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About the Books


Murder at Mallowan Manor


It’s the run-up to Christmas.


Libby Sarjeant and her friend Fran have been invited to stay at grand old Mallowan Manor to investigate some mysterious rumours, which are preventing the owner from selling up. A weird cast of characters, including an ageing actress and an enigmatic butler, makes Libby feel like she’s ended up in an Agatha Christie plot . . .


Murder Most Fowl


It is almost Christmas, and pantomime rehearsals are well under way . . .

Once again, local butcher Bob is playing the dame, but the whole production is put under threat when someone sabotages his business.


Super sleuth Libby Sarjeant now has to recruit Fran Wolfe to help find the culprit, and restore the Steeple Martin pantomime.




Murder and the Pantomime Cat


Pantomime is coming to The Alexandria theatre in Nethergate. Among the cast is Clemency, an old acquaintance of Libby Sarjeant and Fran Wolfe. She is making her return to the professional stage, encouraged by her mother Dame Amanda Knight, whom Libby and Fran met on a previous adventure.


But when one objectionable member of the cast is found dead, Dame Amanda and heavyweight of the English Stage, Sir Andrew McColl, call in Libby, Fran and their friends to prevent the wrong person being charged with murder and the Nethergate pantomime from turning into a disastrous melodrama.









Praise for Lesley Cookman:


‘Nicely staged drama and memorable and strangely likeable characters’
Trisha Ashley


‘With fascinating characters and an intriguing plot, this is a real page turner’
Katie Fforde


‘Lesley Cookman is the Queen of Cosy Crime’
Paul Magrs


‘Intrigue, romance and a touch of murder in a picturesque village setting’
Liz Young


‘A compelling series where each book leaves you satisfied but also eagerly waiting for the next one’
Bernardine Kennedy


‘A quaint British cosy, complete with characters who are both likeable and quirky’
Rosalee Richland
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    Libby Sarjeant put down the pen with which she’d been writing Christmas cards and picked up her phone.




    ‘Fran?’




    ‘Yes, it’s me.’ said Fran Wolfe.




    ‘What’s up?’




    ‘Well, you remember Goodall and Smythe?’




    ‘How could I forget?’ Goodall and Smythe were upmarket estate agents who some years ago had employed Fran to look into houses with a reputation for being haunted. Fran’s psychic ability, with which she wasn’t entirely comfortable, had been employed in the first murder case Libby had encountered and resulted in their firm friendship.




    ‘They’ve come back to me.’




    ‘What? After all this time? It must be serious.’




    ‘It’s more than that.’ Fran sighed. ‘You see, the owner asked them to bring me in. And you, too.’




    ‘What! Why? How?’




    ‘It’s Sir Andrew’s fault.’




    ‘Don’t hang it out, Fran. What’s it got to do with Sir Andrew?’




    ‘The owner is an old friend of his. An elderly actress. She was talking to Sir Andrew at some theatrical bash and telling him all about this house she wants to sell which is apparently haunted and won’t sell. So he told her about me, and then a bit about some of our – er – experiences. And mentioned you. And she knew you.’




    ‘Knew me? But I don’t know any old actresses – at least I don’t think so. Unless I worked with her when I was in the job?’




    ‘No, apparently she knew you when you were young. She kept in touch with your parents for years.’




    ‘They’re both dead.’




    ‘I know that. But she knew your name and Sir Andrew confirmed it was you. Anyway, she went to Goodall and Smythe and asked them to employ me to investigate. With you.’




    Libby was thinking. ‘A friend of my parents … could it be … there was one. A young actress, but I can’t remember her name. I had a huge crush on her. It can’t be her?’




    ‘Could be. Dame Amanda Knight.’




    ‘Good God!’ said Libby. ‘I never connected her to the person I knew all those years ago. And she remembered me?’




    ‘Very well, apparently. You see, immediately after Goodall and Smythe called, so did she. Got my number from Sir Andrew. And she said – she sounds lovely, by the way – that you must have got your taste for investigation from her. What does that mean?’




    Libby laughed. ‘I’d almost forgotten. She had a way of getting involved in cases in exactly the same way as we do, but I was a child so I didn’t take as much notice as I should have. My lord! How exciting! So what does she want us to do?’




    ‘She isn’t convinced about this so called haunting, but what she proposes is that she invites us both – with Guy and Ben – to a weekend house party to do some snooping, physical and metaphysical. Next weekend.’




    ‘I don’t believe it! A Christmas house party in a haunted house? This is pure Agatha Christie. Will we have the suspects lined up?’




    Fran laughed. ‘From the way she spoke, yes. I know it’s short notice, and I said Guy and I could only come on Saturday evening after we’d closed the shop, so she said could we stay until Monday morning.’




    ‘Couldn’t you and I go earlier on Saturday and the men join us later? Couldn’t you get cover for one day? After all, you are going to be paid.’




    ‘Perhaps,’ said Fran dubiously. ‘I could ask old Bob Alton. You remember him? He’s a regular customer and seems to know as much about the shop as I do.’




    ‘There you are then! Do you have to call her back, or anything?




    ‘I said I would. Will you ask Ben? I’ll talk to Guy – he’s already agreed in principle. Let me know what Ben says, and I’ll call her back.’




