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Foreword



Are you sitting uncomfortably?


What you now hold in your hands is a collection of dark and deadly stories penned by some of the most well-known and experienced writers of the genre in the world. Collectively, this outfit have created beloved characters, penned innumerable bestsellers, sold millions of copies in dozens of languages, engendered popular screen adaptations, won every award imaginable and occasioned endless reading pleasure in the masses.


Assembling such a crew is no easy feat.


In Hollywood, this sort of thing is par for the course. A gang of desperadoes brought together for that one impossible mission (think Avengers Assemble but without the Lycra), a mission that usually ends up with everyone but the hero blown to bits, cut down by a hail of bullets, crushed under a tank, skewered by a rusty sword and so on and so forth. I had to promise our authors that none of these fates would befall them. I’m not sure they all believed me – this being the publishing industry – but, given that they are all my friends and I have a reputation as being (generally) honest and trustworthy, they agreed to pen a story for the collection.


Having assembled my gang of writing ninjas, why constrain them to writing about Harrogate? What’s the big deal about Harrogate anyway?


The answer to this question lies with the Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival.


The festival, which celebrated its twentieth year in 2023, holds a unique place in the crime and thriller firmament. It is the largest such festival in the world, each year bringing thousands of crime-fiction-loving pilgrims to the quaint British town of Harrogate in Yorkshire, England. In 2023, I was asked to chair the festival, acquainting me further with the town and its environs. (And with the notorious Bettys Café Tea Rooms, which has been responsible for adding unwanted inches to the waistlines of many an author – and reader – over the years.)


The town is, of course, synonymous with the genre, thanks to a certain Agatha Christie. On 3 December 1926 Christie vanished from her Berkshire home in the south of England, sparking the sort of nationwide hysteria that would not be seen again until the great Covid toilet-paper shortage.


Eleven days later, the creator of Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple turned up at what is today known as the Old Swan Hotel in Harrogate. From that day to her death she remained close-lipped as to the exact circumstances behind her disappearance.


Theories abound, of course. Marital difficulties. A nervous breakdown. Alien abduction. A massive bender. (Strangely enough, it’s the last of these that is the most unlikely – Christie was a teetotaller.) Ultimately, Dame Agatha was found safe and sound and would go on to pen many more bestsellers. Her canon has now sold over two billion copies – only Shakespeare and God (by way of the Bible) have sold more. Her enduring fame means that Harrogate will forever be linked to her legacy.


And this was one reason that a local brewery, based in the nearby village of Masham and led by urbane brewer and Yorkshire businessman Simon Theakston, decided to sponsor a crime festival in Harrogate back in 2003. That first edition took place under balmy skies with nary an inkling for the organisers as to just how popular the annual event would go on to become.


Chairing the festival in 2023, I was struck by the roll-call of excellence that has graced the festival for two decades – a veritable Who’s Who of crime, mystery and thriller writing. The festival engenders a collegiate environment that allows authors to mix with readers, reviewers, critics, agents, editors, publicists, bloggers, booksellers and the occasional random nutjob.


During my year as chair, I almost didn’t make it to the ball. I was hospitalised just days before the festival, with an excruciatingly painful kidney stone. A dour-faced surgeon came to visit me just two nights before the opening day to tell me that I would have to ‘go under the knife’. Perhaps it was my crime fiction brain – or the morphine in my system – but I thought I detected a Hannibal Lecterish undertone in his voice, as if he could think of nothing better than having me at his mercy with scalpel in hand.


That night I prayed to the gods of crime fiction … and, lo and behold, a miracle! The stone popped out just hours before the op, upon which, like any crime author worth his salt, I immediately took a picture of it and sent it to some writer friends.


Around the same time, I was approached with the idea for this anthology.


