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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our

  series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Chapter One




  About the middle of August, Melissa Craig had a telephone call from Joe Martin.




  ‘Just wondering how the new novel’s coming along,’ he said, his tone deceptively casual. ‘How many corpses so far?’




  ‘Three. The latest has been put on ice for a while.’




  ‘You mean he’s in the morgue?’




  ‘No, in limbo. I’m working on something else.’




  There was a pause, during which Melissa gleefully visualised her agent’s brow knotted in disapproval. When she made no attempt to enlighten him, he said stiffly, ‘Am I to be told

  what the “something else” is?’




  ‘Of course, it’s not a secret. I’m writing a piece for a local drama group. Their producer is a lecturer at the college where I teach my creative writing class.’




  ‘What sort of piece?’ asked Joe suspiciously.




  ‘A pantomime,’ said Melissa, wishing she could see his face.




  ‘A what?’




  ‘Perhaps “pantocrime” would be more accurate.’ Minor explosions of exasperation fizzled along the wire as Melissa, suppressing with difficulty the laughter in her

  voice, explained. ‘Murderous plots and murky deeds, all in rhyming couplets.’




  ‘What’s it in aid of, for God’s sake?’ spluttered Joe. ‘No, don’t tell me. The Cotswold Senior Citizens’ annual Christmas treat. Or some new fringe

  activity called “Entertainment for the Feeble-Minded”.’




  ‘You shouldn’t make fun of the elderly or the handicapped,’ reproved Melissa. ‘You’ll be among their number yourself one day.’




  ‘Thank you for reminding me. Meanwhile, may I remind you that you have a deadline?’




  ‘I haven’t forgotten. This’ll only take a week or two and I’m having a lot of fun with it. I shall return to Dancing with Death with renewed enthusiasm.’




  ‘I should hope so.’ There was another pause. ‘Well, aren’t you going to tell me more about your pantocrime?’




  ‘If you really want to know, but I should warn you, there isn’t anything in it for you.’




  ‘I guessed as much.’




  ‘Joe, just for once, forget about money. Chloe produces for the Stowbridge Players and she asked me along to one of their readings. Some wealthy eccentric wants an entertainment for the

  guests at his birthday party and as it happens to coincide with Hallowe’en, they thought they’d make it a spooky murder mystery.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘They’d chosen a piece from some published collection for amateurs but it was pretty turgid. Chloe asked if I could give them some ideas for improving it.’




  ‘If advice was all they wanted . . .’ began Joe, but Melissa hadn’t finished.




  ‘I suggested that as it was a party and everyone would be half cut by the time they settled down to watch, there was no point in treating it too seriously,’ she explained. ‘I

  thought it’d be fun to make a few changes – you know, camp it up a bit – but Chloe was concerned about copyright, so . . .’




  ‘. . . so you undertook to write a completely new script, I suppose? Really, Mel, you might consider your poor starving agent before wasting your valuable time on frivolous

  causes.’




  ‘Starving be blowed! Last time we met, you looked sleeker than ever. Anyway, I’m really enjoying this.’




  ‘Just the same, if this character’s so wealthy, I don’t see why he can’t pay for his entertainment.’




  ‘But he is paying. He’s coughed up several K for lights and sound equipment in Stowbridge Assembly Rooms.’




  ‘Big deal. Who is he, anyway?’




  ‘A chap by the name of Mitchell. Very matey, by all accounts. Likes to be called Mitch.’




  ‘Not Richard Mitchell?’ The sudden change of tone conjured up a picture of Joe with head raised, ears pricked and nostrils quivering, like a hunting dog scenting the air. ‘Rich

  Mitch – the one the tabloids call “the barrow-boy millionaire”?’




  ‘What a vulgar way to describe anyone . . .’




  ‘Always hitting the financial headlines . . . owns a string of companies . . . branched out into the hotel business a year or so ago?’




  ‘Could be. Chloe mentioned he owns the Heyshill Manor Hotel, where this thrash is taking place. Gosh, I wonder if it is him!’ Melissa, never able to resist an opportunity of teasing

  Joe, assumed a sultry tone of voice. ‘How exciting – I’ve always wanted to meet a millionaire. Perhaps I can wangle a meeting. They say he’s a handsome hunk, too, and still

  a bachelor . . . mmm!’




  ‘Up to you. I doubt if he’d be your type.’ This time there was frost on the line.




  ‘Now, why should you say that? He might be very charming – and he’d be quite a catch, wouldn’t he? If I could nobble him, I wouldn’t need to write crime novels for

  a living.’ That was a bit cruel, she thought, knowing how Joe felt about her, but it did no harm to remind him now and then that she didn’t rate him a potential suitor.




  ‘You be careful,’ said Joe in what she thought of as his schoolmaster’s voice. ‘Where there’s that sort of money, there are crooks.’




  Melissa burst out laughing. ‘Oh Joe, anyone would think he belonged to the Mafia!’




  ‘How do you know he doesn’t? Your so-called “pantocrime” might be a set-up for some scam or other.’




  ‘Oh, shut up!’ It was illogical, of course, but the word ‘scam’ sent a frisson up her spine. ‘You know I don’t appreciate that sort of joke.’