    The following Saturday morning Fran picked up Libby in Steeple Martin and they headed deep into the Kent countryside. The lanes were covered in frosted fallen leaves, naked trees forming a skeletal canopy above their heads. Libby shivered.




    ‘Why do we always seem to have to drive through these spooky lanes in winter?’




    ‘We do drive through them in summer, too,’ said Fran, concentrating on the lane which disappeared into the mist only a few metres ahead. ‘Let’s just be grateful the house is in Kent. She could have lived anywhere by now.’




    ‘You’d think being in top commuter belt south-east England there would be more houses around, wouldn’t you?’ Libby peered through the side window at the shadowy woodland.




    ‘I expect there are, we just can’t see them. Now keep your eyes open, there should be a turning on our left.’




    As they eventually came out into more open country the mist began to clear and at last a small wooden signpost announced itself as Mallowan Manor. Fran turned right into the drive which wound between more banks of trees and shrubs and ended abruptly in a large empty courtyard.




    ‘Well, there it is,’ said Fran, switching off the engine. ‘The haunted house.’




    ‘It could have come straight from an M. R. James story,’ said Libby. ‘How old is it?’




    ‘Seventeenth century, I think. I looked it up, and there appears to be a connection with the civil wars.’




    ‘Oh, not again! This is like a replay of that Dark House business. Cavaliers and buried treasure?’ Libby was remembering one of their previous adventures.




    ‘Well, at least we’ve got some background knowledge of the period,’ said Fran.




    The big oak door swung slowly inward and revealed a small figure leaning on a stick. Libby and Fran got out of the car and retrieved their overnight bags.




    ‘Fran!’ A beautifully modulated voice rang out across the courtyard. ‘And Libby! I’d have recognised you anywhere.’




    Dame Amanda Knight held out a welcoming hand. Her iron grey hair was drawn back in an Edwardian fashion, over her long dark tunic and trousers was draped a blue and green scarf, and her face was creased into a beaming smile. Her eyes twinkled up at Fran, who reached her first, and she impulsively kissed her on both cheeks before turning to Libby.




    ‘Libby, my dear! You’re taller than me now, aren’t you? Although I’ve shrunk a bit since we last met. Still got that rebellious hair, I see. Now, come along in. I want to hear all about you, and I’ve got a lot to tell you both.’




    Dame Amanda led them across a wide hallway, darkly panelled in what Libby supposed was oak. A huge inglenook fireplace took up the better part of one wall, and there was even a suit of armour at the foot of the impressively sweeping staircase. A man appeared from the shadows.




    ‘Fran,’ whispered Libby, ‘is this a set-up? That can’t be a butler, surely?’




    ‘Coolidge,’ said Dame Amanda, ‘this is Mrs Wolfe and this, Mrs Sarjeant. Could you have their bags taken up to their rooms, please? And could we have coffee in the library?’




    ‘It is a set-up,’ whispered Libby, as Coolidge lowered his head in silent acknowledgement and turned to pick up the overnight bags. His black jacket and pinstriped trousers disappeared once more into the gloom.




    ‘Come along, dears.’ Dame Amanda led them to the back of the hall and opened a door onto the most perfect country house library Libby could have imagined. Four deep leather chairs were set around a stone fireplace.




    ‘Let’s sit down, dears, and get comfortable.’ Dame Amanda sat in one of the chairs and propped her stick beside her. ‘Now, I must thank you both for coming, especially as it’s so near Christmas and you must have plenty to do. Are you doing a pantomime this year, Libby?’




    ‘Yes,’ said Libby, surprised. ‘How –’




    ‘Sir Andrew told me all about you and your theatre, dear. I was so pleased to hear about you, and to find that you were so close to us here. And you have three grown up children now, don’t you? Your dear mother wrote to me not long before she died.’ Dame Amanda shook her head. ‘Lovely woman.’




    ‘Yes,’ said Libby again.




    ‘And Fran, it was your particular talents that decided me on this course of action. I need to put paid to the myth that this house is haunted.’




    ‘But if it isn’t I won’t be able to find anything,’ said Fran.




    ‘That’s just the point, child. Then I can say to the others “There! This is a genuine psychic and she says there are no ghosts.” Then maybe the gossip will stop.’




    ‘Gossip?’ said Libby.




    ‘Others?’ said Fran.




    Following a faint knock on the door, Coolidge glided silently in and placed a silver tray, complete with silver coffee pot, on a small table at Dame Amanda’s elbow, then withdrew.




    ‘A marvellous asset, Coolidge,’ said Dame Amanda, picking up the pot. ‘Impresses people no end.’




    Libby laughed. ‘Is that why you’ve got him? To sort of complete the picture?’




    ‘Of course!’ Dame Amanda’s eyes twinkled. ‘Perfect, isn’t it?’




    ‘I said it was a set-up,’ said Libby. ‘It is, isn’t it?’




    ‘Well, not quite.’ Dame Amanda handed cups, then paused to sip her own coffee. ‘When I bought this place years ago, I was first attracted to the name, of course.’




    ‘The name?’ said Fran.




    ‘Mallowan was Agatha Christie’s married name,’ said Libby.




    ‘Exactly. So I rather built on it. It amused me to make it just like one of the country houses in the Golden Age detective stories – you remember I’ve always had an interest, Libby?’




    ‘I do, although I’d rather forgotten all about it.’




