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Praise for
A Brush with Death


‘Absorbing, charming and funny, A Brush with Death heralds a fresh and welcome new voice in crime writing. Susie Mahl is also a welcome new detective: witty, warm and very inquisitive.’


Antonia Fraser


‘It’s a big fat BRILLIANT!!!!’


Amanda Prowse


‘This is a crime novel for mystery fans sick of gore and sexual violence. Just curl up and lose yourself happily in this world of animals and toffs – closely observed by a beady-eyed artist turned amateur sleuth who realises all is not as innocent as it looks and is determined to do something about it.’


Ruth Dudley Edwards


‘A delicious new voice in crime writing... Excellent on the English aristocracy and written in a fine, wry style, we will hear much more of Miss Mahl.’


Daily Mail


‘A riveting, charming and very funny new crime series from the fabulously talented Ali Carter.’


Piers Morgan


‘The first book in a promising new series will remind you of Downton Abbey and Miss Marple, except that this Miss M is a pet portraitist with a penchant for rather expensive underwear, and it’s purely for her own pleasure.’


The Bookbag


‘An entertaining read, and one that had me up to the wee small hours.’


Crimesquad


‘Carter is a fresh and welcome new voice in crime writing and Susie Mahl a very different new detective.’


Crimereview


‘Brilliantly enjoyable; coolly observed.’


The Tablet


‘A Brush with Death is the first in a charming new series about pet portraitist and amateur sleuth Susie Mahl, and the debut novel from animal enthusiast Ali Carter.’


Crimereads


‘A Brush with Death is a perfectly English mystery, with an abundance of all the right jokes, details and muddy dogs. Author Ali Carter’s first book is a lovely romp and shows promise for a wonderful tongue-in-cheek mystery series.’


Foreword Reviews


‘Animal lovers, Anglophiles and fans of humorous, socially observant whodunits will look forward to the next Susie Mahl mystery.’


Publishers Weekly


‘Fans of country-house cozies will delight in this series debut.’


Booklist


‘Its rich details on the British leisure class may interest fans of Downton Abbey and G.M. Malliet’s “Max Tudor” mysteries.’


Library Journal


‘A fun read.’


Sussex Life


‘A Brush with Death is a charming and amusing murder mystery. It contains great character observations and is written with humour. She brings to life the world of the aristocracy and everything which goes with it. A pleasant change from the dark Norwegian noir genre. It is definitely a book to take on holiday.’


Country Wives


Praise for
The Colours of Murder


‘It’s a rare talent that creates a work that is both whip smart, fast paced and at the same time gloriously genteel. Carter is that talent.’


Amanda Prowse


‘This is a well paced and exciting read. More please!’


Alexander McCall Smith


‘Charming description of how “the other half live”. The characters come alive and are very entertaining... I loved it.’


Promoting Crime


‘A Christie homage whose upper-crust humour targets readers who recognise the differences between a country house and a stately home.’


Kirkus


‘The gentle pace of an episode of Midsomer Murders and the intrigue of an Agatha Christie novel.’


Sussex Life


‘Whip-smart, pacey, yet effortlessly genteel... Susie is everything a cosy detective should be – absorbing, witty, warm, charming, funny and endlessly inquisitive. Carter has created a character Agatha Christie would be proud of – a sort of 21st century Jane Marple.’


Crimereview
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For Geordie, Jack and Laura
Lang may yer lum reek
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Far above the old walls of Auchen Laggan Tosh house, a full moon crept from beneath a heavy cloud. An owl hooted in the garden and pines swooshed in a gale. Laughing, swaying, the young Earl and Countess of Muchton and their friends stumbled into the hall. A grand wedding party on the neighbouring estate had finally petered out and now all were safely home.


The guests, a couple, great friends, wished their child’s babysitter on her way and off she went into the night. It was late, and nothing was going to stop these four from heading straight to bed. Nevertheless Eliza, Countess of Muchton, popped the usual sleeping pill. ‘Darling,’ she told her husband, Robert, ‘I like to take one just to be sure.’ He grunted as he wobbled down onto their four-poster bed. Alcohol, not drugs, sent this man to sleep.


Out went the lights and in no time Eliza exhaled an elegant snore. Robert shuffled under the covers as he drifted off. Once again, he couldn’t be bothered to remove his shirt, boxers and socks, not that this troubled his wife – she’d long given up trying to control him. Robert was an unreformed alcoholic, and Eliza had made her peace with the situation – alcoholism wasn’t something to be ‘cured’. She poured her energy into creating a loving home, one where the children could thrive. Mother Nature had not yet blessed her with any, but she had youth on her side and lived in hope.


The Earl and Countess of Muchton’s marital bed was so huge neither ever disturbed the other in the night. Whenever Robert’s dreams took a turn for the worse he would break into an anxious sweat, unbeknown to his wife.


Tonight, these dreams began full of glamour; the wedding had been up there with the best. Their neighbours, one of the oldest families in Britain, had spared no expense giving away their daughter. Eliza had sparkled amongst the other guests, she’d taken some of the best family jewels on an outing around her neck. Countless compliments had come her way, and those dazzling diamonds now lit up her husband’s drunken dreams. Robert’s mind indulged in rich and rare reflections and, as he wrestled under the covers, a subconscious smile appeared on his face.


But soon the dreams darkened, and the worst of his nightmares encroached. His late father loomed above. No matter Robert had been only six when his father died, he could clearly make out those domineering words: ‘Make sure to keep hold of the family fortune.’ But Robert had always lived beyond his means. Relied on the diminishing family trust to keep afloat.


Here now, fast asleep, he ruffled off the covers and slid out of his side of the bed. There must have been something particular in the alcohol tonight: he’d never actually sleepwalked before. But nothing was going to stop him now – this man was on a mission.


