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DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

The Guests at The Manse 

Enoch and Aylsa Arkwright – a successful scrap-metal dealer and his wife 

Bradley and Fiona (Fudge) Baddeley – an articled clerk, and his wife, a charity worker 

Mark and Madge Berkeley-Lewis – bank clerk and his wife 

Persephone (Percy) and Lloyd Boyd-Carpenter – author and her husband  

Freddie (Fruity) and Edwina (Teddy) Newberry – a professional gambler and a croupier 

Lewis and Suzanne Veede – a third-generation baker and his wife 

The Staff at The Manse 

Jefferson Grammaticus – part-owner 

Jocelyn and Jerome Freeman – part-owners 

Beatrix Ironmonger – housekeeper 

Antoine de la Robe – chef 

Dwayne Mortte – sous chef 

Steve Grieve – barman and parker of guests’ cars 

Chastity Chamberlain – chambermaid Henry Buckle – gardener 

Market Darley Police Personnel 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer, Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael, PC Merv Green, PC Linda (Twinkle) Starr, Sergeant Bob Bryant, and Dr Philip Christmas, Police Surgeon 

Others 

Alison Meercroft – owner, DisguiserGuys Fancy Dress 

Hire 

Céline Treny – her new assistant 



A SHORT HISTORY OF THE MANSE 

––––––––
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The Manse is situated about three miles or so down a roughish road, which bears off to the south-east from the road between Shepford Stacey and Carsfold. It was once the residence of the incumbent vicar for the fair-sized village parish of Magnum Parva, a bustling community through which the River Darle wended its lazy way. 

The road to it was of a roughish nature, because the village was no more. It was the great fire in the early nineteenth century that had been the catalyst in its demise. A small outbreak in a thatched terraced dwelling had quickly spread to its neighbours, for the houses were built close together, separated only by winding lanes, and it soon spread to most of the homes in the village, and even the church. 

At the time it was high summer, and the Darle was low on water, so the bucket chain faced an impossible task. The fire soon spread out of control and burned for two days, at the end of which there was precious little village left, with the exception of The Manse, through the grounds of which ran the river that had acted as a firebreak and kept the building unscathed, while the reverend gentleman’s parishioners were all left virtually homeless. 

Village businesses had perished in the blaze too, and the place was a site of smoking devastation. Some folk stayed on, as some folk do in even the most impossible circumstances, too shocked to leave the place that has been their home, but there was no chance of rebuilding the village. Too much had been destroyed to make that viable, and its population seeped away, to stay with relatives or friends, and to make new lives for themselves elsewhere. 

The Manse remained empty. The Church of England refused the funds to rebuild the church because it no longer had a congregation, and the incumbent was sent elsewhere to pursue his calling. 

Nature gradually reclaimed what had been its home before the existence of Magnum Parva, and only The Manse stood to mark the passing of such a thriving community. The unstable remnants of the church, the businesses, and the homes slowly crumbled to the ground, and although traces of old walls existed over a wide area, it was now just a large piece of rough woodland, but with some quite well-grown trees, given how long ago the fire was. 

The Manse stood empty for some time, until the Church tried to find tenants for it. Over a period of three decades or so, four families tried to live there, but the woods were too immature at that time to hide the evidence of what had happened in the surrounding area, and all four families found it desolate and depressing, none of them staying for more than six months. 

During the First World War, the War Office requisitioned it and equipped it as a convalescent home for wounded officers, and for a few years, the building was abustle with patients, nurses, and doctors, enlivening its interior again after so many years. With the end of the War, however, it did not take long for it to empty again, and begin another long vigil, waiting for life to return once more to its empty echoing rooms. 

Ironically, it was another war that peopled it again, this time the Second World War, when it was cleaned up and used to house evacuees from London, being run almost in the manner of an orphanage, with some paid staff and a number of volunteers to provide the necessary security and affection that the move had denied the children from their parents. 

When the evacuees were dispersed back to their homes in various parts of the capital, the building dropped out of use once again, lonely, unloved, and uncared for by anyone. 

The Manse was not to blossom again until 1965, when an enthusiastic lady bought it and refurbished it as a girls’ school, dividing and sub-dividing the bedrooms until there was not a room above ground floor level that boasted more than one window. Some of these had been partitioned right across the pane, to provide bathrooms, staff bedrooms, extra classrooms, and the like. The children were confined to dormitories on the second floor, and these dormitories may have had more than one dormer window, but they had a much greater number of beds.  

