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Who’s Who at Fairbrooke House

An alphabetical guide to the people in the story.

Cleo Fenmarsh, a Harrow Glen resident attending the school fundraiser.

Clive Peverell, the local bank manager.

Clyde Banning, the county sheriff.

Conrad Wycliffe, a private lender and property developer.

Damon Holloran, Yvette and Dexter’s twenty year old son, away at training.

Dexter Holloran, an FBI agent attending privately with his wife, Yvette.

Eamon Kellaway, a used car dealer and an old friend of Lydia.

Felix Wetherell, a security consultant and a guest of Sabine Fairbrooke.

Jolene Kettering, a local diner manager.

Kit Corbyn, Seth’s nine year old son and Poppy’s older brother.

Laurel Merton, a school teacher helping organise the fundraiser.

Lydia Drummond, Vaughn’s wife and a friend of Phoebe.

Who’s Who at Fairbrooke House

Continued

Maxine Dalloway, the owner of a local adult club.

Neville Halstead, a farmer and orchard owner supporting the fundraiser.

Orson Hollister, Fairbrooke House’s longstanding groundskeeper.

Phoebe Quenby, the church administrator and the vicar’s daughter.

Poppy Corbyn, Seth’s seven year old daughter and Kit’s younger sister.

Rafe Sayer, an insurance investigator attending at Sabine’s invitation.

Sabine Fairbrooke, the owner of Fairbrooke House and the evening’s hostess.

Selma Fane, a retired teacher and widow of the former school principal.

Seth Corbyn, a jeweller attending with his children, Kit and Poppy.

Vaughn Drummond, a nightclub owner and Lydia’s husband.

Verity St James, a successful singer returning to her home town.

Yvette Holloran, Dexter’s wife and Damon’s mother.
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Everyone Wears One

Fairbrooke House, Harrow Glen, North Carolina, 5:30 p.m.

Phoebe Quenby was halfway out of her coat when a small pirate asked whether it was still lying if the money went to the school. The girl stood beside the entrance table with a plastic sword tucked through her sash and a raffle catalogue open in both hands. Behind her, rain tapped the glass above Fairbrooke House’s front door. Phoebe freed her wrist from the lining and looked at the page the pirate was offering.

“It depends what you’re lying about,” she said. Seven year old Poppy Corbyn pointed to a photograph of a gift basket. The description promised an exclusive selection of imported delicacies, generously donated by Corbyn Fine Jewellery. Phoebe recognised the supermarket crackers immediately. “Dad bought those on Tuesday,” Poppy explained. “They were two for one. Kit says that means he’s only donated half.”

“Kit is confusing value with generosity.” Phoebe put her coat over one arm and crouched beside the table. “And those crackers might be imported.” Poppy considered the photograph with renewed suspicion, then asked where from. Phoebe admitted she had no idea. This seemed to disappoint the child more than the possibility of fraud. Before she could offer to investigate, a second pirate appeared carrying two numbered auction paddles and followed by a man whose black mask had slipped over one eye.

Seth Corbyn stopped when he saw the catalogue. “They’ve been reading descriptions,” he said wearily. His son Kit, nine and pleased with himself, held up a paddle. “You put eighty dollars.” Seth took it from him. “The basket includes a gift certificate.” Poppy looked up sharply. “For your shop?” When Seth confirmed this, she turned back to Phoebe. “Then somebody has to go and give him more money.”

Phoebe stood and turned to Seth. She knew him from school collections and the occasional Sunday when he arrived late with both children and apologised to everyone except the person speaking. Tonight his shirt was pressed, his shoes shone and there was a yellow sticker on his lapel announcing that he had behaved well at a dental appointment. She removed it discreetly while he explained that the babysitter had cancelled.

“My wife called from the ship this morning,” Seth added. “I told her everything was under control. That was before the babysitter developed a temperature.” Kit said he thought the babysitter had a boyfriend rather than a temperature. Seth closed his eyes briefly. Phoebe handed him the sticker and suggested the children begin at the school display, where Laurel had put out paper and coloured pencils. “Drawings,” she told Poppy, who still held the catalogue. “Not a written complaint.”

The children moved towards the ballroom, and Seth followed after checking that neither had taken the raffle money. Phoebe watched them turn through the wide doors to her left. Fairbrooke House was already warm with bodies, flowers and the smell of something being fried beyond the dining room. A string trio played near the ballroom windows. Their music reached the entrance hall in fragments whenever someone stepped aside, leaving a brief opening between conversations.

She had intended to arrive later. Laurel had suggested half past five, before the room became too crowded to speak, and Phoebe had agreed without asking why she wanted her there early. Now she touched the narrow silver mask beneath her hair and regretted choosing one with beads along the edges. They caught whenever she turned her head. The dress was comfortable, at least. She had tried on three before settling on the green one Laurel had once said suited her.

