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Murder Dancing


Lesley Cookman


Max Tobin brings his all-male dance company to Steeple Martin, with his new ballet Pendle, based on the infamous Pendle Witch Trials, due to be performed at the Oast Theatre. There have been unpleasant incidents during rehearsals in London, and Max asks Libby Sarjeant and her friend Fran Wolfe to look into them. To everyone’s surprise, the incidents continue at the Oast and their seriousness escalates until, inevitably, someone is murdered.


While the police look into the murder, Libby and Fran wonder why someone seemed so set against the ballet. Were occult forces at work, or was there a more worldly, personal motive?
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Chapter One


‘The Pendle Witches?’ said Libby Sarjeant. ‘A ballet?’


‘Sounds interesting,’ said Fran Wolfe. ‘But played by men?’


Sir Andrew McColl, dapper in a tweed suit and highly polished brown brogues, sat back in his armchair and crossed one elegant leg over the other.


‘The Witches in Macbeth have often been played by men,’ he said. ‘And this is called “Dance Theatre”, rather than ballet.’


‘And you’re talking to us why?’ asked Fran.


‘Max – the director – has been having some … er … trouble during rehearsal.’ Andrew looked at his nails.


Libby scowled suspiciously. ‘I said I’m never getting involved again.’


Andrew raised innocent eyebrows. ‘Did I ask you to?’


‘You were going to,’ said Fran, amused.


‘Yes, well.’ Andrew returned to his nails.


Ben Wilde, Libby’s significant other, sighed and got to his feet. ‘Another drink, anyone?’


The pub was quiet on this weekday lunchtime. Andrew had arrived, out of the blue as he often did, booked into the pub and then asked if he could meet Libby, Ben and Fran for a drink.


‘Tonic water, thank you, Ben,’ said Andrew.


‘Coffee, please,’ said Fran, who was driving.


‘A half, please,’ said Libby, who wasn’t.


‘Will you come back for dinner tonight, Fran? You and Guy?’ asked Andrew. ‘I’ve booked a table at Harry’s for eight thirty.’


‘How can I resist,’ said Fran with a smile. ‘I haven’t eaten at the Pink Geranium for weeks.’


‘Bribery,’ said Libby, with another scowl.


‘So,’ said Ben, arriving back at the table with a tray of drinks. ‘What is it this Max wants? And who exactly is he?’


‘Max Tobin. He’s the founder and choreographer of the company. They’re only small, so far, but they’re gaining a good reputation.’


‘And what problems has he been having?’ asked Fran.


‘He’s not sure what the reason is, but he’s had two of his principal danseurs leave and the others seem very jumpy. None of them will explain it.’


‘Danseurs? Is that a posh way of saying “dancers”?’ asked Libby.


‘Male dancers,’ said Fran. ‘Put simply.’


‘Ah. And they’re uncomfortable about something?’


‘That’s what Max says.’ Andrew uncrossed his legs. ‘I was telling him about what led up to our concert last Christmas – he was in the audience, you see. And then he told me.’


‘And,’ said Ben again, ‘what does he want?’


‘Libby and Fran to look into it,’ said Andrew, and took a sip of tonic water.


Fran and Libby looked at each other.


‘And how exactly are we supposed to do that?’ asked Libby. ‘If they won’t talk to their boss, they certainly won’t talk to a couple of middle-aged amateur sleuths.’


‘I said you wouldn’t want to,’ said Andrew. ‘And you don’t want to go trailing up to London to the rehearsal rooms.’


‘Not particularly,’ said Libby.


‘So he had another idea.’


They all looked at him suspiciously.


‘Well,’ said Libby after a moment. ‘What?’


‘He’d like to hire the theatre for a trial run.’


Libby sat back in her chair, surprised.


‘Good God,’ said Ben.


‘Well, it’s logical,’ said Fran.


Andrew smiled. ‘Yes, it is. Then you’d be among them. They’d talk to you.’


‘Would they?’ Libby looked dubious.


‘They’re a small company. If you’d let them the rooms in the Manor, Ben, it would work very well.’ Andrew finished his tonic water and stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to think it over and see you tonight at Harry’s.’


‘What do we think?’ asked Libby, when Andrew had left the bar.


‘It would depend when they want to come,’ said Ben. ‘We don’t want to run into panto time.’


‘And we’ve got a few one-nighters,’ said Libby.


‘What about the end of October?’ asked Fran. ‘That would coincide with Halloween, just right for Pendle Witches.’