The main teaching was carried out on the ground floor, where the administrative centre of the establishment was situated, and these rooms, consequently, were left more or less alone, to have as many windows as they had been blessed with when The Manse was built. 

The school survived until 1989, when things in the country began to take a turn for the worse financially, and parents began to pull in their horns, saving by not spending on anything which wasn’t an absolute necessity. The final closure was in1991, when the tiny cell-like rooms walled by plasterboard divisions, and its corridors ceased to echo with girlish laughter, and the occasional squeals of a hairpulling, biting, scratching fight. 

In 2008, the Church placed a lacklustre advert for its sale in The Times’ property section, its wording totally without hope or encouragement. It caught the eye, however, of one Jefferson Grammaticus, who was just contemplating early retirement, and wondering what he would do with himself if he wasn’t prosecuting criminals and sending them on holidays of varying lengths at Her Majesty’s pleasure. 

Over the next few days, an idea began to form in his mind, and finally he made two telephone calls, to Jerome and Jocelyn Freeman, his old friends since they were all at university together, over thirty years ago. Having put his seed of an idea to them, and having received an enthusiastic response, he plucked up the relevant edition of the newspaper, and picked up the telephone to make a third call. 

Prologue 
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Late May 
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Chastity Chamberlain, chambermaid of The Manse, stood behind the reception desk in the large reception hall and frowned. This was not supposed to be her job. Jefferson Grammaticus had promised he would have a receptionist in place for the grand opening weekend, and she would not be disturbed in her chamber-maidenly responsibilities, but here she was anyway.  

As usual, Grammaticus had made one of his pie-crust promises, and as far as he was concerned, her duties could go hang, as long as he had someone to man (or woman) his precious reception desk, and welcome his very first guests. 

Not, that is to say, that they were exclusively his guests, for he had the twins Jocelyn and Jerome Freeman as equal partners: it was just that he had taken it upon himself to represent the face of the hotel, and now he’d imprisoned her behind this ruddy desk to smile like a hyena at anyone who had an enquiry, or wanted information which she was barely able to give, having prepared for the room-keeping aspect of the hotel’s running, and not that of a mindless robot who just greeted people and directed them to various rooms and features in the grounds. She gave a tiny growl as she thought once again, ‘This is not my job!’ 

She would have a word with Grammaticus – ‘the Squire’, as he liked to fashion himself – on Monday and state that she must return immediately to the post for which she had been hired. If he wanted to run the business as he planned to, then she could no more waste her time standing here than she could fly. 

Ruminating on her sorry situation, after such high hopes of a low-profile position in the hierarchy, she started slightly as the jingling of one of the internal telephones disturbed her silent fuming. As she snatched at it sullenly, the other internal phone rang. Intoning crossly into the first, ‘You’ll have to wait. I’ve got the other phone to deal with as well,’ she addressed herself to the second instrument, repeating her abrupt remark, then suddenly became aware of an urgent squawking coming from the first call answered. 

Lifting the first receiver to her ear, she snapped, ‘Yes, what is it?’ knowing that this was not the recommended way to greet a guest, but not really caring at the moment. She was instantly deafened by a wail, and an unidentifiable voice which informed her, fairly incoherently, that someone had the audacity to be dead in the billiards room. 

Stunned, she transferred the second in-house telephone to her ear, as the sound from this one had turned into a high-pitched squawking that also sounded urgent, leaving the caller from the billiards room with an abrupt, ‘Please hold the line.’ For a moment she was unable to comprehend what had been said, and hoped that the other telephone might expose the last few seconds as an auditory hallucination brought on by her ire, but her hope was to go unfulfilled. 

‘It’s chef! He’s been poisoned. I think he’s dying. Get an ambulance before it’s too late!’ 

As she listened, unbelieving, to the announcement of a second calamity, there was a bumping sound, simultaneous with the wail a cat makes when it has been accidentally trodden on, and one of the guests suddenly appeared at the foot of the grand staircase in a tangled heap that would only be good news for a contortionist. 

Dropping both telephones and staring in incomprehension at the figure that had suddenly adorned the bottom step, she opened her mouth and screamed. 
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Chapter One 


[image: ]




Late May 

I 

Jefferson Grammaticus stood in the entrance hall of the recently and expensively refurbished building with his business partners, Jocelyn and Jerome Freeman, looking around him with smug satisfaction. He was a burly man, not tall, but with the sort of personality that makes people think, in retrospect, that he possessed at least three more inches than was his given lot. His curly hair, still with no sign of grey (or dye!) was cut fairly short, and he sported a beard, which was much in keeping with the style of hotel that he had spent what seemed like an eternity planning and creating. 

