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Carsfold has recently opened its new theatre and the Town’s Women’s Guild is to present its first live performances – the pantomime ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ – over Christmas.

DI Harry Falconer has managed to duck two days spent over the festive season in the Carmichael household by pleading other commitments, but treating the whole family, himself included, to tickets to the first performance, on Boxing Day.

But he seems to be able to do nothing straight forward, and when tragedy strikes in the very first Act, he is catapulted back into his professional role with a vengeance: and on a Bank Holiday, too.

​Christmas Eve – one thirty in the morning

All the participants in the forthcoming tale were asleep, all excitement and anticipation that had kept this state at bay, now calmed by regular breathing and bright, hopeful dreams of the morrow.

But, no, one figure is still not abed. There is one still up, and in the Carsfold Community Theatre. Incongruously dressed in the costume of a pantomime cow, she has deserted her partner so late, and made her way to this location, for a little extra rehearsal for one of her parts, to be premiered on Boxing Day. Kate Kerridge did many things fanatically, and her partner, realising this, had long since made his way to bed, and thus to sleep, unwilling to wait up for her return, which he expected to be very late indeed.

Outside, the night was crisp, with frost twinkling in the moonlight, turning each leaf and blade of glass into a precious jewel which could never be replicated by human hands. It was a peaceful night, cold but beautiful. In fact, all was calm, all was bright.

The sound of sleigh bells was not yet discernible, and there were no reindeer in sight up above, but it would not be long before there was plenty of creeping about, accompanied by the furtive stuffing of stockings and pillow cases, to keep the legend alive for yet another year.

I

25th December

33 Letsby Avenue, Market Darley

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer placed his knife and fork down side-by-side, perfectly parallel on his plate, and belched very discreetly, a hand covering his mouth for the sake of manners, even though his only company was his five cats. Not only had he managed not to be on duty over the two most important days of Christmas, but he had managed to arrange things so that he did not have to drag himself to someone else’s house, someone else’s celebrations, and fit in with whatever family traditions they wanted to re-enact, eating up his precious free time with pastimes that meant nothing to him.

Following a kind-hearted and well-meant invitation to join he and his kin for the two days of celebrations, he had managed to bamboozle his soft-hearted DS, Carmichael, by explaining how his mother had invited him to spend a family Christmas with her and his father, as it had been some time since he had managed to be with them at this time of year. And he had managed to fool his mother by explaining to her how much his DS wanted his boss to spend a family yuletide with his young family, with all the trappings of stockings and under-tree presents, crackers and paper hats that this involved.

In fact, both invitations had been issued, their only real function being as a tool to turn down the other, and he had eventually achieved what he had long aimed for – a quiet Christmas Day on his own.

In celebration of this unexpected victory, he raised his wine glass and drank a toast to the deliciousness of solitude when properly planned and executed. He remembered the chaos that had been Christmas the previous year, which was spent actually staying in the Carmichael household as a hostage of the fearsome weather, rather than making the two planned, far briefer, daily visits.

Earlier, Falconer had stuffed two guinea fowl with apricots and wild rice, and roasted them with mouth-sized pieces of parsnip, carrot, and potato. These, with a few mange tout and his favourite homemade bread sauce, had made a feast fit for a king, and a rather good lunch for the cats as well, who were developing quite sophisticated tastes, with his particular left-overs for titbits of an evening.

His stomach pleasantly full, he eyed up his sofa with longing. A stretch-out and nap on that would be most welcome, with no friends, relatives, or their children to whom he must be polite and social. He could be as lazy and selfish as he liked, with no one at all to criticise him or look askance at his lack of communication or mingling.

As he got himself comfortable to doze off, he was aware of a number of warm, furry bodies sliding themselves on to the sofa beside, and even on top, of him, and he smiled in gratitude that he had this undemanding company which always delighted him. Some had commented that five cats were far too many for one household with but a single occupant, but he couldn’t disagree more. What could be pleasanter than stretching oneself out under a furry eiderdown that purred its pleasure and contentment, as it simultaneously lulled one off to sleep?

