
Chapter 1 
 

 
Despair, I discovered that day, can be a bottomless pit. I had been without sleep for 
thirty-six hours looking for my wife and it felt like I had quartered the City, dealing 
with monosyllabic desk sergeants, uncooperative detectives and the disinterested 
stares of FBI agents. I had drawn a blank. Ellen (a.k.a. Ellie) Dubois had vanished. 
All I learned was that she had been abducted from her office. I knew this because the 
old bum who parked himself daily just across the street from “Dubois and Associates, 
Attorneys at Law” spluttered the information through a set of teeth much too large for 
his mouth, in return for a twenty-dollar bill. 

“Came racin’ up, guys in a black Hummer. Big guys. Packin’ a-plenty, too. 
Muscled in the door, an’ came out with a buncha’ folks, piled ‘em in the Hummer, an’ 
drove off.” 

And that was it. All I knew. 
The pinball tour of the law enforcement agencies that followed had brought me 

nothing but anger, exhaustion and, eventually, despair. 
I walked up Virginia Avenue to our apartment. The concierge smiled as I passed 

her desk in the foyer. I climbed the stairs and let myself in, dropped the keys on the 
table by the door. The smell of furniture polish and expensive carpets was familiar. 
The silence was not. 

With nothing but two halves of a Quizno’s sub in my gut, I knew that the worst 
thing I could do at this point was to take alcohol. But I couldn’t help myself. I trudged 
to the drinks cabinet, took out a bottle of Lagavulin whisky, slopped some of it into a 
glass and walked out onto the balcony. 

The whisky tracked hot and intense down my gullet. The aftertaste of peat lingered 
brown and moist and brought a lurch of homesickness. For a moment, I felt the 
sadness of being a Scotsman abroad. 

It was early November and the evening was cool but not cold. Light was already 
leaching from the sky, drawn to the west by the setting sun. The view over the 
Potomac, which Ellie and I had often enjoyed, seemed tarnished by patrolling naval 
vessels and the constant pall of smoke that lay over the city, the brooding by-product 
of incendiary riots and uncompromising military response. In the distance, Hummers 
and armoured cars were crossing the Key Bridge. 

I sat down as the alcohol transfused into my bloodstream, playfully tilting the 
horizon.  I closed my eyes and drifted. 

 
Donnie had come early to the marina on the Chesapeake, hoping to catch the 

morning before it became too hot to hold, but already the deck of the boat was a 
furnace on his bare feet. The first breeze of the day came sidling through the trees and 
a flag nearby stirred languidly. He opened up the cabin, checked below and switched 
on the VHF radio and the depth sounder. Back on deck, he walked to the bow and 
knelt down to make the lines ready for casting off. 

“Hi! Are you going out?”  He turned to see a woman in an orange kayak drifting 
past. Only the trail of concentric ripples left by the water dripping from her paddles 
marked her passing. She was smiling. 

“Well, hi. Yeah, I thought I’d head out and drift on the Bay for an hour or two.” 
“Great. I’m impressed that you’re going out on your own in a boat that size.” 
Her wide smile seemed to belie any barb in the comment, but her eyes were full of 

mischief. He was unsure about how to respond and smiled back. 



“It’s not my boat,” he said, as if that resolved the issue. 
“Are you looking for crew? I’d be happy to come out with you.” 
She was back-paddling now, bringing the kayak to a halt. He noted a mane of dark 

hair, olive skin, dark eyes. 
“Sure, if you’re okay about going out in a boat this size with a strange man.” 
Her eyes crinkled. “I’ll take my chances. Just give me a minute to put this kayak 

away and I’ll be with you.” 
As she pulled away, she shouted back, “I’m Ellie Dubois, by the way. What’s your 

name, Mister Scotsman?” 
“Donnie McLennan.” 
 
The sharp crack of a rifle close by made me jump. 
I got up from my seat and went into the apartment for a refill. The alcohol was 

acting counter-intuitively, making me feel more alert. Alongside the drinks tray, there 
was a photograph in a silver frame. It was of Ellie, at fourteen, with her parents, taken 
on the steps outside the Lincoln Memorial. In her mother, it was easy to see the 
beauty that the daughter would become. Her father’s face was obscured by the brim of 
a panama hat. 

Back on the balcony, it was now dark. The city seemed, for the moment, more 
settled. I sat down and took a slug of whisky. 

 
Out in the Bay, the air moved steadily over the water, finding sufficient purchase to 

raise small waves and fill the sails. The houses around the harbour dwindled as the 
boat picked up speed. 