Having grown up at Auchen Laggan Tosh, he knew its architecture inside out. So, when in stockinged feet he wandered from the room you could pretty much guarantee his friends in the opposite wing didn’t wake.


But their young child was never at peace in a house that groaned and, as the wind whistled through a rotten sash window, the child lay in bed quivering, eyes shut… listening.


Robert tiptoed around the landing, flicked on the light in a particularly dark corridor, and crept along the floorboards. He creaked open a bedroom door and a shaft of light followed him in. He was totally oblivious to the child in the corner whose heart beat terrified in a little chest.


It’s a fact that when children are frightened very young they don’t tend to tell their mummies and daddies. Not a whisper of the night-time wanderer. Not a hint of the strange mission of this man in a trance, who didn’t have an inkling someone was watching. This only child fell straight into the trap: avoid at all costs being called a fool.


Forty-five years on and what happened that night lies buried. Robert, 9th Earl of Muchton, has passed away aged seventy-seven, leaving behind his wife and their twin sons – Fergus the heir and Ewen the younger.


The house, Auchen Laggan Tosh, boasts the presence of a king…but behind the door the past lingers. Earls in succession have fought, lost and won. Lives have been taken early and others have lived long. Women have been widowed and children died. Money has been made and gambled. The life of a Muchton is a rollercoaster. Good luck, I say, to the current Earl.
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Over a humpback bridge I went, the river Trickle below. I knew the name from the ‘literature’ I’d been sent back in January, when the Earl and Countess of Muchton had first asked me to be resident tutor on their Life Drawing and Landscape Painting Course.




Five-day tutored Life Drawing & Landscape Painting Course


Monday 23–Friday 27 March


Run in the wonderful setting of


Auchen Laggan Tosh Estate,


home of Fergus, 10th Earl of Muchton and his wife, Zoe. Standing amidst 12,000 acres of Highland Scotland with an abundance of wildlife, Auchen Laggan Tosh is a Palladian mansion, designed by the architect Robert Adam in 1761. It overlooks the river Trickle and is secluded but not remote, the town of Muchton merely four miles away.





Woo hoo. This invitation could not have come at a better time. I’d been back at home in Sussex after yet another singleton London Christmas with my dear parents Joseph and Marion, and I’d needed something – anything – to put in my diary and perk up the dismal, short, wintry days.


‘You’ve been recommended by our great friend Suzannah Highbridge, you drew her Labrador last summer,’ is how it all began. ‘I’ve visited your website and your talent as a draughtsman and painter would, we feel, fit the concept of the course perfectly.’ The Countess of Muchton wanted me.


A spot of Googling and I’d found a picture of the hosts, gleaned from last August’s Muchton Village Monthly. The Earl and Countess were nice-looking, so the camera reports in the scene of them cuddled up on the stone steps of their pile, liver cocker spaniel sitting at their feet. Fergus’s full head of salt-and-pepper hair and the look of self-assurance on Zoe’s face suggested to me this pair had left their twenties well behind; might even be fast approaching their forties. Now, seven months on, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a baby brewing: almost inevitable that the later a couple commit the quicker a little squealer pops out. Not to mention the enormous house in the background crying out for an heir – someone to continue the custodial chain and keep all those treasures within the family.


I’m an oil painter and pet portraitist by profession, and although I’ve never tutored before, I’ve been to enough classes to know how it’s done. So, almost from the moment the Muchtons’ email pinged into my inbox – ‘We have a small class of eight signed up and we’d be delighted if you fancied making the trip north for the first of what we hope to be repeated courses’ – I was eager to accept. This residency would shake up my routine, introduce me to a new crowd and earn me some much-needed pennies, and – here’s hoping – if I make a success of it there may be further tutoring opportunities to come.


Home, in Sussex, is a heck of a long way from the north of Scotland, and I let out a squeal of relief that I had reached the Muchtons’ drive at last. Bump, bump, bump my car went as I gripped the steering wheel and tried my best to negotiate the divots. It was so dark outside there was no way of seeing the Highland landscape and I could only imagine infinite moorland with a fresh dusting of snow. The flakes, delicate and beautiful in the car headlights, were landing softly on my windscreen and disintegrating before the wipers got their wicked way.


Du-Dump, my car went through one final hole in the I’m-desperately-in-need-of-a-repair drive and I drew on to what felt like gravel. Several outdoor lights flooded the way and I swept in front of the imposing house. Oh jeepers – there’s an almighty drag on my steering wheel – I must have picked up a flat tyre. Never mind. I’ve made it here, no need to worry right now.


I parked a respectful distance from the front steps next to an unbranded minibus and turned the ignition off. Brrrr it’s cold. Better not hang about. So, grabbing my suitcase from the back seat – my art materials could stay in the boot for the time being – I rushed towards two hefty external curved stone staircases. I’d never been to a house with an entrance like this – an upside-down horseshoe, good luck spilling out. With no obvious door on the rusticated ground floor, I scampered up the right-hand steps to find a way in. My hot breath in the cold air was one step ahead of me until we reached the smooth dressed stone of the first floor. Wow. This was some place. I stopped and looked up, the snow fell in my eyes and the sudden piercing shrill of a bird in the sky sent me lickety-split bursting through the Corinthian portico. No way was I going to hang about and ring a bell.


