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CHAPTER ONE


THE POLICE STATION


12 December 1924


The sky had been clouded over since Tuesday, the telephones had been quiet all day and the front page warned of the coming ice storm. Detective Sergeant Frank Glover put down his newspaper and rubbed his eyes. Quality journalism had gone to the dogs. Even the decent papers were leading with sensationalist editorial now – Blue Bloodbath, a headline read. Manchester’s aristocracy running scared in wake of blue-blood killing spree.


The light outside the village police station window had dimmed to a navy blue; another half hour and you wouldn’t be able to see your hand in front of your face. Back in Manchester the streetlamps would be blazing and the pavements busy with feet hurrying between work and theatres, home and restaurants. Buses would be ambling past as cabs were hailed; umbrellas would be nudging each other as voices thrummed the cold air.


But here the air was quiet and still. He could hear Betsy typing and muttering under her breath, and somewhere a fox screamed; but that was it. The glass baubles on a small, feather-branched tree in the corner caught the light as they span slowly. The walls closed in. He could feel his usually sharp mind softening in this place. Months on and he still bristled at being removed from a danger that he considered to be his job to face.


‘I’ll be off shortly, Betsy,’ he said, picking up his coat and pulling the arms the right way in. He checked the pocket for his keys. ‘Time you finished up here too.’


‘Cycling,’ she said, ‘on a night like this?’ She raised a matronly eyebrow. Women of her age always seemed to want to mother him. He didn’t overly mind.


‘I’ll be fine, he smiled. ‘It’s only a five-minute ride.’


‘As you wish,’ she said. ‘Take care, mind. It’s going to snow – I can feel it.’ She picked up another sheet of paper and rolled it into her typewriter carriage.


‘Snow won’t kill me,’ he smiled. ‘Finish that tomorrow, why don’t you? Don’t you have a home to go to?’


‘Don’t you have a home to go to? I like working when it’s peaceful. I get a lot more done when you lot aren’t making a racket.’ Still, she pulled the page back out and settled the cover over her typewriter.


A sudden shrill cry split the air, making them both jump, then Betsy laughed and pointed at the telephone receiver rattling in its cradle. She picked it up.


‘Gothbury police station,’ she said. She rolled her eyes at Frank.


Frank picked up a crisp apple from a bowl on her desk and bit into it, shifting his weight from foot to foot. A lost cat, no doubt. Village life was for bell ringers and door tappers, not for people like him. He had to find a way back to Manchester’s hustle and bustle – who was better placed than him to track down the rest of the blighters? If you hid away every time you jailed one of them, they were winning.


Frank had grown up in Manchester’s city streets. They were full of opportunities for trouble, especially for a troubled young boy with fire in his eyes. An adolescence spent running riot and picking fights could easily have led to a life of gangs and crime, but instead he’d taken a different path and gone in for policing. Same behaviour, different context. Being wrapped in cotton wool was not his style – he was more than capable of keeping his wits about him. He’d not been fooled yet.


Frowning, Betsy held the receiver out to him and moved to put her coat on.


‘Detective Sergeant Glover,’ he said, still crunching on the apple.


There were a couple of clicks on the line. He cradled the handset under his chin so he could wind his scarf around his neck. ‘Glover,’ he repeated, getting ready to put the telephone receiver down and head home. Betsy waved and shut the station’s front door behind her. He could see her through the window walking up the dark street to her cottage, a small figure, bent slightly over and looking uncharacteristically vulnerable on her own in the dark street.


A crackle and he heard a woman’s voice. She sounded young, though the fizz and static of the line muffled it. ‘Is that—?’ she said, her voice breaking up. ‘Come at once!’


‘You need to give us a reason, ma’am,’ he said. ‘I’m not the butler.’


‘Come,’ she said again. ‘Please!’ The line was so bad he could barely hear her.


He sensed a genuine edge to her voice. ‘What’s all this then?’


‘Just come.’ The line crackled. ‘Scarpside—’, another shriek of crackles. ‘Please.’ And the line went dead. He stared at the receiver for a second, as if he was expecting to see the woman’s face appear in ghostly form, and then he replaced it.


He unlocked the small, iron safe under Betsy’s desk and took out the station revolver. He checked it was loaded and the safety catch was on and put it in his inside jacket pocket where it sat, heavy and cold, against his chest. He pocketed his notebook and pencil, sighed under his breath and headed out into the night, locking the station door behind him.