After the activity of departure, they settled in the cockpit with Ellie at the helm. 
“So, how does a Scotsman come to be sailing a borrowed boat on the Chesapeake 

Bay?” 
“It’s a long story.” 
“Try me with the ‘Reader’s Digest’ version.” 
He went below and took a couple of beers from the cooler. Back in the cockpit, he 

removed the caps and handed her a bottle. 
“Thanks,” she said. “How did you know I wanted one?” 
“Intuition,” he replied and grinned. 
She smiled back. “I think you’re avoiding my question.” 
“Okay. I did my degree in the UK and then had an offer from the NOAA for a 

year’s exchange in DC, which became permanent. I made friends with one of my work 
colleagues, got invited down here for weekends, mainly sailing. I met John Bigelow 
the boatyard owner and we also became friends. He lends me the boat.” 

“There you go. That wasn’t painful at all.” 
The wind freshened and they attended to the sails, working together as if they had 

been doing it for years. Words seemed hardly necessary; they read one another so 
well. 

Donnie took a turn at the helm. 
“And what about you, Ellie Dubois, how do you come to be here?” 
“Touché. That’s a long story, too. My parents were killed in a car accident three 

years ago and I inherited some money. I have a law practice in DC and like to spend 
weekends out of the city. I come here whenever I can.” 

“I’m sorry about your parents.” 
She nodded, then looked up to check the wind direction. 
A thunderstorm brewed and built into a dark barrier across the Bay. The crackling 



air sent them scurrying for the harbour. 
As they came into the marina, Ellie pointed to a blue sloop with a wheelhouse. 
“That’s my boat,” she said. “Next time, I’ll take you out sailing.” 
 
In the darkness, the twinkling lights of the city looked as always, but normality 

was constantly challenged by outbursts of automatic fire and sporadic explosions. I 
stood up, limbs stiff, and went into the apartment. I knew that bed and sleep were the 
sensible options, but my brain had other ideas. I poured a third glass of whisky and sat 
down in front of the fire, on the rug where Ellie and I had first made love. I leaned 
against the sofa. We had made love on that, too. In fact, there weren’t many 
horizontal or, indeed, vertical surfaces in the house where we hadn’t made love. I 
rubbed my hand over the thick pile of the rug and then took another pull at the drink. 
The alcohol and the exhaustion were finally working together to the same end. I took 
one final turn on the balcony where the cool night air was heavy with the smell of 
smoke and bad drains. I savoured the last of the Lagavulin. 

 
Ellie pulled up outside his old brownstone apartment in her Porsche. Donnie was 

waiting on the steps and got into the car. 
“Hi,” she said. “Sorry I’m late.” 
“No problem. You look fantastic.” 
“Well, thank you, Mister Scotsman. You look pretty hot yourself.” 
They laughed and Ellie pulled out into the stream of traffic. There were police cars 

everywhere. At the second intersection, an armoured car squatted. 
“My God,” he said. “This is getting pretty heavy. Have you seen the news today?” 
She hung a left and changed lanes. 
“I did, unfortunately. The President was saying they were going to ramp up the 

response to the rioting. He said he was considering conscription if things get worse.” 
“You think they’re getting a grip on the situation?” 
“Absolutely not. In my opinion, the Government is losing its grip altogether. Their 

response to the financial crash has been pitiful. They don’t seem to be able to make 
up their minds about how they should deal with all the unrest. The danger now is that 
the military leadership is becoming more and more influential as things get worse.” 

A Camry pulled out of the line of parked cars and Ellie swung the Porsche neatly 
into the space. She switched off the engine and turned to look at him. 

“It’s not far to walk. The restaurant is just three blocks from here. As you know, in 
DC you have to gather your parking places while ye may.” 

She leaned over and kissed him. Not a peck on the lips, but a full, erection 
inducing, mouth opening, tongue sharing moment that left him gasping. 

“Hold that thought,” she said, “for later.” 
They got out and walked, arm-in-arm, full of love and nonsense. 
As they came to the end of the second block, Donnie was suddenly overcome. He 

knew what it was immediately, but had never experienced it so strongly before. He 
stopped and had to put his hand to his mouth. He was gagging. 

Ellie peered at him anxiously. 
“Donnie, you okay?” 
He nodded. It usually hit him like this and then backed off, leaving only the smell 

in his nostrils and the adrenalin pumping. This time, it seemed that it had no intention 
of letting up. 

“I’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. Just a bit of a turn. Happens sometimes. But we can’t go 
to the restaurant. I’m sorry.” 