His descent into the arms of Morpheus was momentarily disturbed by what he had planned for the next day, but he did not allow it to delay him long.

The next day he would be seeing his festively-enthused DS, for part of his bribing Carmichael to accept that he and his brood could survive the twenty-fifth without his, Falconer’s, company, had been to declare that he had purchased tickets for them all to the pantomime that was being performed in Carsfold. Its premiere of three performances was scheduled for Boxing Day, and that he would be accompanying the Carmichael clan as it was his seasonal treat.

Carmichael was, as expected, utterly enchanted with the idea, as two years earlier he and his wife, Kerry, had had a pantomime-themed wedding on New Year’s Eve. Not only would it bring back a plethora of happy memories, it would also give him and his family the opportunity to spend some quality time with Falconer, who had become one of their favourite people, much to the inspector’s surprise.

In fact, he was now officially godfather to all three Carmichael children: Dean and Kyle from Kerry’s first marriage and whom Carmichael had officially adopted after he had married their mother, and Harriet, very much the baby of the three, whom Falconer had actually delivered safely into this world during the period of severe weather between Christmas and New Year the year before.

It had been a rash act to make the ticket purchases, but he reasoned that if he made this generous gesture, not only would he give the family a treat they might not normally have found easy to afford, but if he could have met them at the theatre, and driven home in his own car afterwards, without going to Castle Farthing for a home visit, he would have won. He could have appeared an open-handed benefactor without having to sacrifice too much of his precious down time on his own.

Unfortunately, his own inability to say ‘no,’ especially where the Carmichaels were concerned, had interfered with the arrangements, and he had found himself agreeing to call at Jasmine Cottage for them so that they could drive in tandem to the theatre, thus negating the necessity of searching for each other amongst the crowds of other ticket-holders.

He had also found himself agreeing to follow them home again after the performance, for a glass of seasonal sherry to toast the occasion. What a weak-willed fool he had proved! Still, nothing could be as bad as last year had proved to be. ​[1]

Gently, and in a refined manner, his polite snores blended perfectly with the chorus of purrs which rose from the sofa, in a miasma of contentment.

II

Carsfold Community Theatre – the auditorium

‘I don’t see why you had to schedule a ruddy run-through on Christmas afternoon. That’s a bit over-the-top, even for you, Kate,’ moaned Dani Greenaway, who was officially ‘front-of-house’ and, technically, not needed at all, on today of all days.

The auditorium of the Carsfold Community Theatre echoed with complaints, all directed at the director of the pantomime which would have its premiere performance the next day, and some about matters that had nothing whatsoever to do with the production.

‘I’ve got my old mum over and we’ve had to leave her on her own,’ grumbled Wendy Wainwright, who was scheduled to play the self-playing harp belonging to the giant in ‘Jack and the Beanstalk.’ Her main problem was that her teenaged son, Martin, was cast as the goose that laid the golden eggs, and her husband, Peter, a very tall man, was the giant.

‘Thoughtless bitch never gives a thought for those imprisoned by her bloody hedge,’ piped up a voice, changing the subject completely. ‘You can barely see your hand in front of your face in my conservatory on dull days like today.’

‘Never even offered a penny towards a new wing mirror, when it was clearly her fault,’ chimed in another, with another complaint against the same individual.

Other voices muttered an even wider range of grudges, all apparently aimed at the pantomime’s director, Kate Kerridge. And they had not even been granted the boon of having the heating on today, it being an official Bank Holiday, and the theatre not being officially open.

‘If you’d all quit whining you could be home in no time. It’s only a quick run-through to make sure there aren’t any lurking Pooh-traps for us tomorrow,’ bellowed Kate Kerridge, in a voice that would have done justice to the giant. She was the script-writer, director, casting, and player of two parts: the giant’s wife, and Daisy the Pantomime Cow – this latter on her own, she might emphasize, for she was also the creator of the device that allowed her to do this without another person lodged up her backside. Being personally responsible for so many roles in the production, she was feeling enraged at such lack of enthusiasm on the part of the other members of the group.

When the idea of using the newly opened community theatre to put on a pantomime had
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