There were still builders in evidence, compiling a snagging list, and the decorators still had some work to do, but that was all small fry compared with what had been achieved. A few more weeks and the new boutique hotel ‘The Manse’ would open its ornate Edwardian double doors to a discerning public, whom he hoped would pay dearly for the sort of all-round time-travel experience that this establishment intended to offer.  

Add in the acres of manicured grounds that had been recovered from a veritable jungle, the newly built and aged gazebos, summerhouse, folly, and lily pond complete with ornamental koi carp. As the cherry on the top of the cake, which he hoped would prove as irresistible as a real cherry-topped cake, would surely be the murder mystery weekend – period costume hire included. 

The script and parts were already being written by an author whose acquaintance he had made in his previous life as a barrister; the costume-hire company, unknowingly, had signed a nicely loose contract, allowing him to pull out if there were insufficient guests – he always read the small print, even if no one else did – and keeping the guest numbers low, while maintaining high prices, should create a clamour amongst the ‘right’ sort of people, to grace the establishment with their company (money). 

A small but eye-catching advertisement about the incredible offer for their opening weekend would appear shortly in a few select newspapers and periodicals, from whence he fully expected the first drops of the cataract of money (which he firmly believed would drench the establishment eventually) would fall, and ensure its place in exclusivity and uniqueness in the minds of ‘those in the know’. 

Slipping seamlessly from his daydream to reality, he surveyed the grand staircase with a loving look, caressing it with his eyes as he would with his hands the body of a lover, turning his head first to the right, then to the left, to admire the huge marble fireplaces which adorned each side of this entrance space. By golly they were impressive, and he drifted off again, imagining a cold winter’s day with both grates blazing merrily with piles of logs, the sofas and chairs that would soon adorn this space, filled with contented guests deciding to stay on, just for a day or two more, because of the impeccable taste in which it had been decorated and dressed, and the seamless and courteous service that came with the surroundings. 

Abruptly changing season mentally, he saw, in his mind’s eye, croquet on the lawns, and afternoon tea being served, either in the cool of the summerhouse, or out on the lawn itself, the cooing of the woodpigeons adding that je ne sais quoi, to the perfect setting in which to be an English country gentleman (or lady).  

He could even see the ladies’ parasols drifting lazily down the lawns to the tea table, set with exquisite porcelain, one of the footmen drifting down after them with a silver tray and the matching silver tea service, the kettle with its own little oil-burner to keep the hot water hot for a refill of the teapot. 

As his thoughts conjured up a footman, he turned to his two partners, who were also gazing round with bemused expressions and money in their eyes. Jocelyn and Jerome Freeman had been, respectively, an accountant and a surveyor until the three of them had all taken early retirement in their early- to mid-fifties to take on this project.  

All three of them had worked hard at their careers, achieving success and a good wad of money to supplement excellent pensions. It had seemed like a marvellous idea to give them a new lease of life, and not leave them to rely on cocktail parties, endless restaurants, golf, bridge, or any of other of those little deaths that lead one ever more swiftly on to the grave. 

The Freemans were identical twins and, although born in Africa, they had been educated in England, eventually ending up at the same university as Jefferson, where they had become firm friends for life. They were tall, with close-cropped wiry hair and very dark skin, and had thought it a fine joke to insist that their visible role in the running of the hotel should be as liveried footmen. Slaves may have been free men by the era the hotel was to set itself, but people of their colouring had been highly sought after as footmen, especially if a matching pair could be found, and they were both keenly looking forward to the arrival of their uniforms. 

Jefferson was to be front-of-house, greeting guests as they arrived and making sure their every whim was catered for during their stay, and waving them off for a safe journey home, hoping to see both them and their wallets and credit cards again soon. In anticipation of his role as the hotel’s genial host, he had grown the aforementioned beard, and acquired a wardrobe full of hairy tweed suits and waistcoats suitable for the winter months, and a number of lighter ones, still with ‘country gentleman’ waistcoats, for the warmer seasons of the year. 

With the work nearing completion, the staff interviewed and hired, and the furniture arriving in ten days’ time, they were like little boys with a new toy, and all desperate to get into the dressing-up box. 