  ‘Who said I was joking? Just be on your guard, that’s all. And remember your deadline.’ Before she could think of a riposte, he hung up.




  Having handed a script entitled The Grisly Fate of Ann Bull of Cow Lane, or Innocent Blood Avenged to a grateful Chloe Anderson, Melissa prepared to resume work on her

  current novel. The weather, however, was far too pleasant to be wasted at a desk and by ten o’clock each morning she was out of doors, revelling in the blue skies and glowing warmth of the

  early September days and congratulating herself on having had the good sense and good fortune to leave London and settle in a peaceful Cotswold village.




  ‘How I endured living in town I can’t imagine,’ she remarked one morning to her artist friend who occupied the cottage adjoining her own. With a contented sigh, she

  contemplated the multi-hued mass of flowers bordering her little kitchen garden, the ripe fruit on her apple tree and the hawthorn hedge bejewelled with scarlet berries. ‘Who’d swap

  this for traffic fumes and buses thundering past the window?’




  Iris Ash, lean as a shoot from a coppiced hazel and brown as a nut, paused in her task of lifting potatoes and wandered across to the fence dividing the two gardens.




  ‘So you opted for combine harvesters and the smell of dung!’ With a wry grin, she jerked her head of short, mouse-brown hair in the direction of a heavy machine throbbing and

  clanking to and fro in a dusty haze on the far side of the valley.




  ‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ said Melissa. ‘Country noises and smells aren’t nearly so bad. And it’s such a joy to be able to grow my own vegetables,’ she

  added smugly, throwing a handful of freshly gathered beans into a basket.




  ‘Good crop there,’ said Iris, eyeing the heap of long green pods. ‘Going to freeze ’em?’




  ‘Not all of them. I promised some to Chloe.’




  ‘Your actress pal? How’s the show coming on?’




  ‘First rehearsal this evening. She’s invited me along, and guess who’ll be there. Rich Mitch in person.’




  ‘Lucky you. Saw his picture in the Gazette a few days ago, handing over a cheque for some worthy cause.’




  ‘Yes, I’ve heard he’s a bit of a philanthropist. I’ve been kidding poor old Joe that I’ve got designs on him.’




  ‘Watch it!’ Iris’s grey eyes twinkled. ‘The Honourable Penelope de Lavier is about to land him, so I’m told.’




  ‘Iris! I didn’t know you read the gossip columns!’




  ‘Got it from a client.’ Iris was much in demand as a painter of water-colours of the houses and gardens of local landowners.




  ‘Did you learn anything else?’




  Iris raised an eyebrow. ‘Why all the interest? Not seriously after him, are you?’




  ‘Don’t be wet, Iris, of course I’m not. He’s still in his thirties – too young for either of us, I’m afraid. Pity.’ Melissa sighed in mock regret.

  ‘He might find a mature lady crime writer more intriguing than some feather-brained deb with shoulder-length legs.’




  ‘Penelope de Lavier is no feather-brain,’ declared Iris who, it emerged, had had her ear bent for the better part of an hour by an ambitious, but in this matter disappointed, mother

  of an eligible daughter. ‘Runs the Dizzy Heights boutiques with Lady Charlotte Heighton. Wants finance – plans to get it along with the wedding cake.’




  ‘That rings a bell. Didn’t I read something in The Times Business Section? They’ve got plans to open more branches and they’re looking for a backer.’




  ‘Not looking any more, according to Lady Vowden,’ said Iris with a puckish grin. ‘And she says Penny and Charlotte’s motto is “finders keepers” so you’d

  better not be too charming to young Midas or you’ll get a knife in your back.’




  ‘Now don’t you start! I’ve had enough dire warnings from Joe about the danger of sinister connections with the underworld.’




  ‘You’re cruel to that nice man.’ Iris had long expressed the opinion that Melissa should give Joe more encouragement. ‘By the way,’ she added inconsequentially, in

  a careless tone that entirely failed to deceive, ‘if your thespians want a hand with set designs, I wouldn’t mind helping out.’




  ‘And get to meet Rich Mitch at the same time? Iris! Fancy you turning into a gold-digger, at your age!’




  Iris was unabashed. ‘Seriously. Might lead to a commission to paint his haunted manor.’




  ‘Is it haunted? Chloe never said.’




  ‘Got to be. Built over the remains of a medieval priory. Well, can’t stop here gossiping. Want to finish this before lunch.’ Iris levered herself away from the fence and

  reached for her fork. ‘By the way, got a spook in this panto thing, haven’t you?’ She gave a throaty cackle. ‘Hope the real ones don’t think you’re making fun of

  ’em. Might turn nasty!’










  Chapter Two




  ‘This fellow Mitchell is a bit of an oddball,’ said Chloe as she parked her elderly Fiesta among the Range Rovers, Porsches and Mercedes in the forecourt of the

  Heyshill Manor Hotel. ‘Insists we have all the rehearsals here, intends to be at every one, wants to speak the prologue himself and brings in some boozy old pal of his Dad’s to play the

  policeman.’




  ‘Wish fulfilment – indulging a lifelong desire to tread the boards?’ suggested Melissa.




  Chloe shrugged. ‘Could be, I suppose. I only hope they’ve got some talent between them. I thought tycoons gave the orders and then let their minions get on with it.’