‘Bloody witches again,’ said Libby. ‘I’ve had enough of witches.’


‘They’re only fake witches, though, Lib,’ said Ben. ‘And Fran’s right. As long as they don’t want to come for too long we could do the last couple of weeks of October and the first in November. I’m assuming he wants to rehearse down here as well.’


‘Well, we could hardly get them to talk to us if all they were doing was performing, could we?’ said Libby. ‘Do you think Hetty will mind having them at the Manor?’


‘Of course she won’t, but I’m not letting her supply them with food. They can forage for themselves.’


‘I expect Harry will put on special arrangements for them,’ said Fran. ‘He’ll love having a pack of male dancers tittuping around.’


‘True.’ Libby finished her half pint of lager and stood up. ‘Now I’m going home to read up on the Pendle Witches. I saved all the information we found before.’


Libby and Fran had become entangled with local groups of witches before. In both cases the so-called rites were little more than a cover for unsavoury activities.


‘I’ll go home and toss up with Guy who’s going to drive tonight,’ said Fran.


‘Stay over,’ said Libby. ‘You can always get up early to get back and open the shop.’


‘Right,’ said Ben. ‘I’m going up to the estate office. I’ll check the theatre bookings and text Andrew some dates. Then he can get on to his friend Max before we meet this evening.’


At eight o’clock, Libby, Ben, Fran and Guy opened the door of The Pink Geranium, the restaurant owned by Harry Price and Peter Parker, and run by Harry as chef patron. Libby’s son Adam, doing duty as a waiter, met them in his long Victorian apron and showed them into the left-hand window where Andrew awaited them on the deep sofa, accompanied, to their surprise, by a very tall man in a very sharp suit.


Andrew rose gracefully and took Libby’s hand.


‘This is Max, my dear,’ he said.


Max Tobin also rose and bent over Libby’s hand.


‘Delighted to meet you,’ he said, in a voice like smooth gravel.


When introductions had been completed all round and Adam sent off for drinks, Max spoke again.


‘Andrew has told me you’ve very kindly made some time available for our Witches at your theatre.’ He looked at Libby. ‘And you’ll see if you can get anything out of my dancers about why they’re unhappy?’


‘I don’t promise,’ said Libby, looking uncomfortable. ‘They won’t know me, or Fran.’


‘I thought of a secret weapon,’ said Andrew with a smile. ‘After Ben had sent me the dates and I confirmed them with Max, I called Harry.’


‘You said at lunchtime you’d already booked the table,’ said Ben.


‘Ah, but Max said he wanted to come down, so I needed to add to my booking. And it occurred to me that Harry would make an excellent agony uncle.’ Andrew beamed round the table.


‘And I will.’ Harry, tall, blond and slightly raffish, appeared beside them flourishing bottles. ‘Pete, of course, will be standing guard over me like a bulldog.’


‘He’s more Afghan than bulldog,’ said Libby.


‘Peter’s my cousin,’ Ben explained to Max, who was looking faintly bewildered, ‘and Harry’s partner.’


‘In life, dearie,’ sighed Harry, ‘and in all things. Right, who’s having what?’


Harry departed with the orders, and Max laughed.


‘I remember him, of course,’ he said. ‘We came here after your concert, didn’t we?’


Andrew smiled. ‘We did. And that brings us back to why you’re bringing Pendle down here. Tell them all about it.’


Max picked up his gin and tonic and swirled it absently round the glass.


‘I suppose it started when I took a group of my boys to see a revival of Matthew Bourne’s Swan Lake.’


‘Oh, bliss,’ said Libby.


‘What’s that?’ asked Guy, frowning.


‘Matthew Bourne has a ballet company called New Adventures, and one of his ballets is a version of Swan Lake danced by men,’ explained Andrew.


‘Oh,’ said Guy.


‘Anyway,’ Max went on, ‘we talked about it, naturally, and they were very enthusiastic, all of them expressing a wish to do the same. I said we couldn’t do Swan Lake, but we could possibly do something similar.’


‘And you thought of the Pendle Witches?’ said Fran.


‘No, actually, it was one of the boys.’ Max smiled slightly. ‘He grew up “in the shadow of the hill” as he put it, and the whole area is a rather grisly tourist attraction. And he pointed out that these days the witches are often played by men in –’ he glanced at Andrew.


‘The Scottish play,’ the company chanted.


‘Exactly.’ Max smiled at them. ‘So we began to workshop it. The storyline and so on.’


‘What about music?’ asked Fran.


