that they did for my dad told me that 

they were very interested in the fact that the burn beside the McB's runs up the 

hill straight to Dougie's family's croft --- or what I mean is,  it runs down from 

there.”
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“That's right, it does. Dougie often uses the track by the burn as a 

short cut. At least he used to  before he got in trouble,” said Iain. “Hey! What  

say we go up there now?  Just up the burn to the top of the hill. You'll be able 

to  see  the quarry behind the McBride  house.  I  don't  recommend a  visit  to 

Dougie's  though.  If  the  family don't  eat  you  alive,  then  “Dog”  would,”  he 

added with a laugh.

“Who on earth is Dog?” Pippa asked before I could.

“My  dad  reckons  he's  half  wolf  and  half  devil,”  said  Doc. 

“Whatever, he is one crazy brute of a dog. Even Dougie says that the only one  

of the family he's gentle with is the baby, Katie.”

“Well  if  he's  gentle  with  the  baby  he  can't  be  all  that  bad,”  I 

interjected, ”the truth is that he's probably badly treated.”

“Oh, that's for sure,” said Iain as Doc nodded agreement. “He runs 

wild most of the time, fending for himself, and when he gets a meal it's usually 

with a boot thrown afterwards. I've always thought it amazing that he didn't 

savage Dougie's father's sheep, but I suppose that he had that knocked out of 

him as a pup.”

“Is he a sheepdog? And why is he just called Dog?” asked Pippa.

“No way,” laughed Doc, “ he's a right mixture. My dad says there 

are  signs of  German Shepherd  and probably Labrador,  but  judging by his 

shoulders he thinks there's Rottweiler in there too. Um, I wouldn't go thinking 

that you can befriend him,” he continued.”My dad deals with dogs all the time 

but he says that he wouldn't go near Dog without a n anaesthetic gun. As for 
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the  name,  well,  I  get  the  impression  that  there's  none  of  the  family,  even 

Dougie, that care for the poor animal all that much. I mean he's not, like, a pet, 

so he didn't get a pet name”

“I think that's so sad,” I said, “my father says that are hardly any 

really bad dogs, just rotten people influencing them.”

“Maybe, Sally, ” Iain replied, “but your father hasn't met Dog yet.”

“Are  we going  then?”  Pippa  asked  impatiently,”Not  that  I  fancy 

becoming  werewolf-bait,  but  let's  at  least  explore  this  'burn'.  Anyway  I'm 

getting cold just standing around. Come on Doc, I'll race you to those rocks.”

“You've got him there, Freckles,” said Iain with a grin,” Doc daren't 

run in case his specs fall off. He's as blind as a badger without them.”

“Oh! I'm sorry, I didn't realise --”

“It's okay,” Doc interrupted with a rueful smile,”I'm used to it, and it 

has  its  advantages  at  school;  at  least  I  don't  have  to freeze  to  death whilst  

certain other idiots chase a rugby ball through the mud.”

“Huh. You don't know what you're missing,” Iain told him.

“Do you play, Iain?” I asked, “my dad used to be a fanatic about the 

game until he really messed up his knee playing in Kuwait.”

“In Kuwait? I thought it was all sand out there.”
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“Sand and stones, but at least they used to water the rugby ground to 

soften it, “ laughed Pippa. 

“Yes,” I agreed,  “they made a futile  attempt to soften it,  but  my 

mother used to get so cross every week when my Dad played. He used to get  

cut to ribbons, but he wouldn't stop until his knee got really bad. Then he had  

to come back Home and have surgery”

“Yes, now he says that he's got a bionic knee,” added Pippa, “ I used 

to be the Club mascot when I was small. They dressed me up in a miniature 

rugby kit and it was really funny.”

“Not so funny for me, when you used  me for tackling practice. Her 

head used to get me right in the tummy every time,” I explained to the boys, 

who obviously thought that this was funny.

Pippa cheekily stuck out her tongue at me.

We helped the boys gather up their things, except for the tin of what 

they now told me were rag-worms; fierce-looking things with spiny protrusions 

all along their bodies, and, said Doc, fierce in other ways because they could 

give you a painful nip on the finger if you weren't careful. Ugh!

At a pace much too sedate for my sister, we set off along the loch 

shore road. Passing our house at about the halfway point, madcap Pippa went  

racing off up the drive, shouting over her shoulder that she was going to get  

some apples  and snacks and that  she'd  catch  us  up in a  few minutes.  Sure 

enough before we had gone much further along the road she came haring up 

behind us, cheeks bulging, and thrust an apple into each of our hands as well as 
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still-warm  biscuits  which  my  mother  had  obviously  just  baked.  “Gobble-

gobble-gook,” she said in a mixture of biscuit and breathlessness, “Sorry! Mum 

says not to be later than five-thirty.”

“That's okay,” said Iain, “it's just after two now so we've plenty of 

time.”

Shortly before we reached the walls of the  McBride property the 

boys led us away uphill off the road into a rough paddock. That there was a 

stream somewhere nearby became obvious by the gurgling noises of water we 

could hear, and I remembered the outlet into the loch we'd discovered on our 

first day's exploration.

We climbed the paddock parallel with  the stone walls of the house 

until quite suddenly we came across a gate, mostly hidden in creeper. Iain had 

to clear much of this growth away before he could manage to get the gate open. 

When he did we could see a wild stretch of path which led to a rough-planked 

bridge crossing quite a deep cut in the ground. Through this cut ran the stream,  

or burn. 

Doc explained that a recent spell of dry weather  meant that there 

was very little water flowing, but that for much of the year it ran quite strongly. 

After winter storms it roared like a lion and brought down large rocks and even 

small trees from above. Closing the gate again we continued uphill outside the 

property's walls until they turned at a right-angle, and there we could see where 

the burn entered the property through a large gap in the stonework. We now 

followed the bank of the burn as we climbed even more steeply.

“Phew! Thank goodness we're nearly at the top of the hill.”
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I should have known better from the grins that the boys exchanged, 

and sure enough as we breasted the hill I could see ahead only another steep 

climb.“Good job we're wearing our 'Farmer's Uniform', laughed Pippa as we 

threw ourselves down for a rest, referring to what Daddy mock-scathingly calls 

the fashion for wearing blue jeans, which during the holidays is almost every 

day and such a relief from the primness of our school uniform.

“See the quarry just away over there to the left?” asked Iain, “just 

outside the McBride's back walls. It's quite deep and sunk in water now, but 

there are  a couple of  tunnels leading back into the hill. It's all been fenced off  

for years now since some poor kid drowned in there. Doc and I have been in  

and explored a way down one of the tunnels, but it really is a bit too dangerous  

to be fun.”

“Yes,” agreed Doc, “I don't mind admitting it was scary. There were 

loose  rocks  everywhere  and  I  was  scared  the  roof  was  going  to  fall  in.. 

Anyway,  changing the subject,  Dougie's  place is away the other side of the 

trees way up there,” he pointed further up the burn towards a small plantation 

of pines.

“If we're going further up we'll need to be quiet,” said Iain, looking 

at us with the question clear on his face.

“Of course we've got to go further after coming this far,” said Pippa, 

bounding to her feet.

Frankly  I  wasn't  bothered  either  way,  and  could  have  enjoyed 

staying where we were for a while, looking back down to the lovely view of 

the loch and the estuary running out to sea. The afternoon sun sparkled on the 
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waters and by now it was pleasantly warm. However, not wanting to go against 

the others' wishes I too climbed to my feet.

“If we're seen, can't we say we're just visiting Dougie?” I asked.

“We will  if  we're  caught,”  said  Doc,  “but  they  really  don't  like 

visitors. And Dog doesn't seem to like anybody,“ he added with an impish grin.

“If we're lucky he'll be shut in somewhere,” said Iain, “I don't know 

that he's ever actually attacked anyone, but he's that fierce looking I don't want 

to put it to the test when Dougie's not with me.”

“Even if Dougie's with you,” teased his friend.

The boys laughter at this comment did seem to contain an element of 

bravado, but  I still was not sure whether they were teasing us girls about the 

dog or whether there was a real risk. Exchanging glances with Pippa it was 

clear that she really wanted to explore further but the thought crossed my mind 

that  if  the  dog  and  Dougie's  family  really  were  as  unfriendly  as  the  boys 

painted  them,  maybe  we  were  risking  an  unpleasant  confrontation.  Pippa's 

return glance however held that stubborn set I knew too well. The girl was not 

for turning.

Eventually and as quietly as tortured lungs would allow we reached 

the line of trees. They partially hid a tall slightly tumble-down stone wall. It all 

looked very rough and ready. 

We crept in single file to our right, which by chance meant that I 

now  led the way.  Pippa was slowly losing her battle to suppress giggles, but 
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otherwise we were as silent as possible. Personally I was becoming more and 

more  nervous.  However,  if  Iain  and  Doc  were  willing  to  continue,  things 

couldn't  possibly be as  bad as  they'd  said.  No,  just  their  male idea of  fun,  

winding up the girls, I told myself.

An explosion of sound, “RRR-WHUFF!!”assailed my left ear. 

Scared out of my wits, my instinctive reaction was to throw myself  

away from the wall and suddenly I was rolling downhill on the grass, frantic to 

escape the source of that blast of sound. When I stopped, jammed against a 

tussock just a few feet away, a look around me showed that Pippa and Iain  had 

also collapsed in sudden fright. Only Doc was still standing. He was visibly 

shaking -- but I had the immediate suspicion that it was with mirth not fear.

Beyond him, looking over the wall, was a  large brown and black 

head with glaring red eyes. Its mouth oozed drool, and as its lips drew back 

into another   snarl  it  revealed  wicked-looking fangs.  The body which now 

joined the head on top of the wall was heavy-shouldered and its black and tan 

fur was full of burrs and tangles, Right at this moment however, our attentions 

were held by that mouth. From a full snarl it opened wider and another roar of 

sound burst forth.

It was obvious that we had met Dog! 
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Chapter 6

Still shaking, not so much with fear now but with shock, I carefully 

picked myself up. This movement on my part (the others were rooted to their 

spots) set off a whole frenzy of snarling and barking. Yet looking at the animal 

I couldn't help noticing that his tail was wagging as furiously as his mouth was 

uttering threats. Although far from certain, somehow I had the idea that this 

apparently savage beast was ... playing ?? Certainly he made no further move 

to attack.

What my father had said about Percy the gander came to my mind. 

Might this animal just  be  all bluff and bluster too? Before I could take that 

thought any further a series of human curses erupted from over the wall and I 

saw to my horror a stick descend viciously again and again onto the dog's back. 

The  animal  was  as  surprised  by  this  attack  as  I  was,  and  with  a  heart-

wrenching, really horrible-sounding screech it leapt from the wall onto the turf 

above me where it lay cowering and whimpering.

A stocky, red-haired and equally red-faced man now stood looking 

down on us from the wall, demanding angrily and with frequent curses what 

the blankety-blank we wanted. What, it demanded of the boys, were they doing 

sneaking around, and who the blank were these lasses. 

Doc seemed shocked into speechlessness, and so was I.  Iain had just 

started a sort of mumbled reply when Pippa erupted. 

 “What kind of stinking, rotten, bullying pig are you?” she screamed at 

him.”Scaring everybody to death, and beating that poor dog with a stick.” 
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At least, that's the edited version of what she said! Even through my 

still-jangled senses at what had just happened, I registered amazement at the 

extent of my younger sister's vocabulary. She used expressions that I am sure I  

had not  known at  her  age.  Even the bully on the wall  was  shocked into a 

temporary silence. Then he bristled anew and the pair of them, grown man and 

twelve-year old girl, started yelling again. Both I realized, were fiery redheads. 

Another, older man appeared behind the wall and cuffed the other 

into silence. 

Even while this was going on, half my mind was conscious of the 

large  dog  that  lay  quivering  and  whimpering  near  me.  As  the  older  man 

brusquely  but  more  quietly  began  to  question  Iain  and  Doc,  I  tentatively 

reached out a hand towards the animal. It showed its teeth in a silent snarl but 

otherwise lay still, obviously still cowed from the vicious blows it had earlier 

received. By now all of my attention was upon the dog and in trying to ignore 

its show of threat ... or was it fear?  Again, slowly, ever so slowly, my hand  

reached towards it.

Vaguely my ears registered the older man and Iain warning me to 

stay away from the animal, but something drew me on despite my fear. My 

fingers were now within inches of the dog's head when it shuffled a few inches 

back, yelped in pain and then gave a series of snarls which gradually subsided 

into whimpering noises. It then rolled onto its back, exposing its belly to me.

“Oh my God!” Doc whispered to Iain with awe in his voice. “It's  

submitting to her.” Nobody moved or spoke further as, very slowly and gently 

my  hand  reached  down  to  stroke  the  animal's  flank  and  then,  gaining 

confidence, moved to gently rub its belly. 
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“Good boy,” I softly crooned to it.  “What a good boy.” It's  large 

head turned to look at me tan eyebrows twitching with an expression of almost  

human puzzlement.  A low rumbling sounded as  it  once again growled  and 

bared its teeth, but it made no other move. I don't know how long we stayed 

like that,  with the dog every so often giving warning growls  and baring its 

teeth,  and  me  just  softly  and  soothingly  talking  to  him.  Gentling  him. 

Gradually he lost his fear, his belly quivered to my touch and his tail began to 

twitch in pleasure.

Then he reached around and licked my hand.

Tears welled in my eyes and I felt my sister kneel and cuddle me. 

She was, she told me later,  completely awestruck and couldn't  speak at  the 

time. She also admitted, that even though she had just confronted a full-grown 

and angry man, she certainly wasn't brave enough to touch the dog. However, 

whilst worried about the risk of breaking the bond between myself and the dog, 

she just had to show me how moved she was.

The others, our two boy companions and the two strange men, were 

apparently equally surprised into silence at what they were seeing. The spell 

was broken as the younger, red-headed man made some kind of contemptuous 

and angry comment. At this the older man once more cuffed him on his head 

and told him, “Shut yer stupid face, Tam Cameron, afore I clatter ye properly.” 

Grumbling with resentment and after a last curse directed at Pippa 

the man backed off.  The raised voices and the violent movements clearly upset 

the dog and he made to move away but I grasped him firmly by his ruff and 

held him still. 
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“That's incredible,” I heard Iain whisper. “Nobody's ever petted or 

fussed Dog. Most folk run a mile if they even see him“

“Aye, it's weird right enough, but seeing is believing,” added Doc. 

“Just wait until I tell my dad about this.”

“What's yer name, lassie? An' where d'ye stay?” the older man, who 

was obviously the bullying Tam's (and poor Dougie's) father, demanded of me.

When I told him, he muttered to himself a while and then amazed 

everybody present by gruffly saying, ”Aye,  well ye've jist got yersel'  a dog.  

He's all yours, for he's nae bluidy use to me,.”  and  he stomped off, prodding 

the  protesting Tam before him.

Four pairs of  astonished eyes followed their exit . Perhaps five, for  

at that moment I wasn't watching Dog, such was my surprise. The babble of 

our  excited comment which then followed was too much for the poor animal, 

and he pulled himself from my grasp, stood, shook himself, and to my horror 

made as if to follow his former masters.

“Oh no!” Pippa cried.

“Shush ... leave him,” I urged, with my heart in my mouth, “let him 

decide.” Brave words, but not matched by the way I felt inside. Oh how my 

mind willed him to turn back, but no, he tried to jump on to the wall behind 

which he'd last seen his masters, failed and fell back whimpering,  He tried 

again and again,  barking at the wall in frustration. Then my heart fell as he 

ran, limping along the foot of the wall away from us, obviously determined to 

find another way to return to the men.
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When he didn't reappear after several minutes, I fought to muster a 

smile  and  suggested  to  the  others  that  we  might  as  well  turn  for  home 

ourselves.  This  brought  a  subdued  agreement  all  round,  and  in  silence  we 

started back down the hill. As usual my sister's spirits could not be suppressed 

for long and she soon began to tease and dare the two boys to jump from one 

bank of the burn to other. Realizing that it was foolish  to think that the older 

Cameron had seriously gifted the dog to me on the strength of a two minute 

meeting, I forced a grin onto my own face and joined in the game of stream 

hopping.

To my absolute, cringe-making embarrassment,   I was the first to 

misjudge a leap and ended up knee deep in icy mud. Iain immediately came to 

my side expressing concern. Perhaps it was the worried look on his face,  or 

that I had justified my family reputation for having two left feet, but it was too  

much for Pippa – and for Doc. The pair of them started to giggle furiously, and 

soon   Iain  was  infected  by  their  mirth.  Although  he  tried  to  contain  his 

amusement,  within seconds he too was rocking and going red in the face.

It  takes  a  superhuman effort  to  not  be affected  by other  people's 

giggles, certainly on my part, and soon there were four of us reduced to lying 

on the tussocky ground, hugging our sides and hooting.

Suddenly we were snapped back to reality by a “WOOF !!”

Pippa and I screamed and spun around in alarm to see, just above us, 

front paws spread, bottom raised with tail thrashing, the lowered, laughing face 

of Dog. It may sound fanciful but I  know that he was laughing. His head was 

thrust down toward us, his tongue was hanging out and his eyebrows were  

twitching as he panted his happiness. 
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It was only then that we registered the fact that Dougie had come to 

stand next to the dog, with a wide grin plastered across his freckled face too.

“My da' sent me after you with him,” pointing at the panting animal. 

“He said he meant it when he said you could have the dog. Honest! You'll be  

doing  everyone  a  favour  if  ye  take  him.  There's  nae  one  of  us  up  there,” 

pointing vaguely uphill to where he lived, “that's got the time for him now my 

dad's given up the sheep, and that Tam's forever beating at him.

My dad  said  he  wuz  fair  'mazed  the  way the  dog took to you,” 

Dougie continued looking directly at me. “He said it wuz like witchcraft  how 

ye calmed him and he let ye gentle him. Aye, and look at him now. Honest,  

Sally, ye have something special with him”

The dog  indeed seemed fixated upon me to the general exclusion of 

the others.  However,  my common-sense tried to prevail,  telling me that the 

poor  animal  had  earlier  obeyed  its  loyalty  to  his  established,  if  indifferent  

masters. 

Another  thought  came  unwelcome  into  my  mind.  How  on  earth 

could I take a dog, especially such a large and ill-reputed dog, home with me. 

What on earth would my parents say? What about the drama when Dhobi and 

Midnight  suddenly  had  a  huge  canine  thrust  into  their  zone  of  comfort? 

Strangely,  perhaps unkindly, it was easy to dismiss Percy and his mate from 

the equation; I was quite confident that Percy could hold his own against any 

dog silly enough to try a threat.

Some  of  these  jumbled  thoughts  were  voiced  aloud.  My  sister's 

reaction was predictable, urging me not to be a weed. 
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The boys didn't say much until Dougie muttered that it was the only 

choice for the dog. His dad had said that the animal was sure to get  a good 

home with me, and if he did not, well, he was going to get rid of it one way or 

another. God, I thought, that is horrible!

After  several  minutes  of  keeping everyone on tenterhooks, whilst 

Dog panted and continued to stare at me,  my decision was made. The dog  was 

coming home with Pippa and me – and I had to trust  to my diplomatic skills --  

and  my blue-eyed,  long-blonde-haired  charms,  to  wheedle  my parents  into 

accepting this as a fait accompli. 

It  was not,  however,   a totally confident voice which announced, 

“Okay; if he'll come with us this time he has a new home.”

This  was  met  with  a  cheer  from  all  three  boys  and  an  idiotic 

whooping  from  my  excited  sister.  My  own  feelings  though  were   more 

subdued. What if the dog again did not want to come with us? We all started to 

move off downhill. 

Except for Dog. 

He stayed rooted to his spot. Then my stomach knotted as he turned 

and ran a few paces back uphill. He stopped again and whined as he looked 

around in anxious puzzlement. He came towards me, stopped,  and retreated a 

few feet. Suddenly the worried look on his face seemed to clear and he trotted 

to my side, sat, ... and offered me his paw.

For the second time my emotions overcame me and  I crouched to 

bury my face in his ruff.  I was so happy.  Pippa again put her arms around my 



53

shoulders and hugged me. A quick glance around showed that Iain, Doc and 

Dougie were all shuffling from foot to foot, not knowing which way to point  

their embarrassed faces.

Boys !!
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Chapter 7

Now it was six happy figures who ran, fell or rolled their way down 

the  slopes  toward  the  loch  which  lay  before  us,  sparkling  and  lovely.  We 

skirted the quarry, although Dog had to be firmly called off some interesting 

scent or another he's picked up there. In fact he was very insistent at sniffing 

something and for a moment my heart  lurched again at the thought that  he 

wouldn't continue with us. Eventually however our urgings got through to him 

and he bounded playfully down to where we waited, by now in the shade of the 

McBride's garden wall.

We reached the road by the loch and were running laughingly along 

it in the direction of our house when Iain yelled at us to stop. This we did 

except for the dog who by now was barking at distant gulls on the water. 

