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        For the Flourish Walls reelers, belles and trotters, with love and thanks

    
		
			Acknowledgments

			I fell in love with Scottish reeling a few years ago, and when I say fell, I mean, fell. Evie’s encounter with the log basket is based on my own undignified destruction of a similar basket during my first encounter with a truly masterful spinner. I don’t know why the Scots bothered with claymores when they could have easily spun the English right back over the border with one flick of their mighty wrists, taking out chunks of Hadrian’s Wall as they went.

			Now, though—at last!—I have a proper place to apologize to the Charterhall Academy of Scottish Dance for the broken furniture, and to thank its long-suffering teachers for their wonderful hospitality. Kettlesheer Castle, the McAndrews, and the famous table are fictional, but the magic of reeling and turning and skimming across a roomful of kilts and bare arms at two a.m. is entirely real. Thank you so much for inviting me.

			I’m constantly grateful to my agents, Lizzy Kremer and David Forrer, for their encouragement and jokes, and to my editor, Kara Cesare, and the team at Gallery Books, for their enthusiasm and patience. The writer is only one person in the Reel of the Romantic Novel, and I’m lucky to dance it with some wonderful people.

		

	
		
			One

			Everyone has a weakness. Some people have a weakness for champagne cocktails. Or older men with French accents. 

			My weakness is old French champagne glasses. Preferably ones that have seen a bit of après-midnight action. Or En­glish pub glasses with real Victorian air bubbles, or those 1950s Babycham glasses with the cute little faun.

			Any kind of glasses, actually, they don’t have to match.

			Old sunglasses too, come to think of it. Also, gloves (satin evening ones, especially), vintage wedding photos, fountain pens, trophies for long-forgotten tournaments, postcards …

			Okay, fine.

			My name is Evie Nicholson, and I am addicted to The Past.

			*

			“A child’s teddy bear, circa 1935.” Pause. “Missing one eye. And left arm.”

			Max looked up from the printout the auctioneer had enclosed with the delivery, and fixed me with his best withering gaze. It wasn’t the one he used to persuade rich Chelsea wives to buy chaise longues they didn’t strictly need. It was astonishing what Max could sell, simply by draping his lanky frame over it and flashing his Heathcliff eyes. Only now they were looking less Come to bed, Cathy and more I’m going to burn down your house and do something unspeakable to your puppy.

			“Would you please explain why you bought a one-armed blind teddy, the stuff of pure childhood nightmares?” he inquired.

			“He’s a Steiff, and he was going for a tenner,” I muttered, picking the bear out of the delivery box.

			Up close, he was a bit … mangy. When I’d spotted him in a box in the salesroom, all I’d seen was his threadbare nose, the fur worn away by thousands of kisses from his sailor-suited owners. I’d seen T-strap shoes and nursery teas and nannies with starched aprons. This brave little bear had once had pride of place in a smart London nursery; I couldn’t stand seeing him waved around by some unfeeling porter, unwanted. He was worth one bid, surely?

			“You paid a tenner,” repeated Max, “for something even the moths have moved out of?”

			I tweaked the bear’s wonky limbs into an appealing hug. “Someone’s obviously loved him. He deserves a good retirement home.”

			“Someone loved Adolf Hitler, but that doesn’t mean I’d be happy to fork out real money to sell him in my shop. With or without eyes.” Max shook the paper again, and it opened up to another three pages. He let out a strangled squeak of horror.

			Three pages! I bit my lip, and propped the bear on a bookshelf. I didn’t remember buying quite so much. I’d gone in there with my catalogue strictly marked up and sat on my hands for loads of amazing bargains.

			“Honestly, it’s not as bad as it looks,” I said. “I’ll pay for some of those myself. I can always eBay what—”

			Max’s hands flew up as if he were warding off evil spirits. “Don’t say that word in this shop!” he roared.

			“Sorry,” I whispered.

			“Oh, God.” He hunched his narrow shoulders and closed his eyes, squeezing his hand over his forehead in theatrical despair. “We’re going to have to have The Talk again, Evie. Where shall I begin? With the fact that one man’s junk is nearly always another man’s junk?”

			“But—”

			“There is a difference between collectibles, and dust collectors,” he began with vicarlike relish. “To succeed in antiques, you’ve got to ignore the item and focus on the person you can sell it to …”

			I clamped my lips shut. This was a major bone of contention between Max and me, but for the purpose of filling in the ten minutes until my sister, Alice, galloped to my rescue, I decided to let him do his routine. Antiques for me were all about the lives they’d once been part of. I loved the whispers of the past they carried, the proof that those period films had once been real life. Max, on the other hand, was all about the money. He obsessed about the covert movement of valuables from one wealthy family to another like someone studying the Premiership football-team transfer market, but with Sheraton dining sets instead of soccer players.

			His shop in Chelsea, where I worked and he flounced about, provided a small taxable income, most of which was snapped up by his ex-wife, Tessa, but Max’s real work was discreetly acquiring treasures from the impoverished English aristocracy and finding new homes for them in Cheshire, New England, or the millionaires’ mansions on the outskirts of London. A bit like Robin Hood, except he was the only one who made any money, and I was the one who wore the tights.

			“Your problem is that you only ever buy for yourself,” he droned on, “and you’re hardly the most discerning—”

			“That’s not fair!” I protested. “I spotted some Chanel costume brooches for Mrs. Herriot-Scott. Big camellias, genuine, in an old biscuit tin—no one else bothered to check it.”

			I didn’t add that I’d only opened it because I was a sucker for lockets concealing wartime sweethearts, and you only found those by trawling the depths of general house-clearance boxes. And biscuit tins.

			Max ground to an abrupt halt at the mention of Mrs. ­Herriot-Scott, one of his favorite clients. We loved her, and her insatiable desire for expensive plastic.

			“Ah, well, that’s different.” His black eyes glittered as he calculated the markup. “What about that Georgian card table Jassy de la Mara asked us to look at?”

			I glanced at the door and surreptitiously checked my watch. Max was on the second page, when my bidding had got a bit … well, emotional.

			“The card table wasn’t right. Reproduction. But I picked up some nice cranberry glass,” I said.

			Max’s face was crumpling alarmingly as he read on.