  ‘I’m sure a lot of them do, but I suppose some like to know what’s going on in their offices. I’ve heard of heads of corporations wandering round incognito and ringing up

  branches to check that the receptionist isn’t being rude to the customers.’




  Chloe grunted. ‘That makes sense when they understand the business. I get the impression this character doesn’t know a fly tower from a proscenium arch.’




  ‘I shouldn’t worry,’ chuckled Melissa. ‘I doubt if you’ll have either in the small function room.’




  ‘Oh, you know what I mean. He’s tickled pink with your script, by the way.’




  ‘That’s good.’




  Chloe heaved her substantial form out of the car and began groping behind her seat. ‘Oh blast!’ she muttered. ‘I forgot the bag of props.’




  ‘What props?’




  ‘The stuff for the prologue – you know, the knife, the gun, the bottle with the label marked “Poison” . . .’




  Melissa burst out laughing. ‘You’ve failed the first test, I’m afraid – you’d better collect your cards.’




  Chloe’s plump face was a study in dismay. ‘He’ll think I’m hopelessly inefficient,’ she wailed.




  ‘Don’t admit to forgetting – just say your props person hasn’t prepared them yet and he’s got to mime. It’ll make him feel ever so professional. Come on,

  it’s almost seven o’clock. You’ll lose Brownie points for being late.’




  ‘Hope the others are here.’ Chloe cast an eye round the gravelled forecourt. ‘Oh good, there’s Dittany’s car – she’s bringing some of them.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Dittany Blair. Unusual name, isn’t it? Some sort of flower, I believe.’




  ‘Rather beautiful. Like this place.’ While they were speaking, Melissa had been admiring the broad façade of the ancient manor house, its walls of honey-coloured Cotswold

  stone made golden by the evening light. ‘Iris hinted that it has quite a history.’




  ‘So I believe. The main part of the building’s Jacobean but the site is much older. It’s been added to, of course, and modernised. The new conference wing is at the back, out

  of sight.’




  ‘I’ll bet it costs a fortune to stay here.’




  The oak-beamed reception hall was thickly carpeted, the atmosphere a subtle blend of pot-pourri, wax polish and general opulence. A gilded basket of bronze chrysanthemums stood on a marble

  column and the walls were hung with pictures of horses and hounds racing across fields and jumping over hedges. Above a stone fireplace, carved with a coat of arms, hung a portrait of a beaming,

  ruddy-faced gentleman, resplendent in scarlet jacket, black cap and white stock.




  ‘The previous owner, Master of the local hunt,’ Chloe informed Melissa.




  A good-looking blonde woman in an elegant black suit, faultlessly groomed and coiffured, was welcoming a couple who had just arrived. She glanced up as Chloe and Melissa entered, flashed them a

  brilliant smile and tilted her head over one shoulder.




  ‘Mr Mitchell and his party are here,’ she informed them. ‘Go straight through.’




  ‘What a gorgeous creature!’ whispered Melissa as they made their way along a corridor.




  ‘That’s Kim Bellamy, the manager’s wife. I met them both last week when I came to look at the room where we’re performing this epic. They’ve been very

  helpful.’




  ‘They would be, wouldn’t they? You’re working for their boss,’ Melissa pointed out. ‘Are those diamonds genuine, do you suppose?’




  ‘They look like the real thing, don’t they? They must get jolly good wages – or perhaps she’s got a wealthy admirer.’




  They passed through a double door marked ‘Priory Suite’ into a vestibule leading to a kitchen, cloakroom and toilets. Swing doors at the far end were marked ‘Conference

  Room’ and as the two women passed through them the faint buzz of a digital watch sounded at the far end of a large, sunny room with panelled walls and mullioned windows.




  ‘That’s what I like, good timing!’ A youngish man in a well cut slate-blue suit came to meet them. ‘Evening, Chloe. This the lady who wrote our script?’




  ‘Melissa, may I introduce . . .’ began Chloe, but the attempt at formality was brushed aside.




  ‘Richard Mitchell – call me Mitch.’




  ‘Melissa Craig – call me Mel,’ Melissa heard herself say as she took the proffered hand.




  His eyes, set in a clean-shaven, tanned face, widened in surprise. ‘The Mel Craig – the crime novelist?’ He turned to Chloe. ‘You never told me she was that

  famous!’ He pumped Melissa’s hand energetically and then released it with a look of deep concern. ‘Sorry, don’t know me own strength – hope I haven’t damaged the

  writing hand!’




  ‘I don’t think you’ve broken any bones,’ said Melissa, flexing her fingers and feigning acute pain.




  With great solicitude, he took her hand between both his and massaged it. His skin was warm and dry; she found the contact distinctly agreeable. ‘All better now!’ he announced, with

  a pronounced glottal stop and a lop-sided grin that immediately called to mind Joe’s reference to the ‘barrow-boy millionaire’. With that impish expression and the clipped,

  metallic London accent, he would have no difficulty charming susceptible housewives into buying double quantities of oranges and bananas.




  ‘Meet me pals,’ continued Mitch. ‘This is the Hon. Pen.’ He took the arm of a slinky brunette who had been hovering at his elbow and now showed her disapproval of his

  style of introduction by a pout and a flick of theatrically made-up eyes, half hidden behind drooping lids. Mitch responded with an unabashed grin.




