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          Preface

        

      

    

    
      Note to our North American readers: This book, by a Scottish author and set in Scotland, is written in British English. You may notice some unfamiliar spellings (centre instead of center; neighbour instead of neighbor), some different punctuation styles (such as single quotation marks instead of double quotation marks for dialogue), and different vocabulary (we’ll let you enjoy the hunt!). In addition, the story features a Scottish couple, an American man, and a character who spent time in South Africa. We hope you enjoy the flavor – or the flavour – that different varieties of English bring to the narrative.

    

  


  
    
      
        For my parents; and Elaine.

        That growing up was weird enough to make writing this sort of thing possible.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Foreword

        

      

    

    
      I don’t recall the first time I heard the name Agatha Christie, but I know I was young.  Was it from a dramatization on the BBC overheard while I hid behind our velvet couch? The suspense was killing me even then. I remember a trip to London with my mother – in my head I am seven or eight, being dragged out of Hamleys toy shop in London and walking to the embankment. On the way we passed a theatre I now know as St. Martin’s, where Christie’s The Mousetrap was playing. I learned a new word that day: whodunit.

      My sister, the reader, had dozens of Agatha Christies on her shelf, but I was twelve when I picked up my first, an American edition, from a paint-chipped shelf in Grade 8 English. The cover was an island and a skull, which did not lack for appeal. The title: And Then There Were None. That book, the very definition of popular, has had its critics. They have said it is too short, too simple, too stereotyped, too improbable, that the characters lack depth, that the motive is lousy. Its fans would say all that misses the point – the book is wonderfully entertaining. And it is.

      Countdown to Death (I wanted to call it Ten Green Bottles, but the association to the childhood song, a staple of school trips in Britain, has no such cultural reference in North America), began four years ago at a dinner party in Toronto. Friends had recently been in Scotland and stumbled across ‘this peculiar castle on an island called Rum.’ Did I know of it? No, I did not, but I went and I learned. It was all there, its history and atmosphere, the perfect setting for a whodunit murder.

      The island in Countdown – it never gets a name – is a blending of the malts. Physically it is half Rum and half Easdale, a much smaller island in Argyll. Taigh Dubh, where our guests are invited, is the real Kinloch Castle on Rum, with a twist of Hearst Castle in California. Both are worth a visit. There really is a ballroom with raised windows so no one could spy in on the depravities, and there really were greenhouses with alligators – the truth being strangest of all.

      Edward Gorey’s delightful alphabet, The Gashlycrumb Tinies, inspired Black’s notes, and the very talented Steve Blincoe breathed life into the drawings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        An Invitation

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten green bottles hanging on the wall;

        Ten green bottles hanging on the wall;

        And if one green bottle should accidentally fall,

        There’ll be…

        

      

      It was only a matter of time.

      ‘Miss Grace! Miss Grace! If you would be so kind?’

      Eleanor Grace took the proffered pen and paper with a practiced charm. The young woman asking for her autograph had rough-skinned, nail-bitten hands. They were hands that scrubbed floors or peeled potatoes destined for a deep fat fryer. They were hands that counted out change in a worn purse; hands old before their time. They reminded Eleanor of her mother’s hands. She pushed the sentiment down.

      ‘Who should I make it out to, darling?’ She was perfect lipstick before a bright white smile, everything her public expected even if she couldn’t hide the wrinkles at her eyes.

      Eleanor wrote with feigned intimacy in powerful curving strokes. She took her thank you’s as given and hoped the girl would disappear, but the young woman produced a mobile phone and waved it in her face.

      ‘Can I take a selfie with you? May I? Just one shot, that’s all.’

      ‘Certainly not, you little witch. I’ll set the police on you.’ Eleanor pressed the button to bring the car window up while the girl stood with her mouth hanging open. On the other side of the tinted glass, her driver moved the girl on. Eleanor lit another cigarette. It helped to pass the time.

      You’re not pulling them in like you did before. We need another backer.

      Who did the company think she was? Damn the studio and its little men. All the money she’d made for them.