‘We workshopped without. Our rehearsal pianist extemporised a bit, and then offered to write it.’


‘Really? Is he experienced as a composer?’ asked Libby.


‘He’s written a lot, although it’s not often performed. He’s very young, but he’s been a rehearsal pianist for long enough that he knows what we need. And he’s just modern enough for it not to feel too classical and to be more accessible.’


‘So it all fell into place?’ said Ben.


‘It seemed to. We began proper rehearsals and it was all going well.’ Max shook his head. ‘Then my principal dancer – playing Demdike – started arriving late and behaving oddly. Eventually when I took him aside, he said someone had been playing tricks on him.’


‘What sort of tricks?’ asked Guy after a pause.


‘Leaving odd messages in his locker, that sort of thing.’


‘Messages about what?’


‘Oddly, they were all quotations from that play. From the Three Witches speeches, and Banquo’s description of them.’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Andrew, turning to the others. ‘Remember? “What are these/So wither’d and so wild in their attire,” and then it goes on “You should be women/And yet your beards forbid me to interpret/That you are so.” That helps us see that the creatures could be either male or female.’


‘How did you call that up so quickly?’ asked Libby, admiring.


‘I’ve played Banquo a couple of times,’ said Andrew with a grin.


‘I played Maria in Twelfth Night three times and I’m not sure I could spout anything but “By my troth Sir Toby” and then it all goes blank.’


‘There’s nothing particularly threatening in that, though,’ said Fran.


‘What, Maria?’


‘No, idiot, Banquo’s speech.’


‘But there is in the witch’s description of what she does to the sailor,’ said Max.


‘Ah,’ said Andrew. ‘She makes him impotent.’


‘Does she?’ said Guy. ‘And what sailor?’


‘It’s sometimes cut,’ said Andrew, ‘it’s at the beginning of act one, scene three, before they meet Macbeth. The first witch describes what she will do to a sailor to punish his wife. Not relevant to the story as a whole, so, as I said, it’s occasionally cut.’


‘And that was one of the messages?’ said Fran.


Max nodded. ‘And after that, apparently, there were dead frogs. And a snake skin.’


‘The fenny snake!’ said Libby.


‘From the witches’ song,’ explained Andrew.


‘Oh, is that “Double trouble, cauldron … something”?’ asked Guy.


‘Nearly,’ said Andrew. ‘I won’t correct you.’


‘Oh, no, you mustn’t quote, must you?’ said Ben.


‘But you already have,’ said Libby, looking at Andrew. ‘Banquo’s speech.’


‘So I did.’ Andrew’s cheeks grew pink above his neat beard. ‘Unwarrantable showing off.’


‘So what happened after the fenny snake?’ asked Libby.


‘He left.’ Max sighed. ‘Pity. He was shaping up so well. He’s gone back to West End ensemble now. Better paid, of course.’


Adam arrived to show them to their table. When they were settled, Max resumed.


‘I thought that was it, and we would carry on as before. I recast Demdike, and then Chattox began experiencing the same sort of thing.’


‘Is Chattox another witch?’ asked Ben.


‘Demdike and Chattox, as they were known, were the two most famous, along with Anne Redferne, Chattox’s daughter, so they are my three principals. Demdike and Chattox are the main two, of course.’


‘Was it the same?’ asked Libby. ‘Messages and frogs?’


‘At first. But what came next was really shocking.’


‘What?’ Fran asked.


‘He found a disembowelled cockerel in his locker.’









Chapter Two


‘That’s serious stuff, then,’ said Libby.


‘You said “he”. Who did you mean? The new Demdike?’ asked Fran.


‘Sorry, no. My Chattox.’ Max sighed. ‘And of course, the whole troupe got the wind up.’


‘They would,’ said Ben. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t walk out en masse.’


‘I think they would have, but Chattox happens to be a very strong, no-nonsense, unsuperstitious person. Not at all the sort who would give in to this sort of pressure. In fact it made him rather …’ he paused.


‘Bolshie?’ suggested Libby.


Max smiled at her. ‘Exactly.’


‘Sort of “no one’s going to push me out of this part” feeling?’


‘Spot on.’ Max turned to Andrew. ‘You told me she was good.’


‘Oh, don’t tell her that,’ said Adam, appearing with their first course. Max once more looked startled.


‘That’s my son,’ said Libby. ‘Don’t take any notice.’


‘So what happened next?’ asked Fran.