“ It's time we joined him down on the water's edge,” said Iain, and 

then  by way of explanation, “The MOD buses will soon be haring along here 

from Coulport Depot. Sally, you'd better see if you can get a hold of the dog 

too.”

Before I could start to worry, Dougie produced a length of rope from 

somewhere within his denims and said that his dad' had thought we might need 

it. Dog surprised us all by coming, if not to heel at least to reasonably close by 

at my first bidding, and he made no protest when I tied the rope around his  

neck. He then surprised us even more by walking at my side, rather too quickly 

for comfort  on the rocky foreshore,  but within control. I gave him frequent 

praise for this and each time he looked up at me with a trusting look on his face 

which earned him affectionate pats and ear rubbings.
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“Oh,oh!” laughed my  sister to my annoyance, Iain's embarrassment, 

but the obvious enjoyment of the others, ”you're too late, Iain. She's already 

fallen in love.”

Thank goodness  he had the grace to laugh in his turn,   “Well,  it 

seems to be mutual. I never thought to see that dog so – Aye, 'loving'  is the  

only word for it. Look at him, Doc. Did you ever see anything like it?”

“ I still think I'm dreaming,” said Doc.

Just then there was a loud rumbling sound from above and to our left 

and looking toward it we saw two single-decker buses, painted navy blue and 

with MOD logos on their sides, roar past on their way to Garelochhead and 

Helensburgh.

“Wow!” yelled Pippa.” They really are fast.”

“They're  a  menace.”  Iain  retorted  with a  scowl  on his  face,  ”my 

father's car was side-swiped by one of them, going the other way. Luckily it 

put him into a hedge and not the loch.”

“Oh no. He wasn't hurt was he?” I cried.

“No. Not a scratch on him, 'though there were plenty on the car. 

What really pissed him off – Oh God! I'm sorry. That just slipped out.” 

Before I could say anything Pippa laughed out loud and told him 

that we had heard the expression, and worse, at school. At home too, I thought 

wryly. Sometimes my father's language reverts to the wardroom when he has 
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writer's block or some other frustration. Not often though, he's too conscious of 

my mother's 'delicate' ears. As for his daughter's ears, I'm sure that he doesn't  

realise  the  extent  to  which  a  girl's  boarding  school  has  broadened  our 

education. Poor old Dad, I laughed inwardly,

“What were you going to say, Iain?” I asked.

“Oh, just that he'd only just bought the car when he was stationed 

ashore up here after years of sea time, and it was his pride and joy. Still, it all  

worked out okay with his insurance, and, like I said, he wasn't hurt. Mind, it 

didn't improve his opinion of  the dockyard crowd.” and with Doc joining in he 

sang,

“Dockyard matey's children,

Sitting on the dockside wall,

Just like their fathers, 

Doing naff all.”

Perhaps not very p c, I thought – but funny. It was a ditty I had heard 

my father sing too.

The sound of our laughter brought Dog nosing inquisitively up to 

me. Then he demanded some fun too. His head went down, his paws spread 

and his bottom went up in his play stance,every so often he bounced up and 

barked. Of course none of us had a ball or anything for him to play with, until  

Doc spotted a small plastic net float that had washed onto the foreshore. When 

he picked it up and offered to throw it the dog's tail thrashed frantically. I was 

just going to ask Doc to pass it to me when instead he  threw it right out into  

the loch.
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Dog hurled himself straight into the water after it and ignoring my 

yells  of protest, paddled furiously,  collected the object  and just as furiously 

swam  back  to  shore,  so-o  pleased  with  himself.  Amid  our  cries  of 

congratulations he fetched the float to me, dropped it at my feet  -- and shook a 

deluge of icy cold loch water all over me.

I  shrieked.  Which of course made the others  fall  about  laughing, 

with me powerless not to join in. Our progress along the loch shore towards 

home  was punctuated with repetitions of this game, although I did my best to  

avoid more cold showers, ducking and hiding behind Pippa or one of the boys. 

Consequently when we climbed off the shore at our drive entrance we were all 

rather more than damp and dishevelled. Pippa invited the boys to come up to 

the house to towel off a bit, but they all demurred, Dougie saying he had to be 

away home for his tea, and the others making their own excuses. 

It was probably just as well I was thinking, with a worried lump now 

forming in my stomach. I had now  to introduce our new companion to my 

parents and I wasn't at all sure what sort of reception he'd get. Dog was now 

reattached to the piece of rope and Pippa and I led him up the drive to the 

house. Thank goodness that he was restrained, because when we turned onto 

the courtyard at the side of the house Jemima saw him, and freaked. She made 

the most awful racket with her panicky honking and this brought Percy out 

from where  he'd  been rooting in  the  bushes.  Head down and strong wings 

flapping he headed towards us. Oh my God, I thought, this is big trouble. 

To  my  huge  relief  the  gander,  having  shown  his  initial  threat 

response, stopped a few feet from us. To my equally huge astonishment, Dog's  

only reaction was to hide behind my legs.
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Pippa had just  began to comment,  sarcastically,  on Dog's  bravery 

and ferocity when the kitchen door flew open and my parents stood there. Not 

looking pleased.

“What on earth --” they both started simultaneously,  and then my 

mother continued, “What was that dreadful  fuss about? I nearly had a heart 

attack.  Why were  the  birds  --”  she trailed off  again  as  realisation dawned.  

”That's a dog you have there. What is going on?”

My father said in an ominously quiet voice, “It's more the size of a  

ruddy wolf. Just what do you mean by bringing such an animal here?”

“You  cannot  bring  a  dog  home,  darlings,”  interrupted  my  still 

flustered mother cutting straight to the point. “What about the poor cats, and 

the geese?” Although by now both Percy and Jemima had quietened down, 

apart from an odd grumble.

Both Pippa and I hurried to explain  what had happened earlier, our 

confrontation with Tam Cameron, and why it was that Dog was with us. That 

he had been given to me by Tam's father, and was not just some stray that we 

had picked up. I  thought  that  my mother was softening but to my absolute 

horror I heard my father say firmly, 

“Take him back where you got him,”

I burst into tears, and so did Pippa. Through my sobs I tried again to 

explain  the  circumstances,  but  my  father  was  adamant.  Normally  I  could 

wheedle my way around Daddy but not, apparently, this time. No matter how I 

protested and assured him that I would look after the dog, and that he would 
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not be a nuisance, neither of my parents would take the risk of having such a 

large and potentially dangerous animal as Dog in the house. 

Pippa and I told them tearfully of how happily Dog had played with 

us on the way home, and how easily I had been able to control him. That, my 

father said, was no real indication of the animals real temperament, especially 

around other people or animals. We appealed to them, reminding them of the 

love that they had always shown to our other animals. Mummy repeated her  

fears for for the safety of the cats. Dhobi and Midnight were an essential part of 

the family, and had been so more or less since Pippa was born..

Dog himself made matters worse, for he sensed the conflict between 

myself  and my parents,  and growled warningly at  them, hackles  raised. He 

didn't actually move toward either of them, but the implied warning seemed 

clear. Dog had appointed himself my guardian. Which absolutely did not help 

me plead his case. 

Out of the corner of my eye I had noticed grandfather standing in the 

doorway of his cottage, but my main attention was on  bombarding  Mummy 

and Daddy with all of the reasons I could think of for  taking Dog into the 

family. My parents stood firm. 

“If we don't take him in, those horrible Camerons said he is going to 

be put down,” sobbed Pippa. Although this threat  had only been implied in 

what Dougie had told us, when Pippa looked at me I complicitly nodded my 

head.

My  mother  gasped,  and  Daddy  exclaimed,  “That's  emotional 

blackmail!”
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He was about to say more when my grandfather's voice interrupted.

“What's this all about? I  hear voices raised in discord and see the 

girls in tears. What is going on? And what the devil is that bedraggled great  

thing there?” he pointed at Dog, who had turned his great  head towards the 

new arrival on the scene.

Before anyone could begin an explanation, or advise him otherwise, 

grandpa had limped across and, bending down, started to ruffle Dog's ears and 

soothingly talk to him. “Aren't you the big fellow then? And all wet 'n smelly 

after a dip in the loch too. Oh, you're a real stinker.”

To everyone's astonishment, my own included, Dog gazed adoringly 

into the old man's face and then flopped ungracefully down and offered his 

tummy for more fuss and attention. Grandfather chuckled at this and told us 

that what we had here was a good dog who just needed a good wash and brush 

up.

“So,” the old man repeated, “what is the fuss all about?”

Four voices all started at once, but he shook his head and pointed to 

his hearing aid,   “One at a time please.  You start, Sally,  since you the one 

holding the stranger in our midst.”

As calmly and clearly as possible  I repeated the story of how Dog 

had come to be with us, and how he had formed such an amazing bond with 

me.  Then,  as  unemotionally  as  possible,  I  explained  Mummy and  Daddy's 

objections to us keeping him.
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Grandpa looked quizzically at my parents, and they explained their 

objections, and particularly their fears for the safety of the cats. And the geese 

–  which  was  a  mistake  because  by  now  even  Jemima  was  pecking  with 

apparent unconcern at the gravel within mere feet of Dog, who in his turn was 

totally  ignoring  her  (although  from  time  to  time  he  would  cast  a  slightly 

worried eye in Percy's direction.)

“Look  Dad,”  my  father  continued,”when  Sally  arrived  with  a 

damned great dog that  set the geese off into a panic, we were naturally worried 

for the safety of the cats. There's also the fact that Sally should have known 

this perfectly well. Beth and I explained  to her when she wanted a dog for her  

birthday, that with her, and Pippa, away at boarding school for most of the year 

more personal pets simply don't make sense. I thought that she had accepted 

this. When she turned up with the dog, I'm afraid that I was rather disappointed 

and cross.”

Saying this he looked at me with a sort of sympathetic expression, 

but just as I started to build a slight hope, he dashed it by continuing,

“However, that doesn't alter my concern for the cats.”

“Nor mine, darling.” added my mother looking appealingly at me.

Not knowing how to hide my fears and disappointment I crouched to 

stroke and fuss Dog. Clearly  my parents views were justified, or at least my 

head knew that even if my heart couldn't yet  grasp it. My sister must  have 

been feeling the same way because I heard just the faintest of sobs from her.  

Nothing of the dramatic outcry I might have expected, but simply a muffled 

sob of resignation.
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“I  understand  what  you're  saying,  son.”  said  my  grandfather 

thoughtfully.”However,  from  what  Sally  has  said,  this  poor  old  fellow,” 

pointing to Dog, “has had a horribly tough life so far with the Camerons, and 

worse, has no future even with them. From what I hear the dog has been tossed 

out for good. It seems that if he doesn't find a caring home here he's for the dog 

pound – or worse!

So, why don't I take him in with me? Just as a temporary measure  

for a day or so. It's obvious that he not worried by me, nor I by him, and if he 

stays with me in the cottage he'll not be a threat to the cats, bless 'em. Of course 

he'll likely be too strong for an old codger like me to handle on a lead, so the 

girls will have to be responsible for exercising him and his toilet affairs ... Oh 

my God! I do hope he's house-trained,” he ended with a chuckle.

My heart  was  in  my mouth  as  Pippa  and  I  looked  again  at  our 

parents.“Oh,  come on, Dad,” my father  said,  “you cannot  want that  sort  of 

upheaval in your routine, not  at your age.”

“Maybe not,” was the firm reply, “but I also don't want to see that 

poor damned dog put down. If I take him in, just temporarily, it will  give you  

time to ask around and see if someone decent will take him on.”

My eyes lit up with gratitude to my dear old grandfather. If not the 

solution I really hoped for, it was at least a reprieve.

“Oh, yes, Mummy, Daddy please?” I implored them, with Pippa in 

chorus. “At least let us try.”

 My mother nodded to Daddy.
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“Alright. Somewhat against my better judgement, I give in. But be it 

upon your own head, old 'un, if he gets on your nerves.  As for you, young 

ladies, you're to to take full responsibility for helping your grandfather in every 

way. You'll exercise the dog, rain or shine AND you clean up any accidents he 

causes. Clear?

For starters you can waltz him around to the garage tap and give him 

a darned good hose down. Pippa, nip into the kitchen for some detergent. Beth 

darling, you'd better dig out a couple of old towels to dry him off. We can't  

have him going into father's  little cottage sopping wet.”

The rest of us look at each other with twinkling eyes. My father was 

in his element now, 'organizing' things, and we were happy to comply.

Happy? I could have cried. In fact I did ... again!What an emotional 

day this had turned out to be.

Pippa  and  I,  with  Mummy joining  in,  bustled  about  shampooing 

Dog. Needless to say we all, my mother included, got almost as wet as he did, 

which  made  my  mother  shriek  with  laughter  like  a  young  girl  again.  My 

grandfather and Daddy looked on, outwardly  manly and condescending at  our 

efforts, but eventually breaking their reserve and joining in our fun.

As for Dog, he hated it at first. I had to keep a really tight hold of his 

rope to stop him from pulling away from the hosepipe. Earlier he had been 

perfectly willing to throw himself bodily into the cold water of the loch, but 

having  water  squirted  at  him  from  a  little  green  snake  thing  was  totally 

different.  He was so strong that Pippa had to join me in trying to hold him 

while Mummy applied the water and the detergent. He quietened whilst 



64

Mummy and I rubbed in the shampoo; in fact he positively relished all of the 

rubbing and attention.

 Unfortunately what went on had to come off. That is when the fun 

really started and we all got good and wet, but all three adults expressed their 

happy surprise that Dog had accepted everything  without the least display of 

aggression. He was pronounced  a 'Very, very good dog'. Pippa and I shared a 

smile. We knew this already.

After his (our !) ablutions, Dog and Grandpa retired. I had really 

expected a protest from Dog at being parted from me, but it seemed that he had 

accepted my grandfather as readily as he had myself. Phew! I thought; that was 

another hurdle passed.

The next came with the realisation that dinner time would soon be 

upon  us.  Since  nobody,  myself  included,  wanted  to  risk  a  confrontation 

between Dog and the cats, but at the same time we were uneasy at leaving Dog 

alone in the cottage, Mummy simply suggested that Grandpa have his dinner 

sent  over  there.  Although  my  grandfather  often  fed  with  us,  this  wasn't 

invariably the case and he happily agreed.

Which left one small problem. Feeding Dog himself.  

Obviously we had no suitable dog food in the house, nor for that 

matter any idea how much an animal of his size would need. My father solved 

the problem by popping down to the village store in his car. He returned with a  

large sack of dried complete dog meal and reported to us that Mrs Menzies had 

of course insisted upon knowing why he wanted it. “Well,” he said,”she would 

wouldn't she. The woman's like a bush telegraph and must know everything so 
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that she can spread it about. I'll bet people all around the Loch know that we 

have a dog by now.”

With fingers crossed behind my back that this implied that Daddy 

was accepting Dog into the family, my brain advised that it might be wise not  

to say anything. A sharp nudge in her ribs and my scowl stopped Pippa from 

putting her foot in her mouth too.

“When she  heard  the  story  Mrs  M.,  was  of  the  opinion  that  the 

animal was more sinned against than sinner. Apparently her husband used to 

have some sort of dealings with the Camerons, and had told her how neglected 

and badly treated  the dog was up there.  Anyway,  there's  the dog's  food so 

where's ours?” he demanded.

Which earned him his usual dig in the ribs from Mummy.

The rest  of that  evening and the night  passed uneventful  enough. 

Pippa and I took Grandpa his and Dog's food across to them, and we saw that 

Dog had made himself quite at home. My grandfather had found him some old 

army blankets and made him a bed next to his armchair by the fire. We didn't 

feel the cold but Grandpa did, even in July. As for his new animal companion, 

he was quite content to luxuriate in the warmth.

After dinner my sister and I took Dog, on his rope, for a good walk 

through our grounds. His nose worked overtime as he drew in all of the new 

scents and traces of the wild animals which visited our gardens at night. He got  

especially excited in the top meadow and had to be restrained from bursting 

through our hedges and into the woods above. I'm sure that there is a badger 

sett somewhere up there. 
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Coming back down again, Mummy and Daddy were strolling arm in 

arm down the  drive  in  the  soft  evening  light  and  we  joined  them as  they 

crossed the road and onto the loch shore This time however, I made sure that 

Dog remained  leashed  and didn't  take to  the water.  It  was so peaceful  and 

lovely,  with the lights from the Trident base softening the sky on the far side 

up the loch away to our left.
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Chapter 8

The next morning even I, Miss-Lay-a-Bed, was up at a ridiculously 

early hour and had to be retrained by my mother from immediately checking 

on Dog. Pippa too was protesting her impatience to get him from Grandpa's, 

but we were gently though firmly reminded that older people needed their rest.

“The not so old too”, yawned my father coming into the kitchen still  

in his dressing gown. “What time is it?” 

When he was told that it just after 6 o-clock he pretended an attack 

of the horrors, which had Mummy and Pippa laughing and me commiserating.  

Having been denied the chance of an early visit to my grandfather's cottage, I 

was slumped sleepily at the kitchen table. My sister was however in morning 

overdrive and clattering in and out of cupboards and the larder as she laid the 

table for breakfast. My mother already had the kettle on and the coffee machine 

for Daddy.

“Where are the cats?” I drowsily asked.

“Oh, they are out in the garden somewhere.  I saw Dhobi stalking 

Jemima when I  fed  the  birds  earlier,”  said  Pippa.  “Midnight  was  probably 

somewhere  nearby.  If  you  were  expecting your  morning cuddle  from them 

remember that they don't normally expect you up for ages yet.”

“Brat,” was all I could muster in reply.

Not  long  afterwards,  while  we  enjoying  our  morning  drinks  and 

cereal, the cat-flap rattled and in strolled Dhobi, tail held aloft as he purred his 
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greetings  and  rubbed  himself  sinuously  against  assorted  legs.  “Hello  you 

beautiful boy, “ Mummy fussed him as he jumped onto her lap and put his nose 

almost into her  breakfast  bowl.  “ Where's  your  shadow?” Nobody however 

gave more than a fleeting thought to Midnight's absence. Cats were cats, and 

came and went as they saw fit.

We had finished our breakfasts and cleared everything away when, 

looking out of the kitchen window, I saw Grandpa  appear at his door with Dog 

held on the piece of rope I had left with him last night. Just then, and as I  

waved  and  called,  “Morning,  Grandpa,”the  cat-flap  rattled  and  I  heard  my 

father say.

“Hello, Midnight you old mischief. Where have you been.”

I  ran  out  of  the  door  and  across  to  Grandpa  and  Dog,  quickly 

followed by Pippa. We both kissed and hugged the old man and fussed Dog 

who was straining for his share of the attention. I took Dog's leash myself and 

just then I heard my father cross the courtyard, calling to my mother to keep 

the cats shut in. He walked across to us and asked Grandpa if he had managed 

a decent night's rest, especially with his new canine lodger in attendance.

My  grandfather  smiled  as  he  replied  that  he  had  passed  a 

surprisingly comfortable night. Dog had, he said, tried to follow him into his 

bedroom but had only needed a firm no before settling himself on his own set 

of blankets.  He had got  up to investigate  when grandfather  made his usual 

nightly visits to the toilet, but again had settled into his own blankets as soon as  

he was told.

Grandpa hesitated and made to say something else, however, he 
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stopped himself and simply bent down to stroke the now fidgety dog. “ You sir, 

are a very good boy indeed,” he told him affectionately.

Dog was impatient to attend to his morning business and by now 

straining at the leash, and so Pippa and I raced with him up to the top meadow. 

By now I knew that he could be trusted enough for me to slip his leash and 

when he was freed he raced for the nearest shrubbery where he squatted and 

did what he had to. When I didn't immediately call him back to me he tore  

around like a  mad thing,  very expressively showing his happiness  with the 

world.

A  cough  behind  me made  me  turn.  My father  was  there  having 

followed us up. He watched Dog enjoying himself for a minute or two and then 

quietly asked me to call the animal to heel. When I did, calling, “Dog. Dog. 

Here boy.  Come;”  the animal straight  away came rushing up to me, chest 

heaving,  tongue  lolling  as  he  panted  for  breath,  but  sitting  before  me and 

holding out his paw.

Pippa and I both looked at my father for approval. He was shaking his 

head gently in surprise and said, “That is incredible. Well done, darlings. Well 

done.   However,  do  keep  him  on  his  lead  when  you  bring  him  back  to 

Grandpa's.  --  Oh, I suppose I had better add 'Proper collar and lead'  to my 

shopping list.”

As he began to walk back down to the house, he turned again and 

asked me,” Why on earth is he called Dog? Doesn't he have another name?”

“Um, I did think about that, Dad. It  is just what the boys, and the 

Camerons themselves called him and we just followed on because we rather 
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like it, and it's at least a bit different than most of the names people give their  

animals.”