    ‘Anyway, recently I began to think that it was too big, too expensive to run, and it no longer amused me, so I decided to sell. And that was when the trouble began.’




    ‘How?’ asked Fran.




    ‘Goodall and Smythe said nobody was enquiring after it because it was apparently haunted.’




    ‘And you didn’t know this?’ asked Libby. ‘Even after living here for years?’




    ‘No idea,’ said Dame Amanda. ‘So I asked them how they knew, and apparently they narrowed it down to a couple of pieces on the internet. Recent pieces, I might add. These had been deliberately posted in as many places as possible where the sort of people who might buy would see it. And then the noises began.’




    ‘Noises?’ said Fran and Libby.




    ‘It started with a faint knocking that seemed to come from the gallery. Always at night. Coolidge and I investigated, you know, tapping all the panelling, and Coolidge even sat up all one night. Then the other things began. We would find an open window which we were certain had been closed the night before. One morning we found the big windows in the drawing room wide open on to the terrace. Even I began to get spooked.’ She looked thoughtfully into the fire. ‘But it dawned on me that this wasn’t a ghost. This was someone trying to scare me. And then I wondered why? If someone was trying to scare me, presumably they wanted me to leave the place. In which case, why had the rumour got out that was preventing me selling? It didn’t make sense.




    ‘So,’ she turned to the two friends, ‘that was when I saw Andrew and he told me about you.’




    ‘Did you ask his advice?’ asked Libby.




    ‘Not exactly. I hadn’t seen him for some time, not since the funeral of a dear mutual friend of ours.’




    Libby and Fran exchanged glances.




    ‘Yes, dears, you were there, although I didn’t see you. So I asked Andrew how he was coping and he told me how he had met – Harry, is it? And you. And of course, I was delighted, and saw at once how it could work.’




    ‘But you were always doing this sort of thing when you were younger,’ said Libby, ‘couldn’t you have investigated yourself?’




    ‘I’m not a psychic, and I’m not as young as I was. Besides, this is a little too close to home, as you’ll see.’ She looked serious. ‘Now we come to the others. My children and my nephew. You’ll meet them all later.’




    ‘Do they not want you to sell?’ asked Libby after a pause.




    ‘My son and my nephew don’t, but my daughter does. You see, when I sell this place I want something small and manageable, and I told the children I would give them a settlement each – in advance of my will, if you like. My daughter jumped at that – she’s just come out of a rather bitter divorce, and she’d like to go travelling and – er – find herself. But my son and daughter-in-law don’t.’ She shook her head. ‘And I really don’t understand why.’




    ‘What about your nephew?’ asked Fran.




    ‘He lives here, you see.’ Dame Amanda shrugged. ‘He was a musician and did very well for a while, but his band fell out of favour and since then he hasn’t really done anything. I took pity on him. He doesn’t want me to sell because he’d lose a comfortable home. I’ve said I’d give him a small settlement, too, but he would have to knuckle down and find work. The money wouldn’t last long.’




    ‘So there could be two motives for these so-called hauntings,’ said Libby. ‘The first to scare you and make you sell, the second to make sure no one buys it. It’s mad. And it can’t be your own flesh and blood, surely?’




    ‘I don’t know, dear, but I wouldn’t be too sure.’ Dame Amanda grinned. ‘I’m under no illusions about my children. I understand from Andrew that yours are very nice people, but your own don’t always turn out the way you’d hope.’




    ‘Tell me about it,’ sighed Fran.




    ‘Oh, you too, dear?’ Dame Amanda smiled sympathetically.




    ‘My son’s lovely, but he lives in America,’ said Fran, ‘but my daughters both seem to resent me having my own life. It’s my own fault, in a way. I neglected them for my career when they were young.’




    ‘What was that, dear?’




    ‘I was an actor, too,’ said Fran, blushing.




    ‘Oh, marvellous!’ Dame Amanda clapped her hands together. ‘So we can all talk the same language. Now, I think we ought to have a proper Christie like gathering this evening – or this afternoon at teatime. They’ll all be here by then. I can introduce you as old friends who have come to help me get to the bottom of this. No need to mention at first your particular – ah – accomplishments, eh?’




    ‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ murmured Fran.




    ‘But I shall have to at the end if we going to disprove this haunting myth.’




    ‘Well, all right, but only at the end,’ said Fran reluctantly.




    ‘Shall we go on a tour of the house now?’ Dame Amanda prepared to stand up.




    ‘Wait a minute,’ said Libby. ‘Before this obviously deliberate rumour was started, which seems suspect in itself if you ask me, how much of the history of the house did you know? And are there any stories about it in the village? If there is a village. It looked pretty deserted to me.’




    Dame Amanda sank back in her chair. ‘We know a bit about it. 1640 or thereabouts.’




    ‘Just before the Civil War,’ said Libby. ‘Was the owner with the Crown?’




    ‘Yes. There are some papers at the county archive, and he’s buried in the local churchyard. Sir Charles Mallowan. And yes, there is a village about half a mile along the road beyond us.’




    ‘So – any stories?’




    ‘Well, yes.’ Dame Amanda looked uncomfortable. ‘One is that Sir Charles buried some treasure to keep it out of Roundhead hands and it was never found.’




    ‘There must be dozens of those stories all over the country,’ said Libby.