			“And I got some Weymss piggy banks,” I added, my voice rising. “For Valentine’s presents? It’s that time of year?”

			“My God,” he said, his voice cracking with grief. “Are you trying to break me? Is Tessa paying you to destroy my credit rating as well as my credibility?”

			Too late. He’d obviously reached the photo frames, my Achilles’ heel.

			“I don’t know what you mean,” I said in a small voice.

			He thrust the list at me. “Evie, Evie, Evie, not wedding photographs again.” Max clapped a hand to his head. “Do I even have to look at them? What freaks have you snapped up this time?”

			Damn, I thought. Max would choose this one afternoon to roll back in after lunch. The one afternoon Lots Road Auctions decided to deliver late. He never noticed half my purchases normally; I was an expert at buying, staging, and reselling before he even noticed the shop looked different.

			“They’re good old frames!” I argued. “And if they’re already filled with wedding photos, it’ll give people looking for wedding presents the buying feeling !”

			“Hello?! These freaks would put anyone off getting hitched!” Max reached into the box and shoved the top frame under my nose with such urgency that his leather jacket squeaked. “Four eyes and not one of them looking in the same direction!”

			If I was being honest, the frames weren’t that special, but I felt so sorry for someone’s great-grandparents, dressed up in their finest and looking so happy, being sneered at and passed over. Chucked onto the unsold pile. What was twenty quid a go?

			Plus hammer tax.

			Plus VAT.

			I swallowed, and wished Alice would hurry up. I had a bad feeling about where this was going.

			Max regarded me with a mixture of frustration and despair. “I’m beginning to think I should start going to auctions myself.”

			“Yeah, right,” I scoffed, before I could bite my tongue.

			Max hadn’t been to an auction within fifty miles of the shop in five years, on account of his chaise-longue-lizard reputation going before him, and the prices rising accordingly as all the dealers in the room abandoned their bickering and clubbed together in order to see off Max Shacks, the Housewife’s Choice. That was the whole point of having an assistant to do his bidding. Literally.

			“It’s all perfectly salable.” I swiped the list of out his hands before he got to the moth-eaten sampler that had made me go all Jane Austen. “If I wanted it, someone else will.”

			“That’s the trouble, though, isn’t it? You’ve got more of my stock in your flat than I have in here.” He paused in his ranting and asked curiously, “Speaking of which, did you ever manage to get that knackered Chinese silk dressing screen up your stairs?”

			“Yes,” I said, lifting my chin. “It’s giving my boudoir a very Edwardian ambience.”

			Max snorted. “You are still living in that sixties block of flats round the back of Fulham Palace football ground, aren’t you?”

			“It’s not where you are, it’s … what you have around you. It makes me feel Edwardian.”

			He sighed and looked down at the list. “Evie, this really isn’t the week to be filling the shop with tat because you feel sorry for it. I’ve got the accountant coming in—we’re living in hard times …”

			I’d heard this one before as well, and was easily distracted by the doorbell jangling. The deliveryman had returned. He was backing in under the weight of my final mercy buy, and when he turned round, giving me a full view of what I’d bought, I blanched.

			“I know, I know. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll make you some coffee?” I gabbled, hustling Max toward the tiny office in the back.

			Too late. Hearing the bell jingle, Max turned round and staggered back against an Arts and Crafts bookcase in shock.

			“Where’d you want this, mate?” the deliveryman asked, weaving slightly beneath the weight of a massive oak-mounted stag’s head. The stag had seen better days. One glass eye was drooping, as if he’d had a dram too many, and both antlers bore traces of tinsel from some recent Christmas party at the auction house.

			Max turned to me and widened his eyes until I could see the whites around the bloodshot bits. “Why?” he demanded.

			“It looked so noble!” I pleaded. “It just screams stately home! I’ll find a buyer for it, Max, I promise.”

			“Who?” We’d reached monosyllables. Not a good sign. Max generally loved the sound of his own voice.

			“Um …” I racked my brains. “Um, animal lovers? People with hats?”

			The deliveryman swayed, but wisely stayed silent.

			Max sank onto a mahogany dining chair and put his head in his hands. Then he removed it, and demanded, “How much?”

			“Um, I think it’s a good price for—”

			“How much, Evie?”

			“Two hundred pounds,” I said in a very small voice.

			“Nnnggghhh.” Max shoved his hands into his hair and gripped tightly. Along with his suggestive mouth and cavalier way with priceless heirlooms, his hair was one of his redeeming features, being thick and black and tinged with gray, in a sort of rakish Shakespearean-actor fashion. In idle moments, I sometimes pictured him in a doublet and ruff, complaining about the price of lampreys.

			Sadly, the hair and the mouth did not make up for the foul temper, the inability to work a credit-card machine, or the biting sarcasm that he liked to think was Wildean but usually made him come across more like a petulant geography teacher. He also habitually wore a long leather coat—the trademark he hoped would eventually get him a gig as a TV antiques expert.

			“You are paying for that out of your own money,” he informed me, emphasizing each word with a stab of his finger.

			“Fine,” I said, a bit too brightly. “Why don’t you take it out of my—”

			“No.” This time his voice was very distinct. “No, you’re already down to a hundred and ten quid for the month, thanks to that filthy Edwardian wedding dress that even Miss Havisham would have used for dust rags. I want the money in cash, in my account, by the end of the month.”

			“But it’s February, it’s a short month! And I’ve still got Christmas to pay for,” I protested as the deliveryman inched his way backward out of the cluttered shop. He gestured toward the stag and made I’m not taking that back gestures.

			I ignored him.

			“Keep them, sell them, I don’t care,” Max went on. “But I want the money. For the freak-show photos, the deformed teddy, the moth-eaten stag, everything. Now, not over time. It hurts me to do this, Evie,” he added, less convincingly, “but it’s a lesson in business. You are here to learn, are you not? Or am I running some kind of flea market?” He paused, then frowned, distracted. “What’s that?”

			A long streak of something red had appeared at the window and was peering inside.

			“Sweet Jesus! Has that postbox moved?” Max demanded. “I have got to stop drinking with Crispin at lunch—”

			“No,” I said, getting up to let Alice in. “It’s my sister. And don’t be rude about that coat—it’s her style statement for this winter.”