  ‘Sorry, duchess!’ He assumed the affected accent of a comedian aping the aristocracy. ‘I mean, of course, the Honourable Penelope de Lavier. Say “hello” to our

  scriptwriter, Pen.’




  Penelope held out a limp hand. ‘How d’you do?’ she drawled. ‘I think you’re awfully clever.’




  ‘Thank you,’ murmured Melissa.




  ‘And this is Will Foley, an old mate of me Dad’s from the smoke. Staying down here at his daughter’s place for a bit. He’s playing the copper in your panto.’




  Will had thinning grizzled hair and a steady gaze that reminded Melissa of her friend, Detective Chief Inspector Kenneth Harris. He transferred the drink he was holding to his left hand and took

  Melissa’s right in a firm clasp.




  ‘Nice to meet you, Mel. I like your books.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  ‘Chris Bright’s me minder,’ Mitch continued. ‘Makes sure I keep all me appointments and don’t drive when I’m over the odds.’ A stockily built man of

  about his own age, with shoulders like an American footballer and a pugnacious expression, shook hands and nodded without speaking. ‘Well, now you know us all. What happens next, Chloe? Where

  is everyone?’




  ‘I expect they’re waiting in the kitchenette,’ said Chloe. ‘I told them we’ll be using it as a greenroom.’




  Mitch’s brow puckered. ‘Greenroom?’




  ‘Rest room. Where the actors relax when they’re not on stage,’ Chloe explained. ‘Theatre jargon.’




  Mitch, apparently unaware of the hint of superiority in her tone, looked impressed. ‘You learn something every minute,’ he said. ‘Did you know that, Pen?’




  For the first time, a spark of animation appeared on the chiselled features of the Honourable Penelope and she laid a scarlet-tipped hand on Mitch’s arm. ‘Of course I did,

  darling,’ she purred. ‘I know lots of theatre people.’ The look she gave him would have melted Arctic snow and her voice was a mixture of honey and cream as she added, ‘We

  simply must tear ourselves away from business now and again and do some London shows, mustn’t we? And there’s Stratford just up the road from here – I do so adore

  Shakespeare!’




  ‘She thinks I need educating,’ Mitch explained cheerfully to the world at large.




  Unseen by Mitch, Chloe telegraphed ‘What did I tell you?’ to Melissa with an upward roll of her eyes and strode towards a door in the far corner of the room, to the left of the

  platform which would be serving as a stage. Despite her bulk, she had a graceful, almost regal carriage and she dressed with flair. This evening she was wearing a flowing tobacco-brown dress that

  flattered her fresh colouring and dramatised her generous but well-proportioned figure.




  Mitch’s gaze followed her with appreciation and there was admiration in his voice as he remarked, ‘Some woman, that!’ which evoked a look of disdain from the Honourable

  Penelope.




  Chloe returned with three women and one man, whom she proceeded to introduce to Mitch and his friends. ‘Felicity is playing the kitchenmaid who’s falsely accused of murder and Norman

  is her lover, the gamekeeper. Sheila is the heroine’s personal maid, in love with the same man but rejected and fiendishly jealous. And this,’ she turned to a slender girl with delicate

  features and smooth, glossy brown hair, ‘is Dittany, who’s playing the heroine, Ann Bull.’




  ‘And a very beautiful heroine she is, too!’ said Mitch as he took Dittany’s small hand in his. ‘What a smashing name! What does it mean?’




  Dittany looked gravely up at him with large, golden-brown eyes. ‘It’s an aromatic plant that grows in Crete. My father’s an amateur botanist so he gave me and my sister floral

  names.’




  ‘Nice idea,’ said Mitch, still holding her hand. ‘What’s your sister called?’




  ‘Asphodel.’ There was a hint of mischief behind the gravity as she added, ‘She hates it because she was called “Bog” at school, but I quite like mine.’




  If the botanical joke was lost on Mitch, there was no mistaking his enchantment with Dittany. ‘It’s the loveliest name I’ve ever heard and it suits you perfectly,’ he

  assured her earnestly.




  Penelope jerked impatiently at his arm. ‘Darling,’ she drawled, ‘we’re wasting time. I’m sure Chloe is dying to get started.’




  ‘Oh, sure.’ Mitch released Dittany’s hand, which she had seemed in no hurry to withdraw. He glanced round. ‘Hang on a minute – we aren’t all here.

  Where’s the two villains?’




  ‘They’ll be along presently. I told them we shouldn’t be needing them till later,’ said Chloe crisply.




  Her manner, with its hint of bossiness, drew a little bow of mock deference from Mitch. ‘As you say, ma’am! What do we do first?’




  ‘We’ll start with a run-through of the prologue – that’s you, Mitch and then do Scene One. Everyone got their scripts?’ Heads wagged and scripts were waved in

  confirmation. ‘Right. On stage Mitch, Sheila and Dittany. Mitch, I want you to stand centre front to speak your lines. You’ll have a small table with your props and when you’ve

  finished I want you to pick it up and exit stage left.’




  ‘Okay. Where’s me props?’




  ‘Sorry, they haven’t been prepared yet. I thought you wouldn’t mind miming, just for this evening.’