    ‘Yes, that’s why it’s always been discounted. And then there’s the other cliché, the maid who killed herself when her lover discarded her.’




    ‘Pregnant, of course?’ said Fran.




    ‘No idea. The story isn’t clear, and there’s no telling which era it comes from. ’




    ‘Then I’m surprised you haven’t heard weeping,’ said Libby. ‘That would be the characteristic haunting in that scenario.’




    ‘So it could be that the knocking is Sir Charles or a descendant looking for the treasure?’ said Fran. ‘Or the maid wandering about. But knocking doesn’t really fit with either of those.’




    ‘Perhaps our “ghost” isn’t very bright,’ said Dame Amanda wryly. ‘Come on,’ she heaved herself out of her chair, ‘let’s go and have a look at Sir Charles.’




    They went up the wide staircase and at the turn Dame Amanda stopped. ‘There he is.’




    The painting hanging above their heads showed a man in the typical court dress of Charles the First.




    ‘You can never really tell what they looked like, can you?’ said Libby. ‘Because they were painted in a certain style. For instance, all the women look alike, and I couldn’t say that any of them were beautiful.’




    ‘You’re right,’ said Dame Amanda. ‘They all look unrealistic, somehow. Like flat-faced dolls. Anyway, that’s him. He was killed at some local battle.’




    ‘Maidstone,’ said Fran and Libby together.




    ‘Maidstone?’ echoed Dame Amanda. ‘I’ve never heard of that.’




    ‘Neither had we,’ said Libby. ‘It came up when we were – er – helping someone out.’




    ‘Investigating?’ Dame Amanda’s grin appeared again. ‘See – I knew you were the right people to help me.’




    ‘Would you mind very much if I asked another friend of ours if he knows anything about the history of the house?’ asked Libby.




    ‘Who would that be?’ asked Dame Amanda warily.




    ‘Another Andrew, actually, but this one’s an Emeritus Professor of History. He’s helped us before.’




    ‘Do you think he’d know anything off the top of his head?’




    ‘He’d be delighted to do a bit of  research. No, not here,’ said Fran hastily, seeing Dame Amanda’s expression. ‘He’s got all sorts of resources at home and online. We could give him a ring and just see if he knows anything.’




    ‘Well, all right. But let’s go up to the gallery first. You can use the phone up there.’




    ‘Mobile,’ said Libby, holding hers up. ‘You go on up. I’ll follow.’




    Fran and Dame Amanda climbed the rest of the staircase and came out on the broad gallery. The view down into the hall made Fran feel dizzy.




    ‘Did you buy the house from the Mallowan family?’ she asked Dame Amanda, turning to the bank of portraits hanging along the wall.




    ‘No, it was lost in the Civil War, and there were no living members of the family after the Restoration. These are portraits of the families that came later, and a lot that were just bought for effect, I think.’




    Libby came panting up the stairs to join them.




    ‘You’ll never believe it,’ she gasped, ‘but Andrew had already started looking into it!’




    ‘What?’ Dame Amanda and Fran turned simultaneously.




    ‘He came across a reference to it in some academic online group. Someone had posted about the rumour that had popped up, and all these old history professors started arguing about it. So Andrew started looking it up.’




    Dame Amanda looked startled. ‘So this rumour’s got that far?’




    ‘Oh, it doesn’t take much for something like that to go viral,’ said Libby.




    ‘Go viral?’ Dame Amanda frowned.




    ‘Spread across the internet like a virus,’ said Fran.




    ‘But they’re dangerous, aren’t they? Don’t they damage your computer?’




    ‘Not that sort of virus,’ said Libby. ‘It’s just rumour-spreading, only online. Anyway, in this case it’s worked in our favour. Andrew’s only found out so far what you’ve told us, but he’ll keep digging and keep in touch.’




    ‘Did you explain the circumstances?’ asked Dame Amanda.




    ‘Not fully. I merely said you were trying to sell.’




    ‘Good.’ Dame Amanda gave a satisfied nod. ‘Now, come on. Let’s do the rest of the tour. This, obviously, is the gallery.’




    ‘This is where you heard the knocking?’ said Fran.




    ‘Yes. It seemed to come from one of the rooms along here,’ she indicated several doors between the paintings, ‘but there was nobody there and nobody hiding, as far as we could see. And we tapped all the panelling, inside and out.’




    ‘No hollow sounds?’ asked Libby.




    ‘Not that we could hear. And as I said, Coolidge sat up all night here one time.’




    ‘If it was a fake ghost, whoever was doing it would know he did that,’ said Fran.




    ‘That’s what we thought, which reinforced my belief that it’s a very human ghost. So,’ said Dame Amanda, with a very fierce expression on her face, ‘I’m quite determined to find out who it is. And why.’




    ‘Right.’ Libby glanced at Fran. ‘And find out who the ghost is supposed to be.’




    Dame Amanda raised her eyebrows. ‘Does that matter?’




    ‘Of course. That’s why Andrew’s looking into it. If there isn’t any historical evidence of a ghost, what are the – um – perpetrators basing their myth on?’




    ‘Oh. Yes, I see. Well, come on, then. Along the gallery are these rooms which are mainly not in use. This weekend, I’ve put my daughter in one of them and the solicitor in another.’ She opened a door onto a sparsely furnished bedroom. ‘All of them have en-suites built into them now, but we’ve blended them in.’




