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One

Yesterday was Valentine’s Day. Two weeks since I lost my job – made redundant and turfed out of my office with no notice – and ten days since my husband Chris, henceforth known as ‘that bastard’, left me. Or did I leave him? Maybe I did, since I’m the one who had to, you know, leave.

I spent the day lying on the ugly and uncomfortable sofa bed in my horrible new flat crying ugly and uncomfortable tears. And I drank a lot of gin. I watched Black Narcissus and Mary Poppins, randomly, and wept throughout both. Today I have a headache and it’s hard to say if it’s a hangover or surfeit of emotion. My eyelids are swollen. I’m only dressed because Xanthe – best friend, confidante and primary support system – shouted at me when she rang earlier. We’re now sitting at the tiny table in the kitchen half of the flat, writing lists. Soon, in half an hour, or an hour, we’ll go to my old house and pack up my things and that will be the next step on this godawful ‘journey’.

‘Do you want me to go?’ Xanthe asks. ‘I could do it for you. If you wanted.’

It’s odd to see her so serious. She usually laughs all the time, endlessly amused by everything. Hard to find anything funny about this.

‘No, don’t be… You can’t, can you? You won’t know what everything is. I know I’ve got to do it.’

‘I’ll come with you though.’ She looks at me, clearly trying to judge whether I’m in any fit state to do this.

‘That would be… Yes. Thank you.’

Crying all the time is so boring. It’s a long time since I’ve had a broken heart and I’d forgotten how tediously dull it is. I blink at her and blow my nose for the billionth time. The original plan was to do this task yesterday, but I couldn’t see him on Valentine’s Day, could I?

This time last year we went away. We stayed in a tiny cottage near Rye. Our eighteenth Valentine’s. We drank champagne and sat in front of an open fire and said things like, ‘Still here then!’ and told each other we loved each other. I think one of us may have been lying.

Because people who love their wives don’t tend to sleep with their wives’ friends, do they? And that’s what my husband – sorry, I mean ‘that bastard’ – has been doing, with my so-called friend, Susanna Howich-Price (also known as ‘that bastard’) for the last… well, they wouldn’t tell me how long. But does it even matter? Not really. Five years or five months, the result’s the same, isn’t it?

I’ve hired a van. Chris and I have already had, not an argument, but a debate, about some mid-century modern occasional tables we bought last year. I’m not sure how we’re going to deal with the things we both actually want.

‘Put anything you can’t agree on in one room and then go through it at the end. You’ll just have to compromise,’ says Xanthe, sensibly.

She’s right, but I feel sick with anxiety. I don’t want him to win, but it’s not about that, is it? It’s not a battle, or a competition. And I don’t want to fight; I’m exhausted. Some of it I don’t care about, so he can keep the sofa, and the sideboard, and the dining-room table and chairs. I’ve never liked those chairs. So that’s something for the bright side, along with never having to listen to his dad and brother talk about Formula One ever again. I’m trying to be positive.

‘Don’t tell him you don’t care though. Go with the assumption you want everything. You’re already ahead with the compromise, aren’t you?’ she says. And I am. Because he’s keeping the house. And Susanna’s already living there, some of the time at least, although she won’t be there when we go round. I made him promise. I don’t want to see her. The idea of her living in my house, using my plates, eating food I probably bought, sleeping with my husband… It’s not surprising, is it, that it makes me feel sick.



I don’t know what to say to him when he opens the door and steps back awkwardly to let me in. I had to knock, on my own front door. But it’s no good thinking things like that. As soon as I start thinking about the carpet in the hall, which is new, or the mirror in the dining room, which belonged to his grandmother, whom I loved, I’ll get upset. It’s just stuff. But all this stuff is shorthand for our relationship, isn’t it? Everything chosen, or placed, by both of us. A thousand decisions, the background to love. No. Think about something else; think about the practicalities.

The easy things first. Up into the attic for the box of school books and the other boxes I moved to this house from the last house, and to there from the flat, and to the flat from my parents’. I’m a bit of a hoarder, so there are Sindys and Lego and all sorts of junk. I should probably get rid of some of it, but now is not the time. I’ve bought boxes from the storage place and we work quickly. Who gets the Christmas decorations? We should split them, shouldn’t we? D’you know what? I don’t care.

‘Screw all this,’ I say. ‘They can have it. Whatever.’

‘Okay,’ says Xanthe. ‘I think you should leave yourself an open door though. In case you change your mind.’

‘Ugh. Let’s just get on with it.’

I shovel random things from the bathroom cabinet into a box. I’d already taken all the things I use regularly, but there’s Halloween make-up and occasional-use false eyelashes and – will I ever need any of this?

‘Just pack it,’ says Xanthe patiently. ‘You can decide if you want it when you unpack in your new house.’

‘Ha. Whenever that will be.’

I pack three winter coats I haven’t worn for ten years and my leather jacket. I fill a box with fabric. Chris and Susanna are sleeping in the spare room – some kind of moral thing, I assume. It would be a bit much, wouldn’t it, for them to sleep in our bed. I don’t like to think about whether they’ve been doing that, anyway, for all these weeks or months or years.

But I guess this means I can have the bedding for the big bed. That’s mine – or at least, I bought it, with the money from a bonus. The mattress cost nearly a grand. All the king-size sheets go in a box and we fold the duvet into one of those vacuum-pack bag things. Four pillows, half the pillow cases. Three tablecloths. The second-best towels – they can have the new ones, a gift last Christmas from Chris’s sister. How magnanimous of me. Xanthe empties my clothes from the wardrobe into a suitcase and tips the contents of drawers on top of the clothes. Stockings, socks, slips and nightdresses; my fancier underwear, none of which I’m likely to need ever again, let’s face it. Scarves and jewellery, hair slides, curling tongs and T-shirts.

‘So much stuff,’ I moan, weakly.

‘Come on. Half done,’ she says.

We take the bed apart, exposing acres of dusty carpet, an earring. Xanthe stoops quickly to pick something up, but not so quickly I don’t see it: the torn half of a condom packet. She pushes it casually into the pocket of her jeans and neither of us says anything.

We wrestle the mattress downstairs.

‘I’m going to take the little bedside cabinet,’ I tell Chris, who is sitting tensely in the dining room. He nods, silent.

That’s everything from upstairs except books. I’m exhausted. At least being busy stops me crying.

He’s put all the photographs of us in a box.

‘Don’t you want any of these then?’ I’m upset about that, to be honest. But he looks haunted, and says, ‘I just can’t – I’m not in the right place to do photos, Thea, I’m sorry.’

‘Okay. Shall I leave them? We could do them later. I mean, please don’t throw them away–’

‘I’ll put the box in the wardrobe,’ he says. ‘Take what you want though.’

‘I’m not sure I can look at them either.’ It’s easy to pack my photo albums from before I met him, but who gets the wedding album? This is awful. I’m almost inclined to say it’s the worst day of my life, but I think that happened already.