Pippa laughed as she added, “Yes. Fido and Fifi don't suit him do 

they? Nor Brutus or Satan, do they Dog?” She skipped around him and tossed a 

handful of grass and leaves into the air to make him pounce at them,”But I bet 

those mean old Camerons didn't think about that. They probably just couldn't  

be bothered to give him a name.”

“Fair  enough,  although your  grandfather's  already decided  to  call 

him 'Doggers' instead. You know, girls, the old chap has already grown very 

fond of  him. Anyway, 'bye for now. Stay safe and keep out of mischief.”

As he made his way back down to the house Pippa and I decided 

that we really ought to investigate the woodland above us. It would be good 

exercise for Dog too, and he would be our protector in case any wild boar or  

bears were up there I teased my sister. That earned me one of her famous head-

down rugby charges, which in turn led to us wrestling on the grass with Dog 

dancing around us growling and barking in excitement. When we eventually 

calmed down and sat up, Dog frantically and impartially licked our faces. 

“Oh! Disgusting Pooh-breath!” yelled Pippa as she scrambled to her 

feet, and I had to agree with her. Not only was Dog's breath quite foul, but he 

was a very, very slobbery kisser. Still giggling we searched until we found a 

thinning in the hedgerow and carefully we  pushed our way through into the 

woods. Dog was off like a flash. At first he simply would not heed my calls for  

him to stop and I began to worry, but then he reappeared  some  few feet above 

us, nose and front paws covered in earth.  He woofed at us to hurry up and 

follow him.
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When we did catch up with him it was obvious that he had found a 

wild animal's den of some sort. It didn't look like a sett, because the badger's  

home usually covers quite a large area, with many entrances. My sister and I 

had seen several setts during nature study field trips with the school. This was 

maybe a fox's den. It didn't look as though it was currently lived in judging by 

the leaf litter and spider webs around the entrance, but we couldn't be sure as 

Dog had disturbed everything.

“Bad dog,” I hissed at him,“leave it!”

He looked at me with an expression of obvious astonishment.'What?' 

he as good as said, 'Leave it? That's what it's there for. To explore.' 

However eventually he did allow himself to be persuaded away from 

the hole, only to promptly disappear  further uphill into the woods. By now I 

had enough trust in him to let him run and explore. From what my parents had 

said  sometime  earlier  it  appeared  that  the  land  above  us  was  not  actively 

farmed  but  was  nevertheless  occupied.  It  was  almost  certainly  Ministry  of 

Defence land like so much of the wilder countryside in the area. So on that 

account  I  had  no  worry  about  my dog (as  I  now thought  of  him)  causing 

trouble to a neighbour's sheep or cattle. 

It had not  dawned upon me that he could himself be troubled.

Suddenly there was a loud bang followed a split-second later by an 

anguished squeal.

“Oh my God!”, screamed Pippa and I together.”Hunters!”
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This was our first thought as we scrambled as fast as we could uphill 

through the tangled undergrowth. We were both sobbing in fear that Dog had 

been shot. For myself I just couldn't think of another explanation for what we 

had just heard. Calling his name we both fought our way up the hill. During a  

brief,  but  necessary,  stop  to  catch  our  breath  we  heard  whimpering.  This 

galvanised us into action again and we suddenly broke through the tangle onto 

a roughly grassed hillside. As we did so Dog limped toward us, looking very 

cowed, head and tail down, and quivering with fear.

I flung myself at him and with my sister joining me we gave him all 

of the comforting talk we could muster through our shock, and stroked and 

soothed him. He was pathetic in his gratitude, making little whiffing noises and 

cries. Then as he calmed himself, out came that huge tongue and he licked us 

reassuringly in his turn. This time neither Pippa nor I made any protest.

As we continued to sooth him Pippa said, quietly, “Look, Sal.” and 

she pointed to his shoulder where there was a small but distinct patch of singed 

hair. Although we quickly but gently checked him all over we could not see 

any other sign of  injury, and, thank heaven, no blood or pellet wounds. 

Leaving Pippa with Dog, I carefully moved a few more steps up the 

hillside.  Then I  saw it.  A line  of   fencing  ran  across  the  land  before  me. 

Approaching closer it could be seen that the lower strands of wire were at just 

the height to have caught Dog's shoulder, and that the strands of wire were 

fixed  here  and  there  to  white  insulators.  Now,  behind  me  I  heard  him 

cautiously approach with my sister. He growled as he saw the fence. Pippa was 

quiet at first, but then she said that she supposed that this was a Ministry of  

Defence security fence.
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“Yes,” I said angrily,”an electrified fence.”

“Do you suppose that Dog ran in to it, maybe chasing a rabbit or  

something?” asked Pippa.

“Almost certainly. Which doesn't explain the bang though, does it?”

We didn't need to caution Dog to stay as we stepped nearer to the 

fence. He, poor animal, had learned a lesson and just lay behind us, growling 

and rumblings warning. Pippa and I moved along parallel to the wire, and we 

both  saw it.  The  charred  remains  of  what  I  knew was  a  Thunderflash,  or 

something very like it.

“Wow!” exclaimed Pippa when I pointed to it and told her what it 

was. “That and an electric fence!”

“Yes. They mean business don't they.”

We went back to Dog.  The three of  us began our descent  of the 

hillside through the trees and tangles of brushwood,  still upset at what had 

happened; However, I  tried to be rational in explaining to Pippa that  the MOD 

had to take protective measures like these around here. There were so many 

highly sensitive bases and depots scattered about connected with the submarine 

base.

Including, I remembered with shock, nuclear arms bunkers buried 

somewhere under the hillside just over the other side of the peninsular from 

where we lived. I knew this from what I had found on the Internet at school 

when my parents first told us that we were moving to the area. 
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For some odd  reason this hadn't been especially worried me, even 

when further research suggested that practically the whole of Scotland was in 

some way involved in nuclear or other military issues. It surprised me of course 

, but I had rationalised that it must all be handled professionally and be ultra 

safe,  needing all  sorts of  special  devices  and codes or  whatever to arm the 

weapons. Even so it was probably best not to share quite this much information 

with my sister.

All  the  same  these  thoughts  were  in  my  mind  as  in  silence  we 

followed Dog back down through the woodland to our house. In fact I was still 

so deep in such thoughts that I completely forgot about putting Dog on his 

leash until  we had  all  walked right  up to  Grandpa's  door.  At  the  very last  

minute my heart gave a lurch as I  remembered and called him to me. Bless 

him, he came  without hesitation and allowed  the rope to be put around his  

neck.

Just as Pippa knocked on Grandpa's door a soft voice called from 

across the courtyard.

“That was not very clever of you, was it dear?”

I jumped, and looked around. My mother stood at our kitchen door, 

holding Midnight in her arms and looking somewhat crossly at us. “You are 

lucky that Daddy wasn't here to see you. You  know that you are on trust to 

keep that dog leashed when you are near the other animals.”

Before  I  could  begin  to  explain  or  excuse  my lapse,  grandfather 

opened  his  door.  I  threw  Mummy an  appealing  look  and  mouthed,  “In  a 

minute, please?” 
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My mother did not wait  that  minute.  No sooner had we got Dog 

safely indoors at Grandpa's when there was a knock on his door and she let  

herself in, without the cat of course.

Before I could begin to tell why it was that I had forgotten to leash 

Dog, Pippa beat me to it. She rushed into an excited account of how we had 

both been frightened out of our wits by the totally unexpected  bang, our horror 

at hearing Dog yelping in pain, and then finding the MOD fence. She gabbled 

through this story at such a pace that even with her  loud voice poor Grandpa 

couldn't keep up. 

It all had to be repeated, with Pippa  hopping with impatience. When 

both Grandpa and Mummy had expressed their shock and sympathy for Dog  - 

who was quite unconcernedly lying on his bed, grooming himself in that very 

embarrassing way that dogs have -  my sister suddenly showed that she knew 

more than I had given her credit for, and demanded, ““Is it true that we are 

living on top of atom bombs and things?”

It was as if she had dropped a bomb of her own! Both my mother  

and grandfather went pale. Mummy clutched Pippa to her and tried to soothe 

her fears, which had the immediate effect of bringing out the drama queen in 

my sister. She can do this. Switch from her normal tomboy persona to panicky,  

weepy diva in an instant. 

Her outburst now proved that she knew as much as I did about the 

area  we  now lived  in,  but  without  accepting  the  comfort-blanket  of  safety 

checks and measures that had reassured me. When my mother, grandfather and 

I tried to soothe her with these facts she stopped her tears long enough to cry,  

“Oh, yeah. Like the safety systems they had at Chernobyl, right!”
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 Grandpa tried to explain that there were huge differences between 

the accident  at  the  Chernobyl  nuclear  power  plant  in  the Ukraine  and the 

storage of weapons locally. You could tell however, that he was flustered and,  

unusually for him, out of his depth. “Um, it's probably better to wait until your  

dad gets home, Poppet,” he suggested. “He'll be able to explain things better 

than me.”

Turning to my mother, he asked, “Where is he, Beth?”

My  mother  told  him  that  Daddy  had  gone  into  Glasgow  for  a 

meeting with a publisher, but that she expected him back for lunch. “Speaking 

of which, I really ought to think about getting something ready. Will you join 

us?” 

“Not  a  big  lunch,  Mummy,”  my  astonishingly  restored  sister 

pleaded, all thoughts,  tears, and trauma about living on top of bomb dumps 

switched off and  forgotten. “We want to go back to the mystery house this  

afternoon.”
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Chapter 9

We did not get away as early as we had hoped. Mummy, especially 

after Pippa's earlier outburst, insisted that waited until my father had returned. 

This he did, but not until almost one-thirty. “You're late, darling,” murmured 

my mother as she lifted her face to his kiss.

“I  know.  The  Peace  Camp  lot  were  up  to  their  antics  again,  

blockading the Clyde Base. A bunch of them were lying down in the road, 

causing havoc with the traffic and giving the poor old MOD police a hard time 

Whether or not you agree with their views on Trident, they're getting out of 

hand now. It's one thing to put up with their scruffy camp growing every day 

along the road, and their slogans, graffiti and so on, but  preventing normal, 

non-military traffic flow along a main road is ridiculous.

Having eventually found my way past  that  lot,  guess  what?  As I 

drove into Garelochhead there was a 'Protest-the-Protestors' gathering. There 

were something like 60 people, from Clynder, Kilkreggan and Cove marching 

towards the Peace Camp waving banners urging the people there to buzz off 

home. At least our locals had the decency to let traffic pass them.”

He went on to say how the ordinary people who lived in the area,  

and especially those living on our peninsular  were  getting more and more 

annoyed. Local schoolchildren  were having to be driven over the hill roads to 

get to school in Helensburgh, their normal route being more than doubled just 

to bypass the protesters and their imposed delays.

“Oh dear,”  said Mummy when he paused, “The girls  have had a 

traumatic morning linked to the Base as well.”
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My father gave us a quizzical glance, his eyebrows lifting. Pippa and 

I  looked  each  other,  wondering  which  of  us  would  begin.  Maybe  slightly 

regretting her earlier  dramatic outburst, my sister nodded to me that I should 

tell him of our morning's adventure – or rather, misadventure.  As calmly as 

possible I told my father what had happened on the hill beyond the wood above 

our land. How we had  been exploring and having a walk with Dog, and how 

the poor animal had been hurt by the electric fence, and,  like us, terrified when 

this triggered off a Thunderflash.

To my relief Daddy ignored the fact that we had trespassed into the 

woods, and went straight to the main point. “So, you found one of the security 

fences did you? I'm not surprised; they're all over the place. What does surprise 

me however, is that you didn't see any signs warning you not to stray around 

up there. Or did you?” he concluded sternly. Both Pippa and I rushed to assure 

him that we had not. He looked thoughtful, and then asked me what sort of  

fencing it was. When I said that it was just, well, the sort of ordinary electric 

fencing that farmers use he looked even more puzzled.

 

“What, Daddy?”, I asked.

“I'm surprised that it was such a simple affair,” he began.

“Huh! Dog didn't think it was simple,” Pippa burst out. “You should 

have heard him squeal, Dad – and me and Sally too. It was really scary.”

My father put his arm around her shoulder, hugged her to him, and 

went on to say that the MOD security fences were much more 'serious' than 

that which we had described. They were, he said, very solidly built devices of 

heavy chain-linked design, very often with razor wire included. As for being 
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electrified, they sometimes were, but with an electric current much higher than 

farm fencing. Such fences were designed to keep grown men at bay, not just 

young girls and their dogs.

As  for  the  Thunderflash,  he  said,  it  was  possible  that  the  MOD 

security people might  use such a device for,  say,  a trip-alarm, but this was 

hardly  likely.  They  would  almost  certainly  have  installed  some  far  more 

sophisticated electronic alarm system.

He'd ask around, he said mysteriously, but meanwhile we were not 

to worry ourselves. It was probably just a hill-farmer’s fence and nothing to do 

with the MOD, and in reply to my unvoiced question he laughingly suggested 

that  the  same  farmer  had  rigged  an  overgrown  firework  –  or  one  of  the 

patrolling FPG marines had put it there for a lark.

My sister and I both asked, “What's an FPG marine?”, but Mummy 

said:

“Enough now. Let's have our soup and, please, leave military things 

alone. Please!”
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Chapter 10

Having finished our lunch Pippa and I collected Dog from grandpa's, 

and attached him to the sturdy new leather collar and lead which my father had 

remembered to buy while he was in Glasgow. Dog at first  eyed  these with 

suspicion, growling and worrying at his lead, but once he realised that they 

were associated with exercise and play he was fine.

We half ran along the loch road to the McBride house because we 

were already quite late for our meeting there with Iain and Doc. Once we had 

entered the driveway  Dog's lead was slipped and he went bounding ahead up 

to the house. The happy sound of his barking told us that he found our friends, 

for it was obvious that he now considered them to be so. This was something 

that both of the boys remarked upon when we caught up to them.

Doc was crouched and having a little wrestling match with the dog 

with Iain egging them on. As he saw us Iain said, “Whatever have you done 

with this animal? Look at him now, he's as daft as a loon, but as gentle as a  

lamb.”

Doc  by  now had  been  knocked  onto  his  back  and  was  giggling 

madly as he tried to hold Dog's slobbery head by the ruff. Pippa couldn't hold 

herself back from a game like this and soon there were three of them engaged 

in the wrestling match. Dog was emitting the most fearsome sounding growls 

but they were obviously in fun, and his tail (when Pippa was not holding onto 

it) was wagging frantically. 

I would have loved to join in myself, but at the same time I did not 

want to act too childishly in front of Iain. In spite of my parents' gentle teasing 
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I had to admit to myself that there did seem to be some kind of 'spark' between 

us. Perhaps it was just what my father would call 'another of my crushes', but it 

felt nice.

Leaving the others to their fun, Iain and I started to walk through the 

gardens – or in places, to beat our way through. The whole area was quite a  

jungle. Bushes and still immature trees had grown into each other whilst the 

lower branches of some of the older trees, pines and cedars mostly, had formed 

tents  of  their  lower  branches.  At  the  back  of  house  even  the  paths  were  

overgrown in many places.  As we struggled to make our way around, Dog 

came crashing up to us, obviously tiring of his game and seeking my company 

for reassurance. Or at least that's what I, perhaps conceitedly, told myself.

Iain  however,  must  have  been  of  the  same  opinion,  because  he 

remarked upon the way that Dog had  imprinted with me, and through that 

contact had become so amazingly gentle with other people too. It seemed, he 

said, that my father was right about there being no bad dogs, just bad humans 

making them savage. 

Dog  by  this  time  was  busily  and  insistently  sniffing  around  the 

bulging base of the tower which formed one corner of the house. Iain and I 

turned to make our way back to where we had left the others, whom we could 

still hear laughing about something or other. 

There  seemed  little  point  in  continuing  our  jungle  expedition 

anyway, not without guides and machetes.... “Come on, Dog,” I called, but he 

was too engrossed in sniffing and patrolling the base of the tower. Oh well, he  

would come when he was ready.
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Joining up with the others, it  just seemed natural  to go inside the 

mysterious old house. We knew what to expect, and Doc and Iain admitted that 

they had been in there a few times in the earlier days of its abandonment. Then, 

what with boarding school and all  of the other  outdoor things to do in the 

holidays,  they had sort of forgotten or outgrown the house. Especially,  they 

said together, when Dougie had got into so much trouble from his brother.

A thought jumped unbidden into my mind, and I asked Iain,  “Do 

you know what an FPG Marine is?  My father mentioned it earlier when we 

were talking about Security in this area.”

“Yes”, exclaimed Pippa and gave the boys an excited briefing on our 

adventures  of  the  morning.  They  both  looked  greatly  interested,  but  both 

seemed in agreement with my father's assessment that the fence which we, or 

rather, Dog had tangled with was probably nothing to do with MOD Security, 

just a farm fence. Then Iain went on to tell us that the Marines my father had 

mentioned were the specialist Fleet Protection Group, Royal Marines, whose 

role  it  was  to  provide  military  support   preventing  unauthorised  access  to 

nuclear weapons in the Faslane base or the armaments depot at Coulport. They 

were also involved in the security of those weapons in transit.

“Wow!”  breathed  my impressionable  sister,  although  voicing  my 

own thoughts. “they're Special Forces. Like a sort of SAS.”

This information was however, fairly soon forgotten as we wandered 

into  the  sitting  room  and  saw  with  fresh  amazement  what  had  been  so 

puzzlingly left behind. I moved over to the piano and this time I just had to 

raise  its  dusty  and  muck  bedecked  lid.  The  keyboard  beneath  looked 

immaculate and just drew my fingers to it. I began to play and Pippa moved in 
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to join me, but just as we were settling into a duet ( and earning gratifying 

approval from the boys) we were interrupted by the sound of an excited Dog. 

His little yaps and louder barks were coming from deeper within the house and 

demanded our investigation.

Following the  continuing  noise  we  found  him in  the  kitchen,  or 

rather in the larder, sniffing, scratching and barking at a large storage cupboard 

which filled a niche in its back wall.

 “Aha! Mister Piggins!” I said to him, pretending to be cross, “your  

greediness interrupted our concert, you monster.” I tried to tug him away from 

the cupboard but no sooner was  my grip on his collar relaxed than he went 

straight  back to it.  This ridiculous tug of war was repeated until I  gave in,  

saying that perhaps it would be easier just open the cupboard door to see what 

was  tempting him. 

As I bent to do so Doc muttered something about whatever was in 

the cupboard couldn't be fit for even a dog to eat after all these years, and in a  

way he was right. The only food there was secure in tins.

Dog however, was not interested in the tinned food. He nosed into 

them and just  pushed them out  of  his  way.  It  was  crazy.  The silly  animal 

seemed to want to crawl right into the cupboard himself. What on earth? 

Pippa thought that it was funny and told Dog that he was a lunatic. 

The sight of his very large body trying to crawl inside a shelf space barely big 

enough for a cat was  quite funny. Then Iain said thoughtfully,  “He's not so 

much trying to get in the cupboard as get out at the back of it.”
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“Aye, you're right,” Doc agreed, ”see, he's scratching at the back of 

it  all  the  time.  Maybe  there's  something  behind  there,”  he  added 

excitedly.“Sally, can you and Pip somehow get him out of the way while me 

and Iain try to shift the cupboard?”

It was not easy, but somehow Pippa and I managed to control the 

dog while  the  boys  struggled  to  shift  the  larder  cupboard.  It  was  difficult  

because  it  just  about   completely  filled  the  niche  it  seemed  to  have  been 

designed for, and there were scant inches clearance at  either side. They were 

really struggling to make any impression at all when I had a thought. Having 

once seen my father  faced  with a similar quandary,  I  suggested   that  there 

might be enough clear headroom to tip the cupboard towards them, and then 

sort of wriggle it out of the niche.

Doc  grinned  at  Iain,  and  I   heard  him whisper  something  about 

brains as well as beauty. Whatever it was, it earned him a punch on his upper  

arm. Not from Iain, but from my dear little sister. Giggling, she tried to join in  

their efforts to tip the cupboard, but she was of course too short and only got in 

their way. Left to their own devices the boys did manage to start tipping and 

ever so slowly ease the stubborn piece of furniture towards them.

Which of them had the brainwave to completely tip it down towards 

them I do not know, but my sister and I almost cried with laughter as a mini 

avalanche of tins and packets erupted out of the upper cupboard doors and hit 

them, as my father  would say,  amidships.  One or two of the packages  had 

grown weak with the years and burst upon impact, showering their chests and 

thighs with a mix of flour, custard powder, and other unknown delights. All of  

it  fortunately dry,  or else I believe that  Pippa and I  would really have had 

hysterics.
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“Ah yes,” I spluttered, getting my own back, “brawn over brains!”

Eventually the two boys got the cupboard clear of the alcove and 

stood it to one side. Dog had been frantically trying to get free while all of this 

was going on, and when I let him loose he flew to the now exposed back of the 

niche. Again he started to whimper in excitement and to scratch at the wall.