  ‘Let’s see, what are we talking about?’ Ignoring Chloe’s suggestion, Mitch consulted his script. ‘Oh yeah – the knife, the rope, the gun and the poison. No

  problem, we can improvise. Sure to be a knife in the kitchen – someone go and look. Give us your tie, Chris, that’ll do for a rope. Now, the poison . . .’ He looked round for

  inspiration. ‘I know! Pen, chuck us your Mogadons.’




  ‘Oh darling, I do wish you wouldn’t call them that – you make me sound like a junkie!’ protested Penelope.




  ‘Only teasing,’ grinned Mitch, but Penelope seemed determined to dispel any misunderstandings.




  ‘They’re herbal capsules, to help me relax,’ she explained. ‘Running a business is so stressful nowadays and I simply hate the thought of taking

  drugs.’




  ‘I do so agree with you!’ Dittany called enthusiastically from the stage. ‘I’m into herbalism as well.’




  ‘Really?’ The indifference in Penelope’s voice bordered on rudeness but Dittany either did not notice or chose to ignore it.




  ‘Yes, really. Daddy’s just published a fascinating book about it. I’ll lend it to you if you like.’




  ‘I doubt if I could find time to read it,’ said Penelope in the same dismissive tone; then, remembering her society manners, ‘Frightfully nice of you to offer.’ She

  rummaged in her handbag and produced a small glass bottle with a bright flower on its label and tossed it to Mitch.




  ‘Ta!’ He caught it one-handed and put it on a chair at the front of the stage, together with Chris’s tie and the knife that someone had been to fetch. ‘I can pretend with

  the gun.’ He aimed two fingers at Chloe like a small boy playing at cops and robbers. ‘Bang! D’you want me to start now?’




  ‘Not for the moment. Dittany, will you find a chair and sit at the back of stage right while Mitch does his piece. Sheila, you stand behind her. When he’s finished, bring

  Dittany’s chair centre front, sit her down on it and start your business with the brush and comb. Did you bring them, by the way?’




  ‘Here.’ Sheila held them aloft.




  ‘Well done. We’ll rig up a spotlight for the performance but we won’t bother with it for now,’ Chloe continued. ‘What we’ll do is leave the stage in darkness

  during the prologue, then turn off the spot and fade in the stage light.’ She glanced upwards and pulled a face. ‘Damn! It’s a fluorescent tube – I wanted one with a dimmer.

  I wonder . . .’




  ‘Get one fixed if you need it,’ interrupted Mitch. ‘Gotta do it properly.’ He turned to his minder. ‘See to it, Chris. Chlo’ll tell you exactly what she

  wants.’




  ‘Thanks, that’d be super!’ A smile chased away Chloe’s earlier condescension. ‘Okay, ready everyone?’




  Will Foley cleared his throat and held up his empty glass. ‘Won’t be wanting me for a while, will you?’




  ‘Er, no, not just yet,’ said Chloe.




  ‘I’ll be in the bar,’ said Will and made for the door.




  ‘Don’t get pissed!’ Mitch called after him. Catching Penelope’s disapproving eye, he gave a disarming grin that emphasised the dimples at the corners of his mouth.

  ‘Sorry, Pen! Right, let’s get rolling.’




  ‘Isn’t there something I can do?’ said Penelope peevishly. ‘I mean, it’s going to be a bit tedious if I have to sit through every rehearsal without some sort of a

  job.’




  Chloe looked taken aback. Plainly, she had not bargained for Penelope’s constant presence, but it came as no surprise to Melissa. Mitch was too valuable a quarry – and by all

  appearances too impressionable – to be allowed out of her sight.




  ‘Er, well, all the parts are cast, I’m afraid,’ said Chloe. ‘You could take charge of the props, if you really want to help. We’ll need a much larger poison bottle

  with a big label on it . . .’




  ‘With a skull and crossbones,’ suggested Mitch.




  ‘. . . and one of those knives with a disappearing point that squirts stage blood all over the place . . .’




  Mitch rubbed his hands in glee. ‘Great! I’ve always wanted to play with one of those!’




  ‘Can you manage to organise that?’ asked Chloe, ignoring his interruptions.




  ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Penelope’s smile was gracious but cool. Remembering Iris’s comment about ‘finders keepers’, Melissa made a mental note to put Chloe in

  the picture as soon as possible.




  ‘Let’s make a start, then,’ said Chloe. ‘Ready, Mitch?’




  ‘Sure.’ Mitch took up his position, cleared his throat, and declaimed the opening lines in traditional pantomime style:




  

   

    

      Good people all, our play tonight




      Tells of that ancient, deadly fight




      For love; a fight that ends in doom,




      Here, within this very room.


    


  


   




  Melissa stole a sideways glance at Chloe and saw her eyebrows shoot up in gratified surprise. Mitch, by now fully into the spirit of the thing, embarked on the second stanza, the first two lines

  of which he delivered in the manner of a school-teacher addressing a class of five-year-olds:




  

   

    

      Among our players, one will die,




      As you shall witness by and by.


    


  





  For the second couplet, his manner changed again; with rolling eyes and menacing leer, he spoke in a sepulchral growl as he raised each of his ‘murder weapons’ in

  turn, miming the appropriate actions:


  

 

  

    

      How will the killer take the life?