Surely someone had heard me enter? But no one came, so I waited patiently in the cold, dilapidated neoclassical entrance hall. There was a dim electric wall sconce glowing, only just bright enough for my eyes to dart in and out of empty alcoves, rise up a fluted alabaster column, cling to the corner of the Corinthian capital whose broken leaf had dropped as if it were autumn, scoot along the high-coved cornice, paint peeling along the way, then spiral up, up, up the full height of the house into one big, black sinister dome. The silence was magnified in the empty void and as my gaze fell from the glass cupola down to the hall I felt myself break into a cold sweat. Pull yourself together, Susie, I said – if you’re going to be a good tutor you must muster more confidence than this. But there wasn’t a singly homely attribute in here. No flowers, no stray shoes, no junk mail, no coat hooks, no wafts from the kitchen and no chitter chatter. I wanted to curl up and magic myself back home. I suddenly missed the smell of my new pomegranate diffuser, the stripy tea cosy I’d knitted in a flash of way-beyond-one’s-years in December and the sheepskin slippers I splashed out on at New Year.


I took in a deep breath and drew what sense of belonging I could from Robert Adam’s harmonious proportions. But that only went so far…where was everyone? I knew I’d got the right day – I’m so (some would say boringly) organised I could never get something like this wrong. But, as I waited and shivered and stood there feeling lonely, I picked up on a tinge of sadness in the atmosphere. Have I come to an unhappy place? Or does it just need a lick of paint?


Straight ahead of me was an arch leading into the main body of the house where an imposing staircase came straight down from the second floor in one fell swoop. Opening its jaws in arrival to the newcomer. A welcome of sorts. All of a sudden, a liver cocker spaniel came rushing down it, doing his very best not to trip on his ears.


Yes. A pet. There’s nothing like a dog to make a house a home. Perhaps this one has been longing for a friend?


‘Hello, poppet,’ I said as he approached me, wiggling his bottom on the black and white marble floor. Wiggle wiggle wiggle it went as his beady eyes glazed with excitement and I felt myself smile at last.


My hand shot out to pat him, but this dog wasn’t going to let me cuddle him just yet. He paused a few feet away, looking up at me, now thumping his tail.


Thump, thump, thump it went and the longer I waited for a human being to appear the more ominous the sound became. I felt a tension build between us – this pet was weighing me up.


‘Hello…’ I called out, and the dog began to whine. Then, following my second slightly louder, less quivery ‘Hello’, came a ‘Coo-ee, who’s there?’


The spaniel turned to look and through the arch emerged the bright lustre of flame-red hair, tucked and tied above the shoulders of a woman dressed in a cosy long kilt. ‘Zoe Muchton,’ she said as her hand shot out, and with the same speed a smile appeared on her face. By no means a beautiful face, but one that wore expression well and left me in no doubt this woman was genuinely pleased to see me.


‘You must be Susie Mahl. Well done for finding your way here.’ (This meant everyone else had arrived.) ‘I do hope the snow didn’t cause you any problem. It’s only just begun falling. I rather like it. A layering on the roof gives a little bit of insulation. It’ll make the bedrooms ever so slightly warmer. A good thing, wouldn’t you say?’ Her eyebrows rose with enthusiasm and her pupils swelled.


‘Yes. But,’ I told a slight fib, ‘your house doesn’t feel cold to me.’


‘Nonsense.’ Zoe looked down at the dog, which had come to heel. ‘You and me, Haggis, we know how cold it can get. Haggis, this is Susie; Susie, this is Haggis. I think you’re going to be the best of friends.’


I bent down and ruffled his ears, craving some love in return. But no, Haggis’s eyes were fixed on his owner, worried she might bark if he dared share his affection.


‘Now, come, Susie.’ Zoe tapped me on the shoulder and I followed her through the arch. ‘Dump your luggage there at the bottom of the stairs. Haggis will guard it and we’ll go into the sitting room and get the introductions over with. The sooner we have the sooner we can all relax.’


Her energetic arm stretched for the handle but a BANG to our left stopped her in her tracks. I turned, startled. A skin-headed man in a tweed waistcoat and hunting-stockinged feet stumbled his way through a door behind the stairs. The keeper I’ll bet.


‘Stuart?’ said Zoe with a sing-song in her voice.


‘Can I have a word?’ He was frantic.


‘Now’s not the time, I’m afraid, we have a house party, you know, for the painting week and they’ve only just arrived.’


If Zoe isn’t flustered then neither am I. Well, at least I’m trying to convince myself of that.


Stuart wasn’t taking no for an answer. ‘I’ve been away this afternoon, yous sent me to pick up a roll of tweed fer the mill, but Donald just rang to say he saw lights doon by the river.’


‘Now?’


‘Maybe as much as an hour ago.’


‘Who was it?’


‘No idea. When he headed doon the drive he only just caught the tail lights of a car taking off.’


‘How odd.’ Zoe raised her hand to her chin. ‘We have had people coming and going so it must have been one of them.’


‘But Donald’s certain someone was at the riverbank. Said he could see the torch fer his window.’


‘Well, well, I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. We can discuss it further tomorrow, not now.’ Zoe, lady of the manor, had the upper hand.


‘Hmmm. Well. Right ye are then, I’ll drop in first thing. Make sure youse lock your doors tonight.’


‘As we always do, Stuart. I’ll come to you in the morning. First thing after breakfast.’


That was that. The man turned to leave and Zoe, without any further ado, burst into the sitting room. ‘Everyone,’ she announced as the door shut behind us, ‘this is Susie Mahl.’


Eight faces were staring at me from comfy sofas and chairs. The fire crackled, my legs wobbled, and all of a sudden I felt slightly sick.


‘Sweetheart,’ beckoned Zoe, although there was no need, as the Earl of Muchton had dropped his end of the conversation and crossed the room.


‘Susie, welcome, I’m Fergus.’ His firm handshake made up in strength what his overall appearance lacked. I think Zoe must wear the trousers in this house.


‘Thank you for having me.’


‘It’s wonderful to have you all here.’ Fergus’s gaze cast across the room and rested on his wife with a look of satisfied congratulation: at first glance it seemed they’d certainly assembled a remarkably diverse group.