“That's odd. The plaster finish here  looks different from the other 

walls.” The others looked at me in surprise. The wall  behind the cupboard did 

look rougher and less well finished than the other walls. Nor did it show the 

same traces of rising damp or mould that the other surfaces now showed due to 

the  house  being  unoccupied  for  several  years.  It  was  just,  different  -  and 

becoming  rapidly  more  so  thanks  to  the  attention  of  Dog  who  was  still 

worrying at it with his claws.

Iain was again looking very thoughtful. “What?” I asked him.

“I'm not sure,” he confessed, “but something about the set-up here 

doesn't make sense. Doc, take a look out of the kitchen window there will you,  

and tell me what you see on this side.”

Getting the window open proved  impossible. The wood had swollen 

with damp and it simply would not budge. Since it  already had one broken 

pane of glass none of wanted to force it.  

I  could not see what was puzzling Iain, but suggested that since we 

could not open the window, perhaps we could go outside and see whatever was 

to the side of the window that he was interested in. Still looking thoughtful he 

agreed that this was a good idea, and so clipping the lead to Dog's collar and 
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dragging  him  forcefully  away  from  the  larder  I  started  away  through  the 

kitchen and out down the hall toward the front door. Pippa hurried to follow 

me also wondering  what the new puzzle was. 

We went out of the house's main door, turned past one of the dining 

room windows and turned again at the corner of the house heading back to 

where we knew the kitchen was. Arriving outside the kitchen window we could 

see  Iain  and  Doc  looking  out  at  us.  Iain  pointed,  and  we  looked  in  that  

direction. Apart from the wild tangle of the gardens all we could see was the 

house wall continuing and  the rounded bulge of  the lower tower sticking out. 

I  shrugged  my shoulders  at  Iain,  signifying  that  that  I  could  see 

nothing of significance. If we continued in the direction he wanted we would 

just turn the corner around the tower and eventually work our way back to the 

main entrance door. And then it dawned upon me. “The tower,” I breathed to 

Pippa. Then more certainly and excitedly, ”It's got to be the tower, of course.”

The tower formed the corner of the house adjacent to the kitchen and 

its larder. Yet we had never come across a door leading into it anywhere on the 

ground floor, let alone from the kitchen area. Yes, we had entered the tower 

from the upper floor, but it had been fully floor-boarded and showed no way 

down to the ground floor - but as we could see quite clearly from outside the  

house, the tower should go all the way down to the ground. Or as I told my 

sister, more logically it should rise  from the ground. 

We raced inside to tell the boys,  Dog thinking that this was huge 

fun, snapping at our heels and generally doing his best to trip us up. Pippa, with 

her usual manic energy, beat me to it and even before we reached the kitchen 

she was stuttering out our conclusions.
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“That's it! I just knew that there was something cock-eyed about this 

layout here. Think about it, Doc. There has to be a hidden door somewhere, 

and I bet it's right there.”

Following  his  pointing  hand  we  gazed  again  at  the   larder  wall 

which  had  been  exposed  by  shifting  the  cupboard.  With  Pippa  and  Doc 

babbling about secret passages, Iain and I looked at each other, trying to act the 

older, wiser heads – but we could not sustain our superiority for long and soon 

all four of of us were jumping and all talking at once, with Dog adding to our 

noise.

Doc ran out and seconds later was back brandishing a heavy poker 

which he had remembered seeing in the sitting room fireplace. Telling us to 

stand back he swung the poker at the wall. With absolutely no result except to 

receive  a  stinging  shock  to  his  fingers.”It  needs  something  heavier,”  he 

grumbled, shaking his hands.

We  hunted around for something which might be suitable but all 

our  bright  ideas  were  futile.  Until  I  remembered  having  seen  some  tools 

standing inside a dirty old gardener's shed half-hidden in the wild shrubbery 

beyond what had once been the back lawns.

Our excitement was such that all four of us plus a happy, barking 

canine had to rush out of the house to check in the shed. When we got there I  

gladly let the boys fight their way through the cobwebs inside. Then I gave a 

terrified screech as a disturbed rat shot out of the door and over my feet. It 

didn't touch Pippa but she practically had hysterics. The ridiculous  thing was 

that in normal circumstances neither of us would have been that scared of the 

rodent. Careful of course, but not screaming-aloud frightened and 'girlish'.
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I think that Iain at first tried to act as my concerned protector, but I  

cannot be sure because within seconds he had joined Doc in a sort of lunatic 

dance of mirth. That was their undoing. Within seconds one backof them had 

crashed into a shelf,  which promptly collapsed and showered them with an 

array of plastic pots and the dried plants and soil which they contained. As they 

both  staggered  back  from  this  second  unwelcome  shock,  coughing  (and 

cursing!), Iain blundered into an enormous spider web. 

He came roaring out of the shed like a madman, hands scrabbling in 

his now far from blonde hair. I screeched again when it became apparent  that  

he was trying desperately to rid himself of the biggest, blackest, hairy spider I  

had ever seen. And then it scuttled down his cheek and onto his shoulder. It  

was a heart-stopping moment for us all – Except for one person, Doc, who 

almost  casually  reached  forward  and  flicked  the  wretched  thing  off  of  his 

friend's  shoulder. Oh-so-luckily not in my or my sister's  direction. Dog, the 

fool, pounced and snapped up the spider as it landed, but very, very quickly 

spat it  out and retched in disgust.  The spider,  having somehow survived all 

these misadventures scuttled into the nearest undergrowth;

It took us all a while to calm down. Each time we thought that we 

had gathered ourselves, someone would start us all off again by a giggle or by a 

dramatic shudder. Just when I believed that we had finally broken the spell, 

Iain broke us up again by pointing to Dog. The animal was sitting looking at  

us, perfectly still except for his eyebrows, which were twitching up and down 

in a silent semaphore plea of, “What ??”

Eventually,  and  much  more  carefully,  the  boys  returned  to  their 

search for a suitable tool. Spades and garden forks didn't really seem to fit the 

bill and there was no sign of a pick-axe, but then with a cry of triumph Doc 



89

came up with a large, heavy mason's hammer. That should do it we all agreed, 

and with Dog retreating before us still looking mystified at our antics, we went 

back  into  the  house  and  to  the larder.  Doc urged  us  aside,  and  swung the 

hammer at the wall. The shock travelling up the tool's handle once again made 

Doc  wince  in  sudden  pain,  but  this  time  there  was  a  difference.  Oh,  no 

dramatic cracking of the wall, but a definite hollow sound came back.

“Wow”,  said  Pippa  wide-eyed.  “There  is a  room  or  something 

behind there.”

Iain  took  over  the  hammer  and  struck  the  wall  a  series  of  solid 

blows. The outer plaster cracked and fell away in pieces but only to reveal 

solid stone beyond. Not the brick which we had expected. As Iain widened his 

field of  attack  we could see  that  large  chunks of  stone had been  mortared 

together and that regardless of the hollowness the hammer blows suggested, the 

construction was very strong.

Although both the boys took turns thumping at the stones with the 

hammer, and Pippa could not be restrained from making her own assault, it  

was soon obvious that it  would take heavier-duty tools, or even the help of 

adults to break through. Part of the 'sensible' side of me suggested that there 

might be a safety issue in breaking through the wall although neither Iain or 

Doc agreed, pointing out that the hollow sounds bouncing back when the wall  

was struck indicated a recess behind it, not a solid load-bearing structure.

This crazy house presented us with yet  another mystery.  Why on 

earth should what must be the ground-floor of the tower be blocked off. What 

secrets could it contain?
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Then for some reason I looked at my wristwatch. “Oh goodness! We 

have to getting back. I had forgotten that we started out so late and now it's 

nearly dinner time already.”

My pronouncement brought a mild howl of protest from my sister, 

but she knew that I was right. Our parents are old fashioned in some ways, and  

one of them was in caring about our well-being. They insist  upon knowing 

where we are and in what company. They also insist that when possible we 

keep regular meal hours with them. Some of our friends at school say that this 

is unfairly strict, but most of them, when they think about it, will  admit that 

they wish more parents were as caring and responsible.

Occasionally it can seem a nuisance, but I  know that it would be 

horrible to be so unloved and uncared for that we could roam  at all sorts of 

hours, getting into goodness  knows what sort of trouble. I only need watch the 

television  to know that I have no wish to be among those neglected bands of  

street gangs, joy-riding, wrecking cars and property. Or worse, being homeless 

and involved,  one  way or  another,  with drugs.  The parents  of  these  young 

people obviously did not care enough about them, or were somehow incapable 

of giving them proper guidance  or supervision. Mine do care,  and I am so 

thankful.

To  my  relief,  but  really  not  to  my  surprise,  both  of  the  boys 

immediately understood and said that they would walk back with us. We had 

so much to talk about,  especially  the  fresh  puzzle  which Dog's  efforts  had 

turned up, that  we arrived  home in almost no time. Again the boys shyly 

demurred from coming up to the house, and we parted company at the drive, 

with promises to meet again in the morning.
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Chapter 11

As we reached the top of our drive (Dog securely on his lead this  

time!) Percy and Jemima gave their normal warning honks, but now without 

undue panic at the sight of the canine interloper. My father says that geese have 

been used, at least since Roman times, as watchdogs-- or should I say watch  

birds?  We have even  seen  a  flock  of  them used  to  guard  a  large  whiskey 

distillery outside the town of Dumbarton.

Shooing them away,  we saw that Mummy and Daddy were stood 

next to the garden hammock on which lay my grandfather. “Hello you two,” 

called my father with a smile. “Mummy and I were about to come looking for  

you,  when we heard you chattering and laughing along the road. Have you 

been having fun?”

Before we could answer, my mother had joined in, “You do seem to 

be getting on very well with those boys. I'm so happy that you have found nice 

friends so quickly. Daddy and I had worried about keeping you amused during 

the holidays. You should invite them up to the house, darlings.”

“We have,” said Pippa, foot in mouth.”but they're scared.”

“Scared !! What, am I such a monster?”

“Not scared, Dad;.she means that they are a bit shy. That's all.”

My mother  laughed,  and  Grandpa  had  to  be  told  what  we  were 

talking about. 
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“Tell you what,” my father said loudly for his benefit,  “let us all 

have a tidy up and the girls can fill us in on their latest adventures over dinner. 

As for you, you old mutt,” bending to stroke Dog's ears, ”you look positively 

tidy tonight, unlike my two scruffy daughters. You are a good boy, aren't you?”

“Better  than  you  know,”  my  grandfather  said,  nodding  his  head 

sagely.  Ignoring  our quizzical  looks the old man struggled  to  raise himself 

from the hammock. Pippa rushed to help him and then with one arm around her 

waist and the other around mine he led us to his cottage. Once inside, Dog let 

us know, with panting, little barks and persistent nudging of his food dish that  

it was his dinner time. I fed him and fussed him as he bolted down his food,  

sternly told him, “No more,”  when his dish was licked clean,  whereon  he 

happily flopped onto his bed.

Telling Grandpa that we would see him later, Pippa and I ran over to 

the house and up to our rooms. I made her swear to keep our latest adventures  

to herself until we were all together in the dining room. Although the delay was 

obviously frustrating, hopefully she had been convinced  that it would be more 

dramatic. She does love an audience.

When  I looked into my dressing table mirror I saw what Daddy had 

meant  about  scruffy.  My usually well-brushed  long hair  was  like  a  blonde 

bird's nest. Really, with bits of twig in it and the odd small leaf too. My face  

bore the signs of where I had rubbed at it with, I looked down, a pair of very 

dirty hands. The jeans I was wearing did not look so bad, but my jumper was 

pretty awful and so were the trainers on my feet. I couldn't help but grin at my 

reflection and at the same time wonder why I had not noticed whether Pippa 

was in a similar state. I supposed that she must have been, but we had been  

having so much fun and excitement that neither of had noticed.
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I crept along to her room. The door was ajar and so I sneaked a look. 

Pippa  was  sitting  on  her  bed  untying  her  trainer  laces  but  she  sensed  my 

looking  at  her  and  said,  “What?”  Laughing  aloud I  told  he  to  look in  her 

mirror.  When she did so but  turned back  to  me with a  puzzled frown and 

repeated, “What?” it just about broke me up. Hugging my sides I staggered  

back to my room.

When my laughter had  subsided I undressed as quickly as possible 

and  throwing my dressing  gown loosely  over  my shoulders  raced  for  our 

bathroom before my sister could hog it for hours on end. Well, she couldn't  

exactly  do  that  with  dinner  on  the  way,  but  there  was  an  ongoing  battle 

between us  for  'quality  shower  time'.  There  is  also the unsavoury fact  that  

Pippa seems to have the ability to – quite  deliberately – break wind if she 

knows that I have to follow her into the bathroom. Wretch! 

By the time I  descended,  all  fresh  and smelling sweetly,  to  help 

Mummy carry things through to the dining room, my father and grandfather 

were already seated. Daddy reached out to gave me an affectionate pat , and 

called upstairs in his 'military' roar, “Pippa! What's keeping you?”

There was a muffled reply and shortly my sister entered the room. 

She too was clean and properly smart – except for her red curls which were 

still  a damp tangle.  The scowl which she gave me for making her late was 

wicked. Wickedly funny I thought. Poor Mummy had to rush off and bring her 

hair-dryer. The two men looked at one another with resignation on their faces 

and I sat at the table struggling not to look at my sister because I knew that this 

would invite a fit of the giggles. I knew that she would be giving me one of her  

basilisk stares. 
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Although neither of my parents are bothered by talking at table (as 

long  as  we  are  civilised  and  do  not  gobble  with  mouths  full  of  food)  by 

common consent neither myself or Pippa wanted to talk about our afternoon 

whilst food was on the table. Our parents were quite happy to pass the meal in 

small talk, and poor Grandpa kept to his usual hearing-impaired silence.

After  dinner  we  all  moved  into  the  sitting  room  and  arranged 

ourselves in comfort, cats as usual claiming laps to curl upon. Now our bubble 

of silence burst, and my sister  tried to beat  me to the account of our latest 

round  of  adventures  and  discoveries  at  the  McBride  house.  We  both  so 

desperately wanted to tell the tale that we constantly interrupted each other. My 

poor parents looked wryly at us, shaking their heads in disbelief at the gabble.  

Grandpa, having seen the looks on their faces, knew that he did not stand a  

chance and just relaxed back into his chair.

I half heard my mother's exasperated cry of, “Well ...!” when Daddy, 

in his best parade ground bellow ordered us to stop.

“Now then, if we are ever to understand one word of all this it seems 

that  I  will  have  to  appoint  a  spokesperson.  Right,  Pippa,  your  turn  for  a 

change.”

Oh,  I  thought  crossly  when  my  sister  smirked  in  my  direction. 

Daddy was right however,  with the two of us talking nineteen to the dozen 

nobody would ever get  to hear the story clearly.  To my astonishment Pippa 

calmly started  her account at its beginning instead of rushing straight to its 

conclusion. I was right, I thought; she really does know how to build a drama. 

She told the story superbly well and by its end she even had me – a participant 

– leaning forward in anticipation.
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“So you see,” she concluded, “there must be a secret or something, 

or else why would the bottom part of the tower have been hidden like that?”

Grandfather had been paying such rapt attention to the story that he 

had needed only a very few explanations. Now he turned to look at his son and 

said, with mischief plain in his voice, “Looks like a job for you, Charles me 

lad.  You're  the  mystery  specialist  --  and  a  former  engineer.  Can't  think  of 

anyone better suited to find out what's behind that secret door.”

“Darned if you not right, Dad. Oho! Now here's something to look 

forward to.”

“Oh Lord!” said Mummy resignedly.

We all, my initially reluctant mother  included, spent the rest of the 

evening until Pippa and I were bundled off to our beds, discussing this latest 

part of the mystery at the McBride house. Some of our discussions and theories 

were sensible,  but probably as many were thrown in with giggles and were 

plainly nonsense.  The main contributors of  these latter  were  Pippa and my 

grandfather  who clearly loved a tease.  “You never know,” he growled in a 

sepulchral voice. “ You may find the McBride's bricked up in there.”

“Don't, Grandpa. Don't even joke about such a thing. Girls, you are 

not to listen to him. Charles, he's your father; speak to him please.”

Daddy couldn't keep a straight face as he pretended to remonstrate 

with his grinning father, and he ended his so-called lecture with, “They will 

both have ruddy nightmares now, you dreadful old codger.”



96

For my part, the nightmares did not come, even though Pippa did her 

best to provoke them as she lay for ages on my bed, and we  talked as quietly  

as we were able, until way into the night. Although my sister's mind was firmly 

set upon our discovery of what she insisted was a secret door, my own thoughts 

keep coming back to – well , not so much the undeniable fact that there was a  

hidden room -- but the fact that it had not been found before.

It seemed crazy. Lord knows how many people must have wandered 

through the house in the years before us -- including the police, who, Daddy 

had said, looked all over the house when the McBride's disappearance was first 

notified. Surely they, as trained investigators, would have spotted something so 

obvious that we  youngsters had found it.

Yet  perhaps  not..  As  my  father  had  said,  when  the  police  had 

checked the place they had no especial reason to suspect anything other than 

the  simple disappearance of its owners  Once they had found that there was no 

evidence of foul play or wrong doing, and I suppose that simply abandoning 

your house did not constitute wrong doing, what reason would they have for a 

prolonged search – or, I was forced  to admit, the sheer fluke of discovering a 

missing room? Had it  not  been  for  Dog's  persistent  worrying at  that  larder  

cupboard it was extremely unlikely that we would have found what we had.

Whichever way my mind attempted to rationalise things, it did seem 

that our chance discovery was just that -- a chance discovery.

Having more or less resolved that issue, my mind then persisted in 

questioning why Dog had  been so interested in the secret room in the larder? 

And earlier, in worrying at the outside wall of what had turned out to be that  

same room? The canine nose, I knew, was an incredible thing and far, far more 
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sensitive  to  scent  than  its  human  counterpart.  But  capable  of  smelling 

something, anything, through solid stone? 

It was with these kinds of thoughts in my head, which over-rode my 

sisters whispers, that I finally eased her out of my room and drifted off to sleep. 

In the circumstances it was a surprisingly untroubled sleep.
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Chapter 12

When, as planned,  we joined Iain and Doc at the mystery house the 

next morning there was an initial awkwardness. Not only did we have Daddy 

with us, but Iain had brought his father too, and so we had to go through that 

funny  little  ritual  of  introductions.  Dog  of  course  had  to  be  introduced  to 

Commander Fergusson as well, but he did not get  a handshake. Perhaps his 

earlier reputation had gone before him, but apart from being fidgety he was on 

his best behaviour. . 

In fact it all went quite easily. Iain's dad was out of uniform and very 

relaxed in his manner toward us all. My father in his turn was very much at  

ease with the two boys, although as he shook hands with Ian's father he gave  

him a quizzical look.

Suddenly  he  grinned  and  said,  “Fergusson.  Archie  Fergusson 

Weren't you the pilot on Narwhal?” The other man nodded and then cocked his 

head on one side while he lreturned my father's look. 

To everyone's  amusement Dog seemed to mimic them, tilting and 

turning his own head from one to the other with his eyebrows twitching.

“I was that, and it's beginning to dawn on me that I know your face 

too. Unless I'm very much mistaken, you were EWO on Walrus way back in –  

Lord, I can't remember.” Then he must have seen the puzzled look on Pippa 

and Doc's  faces.  “Sorry,  kids,”  he went  on,.  “are  we speaking in  a  foreign 

language? For 'Pilot' read Navigator and EWO translates as Electronic Warfare 

Officer.”
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Turning back to my father he held out his hand again, and they both 

started reminiscing about  submarines they had served on and mutual friends or 

acquaintances. Although they were only just contemporaries because my father 

had  left  the  service  a  good  few  years  ago,  they  fell  quickly  into  an  easy 

camaraderie. The boys and we girls grinned at each other and drifted away to 

leave them to their talk. We headed straight through the house and into the 

larder where Dog again gave his attention to the blocked up doorway.

Everything  seemed  to  be  exactly  as  we  had  left  it  the  previous 

evening, including the small heaps of broken plaster and the hammer which 

had dislodged them. I pulled Dog away from the wall at which he was again 

scratching and ordered him to sit. To my gratified surprise he did so without 

too much protest, and just as I was praising him for this the men appeared at  

the kitchen doorway and looked in at us.

They tried to join us in the larder but six humans and a large dog 

made this far too tight a squeeze, especially as the cupboard which the boys 

had moved yesterday seemed to fill half the available space. “First things first, 

Archie. Let's haul that cupboard out of the way.” With two grown men, and 

Iain  assisting,  this  was  easily  achieved  and  the  cupboard  was  dragged  out 

through the kitchen and into the more spacious hall.

Coming back into the kitchen and with Iain closing the door behind 

them the two adults returned to the larder. “Now let's see what we have,” my 

father continued.