    Libby and Fran saw a boxed-off and panelled corner of the room.




    ‘Do they back on to one another?’ asked Fran. ‘The en-suites?’




    ‘Yes. It made it easier for the plumbing.’




    ‘When they did the plumbing, did they find anything else?’ said Libby.




    ‘Like what?’




    ‘Unexplained gaps – that sort of thing.’




    ‘Nothing, as far as I know. No secret passages, or anything like that.’




    Fran was back out on the gallery looking thoughtful. ‘Where does that door at the end lead to?’




    ‘Another staircase. They weren’t exactly logical, these seventeenth-century builders.’




    ‘Up or down?’ asked Libby.




    ‘Both. It goes down to the old drawing room and up to the next floor where most of the bedrooms are.’




    ‘And your room is up there? And your nephew’s room?’ said Fran. ‘Is there any other way up to them?’




    ‘Oh, yes.’ Dame Amanda turned back to the staircase by which they had come up. ‘You see? Just beyond where we came out it turns back on itself up to the next level. Not as imposing as the first flight, of course.’




    ‘So anyone could come up and down without being seen. Say, if you or Coolidge had been coming down that staircase, someone else could have been going back up the other one.’ Libby was peering both ways along the gallery.




    ‘Well – yes.’ Dame Amanda looked puzzled. ‘But that would mean it had to be my nephew.’




    ‘You suspect him, don’t you?’ said Fran.




    ‘Maybe.’ Dame Amanda looked uncomfortable.




    ‘Now it’s come to it, you really don’t want to point the finger, do you?’ said Libby shrewdly. ‘We’ve made it real.’




    Dame Amanda looked at her steadily for a long moment. ‘You’re probably right. But I’m not looking for a murderer or a thief. Just to find out who’s trying to frighten me in my own home and for what reason. It might cause a rift in the family, but …’ she stopped, looking miserable.




    ‘Aren’t families the devil,’ said Fran gently. ‘Shall we carry on without you?’




    Dame Amanda looked relieved. ‘Would you? Just better not actually go into any of the bedrooms. You can open the doors –’




    ‘After knocking,’ said Libby.




    Dame Amanda smiled. ‘Go on then. I’ll be downstairs when you’ve finished.’




    ‘Other staircase,’ said Libby, as their hostess descended the grand staircase.




    ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ said Fran.




    ‘Another staircase? Between the walls? Shall we go down and see if we can find any sort of entrance?




    ‘We need to go outside and look for any anomalies in the walls.’




    ‘Too thick for the rooms inside, you mean?’ said Libby. ‘Let’s just explore in here first. What do you think is happening?’




    ‘The most obvious thing is trying to frighten her out of the house,’ said Fran, ‘but in that case, why is the rumour about the haunting being put about to stop it selling?’




    ‘Search me. Do you think we’ll be able to question the family?’




    ‘I expect Dame Amanda will start a conversation and we’ll have to listen.’




    ‘And interpose the odd question, surely?’ said Libby.




    ‘Tactfully, perhaps.’ Fran opened the door at the end of the gallery onto a small landing with a staircase, as promised, going up and down in a plain stairwell, painted a yellowish cream and looking none-too-well maintained.




    ‘Down first?’ said Libby.




    ‘No, up.’




    ‘Well, we can’t tap the walls here,’ said Libby. ‘They’re stone. Can you see anything out of that window?’




    The window was set in the wall opposite, tall and thin and slightly grubby.




    Fran stood on tiptoe. ‘No, just sky.’ She went down a few steps and tried again. ‘No, it’s too high. We’ll have to check that outside.’




    They ascended the stairs to the next floor, where a door opened onto a passage, still panelled, but far less grand than the gallery. Here, doors opened on both sides. Tentatively, Libby knocked on the first on her right. There was no answer, so she pushed it cautiously open.




    ‘Look at this,’ she said.




    They were looking into what could have been a teenaged boy’s room. There were posters on the wall, not of current pop sensations but those of two decades and more before, including one of Jonah Fludde, a band Fran and Libby had cause to remember. Clothes were strewn on the bed – a modern divan – on the floor, and on the two chairs. There was even the obligatory line of mugs on the windowsill.




    ‘How old is this nephew?’ said Fran. ‘From what Dame Amanda said he’s got to be at least in his thirties.’




    ‘Case of arrested development?’ said Libby. She closed the door. ‘Well, his room’s closest to this staircase, so he could slip up and down without anyone being any the wiser.’




    ‘Although, wouldn’t you have thought the staff would use this one?’ said Fran. ‘And, by the way, where do they sleep? And who are they? We only know about Coolidge.’




    ‘No idea,’ said Libby, opening the next door. ‘Perhaps he’s the only one living in. You don’t have staff like the old days.’




    The next room was obviously a guest room, not occupied at the moment. The two on the other side of the passage had obviously been assigned to Libby and Fran, as their bags sat on tables at the foot of the beds. Then, next to Libby’s, a surprise.




    ‘Coolidge,’ said Fran, taking in the neat but luxurious interior. Here there was a four-poster bed and some very good antique pieces, including what looked to Libby like a Georgian escritoire.




    ‘She hasn’t considered him as a suspect,’ said Libby, ‘but he wouldn’t want her to sell, would he? With this level of comfort.’