“Of course,” she said. “I’ll take you back to the apartment.” She was full of 
concern. 

He guessed later that he should have just gone with that idea, but it sounded too 
lame for a third date. 

He said, dissembling, “No, really, I’ll be fine. But you need to trust me, Ellie, it’s 
too dangerous. We can’t go to this restaurant. Let’s find another place to eat.” 

She looked round. There wasn’t even a police car in sight. She looked back at him. 
“I’m confused.” She frowned. “If you have an upset stomach, why is one 

restaurant more dangerous than another?” 
Donnie was not in a position to consider the best strategy to adopt at this point. 

His reaction was instinctive and born of desperation. 
She was five feet and one hundred and five pounds. He was six feet and a lean one 

hundred and eighty pounds. He caught her round the waist with both hands and, 
lifting her up over his shoulder, turned to run. 

He heard her gasp just a fraction of a second before the sound of the blast hit 
them. He swung round in time to see fragments of glass and wood and plastic settling 
on the sidewalk, just a block away. 

He set her down and they stood together in a state of shock. They could make out 
what looked like bodies lying in the street. 

Donnie found his voice. “Is that…?” 
Ellie put her hand to her mouth and nodded. She looked up at him, her eyes wide. 
“Those bodies. That could have been us. How did you know this was going to 

happen? Were you in on this?  Dear God, what have I got myself into here?” 
He looked down at her, hands hanging by his side, eyes pleading. 
“Ellie, listen to me. Please. It’s nothing like that. I swear to you it isn’t. Jesus, I 

don’t even have a parking ticket on my record. Honestly, I can explain what 
happened. Let’s just find a bar and I’ll tell you the whole story.” 

She gave him a fierce look. “Perhaps we should first of all see what we can do to 
help.” 

Caught wrong-footed, he stuttered agreement and they began to make their way 
towards the restaurant. People were already gathering and a police car had pulled up 
in the street. Sirens wailed in the distance. 

As they drew near, a cop loomed up. “I suggest you folks head on home,” he said. 
“There’s nothing you can do here but get in the way.” 

As they turned back, Ellie said, “This story you’re going to tell me. It better be 
good.” 

The bar was almost empty. They found a booth and Donnie ordered a whisky for 
them both. Ellie leaned towards him, grim-faced across the table. 

“Okay, Mister Scotsman, I’m listening.” 
Donnie gazed back at her, feeling the angry pull of her dark eyes. He took a deep 

breath. 
‘When I was six, I dreamed about a bull called Black Angus and almost certainly 

saved my family from being wiped out by a truck which had lost control on a diesel 
spill.” 

He looked down at his glass and rolled it between his palms. 
Ellie said, “That’s it? You expect to convince me with one sentence?” 
He shook his head. “I’ve never told anyone the details of the dream before and it’s 

not easy to describe. It wasn’t until much later that I realised that there were two 
important elements in the dream, a butterfly and a bull. I was trapped in a field with 
the bull. It charged at me. I could smell its breath. I was terrified. I couldn’t run. I 



couldn’t even breathe. All I felt was the overwhelming sense of danger.” 
Donnie could feel the sweat on his brow just in the recall of it. He lifted his glass, 

finished the contents and signaled the server for another, before continuing. 
“I woke screaming just as the bull was about to run me down. We were on a long 

trip at the time, and my father stopped the car while my mother calmed me. What we 
didn’t realise was that only half a mile up the road, the truck was already beginning 
to slide sideways in the spill before falling on its side. If we hadn’t stopped, then we 
would almost certainly have been killed. 

“I haven’t had the dream since, but every time danger threatens, I can smell the 
breath of the bull. Like tonight.” 

The light of anger in Ellie’s eyes had faded and gone. She was feeling his fear. 
“In the car, was that the first time you had dreamed about the bull?” 
“It was, but I recognised that old bull as soon as it appeared. It was the spitting 

image of the beast that used to come to our village on Lewis every year to service the 
cows. I used to go and watch it in its field. I was just a wee lad at the time.” 

“Was it as terrifying as the one in the dream?” 
He nodded, recalling the dream and the reality. “It was. Every bit. Huge, with 

massive shoulders and head and enormous horns. I remember being terrified when it 
opened its mouth and bellowed, and the saliva dribbled in strings from its lips.” 

Ellie shuddered. “What about the butterfly?” 
“Ah, the butterfly. Now if you let me order yet another round, I’ll tell you that 

story, too.” 
	  