“Whoever blocked that up made a decent job of it,” was Commander 

Fergusson's opinion. “ I can see that when that old piece of furniture was in  

place nobody would have cause to think that there was anything odd about this 
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little room. But why the devil should anyone have bothered to hide the door to 

another room. Doesn't make much sense to me.”

“Nor me,” said Daddy, “but there's only one way to find out. Just 

one thing though. I suppose that breaking through there will be illegal one way 

or another.  Are you still  game?” Although this last  question was of  course 

intended for his fellow grown-up, he looked at all of us for approval.

“Well, the former owners aren't available to withhold their consent, 

so I for one am prepared to turn Nelson's Eye. How about it kids?” asked Ian's  

father with a grin. We all nodded or voiced our agreement, Dog making his 

clear with a series of excited barks.

“Right,  stand back  everyone,”  and  my father  began  to attack  the 

blockage with the  large clump hammer and steel chisel he had brought with 

him for the purpose. At first he had the same sort of difficulty which Iain had 

experience the previous day, but as he worked methodically at chipping off the 

upper plaster layers we could gradually make out the mortar joins between the 

stones. Luckily toward the top of the blocked-in doorway smaller stone and 

even a few pieces  of brick had been used, and by working at  these Daddy 

began to loosen the main structure.

Suddenly he broke through and one of the pieces of brick fell away. 

He stopped momentarily, flexing his fingers to ease the shocks of the hammer 

blows, and commented on the fact that the air from inside the closed-up room 

was surprising fresh – or as he put it, there were no “Nasty niffs”. A few more  

minutes of work and larger pieces of stone had surrendered their grip on one 

another, clattering and thudding their way to the ground into the hidden room. 

The hole which now appeared was large enough for Daddy to put his head into.
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“Sally, pass the torch in my knapsack please dear.”

Pippa bent, found the torch and passed it me and in turn I placed in 

my father's hand. He shone it through the hole he had made and looked into the 

room. “What the ... ?” we heard him say and then stepping back he called Iain's  

father to look, handing over the torch. 

“Good grief ! It's like a ruddy ops room in there.”

The four of us younger members of the exploration team were more 

than a little impatient to know what was happening, and what the two men had 

seen. What had they seen, we asked? Ian's father stepped back from the hole, 

grinned at us  and made hand motions for us to wait while Daddy once more 

attacked the blockage.

Before long he had punched a hole large enough to step through. We 

all scrambled through after him, and in the light  from the torch we could a 

bench, no, two benches littered with various pieces of what were clearly,  even 

to my non-technical eye, some kind of electrronic equipment. 

Above them on the wall above one of the benches a large map of the 

local area was still taped at three corners, while the fourth had become unstuck 

and was curling down. Next to it what seemed to be another map had lost all 

adhesion to the wall and now lay loosely furled on top of some sort of black  

metal box.

The silence which had engulfed us all at this surprising sight was 

broken by Doc who said in a  quiet  voice,  “Were they radio hams, do you 

think?”



102

“I don't think it's that simple, son,” my father replied in an equally 

quiet voice. “The stuff in here is way too sophisticated for an amateur set-up. 

Don't you agree, Archie?”

“There's no question about it. This is military standard. I don't even 

begin to recognise some of it.”

The two men looked at each with very serious expressions on their 

faces. My father then turned to us and asked if wouldn't mind waiting outside 

the room and its strange contents whilst he and Commander Fergusson had a 

closer look around.

Pippa  of  course  protested  that  it  was  our  investigations  that  had 

found the place. Whilst I agreed with her and shared her frustration, something 

told me that this was grown-up territory. Surprisingly, Iain had not said a word 

from the  time  we  had  entered  the  room.  Neither  had  Doc  after  his  initial 

suggestion  about  radio  amateurs.  It  was  apparent  that  here  was  something 

perhaps  a  bit  over  our  heads  and  even  my  sister's  scowl  of  frustration 

disappeared as we all realised this.

We scrambled back over the dislodged stone and rubble at the base 

of the formerly secret door out of the larder and into the kitchen. Opening its 

closed door we all  trooped down the hall,out  through the main door of  the 

house and into the gardens. 

Then it hit me. Where was Dog?

With  all  of  the  surprises  that  had  just  gone  before,  the  sheer 

astonishment at seeing what that hidden tower-base room had contained I had 
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simply not seen what the animal had done, or how he had reacted. When the 

others were questioned they also said that none of them had thought about him. 

I rushed back into the kitchen and then to the entrance to the mysterious room.  

My father and Ian's looked out at me in surprise as I asked them if they knew 

where Dog was. Like the rest of us they said that they had been so preoccupied  

with their discoveries that they had not given the animal a single thought. 

Daddy now shone his torch around the room. It  lit  up the spaces 

under  the  equipment  benches  and  picked  out  a  few  stools  and  various 

cardboard  boxes  and  things,  wavered  over  a  heap  of  what  seemed  to  be 

discarded clothing in one corner, but of Dog there was no sign. The light from 

the torch was by now becoming noticeably weaker, and so with no  dog to be 

seen my father suggested that we had better leave the room while we still see to 

do so He added, logically enough, that Dog had probably become bored and 

that we would find him chasing mice or whatever dogs did somewhere in the 

gardens.

When  all six of us gathered outside the front door of the house there 

was still no sign of Dog, but the two parents had rather more important matters  

to  discuss  with  us.  Whatever  the  true  story about  the  hidden  room and its 

collection of equipment was, they told us, we were old enough to understand 

that things had progressed beyond an adolescent adventure. 

“It  may turn out that there's  a quite innocent explanation,” Daddy 

said, “but right now I doubt it. We  are surrounded by some very hush-hush 

military  installations,  and  so  Commander  Fergusson  and  I  agree  that  this 

business has to be reported to someone better equipped than us to check it.  

That being the case, girls – and you, Iain and Doc – we would like your word  

that you will keep all of this very quiet. Understood?”
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We all nodded and promised that we would treat the  matter as secret. 

I wondered if my co-conspirators felt as excited, yet at the same time slightly 

scared as me. From Pippa's face, and her fidgets it seemed clear that one person 

did. Iain in fact came right out and said so, while Doc  seemed in tune with my 

sister – barely able to suppress his excitement yet subdued by the implications 

of what we now knew.

Iain turned to his friend and told him in a troubled voice that even 

Dougie,  pal  though he was,  couldn't  be told.  Doc nodded again,  somewhat 

glumly. It had to be rotten for them to hold back from telling their friend, I 

thought,  but   considering  Dougie's   family  it  was  obviously  the  sensible 

conclusion.

A small part of my mind registered that Commander Fergusson and 

my father were discussing how and to whom they should report our findings, 

but the larger part was again considering the absence of Dog. Where on earth 

could he be?

“Dog; Dog. Where are you boy?” 

My loud call surprised everyone so much that even Daddy visibly 

jumped.  With his  eyes  twinkling  he  pretended  to lecture  me on  the  sin of  

putting extra years on him, but then he joined me in calling for the animal. Just 

as worry was settlng in again, Dog announced his reappearance with a series of 

happy  barks  and  he  came  crashing  through  the  jungly  shrubbery  from 

somewhere uphill. 

If  I thought about this at all it would have seemed confirmation of 

what my father had said earlier, that Dog had been bored and gone off 
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exploring scents in the grounds.  The fact  that  his coat  was wet and carried 

traces of the sandy soil around the quarry did not dawn on me, even when he, 

delightful animal, shook himself and gave everyone within reach an unwanted 

shower.

“Vile animal,” my father called him, but with a smile on his face. 

And then he said, “Sally,   he seems to have lost his collar?” He was right.  

Dog's neck was bare. 

We all made an effort to search for the missing collar, but it could 

only be a token gesture in the overgrown gardens. Iain came with me in a quick 

search of the house itself but we found nothing.  Dog was informed that he was 

a silly animal for  losing his collar,  but  his head on one side look of  sheer  

puzzlement  at  this  lecture  was  too  funny  and  his  talking-to  ended  up  in 

laughter. 

That was clearly an invitation to act the fool and he began prancing 

and playfully pouncing at anyone who would react. All of us  joined in the fun, 

although I did hear Ian's  father say that from what he had heard before,  he  

wondered when he was going to get his throat ripped out.

My father laughed at this and then pretend-grumbled that it was a 

good job that he'd had the sense to buy a spare collar and lead which were at  

home. Talking of home, he added, he supposed that it  was time we headed 

there now. “Will you join us for a simple lunch, Archie? The boys too. It will  

have to be something fairly simple, a bowl of soup or something since Beth  

isn't expecting company, but you are more than welcome and it will give us a  

chance to think things over again – a sort of council of war”, he said with an 

expectant look.
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Chapter 13

Everyone thought that this was a great idea, although Ian's father did 

express the hope that it would not be too great an imposition on Mummy. My 

father shrugged this off with the reassurance that she would be delighted to 

meet him. 

We set off down the road, Dog restrained by his lead which was 

looped through a make-shift collar which Doc had made from the apparently 

inexhaustible store of oddments he had stuffed into his pockets. It was crude,  

but it worked.  This time our stroll home was uninterrupted by MOD buses, or 

any other form of traffic and we reached our drive entrance without incident. 

As we did so, Pippa  hared off to help our mother with the extra mouths she  

had to feed. My father's calls for he not to panic Mummy went unheeded.

When we turned into the courtyard at the top of our drive Mummy, 

and Grandpa, stood waiting for us, alerted not so much by Pippa herself  but by 

the indignant honking of Jemima and Percy whose peace had been so abruptly 

disturbed by my sister's flying entrance. To add insult to their injury here came 

another flock of humans, and that dog. Percy came charging at us, neck and 

wings outstretched and in full challenge mode. My loyal, brave Dog promptly 

hid behind my legs - again. 

My father told us all to ignore the daft bird, walked right up to him 

and picked him up. Folding those big wings carefully he then stuffed the out-

bluffed gander under his arm and holding the bird's neck proceeded amiably to 

tell him that he was various kinds of fool. To our amazement Percy merely 

made  some very  soft  noises  and  pecked,  very  gently,  at  Daddy's  arm and 

shoulder. As we came closer to my mother and grandfather, the bird was 
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released gently on to the ground whereupon he  ushered  the still-protesting 

Jemima away onto the front lawn. Dog now came out from his shelter behind 

my legs and barked at them.

My father straightened up and walking across to Mummy gave her 

an  affectionate  hug  and  a  brief  kiss  before  making  the  introductions.  My 

mother of course had met the two boys briefly before and with a beaming smile 

welcomed them and bade them feel at ease.  She gave Iain's father the same 

welcoming smile and said how pleased she was to meet him. She addressed 

him initially with his Naval rank, which Pippa had obviously told her, but he 

begged her to please call him Archie. 

Grandpa was introduced in his turn, and the adults exchanged small 

talk.  Mummy suggested  that  Archie  might  wish to  call  his  wife to  explain 

where he and Iain were, and he gratefully accepted. Mummy showed him into 

the front hall and left him by the  telephone. Urged on by my energetic younger  

sister I led the boys away on a quick tour of our gardens. Dog was straining to 

be on the move up to the higher lawns, his accustomed toilet area, but I turned  

to call over my shoulder, “Don't worry, Dad, I won't let him off his lead.”

To my great surprise I heard my mother call up to me, “Don't worry 

darling. You can let him free.. Seriously dear, just turn him loose.”

I turned fully, still holding onto Dog. Mummy was smiling up at me 

and nodding,  with Grandpa next to her nodding in his turn.  My father  was 

staring at Mummy in frowning surprise and I clearly heard her say to him, “ It 

really is all right, darling. I'll explain later.” My father then turned to me with  

eyebrows raised and giving a comic, over-emphasised, Gallic shrug, expressed 

his consent.
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I slipped Dog's lead from the improvised collar and he went flying 

off up the garden to his favourite 'potty area'.  My father shouted something 

about me clearing up after  my animal and not to disappear too far  because  

Mummy would  be  preparing  lunch  soon.  As  I  turned  to  answer  they  were 

leading Iain's father into the house.

Catching up with the others and with Dog happily racing to and fro 

we spent the next quarter of an hour showing the two boys around, pointing out 

the woods above which we had had such a scare, and then we sat for a while 

looking down over the house and its lower grounds out over the peaceful loch 

to the hills beyond. Both of the boys seemed very impressed at the beauty not 

just of the setting, but of the house itself. Its style,  typical of many of the loch-

side villas in the area, Iain told us, was heavily influenced by the vogue for all  

things French and Italian that was current in the 1860s when these houses were 

built by wealthy Glasgow business people. 

Iain  was  apparently  deeper  than  the  sporty  type  I  had  at  first  

imagined. My sister must have seen the look I gave him because she nudged 

Doc and muttered something to him which caused the pair of them to have a fit  

of the giggles.  Iain looked at me as much as to say,  What can you do with 

them? and we started to walk back down to the house, leaving the 'young ones'  

to enjoy their mirth. Not for long though because Mummy called up to them all 

that lunch was ready.

Compounding my earlier surprise, when we reached the house and 

were turning to leave Dog in Grandpa's cottage as usual, my mother called out 

of the kitchen window that we should bring him into the house. What on earth?

Still not sure what was going on I tentatively took Dog in through the kitchen  

door,  holding tightly to his lead. My mother suggested that we should all 
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quickly wash our hands there at the sink and then join the three men who were 

in  the  dining  room.  There  was  not  enough  room,  she  rightly,  said  to  seat 

everyone at  the kitchen table where we usually ate casual  meals so that we 

could  keep her company as she prepared them. “Sally, would you be a dear 

and help carry the plates through with me?”

Again the problem of what to do with Dog made me hesitate but my 

mother urged me just to let him loose. “But, Mummy, the cats ...?” She reached 

out to hug me  and told me to trust her. Before I knew it she had taken Dog's  

lead from my hand and herself let him loose. He gave her a quizzical look at  

first  and  then,  to  my horror  ran  towards  the  dining  room just  as  Midnight 

strolled out of it..

My knees  almost  gave  way,  especially  when Dog stopped in his 

tracks  while  Midnight  walked  around  him,  tail  erect  as  he  rubbed  himself 

against Dog's legs and pushed purring loudly  beneath his chest. The sound of 

the  cat's  obvious  contentment  was  stunning.  Dog  in  his  turn  expressed  his 

pleasure  by  grooming  Midnight  with  his  long,  somewhat  slobbery  tongue. 

Being a canine he was not content just to lick the cat's back though, and taking  

advantage of Midnight's  erect tail he gave his bottom a good sniffing, and - 

Yuk! - a licking too.

“You foul creature,” I heard, and raising my unbelieving eyes saw 

Daddy standing in the doorway watching the two animals, with an enormous 

grin  on  his  face.  Looking  now  at  me  he  chuckled,  “It  would  appear  that  

Mummy and your grandfather have a tale to tell too, darling.”

A  look  back  at  my  mother  showed  that  she  too  was  smiling, 

although she was also holding a tray of plates toward me. “Help, please.”
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Between us we managed to carry the luncheon plates through to the 

dining room, somehow even in my bemused state without dropping anything. 

Pippa and my grandfather had laid out the place settings, more or less correctly 

considering that they were  making a game of it with our guests laughing at  

their antics. Pippa and Iain must have simultaneously seen the utterly bemused 

expression on my face because they said in unison, “What's up, Sally?”

Incapable of answer I flopped into the nearest  chair. Through her 

laughter  Mummy  said,  “Poor  Sally.  She  is  in  deep  shock,”  and  as  four 

concerned faces turned to her she pointed  at the dining room doorway, “and 

that is why.”

Unconcerned with the consternation around them,  the dog and cat 

had followed us into the dining room continuing their mutual grooming. Even 

though the others could not be expected to understand the full significance of 

Dog being in the house, they were suitably astonished at what they saw. Here 

was 'The Monster Hound' acting like a happy kitten. 

As for  Pippa, she,  to use her  own expression,  freaked.  She flung 

herself  forward  to  hug the  two animals.  Which of  course  rather  ruined the 

moment since they both fled before her onslaught. However, we knew what 

had been in her mind and so our laughter was for her and not directed at her.

Through the mirth my mother urged us all to please eat or the food 

would be stone cold. Dear Mummy. Even faced with unexpected guests at zero 

notice she had managed to present a satisfying light meal, not just the bowls of 

packet  soup which Daddy had offered.  Judging by the satisfied expressions 

around the table, everyone was more than content with the cheese omelette and 

salad she had given us. 
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While we ate she reached across to pat  Grandpa's hand and told us 

that he was the best person to explain her sudden, but complete change of heart  

regarding Dog

It was obvious that my father had already been briefed because he 

just quietly carried on with his meal while Grandpa addressed my sister and 

me. “I've been tempted to tell you ever since  you brought Doggers home. In 

fact I actually started to a couple of times, but held back until I was really sure.  

You see, during that first night  on one of my visits to the toilet it seemed to me 

that the poor old chap was acting a bit fidgetty too, so  I let him out. Oh, he was 

on that old leash and didn't try to run off or anything. Just did what he needed  

to and then we went back indoors.

What  I  hadn't  spotted was that  Midnight  must  have crept  in  too. 

Anyway, I went back to my bed all unconcerned. When I finally surfaced for 

breakfast my old heart nearly stopped. The dog was as snug as could be on his 

blankets, but he couldn't get up to greet me because Master Midnight was fast  

asleep  next  to  him,  front  legs  holding  him  in  a  headlock.  Frankly  I  was 

frightened to move at first for fear of setting off a confrontation, but when my 

legs did carry me across to them and my hand reached down to fuss them they  

were so at ease with each other it was incredible.

As I  said,  I  almost  said something about  later  that  day,  but  held 

back. Well since then both of the cats, yes, Dhobi as well, have been popping 

in and out when Doggers has been with me – and I promise you, my dears, that  

they are wonderful together. Of course, cats being cats they're the ones who 

chose whether to be cuddly or snooty. Old Doggers there gets put in his place if 

he imposes on their Highness's dignity – and he takes it gently as a lamb. Well, 

anyway this morning I just had to tell your mother.”
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As he finished  my eyes were welling. Pushing myself away from 

the table I stumbled around to him and flung my arms around him just as the  

dam burst. Pippa joined me as alternately sobbing and laughing we expressed 

our love for him – and our thanks. Through my tears of happiness I could see 

my parents looking fondly on, with Iain's father smiling in understanding. The 

two boys needless to say had suddenly discovered crumbs on the table top or 

an undone shoelace. Their oh so obvious embarrassment caused me to snort 

with  laughter-- followed by a most undignified scramble for my handkerchief.

As we regained our composure and my parents were assuring us that 

Dog was now a fully accepted member of our family (which led of course to 

another round of hugs and kisses - Lord knows what Ian's father was thinking 

of  our  emotional  family?),  Grandpa  let  forth  a  small  burp.  “Oops!  Sorry 

everyone. Turkish manners;”

The other adults politely pretended that nothing had happened,  but 

the boys  looked at  me with  puzzlement  warring  with their  attempts  not  to 

laugh. Doing my best to stifle my own giggles, I  explained that my grandfather 

referred to the fact that in Turkey and some other countries a burp at the end of 

a meal announced satisfaction. My grandfather solemnly nodded his approval 

of my explanation, but his twinkling eyes and twitching lips contradicted his 

solemnity and I knew that he had intervened in his own way just to ease the 

earlier weepy mood.

As Mummy turned  to take some of the plates out to the kitchen, my 

father suggested that he and Archie might retire to the study as they had things 

to  discuss.  As  he  did  this  he  gave  Pippa  and  me  a  warning  glance  and 

reinforced his message with a finger to his lips. He had obviously decided not 

to worry Mummy with our latest  discoveries  just  yet.  Grandpa gave  him a 
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quizzical look but Daddy simply asked him to join them in the study

At this point  Doc told us that  he should be leaving since he had 

promised  his  father  to  accompany  him  on  his  rounds  that  afternoon.  He 

thanked my father and made his farewells. Pippa said she would walk him to 

the road and took him through to the kitchen where  I heard him, somewhat 

shyly, thanking my mother. Then there was an outburst of honking as my sister 

and he left through the kitchen door and made off down the drive. That woke 

Dog who was sleeping under the dining table by my feet, and he exploded out 

to investigate. I heard him barking as he 'saw off' the geese and followed Pippa 

and Doc down the drive. Almost immediately his barking took on a new, quite 

threatening note which set the geese off in renewed protest and drew us all to 

the door in a rush.
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Chapter 14

“Get away, damn it!” a very  irate and frightened male voice cried. 

“Can't you control the bloody animal?”

My sister's urgent calls for Dog to come to heel followed, as did her 

attempts to reassure whoever it was that Dog would not really bite him. As 

Daddy and I started off to the rescue I distinctly heard Iain's father say from 

behind us, “Oh God! Not Whingeing-Wyatt. Please.”