The staff would arrive a week in advance of the first guests, to allow them to get used to the layout of the building and grounds, and the demands of their various roles. Training would be strict and exacting – none of this ‘have a nice day’ nonsense and ‘in a minute’ sloppiness. Immaculate and prompt service, with a smile, would be a large part of the appeal of the place – the hotel where service was still given the highest priority, and where the guest was always right, and his every need catered to. 

A voice from the open double doors shouted, ‘Chandeliers, delivery, and fitting thereof,’ and the three large little boys turned as one, with eyes sparkling with as bright a light as that which would soon be reflected and refracted from the myriad crystals that were now to be hung throughout the building. 

‘Bring them straight through here,’ called Jefferson, and rubbed his hands together with glee, as he contemplated the extra frisson of elegance that French crystal would add to the establishment. ‘Have you got the wall sconces as well?’  

Cherubs! He must have cherubs – putti, if you like, but they were essential to the look that wasn’t quite wholly English, but included a whiff of the exotic European. He should have lived in Edwardian times, he thought. What a hit he would have been in one of the classier hotels in London. What a hit he would be now – there was no doubt in his mind whatsoever that this would be so. 
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II 
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Early June 

Aylsa Arkwright stared for a moment at the small but attractive advertisement in Country Life, and put the magazine down on the coffee table to think for a moment or two. It looked perfect to her, but she knew it would be useless to approach Enoch with the idea: far better to present him with a fait accompli, and a reasonable explanation for why she had done what she had done. 

This would take some thought, and not a little cunning. Fitting a cigarette into her long ebony and mother-of-pearl holder, and lighting it with a gold lighter, she rose from her recumbent position and walked through the open French windows to take her sneakier side for a walk round the substantial area of the garden, to see what occurred to it. 

Her husband Enoch, a rather dour man who obstinately preferred work to pleasure, and was loath to be dragged away from it, replaced the telephone back in its cradle on his desk, and gave a lupine grin. What a deal he had just done! What a corker! Who said there was no money in scrap metal? Well, he’d shown ’em over the years, and would continue to do so for some considerable time to come.  

He was the top man, and he would celebrate tonight with a bottle or two of champagne with dinner, not that it would be drunk in the confines of a restaurant. Aylsa’s cooking was good enough for him, and although he’d down the champagne with pleasure because he got it from a contact at a rock-bottom price, there was no need to go throwing money around in a fancy restaurant just because he’d just clinched a corker, now was there? 

He’d give his wife a ring a little later, and ask her if she could produce something a little fancier than normal, as he had some good news to share, but he’d make her wait until after they’d eaten, in case she got any ideas about trying for a late booking at that slimy Froggy’s fancy French restaurant ‘L’Etoile’. The prices in there were enough to give a man a severe nosebleed. No, he wasn’t going to be caught by that old trick  – the ‘it’ll keep till tomorrow in the fridge’ trick. In fact, he was going to be caught by a totally new one, but of this, he had no idea whatsoever at the moment, and carried on with his afternoon, in blissful ignorance of the fleecing that he was going to undergo later that day. 

Aylsa, meanwhile, had not wasted the forty years she had been married by not picking up a trick or two. His phone call about something a little special for dinner had alerted her to the fact that he was in an unusually good mood, which probably indicated that he had made or put through a good deal that day, and that could only work in her favour, but she’d have to play her cards carefully, lest he suss her out. 

When Enoch arrived home that evening, he found his wife draped pathetically on the sofa in her silk dressing gown, an expression of woe on her face lifting slightly to a small smile as she caught sight of him. ‘Hello, darling,’ she greeted him in muted tones, as he bent to plant a perfunctory kiss on her cheek, while he sniffed the air like an elderly Bisto kid. 

‘I can’t smell anything cooking,’ he barked, his good mood slowly evaporating. ‘Why can’t I smell cooking? I said I wanted something special, because I had something to tell you.’ 

‘I know, my treasure,’ she cooed, looking into his eyes pitifully. ‘Tell me your news. I’m sure it’ll perk me up. I’ve been feeling so seedy and exhausted for the last couple of weeks.’ (She couldn’t make the period too long, or he’d wonder why she hadn’t mentioned it before.) ‘Have you been very clever? Oh, do tell me: I can’t wait any longer. Have you made an awful lot of money, my clever, clever bunny?’ 

She knew that Enoch could resist anything but flattery, and she was right. With a small rise to kiss his cheek, and a hand intertwining with one of his, he was hers, bait taken, hook, line, and sinker. 