We come to an agreement about the occasional tables. I pack my great-aunt’s china but leave our wedding-present saucepans and the champagne glasses we only bought in December. I take my records – yes, I still have my records – and my CDs. The books are overwhelming.

Xanthe makes tea, and we all sit, slightly awkward, at the kitchen table to drink it. There’s a vase I’ve never seen before on the table, full of daffodils from the garden. My daffodils, that I planted.

‘I’m not sure I can do any more today.’ I look down at my jeans, which are furred grey-brown with dust.

‘You don’t have to,’ says Chris. ‘I mean, it’s mostly books now, isn’t it? You can do the books whenever you like. Or I could do them. If you wanted.’

‘I expect I should just get on with it. I don’t want it hanging over me.’

‘Give me a box then, and I’ll do some.’

He wants me gone, and who can blame him?

I’m thinking, trying to remember what else needs to be packed. ‘Sewing machine. And my bike.’

‘Okay,’ says Xanthe. ‘I’ll get your bike, shall I? Garage keys,’ she adds, holding her hand out to Chris. He gets up and lifts them off the hook by the back door. We bought that in Cornwall; it’s shaped like a mushroom. The house is full of things that remind me of other, better times, but I can’t take them all with me – it’s not possible. And would it help? Probably not. I take a pair of fused glass hearts from a nail by the fridge and put them in my pocket. I open the cutlery drawer and say, ‘You’ll need to get a new garlic press. I’m taking this one because it used to belong to Polly Watson’s granny.’

I shared a house with Polly Watson twenty-five years ago, and I never met her granny. However, the garlic press is part of my life, and I want it.

By the time we’ve finished, I feel like I’ve run a marathon, or walked the length of the country, or something. The thought of unpacking all of this into a storage unit and then one day packing it all back into the van and on to a mysterious and unknown home makes me want to cry and never stop.

‘If you think of anything else,’ says Chris, ‘just let me know. And I’ll give you some money, for the sofa and the dining-room furniture, and–’

‘Good,’ says Xanthe. ‘Maybe you should write that down? It will save any hassle later. When my dad left, my folks didn’t sort anything out. They still moan about it now. You know, someone else’ – we all know who she means – ‘might tell you you’re being overgenerous. I don’t think you are – I think you’re being very reasonable, which is great, but stuff changes. You’ll forget what Thea’s like. You might get resentful.’

He frowns at her. ‘I don’t think–’

‘I know. But seriously. Just write it down.’

‘All right,’ he says, and goes to find some paper.

I agree to make a payment to Thea to cover the cost of half the sofa and the tables etc., he writes. ‘Okay?’

‘Thanks,’ I say.

‘Yeah, look, I don’t want to be a dick about this.’

‘More of a dick,’ says Xanthe, and laughs at his expression.

‘You know I didn’t plan for any of this to happen,’ he says. Not to her, to me.

I can’t look at him, or not full on. I keep glancing sideways at him, just catching glimpses. Our eyes never meet.

‘Yes. It’s all right. Or no, it isn’t, it’s… but I know you didn’t exactly do it on purpose.’

‘No. I really didn’t.’ He looks knackered, almost as bad as I feel.

‘Anyway, I’d better go.’

He nods, and then says, ‘Oh, wait. There’s a letter.’

‘A letter?’

‘It only came yesterday. I thought, as I was going to see you… Hang on,’ he says, and disappears for a moment into the study. ‘Here. A solicitor’s letter, I think. Have you–’

‘Not my solicitors,’ I say, taking the envelope from him. I hesitate and then tear it open, rapidly scanning the contents. ‘Oh, weird.’

‘What is it?’ says Xanthe.

‘It’s Uncle Andrew.’ I look at Chris. ‘Great-uncle Andrew, I should say.’

‘The one who died?’

I nod. Great-uncle Andrew died last year. I didn’t go to the funeral; he lives – lived – in Scotland, and I’d only met him a few times. My grandfather’s eldest brother, he’d outlived Grandad by a good fifteen years and made it to ninety-three.

‘And?’

‘He’s left me his house,’ I say, rather stunned.

‘Ooh, really? Where is it?’ asks Xanthe. ‘Somewhere glamorous?’

‘It’s about an hour west of Dumfries,’ I tell her, and laugh at her disappointed expression. ‘I’ve never been there. It’s the arse end of nowhere.’

‘That’s useful,’ says Chris. ‘I mean, so you’ll be able to sell it, hopefully, and buy somewhere better. Than if you just had the money for this.’

I can see he’s relieved; it will make him feel better, if I can afford something reasonable.

‘I suppose so,’ I say. The letter mentions some money as well, but I don’t say anything about that. It’s quite a substantial sum. I’m suddenly aware that the mostly low-level but occasionally serious anxiety I’ve been feeling about my job, or lack of, has dropped away. It’s not enough to live on for ever or anything, but it’s certainly a relief.

‘How come he’s left it to you? No kids?’ asks Xanthe.

‘He had a daughter. Dad’s cousin. But she died, years and years ago.’ I try to remember what happened. ‘I think she drowned? Or something. It’s weird he didn’t leave it to Dad though, or Auntie Claire.’

‘How exciting,’ she says. ‘So do you have to go and pack all his stuff? I guess you’re in the right mood to sort through more boxes?’

This makes us all laugh, a release of tension.

‘I hadn’t thought of that. I suppose so.’ I look at the letter again. ‘Apparently it’s all gone through and everything, so this bloke’ – I turn the letter over – ‘Alastair Gordon, of Smith, Gordon and Macleod, has the keys for me and some paperwork. “Let me know when is convenient for you to take possession of the property. I’ll be delighted to take you to the house and etc.” And yes, it says “contents” and it says,’ I continue, reading again more carefully, ‘he collected books and the library – ha, library – was valued a couple of years ago, but should probably be revalued, and should be sold through a reputable dealer if I decide I don’t want it.’

‘Wow,’ says Xanthe. ‘Does the house have an actual library?’

‘I don’t think so. I don’t think it’s very big. West Lodge, it’s called. Anyway, we can look it up later. Poor Uncle Andrew. I feel bad now that I didn’t go to the funeral.’

‘Is that the will?’ asks Chris, as I unfold a fat photocopy.

‘Yeah. Oh look, he explains – “and to my great-niece Althea Lucy Mottram née Hamilton blah blah whom I have only met on four occasions, but who each time was intent on reading, rather than talking, which has always been my own preference.” Oh bless. Well there you go, Mother, so much for saying no good will come of it.’





Two

It takes me almost six weeks to organize myself sufficiently to take a trip to Scotland. I don’t know why; I’m not busy unless you count lying in bed and crying as busy.

I have several telephone conversations with Alastair Gordon, who has a delightful accent and sounds rather lovely. He says the Lodge is ‘perfectly habitable’ although it will need airing if I want to sleep there. The electricity is still connected, and the phone, so it won’t be like camping, which is lucky as it’s still March for another four days. We discuss how long I might stay, and he offers to go over and check how everything is, which I suspect is above and beyond, but I shan’t complain. I ask if this favour will cost me three hundred pounds an hour and he sounds shocked when reassuring me. He and Great-uncle Andrew were good friends, he tells me. I admit this is rather disappointing, as it must mean he’s at least sixty-five. Even that would make him thirty-odd years younger than Andrew.