      The letter had arrived two months ago – who sent letters these days? Dear Miss Grace, I have always been an admirer. Proper handwriting on bonded paper, the scratch of a fountain pen. Miss Grace liked old-school style. The wealthy Lord Black inviting her to an island – his island – almost as far from Hollywood as you could get, amongst the wilds of the Scottish Highlands. He was having a few friends up, he said, and she might know one or two of them. No media at all, not to worry. She’d heard of the island, of course, though she’d never seen the place. Hadn’t one of those celebrity rock stars had her wedding there? Eleanor had turned to Google. Yes, a picture of Taigh Dubh castle and an appalling wedding dress. Should she go? A nobleman on his Scottish island throwing a party for a select few? The hills of Los Angeles were stubble brown, shrivelled up under water restrictions, and Eleanor hadn’t been back to Britain in quite some time. She brushed the grain of the paper stock again. Black and his wealthy friends. Her calendar was perilously thin.

      A couple of drinks in the VIP lounge and she had slept through half the flight. You’re not pulling them in like you did before. We need another backer. Time to plough fresh fields? Eleanor would get what she wanted from all of them. In the end, she always did.

      Her driver was finished at the pump, and he knocked on the window glass.

      ‘Sorry, Madam for the interruption. Not another garage for quite a few miles.’

      ‘If I’m bothered again by any of these urchins, I’ll see to it that you are fired.’ Eleanor dropped her cigarette out the window. The boat would wait for her.

      [image: ]

      ‘Where to?’ asked the railway ticket vendor on the other side of the protective glass, his accented voice further distorted by the crackle from the loose-wired speaker. There was a queue, there was always a queue; he was meant to go on break five minutes ago.

      ‘Oban,’ answered the customer, a large man wearing a coat in summer, a large man with a foreign tan.

      The ticket vendor almost hid his annoyance; he shouldn’t have to ask. ‘Single or return?’ he grumbled in something approaching intelligible English.

      ‘I’m going to Oban. Oban return,’ said the man, whom politeness would call ‘big-boned’. The ticket vendor took the customer for a rugby player on account of the bend in his nose.

      ‘Platform 6. Goes at 10.45. Thirty-seven pounds eighty off-peak return, or forty pound open if you like.’

      ‘Forty pounds!’ the customer objected.

      The ticket vendor looked at the suitcase with its bouquet of airport tags. He’d known the man was English with the first word out of his mouth.

      ‘Been out the country long, have we, mate?’

      The customer paid the fare in cash.

      
Inspector Henry Vail had never been to Scotland; he did not care if he never returned. Glasgow Airport via Singapore and Dubai, and then a taxi sweating of fried food and beer commuted him and his jet-lag to the city. He lifted his bag and put it on the rack above him and sat down heavily. He was tired. He took up nearly all of two seats, but he had something of that look that warned off company, and no one attempted to sit beside him. Henry clawed away at the plastic wrapper that protected a wet tuna roll. He had managed to find a bottle of water amid the shelves of Coca Cola. He was surprised when the train left on time.

      The 10.45 rolled north out of Queen Street through a chain of age-smoked tunnels. It gathered speed as it turned to the west, and then breached daylight alongside a river. Clydeside shipyards would have blocked his view if he’d been travelling a hundred years before; instead he admired the stain of post-war housing and the derelict patchwork of recession. Quay wharves stood unused, barren and oily, where warehouses must once have spilled trade. Convention centres jacketed in plastic which passed for architecture were moated by empty car parks. Vail noticed these things only to warm his disdain for a Britain he had long left behind. Inspector Henry Vail the émigré, Henry Vail the improved man. It brought him a great deal of satisfaction to think that Hong Kong could swallow this whole. The Pearl River was over a mile wide before it even reached the South China Sea; the short brown stream out the window to his left would not even show on a Cantonese map.