			“Alice? I’ll go and make some coffee,” said Max and slunk off.

			Alice was one of the few people I knew who could carry off a bright-red maxi coat. She was very tall and always gave the impression she was wearing a cape, even when she wasn’t. She was, by profession, an “interiors consultant,” and her swishy efficiency extended from her cowed clients to her enviable wardrobe: Alice spent a fortune on one dramatic item per season and wore it everywhere, referring to it constantly in the fashion singular. Once everyone had fallen under the spell of her “key piece,” she “retired” it (i.e., passed it on to me) and moved on to the next.

			Max had once tried to argue that his leather coat was a key piece, but as Alice pointed out, rather brutally, it was more of a meanness issue than a style one. He’d had it so long that on a pay-per-wear basis, it now owed him money. Alice didn’t show her clothes any loyalty, whereas it would take pliers to get that thing off his back.

			She swept in, chestnut hair swinging like in a shampoo ad, and I could tell by her eyes, skittering from box to box, that she was itching to tidy up.

			“Evie, don’t tell me anything, I want to guess why you ­SOS-ed me,” she said by way of greeting. “Has Max got the call from ­Antiques Roadshow? Has he finally schmoozed his way to fame?”

			Alice threw one hand dramatically onto her hip and knocked over a Chinese vase with her sleeve.

			“Oh, bollocks!” she squeaked, making a grab for it as the vase teetered, then fell off the shelf.

			That was the saving grace to her otherwise majestic attitude. Like me, she was chronically clumsy, on account of being nearly six feet tall. Something to do with having longer legs and arms than normal and a center of gravity that seemed to shift with the tides. When we were children, our mother never let us go into the china department of any major department store without fastening our arms inside our duffle coats first.

			I made a grab for the vase at the same time she did, and between us we managed to knock it onto a bedroom sofa Max had taken in as part exchange for a Tiffany lamp. It lay in the cushions, looking winded.

			“Sorry,” breathed Alice.

			“What’s going on?” yelled Max from the back room.

			“Nothing!” I yelled back. “Alice was just thinking about buying a vase!”

			“Tell her we don’t do mates’ rates in this shop!”

			“Don’t mind him,” I said. “He has no mates.”

			“I heard that!” bellowed Max.

			“Can you lend me some money?” I whispered. “I went a bit overboard at the last sale, and Max is making me pay for everything myself. I know I can sell it. It’d just be a loan.”

			“Again?” Alice looked pained. “It’s not that I mind lending you money, but—”

			“Okay, then,” I said, trying a different tack. “Would you like to buy the sweetest little Steiff teddy bear? You could start a collection!”

			“I thought you were starting a Steiff collection.” She eyed me beadily.

			“I was. I’ll throw in the three I’ve already found,” I replied, mentally retrieving the tatty teds propping up my collection of first-edition Beatrix Potter books in my spare room: I’d been going for a ’30s nursery feel, but to be honest, I’d have been equally happy with a Victorian parlor look. “There, you see—you’ve already got four, and it’ll give Fraser something to buy you for Christmas instead of fishing rods and waterproof waders and all that outdoors stuff you’ve dumped in my garage.”

			“No,” said Alice firmly. “I am totally anti-collections. As you well know.”

			“You’ve already got a collection of unused huntin’, shootin’, and fishin’ gear,” I pointed out. “Can I sell you a stag’s head to complete the set?”

			“I’d rather give you the cash.” She paused. “I’ll give you double if you don’t tell Fraser that fishing rod’s in your garage.”

			“Done,” I said. “And I’ll give you the money back when I’ve eBayed my purchases for a massive profit.”

			“I’ve heard that before too.” Alice reached into her gorgeous silver leather bag for her checkbook.

			It was a shame Alice was so phobic about possessions, I thought, eyeing the collection of Art Deco cigarette cases in the cabinet behind her. She was the only person I knew who could actually use the cases for business cards, or mints, or—

			“Stop it,” she said, looking up over her lashes. “I know what you’re thinking. I’m this close to calling Mum and telling her to Simplify your flat.” She held up her finger and thumb, then thought for a second and made the tiny space even tinier. “You know she’s itching to do it for a magazine?”

			I shuddered.

			Our mother, Caryl Nicholson—or Carol, as she’d been as recently as 2004—was something of a lifestyle guru in the leafier parts of south London, thanks to her business, Simplify with Caryl Nicholson, which basically dejunked houses so they sold faster. Mum’s spring cleaning had always started just after Christmas; she had to ration her housework so she didn’t run out of stuff to do by midweek. Woe betide Barbie if she got so much as badly cut hair; we didn’t have a dollies’ hospital so much as a sinister Gestapo-style toy abduction squad that spirited away any ailing toys, never to be seen again.

			When Alice and I moved out, our father had offered Mum’s ruthless tactics to friends who had the real estate agents coming round, mainly so he could read the paper instead of having it yanked from his hands and ironed. Ten years and three hundred skips later, she ran her own “life laundry” business, and wore a lot of Joseph basics while charging rich ladies top whack to march around their executive residences, barking at them to get rid of anything that hadn’t moved in six months, up to and including husbands and heavy-shedding family pets.

			Ironically, the property market collapsing had only made her more popular, and now she had a whole team working for her, including Alice, who was her central London manager. Both their houses looked like something from interiors magazines, even if—privately—I did think the extreme tidiness was a bit At Home with a Serial Killer.

			“She won’t want to make over my flat,” I said confidently. “She doesn’t understand my need for ambience. She said my fifties-diner kitchen set made her want to cry.”

			“I know,” said Alice.

			“What do you mean, you know?”

			Alice rolled her eyes. “I mean, she mentioned it. And told a journalist from Good Homes that you were her last remaining challenge. She has you in her sights, Evie. Consider this your advance warning. There.”

			She handed me a check for five hundred pounds, and I felt an invisible flock of birds lift my careworn shoulders.

			“Wow! Thanks, Alice, I was only going to ask you for a couple of hundred!” I blurted out. “Here, let me throw the teddy bear in!”

			I pressed the bear into her hands, and she shrank away as if it might be a carrier of some rare disease, like untidiness.