Zoe, full of beans, touched my arm and whispered in my ear, ‘I’m terribly glad to see you’re in a polo neck. Some of these lot look distinctly unprepared.’


‘Right,’ said our hostess. ‘From left to right, let’s see if I can remember…This is Jane Atkinson…’


‘Silent “t”,’ said Jane, a hoity-toity woman with I’m-happy-post-menopause-letting-myself-go-a-bit written all over her ample figure. ‘You pronounce it A… kinson. I always think it’s better to put people straight from the beginning.’


‘Yes, of course, I am sorry.’ Zoe moved on. ‘Felicity Jennings, that’s right, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, hello, Susie,’ said Felicity, and Jane turned to give her a smile. I think these two come as a pair.


‘Hello, Miss Mahl,’ said a man getting up and marching across the room in a pair of red trousers so sharp on the eye they’d clearly been bought for the occasion. ‘I’m Rupert Higbert.’ His brash hand shook mine, after which he retired to stand next to Fergus.


‘Susie,’ said Zoe. ‘We must congratulate Lianne Madaki and Shane Taylor, two A-level students from London who won sponsored places on this week.’


‘Hiya, Susie,’ said Lianne, showing no signs of a chill despite her scantily clad figure.


‘All right, Miss Mahl.’ Shane gave me a cocky wink.


‘That’s great. Well done, you two. So clever.’


Zoe continued to the end of the group. ‘Araminta Froglan-Home-Mybridge and Giles Chesterton, another set of A-level students.’


I did well not to smirk at the name of the skinny girl with a dimple in her chin.


‘It’s lovely to meet you all,’ I said as the door behind me opened.


‘And…’ Zoe turned, ‘here he is, Louis Bouchon.’


Oooh – it’s a turn-up for the books to have male company of about my age.


Zoe smiled as if introducing an old friend. I wonder if Louis is here as a visitor, a student or both?


‘Hello, I’m Susie.’


‘Hello, Susie.’ This Frenchman’s handsome head gave a nonchalant nod as he passed by and settled in the one free armchair.


Fergus began, ‘As I have you all gathered, I’d like to run through a few things. Do take a seat, Susie. Here.’ He pulled a very unsteady-looking bamboo chair slightly out from the wall. I sat down, it collapsed, everyone laughed.


My goodness my bottom was sore.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, getting up.


Fergus offered his hand a fraction too late.


‘Don’t be,’ giggled Zoe, ‘it’s absolutely not your fault.’ She stretched out her foot and pushed the broken pieces into the skirting board.


‘Here.’ Louis tapped the arm of his chair and I crossed the room to perch my poor bottom next to him.


‘To continue,’ said Fergus, ‘I hope you’ve all brought the timetables we sent you. If not, Zoe can muster up a couple of spares.’


‘What’s muster, Mr?’ said Shane as Giles let out a snort.


‘I meant Zoe will get you another one. But that’s by the bye.’ Shane still looked confused. ‘What I want to say is, firstly, Zoe and I would like to welcome you all into our house and we do hope you will get a lot out of the forthcoming week. It goes without saying, we’re very lucky to have Susie Mahl here as our tutor.’ Fergus paused, I blushed, he then cleared his throat and continued. ‘This is a residency for all abilities and Susie is on hand to help you throughout. In a moment Zoe will take you round the layout of the house and show you all to your respective rooms. Following this you’re free to do as you wish until dinner; it’ll be in the dining room at eight.’


Fergus’s delivery was military to a T, literally – he must have had a spell in the armed forces. Quite a wise career move, between graduating and inheriting, if a non-negotiable future awaits. Why bother building a career if when Daddy dies you’ll have to chuck it in? Passing the time learning the skill of organising people and forming a solid group of front-line friends, all within an institution that represses independent thinking – what an advantage.


‘Do any of you have any questions?’ said Zoe, softening her husband’s tone.


No one said a thing and before you could catch a rabbit we were being whisked round the stately reception rooms of the first floor.
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Lights flicked on and off as we were taken in and out of vast spaces, the atmosphere of the eighteenth-century Grand Tour reverberating in the architecture and its decoration. Pilasters, cornices, pediments and lintels were scattered throughout. But the painted ceilings, no matter what their colour – pale green, pale blue, pale peach, white, dark blue, dark green, dark red – cracked before our eyes, and with just a few remaining flecks of gold leaf clinging to various mantelpiece reliefs the splendour of the past was hard to grasp. The paintings, on the other hand, were in great order, cleaned and hanging in spotless frames. When I’d asked whether one particularly striking dog was a Gainsborough, Zoe replied, ‘As none of you have been here before, Fergus will, I’m sure, make allowances and give you his once-a-year tour of the pictures at some point.’


Louis, who’d been dragging his rather nice suede Derby lace-ups ever since the orientation tour began, made an effort to reach my side. I had assumed he was bored having seen it all before, but when he said under his breath, ‘I’d be interested in having a tour of the paintings too,’ I realised I’d judged him too quickly – he was here as a student not as a guest of the family after all.


As Zoe pushed open a door into the drawing room, it let out a musty exhale and in we went.


‘Fergus and I don’t often use this,’ she said, flicking a switch. Yellow light cast down from a dusty crystal chandelier, settling on various pieces of drab furniture. ‘But I thought I’d show you anyway.’


‘Not many paintings in here?’ came Rupert’s rhetorical question as he stared at the darker rectangular patches on the green walls. They were particularly noticeable in artificial light.


‘We recently moved them to some of the spare rooms,’ Zoe said. ‘Felicty, you’ve got a nice portrait in yours.’


‘Ain’t look like you ever use this room?’ said Shane.


‘Very occasionally,’ said Zoe. ‘That fire,’ her forefinger shot out towards a carved wood surround, ‘throws out the heat when it’s lit. But come on, no time to dilly-dally.’ We were shuffled back out the door and on into a pretty much empty adjacent room.