Later, over coffee and brandy at L’Etoile, she showed him the advertisement which she had prudently clipped from the magazine and placed in her handbag, explained how woozy and tired she had felt of late, and he walked, metaphorically, off terra firma and down into the jaws of the trap. She had caught her bear. He might be a grizzly to others, but to her, with the right handling, he was her teddy bear, and he’d just come up trumps again by promising to book a room for the opening weekend of The Manse first thing in the morning. 
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III 
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Céline Treny, idly studying the ‘situations vacant’ column in the local paper while trimming her cuticles rather untidily with her teeth, suddenly sat upright in her chair, and stared at one of the job advertisements. Why, that looked like exactly what she was looking for, and its location was perfect, so there would be no trouble with the non-existent rural train and bus services. It was only fifteen minutes’ walk from where she rented her share of a flat, and any travel during working hours would be in the company vehicle, so she didn’t even need a car, which was very lucky indeed, as she couldn’t afford to run one. In fact, she was beginning to wonder how on earth she had ever done her job without benefit of wheels.  

She knew what was in the offing, and she had found the perfect passage for a mole. She would dazzle them in her interview and get the job, and then she would see. In fact, everyone would see, and that would be that. IV 

Freddie Newberry, known as Fruity, had positively goggled when he saw the name in the chat room on the internet. By Jove! He could hardly believe his eyes, as the memories floated back. It surely couldn’t be the same person, could it? He’d have to get his twinkling fingers on the keyboard and make some enquiries. 

When he proved to be correct, he began to twirl the ends of his moustache with his free hand, then brushed his hair back off his forehead, so that he would look his best, even though the person with whom he was communicating could not see him, vain old codger that he was. His slightly watery, gooseberry eyes widened in anticipation, as he considered the rekindling of a friendship hailing from some time back, and what a time it had been! 

Later that day, a pair of slightly slanting, dancing, brown eyes happened upon an advertisement in The Times, and positively twinkled with merriment. Wouldn’t that be fun! It would take a bit of wriggling and conniving to get it organised, but one must have faith, mustn’t one? With an outstretched hand, a finger depressed the button that switched on the computer, and then eyes gazed hungrily at the screen, willing everything to connect up with as much speed as was technologically possible. 

Edwina Newberry, aka Teddy, woke at 1 p.m. on the dot, made her morning ablutions, dressed, and came downstairs to find her husband poring over the small ads section of the Daily Telegraph, with a look of fervour on his face. ‘What gives, old stick? No racing paper for you today? I didn’t know you were planning to take a holiday.’ Fruity was a professional gambler who made a living from betting on the horses, and any deviation from his perusal of form, track conditions, and current odds and tips, left him momentarily out of touch, and vulnerable to losses instead of gains. 

‘Nothing of the sort, lollipop. I was just considering the idea of a few days away from the madding crowd: give the two of us a little break; a little luxury.’ 

‘Ooh-er,’ replied Teddy with pleasure. ‘And when would this little break be? And where?’ 

‘There’s a fancy new boutique hotel opening, out in the countryside not far from a little town called Carsfold. It’s going to specialise in the Victorian/Edwardian era in style and service. They’ve got their grand opening coming up, with a very special offer, on a first-come-first-served basis. There’s going to be a murder mystery dinner with period costume provided, and the author of the mystery will be in attendance too. What do you think? I thought it’d be rather fun.’ 

‘In the countryside, Fruity? Won’t we be terribly bored? I mean, Brighton is a rather happening place at the moment, and I haven’t got over that weekend when you took me to Newbury. You were at the races, and I was left to fend for myself in a tiny town that only had one department store. I thought I was going to die.’ 

‘Don’t be so negative, Teddy. The ad says there’s loads to do, and it promises a real taste of the Edwardian country house, with tea on the lawn, cocktails on the terrace, and this murder mystery thingy thrown in as well. It won’t be crowded because they’ve only got ten guest rooms – ahem, ten ‘luxury guest suites’. It should be rather exclusive, in my opinion. Go on! We’ve never done anything like that before. Why don’t we give it a try?’ 


‘Is it dreadfully expensive?’ 



‘Not as expensive as it’s going to be for any follow-up weekends, and I’ve had a couple of really good weeks. Let’s just do it. You can get a few days off, and just relax and read all those books you’ve been meaning to get round to. Or we could go out in a boat. The river Darle runs through the grounds. And there’s a ha-ha to fall down, a summerhouse to take tea in if we want to, a folly, a gazebo to canoodle in, a lily pond with a tiny island and ornamental fish, and an oriental bridge.  