‘I called them together after a rehearsal and asked them what they thought about it. If any of them wanted to pull out, or if they thought we should stop altogether.’ Max thoughtfully selected a cheese-smothered nacho from the plate. ‘They all wanted to carry on.’


‘All of them?’ Libby raised her eyebrows.


‘Well, there were a couple who didn’t look too keen, but when they realised that everyone else was all for carrying on


they agreed to do so, too. I’m pleased about that, as one of them is playing Roger Nowell, who was the chief prosecutor.’


‘Has anything else happened since then?’ asked Guy.


‘No. That was when Andrew and I came up with the plan to – well, to enlist your support,’ Max finished lamely.


‘Rehearsals are quite advanced, are they?’ asked Libby.


‘They are. Which is just as well, because we haven’t given you very much notice, have we?’


‘When exactly are you coming?’ asked Fran.


‘The weekend after next. We’ll have a week rehearsing in the theatre, then four or five days culminating in a final Halloween performance on the Saturday. We’ll clear out on the Sunday. Some of the boys have got panto this season, but they won’t need to start that for a few weeks.’


‘You don’t have to go on the Sunday,’ said Ben. ‘We’ve got nothing booked in until the end of the week, and that’s only a one-nighter. Unless you have another venue to get to, of course.’


‘No, because this will be a trial. I’m getting a few people down to have a look, and we’ll see where we go from there.’


The conversation turned to more general aspects of theatre, and particularly pantomime, until Harry emerged from the kitchen to join them, carrying a bottle of brandy and followed by Peter, who was introduced to Max.


‘I can see I shall have to keep an eye on my boys if they’re going to be eating here,’ said Max, eyeing the brandy with amusement.


‘Oh, I don’t dish this out to everyone,’ said Harry, swinging a chair around and sitting astride it. ‘Only favoured guests.’ He bent a darkling glance on Libby. ‘Sometimes.’


‘Exactly how many of you will be coming?’ asked Ben. ‘I’ll have to warn my mother.’


‘Your mother?’


‘Ben and his mother own the theatre and the Manor, where you’ll all be staying,’ said Andrew. ‘If there’s room for you all. If not, the pub, as you know, has a couple of rooms, and there’s always Anderson Place if you want to be really exclusive.’


‘There are ten dancers, me, the composer/pianist and our stage manager. We could bring our own stage crew, unless the theatre can provide them?’


‘What about lighting?’ asked Peter, who specialised in what was known as FX, or sound and lighting effects.


‘We can supply our own techies, unless you’re prepared to do that, too,’ said Max. ‘It’s a question of how many you can actually accommodate.’


Peter and Ben looked at each other.


‘We’ve got twelve rooms in the Manor,’ said Ben, ‘and there are a couple of rooms here at the pub if they’re free.’


‘And we would have had the flat upstairs if Adam hadn’t moved back in,’ said Harry.


‘He could move back in with us for the fortnight,’ said Libby with resignation.


‘Are you only using piano for the performances?’ asked Fran.


‘No, we’re having the music recorded by a small orchestra,’ said Max, ‘so technically, our composer needn’t be here for the run, but we’ll need him for some of the rehearsals, and he rather regards it as his baby.’


‘So that’s thirteen essentials,’ said Ben.


‘Unlucky,’ said Libby, pulling a face.


‘Oh, Lib, really,’ said Harry.


‘How many rooms are there at the pub?’ asked Guy. ‘Is it really only two?’


Andrew stood up. ‘I’ll pop next door and ask. Shall I book whatever they’ve got free at the time?’


‘I think we can provide backstage and tech crew,’ said Peter after he’d gone, ‘as long as your stage manager doesn’t mind. And I’m happy to do lighting design and operate.’ He gazed at Max thoughtfully. ‘In fact, I shall look forward to it. At least it’s different from lighting one-nighters and pantomime.’


Andrew re-appeared. ‘Three!’ he said triumphantly. ‘I’ve booked them all.’


‘There!’ Libby looked round the table delightedly. ‘The ten boys in the Manor and three top bods in the pub.’


‘Top bods is putting it a bit high,’ said Max, with a laugh, ‘but yes, it works. And the boys, as you call them, will probably be happier with me staying somewhere else.’


‘Good, that’s settled then,’ said Ben. ‘I’ll tell Mum tomorrow.’


‘And we’ll organise a work party to get the rooms ready,’ said Libby.


‘It’s all very informal.’ Max looked at Ben and Libby. ‘Thank you.’


