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This is the eighth whodunit in the Grasshopper Lawns series and the first in the classic format - a 

country mansion, a houseful of guests, even a body in the library. 

 

It all kicks off when William inherits a slightly decrepit Edwardian shooting lodge from his 

decidedly eccentric uncle. Uncle was an illusionist, something of a genius in creating optical and 

mechanical illusions, and the attempts of William, Vivian, Donald and Edge to solve the case are 

definitely hampered by Robertson Manor’s peculiarities. . . this excerpt starts shortly after the arrival 

of the various guests, none of whom know each other – or do they? 

 

The indefinable friction between the guests intensified, if anything, over dinner. Neither Aubrey nor 

Diane said a word, and Zoe’s lip curled further every time Kkkitty opened her mouth to utter another 

inanity in her breathy voice. Since Martha promptly talked over her, even Grant and Stuart, manfully 

trying to carry conversation, were struggling. Donald looked sardonic, William, usually a genial host, 

was abstracted, and even Vivian, after Zoe had turned the sneer on her few conversational attempts, 

confined herself to making sure everyone had enough to eat. By the time they left the table to head 

back to the hall Edge’s shoulders were aching with tension and she had a dull headache which was 

refusing to respond to the two aspirin she had hurriedly swallowed.  

She wasn’t the only one: Aubrey, looking strained, had just quietly told her he was heading up to 

his room for a ten-minute rest to see if he could shake his migraine when Kirsty and her fiancé Drew 

McKenzie arrived, peeling off their outer layers to leave them streaming in the vestibule.  

Edge patted Aubrey sympathetically on the arm and excused herself to hurry over, suppressing 

the sudden impulse to fall on her niece’s neck. Kirsty, pink-cheeked, breathless and her abundant 

red hair darkened by the rain, was an uncomplicated gust of freshness, and Drew’s mischievous grin 

was unquenchable as he looked round, including them all in laughing greeting. 

‘Sorry we’re so late, what have we missed? That gully of yours is a complete water-race, William. 
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You’ll need to pull Kirsty’s car out for tomorrow morning. It’s stuck up to the axles in wet gravel and 

blocking the tunnel completely. We had to abandon it and walk the rest of the way. Well, run. Hotly 

pursued by a bampot stag!’  

He flicked water out of his hair with his fingers, then pointed at the nearest stag head. ‘Okay, now 

I understand why. What is this place, an abattoir?’  

Kirsty flinched as the stag head twitched an ear at them. ‘Creepy! We have to change out of our 

wet things and please, please could I have something hot to drink when we’ve changed?’ 

‘I’ll show you your room.’ Edge kissed her in grateful greeting. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, I was 

getting worried. You’re soaked, are you frozen?’  

Drew picked up the one of the cases he’d put by his feet. ‘We’re wearing layers under our layers, 

and have more layers here. Lead on, MacDuff!’  

Edge laughed and started up the creaking staircase, Kirsty almost tripping as she tried to look at 

everything at once and Drew bringing up the rear with both bags.  

‘I really am so glad you’re here,’ she repeated as she opened the door to their room, and 

dropped her voice. ‘You could cut the atmosphere with a knife, and I have no idea why! Half the 

people here seem to hate the other half.’  

‘Oh, hell. Did you know they all knew each other?’ Kirsty hauled her jersey over her head, picked 

up the towel placed on the chaise longue at the foot of the bed and rubbed her hair vigorously while 

Drew slung her case on the bed, collected another towel and headed towards the door with his 

suitcase.  

‘I’ll change in the bathroom, leave you two to catch up. Which is the bathroom?’  

‘There’s one either end, take your pick, the closest one has a trick slide in it but Donald swears it’s 

safe, he’s tested it! I’d have put you next to it, but this is the biggest room.’  

‘It’s lovely.’ Kirsty emerged from her towel and opened her suitcase, rapidly selecting a cotton 

blouse and a pullover and dressing hastily. ‘I’m slightly disappointed not to have a four-poster, 

mind.’ 

‘Be grateful you have a new mattress! No, no-one is admitting to knowing anyone, which makes 

it worse. Some definitely do, I can feel it, but not a word is said. And darling, I have to warn you to be 

ready for anything in this room. Donald hasn’t worked out what its special effect is.’ 

Kirsty nodded, bright-eyed, and wriggled into slacks. ‘I suppose we missed supper, but I’m pure 

starving so I hope there’s a pantry we can raid. I know we can’t rope William in to rescue my car until 

this rain stops. I hope it does before we head to bed, or we’ll have to root him out early tomorrow so 

we can get to work. I doubt he’ll be impressed. We are the last to arrive, right?’  

Drew reappeared, looking awed. ‘I went to the far one, and there’s a plant that tried to talk to 
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me,’ he reported. ‘Plucked at my arm in the most human way you can imagine. I like this house. Will 

you show us round?’ 

Edge nodded. ‘There’s a big house plan in the kitchen. In theory you’re supposed to mark 

everything you spot on it so others don’t get caught, but Donald’s set his heart on that wretched 

triffid scaring someone half to death in the wee small hours. There’s a matching one downstairs. 

There’s not that much to see, it’s really just a large shooting lodge, but of course I’ll show you round. 

Oh, and for safety’s sake, if the alarms go off, you two are looking round for us and Stuart, who is in 

the room next to the bathroom, and he’s looking for us. The writers are watching each other. 

William hired panic buttons for everyone to wear at all times. We’re trying to minimise the danger 

factor.’  

She gestured along the open mezzanine as they left the room.  

‘There’s a service staircase at the other end which opens into the passage next to the library, if 

there is a fire and the other staircase is affected. It’s a bit narrow and nasty, barely half as wide, and 

also goes up to what was once servant rooms in the attic, but those are completely locked off now. 