      My dear Inspector Vail, the letter had started. It had been years since he’d had contact with Lord Black. Henry slid down the seat as fatigue overtook him; he would find out his answers soon enough. He gathered his coat about him and sank his hands inside its pockets, where he fingered the change from the ticket counter, not much; two ticket stubs, out and back; a torn receipt for the tuna roll; a paper-and-string wrapped parcel. The weight of the revolver gave him reassurance. My dear Inspector Vail… it smelt of trouble. Henry watched the mountains approach before he nodded off to sleep.
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      It was a woman’s voice, a Scottish voice, the sort that you might find reading the news before turning the channel to something good – inoffensive and class androgynous. ‘This ScotRail train will depart at 12.36. First two carriages for Oban; rear two only for Fort William. Please ensure you are in the correct part of the train. Do not leave any possessions unattended. This ScotRail train will depart…’ The recycled message went on repeat. Charles Fotheringham, Charlie to all but the banks, stepped out of the carriage. He looked at the sign for… How the hell do you pronounce that?… Crianlarich station, its gibberish equivalent in Gaelic underneath.

      The platform was a fork in the road between the Argyll hills, and there was nothing about him but mountains. Apparently they were waiting for the Edinburgh train before they joined up and pushed off for Hogwarts. Charlie took the opportunity to stretch his cramped legs. He had been sitting too long, months it felt, and he had the urge to walk. The crunch of pebbles beneath his brogues made a satisfying noise.

      The agency had been very clear; Lord Black was a busy man. Charlie had been selected on the merit of his previous works. ‘Oh, yes?’ he had asked. ‘Which ones?’ His Country Magazine articles? His series on seashore birds? His pieces on rehabilitating veterans? The agency was not at liberty to say. Do your research. Understand the man. He will be available for interview a month from now, at which time you will be given the location and expenses. An envelope with his fee was produced. Ten times that upon completion. A slice of the royalties was in the contract, though biography sales were fickle. But Charlie wasn’t in a position to turn down anything; lately he’d being staying with his sister.

      A part of him still believed it was a mistake, that he’d landed this job by accident. He kept the agency’s letter in his pocket like a traveller hangs onto a St. Christopher. It had done him good, beyond a doubt. Something to focus on. The four thousand pounds was long gone, however. Wolf from the door in hard times.

      ‘We will email you closer to the time, Mr Fotheringham. We will want your first draft soon after your interview. His Lordship would also appreciate a list of questions in advance, though you won’t be restricted by that. Lord Black expects nothing less than a soul-washing honest review. Are we clear?’ Yes, he’d told them. Clear as mud. Only dirtied souls needed washing. The agency had never asked him, and so Charlie had never mentioned it – he’d never written a biography in his life.

      Charlie spent his month in the British Library going back through the newspaper records. He pulled the Hansard listings for Parliament, he read the colonial press; stuff on Lord Black wasn’t hard to find, it was making sense of it all that was difficult. Everywhere he read of the company, but almost nothing of actual man. Business takeovers. Expanded ventures. But no flavour of the real person. It was going to be difficult to write Black’s biography without knowing what inspired the man. His frustration drove him to dig further back, to root out where Black came from. What is a man but his family? What is a man but the home he makes, and what does that say of the wanderer? – Lord Black, it was clear, moved around. Charlie’s question list only grew longer, and too soon his month was over.

      The summons came by email, with his train ticket attached. The boat connects and there is only one sailing; please do not be late. Lord Black finally had time for him, and all his questions would be answered. Charlie was going to the island. He packed enough to last the week.

      ‘Any chance of a light, mate?’ A dozen smokers amongst his fellow passengers shared his desire to perambulate. They were shortish, thin-faced people, most of them pale despite this week’s sun. Charlie carried a Zippo with him for occasions such as this, though he hadn’t smoked since leaving Iraq, and he obliged the young man. ‘Thanks pal,’ was his reward. Charlie imagined the young man’s tattoos would look limp in twenty years. The things age does to us.

      There was another tattoo he noticed too. Big fellow. Older bloke. Hard-faced with a rifle-butt nose, with Royal Marine cropped hair and carrying a camel hair coat. Charlie’s eye picked it up out of habit: the man’s sleeve rolled up, a regimental tattoo on his forearm – a regiment different from his own. The man passed his coat from one hand to the other, and like that it was covered up. Fellow’s got a few stories, thought Charlie. Does he try to forget his too?

      A pocket watch in a Dali painting; time hanging limp on a tree. Best move on, Charlie thought. The Edinburgh train appeared.
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      DB struggled from the helicopter, its slowing propeller blades pushing him about. DB’s hips did not approve of the stairs; he was no longer a young man.