It was rather beautiful here at night, if you liked that sort of thing – the wide expanses of moorland surrounding the small village, the night sky dimmed by the evening fog. He turned down the lane and cycled through the village towards the Red Lion, Gothbury’s only public house. Not a soul out on a December night; and why would there be? The pub was dimly lit, a single lamp over the door barely illuminating the scuffed painted sign above.


He leaned his bicycle against the stone wall and opened the door. Inside, the yellow light glowed and the place was alive with laughter. He could smell beer, sawdust and smoke. By the bar, as he’d expected, were Marsh and Riley.


‘Glover!’ Marsh shouted across the crowded room. They both looked to be on at least their second ale.


‘What are you looking for, the train to Manchester?’ added Riley.


‘If it’s here, I’ll take it,’ said Frank. ‘Listen—’


‘An ale for the man,’ said Marsh to the barman.


‘No, I can’t stop,’ said Frank quickly. ‘Listen. Scarpside – where’s that? We’ve had a call, sounds like there’s a bit of bother there.’


‘That’s the big house,’ said Marsh. ‘You know – the one on the hill.’


‘On the cliff edge, you mean?’ It loomed suddenly in his mind – black, perched high, somehow lonely and aloof. He should have known from the name. It looked as menacing as it sounded and it was a good stretch from the village.


‘A cliff? It’s a mere bump, Glover,’ Marsh laughed. ‘An ale, please,’ he repeated to the barman, who reached up for a glass. ‘He’ll have—’


‘No.’ Frank tapped his foot impatiently. ‘Not for me. Nor for you, in fact. You’ll be wanting to down those sharpish if you’re coming up there with me.’


Marsh and Riley both laughed. ‘Not bloody likely,’ said Riley.


‘Quite right. I’m not going all that way in this weather unless someone’s been murdered in their beds,’ added Marsh. ‘In fact, make that two someones – it looks like snow.’


‘It’s parky out there, Glover,’ said Riley, sipping his ale comfortably without so much as glancing at the window. ‘We’ll stick here, thank you very much.’


‘Don’t you worry, though,’ said Marsh. ‘We’ll come and rescue you if it’s blazing with gunfire.’ They both laughed.


Frank was getting nowhere. Camaraderie was not something he had inspired in his fellow Gothbury policemen so far. ‘Right, I’ll have a look on my own, then. I’ll call in on Betsy when I’m done. You know the drill.’


‘Yes, yes, no word and we’ll be there to rescue you . . .’


‘. . . from the old manor’s ghost,’ said Riley, winking at Marsh.


‘Don’t say we didn’t warn you,’ called Marsh after him. ‘I’ll have his,’ he added to the barman as Frank walked away with his lips pressed together and jaw tight.


He pulled the door shut behind him and stepped into stark and bitter silence. It felt as though the temperature outside had dropped, even in just the past few minutes. The sky was an ominous yellow, the narrow lane empty.


He cycled down the main street and towards the hill road where the mansion house stood, perched like a black rook on a branch, looking down onto the edges of the village and the wind-tangled moor. His nose was ice, his fingers were numb in his wet woollen gloves and the cold air was frost in his lungs. He cycled hard, the wind against him.


After a while the dimly lit streets, their white-washed cottages standing shoulder to shoulder, gave way to emptier roads, just the occasional farmhouse or crofter’s dwelling marking his way on the wet, black road. The icy air rasped his mouth and muffled his ears. Now he could see the edges of the moors in the distance and, between their dark expanses and him, she stood – tall, and watchful. He stopped to rub the warmth back into his hands, keeping his eyes on the monumental frame and the bright, sightless eyes in the distance. He ploughed on, and after fifteen minutes or so pulled up to a sudden stop and quickly dismounted.


‘What in hell’s name?’ he muttered to himself.


He was at the foot of a steep drop. There was a wind-beaten, deserted wooden platform at the bottom of the slope, its grain sooted by years of dirt; chickweed and nettles nibbling at its edges. A sort of cherry red train or tram carriage sat there, empty, looped to the top of the steep incline by a thick cable. The train’s sloping roof met a wood-panelled body, with three doors that opened on to what looked to be a fairly rough space with wooden benches. He looked for a porter’s lodge or stationmaster’s room, but the tiny station was unmanned. So this was where the posh folks got on? The image of guests in their best with their maids and valets sitting on these cold benches didn’t sit right, somehow. Perhaps they saved the big welcome for when you were inside.