‘This one we call the music room, it’s where you’ll be drawing. I assure you these floor-to-ceiling windows let in a lot of daylight.’


I bet they do; there’s a string of them running the entire length of the mottled deep plum wall.


‘Easels and drawing boards are over there,’ Zoe’s head nodded at the opposite wall, ‘and as you can see we’ve pushed bits of furniture to one side.’


That’s all that’s in here, no paintings, no flowers, no side tables, no figurines, no magazines, no rugs, and despite my critical reaction to the similar un-homely effect earlier, I’m rapidly beginning to understand: the Muchtons don’t have the vast sums of money their surroundings demand. Keeping on top of maintenance in a house of this scale must cost a bomb – Zoe and Fergus’s coffers simply aren’t deep enough. No surprise they’re filling their house with strangers, running sign-up-and-pay courses to bring in a penny or two. But can money buy a remedy for the melancholy within these walls? And if so, they’re going to need an awful lot of it to achieve the revamp.


Zoe was striding towards the far end of the room. ‘Susie,’ she said as she thrust back a folding door, ‘you can expand into the billiards room if needs be.’


‘Billiards is another name for snooker,’ red-trousered Rupert translated to Shane.


‘But,’ said Lianne, ‘why’s that called a billiard room…’


‘Billiards,’ corrected Jane.


‘Billiards and this a music room if they ain’t got no snooker table or sound system in them?’


‘Once upon a time,’ recalled Zoe, ‘they had a billiards table and a piano in them and maybe one day in the future they will again.’ And with that ambitious thought we were all paraded into the library.


This room, or ‘snug’ as Zoe said they tended to refer to it, had bookcases lining the walls. A lovely old-fashioned arrangement. I couldn’t help tracing a finger along the complete works of Sir Walter Scott, the collected poetry of Robert Burns, and on into a selection of John Buchan’s rip-roaring tales.


Zoe caught me out of the corner of her eye and smiled. ‘You must all feel free to borrow books while you’re here but please remember to put them back before you leave.’


‘Thank you,’ I said as I helped myself to The 39 Steps.


The bookcases were interrupted by a little fire waiting to be lit, and set back from it, covered in dog hair, was a semi-circle of sunken soft furniture – I think Haggis likes to curl up in here.


‘More than a trace of cigars,’ scoffed Giles, proud at having identified the smell.


‘No smoking in the house any more,’ said Zoe. ‘But this is where you can watch telly and play board games. They’re in that chest over there.’ She pointed up the other end of the room towards the only window. To the right of it there was a tall, elegant, Victorian writing bureau with a carpet-covered trunk lying beneath it.


‘If you do light the fire, which you may at any time, please, please, always put the guard in front of it and make sure to shut the door when you leave.’


‘Does anyone play bridge?’ said Jane A(t)kinson.


‘Far too complicated for me,’ Rupert said, shaking his head.


‘I do, at Cotswold Ladies’ College,’ said Araminta, who apparently prefers to be called Minty.


‘I’m so pleased to hear they still teach you,’ said Jane, ‘it was part of the curriculum there in my day.’


‘You went to my school?’ said Minty.


‘Yes, I’m an OC.’


‘OC?’ Felicity was confused.


‘Old Cotswoldian, it’s what members of the former pupils’ network are called.’


Zoe took us out of the library (I can’t quite bring myself to call it a snug) and paused for a moment at the foot of the stairs. ‘Before we go up, I’ll just point out that door,’ she said; it was behind the staircase. ‘If you go through it, first on your right is the door to the basement, that’s where the drying room is.’


‘Expecting rain, are we?’ said Rupert.


‘It’s Scotland,’ said Giles.


‘There will be rain and sun,’ smiled Zoe. ‘But regardless, I’d like you all to keep your outdoor kit in the drying room, please. It makes for a tidy house.’


‘Of course,’ said Felicity with a tremble in her voice.


Zoe gazed at her, making sure everything was all right, and Jane for some reason squeezed her friend’s hand.


‘Now,’ Zoe’s focus was back on the door behind the stairs, ‘if you go through there and turn left down the corridor and enter the second door on the right, you’ll find the dining room. I won’t show you now as Mhàiri Bannoch will be laying up.’


‘Mhàiri?’ said Jane, rather acutely.


‘Yes, you don’t know her, do you? That would be extraordinary.’ Zoe tee-heed at the possibility.


‘No, no. I just wanted to get her name straight. It’s Mhàiri not Mary, yes?’


‘Yes, Maaaaarie,’ said Zoe, opening her mouth wide as if encouraging us all to do the same. ‘She and her husband Donald have been here for years, part of the architecture of this place.’


I amused myself wondering if they needed a makeover too.


‘Okey dokey, time to go upstairs.’


I bent down to pick up my suitcase and all of a sudden Shane was hanging by my side, reaching for the laces of his white trainers. Lianne nudged his behind and whispered, ‘You don’t have to do that here.’


I’m in Shane’s camp. I don’t understand why anyone would wear shoes upstairs, especially rural folk what with animal dung, wet weather and all that, but they do, and you know what – either there are very good cleaners in the country or carpets don’t get as dirty as us born-townies would think.


Facing us as we went upstairs was a console table on the landing covered in photographs of Fergus and Zoe. A pre-offspring collection of romantic duos – one from their wedding day, a let’s-lie-down-in-the-heather shot, and a couple of staged, possibly engagement photos. Jane leaned in to have a better look, but it was Felicity who paid the compliment, ‘What a gorgeous couple.’


Zoe’s eyes sparkled and she almost looked pretty. ‘Thank you,’ she smiled. ‘Now, spread yourselves out along this side of the landing.’