‘It seems they’ve got some fancy French chef, and a reputable company providing all the costumes, which are included in the price. Eh? What do you say? Shall we give it a go, old girl? Go on, be a sport. Let old Fruity have a taste of the high life.’ 

‘Oh, go on then. We haven’t really done anything other than work since that Caribbean cruise in January. It’ll give us a little lift. I’ll just get my diary, so that I can note down the dates, and I’ll arrange time off when I get to the casino tonight.’ (Teddy was a croupier in a gay casino on the seafront.) 

V 

Suzanne Veede (known as Sue), thirty-nine years old, still pretty and with a good figure, assistant to her husband Lewis (Lew) who was a third-generation master baker, and bored out of her mind with her life, looked down at the tray of pastries she was putting on displaying in the window of their shop, and clenched her teeth, to stop herself from screaming. If she had to look at one more cream horn, she was going to go insane and beat the next customer she saw to death with a loaf tin. She had to do something; had to have something to look forward to. 

Turning the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’, she marched through to the bakery at the rear of the shop, put a hand on her husband’s shoulder to gain his attention above the noise of the machinery, and drew him into the little lobby that housed the cloakroom. 

Before he could open his mouth to ask what she thought she was doing, she launched into her desperate off-the-cuff plea. ‘Lew, I’m going mad. I can’t cope any more without a break, even a little one. I haven’t had any time off since last year, and I’m losing the will to live. I covered for you when you were away on that un-leavened and sour-dough course; now it’s my turn to do something.’ 

‘Like what?’ Lew was surprised, but cagey. He couldn’t close the shop for a week, or he’d lose a whole mess of customers, who were surprisingly fickle these days, and two weeks out of the game and you were in the gutter, such was the competition in these hard times. 

‘It’s a weekend I’ve seen advertised. It’s not cheap, but it looks like just the sort of thing to distract and amuse us, and I’ve got a real yen to go. I know you can’t close up, but my parents could cover the shop, and maybe your father would come out of his precious retirement for a couple of days, just to let us catch our breath. 

‘If they won’t help, I’m going to go on my own. I am so sick of the smell of yeast and crème patissiere, and I’ll probably run away to sea if you don’t take me away from all this.’ 

‘Hold your horses, honey. If it’s that important to you, of course we can go. I can’t speak for your parents, but the old man won’t give us any trouble. He’ll be in his element, being back at the helm of a bakery for a few days and, to be quite honest, I was feeling rather flat and stale myself. Show me the advert.’ 

Sue excitedly fetched the newspaper through from under the counter, and pointed out the advertisement, which she had ringed in red ballpoint pen. 

For the next few minutes, the only sounds were, ‘How much??’ and the, inaudible to the human ear, whining and whimpering that a desperately pleading look would have made, were it capable of sound. Then, after an exceedingly long silence which was, in fact, only ten seconds, he capitulated, and said: 

‘Oh, all right, then! You mind the shop and I’ll go and book it. We could both do with some down time.’ 

Sue positively skipped back into the shop, punching the air with her fist and muttering, ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ returning only to her normal sensible demeanour as she turned the ‘Closed’ sign back to ‘Open’, and opened the door for an elderly lady, who was staring through the door in astonishment at finding her favourite bakery closed at this time on a weekday. 



Chapter Two 

Friday 18th June – morning 

I 

It would not be too much of an exaggeration to state that the staff and owners of The Manse were running around like blue-arsed flies, on this, the morning of their first day of business. Although check-in today was not until after four pm, things were by no means all prepared and raring to go. 

Persephone (Percy) Boyd-Carpenter (author of tomorrow night’s first mystery for The Manse) was incarcerated in the office locked in a battle of wills with the computer. She had uploaded all her character parts, and that of the between-courses narrator – a part to be played by Jefferson Grammaticus, in fine pompous form – had turned the printer on and, she firmly believed, put the two machines in communication with each other, but every time she pressed the print button, it produced half a hotel brochure, with tonight’s menu right in the middle of it. 

With a cry of ‘Damn and blast you, you cyber cretin!’ she fled the office in a rage, in search of her husband Lloyd. At seventy-one years of age, he wasn’t very computer-savvy, but he might just know a trick or two that she didn’t about those two machine-creations of the devil 
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Beatrix Ironmonger, housekeeper of this establishment, was in her quarters on the top floor, a grimace of fury on her stern countenance, her free hand running through her bleached topknot of curls in impatience, as she engaged in a telephonic battle with yet another supplier who had not delivered. 