The slope rose steeply in front of him: not quite vertical, but near enough. He looked up, straining to see a path through to the top. The thick wire cable that would carry the carriage up the hillside looped its way up, but he could see nothing else but wet rubble, rain-mottled moss and huddling staghorn ferns. Towards the pine trees at the top, the ground levelled out and what might be – must be – statues stood sentinel in the gardens outside the house. The ground floor windows were blazing with light. A distant plume of music snaked its way down the hillside towards him. A gramophone was wailing out some popular jazz. The notes spir­alled out of the house and into the cold air, taking him back to his short, sweet time with her. Her soft smile, her guarded grey eyes. She always smelled of lilacs. From taking her statement to urging her first to lie low and then to get out of the city felt like long months of his life, but you could count it in weeks; days even.


Frank thought of his small, comfortable cottage back in the village. He could have been stretching out on the rug by now, some music on the gramophone, a whisky by his side. But the urgency in the girl’s voice on the telephone, that hint of frenzy, had told him to come here – that he was needed.


He strained to see the path to the top. There had to be a way up – they’d got up there, after all, whoever it was burning all that gas. He edged closer to the rock face, his face wrinkling in concentration. He was a fair climber in good weather, though this was far from good weather. He weighed it up. It wasn’t really a cliff face, more an extremely steep, rugged hill. Perfectly doable. Perhaps as he climbed, the way would become clear – a winding path just out of sight, a road not visible from this angle. He tucked his bicycle out of reach of the bad weather in a sheltered spot by the hillside.


And then he saw it. Neat, black-painted capital letters on a wooden board, next to a bell pull.


RING FOR FUNICULAR


Well, he’d seen it all now. He pulled the bell – a curious thing shaped like a howling face. He yanked it again and stepped back to look up the hill for signs of a coming train. Nothing. The pine trees on the upper stretches of the slope whispered in the gathering wind. His face and hands were ice cold. His thoughts flitted to the warm pub, the cold ale, the cheery voices, then back to the chill, the wind, the stretch above him; the work to be done.


Back to the bell. He gave it another tug. And then another for luck.


To hell with it, he’d climb. But just as he was assessing the slippery rock face for the clearest route up, a tinny answering bell sounded twice.


The sky had deepened to black now and, other than the lit-up windows of the house, the only light was from the full moon. A bright star next to it – Polaris, the North Star, he knew that from his old man. The night was quiet, as all nights were around here. He heard an owl twit and another reply with a twoo. It was starting to snow.


After a moment’s hesitation, he got into the waiting carriage and felt it start to tug upwards, away from the sleepy village and towards the towering house.




CHAPTER TWO


THE LIBRARY


The carriage moved haltingly upwards, black stacked rocks slipping by beneath it. The windows rattled and the wind found a way in, pressing cold fingers onto his cheeks. The great house leaned over him.


Around halfway up the track a carriage passed him coming down, empty but for a few rough sacks. It sailed on, driverless, towards the road back to the cheery lights of the village and, for a brief second, Frank envied it. His own carriage juddered on upwards, past rough crags and damp ferns. He looked down – the road was far away, the distant village another world.


Soon the carriage slowed to a halt just below the precipice lip. He dropped lightly onto the platform – a close copy of the one at the bottom of the slope. A stack of sand bags sat by the platform edge; they’d be the weights to carry the carriage down the slope, pulling its twin up as it descended. His feet rang in the snowy air as he strode across the platform and down the steps to the hill face.


He was standing in a sparsely wooded area among the pines he’d seen from the road. The trees stood in straight lines, reaching thirty or forty feet into the dark sky, protecting him from the snow and muffling any sounds from the house. He could hear rustlings of small creatures in the undergrowth. His heavy boots were loud in the still air, crushing the pine needles and releasing their sweet resin scent.


Just then a figure appeared in the darkness.


Frank stopped dead. The figure didn’t move. Heart quickening, he took a step forward. His blood sang in his ears. It was too tall to be a man: too still, surely? Was it staring at him, daring him to move first? Could it be a bear? But that wasn’t possible.


Then his shoulders dropped. It was some sort of topiary creature. He stepped on more quickly, but he could still feel the tree-bear’s eyes on him. Around the next corner another creature loomed – a wolf howling at the moon. In the distance he could make out what looked like the shape of a horse. The creatures circled the place, guarding the grand house from the bleak moors and distant village. He saw a shape, now, that was rather more like the figure of a man and though his pulse raced, his mind quiet­ened it – just another strange leaf-carved creature or statue. As he turned away, it seemed that the creature moved away down the slope, but Frank had always been good at controlling his nerves and he walked on. A bell chimed eight times in the cold air.