A hired attendant took her coat and hung it in the hall beside the others. Through the front windows Phoebe could see headlights moving slowly up the drive. The rain remained ordinary, inconvenient rather than alarming, though the forecast on her car radio had mentioned stronger storms later. She had parked facing out. Beyond the glass, a man held an umbrella over his companion while getting thoroughly wet himself. His companion paused to adjust her mask before accepting his arm.

“Phoebe. Thank goodness.” Sabine Fairbrooke approached from the ballroom with a welcoming smile that became noticeably less welcoming when a waiter tried to pass behind her carrying a tray of empty glasses. She stopped him, murmured something about the good linen and waited until he changed direction. Then she turned back. “You look lovely. Have you seen Conrad?”

Phoebe said she had only just arrived. Sabine’s gold mask concealed the upper part of her face without disguising the effort she was making. Her evening dress was dark blue, her hair pinned immaculately, and one hand kept smoothing a fold of fabric that did not need attention. “He said he would be early,” she replied. “There are a couple of things we need to settle before everyone gets here.”

“Can somebody else help?” Phoebe asked. Sabine’s fingers stopped against the dress. “Not with those.” She recovered quickly, thanking Phoebe for the church’s contribution and asking whether the display cards had arrived. Phoebe found the envelope in her handbag. Despite promising herself she would attend as a guest, she had brought spare pens, adhesive tape and the telephone number of the florist. Sabine accepted the cards with genuine relief. “Laurel will know where they go. She’s been wonderful.”

Laurel was standing behind the school foundation table beneath a banner that had begun to sag in the middle. She wore a burgundy mask pushed up into her hair and held a stapler in one hand. Kit was telling her something important about auction valuations while Poppy drew at the end of the table. Laurel listened until she noticed Phoebe. Her expression changed before she put the stapler down, and Phoebe felt suddenly glad she had arrived early.

“You came,” Laurel said. Phoebe gave her the envelope. “I was promised an evening of sophistication.” Laurel glanced towards Kit, who was now demonstrating how much larger a gift certificate would have to be to cover the advertised value. “We’re still waiting for that part.” She came around the table and touched Phoebe’s elbow. “That dress was the right choice.” Phoebe looked down unnecessarily, then asked what needed doing.

“Nothing for five minutes.” Laurel took the envelope from her and put it beside the raffle box. “You’re allowed to attend something without becoming its administrator.” Phoebe pointed to the sagging banner. Laurel followed her finger, sighed and handed over the stapler. They worked together without discussing who would hold which end. Behind them the ballroom filled steadily, masks lifting for recognition and dropping again once names had been established.

From beside the table, Phoebe could see most of the ground floor’s public rooms. The bar occupied the ballroom’s far corner, with two staff arranging bottles beneath a small lamp. Across the entrance hall, the drawing room offered quieter chairs and a view through open doors into the conservatory. The library door stood between them. She noticed the layout because she was already considering where Laurel might get five uninterrupted minutes to eat.

Then Lydia Drummond came through the ballroom doors with her husband’s hand resting against the back of her neck. Phoebe lowered the stapler. Lydia wore a pale dress and a simple dark mask, nothing elaborate enough to explain the care with which she was moving. Vaughn guided her around a waiter without appearing to exert any pressure. When she stopped to greet Phoebe, his hand remained where it was.

“There you are,” Phoebe said, moving closer so Lydia did not have to raise her voice. “I hoped you’d come.” Lydia smiled, and for a moment Phoebe recognised the woman who had once helped her repaint the church kitchen, laughing over a radio neither of them could tune properly. “You’ve dressed up,” Lydia said. Phoebe gestured towards the mask. “Under protest. I’ve already lost several hairs to it.”

Lydia laughed quietly. Vaughn looked towards the bar, then back at the two women. He wore a black mask and a dinner jacket that fitted closely across his shoulders. “Don’t get her started on church business,” he said. “We’ve only just got here.” His tone was pleasant enough for anyone passing to hear. Lydia said they were talking about clothes, and his thumb moved against her neck before he let go.

“I’ll get you something.” Vaughn did not wait to ask what she wanted. Phoebe watched him cross towards the bar, where he rested both hands on the counter while one of the staff finished speaking to another guest. When she turned back, Lydia was adjusting her mask. The ribbon had left a narrow mark beside her ear. Phoebe asked whether it was too tight.

“A little.” Lydia loosened the knot without taking the mask off. Phoebe resisted the urge to reach for her. They had spoken in the church office two weeks earlier, Lydia standing just inside the door while a cleaner worked down the corridor. She had asked whether conversations there remained private. Phoebe had answered too quickly that they did, then spent the following days wondering what Lydia might have said if she had offered a chair instead of reassurance.