I was, of course, flattered to be asked to edit the collection. (Flattery will get you everywhere with authors. Authors are like cats. Stroke our bellies in the right places and you can convince us to do anything.) A full writing schedule of my own meant that finding time was always going to be a factor. But, with publisher Orion and the Theakston Old Peculier Crime Writing Festival joining forces, I couldn’t help but be dragged into the mad scheme – and the end result is everything we all hoped it would be.


This collection represents a high-water mark for crime anthologies. The authors are not only individually hugely successful, but also long steeped in the dark arts, working in domains ranging across the genre. Historical crime, contemporary killings, mini-thrillers, there’s something here to sear everyone’s tastebuds. Our authors’ warped minds have been given free rein and they have outdone themselves.


But what exactly makes a good short story? How does a crime short story differ from a novel? Here’s my take. A novel puts its arms around you, leads you in, gives you time to smell the roses before the putrid stench of the corpse works its way into your nostrils. A short story, by contrast, has no patience for that sort of mollycoddling. It’s a shovel to the back of the head, followed by a shallow grave in the woods.


I write a lot of short stories. For me, a short story is a chance to experiment. My story for this edition is a departure from the two series that I write. It’s a story about the murder of Macbeth – or, to be more accurate, an actor playing Macbeth. I began writing it last year, 2023, which marked the 400th anniversary of The Bard’s First Folio. And if there’s someone out there who still isn’t convinced that Shakespeare was a crime writer … Well, there’s plenty more space in that shallow grave.


For those used to penning full-length novels, it can be quite a shock to the system, changing gears like this, especially if an editor such as myself is walking up and down the anthology galley, cat o’ nine tails in hand, just looking for a back aching for the lash.


I am pleased to say that the authors in this edition were a dream to work with. I expected nothing less. I am certain that had we all found ourselves in the trenches at the Battle of the Somme, they would have willingly charged over the top and into a hail of bullets at my command. (They might not have been happy about it, but they would have done it.)


For me, personally, this anthology allowed a moment’s reflection on my career, the long and torturous path to being asked to helm such a prestigious venture. I wrote my first novel aged seventeen – a comic fantasy in the vein of the late, great Terry Pratchett’s Discworld series. Even then I loved the notion of being a tweedy writer, a man of letters, admired, envied, a doyen of the literary establishment. I also thought it would be a good way to avoid having to get a real job. There was one small problem with my cunning plan … that first book was rubbish.


I wrote six more novels across twenty-three years before finally being published at age forty with The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra, a novel about an Indian policeman who is forced into retirement in his forties and, while solving a murder, also has to deal with the unusual predicament of inheriting a one-year-old elephant. The book became a bestseller and effectively gave me a career.


After five books in that series, I moved back in time to 1950s India and historical crime. Beginning with Midnight at Malabar House, I explore a nation still reeling in the wake of Gandhi’s assassination, the horrors of Partition and Indian Independence. My protagonist, India’s first female police detective, is banished to Bombay’s smallest police station, Malabar House, and forced to work with an English forensic scientist deputed to Bombay from the Met Police. Collectively, these books allow me to explore that turbulent period just after Britain’s colonial adventures in India.


Which brings me to another theme of this anthology, namely, the use of crime fiction as a lens with which to examine the world around us. The writers of this collection are very different individuals, but the one thing that unites us is passion. Passion for subjects that move us, anger us, fill us with joy. Crime writing allows us to explore the societies in which our stories are embedded. And why not?


After all, isn’t it so much better to learn while you’re being entertained? (Presumably, you are the sort of person who finds murder entertaining otherwise you wouldn’t have shelled out your life savings on buying this anthology.) And so, in this collection you will find crime and passion fused together in myriad delicious ways. You will find: a missing actress; a deadly park run; a gruesome Victorian mystery; an art theft; a vanished sister; a dicey dentist; a frustrated writer; a deadly treasure; a body in the bath house … and a murdered Macbeth.