With some relief, he left the dark of the trees and crunched onto gravel. He strained to see up and into the house. Every window on the ground floor was lit, spilling out brash light. The house had a handsome but reticent face, the imposing relic of a gentler century. Though the windows at ground level were wide and many paned, somehow they looked as secretive as the smaller attic ones. He listened intently but could hear no voices and there was no music now.


It was a few steps up to the deep porch. He had to bend his head slightly to get into the cold ante-room. A bronze dog’s head stared, dead-eyed, at him from the gnarled surface of the heavy wooden door. The metal of the creature’s head was surprisingly warm on the cold night. He slammed it down against the wood and waited for the sound of footsteps.


Nothing.


He knocked again. The echoing thump of metal against wood. The chill silence of the garden. The moon’s cool gleam. His icy feet. The smog of his cold breath.


Nothing.


He glanced instinctively over his shoulder at the strange animals surrounding the house, reminded suddenly of playing Grandmother’s Footsteps on the street as a child. He almost thought he could hear the crunch of foot on gravel, but he looked over his shoulder and there was no one. He knocked again, hard, and pushed at the door.


To his surprise, it gave way under his slight pressure and he pushed it open slowly, peering around to try and make his presence known. But the large, wood-panelled hallway was empty. All the wall sconces were lit, puddling light onto the dark stone floor. Portraits of a severe-looking aristocratic couple in high-necked, old-fashioned clothes glared at Frank from the dark walls. He waited for a butler or a maid to appear, but no one came. A small beetle of discomfort burrowed its way into his gut. Where was the butler? Where was the girl who’d telephoned?


The soft crunch of a footstep or falling branch faded to nothing; sound carried strangely by the moors, he knew that. He’d like to be out of here and on his way home soon, before the roads were impassable in the snow.


He took another step into the hall, looking for a door to a dining room or a morning room, the sound of voices or dancing feet, a glint of glass catching the light. But the place was deserted. The panic in that young woman’s voice still sounded in his mind. His ears and eyes were keenly focused.


They’d be drunk and arguing, some woman trying to stop her brother from falling out with an old school friend while someone else quietly emptied the last of the whisky into a champagne glass. All that was needed would be the firm voice of a stranger, an official encouraging them to calm down and move along. There must be another route down the rock face for vehicles – he’d look for it on his way out. That footstep again. Or was it? He listened, intent, but the sound had gone.


‘Hello there!’ he called again. ‘It’s the police!’ His footsteps scuffed the stone floor. His heart was beating faster.


Suddenly something inhuman rushed at him, a mass of black movement and wild cries. He bent down, covered his head and backed up against the wall. It surged at him and he pressed himself into the cold stone, feeling it billow past and flee down the dark corridor. He was shaking. And, like a trick of the light, the mass separated into wings, claws and beaks. Surely not . . . But he was right – crows: a regular murder of them. He looked for the open door or window they’d flown through; the sign, perhaps, of a rapid and unplanned departure. There was a scratch on his cheek – he rubbed it with his finger and felt blood.


‘Anyone there?’ he called again. His voice echoed around. He looked through the first doorway he found and saw an empty room with curtains fluttering wildly at an open garden door – no doubt where the crows had come from. It looked like some kind of formal sitting room, high-backed chairs gathered in one corner, pedestals displaying ornamental vases and marble busts against a wall. He looked through the open door into the empty garden, scanned the room for dropped belongings or furniture nudged out of place. When and why had someone left here in a hurry? Had the half movement in the dark grounds he’d dismissed as a figment of his imagination actually been a person fleeing?


The crows were flapping around the hallway, their feathers beating in panic. He strode down the corridor to let them out, scanning, as he went, for sight or sound of the girl or the house staff. He opened the heavy front door and the birds streamed out into the night, cawing at the moon.


‘Hello in there?’ he called again to the empty hallway. ‘It’s the police.’ The silence gathered around him.


At last he heard real footsteps behind him, steady ones, running towards him. A voice called ‘Je—,’ then stopped short. He turned, fist instinctively clenched, heart pounding. A maid was running down the corridor, strands of her blonde hair slipping out of place beneath her white cap; the girl who’d called the station.


‘Who are you? Are you the police?’ she said, a little out of breath. She was frowning.


‘Yes, miss,’ he said. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Frank Glover. Could you tell me what the trouble is?’