‘Are we a bit too informal?’ Libby asked Ben later as they got ready for bed. ‘As far as the theatre goes, I mean.’


‘I suppose we are a bit. But I’ll issue Max with a contract tomorrow, and do all the paperwork. After all, there’s no one looking over our shoulders, is there? The theatre belongs to us, lock, stock and barrel. As long as we comply with health and safety and council regulations, we’re fine.’


‘And declare it to the tax people.’ Libby climbed into bed. ‘I’m glad I don’t have to do any of that.’


‘So am I,’ said Ben. ‘I’d never hear the last of it.’


By the time Max arrived, a day ahead of his company, Ben had discovered he needed no extra backstage support and Libby had helped Hetty and a small army of village ladies give all the rooms at the Manor a good airing. The whole place smelt of lavender polish and pine disinfectant.


‘Never mind, gal, it’ll go off,’ said Hetty, casting a gimlet eye over the seldom-used large sitting-room, which she was turning over to the guests for the duration of their stay. ‘Now you get off and see to this Max.’


Ben was showing Max over the theatre, which he had prepared according to the instructions sent down by the stage manager. As Libby entered the foyer, Peter appeared at the top of the spiral staircase which led to the sound and lighting box.


‘Our musical genius is here. Want to meet him?’


‘Ssh!’ Libby looked round frantically. ‘Where is he?’


Peter grinned. ‘Sitting in there with headphones on. Completely oblivious.’


Libby climbed the staircase and squeezed into the lighting box behind Peter. The young man sitting hunched over the control desk didn’t move.


‘Damian,’ said Peter. The young man still didn’t move. Peter tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Eh? What? Oh!’ The young man swung round and re-focused large, blue eyes on Libby.


‘This is Libby Sarjeant,’ said Peter, ‘one of the joint owners of the theatre.’


Libby sent him a startled look.


The young man removed his headphones, swept thick, straight, pale hair off his forehead and gave Libby a singularly sweet smile.


‘Hi – I’m Damian Singleton.’


Libby shook the proffered hand. ‘And you’re the composer?’


‘Well …’ Damian looked awkward. ‘You could put it like that.’


‘That’s how Max put it,’ said Libby, amused.


‘That was nice of him,’ mumbled Damian, looking at his feet.


Libby and Peter looked at each other and shrugged.


‘Were you listening to your music?’ asked Libby. ‘How does our sound system stand up?’


‘Oh, it’s excellent.’ Damian looked up, now enthusiastic. ‘I was actually wondering if I could be up here during the run.’


‘You can, of course, but there won’t be anything to do. It’ll be switched on and then run on its own,’ said Peter.


‘Well, in case, you know, something happens …’ Damian turned and looked wistfully at the desk.


‘Like someone falls over and they have to start again?’ suggested Libby.


Damian turned back, shocked. ‘Oh, no! That would never happen.’


‘I don’t suppose it does,’ said Peter. ‘What happens if someone twists an ankle or lands badly after a jump?’


‘They carry on. As far as they can, of course.’ Damian looked back at the control desk. ‘Do you mind if I …?’


‘No, you carry on,’ said Peter, and watched with amusement as Damian resumed his headphones and sat down again, once more oblivious to the outside world.


‘Is he listening to his score?’ asked Libby, as she and Peter descended the spiral staircase.


‘Yes. They only finished recording it the day before yesterday, and he hasn’t heard it through a proper sound system until now. He’s in a state of high excitement – and very nervous.’


‘Where are Ben and Max?’


‘Somewhere backstage.’ Peter pushed open the auditorium doors. ‘Go and have a look.’


The stage was hung with shaded grey gauze, which drifted slightly in an undefinable breeze in front of an impressionistic depiction of Pendle Hill, also in shades of grey. The company stage manager had sent them down and all Ben had to do was hang them from barrels in the flies. There were no changes of scene, merely changes of lighting, which Peter was to work out with Max and the stage manager that afternoon.


Ben appeared on the stage and peered into the auditorium. ‘That you, Lib?’


‘Yes.’ Libby advanced to the edge of the stage. ‘How’s it going?’


‘Fine. Everything meets with approval. Apparently the SM is driving the company bus down with costumes and props and should be here soon. Then he’ll take it to meet the dancers at the station tomorrow.’


‘Any more incidents since we last heard?’


Ben turned and called over his shoulder. ‘Max! Libby’s here.’ He turned back. ‘I haven’t asked. And he hasn’t said.’


Max appeared looking far more workmanlike than he had last time Libby had seen him. He grinned and came down to the front of the stage.