It isn’t easy being an author. Contrary to public perception, we don’t swan around in velvet smoking jackets, sipping port in our studies. Limos don’t pick us up from our castles to sweep us to gala events, to be feted by the masses, rose petals strewn before us, chilled champagne buckets waiting in the green room.


Sometimes it’s a packet of stale crisps, a warm glass of something yellowy, a shared Uber with seven other writers and an event in some grubby corner of the country with the only attendees a gang of sinister-looking Morris dancers who were given the wrong invite.


Writing can be a lonely, brutal business. And the act of writing never gets any easier. Sometimes it is simply about sitting down at our kitchen tables, mug of tea in hand, a wild idea running around our head like a sex-crazed squirrel, a vision hovering before us of some future reader – i.e. you – grimly enjoying the dark and murderous words we are about to pen.


At least I’m fairly sure that’s how the authors of this anthology approached their task, though, in truth, they might have written their story while sitting in a Turkish mudbath; or in a yurt on the Mongolian steppe as part of a research trip for a new cosy crime series featuring Genghis Khan; or on the Eurostar wearing a false moustache while on the run from the police, a dead body cooling in their garden shed.


The end result is a collection second to none.


I leave you with a final thank you, for giving us your time and trust, and with a few appropriate lines from Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part III:


And from that torment I will free myself,


Or hew my way out with a bloody axe.


Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile.





NOTHING LIKE A DAME



Mark Billingham


‘Dame Agatha? Well, what can I say? She’s a giant of our genre, obviously … certainly one upon whose shoulders the likes of myself are standing. If you’re a serious crime writer, and I would classify myself as one such, you must honour your debt to the greatest of them all. She was, and remains … untouchable.’


This was the kind of meaningless twaddle Marian Fairley would spout if she found herself being interviewed on stage at some low-rent festival, or on one of the increasingly rare occasions she was doing her bit on local radio, because … well, it was expected, wasn’t it? The truth was that she’d never read a Christie novel in her life and had no intention of starting now. She’d seen one or two of the films of course, and had once spent several hours she’d never get back sitting through The Mousetrap. So, Christie was the Mistress of Plotting, was she? Well, as far as Marian was concerned, there were holes in that particular plot you could drive an articulated lorry through. So, while Marian would happily trot out the usual tributes when pressed, she knew more about Formula 1 or bee-keeping than she did about the works of the peerless dame.


She knew all about the disappearance, though.


Those eleven days in 1926, when the search for the famous novelist became a national obsession. A vanishing act that played out on the front page of every newspaper and had the country gripped. Over a thousand police officers had been involved in the hunt for the missing crime writer. Aeroplanes were used for the first time in such a case and even Sir Arthur Conan Doyle had got involved in his own quirky fashion; trying to get to the bottom of the mystery with the help of a spiritualist and one of Mrs Christie’s gloves.


Marian had read all about it in several books and watched three different documentaries, so she was more than au fait with the theories. She was unconvinced that Dame Agatha had suffered a nervous breakdown following the death of her mother or that she was attempting to frame her unfaithful husband for murder in the wake of his request for a divorce. Having considered all the available facts carefully, Marian was of a mind with those who believed that Christie had spent those eleven days in some sort of fugue state; that she had quite simply lost all sense of herself. It was not, as the Daily Mail had said at the time, a ‘heartless practical joke’ and it most assuredly had not been a cheap publicity stunt.


I mean, she hardly needed the publicity, did she?


She certainly got it, though.


More publicity than any writer these days could possibly dream of and, best of all, it hadn’t cost her a penny …


Marian Fairley was under no illusions. The unpleasant fact of the matter was that her career, in recent years at least, had been somewhat less than spectacular. Her idiot of an editor always found very polite ways to tell her that her sales were down – ‘the market’s in a very bad place, darling … not been the same since Covid’ – but politeness didn’t pay her mortgage. She fought against any suggestion that her books were old-fashioned. No, there was precious little blood and gore and her detectives did not listen to jazz or take drugs or beat up suspects, but she knew there was still a market for what she liked to think of as traditional mysteries.