‘They’ve all gone,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t make sense. They’ve disappeared.’ There was a slight catch in her voice. He looked at her closely. ‘And now Jessop’s disappeared too,’ she added.


‘Who’s gone?’


‘Everyone,’ she said, at his elbow now. ‘It’s not possible, is it? People don’t just disappear. Where can they be?’ The tremor of emotion was still there, rasping the edges of her words. ‘Me and Jessop were looking for them and then he disappeared too.’


‘Slow down, miss,’ he said. ‘Take a breath or two.’


She passed her hands down her apron, took a deep breath, lifted her chin as if to say that she could calm herself without his help. ‘They disappeared into thin air,’ she said, her cheeks pale, her eyes fixed on his. ‘They were here and then they . . . weren’t. And now you’re here,’ she added. ‘How do I know you’re the police? You could be anyone.’


He took his warrant card from his inside pocket and handed it to her. ‘Detective Sergeant Frank Glover,’ she read. ‘It says Manchester constabulary. So what are you doing here in Gothbury?’


‘I’m stationed in the village at the moment,’ he said, putting the card back in his pocket. ‘Now, tell me what happened here tonight.’


‘They were here,’ she said, rubbing the back of her neck irritably, ‘and then they weren’t here. That’s it. That’s everything. We served the entrées and cleared. A little while later we came in with the fish and they’d all vanished. Lord and Lady Forester – everyone. Everything was as we left it in the dining room, glasses on the table, candles burning, except that all the guests had vanished. We were about to search for them properly when Jessop disappeared as well, and that’s when I really got scared.’


He looked behind him to the silent entrance, over her shoulder towards the end of the empty hall. ‘Alright, then. I think I’ll need some more details. Let’s start with who you mean by everyone. The rest of the family? The staff?’


‘Our guests.’ She followed his gaze towards the end of the corridor. ‘They’re not there,’ she said. ‘That’s the first place we looked.’ Her lips were set in a straight line.


‘Right. So, there was a party here tonight. How many guests?’


‘Just a dinner party. Ten place settings.’ She took a slow breath in and seemed to settle herself with some effort. ‘The large party is the summer party,’ she added. ‘The Christmas one is more intimate.’ She was carefully spoken, though her short vowels and the soft edges to her words suggested a local upbringing. ‘More private,’ she added.


‘They’ll be somewhere in the house, then, surely? Why the panic?’


‘But there’s no sight or sound of them. There was no reason for even one of them to leave between courses, never mind for all of them, without word or warning, to vanish in that manner. If they needed something, they’d have called us. Lady Forester is very particular about her dinners. She wouldn’t do this.’ She frowned and bit her lip, eyes wide. ‘And why would Jessop just up and vanish too?’


‘Right then. Take me to the dining room and let’s have a look. But first why don’t you tell me your name and who you are?’


She tucked a stray curl of hair behind her ear and nodded. ‘I’m Dottie, Dottie Howarth. I’m Lady’s Maid here at the house.’


‘Lady’s Maid, you say?’ Yet there was a tiny spot of gravy on her pristine apron. ‘Pleased to meet you. Could you lead me to the dining room please, Dottie?’ He was alert for the sound of lowered voices, muted footsteps, creaking floorboards, but the surface of the deep silence was unspoilt.


‘This way, sir,’ she said, and she led him away from the entrance hall, past the ivy-decked wood panels and towards an intricately panelled double door at the end of the corridor. Their footsteps were loud on the stone floor and the tall walls of the grand house reached over them, curving to meet at the ceiling.


‘How long have you worked here with the family?’ Their feet beat in time.


‘Eight years. I started when I was fourteen, as a housemaid at first.’


‘And who are the family?’


She turned to him, astonished. ‘The Baron and Baroness Scarpside!’ she said, waiting for his look of recognition.


‘Their names?’


‘Lord and Lady Forester. Here we are, sir.’ She stood at a heavy oak double door, one hand on its knot-swirled surface, looking back at him questioningly.


‘Open it, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a look.’


She turned, one palm on each door, and pushed with the flat of her hands. Slowly the crack widened to a slice and opened on a brightly lit but empty dining room. For a second Dottie stood there, silhouetted by lamp light, arms stretched out to either side, then she stepped to the left and stood with her hands tucked by her back. The large, oval table was set with linen and china, crystal and silver and the wall behind was painted with a woodland scene, the dark branches gleaming with small, bright eyes. Holly, ivy and a bauble-studded wreath hung on the fireplace. The chairs were pushed back from the table, glasses half full, napkins unfolded. The large windows were uncovered, looking out across the snow-speckled gravel.