Not that it matters how old he is; I just quite liked the idea of meeting a charming Scottish lawyer. He’s probably married. Most people are, aren’t they?



‘I’ll come with you,’ offers Xanthe. ‘How long you going for?’

We’re in our favourite coffee shop, downstairs amongst the second-hand books and bits and pieces. It’s always quieter downstairs because the staircase down is an unhelpful cast-iron spiral, off-putting to young mums and old people alike. Outside the rain is relentless, disguising the signs of spring.

‘I dunno, I thought maybe two weeks. It shouldn’t take too long to sort out his stuff. And then I can put the house on the market and do a bit of sightseeing. If it’s warm enough.’

‘What’s to see?’ Xanthe looks unconvinced.

‘Castles. And beaches. It looks quite pretty, a bit like Cumbria. Not so dramatic as the Lakes. Or as touristy.’

‘Cool. I don’t think I can come for a fortnight,’ she says, ‘but I could come up for a week?’

‘That would be brilliant. It might even be fun if you’re there.’

I’ve been a bit worried about going on my own. It’s a long way to go by yourself if you don’t know anyone. I know that’s a silly thing to think; I’m an adult, and from now on I’ll be doing everything on my own, but it’s still nicer to have company.

I wonder if I should hire a van. I might want some of the furniture, perhaps, and there are bound to be bits and pieces that will need to be brought down and added to my storage unit. Or maybe I should wait until I get up there. I don’t want to drive a van to Scotland on the off-chance. And I suppose it doesn’t matter; I’ve got plenty of time and there is, rather excitingly, forty thousand pounds in my current account. I’ve divvied up a further forty-five grand into various savings accounts and fought the temptation to buy something completely ridiculous. I did get some new clothes though, even though I’m unlikely to need summer dresses in Scotland in April. Especially if I’m mostly going to be driving to the charity shop or the tip.

I’ve never had to make so many decisions all at once. I can’t even remember if I’ve ever had to make any on my own before. I must have done, but this all seems almost overwhelming. But not quite. It’s good to have things to think about that have nothing to do with Chris.



The night before we leave for Scotland, my friend Angela phones to tell me she’s been invited to dinner by Chris and Susanna, and do I mind if she goes.

‘It seems so odd that it’ll be at your house,’ she says. ‘I don’t want to upset you. I think it’s awful, Thea, but I feel like I should go. Should I? I like Chris.’ She tuts. ‘I thought I liked Susanna, as well, but now I’m not sure.’

I’m faintly amused by this. I feel she should have asked Xanthe’s opinion, rather than mine, but Angela isn’t tactful.

‘You must go if you’d like to – don’t think about me.’

‘But it’s so awful. I can’t believe she–’

‘It is awful. But it’s…’ I thought I was going to be able to say this without that light-headed feeling of misery and the pricking tears, but apparently not. I clear my throat. ‘But the thing is, she did, they have, it’s – that’s how it is. It’s not my house anymore. It’s their house.’ I wonder if I’ll ever truly believe this.

‘I’d be so angry though, Thea. If it were me.’

I laugh. ‘I am quite angry. And I’ll probably be angrier yet before I feel better. But there’s nothing I can do, is there? And it makes no difference, whether I’m angry or miserable or whatever. If you want to be friends with them, you know, that’s fine. Go to their house and eat their food and… Just don’t tell me about what they’re up to.’ I pause for a moment, thinking about this. ‘Unless I ask.’

‘Well, okay.’

‘And even if I do, you probably shouldn’t, to be honest.’



I’m packed and ready. I just have to collect Xanthe, who is doubtless frantically rushing about, preparing Rob for a week alone with the kids, and then we’re off. It’s a Sunday, so I’m hoping the roads will be empty. We should be in Gretna by half past four.

Six hours in the car. It rains the whole way. We eat sweets and sing along to an exhaustive playlist that Xanthe has compiled, tracks picked deliberately from before I met Chris, songs from our youth. It’s always fun to go on a road trip with a girlfriend. As long as no one gets shot and you don’t have to drive off a cliff, it’s all win, right?

At Gretna, we’re staying in the nicest hotel I could find – sick, as I am, of efficiently bland budget hotel chains. I demand cocktails (although maybe not too many) and a super-king-size bed and fancy chenille sofas. It’s glamorous in a low-key modern way. We toast each other in the bar and make up stories about the other guests. We go to bed early because we’re old and exhausted. I lie awake for a while, listening to Xanthe’s gentle snores. I try to calculate how many different beds we’ve shared but I get muddled around the mid-1990s and fall asleep to dream the sort of oddly complex and anxiety-driven dream that’s not much more relaxing than being awake.



We’re due in Baldochrie for eleven o’clock, which seems quite a civilized time to meet a lawyer. I’m not sure why I’m nervous about it, but I am. It’s an odd thing to be anxious about. It’s not like he can decide I’m not a suitable person to inherit Uncle Andrew’s house. It takes me ages to realize that perhaps I’m not anxious at all, but excited.

Dumfries and Galloway is one of those large, amalgamated counties. It’s not astonishingly beautiful, or wild, not like the west coast further north. It’s quite rural: cattle country and sheep. The towns are small, and the A75 bypasses most of the ones I’ve heard of. We drive past Dumfries itself, Castle Douglas and Kirkcudbright. Sometimes we can see the sea. It’s still raining though, grey and wet, a sharp wind. There are lots of lorries, heading to, or from, Stranraer. Maybe it would be pretty if it wasn’t raining – it’s hard to say. We drive past little cottages and large Victorian villas and untidy farmhouses and caravan parks. There are castles, in various states of ruin. It looks cold out there, and some of it is definitely windswept. It’s strange to arrive somewhere knowing parts of it might become familiar, but you don’t know which bits. I always feel like this on holiday, wondering which road I’ll drive along most frequently, which shops I’ll go in, where I’ll buy petrol.

And then here we are in Baldochrie, finding somewhere to park outside the rather grand Victorian town hall in a little square of neat stone houses. There’s a church, a war memorial with a kilted soldier and proper shops: a Co-op, an antiques shop, two cafés, a chemist. Daffodils, long over at home, are still dancing in the churchyard. It’s quite nice, old-fashioned. Nothing exciting, obviously, but I’ve seen some sad little towns where everything’s boarded up or for sale and it’s not like that. There’s a butcher’s and a baker’s and everything.

‘Bloody hell,’ says Xanthe. She gazes through the raindrops on the car window. ‘Imagine living here.’

‘It’s not so bad,’ I say. ‘Although I can’t think there’d be much to do if you were a teenager.’