			Then she looked back at me without speaking, and her meticulously groomed eyebrows knitted a couple of millimeters closer together. “Evie,” she said out of the corner of her mouth, “there is something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

			That’s when I knew the tip-off and the cash weren’t going to be interest-free.

			“Coffee?” Max appeared, bearing an old pub tray with three unmatched porcelain cups, a battered hotel percolator, and a packet of HobNobs. “And would you like to explain, Evangeline, how you offered to make coffee, and I end up making it?”

			I noticed he’d smoothed down his wild hair and was looking noticeably more dapper. I squinted. He’d added a red silk scarf. My red silk scarf.

			Alice’s steely gaze skated around the shop until it alighted on the stag’s head. Suddenly she flashed a dazzling smile. “Max, this … big deer thing is just what I’ve been looking for, to give my boyfriend for Valentine’s Day!”

			“It is?”

			“Ooh, what a great idea!” I exclaimed. Fraser would appreciate the noble stag, even if Max didn’t. “You see? I knew it would be a perfect gift for the man who has everything! And Fraser can start a collection!”

			“I’ve told Evie I want it,” she went on, shooting me a glare. “We just need to talk about a price.”

			“Well, I had it marked down at three thou—” Max began, but I cut him off.

			“It’s one of the items I was going to pay for myself,” I reminded him. “Out of my own money. So really she should be negotiating with me.”

			Max looked foxed.

			“I know Evie can’t do negotiations with an audience,” Alice went on. “Do you mind if I insist on discussing this with her outside the shop?” She glanced at her watch. “Oh, look, it’s nearly four already. By the time I bring Evie back, there won’t be much time left for you to close up. Tell you what, why don’t you just let her go now and then you can start in the morning with a nice big sale?”

			“But … I …” Max spluttered.

			“Brilliant, thanks so much! Evie, is that your bag? And where’s your coat?”

			Obediently, I picked up my bag (Alice’s last-year’s “patent hobo”) and my coat (Alice’s last-year’s “deconstructed cocoon”) and my hat (my own last-year’s Marks and Spencer beret), and let her march me from the wrong end of the King’s Road toward the much smarter end she frequented.

			I was allowed to bask in the warm glow of having acted on my antiques instincts for about ten minutes, before the reason for Alice’s sudden generosity was laid before me like the wrong side of a bodged-up table.

		

	
		
			Two

			Alice took me to No. 11 Cadogan Gardens, a discreet hotel round the back of Peter Jones. It was a warrenlike townhouse with lots of discreet nooks and crannies; she and Mum liked to take clients there to tell them that their lifetime collections of Vogue magazines and paper boutique bags had been recycled. No one could hear you scream in No. 11.

			“I’ve got some good news for you,” she said, pouring me a cup of tea from the tray that had appeared on the table in front of us within moments of us arriving. “It’s a favor.”

			“For me, or for someone else?”

			“For you and for someone else.” Alice broke a biscuit in half, nibbled it, and got out her phone. “Fraser’s mother’s neighbors—” She looked up. “Evie, stop looking at the cups.”

			I put the saucer down guiltily. I couldn’t help it. Cups and saucers were one of my collections. Especially hotel ones, the older the better. I liked to imagine what sorts of people had drunk out of them—movie stars, duchesses, eloping couples—

			“Are you concentrating?” she demanded. “Because this is complicated, and I’ve got to be somewhere at six.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “Go on. Fraser’s mother’s … neighbors?”

			“You know Fraser’s parents live on a farm in Berwickshire?” When I looked blank, she added, “You know—Berwickshire? The Scottish Borders? Very beautiful, heathery moors, grouse, dramatic North Sea cliffs, steeped in mindless Anglo-Scottish violence, et cetera, et cetera.”

			I nodded. Alice had been invited up to stay with Fraser for New Year (or Hogmanay, as apparently no one called it). They’d been seeing each other for two years, so Mum and I had held our breath until about the third of January, waiting for Big News; but Alice had returned from Scotland with only a lot of salmon and a very bad cold—and a look on her face that made it clear there was nothing she wanted to discuss.

			“If you’d told me about the heathery moors instead of the cobwebby loo, I might have remembered,” I pointed out.

			“I didn’t see them, I was too busy not freezing to death. Anyway, Fraser’s family are old friends with the people who have the big house next door, the McAndrews. It’s a castle, really, called Kettlesheer,” she added in a terrible Scottish accent. “You’d love it—Sheila says it’s crammed with random junk. Some forefather was one of those Victorian collectors, shot everything he saw, then stuffed it in cases to gather dust for eternity. We drove past at New Year—it’s all turrets and bats’ nests. The problem is that the McAndrews need to raise some cash to fix the damp, or the roof, or something. Basically, they need an expert to advise them about what items to sell.”

			“And you volunteered me?” My heart thumped in my chest; it sounded amazing. I’d always dreamed of getting into one of those big houses, opening the ancient cupboards, peering into the rusty suits of armor, maybe finding Maharajah’s diamond, wrapped in cloth and hidden for years in a trinket box …

			Something shifty in Alice’s expression stopped me as I was mentally waltzing down the ancestral portrait gallery.

			“Is there a reason why they haven’t got in touch with one of the big auction houses?” I asked. “Bonhams and Christie’s both have branches in Edinburgh.”

			“Ah,” said Alice. “Well, they need someone discreet. And very good,” she added, a split second too late. “Reading between the lines, they don’t want it getting round the sherry-and-shortbread circuit that they’re having to flog off the family jewels. And Max has a whole book of private clients who love random junk, doesn’t he?”

			“If by junk you mean priceless antiquities—” I started.

			“Evie,” said Alice, dropping her polite routine. “He buys random junk from skint aristos and sells it on to lottery winners who don’t know better.”

			“Right,” I said instead, and ate the half-biscuit Alice had left.

			“Besides which, Mum and I have been talking,” she said ominously.

			Please, not the broadening horizons lecture again.

			“I don’t want to give you a lecture,” said Alice in her most lecturing tone, “but this is a great chance for you to make some new contacts of your own. Broaden your horizons. Step out of your comfort zone.”