It was a square design, open to the stairwell with a gallery around it. A delightful collection of oil sketches crowded the walls and I could just make out the signature E. Landseer Harris. I’m surprised they’re Landseer, as I’ve only ever seen his large majestic Scottish paintings. Those are a bit much for my taste but these little gems are absolutely lovely, great big loose brush strokes on wood panel.


‘So,’ said Zoe with her back against the wall, motioning to her left and right, ‘these are the north-east and north-west wing corridors and directly opposite are the south-east and south-west wing corridors. We have plenty of rooms and half as many bathrooms.’


She pointed under an arch to her left. ‘Fergus, Haggis and I are down there, and, Louis, if you trot down the north-west wing,’ she was now pointing at a dark corridor on her right, ‘you’ll find the first door opens to the Blue Room, yours. Rupert, you’re just beyond Louis, there’s a bathroom between you to share. Donald should have carried your bags up by now, that’s if you all labelled them.’


‘Is there time for a nap?’ said Rupert.


‘Yes, yes, do have a bit of time out before dinner.’ Zoe took a step further along the landing, and flung open a door. ‘Felicity, your en-suite twin is in here, and Jane, here you go, yours is just a bit further down…a small double.’ She flicked a switch and the whole house fell into darkness.


‘Blast,’ she stamped her foot, ‘there must be a fault.’


Giles’s mobile phone lit up.


‘Fergus, angel,’ Zoe hollered over the banister. ‘We have a problem.’


Fergus had a torch in hand at the bottom of the stairs.


‘I realised,’ he mocked. ‘Hang on there and I’ll go to the fuse box.’


‘What are you going to do?’ said Jane, rather boldly I thought.


‘Anyone got a candle?’ called out Rupert.


‘Don’t worry, the lights will be back on in a sec,’ reassured Zoe.


‘OoooOOOooo,’ mimicked Shane, but before any of us had time to feel frightened the lights were on again.


‘Voila,’ rejoiced Zoe.


‘Darling?’ Fergus was coming up the stairs.


‘Yes?’


‘The Rose room’s wiring is faulty. A spark came out the box when I flicked the switch.’


Zoe marched straight into what was going to be Jane’s room.


‘No, my love,’ said Fergus. ‘The electrics are faulty, the lights in there won’t work. I’ve turned them off at the main switch.’


Zoe came back out with Jane’s suitcase in her hand. ‘I am terribly sorry about this.’


‘You can share with me?’ offered Felicity, hovering in her doorway.


Fergus’s and Zoe’s eyebrows rose, both hoping Jane would say ‘yes please’.


‘Can’t you fix it?’ said Jane, staring at Fergus.


‘I’ll try and call our electrician tomorrow, but I’m afraid we won’t be able to sort it out tonight.’ He took charge of the suitcase in Zoe’s hand.


‘My room’s lovely,’ said Felicity. ‘There are two large single beds.’


Jane forced a smile and in she went.


‘Right,’ Zoe continued, ‘everyone else, follow me.’


Tapping a relatively new door under the arch of the south-east wing, she explained, ‘This is locked, it isn’t used.’ Then, continuing on around the square she went under an arch opposite and flicked a switch. Sporadic energy-saving light bulbs began to glow and as we waited for them to brighten she informed us, ‘This is what we call the children’s corridor.’


It was glum to say the least and smelt exactly how you’d imagine a cold old house’s childless children’s corridor would. The lights came up to speed and Zoe’s kilt swung from her hips as she trotted down the well-worn drugget carpet. ‘There are two bathrooms to share. I suggest girls take one and boys the other.’


The first door on her left took a shove from her shoulder before it scraped across a crowning wooden floor. We all hovered in the doorway as she went in. There was a sunken single bed pushed up against the wall and a wardrobe against another, opposite. A pokey curtained window with a few ragged hardbacks piled chaotically on its ledge faced us. Zoe read out the label on the moleskin bag. ‘Giles Chesterton, you’re in here. But, before you make yourself at home, come and I’ll talk you through the plumbing.’


Into a large carpeted bathroom we all went.


‘Urgh,’ said Lianne, peering into the deep bathtub.


‘Oh,’ said Zoe enthusiastically, ‘don’t worry about those stains on the enamel, they’re from years of dripping water. Brown but not dirty.’ Then, holding her hair back with one hand, she bent to give the cold tap a firm twist – it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference; the water continued to drip.


‘Look,’ said Zoe, who was now walking towards a china crapper. Honestly it was, Thomas Crapper’s genuine article, the name stamped on the cistern high up on the wall. ‘I want to show you how to pull the chain.’


Giles’s nose made a noise as he held back a laugh and Zoe proceeded, with no idea what had amused him. ‘You must draw this wooden handle down until the water comes. A little old-fashioned quirk.’


Once she’d demonstrated the method we left the bathroom and, thanks to labels on suitcases, most rooms and people were quickly paired off. ‘Susie,’ she said, heading for the semi-darkness at the far end of the corridor, ‘here’s where you are.’ Mustering strength, she flung the door open. A great gust of freezing air shot out.


‘Oh gosh.’ Zoe rushed in to slam the little window shut. ‘Sorry about that. I’ve been airing the house. I do hope you’ll be happy in here.’


‘Yes, thank you,’ I smiled, longing for her to lend me a blanket.


But she left, pulling the door shut behind her.


I put John Buchan’s The 39 Steps on the side table and dumped my suitcase on the floor. I felt lost and cold and low. The wallpaper was peeling at every join, the iron bedstead conjured wartime hospital scenes and the curtains, only moments ago flapping outside, were wet. I took in a deep breath and the pervasive smell of must shot up my nose. That hard-to-grasp-hold-of essence of green shrubbery letting off steam in a particularly damp and lacking-in-daylight part of the garden. Down by the pond, round the back of the boat hut. In I breathed just to make sure. Yup. Damp.