This time it was the butcher, who was supposed to have delivered at nine o’clock sharp. ‘I don’t care what troubles you have your end, Mr Catchpole, I am only concerned with the problems that I have this end. We are expecting a full complement of guests this afternoon, and we have not a scrap of meat to serve them. Were they all vegetarians, I would, no doubt, not be in this position, but they are not, and so I am. I want that meat here within the hour, or we look for another supplier – one who can deliver on time – for what will be quite a nice regular little earner, might I add. Do I make myself clear?’ 

Slamming the telephone back in its cradle, a sensation of softness made itself known at her ankles, and her expression changed immediately to that of one smitten with adoration. Her darling silver-spot Bengal cat, Perfect Cadence, was winding herself round her owner’s feet, making little ‘meep’ noises and purring. 

‘Hello, my darling little precious,’ she crooned, bending to lift the animal into her arms, where it proceeded to lick her cheek. ‘Does Mummy’s ickle baby want a little snackie-poos, den? Come with Mummy and we’ll see if we can find any of those delicious dried whitebait for a beautiful girl, shall we?’ 

Carrying the cat in her arms like a baby, she went into her small food preparation area, laid out a few choice mouthfuls for her darling, then returned to the telephone, two more names on her list yet to tick off, in more ways than one. As she walked, the chatelaine chain that Jefferson Grammaticus had lovingly assembled for her, to add an historical air to her presence, jingled softly as it dangled from her waist. She already found the sound comforting, as it confirmed her status here in this establishment. It was the sound of security and respect, and she sat down with a little flourish of her right leg, to set off its jingling once more. 

‘Is that Mr Dibley? Oh, Mrs Dibley! Would you be so kind as to fetch your husband to the phone – The Manse here. There seems to have been some sort of hitch with our order and, as I hope that this may be the first order of many, I should like a word with him with the utmost urgency. Thank you so much.’ 

We shall not eavesdrop on the rest of the conversation, lest we are shocked by Mrs Ironmonger’s language. Suffice to say that the bread order was loaded and on its way within half an hour. 

Mr Connor, the greengrocer and fruiterer, could hardly believe his ears at the tirade that assaulted them when he answered the telephone. ‘Yes, Mrs Ironmonger.’ ... ‘Yes, Mrs Ironmonger.’ ... ‘Sorry, Mrs Ironmonger.’ ... ‘It wasn’t a case of being dilatory or forgetful, I was ...’ ...  ‘If I can get a word in, Mrs Ironm –’  ... ‘Mrs Ironmonger, I insist that you listen. The exotic fruits have only just been delivered to me, and – ’ ... ‘I didn’t see the need to telephone, as that would only waste more time. As we speak, my assistant is loading the van for delivery, and your order will be with you as soon as is humanly poss –’ ... ‘Yes, I realise it’s a substantial order, and will be a regular one. Should there be any delay in the future, I will not hesitate to phone you straightaway, so that you are apprised of the situation.’ ...‘Thank you, Mrs Ironmonger. Good day to you!’ 

‘Who does that bloody woman think she is? The Queen of England?’ shouted the beleaguered tradesman, driven to fury by the way he had been spoken to. ‘If I didn’t have a living to earn, I’d give her her bloody exotic fruits, and they’d have a bloody hard job getting them out again if I shoved them where I’d like to!’ 

Hurling the telephone into his display of bananas, Mr 

Connor treated himself to a marathon swearing session, making squeezing, choking movements with his hands, imagining the housekeeper’s scrawny throat between them, peppering his swear words with ‘the bloody foulmouthed bitch – I’m going to kill her’. 

If he had but known it, there were two other tradesmen feeling exactly the same as he did, and with similar thoughts about what to do with their diverse produce, these variously involving a very long French stick and a string of sausages. 

Beatrix Ironmonger – courtesy title Mrs, as no one really knew her marital status, and she had no intentions of enlightening them – smiled as she finished her third and last phone call. The thrust and parry of her verbal tussles had put her in fine fettle for the day, and she felt ready for anything now. Perhaps she’d go down to the kitchen and see if she couldn’t tease Chef into a bit of a tizzy: but first, a nice cup of tea, she decided. He always jumped in such a guilty fashion when he heard the tinkle of the keys and accoutrements that accompanied her wherever she went –  unless she used a hand to still them! Then, she could make him jump out of his skin. 
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There was no need for her input, however, as he was managing very nicely on his own. The chef, Antoine de la Robe, gave a Gallic shrug of such immensity that Dwayne Mortte, the sous chef, thought he was going to turn himself inside out.  