			She spread her hands and smiled forcefully, like someone on QVC demonstrating a life-changing garden-sprinkler system. “Who knows who you might meet up there?”

			I gave her a hard stare. “Please tell me this conversation isn’t going to end up at speed dating again. I do not need you and Mum to micromanage my life. I am not a sad old cat-gnawed hoarder.”

			“Of course you’re not!” she protested. “But how long do you want to work for a man who has to send you to do his bidding at auctions because everyone else thinks he’s slimier than a weasel’s backside? You’re never going to be able to build your own client list while you’re running round after Max.”

			I focused on the battered silver teapot—from one of the big hotels on Park Lane, maybe?—and tried to work out why half of me was swooning and the other half was feeling, well, mutinous.

			I was a sucker for a turret, let alone a suit of armor. And I did want Max to take me more seriously. But I wanted to do it my way. Recently, Alice and Mum had started talking about me—while I was there, I might add—like some sort of renovation project, as if stripping bits of my life out and painting the rest a professional neutral might reveal a spacious, airy new Evie.

			I was thirty, not sixty; I had a regular if unspectacular turnover of dates; and I’d made half my annual salary selling my finds on eBay last year. Most of it was “junk” that people like Mum and Alice had forced clients to chuck out. Sometimes I wondered how it was possible that I was biologically related to either of them; I’d even checked on the Internet to see if there were any of those “baby-swap nightmares” in the North Yorkshire area round the time of my birth.

			“I’ve got the McAndrews’ details here,” Alice went on as if I’d already said yes. “Why don’t you give Duncan a call tonight and discuss it?”

			“Duncan?” I said. “Are we on first-name terms already?”

			She ignored the heavy sarcasm in my voice. Alice was good at ignoring sarcasm. And tears.

			“Duncan and Ingrid. Very nice people. Actually, why don’t I call them for you? I’ll pretend to be your assistant. I can negotiate a decent day rate. I bet you’d do it simply for the chance to poke around their attics.” She started scribbling.

			I decided, gloomily, that my mutiny boiled down to Alice—or rather, myself. Alice reminded me of what I could be like if I just organized myself a bit better. There was less than a year between us, and in the days when Mum dressed us in matching smocks, we were so alike that people often mistook us for fraternal twins. Yet these days, apart from sharing the same chestnut hair/lanky limb combo, we were totally different. She was better dressed than me, more sociable than me, just more in focus altogether. If she weren’t my sister, I’d probably hate her.

			But she was my sister, I reminded myself. And no matter how bossy she came across, she did genuinely have my best interests at heart. My messy life bothered Alice a whole lot more than it bothered me.

			“Do you fancy going for some supper?” I heard myself ask. “We could get an early-bird deal somewhere?”

			She stopped writing. “Um, I can’t,” she said. “I’ve got to be somewhere at six.”

			“Late appointment?”

			“No, it’s …” She stopped and gazed up at me, her brown eyes full of dread. “You’re going to laugh.”

			“I won’t.”

			“You will. Think of the very last thing either of us would want to do on a Friday night.”

			“Taxidermy?” I suggested. “Star Trek convention?”

			“Worse. More mortifying.”

			“Oh! You’re having that colonic Mum booked for your birthday present?”

			Alice bit her lip, then silently opened her bag to show me the contents.

			“You’re not serious,” I breathed, turning white at the same time her nose turned bright red. My whole soul crinkled at the edges in sympathy as our shared childhood humiliations flooded back. “Not … what I think it is?”

			She nodded. “Yup.”

			Our eyes met, and in an instant we were both standing in a freezing gym, two fed-up herons in a flock of pink-tighted cygnets.

			“I am going to a dancing lesson,” she spat.

			*

			For me and Alice, dancing was on a par with normal people getting dressed up as a pantomime horse. Hilarious for everyone else, but mortifying, overheating, and potentially dangerous for those actually inside the horse suit.

			Our tiny, matchy-matchy mother was horrified that she could have produced two gangling girls routinely referred to as Big Bird and King Kong even by their teachers. In her infinite wisdom, she decided that dancing would somehow neutralize our uncoordination, and so from the ages of about six and five respectively, Alice and I were launched on a program of enforced lessons. We stuck out like a pair of sore thumbs, making even the kids with “left” and “right” written on their mittens look like Liza Minnelli.

			We begged—begged—Mum to let us pack it in, but with her steely ability to superimpose her own version of reality over everyone else’s, she managed to see miraculous improvement in us, and always clapped far too loud when we shambled on at recitals, clouting some unfortunate classmate or denting the scenery in passing. This went on for eight agonizing years and numerous dance styles, during which time I developed an allergic reaction to leotards and Alice was banned from all tap classes within ten miles of Harrogate.

			Alice and I had made a solemn pact never ever to so much as conga knowingly, and we’d stuck to it through university balls and other people’s weddings. For me, the one good thing about not having a regular boyfriend was knowing there was no way I’d be hauled up onto the dance floor at wedding receptions. Alice did have a boyfriend, but luckily Fraser wasn’t much of a snake-hipped disco-demon himself, and if forced onto the floor, she usually managed to bark something about safety regulations and drag him away.

			All of which made the presence of a book about Scottish reeling and a pair of flat dancing shoes in her bag baffling.

			“Are you trying to split up with Fraser?” I demanded, waving them around. “Has he seen what you can do to a grown man’s foot?”

			Alice squeezed her eyes shut. “Fraser invited me to a ball up in Scotland. He made it sound amazing, white tie, champagne, candlelight …” She opened one eye. “It’s at Kettlesheer, the house I was talking about? Apparently he only missed last year because he was in Paris with me.”

			“Champagne can make up for a lot of dancing,” I said, already suffering a twinge of envy. Alice’s social life was significantly more upmarket than mine. “Especially when served in a castle.”

			“Yes, well, I thought it would be like the balls you get in London—you know, lots of standing around the Dorchester, drinking kir royales and slagging off everyone’s bolero jackets.”

			“And it’s not?”

			“No,” she said flatly. “It’s not. It’s full-on dancing, ten till three in the morning. Six different reels to learn. Like one aerobics class after another. Tickets are like gold dust—you have to know someone on the committee. Soon as Fraser got ours, he made me go to this reeling society he belongs to, in Chelsea. With experts.”