She tried to avoid using use the C-word – no, not that one, she would never dream of using that one – but she repeatedly pointed out that … ugh … cosy crime fiction was making a comeback. She reminded anyone who would listen how many gazillion copies that bloke off the quiz show had sold, not to mention the one who used to be a vicar, but her bloody publisher stubbornly refused to spend any more than the bare minimum on publicizing her work.


She wasn’t even sure that she had a publicist anymore.


The last one – some twenty-two-year-old bimbette called Felicity or Georgina or something – had been about as much use as an ashtray on a motorbike, but she’d been there, at least. It was disgraceful, the way Marian had been treated, with no respect shown in editorial discussions, a noticeable disdain for her marketing suggestions and cover ideas and scant regard paid to a long and moderately successful career.


Thirty-seven novels and countless short stories, one of which had been adapted very successfully for the stage by an amateur company in Ipswich. She had been longlisted for a Dagger and highly recommended by several notable critics. She was briefly published in America and had even toured there once – paid for out of her own pocket, but all the same. She had appeared at festivals in Scarborough, Wolverhampton and Dundee, opened her local fête on more than one occasion and had, in better days, been the most popular author in Dorset libraries two years running.


She’d once shared a stage with Val McDermid, for heaven’s sake!


Well, if all went according to plan, it would not be too long before Ms McDermid would be bragging about sharing a stage with her.


Marian dropped her bags at the desk and turned to take in the lobby of the Old Swan Hotel in Harrogate. She felt a tingle of excitement. This was where it had all happened; where Dame Agatha had finally been discovered. The hotel had been called the Swan Hydropathic back then, when people came to the town to take the waters. Marian didn’t know if that was even a thing anymore, but there were some lovely shops.


She waited ten full minutes for someone to collect her luggage and, having finally run out of patience, she took the matter up with the young woman behind the desk. The receptionist – ‘Tiffany’, according to the badge on her bosom – muttered a half-hearted apology. Something about being short-staffed because there was a wedding on. Marian would have wagered a fair amount that Agatha had not been treated so shabbily, but this was the way of the world now, wasn’t it? Whoever should have been carrying her bags to her room was probably messing about on Instabook or skiving off somewhere with their feet up, Twittering.


Tiffany thrust a registration form across the desk and Marian dutifully filled it in, providing the false information she’d chosen carefully in advance. She told Tiffany that she wouldn’t need to leave a credit card on file because she would be paying for everything in cash. In 1926, Agatha had registered under the name of her husband’s mistress, so Marian did likewise; signing in under the name of the woman with whom her own husband – now somewhat too dead to appreciate the joke – had once had a silly fling.


A drunken fumble at a work Christmas party, a tryst or two in the West End, no more than that.


She handed the form back and picked up her cases.


‘Will you be all right with them, Mrs Dawson?’


Marian smiled. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I can manage.’


The next morning, Marian caught someone staring at breakfast. Not staring at the breakfast, but rather, at Marian herself, while she was eating breakfast. Marian thought the woman was staring at any rate, though she might easily have been looking at someone behind her, one of the wedding guests perhaps. Either way, she realised, this was something of a quandary.


It was lovely to be recognised, there was little point in denying it, even if that was most definitely not why she wrote. It would not be an enormous surprise were she to be spotted, least of all here. There was a famous crime festival held each year at this very hotel, shamelessly milking the Christie connection, so this was somewhere a member of the public might almost expect to see one of their favourite crime writers.


Marian herself had been invited to the festival – though just the once, disgracefully – and it would be fair to say that her appearance had not been an unmitigated triumph. It had not been her fault. She had, as always, acquitted herself admirably, but the event had been derailed by an oikish and over-refreshed crime writer from Birmingham who, having described his own somewhat turgid prose as ‘edgy’ and ‘relevant’, went on to accuse Marian rather forcefully of being a ‘third-rate Dorothy Sayers’.