      By rope? By poison? Pistol? Knife?


    


  





  On the final word, he threw down his script, held the kitchen knife aloft in both hands and, with a shout of maniacal laughter, plunged it into the body of an imaginary victim.

  There were chuckles from the rest of the cast, but Chris’s face registered a comical blend of resignation and embarrassment while Penelope, wearing a detached expression, examined her

  fingernails.




  ‘Was that okay, then?’ asked Mitch, evidently well pleased with himself.




  ‘Super!’ called Dittany, upon which his smile became positively blissful.




  ‘That was fine,’ said Chloe, ‘but don’t forget to exit.’




  ‘Eh? Oh, right.’ Obediently, Mitch picked up his makeshift props table and moved aside as Sheila and Dittany took up their positions.




  ‘Think he’ll do?’ whispered Melissa in Chloe’s ear.




  ‘He’s a natural. I only hope Will’s half as good.’




  Mitch took a long pull from his tankard of bitter and said, ‘What about some incidental music?’




  After more than two hours of somewhat ragged rehearsal, Chloe, in response to an appeal from Penelope supported by Mitch, had declared that it wasn’t bad for a first run-through and

  they’d leave it at that for tonight. Now, the entire company, together with their sponsor and his entourage, were relaxing in the small private bar.




  Chloe considered Mitch’s suggestion. ‘We could ask the Music Club if they’d organise a trio or something, I suppose,’ she said.




  Mitch guffawed. ‘I’m not talking about a chamber orchestra! I mean on the joanna, like they had with the old silent movies. Your Music Club got someone who can play that kind of

  stuff, Chlo? You know, diddle-diddle-dum, diddle-diddle-dum as the crooks are running away, and when the spook appears it goes BOMM, BOMM, BOMM, BOMM . . .’




  ‘Yes, I get the idea.’ Chloe joined in the general laughter as Mitch, eyes rolling in mock terror, beat out with both hands a thunderous cadenza that set the drinks dancing on the

  table.




  ‘I think it’d be super!’ Dittany nodded approval over the rim of her glass of orange juice. Her expression of serene gravity was suddenly illuminated by a smile of ineffable

  sweetness. ‘Brilliant!’




  Mitch blinked like a man dazzled by sunlight. ‘You reckon?’ he said. Natural courtesy made him include Chloe in the question but his eyes announced for all the world to see whose

  approval was the more important to him.




  ‘Oh, yes!’ Dittany fairly sparkled with enthusiasm. ‘It would fit in so well with the pantomime atmosphere – don’t you think so, Melissa?’




  ‘I suppose it would, but perhaps Mitch should talk it over with your producer,’ said Melissa in an attempt to give the initiative back to Chloe and at the same time divert

  Mitch’s attention from Dittany. She had observed Penelope’s expression during the exchanges and it carried an unmistakable storm warning.




  ‘It’s worth thinking about,’ said Chloe, with a grateful glance at Melissa. ‘We’d have to arrange for a piano to be brought in.’




  ‘No problem. See to it, Chris.’




  ‘Hang on a minute,’ said Chloe as Chris reached for his notebook. ‘We haven’t thought it through yet. We’d need the right sort of piano.’




  ‘Sure,’ agreed Mitch. ‘One of the old honky-tonk variety. Sort it out with Chris.’




  ‘There’s a dreadful old piano in our church hall,’ said Melissa. ‘I dare say they’d lend it to us if we offered to make a donation to the roof repair fund. Would

  you like me to have a word with the Rector, Chloe?’




  ‘Thanks. We could talk about it on the way home.’ Chloe pulled a diary from her handbag. ‘Now, a date for the next rehearsal. Is this time next week all right for

  everyone?’




  ‘Next week?’ Penelope looked aghast. ‘We have to go through this . . . this mummery every week . . . for over a month?’




  ‘You’re getting off lightly. If it was a full-length production, we’d be rehearsing for at least a couple of months and it’d be every night for the final week before the

  show,’ Chloe informed her briskly. ‘Still, we can probably manage without you for the next couple of times, so long as you’re here for the dress rehearsal.’




  ‘There you are, Pen, no problem,’ said Mitch, with a bland smile. ‘I’ll let you know how things are going.’




  ‘Oh, it’s all right, darling, I’ll come along and keep you company,’ purred Penelope, with a change of mood that was plainly an effort. ‘But please, take me home

  now. I need a good night’s rest before tomorrow’s meeting. We’re negotiating with a top designer from Italy,’ she informed the assembly, one proprietorial hand on

  Mitch’s arm. ‘It’s vital for our future strategy that everything goes smoothly, isn’t it, darling?’




  Mitch finished his beer and stood up. ‘You’re absolutely right, Pen – business before pleasure.’




  It was not the most tactful of remarks and Melissa held her breath for a moment, but the Honourable Penelope had not attended an exclusive finishing school for nothing. With a gracious smile all

  round, and in the confident manner of one who has been trained to be aware of the effect of her every move, she uncrossed her long, perfect legs, rose to her feet and smoothed the skirt of her

  saffron-yellow designer suit.




  ‘I just love that colour, it looks marvellous on you!’ said Dittany, with a warmth and spontaneity that were obviously genuine.