Frank looked around quickly, instinctively seeking the out of place, the unnoticed and the unseen. There were ten seats at the table, one at each end and four to either side. The chair to the right of the head of the table was pushed further back than the rest and at more of an angle. There were three wine glasses on the table. One had fallen, spilling a trickle of pale liquid onto the rug. Candles spluttered in the centre of the table, shivering in the draft from the opened door. A brightly patterned shawl lay on the back of one chair. Name cards sat by most place settings; one place had a small pile of two or three cards gathered together. A gramophone in the corner, its needle still in the final groove, was the source of the haunting music he’d heard from the road. Frank carefully picked up the arm and replaced it beneath the brass trumpet.


‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘The gramophone was still playing when I arrived.’ He was calculating – with a gramophone record taking around three to five minutes to play each side out, that meant that only a short time before he’d arrived at the bottom of the rock face, someone had been in the room to put the music on. ‘The staff were preparing service when you noticed the guests were missing, you say?’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that’s right – just now.’ He glanced at his watch – the call to the station had been an hour ago.


‘I see. And why are you serving? That’s not normally the job of a Lady’s Maid. Where are the others – the kitchen and serving staff?’ The room smelled of pine, beeswax, red wine and perfume. The candles had burned down perhaps an inch. The plates were, as she’d said, cleared.


‘It was me and Jessop tonight. The maids, cook and footmen, all of them, they were sent away. I’m always in charge of the kitchen at the private parties. I do the sauces, keep the food warm, that sort of thing.’ She moved to the table and reached for the fallen wine glass.


‘Leave everything as it is, please,’ he said quickly. ‘Where have you looked for them?’


‘We were just going to look in the garden room – that’s where they normally retire for after-dinner drinks. Jessop was right behind me. Then I looked round and he’d clean disappeared! I was scared out of my wits. I ran back to the dining room to see if he was there, then went to look in the butler’s room, and that’s when I heard the front door. I thought it must be him but it was you.’ She looked around anxiously. ‘It’s horrible. I feel as though they are about to leap out at us. Where is he?’


‘And what’s through there?’ He pointed at a half-open door on the other side of the room.


‘That’s the library. The gentlemen sometimes retire there for their cigars and brandy.’


‘And you’ve looked in there, I presume?’


‘We could tell it was empty.’ She glanced nervously at the library door. ‘You think they’d be hiding unseen in there, silent, the ten of them, while we talked? We haven’t heard a sound.’ She looked over his shoulder towards the corridor, winding a lock of hair around her finger. ‘Oh, where’s Jessop?’


‘Alright then, let’s have a look.’ Frank stepped carefully across the dining room. Of the three wine glasses that remained on the table, one was empty, one half full and one had tumbled over, spilling its contents. The empty glass had a red lipstick mark on it. Had seven of the party taken their glasses with them, going somewhere where they expected to carry on drinking? There were two dull red marks on the rug between the table and the library door, the larger one the furthest from the table. He bent down and had a look. It was not candlewax, though the candles on the table happened to be a deep red.


She was right behind him. ‘What’s that?’ she said, a tremor in her voice.


‘Not to worry,’ he said, and stood up. ‘Ten people dining, you said? Can you tell me who they are? Tell me a bit about them.’


‘Lord and Lady Forester – the Baron and Baroness – of course. Their daughter, Mrs Radcliffe, she could be a star of the screen, she’s such a beauty. She’s a widow – the War took her husband. Prince Rudolph, he’s Lithuanian royalty. Mr Gray and his wife – you’ll know her name.’ She paused. ‘She’s very well known – Anna Gray. She’s American, you know.’


‘Anna Gray. It does ring a bell,’ he said. ‘An American singer, isn’t she? Carry on.’ He stood at the door scanning the library methodically, left to right. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with books. There were tall windows on two sides, all shut, but the open curtains offering glimpses of the circling topiary animals. A reading table with six chairs around it was in the centre of the room, easy chairs by two of the tall windows. At the far end of the room was a desk, spot-lit by a green lamp. He stepped over the threshold, Dottie close behind him.


‘Miss Fox, the fashion designer – she’s so clever,’ Dottie continued. ‘A bit frightening to some, maybe, but I . . .’ She paused, staring into the middle distance for a second, then carried on. ‘Professor Webber – he’s a great friend of the family. An inventor, you know. The Dowager Lady Abbott – she’s a very old friend of Lord and Lady Forester. And Mr Bell, the American tycoon . . .’ She stopped. ‘What is it?’