			“Oh, my God,” I breathed, intrigued and horrified. “Experts.”

			“This is my sixth session, and I still have no idea what’s going on.” Alice’s voice was rising dangerously. “I feel like someone’s taken my feet off and put them back on again the wrong way round. Everyone keeps shouting one and two and set and turn, and I’m just like …” She mimed someone coming round after a major operation.

			“But what is reeling?” I asked. “It must be the only class Mum didn’t send us to. Is it like Morris dancing?”

			Alice struggled for the right words. “It’s like rugby, but without a ball,” she managed. “You have to move into the right space at exactly the right time, then the man spins you, then someone else catches you, then you swerve around the next person. And if you’re not in the right place at the right time, it all goes tits-up, and everyone yells. Just to put you off, the whole thing’s accompanied by accordion music. Oh, God. I can’t explain. You have to be there. Worse than Riverdance.”

			“No,” I mouthed. Nothing had been worse than the one Riverdance workshop we’d ruined.

			“And it’s on Valentine’s weekend !” Clearly this was the final straw. “I mean, honestly! I wanted to have some romantic minibreak in Venice or somewhere! Or Paris! I thought—”

			“Calm down, Alice,” I said sternly. “You’re getting mad eyes.”

			She pressed her lips into a line, and vulnerable, panicked Alice vanished beneath the streamlined house-stylist once more. It was like watching one of those séances where the host body reasserts itself over the gabbling spirit.

			“I’ve said I’ll go,” she said. “And I will. It’s not like Fraser doesn’t know to bring padding. I’ve already given him a wrist sprain and a gimpy leg.”

			“But I bet he’s said you’re doing a marvelous job,” I said reassuringly.

			Alice’s expression softened, and she nodded. “Even when I pulled him over last time, he still said I had an admirable grip.”

			That pretty much summed up Fraser Graham: polite, even in the face of personal injury. He was one of those courteous men who automatically offered women (“ladies”) his seat on trains, and was bewildered when they accused him of thinking they were pregnant. He always had a hankie, wouldn’t let you buy a coffee. That sort of man.

			I had been nursing a clandestine crush on Fraser for ages. I could totally picture him at a ball, offering his arm to ladies while fetching them ice water and sweeping them around a dance floor.

			“Well, if Fraser’s there, you’ll have a nice time,” I sighed. “Bet he looks divine in white tie.”

			Alice was shrugging her red coat back on and leaving money for the tea. “No white tie for him. He’ll be wearing a kilt this time,” she said. “It’s that sort of do. Full-on Scottish.”

			“A kilt?” I croaked as Fraser’s sturdy calves in thick white socks flashed before my eyes. My cup and saucer gave a telltale wobble.

			Alice stopped adjusting her beret and fixed me with a gimlet eye. “You know what? He’s going back up there on Sunday for his week in the Edinburgh office—why don’t you drive him up? He can show you where to go, and fill you in properly at the same time. Yes, that’s a good idea …” She got out her phone.

			Just to explain, Fraser worked for a very top-drawer wine merchant with a branch in London and one in Edinburgh, so he and Alice spent half the month together, which was why he probably still thought Alice was a sunny, non-control-freak sort of gal.

			“Is there any point in disagreeing?” I asked.

			Alice shook her head, and her bob swung emphatically.

			I hadn’t really thought there was. Luckily, I now had the image of Fraser in a kilt to soothe the pain.

		

	
		
			Three

			I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to drive with your knees clamped together and your stomach pulled in while trying not to worry about getting so much as a fly on the windscreen of your boss’s precious car, but I can tell you it’s exhausting. By the time Fraser and I crawled onto the M1, my inner thighs were on fire, and not in a good way.

			Fraser, of course, had no idea of my silent agonies. He was too busy making lovely conversation. The checkered history of the Scottish Borders, why chardonnay is the chameleon of grapes, my work (which I’d upgraded as much as I dared), etc., etc. Fraser could talk the hind leg off a donkey, unlike many men of my acquaintance, but—and this is a crucial difference—he always remembered to ask the donkey’s opinion.

			“… really very kind of you to drive me up,” he was saying, as I tried to change gear while somehow clenching my triceps. “Alice does seem to get everyone organized.”

			“It’s genetic,” I said. “Mum’s so organized we have to give her our Christmas lists in July so she can buy our presents on sale. Dad has reminders on his phone for mowing the lawn and pruning.”

			Fraser laughed as if this were some kind of joke. It wasn’t.

			“Did she tell you much about Kettlesheer?” he inquired. “Or the McAndrews?”

			“Just that it was cold.” I sighed. “I love stately homes. They’re my secret passion. I like to walk round and imagine what everything smelled like.”

			I would have been more scintillating, but there was a taxi driver right on my tail, and the stag’s head in the back was obscuring my rear view. Max had heaved it into the car personally and wrapped the antlers with Fraser’s clean socks for protection; Fraser, as I’d guessed, adored it, and had already christened it Banquo.

			“Well, you’ll love Kettlesheer, then. I wonder if they’ll give you the bed Sir Walter Scott’s meant to have had pneumonia in. Mind if I have a travel sweet?”

			“The bed that … ?” I momentarily took my eyes off the road, saw the cluttered glove box open and Fraser holding out a tin of hard candies. My heart gave an illicit bump.

			Even in jeans and a cable-knit sweater, Fraser Graham looked like a Regency gentleman. The thick blond hair, the wide mouth, the accent that sounded like expensive dark chocolate—and what really swung it for me, the charming, totally unaffected manners.

			He grinned affably, and I melted a little further. Fraser had actually opened my car door for me when I’d picked him up at his flat in Notting Hill. It was a constant struggle not to imagine him galloping around on a horse, tipping his hat to the ladies. He was absolutely wasted on Alice, who kept trying to make him wear long-sleeved T-shirts and get a trendier haircut.

			“Yes, help yourself,” I said, before remembering that we were in Max’s car. “Oh, actually, be careful that—”

			Too late. He was opening the tin and frowning at the contents.