‘Your old man’s done us proud,’ he said, squatting down on his haunches. ‘The boys are going to love it. I’m going across to the Manor in a minute to meet Hetty.’


‘Good,’ said Libby. ‘Are the boys looking forward to coming down?’


‘Yes.’ Max looked doubtful for a moment. ‘Well, mostly. Some of them do have a rather London-centric attitude, I’m afraid.’


‘Think it’s the next thing to death here in the sticks?’ said Ben.


Max grinned ruefully. ‘I’m afraid so. But they’re all up for the piece, so that’s all right.’


‘And no more incidents?’ said Libby lightly.


‘Except for one of the witches ending up in hospital, no.’









Chapter Three


‘What?’ Libby gasped.


‘Hospital?’ said Ben.


‘Oh, it was nothing sinister.’ Max stood up. ‘Over-indulgence more likely. Although the hospital did suggest food poisoning.’


‘Poor thing. Is he better now?’


‘Oh, yes. Pale and complaining, but a lot better and inclined not to eat seafood for the foreseeable future.’


‘So nothing to do with the other incidents?’ said Ben.


‘Not unless someone coerced the restaurant staff.’ Max looked up into the flies. ‘Did you manage the robotics and the Kabuki?’


‘The what?’ Libby peered upwards. ‘What are they?’


Ben looked down at her and grinned. ‘Aha! You wait till you see!’


‘FX?’ Libby looked over her shoulder at Peter. ‘Are you in on this?’


‘Of course. You just wait and see.’


‘When do you want to try it out, Max?’ asked Ben.


‘We won’t rehearse tomorrow, they’ll be too tired. Or fractious. So on Monday, if that’s all right? And I’ll warn them it’s a tech. They’ve never worked with this before, although they obviously know it’s going to happen –’


‘But what’s going to happen?’ Libby broke in.


The three men laughed.


‘Just an effect, Libby,’ said Max. ‘Honestly, it would be better to wait and see.’


‘Oh, all right,’ grumbled Libby.


The auditorium doors crashed open.


‘Hello?’ came a muffled voice. ‘Am I in the right place?’


Libby spun round to see what appeared to be a mountain of fabric hovering above the back row of seats.


‘Stan!’ Max jumped lightly down from the stage and made his way up the central aisle. ‘Give me some of those.’


Slowly, a small man with large glasses was revealed behind the fabric. He beamed towards the stage. ‘Hi! I’m Stan Willis. Which one of you’s Ben?’


‘Me.’ Ben grinned back and followed Max up the aisle.


Max took some of the costumes and Stan was further revealed. He was younger than his name suggested, very slim and neat.


‘Hello,’ he said holding out a hand to Libby. ‘Are you Libby?’


‘I am. And this is Peter.’


Peter shook hands. ‘I’m the one up in the box. Your composer’s up there now testing our sound system.’


Stan rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, God. I do hope he isn’t going to interfere.’


Peter looked amused. ‘So do I!’


‘I don’t know why he had to be here at all,’ said Stan testily, with a sulky glare at Max, who laughed.


‘It would be most unfair to deny him the chance of being at the debut of his first public piece,’ he said, ‘and anyway, he might be playing for rehearsals.’


‘How demeaning,’ said Stan with a sniff.


‘Are you moaning about me?’ a voice shouted from above.


Everyone looked up to see Damian grinning down from the lighting box.


‘Yes, he was,’ said Max. ‘Come down here and give us a hand.’


‘Well,’ said Libby, ‘if you don’t need me for anything, I’ll get out of your way.’


‘So will I,’ said Peter. ‘We can go through the lighting plot on Monday, can’t we?’


Stan looked slightly bewildered. ‘Not tomorrow?’


‘It’s Sunday,’ said Peter.


‘Stan,’ said Max in a warning tone.


Peter grinned amiably. ‘We’re not pros, you see, Stan. Purely amateur set-up.’ He set off towards the back of the auditorium. ‘Coming, Lib?’


Libby followed him outside into the little garden, where he flung himself into one of the white, wrought-iron chairs.


‘I’ve never heard you claim that we’re an amateur set-up,’ she said. ‘He annoyed you, didn’t he?’


‘He did, rather. Strikes me as one of those stage managers who despise every other discipline in the theatre.’


Libby sat down opposite him. ‘We had one of those once. He also did design and construction and refused to have pictures hung on the walls of his precious sets as it spoilt them. And the actors messed them up.’