They both saw it at the same time. Dottie gasped and let out a high shriek. She stepped back towards the dining room door, holding her hand to her mouth.


‘Sit down,’ he said, directing her to the easy chair that faced away from the dark pool, ‘and watch the door,’ more to keep her occupied than anything. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’


‘Jessop,’ she said, hand over her mouth still. ‘Is it Jessop?’


‘Sit down for now,’ he said.


He crouched down, sniffing. Yes, it had that queasy, metallic tang. There was a lot of it, and it looked recently spilt. A deep puddle of it by the bookshelves and a splatter by the desk.


He walked round the room slowly, taking in every detail, his mind fixing on each and storing it away, occasionally flicking back to Dottie then onwards. The chairs at the library table were pulled in neatly. He tried one of the windows. Locked. No key in them. No drops of blood near the windows, just the two in the dining room. The house was silent but for the rattle of the windows. He could hear his own blood thumping in his ears. There should be a riot of noise. Staff and guests rushing around, the doctor summoned, a gravely injured person lying near the blood or carefully taken elsewhere. But there was nothing.


He glanced at Dottie again, sitting bolt upright on the edge of the chair, her pale profile unmoving. She was staring at the door back into the dining room, her hands trembling. If she was the sort to attack someone and draw half or more of their blood, then she was a good actress.


‘I’ll need to know exactly where you’ve been in the house,’ he said. His mind was drawing together all of the strands: ten missing guests and a missing butler; a violent incident; a gravely injured, or perhaps dead, person removed without trace; absent staff; small indications in the dining room that all was not well with the group when they left it. And on top of all that, the house would be remote even in the best of weathers, never mind with a winter storm closing in.


There was a blotter on the desk. Next to it, a piece of paper had seven names written in a sweeping hand with deep indigo ink. Lady Abbott, Prince Rudolph, John and Anna Gray, Cecilia Fox, Cleveland Bell, Leon Webber. He folded the paper in two and slipped it into his inside pocket.


She was staring at the blood again, seemingly hypnotised by it. ‘It’s blood,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s a person’s blood. They must be dead, mustn’t they, to have lost so much?’


‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. A person can lose a lot of blood and recover.’ His mind was yanked back to the scene in Little Ireland just a few months ago – the streets of Hulme, his old stamping ground, just a beat away. ‘Nothing is certain yet,’ he added, though his own money would be on this poor soul not having long unless a surgeon could see to them. He paused for a moment before continuing. ‘So, there are seven guests and our three hosts. But what about the staff?’


‘Yes,’ she said blankly. Then, ‘Jessop’s the butler.’ She looked up at Frank, a fresh urgency in her eyes. ‘We’ve got to find Jessop. What if he’s been taken?’ She stood up. ‘What if it’s his blood?’ Her eyes were wide with fear. ‘His nerves aren’t good. Maybe he’s hurt or trapped somewhere.’


He nodded. ‘We’ve seen enough here for now,’ he said. ‘Let’s find this Jessop, then.’


‘Are you just leaving . . . it there?’ She didn’t look at the blood.


‘For now,’ he said. His expression was grave. ‘Maybe he went back to the kitchen or the pantry – let’s take a look.’


‘This way,’ Dottie said, standing more upright now they were out of sight of the blood.


‘Perhaps he’ll be with the rest of the staff,’ he said, intending to soothe her.


She gave a high, slightly giddy laugh. ‘I told you. There is no one else,’ she said.


And then the lights flickered and went out. They were alone in the pitch-black hall. Frank could hear Dottie’s quick breathing, but everything else was silence.




CHAPTER THREE


THE KITCHEN


Frank felt his hand going to Dottie’s arm, as much to reassure himself that she hadn’t disappeared into thin air as anything. But there she was, flesh and blood. He could feel the warmth of her skin through the thin, black cotton. The dark seemed to amplify every sound. The clank of a pipe, the scratching of a mouse, the wail of the wind outside. Frank thought of his bicycle at the bottom of the scarp edge – his route back to warmth, light and normality.


‘Don’t worry, Sergeant, the electricity should come back on in a moment,’ Dottie said, a note of hesitation in her voice.


They stood there together in the darkness. He felt that they were on stage, waiting for the house lights to come on and show them the audience. And then the wall lights flickered back on – so it was electricity, not gas that must be lit by hand.