Before my father and I had covered more than a few steps  we were 

astonished to see, retreating backwards towards us the fully uniformed figure 

of a tall naval officer. One arm was brandishing a walking stick at a growling,  

menacing Dog who was making short, challenging rushes at the man. This arm 

we could see carried the two thick and one thin gold rings of a Lieutenant-

Commander,  Royal  Navy.  “What on earth?” asked Daddy quietly,  and then 

more loudly and firmly, “Dog! Heel boy!”  More quietly he asked me to pick 

up Dog's lead and go to the rescue.

Some sort of order and relative calm was eventually restored, with 

me  holding a still grumbling dog firmly at my side and my mother doing her  

best to placate the new arrival. He, continuing his own grumblings, appeared 

most concerned with resetting his dislodged cap and generally fussing at his 

uniform.

Finally he looked up. He grunted approval at my control of Dog, 

acknowledged  Iain's   father  with  a  brisk,  “Commander,”  which  somehow 

conveyed that he was not especially pleased to see him here, and turned his 

rather saturnine face to my parents.
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“Mr and Mrs Weston I presume. Commander Williamson-Wyatt.” 

Somehow, I thought, he had made clear that his name was hyphenated, as well 

as  promoting  himself  up  one  courtesy  rank.  “We are  near  neighbours,”  he 

waived vaguely somewhere to his right. “Passing by and I thought it only right 

to introduce meself. After all, neighbours, what?” he added unnecessarily.“Not 

quite the welcome I had expected I must say.” he scowled at Dog. “Vicious 

brute that. Should be kept on a chain. Isn't he the Campbell’s animal? Those 

damned geese are a menace too.”

Oh my God, I thought. What a rude, rude man  

Behind  me  I  could  hear  my  sister  mutter  something 

uncomplimentary. He must have heard something too, or perhaps had the sense 

to feel that he had overstepped the mark (if he were capable of reading the 

signs  of  my father's  tightening  lips  he  would  have  had  no  doubts)  for  he 

quickly flashed  Mummy a  suddenly unctuous  smile  and  assured  her  in  his 

plummy voice that he was, “Delighted to meet you, dear lady.”

As no reciprocal introduction or greeting had yet come from either 

of my parents, the peculiar man simply bulldozed his way on. “Young Iain,”  

received  a  nod of  acknowledgement,  and  then  he  included  both  Pippa  and 

myself in a condescending, “Your dear young ladies of course.”

“Well now ... ?” he began again but then ran out of steam.

“Are  you  on some sort  of  duty mission,  Lieutenant-Commander? 

Forgive  me for  asking,  but it  does  seem unnecessarily  formal  to be in full 

uniform on a Sunday afternoon.”
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Gosh, I thought, you  have got on the wrong side of Daddy, noting 

the polite but icy cold tone of his voice and the fact that he had just chopped 

the man down to his proper rank.

“What? Er, no. No – just as I said, passing by and thought I'd  pop 

up to present me compliments you know.”

“Ah. Well I'm terribly sorry, but you catch us at rather a bad time. 

Commander Fergusson and I are very busy, and so is my wife,” my father's  

'diplomatic' voice replied. “Perhaps some other time? It might of course be best 

to ring in advance so that we chain up the dog and the geese.  We're in the 

book.”

Iain's father had a sudden fit of coughing and was obliged to cover 

his face with a handkerchief and I saw my poor mother struggle to keep her 

conflicting emotions from showing. She, like me, must be utterly surprised to 

see and hear Daddy react as he had. It was so unlike him. Pippa was the lucky 

one for she, being behind our unwelcome visitor, simply eased her way out of 

sight into the rhododendrons at the side of the drive. For myself, I almost felt 

sorry for the unfortunate man, but he really had brought it upon himself by his 

initial abrasiveness and pompousness.

My father did have the grace to accompany the man down the drive 

and see him off our property.  When he rejoined us he was greeted by a call 

from my grandfather, who had remained throughout in the kitchen doorway,  

“Apparently not a friend of yours my boy.”

“Damn! I do apologise to you all,” my father gave us all a wry, self-

critical look, “but something about that presumptuous, stuck-up ass  just 
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rubbed my fur the wrong way,” turning to Mummy he told her that he hoped 

that he had not been too inexcusably rude.

“I doubt that you could be too rude with that sort of person,” she 

replied.

“Don't worry, Charles. You have just shared the opinion of most of 

the wardroom and personnel at the Base,” Iain's father put in, “our Whingeing-

Wyatt is just about the most unpopular man to wear a sailor-suit. He carries a 

huge chip on his shoulder from being passed over for promotion on more than 

one occasion and is just hanging on until his pension. He's a bullying anchor-

faced perisher to any poor devil beneath  him, and yet he sucks up to the brass. 

You saw for yourself the way he tries to lord it with  mere mortals. There have 

been times when I have felt  sympathy and tried to ease his path, but he kicks 

you in the stern every time. The man's a no-hoper.” 

 “Thanks, Archie. What say we prevail upon Beth here,” he hugged 

her to him, “to knock  us up a cup of tea,  and then we get on with that business 

which I truthfully told what's-his-face we had?

With Grandpa in tow, they once again headed for the study.  Iain 

joined  me and  Mummy in  the  kitchen  where  Pippa  had  already made  her 

reappearance. We sat at the kitchen table attacking a packet of biscuits which 

my sister sneaked from a cupboard, but Mummy spotted us and insisted that we 

save at least half the packet for the men. If she had not insisted, Pippa and I  

would have demolished the lot, with or without Iain and Dog's help. Boarding 

school training again!

Mummy asked to carry the tea tray through to the study. The door 
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was  ajar,  and  through  the  gap  my  ears  pricked  up  on  hearing  my  father 

explaining loudly for Grandpa's benefit something about Naval Intelligence . 

Wow !  My knock on the door immediately stopped that particular discussion 

although they all three smiled up at me and thanked me for the tea and biscuits. 

Although I stalled and hung about as  long as possible, they would not resume 

their conversation.  

With my father's admonishment not to let the door hit my bottom on 

the way out I had to leave them. 

It  was almost an hour before the men came out of the study and 

joined us where now sat on the lawn. My father drew Mummy into their group 

as  they  wandered  a  little  apart,  leaving us  to  speculate  on what  they  were 

talking about.  Pippa and I glanced at each other when at one point we saw 

Mummy raise her arms in a gesture of  exasperation, a gesture which usually 

one of us was responsible for. Iain obviously recognized its significance  for he 

grinned.

My  mother  and  grandfather  came  back  to  where  we  sat,  with 

Grandpa saying something about  a little excitement being just the tonic he 

needed, and my mother telling him that he should be relaxing at his time of 

life. She wouldn't say anything much to us other than to tell us that Daddy was  

going to take Iain and his father home. To Pippa's immediate demand to go 

with them she said no, Daddy might be gone for quite a while. 

Moments later the two men joined us but almost immediately said 

that  they  had  to  leave.  Iain's  father  once  again  thanked  Mummy  for  her 

hospitality, smiled at Pippa and myself saying that he was sure that he would 

see us again soon. Affectionately ruffling his son's fair hair he   admonished 
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him to, “Shake a leg, son. We must be off.” Iain, more shyly, also thanked my 

mother and, awkwardly because of the adult presence, shook hands with me 

and my impishly grinning sister.

My father gave us a quick hug and a kiss, waved to Granddad, and 

took the Fergusson's away to the garage. As his car took of down the drive we  

all waved, although most of my attention was focussed on stopping Dog from 

chasing after them. They disappeared around a bend in the drive to a fanfare of 

honking from Percy and his mate.

My grandfather soon disappeared into his cottage for an afternoon 

nap, and so we tried to be dutiful and keep Mummy company. We managed 

this  for  a  couple of  hours,  but,  although loving her  dearly,  the pull  of  the 

McBride house was too strong, and I for one just had to go back.. Although my 

father had sworn us to secrecy about what we had just recently found, he had 

not said that we had to stay away. Besides, Dog needed exercising. At least that 

is what I told my mother as Pippa and I set out. She did not seem to notice the  

small  rucksack  Pippa carried,  which contained among other  things a  large 

torch with good, fresh  batteries.
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Chapter 15

The three of us, two girls and an excited panting dog, made our way 

along  the  road  to  our  destination  barely  noticing  the  lovely  scenery  that 

surrounded us. As usual there was little  traffic around, and none that worried 

us because Dog was on his lead. Arriving at the mystery house we tore into the  

drive – and stopped abruptly! Ahead of us we  heard , and briefly glimpsed, 

something   crashing off  into the shrubbery .Something that  looked human 

rather than animal.

Dog barked and strained at his lead but I held him tightly. Whatever, 

or whoever  it was, it made sense to keep the dog by us, and not risk letting him 

go. Looking at my sister's face it was apparent that she was as shocked and 

frightened as myself.  For no good reason we had begun to assume that the 

house and all of its mysteries were our private domain. If someone else was  

about we might need Dog right by us as protector. 

It took us a  few minutes to regather our courage and proceed, much 

more  slowly  now,  up  to  the  house.  We debated  whether  to  check  out  the 

gardens or go straight inside. Pippa was all for the latter course, but I insisted 

that we have a quick look around outside. Feeling somewhat encouraged by the 

fact that  Dog seemed to have calmed down we made a sweep of the grounds. 

We  found  nothing  to  scare  us  anew,  although  when  we  approached  the 

overgrown side path which led to  the gate  in  the hillside wall   a  series  of 

rumbles  and  growls  from  Dog  suggested  that  this  was  the  route  taken  by 

whoever had surprised us.

“Hey! That's the gate we saw when we went up the hill to Dougie's.  

Do you think it was him we scared away?”
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“I doubt it. If it had been Dougie he would not have run away; he'd  

have come to us  to see how we are getting on with Dog. No, Pips, but it could 

have been that brother of his.”

“Huh! If he comes near us I'll  give him what for,” threatened my 

young sister with a lot more bravado than I felt.  “Anyway,  whoever it  was  

seems to have gone, so let's go back to the house and see what all that stuff we  

found looks like.”

Ignoring the other rooms we made straight for the kitchen and the 

surprises which lay beyond it. Dog had been released from his lead and he shot 

off in front of us.  Could these possibly be fresh footprints showing in the dust 

on  the  floor?  As  quickly  as  the  thought  entered  my  head  it  had  to  be 

discounted. Even my wild imagination had to accept that the floor in both the 

larder and the kitchen showed  only too clearly the amount of foot traffic that 

our mass invasion of the morning had left.  Perhaps 'clearly'  was the wrong 

word, since the prints crissed and crossed and smudged into one another.

The jagged hole in the larder recess seemed to be exactly as we had 

left it, so did the rubble of stones and broken plaster just inside the once hidden 

tower room. This much could be seen from the small amount of natural light  

which filtered in from the kitchen's dirty window. Pippa took the torch out of 

the rucksack and switched it on. She played its beam around the tower room 

and once assured that  it  was empty she stepped through the doorway.  As I 

followed my ankle was turned nastily when my foot slipped on one of the large 

stones, and  a sharp cry of pain escaped my lips.

There was an immediate reaction from a corner of the room under 

one of the equipment bench. When my sister directed the torch beam there we 
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saw that the bundle of old material which we had spotted in the morning was 

now beginning to move. My immediate thought was of rats, and judging by the 

way she jumped it was clear that a similar thought had occurred to Pippa. Our  

laughter was loud with relief when the bundle heaved again and instead of  a 

rodent's whiskery face we saw what was clearly Dog's rear end emerging.

The pain in my foot  was forgotten as we crossed to the corner and I 

crouched to pull away the untidy heaps of cloth. Dog could now turn and he 

almost flattened me as he fussed and worried as with instinct his nose found its 

way  to  my  throbbing  ankle.  While  the  pair  of  us  were  enjoying  mutual  

reassurance, patting, stroking and licking - the licking being his contribution! -  

my sister had pulled the bundle of clothing and rags completely to one side, 

and  it  was  her  surprised  exclamation  which  drew my attention  away from 

fussing Dog.

Exposed by the torchlight in the corner was a hole. I asked Pippa for 

the torch and eased my way under the bench. The first thing I noticed was that  

cables  ran  down  from  the  bench  above  and  disappeared  into  the  opening. 

Shining the torch directly into the hole showed that it formed a smallish tunnel,  

gently sloping away through the wall at what was surely the base of the tower 

and  further  underground  at  the  rear  of  the  house.  Switching  the  torch  off 

temporarily confirmed a hint of a natural  greenish light entering the tunnel 

from somewhere close by, although the tunnel obviously extended further.

Yielding to Pippa's impatient pleas I backed out, awkwardly because 

of the pain in my ankle, and let her take my place. While she exclaimed with 

excited surprise at what she saw, my mind cast itself  back to when we had 

been forced to drag Dog away from his scrabblings at  the outside of this very 

wall. This bore fresh investigation. 
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Urging Pippa to stay where she was for a minute I stood  to go 

outside.  Uh huh! No way was she being left  in  here  alone was my sister's 

emphatic message.

Wondering  aloud why we were  going  into  the  garden  again,  my 

sister  had  to  slow  her  pace  to  accommodate  my  limping.  The  ankle  was 

beginning to throb now.  However, it held up and I led Pippa  around to the 

tower base to see that Dog had beaten us to it, and was once again  worrying 

away at the ivy and tangled plants there. Pushing him to one side and parting 

the tangle I saw what my head had told me already would be found. Nothing 

more sinister then an air brick. 

What was  unusual about this one however, was that cables rose out 

of the brick's ventilation holes and climbed, almost fully hidden, upward on the 

tower  wall.  They reminded me immediately of  the  sort  of  television  aerial  

cable our own house had to  carry signals  from the rooftop aerial.  Looking 

closer,  plastic clips could be spotted holding the cables to the wall. Having 

pointed this out to Pippa, we both stepped back and strained our necks looking 

up the tower wall. We both thought that we could see the cables just as the 

guttering  under  the  tower's  rounded  blue  slate  roof  began,  although  the 

shadows up there made it impossible to be sure.

With puzzlement written clear on her face, Pippa turned and asked, 

“So what? They're just television leads. What is so special about that?”

“I don't think so. If you look on the other side of the house, outside 

the sitting room, you can see where the television cable is. I spotted when we 

first came here and  it runs up to an ordinary tv aerial fixed onto the chimney 

stack. Daddy will know better, but I think that these cables run to some other 
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kind of aerials. Obviously to do with that stuff in there,” I pointed to the tower 

base wall.

“Hey, Sal! You're right. There is a sort of tellie thing on the bench in 

there. At least it looks like one; it has some kind of screen anyway.”

“Let's  have another look then -. Dog! Dog!!”  Too late,  he raced 

away from us again. By the time we reached the secret room our excited canine 

had disappeared again, although  this time we could hear him scrabbling about 

and puffing somewhere inside the tunnel. We tried calling him out but to no 

avail and so, with a silent prayer that he would not get himself stuck I turned 

my attention to the various pieces of electrical apparatus on the benches. Pippa 

was right. One – no, two, items looked a bit like televisions, although they had 

a lot more knobs and dials on them than anything I had seen before. 

Just  as  as  Commander  Fergusson  and   my  father  had  said,  this 

equipment was obviously of a military standard. Every piece of equipment,  

regardless of size, seemed to be strictly – well,  'functional' seemed to be the 

word. There was no sign of style or an attempt to blend these things into a 

domestic environment. As that thought firmed itself, Pippa said in a funny kind 

of voice, “Sally, some of the labels on this stuff are in strange writing.” 

She was right. Some, although by no means all, of the labels next to 

the  various  control  knobs  and  switches  were  written  in  what  I  knew  was 

Cyrillic script. My foreign studies at school did not take in Russian or other  

Eastern European languages, but I had seen enough in books or magazines for 

me to recognise that this script came from somewhere in that area. Sharing  this 

knowledge on to my sister had the result of scaring the pair of us all over again. 

What on earth had we stumbled into? 
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If Pippa's stomach was as full of butterflies as my own at this point  

she must be in danger of floating away. Suddenly I just wanted us to be safely 

in our own home.  All  we had to  do was find Dog.  I  knelt,  with difficulty 

because of my ankle,  and called into the tunnel for him. Again, and again.  

There was no response. As much for my own sake  as to reassure Pippa, I 

rationalised that  as  soon as  he realised  that  we were  leaving the house,  he 

would come out from wherever he was. 

With that thought in mind we made our way out of the house and 

into the gardens. We both called and called for Dog, but there seemed to be no 

sight of him nor any kind of response. By now my concern was growing as my 

imagination fed me horror scenarios of the poor animal lying stuck somewhere 

in that narrow tunnel and starving to death unless I rescued him.

Just as  I had reached the point of real concern for Dog, we heard 

him. My relief was such that it did not at first occur to me that his worried-

sounding  barking  came from uphill  beyond  the  boundaries  of  the  McBride 

property. 

My relief gave way to a mild anger at the anxiety he had caused us,  

and my reaction was to think that if he was worried it served him right. But  

when he came bursting through the shrubbery and bounded up to us, his tongue 

hanging  out  as  he panted  with his  exertions my happiness  was  such that  I 

crouched to hug him – and once again received an unwanted shower of cold 

gritty water for my kindness.

Pippa had bent to greet  the errant  monster too and shrieked, then 

burst into laughter as she shared my shower. Dog, quite unconcerned by our 

howls of protest added to our discomfort by attempting to rub himself dry on 
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our  legs.  When  we  had  stopped  laughing  Pippa  must  have  read  my mind 

because she said, “There's no question this time, Sal. He definitely came from 

up there,” she pointed, “but this time we know that he disappeared through the 

tunnel inside the house. You know what that means?”

I nodded in agreement. Dog had found an underground route which 

obviously led from the house to a point somewhere on the hillside. Judging by 

the sand and water on his coat it seemed clear that this point was in or close to 

the old quarry. Anywhere else he would show signs of mud rather than gritty 

sand.

It  also  occurred  to  me  from  his  actions  today,  and  on  that  first 

occasion,  that  this was no new discovery for  him. He had  known that  the 

tunnel was there beforehand, even though at the house end its entrance was 

securely hidden behind a blocked up door. This led me to the rather worrying 

conclusion that Dog must have come across the secret tunnel in his Cameron 

days, which almost certainly meant that one of them, perhaps Dougie but more 

disturbingly the nasty Tam Cameron, knew that it was there.

– And that meant that they must know about the mass of equipment 

hidden away in the blocked-up secret room!

This was becoming seriously scary,  but I had to see if Dog could 

lead me to the other end of the tunnel. My sister, ever the adventurous one, did 

not have to be asked twice if she wanted  to carry on 
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Chapter 16

When Dog realised that we wanted to explore up the hill instead of 

turning  for  home  he  went  wild  with  excitement,  chasing  around  our  legs, 

running ahead  a few yards and then haring back to tug at  my jeans.  Pippa 

suggested that maybe he should be on his lead in case he took off again, but  

there seemed little chance of him doing so, and to have held him long enough 

to attach the lead seemed an impossibility.

Seeing how much I was limping Pippa had a brainwave and zoomed 

off in the direction of the old garden shed. Just as as quickly she came tearing 

back waving an old, crudely made walking stick. She had remembered seeing 

it, she said, when Doc and Iain had blundered into the shelf and brought all 

those pots of earth and dust down upon themselves. Amid the clatter this old 

stick had fallen too.

It  looked  rather  grotty,  but   it  was  sturdy  and  bore  my  weight  

perfectly well. Luckily, or perhaps unluckily, walking with the aid of a stick 

was  not  a  new experience  to  me.  A  few years  ago  a  frightened  pony had 

trodden on my foot and broken something called a meta-tarsal. It  was really 

painful, much worse than my present ankle problem, but I had learned to walk 

with the aid of a stick then, so now ought not to be a problem.

There was an unforeseen problem of course, that of managing a stick 

and Dog at the same time. Neither Pippa or I were sure if he would let her  

handle him. We need not have worried.  He let  my sister  take his lead and 

walked by her side as calmly as he ever did by mine. Which is to say not very 

calmly. He was a strong animal, and while he might happily consent to being 

leashed,  his desire to be out in front could sometimes lead to a  wrestling 
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match.  However a few sharp words from Pippa, and the realisation that I really 

could not match his pace, calmed him down.

We all left the gardens through their side gate onto the hillside and 

began the slow march uphill. My  foot was becoming more and more swollen, 

although the pain had dulled to throbbing ache; and so I struggled on. Just as 

we thought  that  Dog was going to  lead us up by the burn-side toward the 

Cameron's  lair,  he  insistently  tugged  Pippa  off  to  the  left  and  we  saw the 

fenced lip of the quarry. As we drew closer we could see, through the untidy 

brush which ringed it, down its steeply cut sides to the water which lay ten feet  

or more below.

It  was on my mind to warn  Pippa to  stop right  there  when Dog 

veered again, leading us slightly to the right of the quarry but still following its 

rim.  Some  yards  further  on  he  led  us  straight  to  a  particular  thicket  and 

stopped, looking back at me.

“Be careful, Pippa. We almost at the edge here. Don't let him pull 

you  over.  Or  knock me flying,”  I  added,  inching  my way slowly forward.  