‘Like those old-fashioned nurses who complained that the patients made their wards untidy,’ said Peter. ‘Yes, just like that. And our Stanley also strikes me as someone who expects everyone to do exactly what he wants, when he wants it.’


‘So do I gather we don’t offer to do anything?’ asked Libby with a grin.


‘Other than what we’ve agreed to. I’ve already said I’ll do lighting, so I’m stuck with that, and Ben offered to crew, although it doesn’t look as though there’s much to do backstage.’


‘Just that Kabuki thing, whatever it is.’


‘Oh, Stan can do that on his own.’ Peter shook his head. ‘And no, I’m not going to tell you what it is.’


Libby went home.


Ben joined her a couple of hours later.


‘How did it go?’ Libby moved the big kettle over to the Rayburn hotplate.


‘OK, I think.’ Ben sat down at the kitchen table. ‘That Stan is a bit pernickety.’


‘Peter thinks he’s one of those people who expect all productions to revolve around them.’


‘I suspect he’s right.’ Ben sighed and shook his head. ‘I’m glad I won’t have to crew for him.’


‘You won’t? I thought you’d offered?’


‘He’s got someone coming down, apparently, and there’s hardly anything to do anyway.’


‘Except the Kabuki thing,’ said Libby hopefully.


Ben grinned. ‘Oh, no, you’re not getting me that way!’


‘So have we got room for this new person?’


‘He’s sharing with Stan.’


‘Oh?’ Libby’s eyebrows shot up. ‘He didn’t strike me as someone who would welcome sharing with anyone.’


‘I believe they’re partners,’ said Ben. ‘That’s the impression I got. Max seems fine with it and ignores Stan’s little foibles as far as I can see.’


‘What about Damian? Did he come down to the stage?’


‘Yes. He and Stan seem to enjoy baiting each other. Some of the things they were saying to each other were outrageous.’


‘Golly,’ said Libby.


The rest of the Pendle company were due to arrive at the Manor at around two o’clock on Sunday afternoon. Max had booked them all in at the pub for dinner, so there was nothing for Hetty to do except welcome them; nevertheless her regular Sunday roast had been put back to dinner time. Libby and Ben went up to the Manor to be on hand should they be needed, and Ben wandered into the theatre to switch on lights in case anyone wanted to look round.


‘I needn’t have bothered,’ he said, as he returned to Libby and Hetty in the huge Manor kitchen, ‘Damian’s already in the sound box listening to his bloody score again.’


‘How did he get in?’ asked Libby.


‘That Max came up with ’im,’ said Hetty. ‘Went in the minibus to fetch the dancers.’


‘They’ll be here any minute,’ said Ben looking at his watch.


‘If the train isn’t late and they haven’t had to get on replacement buses,’ said Libby, this being a regular feature of the line into London.


On cue, the sound of an engine coming up the drive announced the arrival of the company. Libby, Ben and Hetty went outside.


The minibus came to a halt, the doors opened and Max jumped down from the near side.


‘Here we are, dears,’ he said. Libby and Ben exchanged raised eyebrows. This was the first time they’d heard Max slip into theatrical camp.


A flood of young men followed him out on to the drive, chattering like sparrows. Max held up a hand and they fell silent.


‘Boys, these people are your hosts. Libby here and Ben own and run the theatre, and Hetty is your hostess at the Manor.’


‘Hello,’ said Libby, Ben and Hetty together. There was a chorus of replies and a couple came forward to shake hands.


‘Nice to meet you,’ said the blond giant who was shaking Libby’s hand enthusiastically. ‘I’m Dan Washburn. Not that you’ll remember us all by name!’


Libby beamed up at him. ‘I’ll try. And you’re very tall!’


‘I’m too big, really,’ said Dan, with an answering grin. ‘But I can do lifts like billy-o.’


‘I bet you can,’ said Libby. ‘Have you got your bags? We’ll start showing you your rooms.’


Hetty retreated to the kitchen and Ben and Libby began to lead the dancers to their rooms. They were all delighted that they didn’t have to share.


‘You wouldn’t believe some of the digs,’ confided a slight, dark young man, as Libby showed him into a room overlooking the private garden at the back. ‘This is luxury.’


‘Oh, I would,’ Libby told him. ‘I was in the business myself.’


‘You were?’ Delicate eyebrows were raised. Libby laughed.


‘Acting, not dancing. Though of course I had to learn the basics.’


‘You had to learn to move.’ The dark young man sounded slightly scornful.