‘Jesus. Nearest nightclub fifty miles away, probably.’ We both shudder. ‘And I’ll be bringing some much-needed diversity to the scene,’ she adds. ‘There’ll be people here who’ve only seen black women on the telly.’

‘Oh, come on.’

‘Betcha.’

‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘there’s the solicitors’. A large square Georgian building with three steps up from the pavement, statutory brass plaque and a boot scraper.

‘Exciting. Are you excited?’

‘I’m not sure. I suppose so. It’s odd.’

‘I’ll go and have a coffee. You don’t need me to come in with you, do you?’

I hesitate. ‘I guess not.’

‘It’s nearly eleven,’ she says. ‘Come on.’

It’s windy, a handful of raindrops blatting against the windscreen. I pull on my jacket and smooth my skirt, crumpled from two hours in the car.

‘You look very smart and responsible,’ she says. ‘Text me when you’re done. I’ll be in’ – she looks across the road – ‘that one. The Lemon Tree.’



A terribly pleasant-looking middle-aged lady looks up as I close the door behind me.

‘Good morning,’ she says. ‘Now, you’ll be Mrs Mottram?’

I nod in agreement. A little sign on her desk says she’s Mrs McCain. I look round at the room I’m standing in, a large entrance hall, black and white marble tiles. Perhaps a little chilly for Mrs McCain. I can smell an electric heater of some kind, and suspect it’s under her desk, keeping her legs warm. An impressive staircase of polished dark wood curves upwards, the desk tucked in beside it. On the wall beside her there’s a large and rather gloomy portrait of a young woman in white satin, draped on a sofa.

There are three doors, one to my left, and two on the right. White-painted, elegant. A large vase of daffodils sits on the desk, along with a telephone and computer. Between the two doors on the right, a cushioned but backless piece of furniture, a bench, long enough for two or three people to sit on. Above it, a huge mottled mirror, which has probably been there since the house was built.

Mrs McCain smiles at me. ‘I’ll let him know you’re here. Have a seat.’

I haven’t time to though, as the door on my left is opening and here’s Alastair Gordon, hand out in greeting. ‘Mrs Mottram. It’s good to finally meet you.’

He’s much younger than I was expecting. In fact, I suspect he’s rather younger than me. And he’s reminded me that I might have to change my name. Should I? I’m not going to be Mrs Mottram for much longer. How does that work? How do you decide?

As we shake hands, I’m confused and tongue-tied. I follow him into his office, and accidentally say, ‘I thought you’d be old. I mean – I’m sorry – you said you were friends with Uncle Andrew.’

‘We weren’t at school together or anything,’ he says, amused.

‘No… Even if you were old,’ I say, ‘you couldn’t be as old as him and still be working. I was just expecting you to be older. Not that it matters. Oh God, now I’m just… Do excuse me.’ I laugh. ‘Everything’s rather unexpected.’

‘Have a seat,’ he says. He offers me a drink, asks about the journey. We talk about the traffic and the roadworks and he opens his office door and asks Mrs McCain to make some tea. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a PA. I doubt I’ll ever find out. I almost ask him but, really, I need to control this urge to just say whatever comes into my mind.

I feel a bit awkward, partly because Xanthe spent quite a lot of the journey wondering about Mr Gordon, and we laughed a lot at her imaginings, mostly because he was bound – guaranteed in fact – to be very different to her daydreaming. And he is, I suppose, because we thought he’d be dark but he’s blond. He is quite good-looking though, if you like people who look posh, which I always pretend I don’t. They have good bones, don’t they, and tend to be attractive; it’s centuries of breeding. He’s probably only thirty-five or something though.

He comes back to his desk and sits down. ‘My father was Andrew’s solicitor before I was,’ he says. ‘I’d known him since I was a child. I gather you didn’t know him that well, yourself?’

I shake my head. ‘Hardly at all. The whole thing has come as rather a shock.’

I look around, surreptitiously searching for the obligatory photograph of wife and children. I can’t see any but, then again, these days people have their kids as wallpaper on their PC, don’t they, rather than a framed photograph on their desk. There’s a small painting of a dog though, on the wall by the door. A Golden Retriever. The room has a fireplace and beautiful plaster cornices, and shelves in the alcoves on the fireplace wall, filled with boxes neatly labelled with surnames. One of these, with HAMILTON, A F & M G written on it in beautiful handwriting, sits on the desk between us. There’s another painting over the mantel, mountains and moorland, and a watercolour between the windows, which I think is of the town square. It’s amusing to have a painting more or less of the view outside.

‘So, have you been to Baldochrie before?’ he asks, leaning back in his chair.

‘No, I never have.’ I tell him I feel terrible about never visiting, about not coming to the funeral. I ask him to tell me what Uncle Andrew was like, and begin to form a picture of him: self-reliant, a gardener and a lover of books, always smartly dressed, and funny; very sharp, says Alastair Gordon. ‘He made me laugh a lot. I miss him.’





Three

I pull off the road behind Alastair’s BMW, onto the wide gravelled drive that curves round beside the West Lodge. I’m excited to see it in the flesh, although I’ve looked at it on Google Street View many times. It’s a neat one-storey grey stone building with a slate roof. The lawn in front is beginning to be shaggy, but there are tulips and primroses, and some sort of climbing plant, still very naked, so possibly wisteria, curling round the bright red front door. Xanthe and I get out of the car and crunch across to where Alastair waits. It’s stopped raining, and there’s a hint of sunshine away to the south. Water drips from the eaves. He hands me two sets of keys and gestures towards the gate and the road that passes through it, onward towards the house for which the Lodge was built. I’ve looked at that on Street View, too, a large and imposing Georgian building that might be a hotel, or a school. There’s no sign, though; no car park full of cars – so perhaps not. Although surely no one lives in such a big house these days.

‘So that’s the Drive,’ he says. ‘It’s private – as much as one has private land in Scotland – that’s from the main road as well, and through the gates. But part of the covenant is that you and your visitors and tradesmen and so forth are allowed free access. As I say, that’s just a polite technicality.’

The gates are elaborate wrought-iron things easily twice my height. I don’t think they’ve been closed for a long time.

‘Your uncle bought West Lodge in the late fifties, from the present Laird’s grandfather. So Lord Hollinshaw would be your closest neighbour. The house – Hollinshaw House – is about a mile further on up the Drive.’

‘An actual lord?’ asks Xanthe, disbelieving.

Alastair nods. ‘I’m afraid so. Quite a lot of the estate buildings were sold – not just West Lodge. The post-war period was tough for the gentry,’ he says, slightly sarcastically. ‘They had to sell various things to pay for the upkeep on the house, which is an unnecessarily grand building. The tenth Lord H sold almost all the estate buildings. The East Lodge; this one; there are some cottages, built for gardeners and gamekeepers; and the Home Farm. And then his son sold off all the land that wasn’t directly associated with the house, so they just had the park.’

I step backwards, looking up at the roof of the Lodge. It looks fine from here. My dad says I ought to have a survey done, like I would if I was buying it. I suppose he’s right.