Looking more closely  I see could that a narrow trail led into the thicket and  

then through a break in the fencing to continue gently  down a cut in the quarry 

side. It really did not look at all dangerous and Dog seemed determined that he 

wanted to follow this path.

It seemed safest to slip his lead at this point. His four legs would 

give stability on the gentle  slope while we would need our best  balance to 

make it on two. Or  in my case, almost two plus a walking stick. In fact we all  

got to the bottom of the little path without incident. Which is where we saw 

that it now went through a sort of tiny ford before climbing out  a little more 
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steeply and leading into what appeared to be a tiny cave in the quarry side. This 

opening  was  partly  obscured  by  a  bush  growing  above  it,  which  must 

completely hide it from the lip of the quarry.

Dog just waded through the water and on the other side looked back 

at  as  much  as  to  say,  come on  then,  it's  not  deep.  Chuckling  to  myself  I  

followed him, with Pippa bringing up the rear  and offering me a steadying 

hand. The water came only half way up my calves but it was icy, especially 

when  it  filled  my  trainers.  My  shuddering  'Ugh'  was  quickly  followed  by 

sister's, but neither of us was really bothered by our little foot bath. 

Of more concern to me at  that  moment  was the scramble up the 

remaining few feet of the path to the cave. Not only had Dog made it wet but  

my own soaking trainers added to the slipperiness. Luckily the path was cut 

into the sandy soil of the quarry and not the muddy earth which surrounded it. 

With a bit of an effort and with twinges from my injured ankle, aided by the 

occasional shove to my backside by the giggling sister behind me, I made it, 

Pippa right behind me.

Ducking under the hanging bush we entered the cave. At first we 

had to  bend low but  almost  immediately we found ourselves  able  to  stand 

almost erect  in what was what a spacious little opening  Even in the semi-

gloom we could see Dog standing before us, with what can only be described 

as an idiotic grin on his face.

“Well,  you  clever  boy.  Is  this  where you  disappeared  to?” Pippa 

asked unnecessarily.

“I don't know, Pip. He's obviously been here before, but this can't be 
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the other end of the tunnel we found in the house, surely. We got down here  

from above the top of the quarry while we were still heading uphill. You would 

expect the tunnel from the house – if  it  comes this far to come out on the 

downhill side of the quarry.”

Crouching again we went back to the entrance of the cave we were 

in and from this vantage point swept our eyes over as much as we could see of 

the quarry walls, especially the downhill aspects. As on our side there was an 

occasional bush growing from the side wall or hanging down from the lip, yet 

none of these could conceivably hide a tunnel entrance, even a small one. How 

odd.

Meanwhile Dog had come up behind us and was fidgeting for us to 

follow him back  into the cave.  Following him deeper  as  the cave  bore off 

slightly to the right we quite soon lost the daylight and had to rely again on the 

torch. Suddenly Dog seemed to disappear. 

What  now?  With  now  trembling  limbs  I  eased  forward,  Pippa 

shining the torch over my shoulder. To our frank relief it was not a hole in the  

floor of the cave that had swallowed our guide, but an abrupt bend to the right 

in its walls. As we rounded this sharp bend there he was before us, but even 

more amazingly he had his head stuffed into a smaller tunnel opening – out of 

which came a bunch of tied cables exactly similar to those in the secret tower  

room.

Another part of the puzzle seemed to be solved.  Easing Dog out of 

the way the torchlight  indicated that this end of the tunnel ran parallel to, but  

until this point separate from, the path Dog had led us along. Which left the 

question of where the main cavern we now stood in led to? As Pippa shone the 
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torch further into the darkness its beam bounced off walls which seemed to go 

on and on into the depths of the hill. And just as clearly those cables went all 

the way too.

We checked  my  watch  and  had  a  quick  conference.  It  was  just 

before five-o-clock so we knew that, outside, they was still plenty of daylight  

left, and having set out with fully charged batteries we should have enough 

torchlight for a little more exploration. Neither of suffered from claustrophobia 

and it was quite obvious that Dog wanted to go on, and so we went deeper into 

the cavern.

We had crept forward perhaps another hundred metres when Dog 

suddenly stiffened, back fur bristling. Before either Pippa or I could do or say 

anything he growled and fairly flew ahead into the further depths of the cavern.  

This had been always tending to the right and in no time at all Dog disappeared 

from view once more.

My  poor  sister  and  I  stood  still  in  frightened  shock,  but  what 

followed made me almost leap out my skin in horror. From ahead beyond the 

reach of our torch beam came a series of snarling barks, abruptly cut off with 

one single yelp of agony.

I  couldn't  see Pippa's  face  because  it  was behind the now wildly 

waving torch beam, but her gasping breathing told me that that she was just as 

petrified as me. Suddenly I knew what the expression stunned with fear meant.  

Then concern for my poor Dog fought its way to the fore and ignoring the pain 

in  my  foot  I  began  hobbling  forward  as  fast  as  possible.  Pippa,  thank 

goodness , was also galvanised into action and followed right behind me. 
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The cave turned sharply again, this time to the left, and  stumbling 

around this corner something, a foot perhaps, reached out to trip me. There was 

an  immediate  blazing flash  of  pain from my ankle  but  even  as  my mouth 

opened to scream my agony my head exploded and the world went black.
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Chapter 17

Even my sister does not  really know how long I lay unconscious. 

When I did eventually come round my first act was to be sick. Pippa  almost  

certainly saved my life  then,  because  as  the  vomit  began  to choke me she 

somehow managed to get her shoulder under mine and roll me just far enough 

on to my side to unblock my airway and let the mess out of my mouth.. My 

panicky coughing fit exhausted me and  apparently I blacked out again.

When  consciousness returned for the second time my head was one 

huge throbbing ache, while  at  the other end of my body there was a quite  

awful pain. Another attack of panic set in as I realised that I could neither move 

nor see. This panic must have been screamed out loud because Pippa gently 

told me that neither of us were blind, nor were we paralysed. Just, she said with 

a resigned groan,  trussed up like turkeys  and in a pitch-black cave.  Slowly 

through my throbbing head parts of what had happened came to me. With that 

silly way the brain sometimes reacts, a feeling of happiness hit me with the 

thought that at least  I wasn't suffering from amnesia.- and then I wished I was!

Gradually as my senses  returned, in an amazingly calm voice Pippa 

began to tell me what had happened. She told me that as she turned the  corner 

of the cavern  herself, she saw me suddenly go crashing into the cave wall and 

then the torch was sent spinning out of her hand as she was fiercely knocked to 

the cave floor herself. She didn't lose consciousness  though,  and clearly heard 

a newly familiar voice angrily mutter, “Stupid wee bitches. Why could they 

nae keep their bluidy noses out?”

 As the owner of this voice, Tam Cameron for sure,  bundled her 

roughly on to her stomach and lashed her arms painfully together behind her 
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back, a lamp - brighter than our own - was switched on and another voice,  

speaking in a gentler Scots accent, said something about if he (Tam) had done 

his job properly they would not be in their present mess.

Tam growled something in reply and a squabble broke out between 

them, Pippa said, but they cooperated well enough as they tied her feet at the 

ankles. Then, turning her head as painfully far as she could in her trussed up 

prone position, she watched the pair working on me. Tam was set to turn me 

onto my stomach as well, ready to tie my arms behind me, but the other man 

swore and told him to leave me on my back, pointing out the bloody mess that  

was my forehead.

When Pippa saw my face herself as the men moved about she said 

she gave  a little  scream of  shock and fear,  but  Tam threatened  her  with a 

kicking if she did not stay quiet.  She had to watch silently as they tied my 

wrists before me, but then she said that she could stay silent no longer when the 

men started to truss my ankles and even in my unconscious state she saw me 

flinching in pain. When she told the men that I had a bad ankle she only made  

matters  worse  for  me.  Tam had grinned  evilly  down at  her  and  then  spun 

around to kick at my feet.

“I'm so, so sorry,  Sal”,  sobbed my courageous little  sister  as she 

remembered. If it were possible I'd have hugged her to me. 

She controlled herself again and told me that she had heard the men 

argue again,  this time about the dog. Thank God, she said, the second man 

seemed to have streak of decency about  him for he argued fiercely with the 

other's  suggestion to stick a knife in the animal's ribs. Pippa said that she could 

just make out Dog's  body lying near to me, unmoving. Shoving the vile Tam 
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to one side, the kind man (as Pippa now called him)  knelt and trussed the dog's 

four legs together. Pippa said that it was only then that realised that Dog must  

still be alive.

With a start  of  guilt  I  realised  that  with my own troubles,  Dog's  

condition had escaped me. In the dark it was impossible to see him of course,  

but urging Pippa to silence  the pair of us strained our to listen. To our intense  

relief we could make out Dog's breathing. It sounded very laboured, but it was 

regular, and every once in a while there was the faintest of whimpers. Thank 

God!

Pippa continued her  story.  After  checking that  we were  all  three 

securely bound, 'kind man' seemed to check on my head wound, and Pippa 

thought that she saw him tie something white around my forehead. Probably 

his handkerchief.  Even in my weakness  and shock this made me say that  I 

hoped it was a clean one, and Pippa had the strength to giggle.

“What happened next?”

“I'm not sure really. They sort of hung around for a while not saying 

or doing much, until Tam said something about 'The Big Man' having to sort 

this mess out, so he supposed they'd better get in touch. Then I heard  the other 

man ask  how he was going to do that when the fellow was not around -  'just  

when he was needed.'  Tam said not to worry, he was due back tomorrow, but, 

oh, was he going to be mad.”

According to Pippa the two men then had a brief discussion on what 

to do with us girls until the mysterious Big Man did get back. Tam said that we 

could rot for all he cared. The other man suggested that Tam's sister could 
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check, feed and water us later, but Pippa went on, Tam  laughed and said that  

his sister was too daft to find her own feet in broad daylight, so how the hell  

was she going to find us down here in the dark?

The kinder man was heard to tell Tam to fire up the generator and 

get some light down here. Tam's reply was to hell with that, he had to pay for  

the generator's fuel himself and he was damned if he was wasting good money 

just to molly-coddle a pair of snooping wee lasses.

“How long ago was that, Pippa?”

“I don't know, but it seems like hours and hours.”

Oh God, I thought, vaguely recalling what time it was when we first 

set  to  explore  up  here.  If  Pippa  is  right,  then  Mummy and Daddy will  be 

worrying  why  we  have  not  arrived  home.  For  the  life  of  me  I  could  not 

remember if either of us had told my mother where we were going, although 

they would surely put two and two together and think of the McBride house 

when we did not  show up by nightfall.

My sister was obviously having very similar thoughts because she 

said, in an effort to cheer me up, “Mum and Dad are bound to look for us at the 

Mystery House.”

“I don't want  to be a prophet of doom, Pip, but we are not  at  the 

Mystery House;” 

Probably I slipped back into unconsciousness at that point for  my 

next recollection was of being bumped and pushed and hearing Pippa telling 
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me in a frantically excited voice to wake up, someone was coming. My heart  

leapt with hope. Was somebody coming to rescue us? 

Sure  enough  from  deeper  in  the  cavern  a  torch  beam  was 

approaching. Both of us began calling for help – and I imagine that my poor 

sister's hopes were shattered just a horribly as my own when in reply we heard,  

“Sorry girrls. I'm no your rescuer. I've just brought you a wee sup and some 

blankets.  Aye,  and  a  real  struggle  I  had  tae  get  this  much  out  of  those 

Camerons. Still, whatever The Man decides to dae about you the morrow,  I 

would not have you suffer too much tonight. I've a lassie of my own.”

Disappointment  felt  like  a  huge  rock  in  the  pit  of  my  stomach 

although a  part of  my mind was grateful for the gesture of kindness which the 

man was showing. Pippa was quietly sobbing in her own disappointment. 

Putting the lit torch and whatever else he was carrying on the cave 

floor, our captor-benefactor tended to Pippa. His first move was to turn her 

over onto her back. However long it was that we had been captives, my sister 

had been forced to endure it lying on her stomach on the hard, cold stone. She 

must have been in agony, yet she had bravely tried to lift my own spirits.

Now of course as she was turned she cried out in renewed pain as 

the pressure came off her ribs and chest, and her weight instead fell onto her 

arms,  bound  beneath  her.  I  heard  the  man  mutter  to  himself  in  apparent 

sympathy, and saw him stoop anew to reposition Pippa so that she  now sat  

propped again the cavern wall. He asked her, in a genuinely concerned voice, if 

that was better. She told him that it was much easier, but begged him to tie her 

hands in front of her as mine were. 
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After  a  grumble  or  two  he  made  up  his  mind  and  untied  her, 

repositioned her arms and retied her bonds. She was so grateful for this that she 

thanked him, even though she was still firmly tied hand and foot. He gruffly 

told her that, poor lassie, she had little enough to thank him for. 

It  was hard to see if the concern in his voice was reflected in the 

man's face because he had such an incredibly bushy black beard that only a 

small snub nose and his eyes could be seen peering out from under eyebrows as 

bushy as the beard..By contrast, his head was shaved bald. Other than these 

most  striking features  he was of  short  and  stocky build.  One other  thing I 

noticed was that although his long shirt sleeves were buttoned at the wrists, his 

body hair even covered the backs of his hands. The man  looked like an ape. 

But apparently an ape with a kind streak in him.

Next he turned his attention to me, he moved the torch so that  it 

played  on  my  face  and  expressed  himself  satisfied  that  the  handkerchief 

bandage he had place on my head earlier had stemmed my bleeding. Although,  

he told me quietly, it would be as well to leave it there since removing it would 

likely set me off bleeding anew; Since  I was already on my back he dragged 

me over  to  prop  me next  to  my sister.  As  he  moved  me  my injured  foot 

snagged on a rough patch in the floor, and a cry of real pain shot past my lips. I 

heard Pippa tell him that it was my ankle, and I also faintly heard Dog whimper 

as if in sympathy. 

Having, more carefully propped me up the man shone his torch at 

my bound feet. He hissed an intake of breath at what he  saw and said, “Oh 

Christ.  That'll  have to come off.”  I  do not know who shrieked the loudest, 

myself or Pippa. Visions of having my foot amputated were however, quickly 

relieved as the man chuckled, “The rope, girl! The rope!” 
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Fishing  a  clasp-knife  from  out  of  a  pocket  he  cut  through  the 

bindings on my feet. Instead of the anticipated feeling of freedom, needless to 

say I was assailed with an attack of pins and needles. When these little demons 

had passed and I could unclench my teeth, a look down at my feet showed that 

my injured ankle was very swollen and blue. Pippa had also seen it and she  

said, “Oh gosh, Sal, you won't be walking far on that.”

When he had us propped up in relative comfort,  Ape-man, as I now 

rechristened him, helped us drink a beaker of  warm broth each and then he 

bundled us up in a collection of what looked and smelled like rough old army 

blankets. Both these wrappings and the soup were welcome because it had now 

become noticeably cold inside the cavern.

At my tearful entreaties, before leaving he also checked Dog for me. 

As he shone the torch on the poor, trussed animal and ran a hairy hand over his 

flanks, I could see the tiny rise and fall of Dog's breathing, and a liquid eye  

looking trustingly at me. ”Oh, thank goodness he's alive,” I murmured in relief.

“No thanks to the devil that put the boot into him. I don't doubt but 

that the poor animal's got his ribs staved in, and a busted leg too. Here, lassie,  

he's no' going anywhere in a hurry either, so I'll  cut him free and move him 

next to you. You can use each others warmth though the night.”

“What time is it?” Pippa asked as, true to his words our ape-man 

freed Dog and moved him as gently as he could to nestle at my side. Poor boy; 

he squealed in pain as he was moved.

“It's later than you think, lass.” was the only, and ominous, answer 

we heard as the man left, and seconds later we were again in total darkness.
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Although maybe unintentional in its cruelty,  that was not the best 

answer he could have left us with. I did not dare voice my thoughts aloud to 

Pippa, but the expression was suggestive of our time running out. But for what 

reason? Just what had we stumbled upon that could be so serious? It had all  

started  out  so  innocently  as  we  had  accidentally  found  the  old  abandoned 

house. It was just a silly holiday adventure, surely?

Heaven  only  knows how we  managed  to  get  through  that  night, 

although my poor, poor sister must had a far worse time of it than me. As she  

told  me  later,  every  once  in  a  while  I   would  drift  back  into  a  form  of 

unconsciousness thanks to the blow my head had received. She had to endure a 

night of shivering wakefulness, and of course, worry about what the morning 

held for us.

During one of my waking spells we both thought that we could hear 

voices, very faintly, calling for us. We tried our best to shout back, but nothing 

came of  our  efforts  and I  suggested  that  perhaps  we had  just  imagined  it.  

(Later, my father told us that he, Commander Fergusson and a small search 

party of police had been down at the McBride house looking for us, but had 

heard nothing in reply. It's hard to imagine the fears that our family must have 

suffered during that awful night).

Sometimes when I  was  conscious we told each  other  stories  and 

even jokes as we tried to keep our spirits high. Anything seemed better than 

just sitting there in total darkness and worrying  about our future when the 

mysterious 'Big Man' arrived. Even if we did not yet know who he  was, or 

what secret it was that this little gang seemed so desperate to guard, we did 

know of the Cameron's connection, and we had clearly seen our little ape-man's 

face. None of which boded well for our future!
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Chapter 18

As the uncomfortable night dragged on we found that with a bit of 

wriggling one or other of us could pass our bound arms over the other's head 

and enjoy a warming cuddle. After some experimentation I found a way to turn 

on my side so that I could at least comfort Dog while Pippa snuggled in behind 

me. Dog by now seemed to have recovered to some degree  from whatever  

injuries he'd received.  Although it frequently made him yelp with pain, he not 

only managed to cuddle up to  me, but at one point managed to struggle to his 

feet when to my surprise his great wet tongue licked my cheek. This time I 

welcomed his slobbery kiss and his doggy breath.

He started to snuffle at the blood-stuck handkerchief on my head, 

but when he began to lick at it I dissuaded him. Not so much from worry at  

what his great tongue might carry in terms of germs, because it is said that dog 

saliva actually heals wounds, but just in case he started me bleeding again.

It  was  much,  much  later  on  when,  with  Pippa  uncomfortably 

huddled into my back and Dog lying again at my side while my bound hands 

sought to soothe him that they slipped off his flank and hit the floor. But it was  

not just  the floor they fell  upon. Some obstacle,  not  a  stone but something 

smoothly metallic. Something that felt like a – knife!

Feverishly my fingers scrabbled  at it and incredibly it was a clasp 

knife. I could feel the back of the folded in blade. “Oh my God, Pip! You'll  

never believe what I have just found.”

“What?” came the tired and weak voice behind me.
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“Ape-man's knife.”

“Who's ape-man?”

Remembering   that  Pippa had  thought  of   him as  'kind  man',   I  

explained, continuing, ”Just before he left he cut Dog loose for me and dragged 

him to my side.  He must have accidentally dropped his knife.” Then a tiny 

voice inside prompted me to wonder if  it  had really been an accident? Our 

hairy benefactor had shown clearly that he was not happy with the situation we 

girls  were in, and he obviously did not share Tam Cameron's enjoyment of 

inflicting pain and fear.

While these thoughts were going through my head, my fingers were 

wrestling to open the knife's blade. It had a very stiff hinge and my efforts cost 

me more than one fingernail. Hearing me lament this Pippa assured me that this 

was my own fault for having such 'girlie' nails. Hers were bitten much shorter,  

almost to the quick.

Finally the blade yielded.  I paused to flex my stiff and sore fingers  

just as Pippa realised just what I had said.  She burst out, “Do you mean that  

you've been lying next to a knife – a knife! -- all these hours?”

Oh dear, I thought, as she ranted on. I did try to point out that I had  

no way of knowing that the knife was there, but .....

When my irate sibling had cooled down we faced the question of 

what was the best next move. Obviously I would cut us free of our bonds, but 

common sense told me that there was no way my ankle or my injured head  

would let me make any kind of quick escape from here. Pippa would have to 
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get out and raise the alarm. She immediately felt contrite about her outburst 

and said that  we should stay together, and that is when I rather lost control and 

told her of the likely fate awaiting us if she didn't bring help, URGENTLY!!

Poor kid. It  had not occurred to her that we could be in quite such 

serious danger. Danger of losing our lives! Warning her had re-triggered my 

own fear, and the necessity of really forcing home the message. Shutting out 

her  tearful  protests  I  rolled  to  face  her,  the  blast  of  agony  in  my  ankle 

confirming my earlier thoughts. Snapping the knife blade fully open I felt for 

her  bound  wrists  and,  praying  that  I  would  not  cut  her  in  the  process, 

awkwardly began to saw at her bonds. She soon let me know that my prayers  

had been unanswered, but urged me to get on with it.

The  wrist  bindings  snapped open and  she  shrugged  out  of  them. 

Once the demon itching of returning circulation passed she suggested it would 

much easier if she cut her leg bindings herself. She was right and very shortly 

afterwards I heard her climb staggeringly to her feet. 