All these years on, the phrase still made her shudder.


Marian looked across at the woman on the other side of the dining room – who was definitely staring – and smiled.


Yes, a quandary … because she really did not want to be recognised, certainly not straight away. She needed time, a few days at least, for her disappearance to be noted, then reported and for the search to begin in earnest. Which it would, she was certain. Her agent did not call her as often as she once had, but they were due to have an important conversation about the paltry offer Marian had just received for translation rights in Lithuania. Some members of her family would obviously miss her and alert the authorities, even if – when she came to think about it – there weren’t too many she was still in touch with. A daughter from whom … well, estranged was probably the polite word for it, and a sister in South Africa she had not spoken to since the unpleasantness over their mother’s will. No, there weren’t sackloads of Christmas cards arriving these days, but that was fine because Marian had her characters for company; men, women and domestic animals whose lives, loves and murder investigations she had skilfully charted for over three decades and who were beloved by legions of readers from Doncaster to Dungeness.


Inspector Withers of Scotland Yard.


Marjorie Duff, sleuthing suffragette.


Mrs Tibbles, feline detective.


There would be enough people who cared about her whereabouts to get the ball rolling, Marian was sure; to worry themselves silly and report her missing. Then it was just a question of staying below the radar while the mystery of the missing crime writer built to fever pitch. The newspaper reports, the TV specials, perhaps even a dramatic reconstruction on Crimewatch. Did they even make Crimewatch anymore …?


She was knowledgeable enough about police procedure, of course, to have taken all the necessary precautions. Agatha might have known a fair bit about poisons, but Marian knew just as much about CCTV cameras and cell-site signals. There would be no credit card transactions to trace and her mobile phone would not be getting switched on until all this was over; when she would doubtless have to answer the hundreds of concerned emails and wade through the inevitable slew of posts on social media.


#WhereIsMarian?


So, for a while at least, she would be living incognito. A mysterious guest at a grand old hotel, brilliantly disguised—


‘You’re Marian Fairley, aren’t you?’


She looked up to see that the woman who had been staring at her a few moments before was now hovering at her table. Clearly the dye job and spectacles had not been quite enough to mask Marian’s identity.


‘Well, actually—’


‘There’s no point trying to deny it,’ the woman said. ‘I’ve seen the author photo on the back of all your books. I know it’s rather an out-of-date one, but I still recognised you.’


Marian stared down at the remains of her toast and kippers. This was awkward. ‘The thing is, I’d be awfully grateful if you could—’


‘I am such a fan of Inspector Withers.’


Marian looked up and beamed, despite herself. ‘Oh. Thank you, that’s so kind.’


The woman, who Marian guessed was fortyish – slight and mousy – sat down without being invited and shuffled her chair a little closer to Marian’s. ‘Celia Bignall.’


Marian shook the proffered, bony hand. ‘Lovely to meet you, but would you mind terribly keeping your voice down?’


Celia leant close and whispered. ‘Oh yes … Withers on the Hunt, Withers Strikes Back, Withers to the Rescue … that’s my personal favourite. All the early ones, really.’


‘I see …’


‘I mean, if I was going to be super-critical, I’d have to say that some of your later books haven’t cut the mustard in quite the same way, but then those early ones were so good that you have a lot to live up to. Do you mind …?’ She leant across and helped herself to a piece of Marian’s toast from the rack.


‘It’s only my opinion, obviously, but my instincts tell me you’re a writer who respects the opinions of your readers.’


‘Right … yes, of course.’


Celia clapped her hands together and sighed happily. ‘Oh, I thought you would be, and I hope you don’t mind me blathering on like this, but I’ve always been a bit … full on, you know, especially when I’m nervous and yes, I know I can put my foot in it sometimes but I’ve never been shy about letting folk know what I think, because I’ve always believed that honesty is the best policy.’