    ‘He’s been with her a long time, obviously,’ said Fran. ‘He’s probably saved up for a little cottage in the country.’




    ‘Then he’d lose this and have to pay all his own bills and food. I don’t get the impression he has a lot to do here, do you? Should we put him on the suspect list?’




    ‘I suppose so.’ Fran closed the door. ‘Next one on your side.’




    This one proved to be Dame Amanda’s room, or more correctly, suite. The door opened onto a small sitting room, from where another door opened into a bedroom with another handsome four-poster bed.




    ‘Nice,’ said Libby. ‘I bet she spends most of her time up here. No wonder she wants to sell the house. It’s much too big for her.’




    Opposite Dame Amanda’s room the main staircase led to the gallery floor. Libby and Fran went down and back along the gallery, knocking and looking into two more guestrooms, ‘Solicitor and daughter,’ said Libby, ‘and this one here seems to be a sort of storeroom for unwanted furniture.?’




    ‘You’d expect that to be on the top floor, wouldn’t you?’ said Fran.




    ‘Good hiding place,’ said Libby.




    ‘First place you’d look, surely,’ said Fran. ‘Besides, no old treasure would be hidden here – this is all twentieth-century stuff.’




    ‘Do you really think there’s a treasure hidden here?’




    ‘I doubt it, don’t you? Unless maybe in the attic. Where is the attic, anyway?’




    ‘Perhaps there isn’t one. Unless there’s another wing we haven’t seen.’ Libby led the way to the smaller staircase. ‘Let’s go down.’




    At the bottom they came to a small hall with a rather more modern – Regency, at least – door. Libby knocked and entered and found herself in a pale blue room overlooking a terrace through floor-length windows.




    ‘Is this the room where the windows were left open?’ asked Libby.




    ‘I think so,’ said Fran, with an abstract air. ‘Libby – there’s something here.’




    Libby stood still, arrested in mid-action, pointer-like.




    Fran continued to stare at nothing. Libby fidgeted.




    ‘Well?’ she said eventually.




    ‘I can’t get it.’ Fran shook her head.




    Libby looked at the door at the other end of the room. ‘Shall I see where that goes?’




    ‘Into the rest of the house, I expect.’




    Libby opened the door onto another passage down which she could see the large hall. ‘Yes, you’re right.’ She turned back.




    Fran was now frowning at the fireplace. ‘There’s something wrong about that,’ she said, pointing.




    ‘The fireplace? Why? It’s just a rather nice Georgian one with a lovely raised firebasket.’




    Fran sighed. ‘I know. But there’s something wrong.’ She looked at Libby. ‘I’m beginning to think there’s something behind all this, even if it’s not what appears on the surface.’




    Libby stared for a moment. ‘Let’s go and find Dame Amanda and ask if we can look round the outside.’




    They found Dame Amanda back in the library with a newspaper.




    ‘Outside? Of course, but why?’




    ‘Sometimes you find a section of wall that’s thicker or wider than it ought to be, indicating the presence of a secret room or staircase. We’ve found two in the past,’ Libby added proudly.




    ‘Well done,’ said Dame Amanda, with a smile.




    ‘And –’ Libby paused, head on one side. ‘Why didn’t I recognise your name? You’ve changed it, haven’t you?’




    ‘I wondered when you’d get round to that,’ laughed Dame Amanda. ‘I was little Abby Knight when you knew me.’




    ‘Abby?’ repeated Fran. ‘That’s not short for Amanda.’




    ‘No, Abigail. Which wasn’t a popular name back then, so when I got an agent, he decided to change it to Amanda. And Amanda it’s stayed.’




    ‘Of course! Abby Knight – why didn’t I remember?’ Libby was beaming.




    ‘Long time ago, Libby. Now, off you go and have a look at the outside. Lunch will be ready soon. Just soup, I expect.’




    Libby and Fran trudged round the outside of the house, locating the window above the second stairwell.




    ‘Doesn’t look as though there’s anything odd about it,’ said Libby.




    ‘We can’t tell, though,’ said Fran. ‘There are no other windows to act as guidelines.’




    They prowled round the house for the next twenty minutes, finding nothing that aroused suspicions, until they heard Dame Amanda’s voice calling them for lunch. They found her in a small, bright room that had obviously been, or still was, a breakfast room, with a large tureen of soup in the middle of a round table partnered by a platter of different breads.




    ‘Would you like wine?’ she asked as they seated themselves. ‘I don’t usually at lunch time, but you’re obviously welcome.’




    Libby opened her mouth but Fran got in first. ‘No, thank you, water will be fine,’ she said, and kicked Libby under the table.




    ‘Can you tell us anything about the dishonoured maid?’ asked Libby, after a first sip of soup. ‘Do you know the date?’




    ‘It’s only a rumour,’ said Dame Amanda. ‘It’s in these online pieces, of course, but it’s very vague. I think Coolidge was told about it in the village pub when we started asking about all this, but there was no very firm story. It wouldn’t surprise me if that was completely made up. It’s such a cliché, isn’t it? And just like an old song I used to do occasionally. “Only a Glass of Champagne”, by Noel Gay. I don’t suppose you know it?’




    ‘Yes!’ said Libby and Fran together.