‘And did you have to learn to act?’ asked Libby.


‘Ah.’ He broke into a deep and surprising guffaw. ‘Got me there.’ He put his case on the bed and stuck out a hand. ‘I’m Phillip Newcombe.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Phillip. Are you a witch?’


‘I’m Alizon, Demdike’s granddaughter.’ He put his head on one side. ‘Do you know the story?’


‘The official version – vaguely,’ said Libby. ‘Isn’t Alizon the one who’s accused of killing the pedlar?’


Phillip grinned, delighted. ‘That’s the one! John Law, he is.’


‘I’m looking forward to seeing it,’ said Libby. ‘Are you enjoying it?’


‘Loving it.’ He clasped his hands together and cast his eyes up to the ceiling. ‘Praise whoever’s up there.’


Amused, Libby left him to it and went back to see if anyone else needed shepherding to their rooms. After half an hour she joined Ben, Hetty and Max in the kitchen.


‘All safely stowed,’ she said. ‘They seem a nice bunch. If I can get them all sorted out.’


Max laughed. ‘A bit overwhelming all at once, aren’t they?’


‘They’re fine. No one complained. They all seemed very pleased with the accommodation.’


‘That’s what one of them said to me. Told me I’d be surprised how awful some digs were!’


‘Did you put him right?’ asked Max. ‘Which one was that?’


‘Phillip. Your Alizon, he told me.’


‘Ah, yes, Phillip. Can be a little wasp, but in general quite amusing.’


‘Who does Dan Washburn play? He seems very big for a dancer.’


‘Dan’s our Roger Nowell, the magistrate. Yes, he’s big, but did you get a good look at the others? Most of them are. And strong.’


‘Didn’t you say your Nowell was one of the people who weren’t keen on continuing after the incidents?’ said Ben.


‘That’s right,’ said Max.


‘He doesn’t seem the type to get frightened off,’ said Libby.


‘His wife’s just had a baby and he gets worried about being away from her for too long and in case anything happens to him. He’s less – what would you call it? – venturesome than some of the others.’


‘Sensible, you mean,’ said Hetty. ‘Want a cuppa?’


Max declined, saying that he must check on his flock, as did Libby and Ben on the grounds that they were going to have a quick Sunday lunchtime drink at the pub.


‘We’ll see you later, Mum,’ said Ben. ‘What time?’


‘Six o’clock. Time for a glass before dinner. Tell Pete and Harry.’


Harry was still serving lunches in The Pink Geranium, so Ben just put his head round the door and asked the current waitress to give him the message. Meanwhile, Libby ran back to Peter and Harry’s cottage and delivered the message to Peter.


‘We’re just going for a quick one at the pub,’ said Libby. ‘Coming?’


‘No, I’ve got some stuff to get off this afternoon. I’ll see you at Hetty’s this evening. Did all the little darlings arrive?’


‘Yes, all settled. Very butch, most of them.’


‘Oh? Shows you, you shouldn’t stereotype people. See you later.’


Ben was already in the pub.


‘Look out,’ he muttered, ‘Stuffy Stan’s coming our way.’


‘Stuffy –?’


‘Hello, you two.’


Libby turned to see Stan Willis and Damian Singleton behind her.


‘Oh, hello.’ She smiled weakly.


‘All the lads settled in?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ said Libby. ‘I didn’t see you up there.’


‘Oh, I got away as quickly as I could. I knew Damian was here having lunch, so I joined him.’


Damian smiled benignly, pale hair flopping over pale forehead as he nodded agreement.


‘We’ll leave you to it, then,’ said Ben firmly turning from the bar with two glasses in his hand. ‘Lib, Flo’s beckoning us from the other bar.’


‘See you later,’ said Libby, hoping she wouldn’t.


Flo Carpenter, Hetty’s best friend since childhood, was indeed in the other bar with Lenny, Hetty’s brother, who lived with her.


‘’Oo’s that?’ she said before Ben and Libby had even sat down. ‘One of them dancers?’


‘No, the stage manager,’ said Ben. ‘Shhh, Flo.’


‘’E looks familiar.’ Flo was frowning. ‘Where’ve I seen ’im before?’


‘He lives in London as far as I know,’ said Libby. ‘Where would you have seen a London-based stage manager?’


‘’T’isn’t ’im,’ said Lenny suddenly.


‘Eh?’ said Flo.


‘You’re thinkin’ it’s old Wally Willis. Can’t be ’im, ’e’s dead.’
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