			“Ah,” said Fraser, quickly slamming it back into the glove box before I could see what was in there. “Perhaps not. Where was I? The McAndrews—lovely people, Duncan and Ingrid. They used to stay at Kettlesheer in the summer when Duncan’s uncle Carlisle had the place. Now, he was a one. His wife, his horse, and his dog all had the same name—to save effort, apparently.”

			“He sounds mad.” I loved bonkers posh people. No one wore a jaunty hat and matching cape for breakfast like a minor British aristocrat.

			“Oh yes, dangerously so. I don’t think Duncan was expecting to inherit, but then, you don’t expect a ninety-year-old man to disinherit his two perfectly good sons and take up mountain biking, do you?”

			“Not in my family,” I said. “There are rules about mud. So come on, give me the gossip. Alice went all discreet on me.”

			Fraser settled back into his seat and crossed one long leg over the other, revealing a flash of red sock. “Well. Up until two years ago, Duncan was a deputy head teacher at some prep school in Kent, and Ingrid was the school secretary. Nice house in Wimbledon, his and hers Jaguars. Suddenly Carlisle falls off his bike, and bang! Duncan’s got his own tartan and grouse moor, and poor Ingrid’s having to learn fifty ways with cocktail haggis. Mum says she went round in a trance for the first month, virtually begging someone to tell her it was a huge practical joke.”

			The traffic had slowed down, so I sneaked another sideways glance. “But … surely you have an inkling that you’re going to be left a castle? It’s not like being left a train set.”

			I didn’t add that if there’d been any chance of me inheriting a castle, however remote, I’d have been fantasizing about complicated lawnmower accidents at family gatherings involving anyone standing between me and the keys to the drawbridge.

			“Ah, well. Family tradition. Duncan inherited because there’s this ye olde McAndrew superstition that the castle can’t be left to an unmarried heir, and both of Carlisle’s sons were divorced. Well, one was divorced, the other misplaced his wife in Thailand.”

			“I don’t understand. Why can’t they inherit?”

			“Because bad things happen.” He made a Whooo-oooh gesture, wiggling his fingers and jiggling his eyebrows up and down in Scooby-Doo ghost fashion.

			“Like … what?” My imagination filled up instantly with walled-up nuns and hauntings.

			“Oh, just the usual bad things that happen when a man doesn’t have a wife to run his castle,” said Fraser. “Grill-pan fires. Unflattering trousers. Tax inspections.” He gave me a wink. “Not such a bad policy, if you ask me.”

			I felt my cheeks go hot, but then had to snap my attention back before I hit the car in front, which had slowed to join the back of the traffic jam ahead.

			Banquo bounced reproachfully in my rearview mirror.

			“So is your mum showing them the ropes?” I said, trying to regain my composure. “Does she know the castle well?”

			“Like the back of her hand. She grew up running around the kitchens. Her family’s always farmed on the estate, and my granny was a lady’s maid at Kettlesheer, when they had a full staff to run the place.” Fraser discreetly turned off my turn signal to stop the man behind beeping at me. “It’s a lot for Duncan and Ingrid to do on their own,” he went on, little knowing how my stately home fantasy was now bubbling into full color with each word, “keeping a house that size watertight and clean, as well as fulfilling the social obligations, of course.”

			Social obligations!

			I realized I’d said it out loud.

			“Absolutely. Duncan and Ingrid have got to host the local ball once a year, throw sherry parties for the local hunt, sit on endless committees. And of course, it all costs money.” He paused, and his voice turned serious. “Which is where, as I’m sure Alice explained, you come in. If you could find one or two things they could sell, to the right people, it would solve a few problems.”

			The traffic had stopped again, and I allowed myself to look properly across the car, my best take-me-seriously face at the ready. I liked Fraser’s solemn expression. It spoke to me of illicit conversations in drawing rooms and carriages.

			“I’m sure there’s plenty up there that they could sell,” I said. “Max seems to think it’s a real treasure trove.”

			That was a direct quote, incidentally. When I told Max why I needed a week off work and the loan of the Duchess, his prized Mercedes, since my own battered Polo wouldn’t have made it past Luton, he’d come to life in the most spectacular fashion.

			“Kettlesheer?” he’d breathed, spreading out his bony fingers as if playing an invisible piano of longing. “That is number four on my top ten stately homes to get into. It’s crammed with stuff, and practically no one knows it’s there. How the hell did you manage that?”

			“Oh, contacts,” I’d said.

			“Well, it can’t have been through your social diary,” he went on with a waspish pout. “The McAndrews don’t socialize.” Max spent many hours indulging in and recovering from other people’s hospitality in the name of stalking antiques. He claimed his hangovers as a tax deduction and had a file of drunken notes scribbled on loo paper.

			“So, what should I look out for?” I’d asked.

			“Everything. Scottish silver, oils, Italian marbles dragged back from the Grand Tour … Every four generations there’s a McAndrew who makes a bloody fortune. Then the next three spend it.” From the distant look in his eyes, Max was gamboling around Kettlesheer with a pricing gun. “If they can’t buy it, they marry it and reel it in that way—they bagged an American heiress at the turn of the last century, must have brought some quality gear with her. For years, Derek Yardley’s been saying there’s a table up there worth a mint. But no one’s ever seen it, so I don’t know …”

			I was still on the American heiress: I loved Edwardiana. And Victoriana. Any -ana, really.

			“What sort of heiress?” I’d said. “Like Edith Wharton’s Buccaneers?”

			“Bucktoothed, probably. But very rich. Try to keep that tiny mind of yours on the antiques, not the photo albums, Evie.” Max had smiled with all his teeth and both eyes. I preferred him when he was shouting. “Don’t forget, if you need any help, just give me a call and I’ll come straight up. In fact, wouldn’t it be better if—”

			“No!” I hadn’t meant it to sound so emphatic, but the thought of having to deal with Alice and my mum checking up on me to see how my comfort-zone breakout was going while Max fingered the valuables and engaged in industrial-strength sycophancy was just too much.

			Fraser coughed, and I realized my knuckles were white on the steering wheel and the cars were moving again around me.