      ‘God damn it!’ he cussed above the noise. His southern Gulf drawl announced to everyone that he was from the United States. DB passed his cane to a female attendant who appeared behind him at the top of the stairs. ‘Here, honey, hold this for me.’ He fought to keep his hat as he managed the rest of the way. DB reached the tarmac and turned around. ‘Now give it back down here.’ DB’s favourite stick was handed back according to his wishes, the slim young woman seemingly familiar with the gentleman’s coarse treatment. ‘Where the hell are we?’ he yawled into his whiskers, snow-white like his hair. ‘Where’s that Lord Black at?’ DB had something of the sea lion about him, and the moustache added to the effect. ‘Who the hell’s here to meet us? This don’t look like no island to me!’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir.’ The pilot had come out to assist them. ‘The island is in restricted air space, so this is as close as we can get.’

      ‘Restricted? What the hell do you mean?’

      ‘There’s a Royal Air Force base just up the coast, which NATO uses for test flights. The island isn’t too far off, but civilian air traffic is not allowed.’

      The slim young woman jumped into the conversation before DB could get started on the pilot. ‘I believe it is all in order, Mr Bowers, sir. There’s a car that will take us to the boat.’

      Douglas Bowers III – DB to the world – owned a chunk of news media Stateside and a fair shake of it in Britannia too. He had lunched with five Presidents, which he was fond of telling people. And he did not care much for boats. ‘If I wanted to buy a damned island to sail to, I’d have picked one with sunshine and rum!’
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      Ms Joan Hedringer did not think DB was as much of a bully as he let on, but there was no reason to provoke him either. The assignment had promised a holiday and a retainer of considerable size. The large white Range Rover collected them and then shot off down the rural road.

      ‘There’s a hint of an accent, Miss Hedringer, or am I mistaken?’ she’d been asked at her interview.

      ‘South Africa. A long time ago.’

      ‘You certainly come with glowing references.’ They had flipped through her CV. ‘Mr Bowers has some medical issues…’

      Ms Hedringer interrupted, making it clear: ‘I don’t wipe bottoms, but I can give injections. I had a diabetic once.’

      DB took his pills at night, and providing he laid off the whisky, she saw no reason for any alarm. Joan didn’t really think he needed a nurse at all; and, not unaware of her own feminine charms (or the gentleman’s reputation), was deliberate in her modest dress and attentive to who was in the room. The rogue was in Scotland with a chequebook in hand to add to his collection of toys. Why shouldn’t she enjoy a few weeks away and pocket the crazy money? Hand out a few pills, check a pulse alongside his schedule.

      Joan Hedringer straightened her pleated skirt and pressed the button on her doeskin gloves. She was aware of DB’s eyes on her legs. Through the window she could see the water.
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      Sir Cyrus Gordon made his introduction to the breakfast crowd in the dining room of the Puffer Hotel. It was this ignominy or eat in his room, and he admittedly enjoyed the recognition. The hotelier, a wise owl, had reserved the best table at the bay window for the exclusive use of his personage. One could look through the double-glazing out over the Atlantic Ocean, and, on a clear day, such as this, see the distant island of Mull beyond the straights of Jura. Before that, though, stood the Inner Hebrides: Muck, Muig, and Aardshan, inhospitable and charming. They were Gaelic names, conferred beyond the reach of Roman civilization, picnicked thereafter by Viking and Christian.

      No one in the room had a care for that view, however, because celebrity drew all eyes. Sir Cyrus Gordon was in attendance, and the famous face of reality television was being led through the murmuring crowd.

      ‘Nice to meet you.’ He pushed his hair from his eyes. ‘Yes, hello.’ He shook a hand. His resplendent tweed jacket of purple hue was outdone only by his custard tie.

      A dozen knives and forks of unsuspecting guests hovered over undercooked eggs. Momentarily breakfast was paused; cooling sausages leaked saturated fat from puncture wounds.