‘Dreadful for them,’ I say.

‘Yes. Anyway, since Lord Hollinshaw – Charles – took over in the mid-nineties, he’s been buying things back. West Lodge is the only estate building still belonging to someone else. I can assure you that, should you decide to sell, he’ll bite your hand off.’

‘Oh really?’

Alastair has stepped up to the front door. He turns to look over his shoulder at me. ‘Very keen to get it all back. He rents them as holiday lets, mostly. His first wife was an interior designer; they’re very stylishly done. They were in all the magazines, when he finished the East Lodge and the cottages. And the newest one was in the Telegraph magazine just last year. Andrew was holding out, but I don’t think you should let that affect your decision.’

‘How many wives has he had?’ asks Xanthe, always eager to know the details.

‘Oh, only two. I mean, he’s been married twice. And divorced twice,’ adds Alastair.

‘Really?’ Xanthe raises her eyebrow at me and I try not to laugh. She’s decided that being with the same person for twenty years is ‘horribly boring’ and I’ve had a ‘lucky escape’ from the tedium of long-term monogamy. This is all an elaborate joke to make me feel better, of course. It’s not exactly working, but I appreciate the attempt.

I clear my throat. ‘He didn’t want to sell? Or he didn’t want to sell to Lord Whatsit?’

‘Hollinshaw. They didn’t get on, it’s true. Ironic, really, because… Well, it’s a long story,’ he says, ‘and it’s not my story to tell.’

‘Oh, go on,’ says Xanthe, ‘you can’t just leave us hanging.’

He unlocks the front door with a third set of keys, which he then hands to me, and ushers us inside. There’s a long passage or hallway with a flagstone floor and various white-painted doors opening off it, on both sides. It smells slightly stale, but not damp. There’s a twirly Edwardian hall stand with a mirror and hooks for coats, with walking sticks and a multi-coloured golf umbrella leaning against the central drawer. A pair of Wellington boots, a waterproof jacket. These objects, evidence of the life lived here, make me feel slightly melancholy. I shiver, wishing again that I’d visited Uncle Andrew before he died.

I open the first door on the left and glimpse a green-carpeted sitting room with lots of furniture. We stand in the hall though, while Alastair continues, ‘Your uncle didn’t get on with Charles’s father at all. James. I’m not exactly sure what caused that, to be honest. But anyway, when Charles… It’s rather complicated. Charles is the younger brother, you see; Edward renounced the title.’

‘Gosh,’ I say, ‘like Tony Benn?’

‘I should think Tony Benn was a pretty big inspiration, yes. So he – Edward – didn’t get on with his father, either. He and your uncle were good friends, actually. Because of the books.’

‘Oh yes, the books. We should look at the books?’

‘Through here.’ He leads the way up the corridor and opens the third door on the right. The room’s in darkness, blackout blinds at the window. Alastair pauses on the threshold and continues. ‘Yes – Edward’s a dealer. A book dealer, I mean,’ he adds, hurriedly, which makes Xanthe snort with laughter. ‘He has a shop in town – you might have noticed it? It’s across the square from my office. His father hated it. Anyway, when James died, Edward renounced the title, which passed to Charles. Charles is more business-minded, I suppose. Made a lot of money from property development in Edinburgh and Glasgow. He was determined to buy back the estate houses at least, although all the farmland is another matter. He got the Home Farm back about five years ago, but there’s a lot more land that was bought up piecemeal by various people in the fifties and sixties. And, like I say, he bought East Lodge and the Lower Farm cottages and so on.’ He taps his fingers on the door, and changes the subject. ‘But these are the books. Edward valued this lot for Andrew the back end of the year before last. The valuation probably still stands, but you might want to ask him to take a look for you.’

He flicks the lights on.

‘Bloody hell,’ says Xanthe.

The room is lined with bookshelves, and the shelves are full of books. Most of them are leather-bound and gold-blocked. Like a mini-stately-home library. Busts of Milton, Shakespeare and Newton, a very faintly musty smell overlaid with leather.

‘Shit,’ I say, and then apologize.

‘Yes, so, these’ – he waves a vague hand – ‘are all first editions, I think, Scott and so forth, and there’s quite a large Burns collection. And, anyway, I don’t know if you’ll want to keep them, but they are worth quite a lot of money. Edward has said he’d be interested, of course…’

‘So I could sell the house to Charles and the books to Edward?’

‘If you wanted, I should think so, yes.’

‘Handy.’

‘Yes. Or you might want to give the books to someone, I don’t know; the Burns people might be interested. Anyway, you should probably talk to Edward about that. Although I warn you,’ he says, ‘he’s not easy to get on with. My fiancée’ – Xanthe pulls a disappointed face at me; hopefully Alastair doesn’t notice – ‘prefers Charles – says ‘at least he’s charming”.’ He laughs. ‘But perhaps I’m being unfair.’

I can see he doesn’t think it’s unfair at all.

‘Yes, and as I say, they don’t get on. Did I say that? Hate each other.’

‘It’s like a soap,’ says Xanthe, delighted.

‘Why don’t they get on?’

‘Oh, heavens. Very complicated. Um. Something to do with Charles’s wife,’ he says, embarrassed. We both turn to look at him. ‘Ex-wife I should say. Or at least that’s the rumour. Or one of the rumours… Look, I’m being indiscreet, I should stop. Anyway, you might prefer to take the books home, and sell them in London or something. Edward knows his stuff, but he can be… difficult.’



After four days, Xanthe and I are doing well, sorting out Uncle Andrew’s belongings. It’s been quite a lot of work, but I feel like we’re getting somewhere. I’ve been through all his clothes, and the everyday stuff’s in bin bags ready for another trip to the charity shop; shirts and trousers and jumpers. I’ve kept some things – there are four splendid tweed suits, with waistcoats, and a kilt with all the trimmings. A pile of beautifully pressed handkerchiefs. Several hats, brimmed; I suppose they’re trilbies. I don’t know what I’ll do with any of it, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to get rid of it.

In the wardrobe in the spare bedroom there’s a box of Fiona’s things – my dad’s cousin Fiona, Andrew’s daughter. A sad teddy bear, baby shoes, some school prize children’s classics, photographs. She was only fourteen or something when she died. So long ago. I’m still not sure what happened; I must remember to ask next time I speak to my mother. I put the lid back on the box and return it to the shelf. There’s enough going on without upsetting myself by thinking about the young woman who never really got to be, who should be the one doing this, who has been dead for such a long time.

Also in the wardrobe, and folded into the chest of drawers, are Aunt Mary’s clothes, or some of them, the clothes of her youth, beautiful full-skirted dresses from the fifties; some lovely knitwear, cashmere; and smartly tailored tweed skirts. I don’t think any of it will fit me, but I should be able to sell it, and the handbags and shoes and scarves. There’s a fur coat, too, which I wouldn’t wear, personally, but I know a few people do.