I kicked off my shoes and then, in the hopes it would warm me up, unpacked as quickly as I possibly could. Bending down and up, down and up, hurriedly hanging my things in the mahogany wardrobe then to and fro the window shelf, arranging my toiletries. All the time telling myself off for acting spoilt. I’m jolly lucky to have a roof over my head.


Done and dusted I flung myself down on the bed. The duvet bounced up at my feet and something fell to the floor.


A crusty, marble-eyed teddy bear is now in my hands and my heartbeat is rising. I can’t shake off the horror of Chucky from Child’s Play and those decal eyes. Mr Bear went flying up in the air, landed on top of the wardrobe and disappeared. He’s gone. Phew.


I rested my weary head on the pillow and looked up at the bubbles of damp on the ceiling. It took me back to my childhood room where often I would make myself dizzy, circling my eyes around the wet yellow rings. Lying here now, doing the same, I suddenly remember I must text Mum. She’d been nervous about my journey today, despite the fact I’ve driven to Scotland several times before. All those trips with my ex, to visit his mother…Mum must have forgotten. No surprise. She’s never given any weight to relationships past. Not her fault. My mother didn’t have any boyfriends before Dad, so how can she possibly understand a broken heart?


I got out my mobile. There’s no reception. Oh crumbs. I simply must find a solution for getting in touch, I know she’ll have been waiting to hear from me all day – mobile on loud, in her pocket. Mum’s anxiety is a new trait, born from our heart-to-heart at Christmas. As Dad had put it, ‘this is a conversation for you and your mother’. Ever since, our relationship has been sticky. I can’t afford to cause them any worry. I must let Mum know I’ve arrived safe.


I found the internet. No password – no neighbours, no need, I suppose. Mum refuses to use WhatsApp – ‘Far too many lines of communication these days’ – so I’ll just have to Wi-Fi call her instead.


‘Hello?’


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Susie, everything okay? Have you arrived?’ Her breath was short.


‘Yes, yes. I’m here at last.’


‘Oh good,’ she sighed. ‘I got your father to check the weather. I think you’re going to wake to snow. Oh love, I do hope you’re going to be okay.’


Londoners eh. They think snow is a beast come to bring everything to a grinding stop. They see none of the magic, the pure white forming heavy quilts on pine trees, delicate crystals on window panes and billowing sheets across the landscape. To them it is a nuisance, grey slush, ‘ankle dirt, unavoidable ankle dirt’ is what my father calls it.


‘I’ll be fine. Please don’t worry. I’m looking forward to the week ahead.’


‘We’ll be thinking of you and wait to hear when you’re safely back in Sussex.’


I’d arrived, that’s what mattered, now she could hang up. Neither of my parents use the telephone for proper conversation. The in-between details could wait until we were next face to face.


‘Bye, Susie, have fun. We love you.’


‘Bye. Love to Dad.’


I was glad I’d called. Hearing Mum’s voice brought comfort to me in this strange house. As for them looking up my weather – fancy that. They really are living through me these days. I’m no longer a daughter out of sight, out of mind. What a happy thought, even if it is in a spoilt-only-child kind of way.


I took in a deep breath, hoping Mum’s finally forgiven me for what I made her do. But I must not dwell on family issues; I’ve come to Scotland for a change of scene. To get away from life down south and take my mind off heartache. Thank goodness my mobile doesn’t have reception, I won’t be wasting time permanently checking if Dr Toby Cropper has been in touch.


Toby’s a mortuary clerk I hooked up with in Dorset last year. He’s so darn difficult to get off my mind. I honestly thought we were lifetime partners. But then, I found out he had a son. I wouldn’t have minded if he’d been straight with me from the start. But he wasn’t. We don’t communicate any more, one non-committal scribbled postcard in answer to my loving letter put an end to that. He’s frozen me out and I can’t help thinking he’s probably now breaking some other girl’s heart.


I clenched my fist and punched the duvet…Why do I always fall for the wrong men?





[image: image]



The dinner gong boomed through the house and I headed downstairs. Pinned up on the music room door was a new notice.


Daily Timetable
Breakfast 8.30am to 9.30am
Morning Tutorial 10am to 12.30pm
Lunch 1pm (buffet at the house or a picnic on location)
Afternoon tutorial 2.30pm to 5pm
Dinner* will be served at 8pm
Wednesday night ceilidh


* Paint-stained clothes are not permitted in the dining room, please wear appropriate dinner dress.


‘No rest for the wicked,’ came a self-amused voice behind me. Rupert was here. ‘I heard the gong, a fine way to rally the troops.’


‘Yes,’ I smiled.


‘Let’s go through, shall we?’ He led the way, pinning the doors open so I could walk through first.


The dining room smelt of gas, the culprit being the non-flued 1970s heater glowing orange in the corner. Mhàiri Bannoch was settling a final bowl of peas on the hotplate, nestling her way between Jane Atkinson, first in the queue, and Giles Chesterton – second.


Zoe doled out instructions. ‘Susie, Rupert, do join the food line, shepherd’s pie tonight. Fergus and I will take the heads of the table and the rest of you can sit where you like.’


No one other than me had changed out of their travelling clothes, something I like to do if I’ve driven a long way. The others are clean and tidy and, as for Zoe and Fergus, let’s just say warmth comes before flair. I’m in a dress, no longer feeling the cold. I’ve had a lovely hot peaty-brown bath and with a bit of snooping I came across a blow heater in the broom cupboard; it’s a bit naughty but I’ve smuggled it back to my room.


My tummy rumbled as I carried my full plate to the table and sat down next to Minty. I waited for the seat on my left to fill before starting, but no one came.