      Sir Cyrus Gordon was a powdered wig on the head of a vandal king. Outrageous, out of place, impossible to ignore, he lived his caricature. He asked for champagne ‘to temper one’s thirst’ and a kipper to ‘nourish the bones’. A pensioner at table four would later swear that the man had been wearing rouge.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir,’ the hotel toady fawned, explaining they were out of bubbly. ‘A whisky and soda instead?’

      Sir Gordon, magnanimous, said he would. He tucked a napkin into his waistcoat and turned to the view of the archipelago. The clatter of cutlery elsewhere in the room was slow to finally resume.
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      Dr Frances Quigg sipped on her tea, trying to make this cup last. It was proving impossible to get more hot water for the pot; the staff only had eyes for the clown. Their deference to the man from television was bad enough in itself, but she riled about being passed over. Where had she seen him? One of those singing contests? Making fun of detestable applicants that lacked self-restraint or good judgement? She didn’t know who was worse.

      The island was out there somewhere. Dr Quigg put her hand involuntarily to her purse, to Black’s letter of which she knew every word.

      It was flattery, of course, his acknowledgement of her achievements, but at least he was honest about his intentions, and Frances Quigg admired direct speaking. Lord Black offered her funding – he wanted a legacy. He intended to glorify himself in her successes and obtain a tax write off while he did so. How had Black heard about her research ambitions? Dr Quigg had asked herself. There were those who were uncomfortable with her methods, and few, even at the university, knew everything about her plans. He must have done his homework on her, and she found something satisfying in that.

      Lord Black offered her the flexibility that private funding would allow. There was no doubt he possessed the resources – Dr Quigg had looked into that. He was money, generational wealth; the family title had been bought in the Industrial Revolution, their largesse knitted in Lancashire looms, influence won in miles of cloth that sold throughout the world. The Blacks had bought companies across the British Empire with the profit from cheap cotton – a slave crop spun into gold. They paid for their society wives out of the toil of the factory floor and collected trinkets with the spoils, the island one of those. And now Lord Black wanted to give his money away and was looking for a worthy cause. The paternal benefactor washing his name as mortality ate at him, no doubt.

      Dr Frances Quigg, sixty-five next year, childless, never married. She had always fought and she wasn’t used to losing; she would get every penny Black was dangling. Her research institute would one day make history, and there would only be one name on its doors; hers. It was out there, the island, close to the horizon – the key to everything she wanted.

      Frances lifted the teapot lid and rattled the hollow china. The waiter, with one drink on his tray, ignored her and walked straight past.
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      Andrew Sterling remembered the words in the letter. The Selkie will pick you up. Wasn’t that some sort of mermaid creature, a made-up creature from stories? A sea-lion or seal that turned into a woman to lure sailors onto the rocks? Daft name for a boat. Andrew walked from the bus station, carrying his bag and briefcase down to the dock. There were a few boats tied up, but none of them the Selkie, and there was no one obvious to ask; nothing around at all but a lifebuoy on a weathered pole and a beacon and fog horn at the mouth of the harbour where a couple of kids dangled rods. Andrew checked the time on his phone – still early. He tried to calm himself down.

      Why had he destroyed the letter? Because he was smart, of course. No evidence, nothing to trace him; he had been ahead of it from the start. Yet there was an itch to his fingers – Andrew was aware – he would have liked to have held it again. He would open the envelope and read again those words he had memorized. This is the last, Sterling. The last. You understand? As if Lord Black were the one making decisions. I won’t give you what you want – no – I won’t do that, but this is what I am willing to do.

      Andrew remembered how his own face had blushed reading that for the first time. Who was Black to give orders? But he’d read on.

      Instead I will give you twice what you want, twice what you are asking! Think on that! But this is the last time. The words had been underscored twice. And there is a condition – you will give me the originals. The originals, or you get nothing. I want everything that you have. Lord Black was making demands. If you were an honourable man, Mr Sterling, I’d ask you not to make copies or scans, but we both know the sort of person you are.

      Cheeky bugger, being rude like that.

      So let me tell you what will happen instead. Deliver the originals and I’ll give you double, and that will be the end of all this! You will not contact me again. We will cease to know each other! Far too many exclamation marks. You will go happily on your way, and if at any future date copies or pictures arise, I will rebuke you and deny them as fakes, and I will pursue you with every lawyer I can buy. I will grind you down, fishmeal man. I will grind you down, and you should know it. Double now and we are through. It is that, or you get nothing.