We’ve packed up the duller, less interesting kitchen stuff, and various ornaments that don’t appeal, and some fishing-themed prints and drawings that I don’t care for. It’s difficult to make decisions about the rest of it, since I don’t know what I’m going to do with the house.

‘You could let it,’ says Xanthe. ‘I mean as a holiday cottage. It’s just the right size.’

‘I could. In which case I should definitely keep some of the kitchen stuff. Although I guess people will prefer mugs, won’t they, and plates from IKEA. New things.’ I stand, hands on hips, and look at the contents of the cupboards, laid out before me on the table and the worktops.

She shrugs. ‘You’d need to get the bathroom done, if you’re going to let it.’

The bathroom is fine, but she’s probably right. It must have been done in the seventies; the suite is pale green, avocado I suppose, with angular taps, and it doesn’t have a proper shower.

‘Might need to get a dishwasher if I was going to rent it out.’

‘I’d certainly never stay anywhere that didn’t have a dishwasher. I mean imagine washing up on your holiday?’ She pulls a horrified face.

‘But I don’t know where you’d put one. So that might mean a new kitchen, and then if I spend ten grand or something on doing it up… I don’t know. And Wi-Fi.’

‘Oh my God, yes.’

There’s barely a signal out here, no 4G, and of course Uncle Andrew didn’t have a computer. There’s a landline, a cream-coloured dial telephone that sits on a little table by the window in the sitting room, and a second one, in green, in the master bedroom. We spend a lot of time writing notes of things we need to look up when we’re next in town, using the free Wi-Fi in one of the cafés, or sitting in the car outside the town hall, piggybacking.

‘You’d have an income, though, which might be handy. I suppose it depends what you’re going to do when you go home. And when you get the money from Chris.’

‘Ugh. Yes. I don’t know what I’m going to do, I can’t even think about it.’

‘We’ll just get rid of the stuff you definitely don’t need. It’ll be fine.’

Clothes then, and non-essential/non-pleasing kitchenware. There are some ugly glasses, and some cups and saucers that don’t match anything else, and some elderly pans, which probably need to go to the tip, although I’ll try to offload them at the charity shop.

We’re filling the boot of the car with stuff, anyway, when the clip-clopping sound of a horse on the Drive grows louder and louder. We both look up, and watch as someone trots along the road towards us, coming from the direction of what I like to call The Big House, aka Hollinshaw.

‘Blimey,’ says Xanthe, ‘a man on a horse.’

The horse stops at the entrance to the driveway, where the gravel begins, and the man touches his hand to the brim of his riding hat.

‘Good afternoon,’ he says.

‘Good afternoon,’ I respond, interested. This must be Charles, surely, the twice-divorced lord, the brother of the bookshop man whom I have yet to meet. Although his hat hides his hair, mostly, I can see he’s dark, with firm eyebrows and a square jaw. Quite handsome, in fact. Not young, probably about the same age as us. Tweed jacket, biscuit-coloured jodhpurs, shiny black boots.

He swings himself down from the horse, which is large and brown. Bay, is that what they call it, that bright, almost ginger colour, with a black mane and tail, and a white blaze on its nose. Everything I know about horses comes from reading pony books as a child, so I’m no expert. It pricks its ears towards us. The man loops the rein loosely over the gatepost, and walks up the drive, unbuckling his black riding hat as he does so. He takes it off as he reaches us, runs his hand through his curls, and looks from one of us to the other. I wonder if he’s trying to decide if it would be racist to assume it’s me he needs to speak to.

He avoids choosing which of us is Mrs Mottram née Hamilton by saying, ‘My name’s Maltravers, Charles Maltravers. We’re neighbours. I live up at Hollinshaw. Thought I should pop down and say hello.’

Perhaps it’s not him then? Or do they have different surnames to their titles? I try to remember. Nancy Mitford’s father was a lord, but he wasn’t called Lord Mitford, was he?

I step towards him and hold out my hand. ‘How kind. I’m Thea Mottram, this is my friend Xanthe Cooper – she’s come up to help me get organized.’

He shakes my hand, and then Xanthe’s, and then looks at the car stuffed with boxes and bin bags.

‘Sorting out Andrew’s belongings?’

‘Yes, quite a job,’ I say. ‘I’m not sure he’d ever thrown anything away.’

‘Always difficult when there’s a whole life to deal with. He lived here for a long time.’

I nod, and we all stand and look at each other for a moment. Then he says, ‘He was your uncle?’

‘Great-uncle. My grandfather’s eldest brother.’

‘Ah, so you’re a Hamilton,’ he says, smiling at me. His eyes crinkle attractively. ‘I think we’re very distantly connected. And what are your plans? Are you going to sell?’

Xanthe snorts with laughter but manages, perhaps convincingly, to turn it into a cough. I smile winningly. ‘I’m not sure, I haven’t decided yet. I thought I might keep it, at least for a while. I’ve heard you let some of the houses on the estate as holiday rentals?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Just working on a conversion of some outbuildings, actually. When those are finished, we’ll have six holiday lets and two long-term rentals. You won’t be living here yourself?’

‘I’m not sure it’s practical,’ I say. ‘I generally live in Sussex.’

‘Ah!’ He laughs. ‘No, perhaps not. Well, you might hear from others that I’m keen to buy back the properties my father and grandfather sold off. If you do decide to sell, let me know. I’ll make you an offer. Market value of course.’

‘Oh,’ I say, pretending ignorance, ‘really? That’s interesting. I’ll keep it in mind.’

‘And do come up to the house, if you’d like,’ he says. ‘We’ll give you the tour. Have you seen it?’

I admit that we’ve sneaked a look from the road that crosses the park.

‘Just follow the Drive up,’ he says, ‘I’m usually about the place.’ He shakes my hand again. ‘Good to have met you.’

He shakes hands with Xanthe, puts his hat back on and untethers the horse, swinging himself smoothly up into the saddle. Once again, he touches the brim of the hat to us, and trots off in the direction he came from.

‘Who’s “we”?’ I wonder. ‘I thought he was divorced.’

‘Must have a girlfriend though, surely? I mean, phwoar, etc.’

I look at her.

‘Well? Didn’t you think?’ She laughs.

I laugh too. ‘I don’t know, I suppose he was quite handsome. You can’t fancy lords, though, Xan, you have to resent them and their privileged nonsense.’

‘He must be rich, if he’s buying back houses. What did Alastair say he did? Property development?’

‘Slum landlord, more like.’

She snorts. ‘Cynic. You won’t be able to say stuff like that to people up here, will you? They’ll all be in thrall to his centuries of oppression.’ She chuckles to herself. ‘My mum is gonna freak when I tell her I’ve met an actual lord.’

‘It’s a bit mad, isn’t it? Anyway, come on, let’s get this lot to town.’





Four

It’s Xanthe’s last day. I left her drinking coffee in the Old Mill, which is, we’ve decided after some experimentation, the best coffee shop. It has a little gallery selling artwork by local potters and painters, and a courtyard garden full of flowers. Jilly and Cerys, the women who run it, are incredibly friendly and helpful, recommending the best places for a bigger shop than you can manage in the Coop, but without driving to Dumfries for the giant Tesco. They’ve introduced me to a builder, and a plumber as well; and they do very good bacon sandwiches.