    ‘We’ve used it in our summer season show,’ said Libby. ‘We do them every year at The Alexandria in Nethergate.’ She waved an arm. ‘One, two, three …’




    “Only a glass of champagne,” they all warbled together, “but it led a poor girl into sin …”




    Coolidge appeared silently at the table, his eyebrows raised.




    Dame Amanda giggled guiltily. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Were we making a noise?’




    Coolidge’s stern features relaxed. ‘Not at all, madam,’ he said with a quick, appraising glance at Libby and Fran. ‘It’s good to hear you enjoying yourself.’ He vanished as silently as he had arrived.




    Libby wondered why Dame Amanda should feel guilty. Dame Amanda read her thought.




    ‘He’s very protective,’ she said. ‘Especially since this business started.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t know why I don’t just pack up and move out and leave the children to get on with it.’




    ‘Perhaps,’ said Fran, ‘that’s just what they want you to do.’




    ‘Except your daughter,’ said Libby. ‘She would want her money.’




    Dame Amanda sighed again. ‘I know.’ She picked up her spoon. ‘Don’t let your soup get cold.’




    After lunch, Dame Amanda announced her intention to have a rest upstairs in bedroom. ‘You girls carry on. Poke about a bit.’




    ‘May we ask Coolidge some questions?’ asked Libby. ‘We’ll be discreet.’




    Her hostess raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, if you think it will help. You’ll find him down the passage to the right of the staircase. He has a lair.’




    They discovered Coolidge in his lair reading a newspaper. He stood up as Fran knocked on the open door.




    ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ said Libby, ‘but we wondered if we could ask you some questions.’




    ‘Of course,’ said the butler. ‘Do take a seat, ladies.’




    ‘We’d like to know,’ said Fran, when they were seated, ‘if there was anything you could tell us about, for instance, the stories you heard in the village about the maid. Perhaps something you felt you couldn’t tell Dame Amanda?’




    Coolidge thought for a moment. ‘Not really. I asked in the pub, but all I got was a vague rumour that didn’t seem to have been circulating long. Even the oldest inhabitant – there’s always one, isn’t there? – only said there’d been some talk after the last war.’




    ‘So it wasn’t based entirely on these recent rumours?’ said Libby.




    ‘No, there was something before then, but I gathered it was something about when the house had been used during the war. I imagine all sorts of things happened then.’




    ‘Was it a hospital?’ asked Fran.




    ‘More of a recovery centre, I think,’ said Coolidge. ‘But nobody seems to have known much about it. I suppose not many people are alive to remember.’




    ‘I wonder if we could ask the Professor to look into that?’ said Libby. ‘There would be some record, surely?’




    ‘Maybe not if it was top secret or something,’ said Fran. ‘Do you have any ideas yourself, Coolidge?’




    Coolidge raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course, madam.’




    ‘May we hear them?’ asked Libby. ‘Or are you playing the part of the butler so well that it would be unacceptable for you to express an opinion?’




    Fran frowned at her friend, but Coolidge merely smiled.




    ‘I believe someone has put around stories to frighten Dame Amanda away from the house,’ he said.




    ‘Not to stop it selling?’ said Libby.




    ‘On that I couldn’t comment.’ He inclined his head.




    ‘OK,’ said Libby, and stood up. ‘Thank you, Coolidge.’




    ‘Tea will be at four in the drawing room.’ The butler stood and bowed.




    ‘Good Lord!’ said Libby, escaping down the corridor. ‘Never in all my born years!’




    ‘Did you mean that?’ said Fran, catching her up. ‘About playing a part?’




    ‘Oh, it stands out a mile,’ said Libby. ‘If I didn’t think Dame Amanda was seriously worried I’d suspect her for setting up the whole thing as a joke.’




    ‘I suppose she isn’t?’ said Fran.




    Libby stopped outside the library. ‘But Andrew put her on to us after she’d told him the whole story. She didn’t know about us before then.’




    ‘Mmm.’ Fran opened the library door and walked in.




    A tall, thin man whirled round from in front of one of the bookshelves, a book open in his hands.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Fran, coming to a halt so that Libby crashed into her. ‘Who are you?’




    The man, stooping slightly, peered short-sightedly. ‘I’m sorry, but I think I should be asking the questions.’ He pulled himself up straighter, but passed a nervous hand over sparse greying hair. ‘This is my mother’s house.’




    ‘In which case,’ said Fran smoothly, ‘we are her guests.’




    The man stared at them a little longer, obviously waiting for them to introduce themselves. Libby and Fran remained silent.




    ‘Ah, Mr Dorian.’ Coolidge had appeared silently behind them. ‘I didn’t know you’d arrived.’




    ‘Mr Dorian’ looked startled. ‘Er – yes. My wife went straight up.’




    ‘Did she?’ Libby thought she heard a slight emphasis on Coolidge’s words. What it indicated she didn’t know, but it looked as though the two men didn’t like each other.




    ‘We’ll get out of the way,’ said Fran, grasping her by the elbow. ‘We’ll see you at tea in the drawing room.’




    Coolidge stepped aside and let them past, bowing slightly. They heard the library door close gently behind him.




    ‘Well, so that’s the son,’ said Libby as they crossed the hall to the staircase. ‘Unpleasant specimen.’




    ‘And Coolidge doesn’t like him. Or his wife.’ Fran was looking thoughtful.




    ‘Well, he certainly doesn’t like Mr Dorian, but I don’t see how you could tell about the wife.’