Dog had to check this new movement and lurched to his feet, but his 

piteous cries told me that he had hurt himself in the process and that he would 

only slow Pippa down, if he could reach the cave exit at all.

“Just cut my hands free, Pip, and get out of here. Please hurry” 

Her hands fumbled their  way down my locked arms, located the 

rope and quickly sawed through it.  The prick of the knife on my flesh was 

nothing  compared  to  the  joy  of  having  both  hands  free.  At  my  renewed 

pleadings to go I felt her arms around me and her tears splash my face  as she  

kissed me. “Be careful, Pip, but hurry!”
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I heard her stumbling away from me and then there was a sort of 

wooden rattling noise, an exclamation from her, and  the shuffle of her feet as 

she returned, asking, “Where are you?” My somewhat anxious and cross reply 

resulted in her  prodding me with something hard,  “The walking stick.  You 

might need it,” she said and shuffled away again.

Some several minutes later her faint voice called back to me and it 

sounded as though she was saying something about the sun rising. Thank God, 

she has reached the cave mouth and she at least is free. 

Relief washed over me  and gave me new heart. Dog sensed this and 

I felt  him tugging at  my jumper as he seemed to urge me into an effort  to 

escape too. Steeling myself against the pain  I clumsily attempted to rise onto 

my good foot, however a wave of nausea and giddiness forced me back down. 

When  this  passed,  common sense  returned.  It  was  clear  that  my best  way 

forward was on my stomach. Worms and snakes do it, why not me?

With Dog also dragging himself along in the sheer darkness, we set 

off toward freedom. With frequent pauses and frustratingly slowly, the pair of 

us crawled on, my own progress  made even more awkward because of my 

determination to  hold onto the  cane..  After  what  seemed to be hours,   my 

forward reaching hand scrabbled for purchase on the cave floor but met no 

resistance. What the ....? There was no way that I had reached the cave mouth, 

although my eyes could make out a definite lightening of the darkness.

My questing hand traced a small downward-sloping opening in front 

of me. Of course!. This was the tunnel from the McBride house. Dog was now 

somewhere just inside, but from the pitiful noises he was making it was clear 

that he was not enjoying this particular expedition.
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Then to my absolute horror  an angry voice was heard from back 

inside the cavern and  a vague torchlight flickered towards my prone body. 

Whispering urgently into the little tunnel I begged Dog to “Seek, Go Home, 

Seek Grandpa”. Then frantically rolling onto my back I forced myself up into a 

half-sitting  position,  facing  back  into  the  cave.  My back  now blocked  the 

tunnel mouth. All of my will now urged Dog to continue down to his escape. 

Please God,  I prayed, let him do it.

The torch beam when it found me forced my eyes closed against its 

fierce dazzle after so many hours of total darkness, but there was no doubting 

the voice that carried it. Tam. And he was furious! Bitch was the gentlest of the 

words he poured out at me. A whole torrent of aggressive swear words erupted 

from his mouth, and he must have raised his foot to kick me again because 

another voice I recognised cut in:

“Hurt her again, Cameron, and  I'll batter ye!”

“Ye whit? Away tae hell! Where's the other wee bitch?”

“I'm no' just threatening.”

There  was  real  menace  in  Ape-man's  voice  and  Tam must  have 

recognized it because the kick never came. Not that I could feel any great sense 

of relief. My captive status was unchanged and my heart sank further as Ape-

man told Tam just  to  light  the way.  He would carry me to The Big Man. 

Bending to me he said that he was going to hurt me, but he didn't mean to, and 

he lifted me like a baby. Whether he noticed the tunnel entrance which was 

now exposed to the light I do not know, but at least our bodies blocked Tam' s  

sight of it. 
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Please, please, please Dog. Don't make a sound.

Tam mocked my helper, saying that there was no way he was going 

to help carry me, like a bairn, through the cave; it was too narrow, so the little  

bitch would have to walk as best she could. Ape-man ignored him and told me 

to get onto his back and put my arms around his neck. He saw the stick in my 

unbound  hands  and  without  comment  took  it  from  me.  Tam  Cameron 

apparently hadn't noticed my unbound state.

He led the way back into cave's depths with me riding piggy-back on 

Ape-man. It was a far from comfortable ride, but  I was grateful that Tam  had 

not been able to force me  to walk. My eyes were by now accustomed to the 

torchlight and they could pick out the bundles of blankets where Pippa and I 

had  spent  such  an  uncomfortable  night.  My  spirits  were  lifted  by  the 

knowledge that she had escaped, and again I prayed that Dog was making his 

own way free. 

Preoccupied with these thoughts, my eyes blinked in shock and closed 

again as we turned suddenly  into a widening of the cave which was brightly 

illuminated from an array of spotlights. With my eyes still shut I heard Tam 

mumble, “There was jist the one of they bitches, sir.

“You utter,  incompetent idiot! Can I not trust you to do anything 

right? Ever? Do you have any idea what your blundering stupidity means to my 

plans now? Do you, dammit ?!”

I recognised the plummy, complaining voice even before I opened 

my eyes. Oh my God! Even out of uniform it was clear that 'The Big Man' was 

none other than Commander Williamson-Wyatt, the odd man  who had called 
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at our house only the day before. This cannot be, I thought. The silly man was 

pompous and irate, but he was a serving officer in the Royal Navy. What was 

he doing here, obviously employing a rotten thug like Tam Cameron?

“I'll  deal  with  you  later,  Cameron,”  he  said  in  icy  threat.  Then 

turning to Ape-man, whose name it seemed was Brown, he ordered him to put 

me down and as an after-thought asked him what was wrong with me. Brown 

said he thought that my ankle was broken, and that my head wound was the 

result of Tam Cameron kicking that ankle so that I had fallen hard onto the 

cave wall when they caught us last night. As he said that he gently lifted me off 

his back and placed me on the ground, laying the walking stick next to me.

“Well,  you  silly  little  fool,”  Williamson-Wyatt  addressed  me,  ”it 

serves you right for blundering into business that doesn't concern you. Damn it, 

when Cameron here told me that you and that silly little gang of yours was  

snooping around the house below, I tried  to  speak with your father, hoping 

that I could somehow persuade him to keep you all away. 

Of course that blasted Fergusson had to be there, and I'm quite sure 

that he dropped a few poisonous tid-bits into your father's ear. If it hadn't been 

for him – always against me, just like those other stuck-up  fools at the Base – I  

know your father  would have listened to me. I  could have spun him a line 

about Security or something and frightened him off.  And you little fools as 

well.”

The man is crazy,  utterly,  delusionally crazy,  I thought.  Although 

nobody could have dreamed that he man could be mixed up in – What?  Even 

in my present predicament there was an overwhelming need to know, and so I 

asked him.
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“What? Hah, yes. You've forced my hand now, damn it, and ruined 

all I've been working for, so you might as well know just what it is that you've 

wrecked.” 

Then he ordered Tam to go fetch him a drink, and Ape-man Brown 

to do something or other which I did not understand, but which took him out of 

sight  and hearing.  When Tam stepped into a  sort  of  basket  which lay in  a 

corner  and, clasping a rope hauled himself silently upward and out of sight,  

my puzzlement turned to sheer astonishment.

Gloatingly, Williamson-Wyatt said that that was one thing which my 

snooping had not uncovered, ha ha. He explained that Tam's mysterious 'lift' 

took him directly up through  a  shaft which exited by the Cameron's croft on 

the hill directly above us. 

“There's something  that even those two fools don't know, and since 

you have spoiled my plans, you might as well know the whole story. You won't  

be telling anyone.” Somehow I had resigned myself to this knowledge much 

earlier, which is why Pippa had to escape, but a huge hollow feeling of fear hit  

me all the same.

“Do you see this?” he continued, picking up a smallish black and 

grey cylinder and offering it to me. Unsuspectingly I reached up and took it  

from him. “You, young lady, are now holding a miniature atomic bomb!”

To say that I was petrified is no over-exaggeration. If it was possible 

for flesh and blood to really  turn to stone, mine would have done so right then. 

My hands could not even loosen to drop the horrible thing. I could not even 

scream.  Never had I even imagined such fright.
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The vile creature standing over me just chuckled.  Relieving me of 

my  burden  he  placed  it  almost  casually  on  the  floor.  “That  is  what  your 

wretched McBride's were up to when they came here. They were going to blast 

this whole little mountain apart. That little thing down there,” he pointed,  “is  

very small in yield, but it would have triggered off some of the other warheads 

that are stored  around here, and  started a chain reaction. 

The resulting blast would have blown most of Argyll and Bute into 

ashes. Horribly nasty, radio-active ashes. And it would all have been blamed 

upon a nuclear accident at Faslane or Coulport.  Perfect! However, as you can 

see, it didn't happen. Of course this was nothing to do with me, or none of us  

would be here now,” and he actually smirked and preened himself.

Absolutely mad, I thought. 

“Poor foolish McBride. Despite  his brilliance as a geologist, and his 

luck in finding some old survey showing the  series of caves and faults up here  

with which he persuaded his political masters to buy the house and plan the 

bombing – Ha ha! - Despite all of that,  this little triggering device he was 

supplied with didn't work.” He seemed to find this very amusing.

“After spending a year or so monitoring the movements of the local 

submarine  squadrons  and passing this  intelligence  to  his  controller,  he  was 

ordered to finish the job and create another Big Bang. Having set that little 

beauty there,” he casually kicked the weapon lying beside me, “to detonate on 

a timer, he and his good lady disappeared as fast as they could. They were  

picked  up  in  Helensburgh  by  his  controller  and  whisked  off  from  an 

unidentified  field  by aeroplane  to  – Let  us  just  say,  somewhere  in  Eastern 

Europe.” 
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As I struggled to believe this, he continued,  

“When at the appointed hour, a goodly portion of Scotland, and the 

Royal Navy's nuclear deterrent, failed to evaporate, McBride  did – Evaporate, 

that is!” The odious man chuckled again at his own wit, and before I could 

even ask he carried on in his self-satisfied way, 

“When I was stationed up here,  some people I know in a certain 

foreign  Embassy  asked me to look into the matter.  Of course  I  could tell 

straight  away  that  McBride's  bomb  was  a  dud.”  Another  smirk  of  self-

importance, “But when I saw how well he had opened up the fault lines and the 

hidden cave systems, it was obvious that with a little more effort it would be 

possible  to  continue  right  under  the  mountain  here  to  the  Coulport  storage 

bunkers. And that, young lady, is precisely what I have been doing, slowly and 

carefully with those two thugs you've met”

“You are going to blow up the arms bunkers yourself?” I asked in 

shock.

“Good God no!  Why on  earth  should  I  do  that?   I  am a  Naval 

officer. I have no desire to harm the Service or my country. No, no. My idea 

was simply to steal a  warhead in order to adequately finance my retirement.”

The madman, rapt in his delusions, could not see the contradictions 

of what he was saying.

“Of course there were some serious obstacles to overcome. One had 

to be forever on the look out for the Marine Security people and the MOD 

Police, but I was confident  that I could plan my way around that. The main 
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worry  was  the  underground  noise  detectors,  but  my little  Embassy  friends 

found a way around that. Passive and active jamming apparatus, which - Blast 

you! - a rabble of silly little children had to find down in the house. Good Lord,  

I can not believe my bad luck. It has always been the same, all through my life. 

Every time success or good fortune seems within my grasp, something utterly 

ridiculous ruins things.”

During  the  last  few  moments  of  this  boastful  or  self-pitying 

rambling my ears had been half-focussed on the stealthy, limping approach of 

what I knew had to be Dog creeping up the cave toward us. Williamson-Wyatt 

was however, so full of himself  that he  noticed nothing.

Suddenly everything turned into pandemonium!!

Dog, ignoring his pain and now racing on three legs, hurled himself 

at Williamson-Wyatt, who to my horror pulled a gun from his pocket. Without 

conscious thought I swept up the walking stick to knock the man's gun hand 

aside. It worked. The shot aimed at Dog missed him but seemed to find another 

target. Ape-man Brown staggered into view clutching his shoulder. Dog now 

seized the gun hand and savaged it, causing Williamson-Wyatt to scream in 

agony, and drop the weapon

Before the crazy man could recover  the cave was filled with hooded 

black-clad  bodies, the first of whom knocked him to the ground and trussed 

him wrists to ankles with self-locking plastic ties. His captors were not at all  

gentle and he again screamed in agony. Dog had to wrestled away from him, 

and his own yelps of pain wrenched through me before I could stretch out and 

tug the poor brave animal to my side.
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Another of the raiders  had a machine-pistol  jammed hard against 

Ape-man's head as he slumped against a wall of the cave. Although I knew that  

I had been rescued, I was shaking in sheer terror at the way  the raiding team 

had appeared, seeming to have fallen through the cave roof.. I clutched Dog 

tightly in my arms while my own yells added to the din.

With everything secure the leader of the attack team pulled off his 

hood and said, “Your little story  made interesting listening, Commander.”

The American accent (it was actually Canadian I learned later) , the 

fresh-faced look and the receding hairline told me that the special forces team 

leader was Bill, the 'Mormon Peace Protester' who had been another visitor at 

my parents'  house  just  a  few short  days  ago.  This  time he was  in  no way 

condescending to me, just very concerned and gentle as he probed my injuries, 

winked and assured me that I would live. As he looked at Dog however, his 

face turned more solemn and he warned me that the animal was now in severe  

shock, and need of quick remedial treatment.

At my cries of alarm he was quick to reassure me that  Doc's father 

was already down at the house, with his bag of 'veterinary magic'. Pippa was 

safely there with my parents, and Grandpa  was there too, Bill said,  and no 

doubt  getting  under  everybody's  feet  now that  my guy's  have  radioed  that 

you're safe.”
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Chapter 19

After the fears and shocks that had  passed,  my  exit from the cave  

was  almost  an  anti-climax,  although  there  was  an  admitted  thrill  at  being 

fussed over by Bill and his squad. It  is not every day that a girl  gets to be 

carried on a litter by members of  an elite Special Services unit,  and I stored  

each tiny detail of the experience, ready to wow my school friends. 

Williamson-Wyatt also had to be carried out  since he was hog-tied. 

His bluster and complaints  at his 'disgraceful  treatment' continued non-stop 

until  one  of  his  captors  leant  over  and  whispered  something  in  his  ear.  

Whatever was said had an instant effect and the mad – and, yes, sad – man 

made no further sound.  

Ape-man Brown, arms painfully bound despite his shoulder wound, 

but on his feet, made his own way out, though very closely watched. I had 

already told Bill that the massively hairy Brown had protected us as far as he 

was able to, and that but for his knife, dropped accidentally or by design, Pippa 

would not have been freed to raise the alarm  Perhaps in this way I could repay 

him for the undoubted help he had been able to give us.

Bill himself (I never did discover his other name) tried to pick Dog 

up, but there was no way that the animal wanted to be manhandled with all of 

his  injuries.  He  did  however  consent  to  being  eased  onto  an  improvised 

stretcher  and  in  his  turn  be  carried  out  into  the  daylight  and  down  for 

emergency aid treatment.

The reunion with my family was of course very emotional. Mummy 

tried to hold her tears in check, but failed, as did Pippa and myself in our turn. 
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My  father  almost  succeeded  in  hiding  his  emotion  behind  joking 

references to me having stirred up a hornet's nest, but Grandpa let his tears of  

relief and happiness show. He said, with a pointed look at Daddy, that old age 

had taught him that 'Big boys don't cry' was a silliness. One of my two black-

clad (and now re-hooded) stretcher bearers grunted his agreement.

All around us men moved in  and out of the McBride house and 

pieces of equipment from the hidden tower room were being carried out and 

placed into vehicles. Before I could begin to ask about this, or start to tell of  

my misadventures  since  Pippa  had  escaped  –  and  of  their  utterly  amazing 

conclusion --  I was bundled into a waiting RN ambulance. My protests were 

firmly overruled by a person who, despite his civilian clothing,  was obviously 

the man in charge of the whole operation.

Mummy and Pippa were allowed to ride in the ambulance with me 

to the Base hospital.  My father said, as he bent to kiss me, that he and Grandpa 

would follow by car. My  rescuers made their farewells, and off we went.

Riding to the hospital my poor mother told me how they had been 

half-mad with worry throughout the night when Pippa and I failed to return. 

My father had checked at the McBride house, but finding no sign of us had 

contacted  Commander  Fergusson,  who  immediately  raised  an  alarm  which 

resulted in an MOD police team  turning out.  Daddy and the Commander had 

joined in the police sweep of the surrounding area, and it must  have been their  

voices that Pippa and I had heard  calling during the night.

When  we  arrived  at  the  hospital,  X-rays  and  other  examinations 

showed that neither my skull or  ankle were broken, just in both cases badly 

bruised and my head nastily cut. 
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A first look in a mirror since the previous night's traumas made me 

gasp. What stared back at me was not a pretty sight. The doctors  had been 

obliged to shave away a lot of my hair in order to clean and stitch the wound. 

Now,  with the bald patch,  a large dressing and a red and black eye  I looked  

very lopsided. At the other  end, my injured foot was encased in elasticated 

bandages and stuffed inside a kind of giant inflatable boot.

None of this worried me as much as the news that I had to stay in the 

hospital for at least twenty-four hours under observation because of the blow to 

my head --  and also because 'People'  wanted to talk to me. All that I wanted to 

do was go home and be with my family.

My father and grandfather, and some of those unknown people had 

joined us in the private room that was allocated to me, and when eventually the 

various nurses and doctors stopped fluttering in and out, there was time for me 

to tell everybody what had happened after Pippa was freed. When they heard 

what had happened to the McBride's  – and why!  -- they were every bit  as 

astounded as I had been. 

The story had to be repeated  before my mother could  accept it, and 

even  then  she  thought  that  Williamson-Wyatt  had  invented,  or  at  least 

embellished parts of his account. The men present had less doubts,  and my 

father swore when he heard how I had been so terribly frightened when my 

frozen hands had held the bomb. 

He for  his part  was able to tell  me that  his excursion with Iain's  

father the previous afternoon had been to visit the Naval Intelligence officer at 

the Clyde Base, whom they had told of our  opening up of some kind of hidden 

equipment room at the McBride house. They had instantly recognised some of 
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the apparatus as being radio tracking devices. What had really concerned them 

was the obvious Eastern European origin of some of the equipment, something 

which even I had recognized although without quite grasping its significance.

The outcome of that  visit  was that  he was told that  the McBride 

house was to be considered off limits and that N.I. would get a specialist team 

into the house as soon as it could be organized. He had returned home to find, 

as we all now knew, that my sister and I had already unknowingly broken this 

embargo.

We were  interrupted  at  this  point  by  two middle-aged  men who 

firmly told my family that they needed to talk privately with me. My father was 

drawn to one side for a brief discussion with one of them. At its conclusion he 

nodded and shook the man's hand. He then told the family  that they should 

leave me now. They all hugged and kissed me, assured me that I would be 

coming home in the morning and left.

During the course  of  that  evening the two men,  and then others, 

probed the story of our adventures in and around the McBride house, and their  

subsequent climax deep in the cave beneath the mountain. They were never in 

any way pushy or abrasive in their questioning but they were persistent, and 

went over various, seemingly silly points again and again.

 When, after I  had drowsily signed assorted pieces of paperwork, 

they finally left me my brain felt wrung out, and I slept like a log.

The next day after a discussion about future cosmetic surgery to my 

facial wounds I went home from the hospital. It was so very,very good to be 

back in the comfortably embrace of my family. 
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One of my first priorities was to ask about Dog. A telephone call to 

Doc's father's surgery produced the wonderful news that despite his injuries he 

was  out  of  danger  and  heading  to  a  good recovery.  Doctor  McFarlane  did 

advise  that  Dog should  stay  with  him for  at  least  another  day,  and  gently 

advised me not to visit in case this over-excited the animal. 

It  was  in  fact  another  two  days  before  Dog  came  home,  to 

everyone's  joy – except  of course for  silly Jemima who continued to panic 

every time she she saw him.

News  of  an  attempted   nuclear  attack  on  the  area,  like  news  of 

Williamson-Wyatt's delusional plans to finance his retirement, were very much 

underplayed by the media. Such little coverage as was broadcast was treated  as 

a bit of a joke in fact. 

Pippa  and   I  were  naturally   disappointed  that  the  story  of  our 

adventures had been treated in this way, but my father explained that it was 

obvious that top-level decision had been made not to panic the country – or to 

provide the anti-deterrence parties with fresh ammunition.

– And, he reminded us, we were all now subject to the restrictions of 

The Official  Secrets  Act  so midnight  dormitory excitements back at  school 

were a definite no-no. 

When the subject  of my still  scarred  face  was  raised he  gave  a 

rueful smile and said he was sure that our joint imaginations should be able to 

cook up a good fiction in explanation.

“Wow! Yesss, Sal!!” was my dear sister's excited reaction.
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