‘That’s absolutely fine, but—’


‘“The truth is always your best friend.” I think Inspector Withers said that in Withers at Large, didn’t he?’


‘He did, yes.’


‘As I say, those early books were spot on, but sometimes a series can go on a bit too long, don’t you think?’ Celia nodded, chewing her toast enthusiastically.


‘Well, that’s always a concern for those of us who—’


‘I mean it’s almost impossible to keep writing good books and the last few … well, the last dozen or so, if I’m being honest … definitely felt a bit … phoned-in.’


‘Oh, I’m not sure that’s fair.’


‘I know some critics called them lazy, but even I think that’s a bit strong.’


‘Which critics—’


‘It’s more like tiredness, if you ask me.’


‘I can assure you—’


‘Nobody could blame you. You’ve been doing this a long time, and a degree of boredom is bound to set in eventually, especially when you’re knocking out three or four books every year.’


‘No, I don’t accept—’


‘I mean the most recent Marjorie Duff novel was a long way below par, you’d have to agree with that, and as for Inspector Withers’ last outing …’


Marian pushed her chair back. ‘I’m very sorry, but I need to—’


‘Maybe it’s because your intrepid detective hasn’t aged at all. He’s still racing around like a randy whippet when he must be seventy-odd by now—’


Marian stood up so suddenly that the teacups rattled and the ketchup dispenser fell over. ‘Oh, put a bloody sock in it!’


Marian spent the rest of the day in her room and had lunch and dinner delivered. She watched hours of dreadful rubbish on the television, flicked through all the complimentary magazines and read a few pages of some tiresome thriller – written (or most probably not written) by a television presenter she’d never heard of – which had annoyingly been on the bestseller list for weeks. In truth, she was more than a little shaken by her encounter with Celia Bignall and could only hope the wretched woman would be checking out very soon.


The following morning, keen to avoid the possibility of running into her again, Marian decided to skip breakfast and instead walked to the nearest newsagents. She bought a copy of every daily paper and carried them all back to the hotel, then, after ordering coffee and biscuits from a passing member of staff, she settled down in the hotel lounge to read.


She began to leaf through the pages, looking for her name, her picture below a headline. It was vain and silly, she knew that, but she very much hoped they’d used one of her earlier author photos; one with a few less lines, but hopefully not that one where she was staring wistfully off into the distance as though waiting for her muse to descend. She thought photographs like that always made one look rather pretentious.


Made one look a perfect arse, in fact.


Half an hour later, having rifled with increasing frustration through every paper – even the sports pages, because Marjorie Duff was a keen badminton player – Marian had found no mention of her disappearance. It was still a little too soon, she decided. There was, as yet, no reason for concern. She would check them all again tomorrow and there was always the evening news, of course …


On her way back to the lobby she was stopped by a young man who identified himself as the assistant manager. ‘How’s your stay been so far, Mrs Dawson?’


‘Couldn’t be better,’ Marian said. ‘Thank you.’


Waiting at the lift, keen to get back to her room, she became aware that someone was standing behind her and turned to see Celia Bignall, smirking.


‘What?’ Marian asked, somewhat snappily.


The smirk quickly disappeared, to be replaced by a nervous smile and a sorrowful shake of the head. ‘I wanted to apologise,’ Celia said. ‘For being a little disrespectful yesterday. A little too … forthright.’


Marian turned back and stared at the doors, willing the lift to arrive quickly. ‘Apology accepted.’


‘I get a bit … carried away when I’m nervous.’


‘I understand.’


‘I’ve always been the same. Ask any of my friends. I don’t know when to shut up sometimes.’


‘It’s fine,’ Marian said, doubting that the woman had any friends and wishing that she would shut up immediately.


‘Thank you,’ Celia said.


The lift finally arrived with a welcome ping, but as Marian moved forward to step inside, she felt herself being held back. She stared, horrified, at the hand Celia had laid on her arm and turned to see that the smirk had reappeared on her face.