			“So, will you be holding valuation audiences? Like on television?” He mimed the Antiques Roadshow Mask of Fake ­Middle-Class Surprise. “  ‘This dusty old vase? Worth eight million pounds?’  ”

			“I definitely will not.” I cringed. “I can’t work with an audience, it … spoils the vibrations. Speaking of which,” I went on, keen to get off the topic, “how’s the Scottish dancing going? Has Alice injured anyone yet?”

			“No, no! She’s very good!” Now Fraser’s good-humored expression faltered, then reengaged manfully. “Takes a while for the penny to drop with reeling, but I’m sure she’ll get there.”

			“By this weekend?” I couldn’t help it.

			“Well …” His mouth twitched, and I felt as if we were sharing a secret. A warm, slightly guilty flower of excitement bloomed in my chest. “I’ve got a couple of practices lined up for the end of the week,” he confessed. “Just to put her at ease. But she’s really tried hard, and I appreciate her making the effort for me. She keeps saying she won’t let it beat her.”

			“No,” I said. That was Alice all over. I would have learned to reel backward over hot coals for a proper man like Fraser; Alice would learn so no one could accuse her of not being able to count up to eight.

			“I’ve stocked up on arnica,” he added, spoiling the effect a bit. “My brother, Dougie, swears by it for bruising, and he’s always falling off horses.”

			“I’m sorry, it’s a family failing, clumsiness.” I sighed. “I once gave someone a black eye just shaking hands.”

			“If that’s the worst family failing you’ve got, then I’m a lucky man!” Fraser replied gallantly, and I temporarily forgot how adolescent it was to nurse a crush on your sister’s boyfriend.

			Luckily, a big lorry slammed on its brakes next to Max’s precious bumper and gave me something real to worry about.

			*

			We made reasonable time on the motorway, especially after I relaxed my core muscles and Fraser spelled me at the wheel for a bit. By five-thirty, dusk had fallen and we’d wound through Berwickshire’s beautiful rolling countryside, dotted with gray sheep and neat stone villages, and were nearing Rennick.

			I slowed down to take in the local detail as we passed the Welcome to Rennick, Home of Rolled Oats sign. It was a pretty town with a terraced main street, a post office, an off-license, and a gun shop. Fraser directed me past the sturdy Victorian town hall and down a hedged side road to the Grahams’ farm, Gorse Bank.

			The car’s wheels crunched into a circular drive, and when the security light came on, I could make out a modest sandstone Georgian house, double-fronted, with lovely symmetrical sash windows. The sort of place the quiet but respectable gentleman usually lives in in Jane Austen novels. There was a mud-spattered Mitsubishi 4x4 outside, which wasn’t so Jane Austen, and when Fraser opened his door, I got a brief blast of pure North Sea air and a distant snatch of spaniels going nuts inside the house.

			“Do you want to come in for a coffee?” he asked, heaving the stag’s head out of the boot. One antler had shifted in transit and the eye had rolled to one side. “You can advise me where best to hang Banquo.”

			I shivered; the temperature gauge on the dashboard read nearly freezing. It might have been spring in London, but it felt more like midwinter up here. “That’s very tempting, but I’m supposed to be arriving at Kettlesheer for tea. I’m already ten minutes late.”

			“Well, tell them it was my fault for not navigating properly. I hope you’ll let me take you out for lunch this week?” Fraser was leaning into the car now, close enough for me to smell his cologne. Acqua di Parma. I knew that, because Alice bought it for him. “Least I can do to say thanks for the lift.”

			“That’d be lovely,” I said, mentally punching the air. Lunch with Fraser! In a cozy country pub! With a log fire and dogs and haggis and oatcakes or whatever the Berwickshire specialty was.

			“Marvelous. I’m around this week—we’re supplying all the wine for the ball, so I’ll be copping a day or two off keeping the client happy, right? Now, listen, to get to Kettlesheer, you need to go back to the main road, take the next left through the village, then there’s a sign to the right, and you go up a long drive. You could walk there from here, across the field, in ten minutes if you want to leave the car. Evie? Did you get all that?” he added.

			“Um, yes,” I said. I hadn’t been listening. I’d been imagining our lunch unfolding like a movie in my head. We were at sticky toffee pudding and witty banter. A dog had appeared at our feet and was gazing up at us lovingly.

			“Main road, left, then right,” he repeated.

			I made a thumbs-up sign and began turning the car round. In my rearview mirror, I watched Fraser shoulder the stag’s head as if it weighed nothing and weave his way to the front door.

			I noted as I sailed confidently down the track that Alice hadn’t let him put Banquo in his London flat. I would have done. It could have been “our” stag.

			*

			Of course, I got lost.

			Totally lost.

			The lost you can only get in the middle of nowhere, on a dark winter night, where there are no streetlamps and no signs because everyone navigates according to whose cows are in which field.

			I was nearly back in Berwick before I finally worked out where I was, using Max’s free-with-petrol atlas, and by the time I stumbled onto Kettlesheer’s twisty drive, I was wailing actual curses on the whole stupid countryside.

			They dried up instantly when I turned the final corner.

			“Blimey,” I breathed out loud, as I fell deeply and instantly in love.

			Kettlesheer rose magnificently against the wooded hillside like an eccentric grande dame, trailing ivy and turrets and weather vanes, with two crenellated wings sweeping back from a proud main elevation. Right on cue, the clouds shifted away from the moon, bathing the stone façade in white light and glittering in the pointy windows like jewels.

			I held my breath and drank in the view, my heart swelling in my chest. I dreamed of houses like this. Kettlesheer was exactly the sort of moss-covered ancient pile I’d always pictured when reading about Border war rescues and romances and skirmishes and shotgun weddings. It had a drive that cried out for the thunder of horses’ hooves and the rattle of a carriage pulling up posthaste from London. Turrets built for leaning out of, to catch the serenade of bagpipes.

			I gripped the steering wheel and wished violently that I’d been witnessing this romantic splendor from the window of a landau, not through the fly-smeared windscreen of a very boring Mercedes estate wagon. As a small sop, I abandoned the local radio station and tuned to some classical music for the final stretch of the drive.

			As I got nearer, I realized actual lights, not moonlight, were illuminating the long downstairs windows, and an array of cars, mostly of the rugged agricultural type, were parked on the gravel circle. Either the McAndrews had a big family, or they had company.
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