‘Felicity’s turned in for an early night,’ said Jane across the table. ‘She’ll be better tomorrow, just needs some time to herself.’


This could have been a stab at having to share a bedroom but her sympathetic tone suggested Felicity was getting over the likes of a cold.


Fergus was last in line and with a plate full of food he took the long way around the table, whispering something in his wife’s ear as he passed.


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘So’s we can save on washing up please remember the colour of your napkin ring; that way you can use the same one every day.’ Anything to save a penny or two.


The turned-wooden rings were painted and the linen napkins dark enough to hide a week’s worth of muck. I laid one across my lap and just as I was about to shove a forkful of food into my mouth a great scream came from the kitchen.


‘Aagh. Aagh. Aagh,’ hurtled through the wall.


Zoe and Fergus took off and as they burst open the swing door Mhàiri Bannoch’s wail came to a grinding halt.


Shane and Lianne began to giggle and across the table a discussion began: ‘Was it a burn?’ ‘Was it a dropped pot?’ ‘Was it an intruder?’ ‘Was it a ghost?’


‘No,’ said Zoe, re-entering the room. ‘I’m sorry about that, Mhàiri just got a fright.’


‘Yes,’ confirmed Fergus, coming in behind her. ‘Nothing to worry about.’


‘What was it then?’ said Lianne.


Fergus looked at Zoe and without a moment of doubt she told us, ‘There was something in the kitchen but we’ve got it out now.’


‘Like what?’ said Shane but Zoe ignored him.


‘Come on,’ she said, ‘eat up, the food will be getting cold.’


‘You not hungry?’ said Lianne, looking at Minty’s spot of shepherd’s pie and tiny portion of veg.


‘I don’t like to eat much before bed.’


Looking at her I don’t think Minty likes to eat much most of the time. Although I do remember that age when things grew outwards, no longer upwards; puppy fat was hard to shed and Mum coined the phrase ‘Rubensian beauty’.


Lianne, in contrast to her neighbour, had embraced the hormonal flux. Her curves, full cheeks and soft, fleshy figure had sex-pot written all over them – à la Titian’s Venus Anadyomene. And as Rupert filled a glass with red wine I hoped Lianne could hold her drink.


Giles took it upon himself to take the bottle round the table.


‘None for me,’ said Minty.


‘Fill it up,’ said Shane, and so it went on, most people tucking into the free alcohol on offer. Getting their money’s worth, this week costing an arm and a leg.


‘Berry Bros. and Rudd,’ lorded Rupert while tapping the label. ‘They provide a good bottle of plonk.’


Louis’ eyes rose to the ceiling.


‘Yes,’ said Fergus. ‘We’re drinking the remainders from the shooting season.’


‘Marvellous to have some left over.’


‘Well, with drink-driving laws so strict nowadays, far less is drunk.’


‘I thought that didn’t apply in Scotland,’ said Giles.


‘Scotland’s worse than England,’ said Rupert. ‘They’d fine you on cough medicine here, wouldn’t they?’ He looked at Zoe, who charmed him with a chuckle. ‘Do you let any days?’ he asked, turning back to Fergus. ‘Shooting’s a frightfully expensive business in the twenty-first century.’


‘It’s all gone to a syndicate, grouse and pheasant. We provide lunch in the bothy and tea in the house.’


‘Bothy?’ snorted Giles.


‘It’s a small hut on the moor.’


‘Letting your shoot is probably a nice little earner,’ said Jane, hinting she was familiar with country pursuit sums.


‘Yes,’ said Zoe. ‘But I’m full of ideas for making the most of living here.’


She proceeded to reel off endless suggestions: yurts, a plant nursery, craft courses, cookery demonstrations. When she mentioned ‘spinning classes from local sheep’s wool’ Fergus’s face fell. His wife was irrepressible in her ideas for making money, and as he subconsciously patted his tummy, one could sense him begging for a baby that would calm her down.


Loyally he said, ‘Zoe’s done wonders at thinking of all sorts of innovative ways to sustain living here. She’s even taken the estate’s accounts in hand. But, darling, we must remember limited internet in these parts will restrict the extent of what we can and can’t do.’


‘My husband,’ Zoe teased, ‘insists people expect to be permanently logged on.’


‘He does have a point,’ said Louis.


‘You must have a book festival,’ said Jane. ‘They’re terribly popular in the south.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Rupert. ‘My wife simply loves our local affair. Makes her feel part of the intelligentsia.’


‘Weddings?’ suggested Minty, and Zoe answered before her husband could.


‘No, no, that works in the south but here in the Highlands the weather’s too unreliable.’


‘Of course,’ Minty giggled at her mistake.


‘What about a film location?’ said Giles.


‘Our friends put us off that.’ Fergus shook his head. ‘Their Dorset estate featured in the adaptation of Jane Austen’s Love and Friendship – they’d never do it again.’


‘Why not?’ said Lianne.


‘They had to leave home for a month, no contact, and when they returned the place was a complete tip. That’s enough to put anyone off.’


Shane’s eyes lit up. ‘I bet the money was good.’


‘Still, it doesn’t sound worth it to me.’


‘Me neither,’ said Jane and I wondered if she lived in a large house herself.


‘Being a land agent, as I myself am,’ said Rupert, ‘one can imagine this place is very expensive to run.’


‘Why don’t you sell it then?’ said Shane. ‘You’d make millions.’


‘No, no.’ Zoe shook her head vigorously, and Fergus explained, ‘This house has been in my family for over two hundred and fifty years, never been bought or sold, passed down through the generations by inheritance since 1761. I’d hate to lose hold of it. Zoe and I are one link in a larger chain and our primary aim is to pass it on to the next generation in good condition.’


‘I have enormous respect for your ambition,’ said Rupert.


‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’ asked Minty.
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