Xanthe’s stayed longer than she should have done – a week and a half – but she can’t stay for ever; she has a job, and children and dogs to think about. As we ate our breakfast in the sunny kitchen this morning, I told her I’d been thinking, vaguely, about perhaps staying up for a bit. I could spend the summer here. I feel comfortable and at home in the Lodge, surrounded by Uncle Andrew’s belongings, some of which were once my great-grandparents’. (I know this because there’s a note from Uncle Andrew in with the paperwork Alastair gave me. Dear Thea, I thought you might be interested to know that the table in the sitting room belonged to my parents, your great-grandparents. It was a wedding present from my mother’s father, your great-great-grandfather, and was purchased in Dumfries in 1896…)

Now the sun’s out, it’s tempting. It’s too late to do much in the garden but we looked in the fruit cage and I did briefly fantasize about living here permanently. A fruit cage is a good thing to own, after all. Plus it’s wonderfully quiet, being so far from any other houses, and the trees are fantastic. I’m looking forward to being here by myself, although I didn’t say that to Xanthe. I expect it’s pretty miserable in the winter though. And what would I do? I doubt there’s much work. And although that’s not urgent, even selling the books won’t keep me for ever.

Selling the books – that’s why I’m here, outside the bookshop. The dark-green sign says Fortescue’s Books in elegantly curled writing, and Antiquarian and Second-hand Books is painted in gold across the large plate-glass windows. I push the door open and a bell jangles above me. The shop is, I think, converted from a house, a large square Georgian house, like Alastair’s office, which is almost opposite. There aren’t steps at the bookshop, though; the wide, recessed half-glazed front door is at pavement level and opens into a broad sunny space, perhaps knocked through from two smaller rooms. There are what might loosely be described as window displays, although to be honest they’re just piles of books. I think someone should be paying more attention. My suspicion, unfounded of course, is that whoever is in charge thinks such things are beneath them.

The floor is slightly uneven, with large worn flagstones, the walls are probably twelve feet high and lined with bookshelves. The fireplace has been boarded over, but a large green majolica jardinière sits on the hearth, full of tulips. There are stacks of orange Penguins on the mantelpiece, and above them, a framed print of the town hall. A bookcase beside the door holds 1970s and ’80s crime novels and shields the counter from the doorway. There are two middle-aged men browsing; a pair of wooden stepladders so people can climb up to the higher shelves; and signs everywhere. Please use a ladder or ask for assistance if you want something you cannot reach, says the one closest to me. There’s a rack of vintage postcards of the local area in fantastically saturated colours, and a list of Questions to which the answer is No, all of which are quite obnoxious. I can tell Edward Maltravers (or someone who works for him) adds to these as they occur to him, since halfway down it says, Do you have or want to buy Fifty Shades of Grey? Another one says, Are people more important than books? and, My child does not read, will it be okay?

Curmudgeonly, I decide.

Here on the more dimly lit right-hand side, clearly visible from the counter, are the antiquarian books, quarto and folio. A whole shelf of Shakespeare, Victorian and older, and many other things, some titled in Latin. Please don’t touch these books unless you are seriously thinking of buying, says a sign, but feel free to ask for help.

I like books, but I’m no expert. Uncle Andrew owned a lot of books, many of them by people I’ve never heard of. I have the most recent valuation, done the September before last, a year before he died, and the total is rather unexpectedly high. Now I want to know how much the Scotts are worth. I don’t get on with Scott, and I imagine that they might fetch more up here in Scotland, in Edinburgh perhaps, than if I took them home. I’m not sure whether to sell the entire library or not, but I definitely don’t want to keep them all, or even most of them, because of the responsibility as much as anything. And because, think of the other books I could buy with the money. I had a dream last night that Uncle Andrew’s library was filled with my own books. It was quite satisfying.



A door at the back of the first room of books leads into a passage that widens into a hallway, where a wide, elegant staircase climbs upwards. There are more shelves in the passage, and even some leading up the stairs to the half-landing. It’s hard to get a feel for what the building would be like without the books, but it’s well proportioned and there are so many period details it’s hard to concentrate. The books and shelves make it feel quite dark, but there are lamps everywhere and natural light falls down from the stairwell, filling the hallway with golden sunshine. There are battered Persian rugs on the flagstones, and each nook and cranny is neatly filled with shelves and books, each section labelled: Children’s (collectable), Children’s (just for fun), Poetry, Military History, Ancient History, et cetera and so on. There are three rooms: the main one at the front; another, beyond the staircase, which is Poetry/Plays/Literary Criticism and looks very cosy, with two sofas and a coffee table spread with poetry mags; and another, much larger one at the back, with stripped oak floorboards, its window obscured by shelving. A door leads out to a garden, I presume, although you can’t see much. There’s a large shed or workshop in the way, allowing just a glimpse of trees and shrubs. The whole place smells of beeswax and old paper and is, I have to admit, rather lovely.

Having explored, I return to the first room and approach the counter. I think it’s an old sideboard, or console table, with doors at the front, and three drawers in beautiful honey-coloured wood. Topped by a vast slab of marble and quite high, it’s certainly above waist height to most people standing on the customer side. There’s an old-fashioned wooden box till standing on the top, and a couple of books propped up in Perspex stands. And a desk bell, like in a hotel. Thick dark curtains hang down, blocking the light from the window. Behind the counter, up a step, there’s an unravelling armchair and a little desk with a laptop. Sitting in the armchair, hunched and crow-like, is a dark-haired man. It’s shadowy, and he has a green-shaded desk lamp to light his little corner. He’s looking at something on the screen and is surrounded by more books, piled around him, lots of them with pieces of paper sticking out, marking his place, or maybe just particularly fascinating parts. I stand by the counter for a minute or two, but he doesn’t look round, or acknowledge me at all. I’m not exactly surprised; it’s not like I haven’t been warned.

I’m tempted to ring the bell, but that seems even ruder than being ignored.

‘Hello,’ I say, eventually.

He looks up. He doesn’t actually sigh, but he may as well have done.

‘Yes?’ he says.

‘I was wondering if you could help me,’ I say, refusing to be discouraged.

‘I doubt it.’

For some reason, this amuses me. ‘You probably can. It’s a book-related question.’

This time he does sigh. ‘Whatever makes you think I know anything about books?’

‘It’s just a hunch. Are you Edward?’ I can see him wondering whether to deny it. ‘I’ve inherited some books,’ I continue. ‘And I probably need to sell some of them. Or all of them.’