  Penelope responded with a regal inclination of the head. ‘Thank you, my dear, how very sweet of you,’ she said.




  ‘I’ll tell you what,’ Dittany went on, either unaware that she was being patronised or impervious to the fact. ‘You shouldn’t take too many of those capsules of

  yours – Daddy says they contain valerian, which tends to make you lethargic. Why don’t you try these? They’re just as soothing to the nerves and totally harmless.’




  Penelope’s smile was condescending. ‘I’m sure my homeopathic consultant wouldn’t prescribe anything that wasn’t safe,’ she said. With barely a glance at the

  bottle in the palm of Dittany’s outstretched hand, she picked up her jacket and held it out to Mitch.




  Dittany flushed. ‘Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest . . .’ she began but Penelope ignored her. She snuggled into the jacket, contriving as she did so to brush Mitch’s cheek

  with her hair, and twisted round to shoot him a glance full of promise before picking up her handbag and taking his arm.




  ‘Well, good-night everyone. It’s been a totally fascinating evening,’ she murmured over her shoulder.




  ‘We should be going as well,’ said Chloe, standing up. Diaries were put away, drinks finished and chairs pushed back. In the general move towards the door, Melissa noticed the

  bearded young man who was playing the part of the murderer – one of the two who had arrived late and whose name she had failed to catch – take Dittany by the arm and whisper something

  in her ear. She appeared to give him only half her attention; her eyes were on Mitch and with an impatient shake of the head she hurried to rejoin his group while the man was still speaking. He

  seemed about to follow and remonstrate, but his companion restrained him.




  In the reception hall, Kim Bellamy was seated at a computer while a heavily built man in a white dress-shirt with a crimson velvet bow tie studied the screen over her shoulder. They looked up

  with professional smiles as Mitch and his party appeared.




  ‘Evening, Vic. Evening, Kim!’ said Mitch.




  ‘Good evening, Mr Mitchell. Was everything in order?’




  ‘Fine, thanks. We’re going to do a spot of work on the light over the stage and there’ll be a piano coming some time.’ He gestured at Chris. ‘Mr Bright’ll

  talk to you about it later.’




  ‘Very good, Mr Mitchell.’ Vic’s voice was matter-of-fact but from his slightly bemused expression, Melissa guessed that he was still not quite accustomed to the eccentricities

  of his employer.




  Outside, the air was fresh, with a light breeze that set the trees whispering. A waning moon gave a spectral tinge to the old house and threw black shadows on the gravel. An owl hooted near by.

  Mitch shivered and turned to Dittany, who was standing beside him.




  ‘Bit parky, innit?’ he said.




  Dittany pulled her jacket more closely round her slight frame and looked up at him, her expression solemn. ‘Yes, but it’s a beautiful night, don’t you think so?’




  ‘Beautiful.’ Her head barely came up to his shoulder; as he looked down at her it seemed to Melissa that he held his breath for a moment before saying, ‘Where d’you

  work?’




  ‘In the public library at Stowbridge.’




  ‘Oh, do come on, darling. I’m getting frozen!’ said Penelope, tugging at his arm.




  Over his shoulder, Mitch called, ‘I’ll drop in and borrow a book from you some time!’




  Waiting for Chloe to unlock her car, Melissa stood and watched the dark red Jaguar back out and head for the exit with Mitch at the wheel. He tooted his horn and gave a cheery wave; behind him,

  Chris and Will each raised a hand in salute but Penelope, in the front passenger seat with her shoulder inclined towards him, stared straight ahead.




  ‘Well, that was the normal first rehearsal shambles,’ said Chloe cheerfully as she fastened her seat belt. ‘I just hope that friend of Mitch’s loosens up a

  bit.’




  ‘Will Foley? Yes, he is a bit wooden, isn’t he?’




  ‘Nerves, I expect. I don’t suppose he’s done anything like this before.’




  ‘Who’s the guy with the beard and the brooding eyes – the one playing the killer?’




  ‘Eric Pollard. He’s sweet on Dittany, as you may have noticed.’




  ‘I saw him trying to speak to her just now. She didn’t appear to have much time for him.’




  Chloe shrugged. ‘He’s been trying to date her for ages but he isn’t getting anywhere.’




  ‘She seems quite smitten with Mitch . . . and vice versa.’




  ‘The Hon. Pen wasn’t too pleased about that, either.’ Chloe gave a chuckle. ‘This could be a lively production!’










  Chapter Three




  Some three weeks later, Melissa spotted an interesting item in the business columns of The Times. Under the heading ‘Mitchell Enterprises Enters Fashion

  Market’ was a short paragraph announcing that the company had taken a substantial stake in the Dizzy Heights chain of up-market dress boutiques. She went next door to show the paper to Iris

  and found her in the kitchen, preparing coffee.




  ‘So, the Hon. Pen made it,’ commented Iris, reaching for a second mug. ‘Wedding bells next, d’you suppose?’




  ‘I thought you might know that – isn’t Lady Vowden keeping you up to date?’




  Iris put home-baked cookies on a plate and pushed it towards Melissa. ‘Haven’t seen her since I finished her picture. What about the other girl you were telling me about – the

  one with the flowery name? Has there been any bloodshed?’