Chef was a large man with a shiny bald head, with just a tiny white arrowhead of carefully shaped and gelled hair sticking up from the centre of his upper forehead. A mirroring arrowhead hung from his chin, making it look as if he were wearing directions. His eyebrows were black, furry caterpillars, and his build, on the generous side, hinting at his profession. His arrogance was beyond belief, but whether this was just part of his character, or the resulting artistic temperament for one of his culinary talents, it was difficult to decide. 

‘The deliveries will be here in a minute, Chef. No point in getting all bent out of shape, is there?’ soothed Dwayne. 

‘What are you tocking about, ziss bendink? I don’t bend nussing, you silly boy,’ shouted Antoine, still unwinding his head from deep between his shoulders. 

‘Forget it. Surely there’s something else we can get on with while we’re waiting. Why don’t we start on the soup?’ 

The chef’s voice rose to an ever higher pitch of indignation. ‘Ze soup? Ze soup? You theenk we start on ze soup?’ By now he was shouting at the top of his voice. 

With no clue as to what exactly he had done wrong, Dwayne pushed on bravely in the face of the birth of a first-class Gallic tantrum. ‘Why can’t we do the soup?’ he asked, not comprehending the consequences of his innocent question. 

‘Where do I get ze legumes, idiot boy? Where do I get ze oignon, ze pomme de terre, ze carotte, ze celeri? Where I get zose from, hein? You tell Antoine, and ’e will start ze soup. Also, where I get ze bones for ze stock, and ze poulet for ze saveur? Tiens! I cannot do nossink wizzout zese sings.’ 

By now, he was nearly apoplectic with rage, and was making little jumping movements, accompanied by punching movements with his fists to display his anger, not only at the lack of deliveries, but at Dwayne’s lack of comprehension about what was needed before he could commence making the soup. 

Luckily for Dwayne, he was not ‘quick’ enough to understand Antoine’s thick accent when the chef was having a conniption, and was, therefore, unmoved by the whole episode, reacting only when he heard the honk of a delivery van outside the kitchen door, standing cannily to one side as Antoine leapt to open it and hurl himself through it, already raining down abuse. 

Hearing only, ‘Espece de vache ...’ and understanding that this would take some time, Dwayne swiftly closed the door and disappeared down a passage to seek another exit. He felt a fag break coming on, and thought that a bit of peace and quiet was his due, after the hysterics of the last few days. Chef wasn’t the easiest of people to work for, and he’d worked for some right arseholes in the past. Mr de la Robe, indubitably, took the proverbial biscuit. 
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Jefferson Grammaticus was also discovering that his every wish could not be fulfilled, discussing, as he was, the water in the lily pond and the water in a smaller ornamental pond about two hundred metres away, and not being told what he wanted to hear. 

‘I’m sorry, Mr Grammaticus, but it don’t matter ’ow much you arsks me, I simply can’t get that there lily pond to feed t’other. It goes against nature, that does.’ 

‘What on earth are you talking about, man? All I’m asking is for you to connect the two with a pipe and let the one feed the other. Where’s the problem with that?’ 

‘Well, it might look as if there’s a slight slope to that there ornamental jobby with the benches and willow tree, but if you take the trouble to hexamine the ground, you’ll find that that’s an optical delusion. 

‘I got one of those doo-hickeys with a bubble in it –  what’s that called now? I misremember. Anyway, I’ll just grab it and you come along-a me, an’ I’ll show you why you can’t have your way on this one.’ 

The two men walked, stopping every twenty metres or so to check the flatness of the ground, and, sure enough, the slope that appeared to fall from the smaller pond, actually rose, the false impression provided by the undulating surface of the surrounding lawns. 

‘I don’t believe it, and this, on opening day. What the hell can we do about it, Henry?’ 

Henry Buckle, head gardener and grounds man stropped his stubbly chin with the fingers and thumb of his right hand and stared off into the distance, lost in thought. ‘We’d ’ave to fit a pump,’ he offered at last. ‘That’s the only way water’s ever gonna run uphill, cos, as I said, that’s against nature, that is, Mr Grammaticus, sir.’ 
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