‘Why are you using an alias?’


‘Excuse me?’


‘I heard the manager call you Mrs Dawson.’


‘Well …’ Marian could do nothing but wonder how best to respond and watch as the lift doors closed and it began to ascend without her. She could hardly tell this woman the truth, could she? ‘It’s just … something I do occasionally. You know, when you’re a public figure …’


‘A what, now?’


‘When you have a degree of celebrity, the fact is that you need to guard your privacy. I’m not saying I’m one of those – what’s their name? – Kardashians or anything.’


Celia laughed. ‘Right, but it’s not like you’re Stephen King, either. Or J.K. Rowling.’


‘Well, no, but—’


‘With all due respect, Marian, you’re not awfully well-known.’


Marian raised her chin and looked the woman in the eye. ‘I once got an email from P.D. James!’ That appeared to impress Celia every bit as much as it should have done. At the very least it left her, mercifully, at a temporary loss for words. Marian studied her. The woman’s hair was clumsily cut and a little greasy. She had bad skin and a lazy eye. Perhaps her rudeness was a defence mechanism of some sort, or a way of compensating for her own obvious shortcomings.


Much as she longed to tell Celia Bignall to get lost, perhaps even using rather more industrial language, Marian was far too polite to stoop to her level.


‘So, Celia … what are you doing in Harrogate?’


That smirk was back in a flash, along with the woman’s alarming capacity for offence. ‘Me? What are you doing in Harrogate?’


‘Well—’


‘The crime festival’s months away and anyway, I’ve already seen the line-up and I didn’t see your name on the programme.’


Marian’s restraint evaporated and, once she’d barked out an instruction which was both physically impossible and unlikely to ever escape the lips of Marjorie Duff or Inspector Crispin Withers, she pushed past Celia Bignall and marched away, having decided to take the stairs.


Later that same evening, Marian snuck into the wedding disco and danced alone at the back of the room. Yes, she’d probably had one glass too many of Merlot, but there was nobody around to judge her, so she didn’t care a great deal. She’d read somewhere that Agatha had danced during those eleven days, had mingled happily with fellow guests and cut a rug one evening to a popular song of the day. Marian did not know the name of the tuneless racket to which she found herself dancing, but it was a long way from Yes! We Have No Bananas.


Celia was sitting with a book in the lobby and glanced up as Marian made her way from the ballroom. ‘You’re quite the mover,’ she said. ‘Who would have thought?’


Marian ignored her, moving a little unsteadily to the lift, then stabbing at the buttons.


Celia returned to her book, half-smiling as she turned the page. ‘I suppose that you can do whatever the hell you feel like when you’re being someone else,’ she said. ‘That must be so … liberating.’


The following day, Marian rose good and early and, having donned a wig and dark glasses, set out to explore the town. She stopped at the newsagents again, but the raft of papers she purchased were deposited unceremoniously in a litter bin once she’d established their repeated failure to report her disappearance.


Celebrity gossip and royal tittle-tattle keeping stories of genuine public interest out of the news.


It was shoddy journalism, simple as that.


She wandered into shops and, having wandered quickly out again as soon as she’d seen the prices, headed for somewhere she felt rather more at home. Unusually, there were two bookshops in town; a branch of Waterstones and a rather charming indie. Predictably the big chain had none of her backlist in stock – there was fierce competition for space, she knew that, what with all the literary masterpieces from TV chefs and soap stars – but Marian was delighted to find one of her Mrs Tibbles titles in the small independent. For obvious reasons she was unable to let the man behind the till know who she was, but she discreetly signed the copy of Foul Play and Furballs anyway, smiling as she did so; thinking that, when her plan came to fruition, the shop would be ordering an awful lot more.


She imagined a whole shelf lined with her titles.


A front-of-store display with a large cardboard cut-out.