  ‘You mean Dittany? Not that I know of. I suspect Penelope will have her hands full if she does marry him, though. He doesn’t strike me as being exactly the one-woman type and

  he’s an out-and-out charmer.’ Melissa smiled at the recollection of Mitch massaging her hand, but her smile faded as she remembered the look on his face at his first sight of Dittany.

  Instinctively, she had scented trouble. It was true that Chloe, whom she met every Thursday at the college where they were both part-time lecturers, had made no reference to any tension during

  subsequent rehearsals. Penelope, however, was nobody’s fool. With her immediate sights fixed on a substantial investment in her business, she would be very careful not to antagonise her

  potential backer.




  Iris appeared to misinterpret Melissa’s changing expression. ‘Haven’t fallen for this character yourself, have you?’ She studied her friend with a beady eye. ‘Know

  how susceptible you are.’




  ‘Of course I haven’t – what a cheek!’ Melissa forebore to mention occasions when Iris herself had loved unwisely. ‘By the way, what about those set designs you

  promised?’




  ‘Nearly finished. Could bring them along to the next rehearsal, if you like.’




  Melissa put down her empty mug and stood up to leave. ‘Nothing to do with me, I’m afraid. I’ll tell Chloe they’re ready but she did say something about getting some of

  the students in the art department to paint the flats.’ Seeing a look of disappointment flit across Iris’s face, she added with a twinkle, ‘If it’s an excuse to meet Rich

  Mitch you want, I’m sure I can wangle it for you, but if the Hon. Pen has her engagement ring by then, she’s the one you’ll have to get past if you want a commission.’




  Iris cocked her head on one side like a blackbird listening for worms in a lawn. ‘Think so?’ she said. ‘Sounds to me like a man who makes his own decisions.’




  It was almost a week later that Melissa sought out Chloe to hand over the portfolio containing Iris’s set designs for Innocent Blood Avenged. She found her alone

  in the staff common room, staring out of the window, while her cup of coffee sat untouched on the table in front of her.




  ‘You look like a woman with a problem,’ said Melissa, sitting down beside her. ‘Having a rough day?’




  ‘No worse than usual. My first-year lot seem to think that the main reason for enrolling in a computer studies course is to play games, but otherwise . . .’ With a shrug, Chloe took

  a sip from her cup, pulled a face and put it down. ‘This stuff’s foul even when it’s hot.’




  ‘Never mind, perhaps these’ll cheer you up.’




  ‘Oh, super!’ Chloe’s morose expression changed to one of delight as she examined the sketches. ‘Just the sort of thing I wanted . . . brilliant!’




  ‘She’s kept them very simple, but says if you want any help with executing them . . .’




  ‘Oh, I’m sure the art students can manage. They’ll be thrilled at the chance of working on something designed by Iris Ash. Please give her my heartfelt thanks, won’t

  you?’




  ‘If you want to do her a favour in return . . .’ Melissa explained Iris’s interest in meeting Mitch.




  ‘Of course, she’d be more than welcome,’ said Chloe warmly. ‘We’re rehearsing this evening, if she’s free.’




  ‘I’ll tell her. How’s it going, by the way?’




  ‘So-so.’




  ‘You don’t sound very sure. Is there friction between Dittany and the gorgeous Penelope?’




  ‘On the contrary, they’re getting on quite well, after a shaky start. Penelope seems a good sort under that high-hat exterior. I can’t say the same for her partner,

  though.’




  ‘You don’t mean Mitch? I thought . . .’




  ‘No, not Mitch. Her partner in Dizzy Heights Boutiques, Lady Charlotte Heighton. A real gorgon. I get the impression she’s the dominant one – Penelope’s lamp burns less

  brightly when she’s around.’




  ‘She comes to the rehearsals?’




  ‘Just the once.’ Chloe fiddled with the tapes on Iris’s portfolio. ‘Melissa, if you’re free I’d be glad if you’d come along this evening. There’s

  something funny going on and I thought you might be able to help me figure out what it is.’




  ‘What do you mean, something funny?’




  ‘It’s hard to say. Nothing I can put a finger on . . . just a hunch.’




  ‘But there must be something.’




  ‘Well, for a start, there’s Will Foley. He still hasn’t got a clue – he’s absolutely hopeless.’




  ‘I know the problem.’ Melissa gave a sympathetic chuckle. ‘I’ve got a student who hasn’t a clue how to write but she keeps on coming to classes.’




  ‘But she probably enjoys it, even if she’s not much good.’




  ‘Oh yes, she adores scribbling – turns out reams of stuff. She could paper the walls with her rejection slips, but she never gives up.’




  ‘There you are then. This is different – Will simply hates acting. I heard him confiding to Dittany that he gets stage fright even at rehearsals, so why’ – Chloe spread

  her hands and cast a despairing glance at the ceiling – ‘does he carry on with it?’




  ‘Have you asked him?’




  ‘I never get the chance to speak to him on his own. When he’s not on stage, he’s in the bar chatting to the staff.’




  ‘Try having a word with Mitch.’




  ‘I have. I told him as tactfully as I could that I had several people who could play the part better, but all I got was, “Don’t worry about Will, he’ll be okay on the

  night.”’
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