Still, everyone knows about them. Not that this place could burn, it is way too damp.’ She led the 

way down the stairs towards the kitchen. ‘I know Vivian left some food in the warm drawer in case 

you hadn’t eaten, serve yourselves while I collect your panic buttons from William. That urn has 

boiling water, and the huge tin has biscuits.’  

She hurried along the archway corridor and flinched as the downstairs plant swivelled to watch 

her. Drew was right, it did look as if it wanted to talk to her, but she gave it a wide berth, found 

William, and returned to the kitchen with the panic buttons. Kirsty and Drew were sitting at the big 

table clearing their plates with good appetite.  

‘Loving the names on the floor plan.’ Kirsty looked up with a mischievous grin. ‘Is Kkkitty Catt the 

lush one with the Dolly Parton cleavage, or the one who looks like a vampire?’  

‘The lavish one. She pulls men aside and whispers at them while they stare down her front like 

rabbits faced with a python. She set her sights on Donald first off, realized he wasn’t interested, then 

quizzed him very professionally about Grant, Stuart and Aubrey, who they were, how well their 

books sold . . . she’s all business, that one. The vampire is Zoe Black, she’s a bit awful. The rest seem 

okay.’  

Kirsty took her own and Drew’s plates off to the scullery to scrape them and stack them in the 

dishwasher.  

‘Thanks so much for this, my stomach thought my throat had been cut. Okay, the tour.’  

Edge laughed and took her arm as they went through the kitchen door. ‘It really is the most awful 

place, I hope your nerves are in good shape. Most of the social stuff will be in the main hall, because 
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it’s the warmest place in the house. This is the dining room, although I think we’ll end up eating in 

the kitchen as often as not. Spot the special effect.’ She stayed in the doorway as they went in, 

glancing down towards the main hall as Kkkitty Catt, swaying on her ridiculous heels, went into the 

library without glancing towards her.  

She said idly to the other two, ‘The library would usually be the best room to use for socializing, 

but it is absolutely perishing, all the time. Part of the booby-trap there involves icy draughts through 

vents and two of them are rusted open, so we’ve made it the smoking room instead. The books are 

way too damp to be accidentally set on fire.’  

‘Aha!’ Drew pointed triumphantly at the portrait over the fire. ‘The dog looked away!’  

‘No!’ Kirsty stared up eagerly. ‘The spaniel?’  

‘Yes, it— Edge, did the table move?’  

Edge giggled, and took her attention off the other doors to glance into the dining room. ‘I never 

noticed the dog, but yes, the table moves furtively when you turn your back on it. Donald keeps 

saying William’s uncle was a genius. That’s all we’ve found so far in this room.’  

She waited patiently in the doorway while the other two searched the room carefully until they 

finally decided there were no other effects. There was no sign of Kkkitty Catt and she was conscious 

of slight tension as she opened the door to the drawing room. It was unlike her to take an irrational 

dislike to people but her first reaction to the other woman had, if anything, strengthened over their 

brief acquaintance. Making polite in the library would be inevitable, if the wretched woman didn’t 

hurry up and head back to the hall.  

‘This is the drawing room, where Lorna Granger had her accident. Oh hi, Stuart!’  

The land agent looked a little guilty about hiding in the drawing room away from the party, but 

shook hands warmly with Kirsty and Drew.  

‘Still bucketing down outside,’ he remarked, ‘I think you’re going to have fun shifting your car. 

What happens about work if you can’t make it?’  

Drew rolled his eyes. ‘We have to make it, everyone kens we’re off having a jolly in a haunted 

house. Phoning in with excuses won’t go down at all well.’  

Stuart conventionally, rather than enthusiastically, offered his elderly Land Rover to help in the 

car’s extraction if needed, and took himself off to the kitchen in search of something to drink. Kirsty 

turned on the spot. The drawing room, now that the dust covers had been removed, looked mellow 

and gracious thanks to Donald’s clever lighting distracting the eye from the damp splotches on the 

wall. Ten days of industrial hot air driers, and three flower arrangements chosen as much for 

pungency as colour, had completely removed the unpleasant smells of mould and imprisonment. 

Kirsty’s eyes went unerringly to the French door at the end of the row.  
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‘That one, with the key in it? But you haven’t marked it as a trap, that’s a bit dangerous.’ 

Edge shrugged. ‘Everyone knows the house is riddled with traps, and what to expect. We have 

warned them that something as simple as turning a key could plunge them into disaster, but William 

insisted they be allowed to find things on their own. We’ve promised we’ll be checking on everyone 

all the time, and that’s also why we all have the panic buttons. You haven’t put yours on yet.’  

She touched her own automatically, the odd feeling of tension getting more marked. Stuart was 

emerging from the kitchen with a glass of wine, and smiled politely as he passed her and went back 

towards the buzz of conversation from the hall. Kkkitty Catt still hadn’t emerged from the library, so 

a meeting was inevitable.  

Kirsty pulled the panic button over her head and lifted her vibrant red hair clear. ‘This will be fun, 

everyone rushing round panicking every time someone presses it by accident.’  

‘You can’t set it off accidentally.’ Edge said patiently. ‘It was all covered in the briefing, and 

everyone has a card of instructions and warnings in their room to remind them. You have to press it 

once, count to three, then press it again to activate it. Are you going to try the slide?’  

Kirsty laughed out loud and shook her head vehemently as she left the drawing room, Drew 

behind her, pulling the door shut behind them. Edge pushed the library door open. ‘This used to be 

the nicest room in the— oh!’  

Both women stopped dead in the doorway and Drew bumped into them, apologized 

automatically, and peered over their shoulders with interest.  

‘A body in the library, I love it. Clichéd, sure, but a classic.’  
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