      Fishmeal. Bloody strange thing to say. Did he mean that as a threat?

      Andrew prided himself that he wasn’t totally stupid, and so he couldn’t help but be annoyed. It was clearly worth a lot to Black if he was willing to pay double now. Why hadn’t he asked for more earlier? He cursed himself. Double! He hadn’t thought. It was a risk, it had always been a risk, but double would see him good. Not to worry. His lottery ticket had come up this time, and soon he’d be living in style. Andrew hefted his sports bag, weighing the handles, and wondered how much heavier all that money would be and whether he could fit it all in. What would it look like all piled up if he had it in bundles of twenties? Who was kidding who – he was still in the driver’s seat, whatever Black might say.

      Usual place, usual way, he’d written, the message in the shared email account he had created two years before.

      No was the unexpected reply. I am busy and engaged. If you want it, you will come to the island. You get there from Ellenabeich, near Oban. Look it up. The Selkie will be there for you. She sails at 3pm on August 6th. If you want it, don’t be late.

      Did Lord Black think he was stupid? Did he think that he, Sterling, would leave the anonymity of London for the solitude of a Scottish rock? Show himself in the middle of nowhere with a copy of the Telegraph and a smile? Did Black want him to paint a sign on his back too? Come and get me. Do me over. The old fool had no idea.

      Andrew heard it before he saw her – the boat approaching the harbour. The Selkie was a fair bit bigger than Andrew had expected, but he wasn’t sorry for that – the waves were larger down here by the water than they had looked coming up on the coach. She was a low sort of fishing boat with a wide working deck that might stack crab pots, he supposed, though there was nothing of that sort today. Andrew didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but this certainly wasn’t it; the Selkie reminded him of a tug. There were only two men aboard her as far as he could see. One, with a bushy white beard, a poster for fish fingers and granddads everywhere, turned a wheel and brought her close. A second bloke in yellow wellies got up on the rails and held a rope.

      Andrew moved down the sloped mooring path that sheltered behind the quay wall. The stone was damp below the last tide line, and his running shoes felt slick. He had brought his bags as he scurried to help, and he now put them down in the way. The wellies man stepped ashore.

      ‘Ahoy!’ cried Andrew. The engine was put in reverse and gunned heavily to keep her tight to the harbour wall. Waves slapped. ‘Do you need a hand?’

      ‘No, you’re good,’ said the wellies man. He was in his fifties and Scottish. The fishing boat’s engine was cut.

      ‘Andrew Sterling.’ Andrew offered and shook the fellow’s hand. He sensed the man was uncomfortable.

      ‘Mr MacGregor at your service, sir.’ His Highlander’s accent was heavy and slow, as if words to be aired should be heard. ‘I’m his Lordship’s gillie –the gamekeeper. I know your name; you’re on the list. Might I ask if the others are with you?’

      ‘The others?’ Sterling was annoyed and then annoyed again that he had shown the fellow his surprise.

      ‘All the names on his Lordship’s list. The boat only goes once, and we can’t wait long. The tide runs strong later on.’

      Sterling turned this over in his mind. It made sense of a sort, he supposed. No, he quickly decided, this could be even better – this would definitely work out! The island was not where a man like Lord Black lived the whole year round. Of course not. Black was a man of the world, with business interests; he kept the house and the island for sport. Naturally there should be others along. Likely he would be having guests over for a week to go hunting or play golf – whatever that sort did on their private estates while everyone else just got by – orgies and vomitoriums or roasting peasants by the fire. Cigars for the ladies, walks for the men around the billiard table after a gruelling day blasting shot, and too many drinks for all. His own invitation would seem all the more natural amongst a group on a social meeting. No suspicions aroused. And who knew? After his business with Black was complete, perhaps Andrew would stay on for a day or two, just to show there were no bad feelings. Bag a stag, drink the man’s brandy. Now that he thought of it, why not? Very soon he would be a person of influence. Andrew Sterling was moving up.
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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