He blinked in the sudden light. ‘Electricity?’ he said. ‘All the way out here?’


She nodded, her expression lifting. ‘We’ve got everything,’ she said. ‘All the latest inventions – the Baron is keen to be modern. We’ve had electricity since I’ve been here, longer even.’ They stepped through the double doors into the hall, the electric wall lights fizzing softly as they passed them. There was a small, wooden, disembodied head next to a door to their right – a gargoyle or monster of some kind, like the one at the bottom of the hill, glazed by many years of touch.


Dottie pushed open the door. Behind it was the familiar comfort of a warm kitchen. A man sat motionless at the table in the centre of the room, in front of a long bureau covered with dishes of all shapes and sizes. A small, slight woman stood with her back to them, talking quietly into his ear. As Frank and Dottie stepped in, she retreated to the fireside to pile logs into the burner. The man had thinning, red hair and was wearing the short jacket and white tie of a butler. He was leaning forward, head in hands, not moving. Then he came to life and lifted his head from his hands. His face was flushed and there were beads of sweat on his forehead.


‘Jessop!’ said Dottie. ‘You’re here! I’ve been so worried about you – you disappeared. Where did you go like that?’


‘No need to worry,’ he said, in a thick voice. He stared at Frank. ‘And who are you?’ His voice was high and a little sing-song – a slight Welsh accent, perhaps.


‘I’m Detective Sergeant Frank Glover. And you’re Mr Jessop, is that right?’


‘Jessop will do,’ the man said.


‘Jessop. Where are your guests and your staff?’


‘They’re not my guests. They’re guests of the house, of the Baroness. And I don’t—’


‘We don’t know,’ said Dottie, her voice trembling. ‘Where have you been, Jessop? I searched and searched for you. There’s blood,’ she added, her face crumbling again. ‘A lake of it. Whose is it? Oh, I can’t . . . Who did it? We need to get away from here.’


‘It’s a shock,’ said Frank firmly, ‘but I’m sure we can get to the bottom of it. The guests had sufficient wherewithal to make off with their wine glasses, after all. Now, Jessop, can you tell me what you know?’


‘Like she said, they just went and vanished. Just like that. One minute they were there, the next . . .’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Poof,’ he said, his eyes slightly glazed, as if he were thinking of something else entirely.


Standing in the large, warm kitchen Frank had a sudden image of how it should look in the middle of a fashionable party – bustling with staff, crackling with heat, heady with smells and activity and voices. But all he could hear was the drip of a tap and the wind harrying the windows. The space left by the ten missing people felt vast.


Suddenly, the room filled with a monstrous, rumbling crash. The three of them stared at each other, aghast. Dottie’s face was white. Jessop swallowed hard. The huge thuds and reverberations continued for a while and then stopped. What was left behind was an unearthly silence.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		CHAPTER ONE: THE POLICE STATION



		CHAPTER TWO: THE LIBRARY



		CHAPTER THREE: THE KITCHEN



		CHAPTER FOUR: THE POWER HOUSE



		CHAPTER FIVE: THE BUTLER’S PANTRY



		CHAPTER SIX: THE BILLIARDS ROOM



		CHAPTER SEVEN: THE ELECTRICAL ROOM



		CHAPTER EIGHT: THE ROMAN BATHS



		CHAPTER NINE: THE INTERVIEWS IN THE BILLIARDS ROOM



		CHAPTER TEN: THE TELEPHONE IN THE BILLIARDS ROOM



		CHAPTER ELEVEN: THE MORNING ROOM



		CHAPTER TWELVE: THE PINEAPPLE ROOM



		CHAPTER THIRTEEN: THE FORESTER SUITE



		CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THE EBONY ROOM



		CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE READING ROOM



		CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE GALLERY



		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE CHINOISERIE ROOM



		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE GARDEN ROOM



		CHAPTER NINETEEN: THE IVORY ROOM



		CHAPTER TWENTY: THE INVENTOR’S ROOM



		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: THE CONCEALED PASSAGE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: THE STAIRCASE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: THE PRIVATE STAIRCASE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: THE EYRIE SUITE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: THE SERVANTS’ QUARTERS



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: THE KITCHEN MAID’S ROOM



		CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: THE TELEPHONE EXCHANGE



		CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: THE CLOCK TOWER



		EPILOGUE.



		Acknowledgements











OEBPS/images/logo.png
wy

CORONET





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
THIRTY-ONE
“DOORS"

A MURDER MYSTERY

L= @ el

KATE INULME