An entire section …


A few moments later, once she’d put the book back – face outwards – on the shelf, she thought she’d been rumbled when the member of staff stepped out from behind the till and sidled up to her with a knowing smile. She guessed that he’d seen her sign the book and, feeling as though she had little choice in the matter, she was about to say, ‘Yes, I am the author,’ but the man didn’t give her the chance.


‘Is there anything I can help you with?’ he asked, cheerfully. ‘The new Richard Osman is very good.’


‘Just browsing,’ Marian said. ‘Thank you …’


After another hour spent aimlessly walking, hunger got the better of her and she found herself, along with dozens of other people, standing outside Bettys. This was hugely irksome.


Tempting as one of their famous ‘fat rascals’ was, she simply could not risk hanging around in a queue for half an hour and being spotted.


It didn’t happen often of course, and that, in many ways, was the joy of being a writer. One of the many joys. You could be celebrated – treasured, even – and yet remain largely anonymous.


Well, that was all about to change …


‘Is there anything I can help you with? The new Marian Fairley is very good.’


‘Ooh, she’s the one who disappeared, isn’t she? I’ve read all about it … I’ll take ten of them.’


Marian turned disconsolately away from Bettys, deciding that she’d have to make do with a sausage roll from Gregg’s, and all but bumped into Celia Bignall.


She tried not to look too horrified.


‘Oh, hello.’ Celia smiled, as though she’d completely forgotten their somewhat sweary exchange the previous afternoon. ‘I was wondering if you’d checked out. Fancy a coffee?’


Marian mumbled something non-committal and turned to stare forlornly at the window of Bettys. The food those inside were eating looked wonderful, but the queue wasn’t getting any shorter.


‘Oh, that’s such a faff,’ Celia said. ‘Pretty flipping pricey, as well. Come on, let’s find somewhere it doesn’t cost twenty quid for cheese on toast …’


If someone had put a gun to Marian’s head, she could not have said why she agreed. If she were being brutally honest with herself, she might have put it down to the fact that she hadn’t factored the lack of meaningful human contact into her plan. Disappearing, as it turned out, was an awfully anti-social business. It had been necessary, of course, but those hours spent mooching around or hiding away in her hotel room had been long and lonely, and in truth, despite the time she spent alone when she was working, she was not altogether comfortable in her own company. Certainly not as comfortable as she had been, once upon a time. Celia Bagnall could be nobody’s idea of a dream companion, but, for whatever reason, the woman had latched on to her and such a thing had not happened to Marian before.


It wasn’t altogether pleasant, yet strangely it was rather thrilling.


Ten minutes later, they were sitting close together at a small table in the corner of a Costa. Celia had bought them both lattes and a large slice of carrot cake to share.


‘It’s the least I can do,’ she’d said. ‘I think I upset you again yesterday.’


‘I may have overreacted,’ Marian said.


They drank their coffee and quickly demolished the cake.


‘I wanted to ask you about writing,’ Celia said.


‘Right.’ Marian braced herself for the snarky remark, the poisonous dig, but it didn’t come.


‘I’m guessing it’s a hard life.’


‘Well, yes, on occasion,’ Marian said.


‘It must be a struggle sometimes.’


‘It certainly can be, but that’s usually only because you’re doing it correctly. Writing should be difficult. Good writing, at any rate.’


Celia looked rapt.


‘Yes, there’s most certainly been struggle in my career and there’s been a good deal of sacrifice.’ Marian nodded, sadly. ‘No, a great deal of sacrifice.’


‘Oh, I’m sure.’


Marian shrugged. ‘That’s only one small part of the burden a creative artist must carry, but trust me, one letter from a grateful reader makes it all worth it. The knowledge that I’ve brought pleasure into someone’s life. The fulfilment I feel, knowing my words have enriched it.’


‘That’s all very helpful,’ Celia said.


‘You’re more than welcome,’ Marian said.


‘Actually, I do a bit of writing myself.’


Marian’s heart sank a little. ‘Of course you do.’
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