    ‘He disapproved of her going straight up to her bedroom without him knowing. I guess he doesn’t like them letting themselves in.’




    ‘Really? But if he’s Dame Amanda’s son …’




    ‘And she suspects a member of her family of working against her. QED, Coolidge doesn’t like them.’




    ‘Hmm.’ Libby turned this over in her mind as they climbed the stairs to the second floor. ‘And they’re up here with us. Which room do you think would be theirs?’




    ‘The one between the nephew’s and Dame Amanda’s,’ said Fran. ‘It isn’t the best furnished room in the house, from what I remember from earlier.’




    ‘No. So do they feel slighted?’




    ‘Probably. And it looked as though Mr Dorian didn’t know about us being here.’




    ‘I wonder if Dorian’s his first name or his second? I can’t remember who Dame Amanda married, can you? And she’s kept her maiden name.’




    Fran opened the door of the room where she’d found her case earlier. ‘He doesn’t look anything like her, does he?’




    Libby followed her into the room. ‘He’s not even nice.’




    ‘No.’ Fran sat on the bed and bounced. ‘Come on, then, what do we think so far?’




    ‘We think either her son or daughter – or possibly her nephew – started the haunting rumours, and someone, the nephew presumably, has been making haunting noises. As we said, either to scare her off, or to stop the sale.’




    ‘Scare her off so the family can live here without her,’ said Fran.




    ‘Why?’




    ‘To find the mythical treasure?’




    ‘In which case, there must be a mention of it somewhere,’ said Libby. ‘They couldn’t have invented that if they’re going to all this trouble.’




    ‘And the daughter doesn’t want to sell,’ Fran reminded her, ‘so it must be the nephew and the son between them.’




    ‘So now all we’ve got to do is get them to admit it,’ said Libby. ‘At teatime, do you think?’




    ‘I thought in the library in the morning,’ said Fran with a grin. ‘A la Poirot.’




    ‘Excellent,’ said Libby. ‘Then we can sit up all night to catch the ghost.’




    ‘I doubt if it will make an appearance tonight with so many people here,’ said Fran. ‘But I must admit to a certain amount of curiosity about the drawing room fireplace. Perhaps if the fake ghost stands down, I might get a chance at the real one.’




    ‘The real one?’ echoed Libby. ‘You think there is a real one?’




    ‘I told you, there’s something about that fireplace. Just a pity there’s no evidence on the outside of the building.’




    ‘I wonder if the prof has turned anything up?’ said Libby, pulling her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans. ‘Shall I ask?’




    ‘I think he would have called if he had found something,’ said Fran, ‘but give it a try.’




    Libby called.




    ‘Libby,’ said Professor Andrew Wylie. ‘I was just about to call you.’




    ‘Oh, good,’ said Libby. ‘Is there a real story?’




    ‘The usual one about a Cavalier having left treasure for his family, of course, but you can’t have a mid-seventeenth-century house without one of those. Otherwise, nothing historical until you come to the last century.’




    ‘The twentieth?’




    ‘Yes, Libby.’ Professor Andrew sounded amused. ‘The last one.’




    ‘So what is it?’




    ‘The only thing of any note is that the house appears to have been used as some kind of top secret centre. Nobody knew what went on there until just after Bletchley Park dropped the secrecy, but it still isn’t fully known.’




    ‘So no maids looking for lost children, then?’




    ‘Is that the ghost story? No, no maids. But there were rumours of hidden deaths. As far as I can make out, it was a training base, or possibly an interrogation centre. It’s near enough to the coast to be valuable as either.’




    ‘So rumours might have been deliberately started, do you think? To cover up what they were really up to? We’ve been told that people in the village say they don’t know anything.’




    ‘Could be, but this recent rumour looks to have sprung up fully formed only a month or so ago. There are a gaggle of desiccated academics trying to find out more as we speak.’




    ‘What we were just saying here,’ said Libby, ‘was that there must be a mention of some kind of treasure somewhere, or whoever’s doing this wouldn’t have bothered. You’ve found nothing like that?’




    ‘Nothing,’ said the professor. ‘I’ll let you know if I do.’




    ‘Well,’ said Fran after Libby had relayed the conversation. ‘No further forward, are we?’




    ‘We could start up a conversation about the house’s wartime history at tea,’ said Libby. ‘See who reacts?’




    ‘But that can’t have anything to do with the treasure,’ said Fran.




    Libby was silent for a moment, before springing up from the bed.




    ‘Oh, come on, we’re going round in circles. I’m going to unpack. I just wish I’d brought my laptop.’




    Fran smiled. ‘Look.’ She reached into her large canvas bag. ‘See what I’ve got.’




    Libby gasped. ‘It’s a tablet!’




    ‘Yes. It was Sophie’s, and she got the latest model so she gave this one to me.’




    ‘That’s a very good step-daughter you’ve got there,’ said Libby, stroking the screen admiringly.




    ‘Indeed,’ said Fran, ‘so I can look some of the stuff up myself. Or you can.’




    ‘No, you do it.’ Libby backed away. ‘I can’t even use a smartphone, let alone a tablet. I’ll go and unpack while you have a look.’




    Ten minutes later, Fran followed her knock into Libby’s room.




    ‘I looked up the information we found on Dame Amanda the other day, and then had a look for Mr Dorian.’
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