He stands up, or rather, unfolds, and comes to lean on the marble counter top. He has good bones, a strong jaw, and eyebrows clearly made for scowling. He scowls. I know he’s older than the other one, the lord. Charles. He might be five years older than me, perhaps. Approaching fifty. There’s not much grey in his hair, which is wildly curly, like his brother’s, but rather longer and more unkempt. He’s wearing a dark green jumper with a small hole (moths?) in one shoulder, a dark patterned shirt underneath, vaguely floral. He has dark eyes, a wide mouth and straight, well-bred teeth. And he’s tall, much taller than me, he might be six foot four, even allowing for the fact that he’s standing on a raised platform. He looks down at me, and I look up. It’s quite intimidating.

‘What kind of books? I’m not interested in your granny’s Mills and Boon.’ He pauses, thinking. ‘Unless you have any from the early sixties, or before.’

‘I don’t think either of my grannies ever read any Mills and Boon,’ I say. ‘They were Jane Eyre and Rebecca all the way. But anyway, I think you’ve seen them. The books, I mean. If you are Edward. I want to know how much my Scotts are worth, and whether I should sell them up here, or at home.’

‘You think I’ve seen them?’

‘Yes, apparently. First editions. Uncle Andrew’s books.’

He frowns at me. ‘Uncle… Well, but you can’t be Andrew Hamilton’s niece, surely.’

‘Why can’t I? Oh, but I’m not. I’m his great-niece.’

This is apparently more acceptable. He nods. ‘Charlotte,’ he says. ‘Or Emily, or something.’

‘Thea Mottram,’ I say, slightly irritated. ‘Hello.’

‘Yeah, hi.’ He looks at me for a moment and then walks to the edge of the counter and down the step, coming out into the room towards me. I step back, involuntarily, which he seems to find amusing. He grins at me and sticks out his hand. ‘Hello. I’m Edward Maltravers.’

We shake. I like shaking hands; much prefer it to kissing people. His hands are very large. I’m not a remotely small person – I’m five eleven, more with my shoes on – and I rarely feel short, but he really is tall, a good four or five inches taller than I am.

‘The Scotts,’ he says. ‘All of them?’

I nod.

‘About eight hundred quid for the lot. Maybe a bit more. I’d have to look at them. A couple of them are in worse condition than the others. But a couple are very good.’

‘And should I sell them here? Or in Edinburgh?’

‘You should certainly sell them to me.’

‘Yes, I can see that would be good for you, but would that be the best thing for me to do? If you don’t think you can give me an objective answer,’ I add, kindly, ‘I’ll ask someone else.’

‘My prices are fair,’ he says, abrupt.

‘I’m sure they are. But if I’m going to sell them, I want the best price I can get, naturally.’

‘Don’t you want them?’ He frowns at me.

‘I’ve tried and failed to read Ivanhoe about five times,’ I say, ‘and Waverley twice. And if I was going to read them, an ordinary Penguin Classics edition with notes would be more my thing. I mean they’re lovely, but wasted on me, I’m afraid.’

‘Huh. Are you going to sell the lot? I mean, all the books?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘The Burns stuff’s probably worth more. Those Dickenses. The twentieth-century first editions. And the Newton.’ He says ‘Newton’ with particular intensity.

‘Is it? You see I’ve no way of knowing. Alastair suggested I might want to give the Burns stuff to the Burns people. I can’t imagine I’ve got anything they don’t have, though.’

‘Alastair Gordon?’

I nod.

‘Hm. There are American universities who’d snap them up. Buy them off you, probably. Or if you want to be Lady Bountiful…’ he says, sarcastic.

‘I don’t know what I want to do with them.’

He looks at me, pulling at his lower lip. ‘Are you going to live there? At the Lodge?’

I shrug. ‘I doubt it, it’s not practical. It’s a long way from home.’

‘Which is where?’

‘Sussex.’

‘Going to sell it, then?’

‘Probably.’

‘Don’t sell it to my brother,’ he says.

‘If I put it on the market, I don’t think I really get to choose who buys it.’ I smile my glossiest, most society smile at him.

He snorts. ‘You won’t have to put it on the market. He’ll just rock up and offer you money. How long have you been up? Amazed he hasn’t been round already.’

‘We’ve been here ten days,’ I say. ‘Came up last Monday.’

‘Who’s we? You and Mr Mottram?’

I decide to ignore this, since it’s none of his business. ‘But actually, you’re right, he did come and introduce himself yesterday. He said he’d buy it if I wanted to sell. He didn’t make me an offer, though.’

He nods, clearly pleased to be proved right. ‘Not yet. He will do. I’d prefer if he was foiled.’

‘It’s so nice to see family feeling,’ I agree, deadpan.



After arranging a time for Edward to come and look at the Scotts, I collect Xanthe from the Old Mill and drive her to Dumfries station, an hour and twenty minutes away. It’ll take her seven hours, more or less, to get home. Rather her than me.

We’re pretty much the only people at the tiny station. ‘Let me know how it’s going,’ she says. ‘Message me when you’re having a coffee.’

‘I will.’

‘And you can phone me. From your actual telephone.’ She mimes dialling a number.

‘I know.’

‘If you feel sad or lonely.’

‘Yes. Thanks, Xan. You’ve been brilliant.’ I’m almost anxious, now she’s leaving.

‘It’s been fun. It’s nice here. I’m really not sure if you should sell it.’

‘Maybe I’ll move up.’ I look round at the more-or-less empty car park. ‘There’s probably room for me.’

‘Don’t go crazy.’ We hug. ‘Oh now, look, I’m crying,’ she says, wiping her eyes. ‘What an idiot.’

‘You are an idiot,’ I agree. ‘But I love you. Have a… Well, I won’t say have a great journey. Have a journey that’s not too awful. Give my love to Rob and the kids. I’ll see you when I get home.’

‘All right, my love. I’d better go.’ We hug again, then she picks up her rucksack and heads to the barriers, turning to wave before she goes through. I wave back, and stay for as long as she’s visible, moving through the station. There are only two platforms, up to Glasgow, down to Carlisle.

Then I’m alone. It’s an odd feeling. I’m three hundred miles away from everyone I know. Well, technically of course I’m not three hundred miles away from Xanthe. And I’m not three hundred miles away from Bobby and Sheena, who live in Newcastle, or various second cousins who are scattered round the Lowlands; not that I really know any of them. But the point is, to all intents and purposes, I’m alone. No one to please but myself. No one to talk to, unless I make an effort. I’m both thrilled and terrified by this feeling.

I drive back to the Lodge. The weather was quite grey earlier this morning, with misty rain in Dumfries, but on the drive back the sun comes out and I’m feeling quite positive. I wonder if I could live up here. Not for ever, that doesn’t seem realistic. But I could definitely stay up for the summer, couldn’t I? Go home if I get bored, or when the weather gets bad. Although that will mean paying rent for a flat I’m not living in. But does that matter? I can afford to do it, and Xanthe or Angela can water the plants and send on my mail. It’s rather tempting. I can find out about holiday lets, and see what the Lodge is worth if I wanted to sell it, or have a new bathroom put in, and just not be at home. I can pretend everything’s all right. I can maybe get to a point where everything is all right. That must be possible, surely?
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