“You can sit with us,” Phoebe told her now. “Laurel’s guarding a table. We’ve been very careful not to put it near the speakers.” Lydia looked towards the school display, where Poppy was drawing while Kit tried to persuade his father to bid on a telescope. “I’d like that,” she said. “I need to see where Vaughn’s put us first.” Phoebe said the invitation remained open and did not ask her to explain.

A burst of applause came from the entrance hall. Verity St James had arrived wearing a white mask decorated with feathers and a coat nobody seemed willing to take from her. Two people immediately raised their phones. Verity smiled for them, waited until one had finished struggling with the camera and smiled again. Only then did she remove the coat and hand it to the attendant.

Laurel came to stand beside Phoebe. “She agreed to sing one song,” she murmured. “Sabine asked for three.” Phoebe asked who had won. “We’ll know when somebody gets the microphone back.” Lydia’s smile returned briefly, and Laurel included her in it before asking whether she wanted water. This time Lydia was allowed to answer. Laurel brought three glasses from a passing tray and stayed while they drank.

Verity made her way through the room, greeting people by name and stopping to speak to those who approached her. When she reached the foundation table she bent to admire Poppy’s drawing. Poppy asked whether the feathers came from a real bird. “Several very glamorous birds,” Verity replied. Poppy looked unconvinced. Seth reminded her that other people were waiting, and Verity laughed with enough warmth that Phoebe revised her first impression.

She was still watching the singer when Lydia went quiet beside her. Nothing dramatic happened at the entrance. A man in a dark suit simply handed his umbrella to the attendant, said something that made her laugh and came into the ballroom carrying his mask rather than wearing it. Sabine left a conversation halfway through. At the bar, Vaughn straightened and took one hand off the counter.

Conrad Wycliffe stopped first at the school table. He greeted Laurel, asked how the reading programme was going and remembered the name of a child whose fundraising letter had been printed in the local paper. Phoebe had watched him do this before. At committee meetings he rarely needed notes. He could recall a leaking roof or an unpaid invoice months after everyone else assumed the conversation had ended.

Poppy caught her drawing on the edge of the raffle box and tore it. Conrad stopped talking when he heard her gasp. He crouched beside the table while Phoebe found her tape, and held the two edges together until Poppy was satisfied they matched. He turned the repaired sheet over for her to inspect. She thanked him, already reaching for a pencil, and he waited until she had settled before returning to Laurel.

“Good turnout,” he said, looking around. Laurel told him they hoped to replace the library computers. Conrad picked up a programme, studied the figure on the front and nodded as though considering a repair estimate. “We should be able to improve on that.” He returned it before she could ask what he meant, then smiled at Phoebe. “Still keeping everyone’s secrets?”

“Mostly I keep track of who’s borrowed the folding tables.” She held his gaze while she answered. Conrad laughed, accepting the correction as a joke. “Same people, generally.” He asked after her father, listened to the answer and turned towards Lydia. There was nothing improper in the greeting. He said she looked well. She thanked him. Phoebe noticed that Lydia had put her untouched water down.

Sabine reached them before he could say anything more. “Conrad, could I borrow you?” Her hand hovered near his sleeve without touching it. He checked his watch, then glanced towards the bar. Vaughn was still watching. “In a minute,” Conrad told her. “I need a word with somebody first.” Sabine’s smile held, but the colour beneath her mask changed. She said it really would only take a moment.

Conrad lowered his voice. Phoebe could still hear him over the music. “Then it will take the same amount of time later.” He touched Sabine’s arm lightly, already looking past her, and walked towards Vaughn. Sabine remained beside the table long enough to straighten a stack of programmes Laurel had just arranged. Then she excused herself and followed Verity into the drawing room.

Lydia reached for her water again and missed the glass by an inch. Phoebe moved it closer without comment. At the bar, Conrad said something to Vaughn that made the nearest guest laugh. Vaughn did not join in. He shifted so they stood shoulder to shoulder, both facing the room, their conversation concealed inside what looked like a companionable pause. Lydia watched until Phoebe quietly said her name.

“Could you stay with me a little?” Lydia asked. “Just here. I don’t need you to do anything.” Phoebe set the stapler on the school table and moved her handbag out of the empty chair. She sat down beside Lydia and waited. Across the ballroom, Conrad glanced towards them. Lydia lowered her eyes to the programme, and Phoebe stayed where she was.
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The Man Who Owns the Town

Fairbrooke House, Harrow Glen, 6:05 p.m.

Clive Peverell asked whether he could make an anonymous donation and still have his photograph taken beside the school banner. Laurel looked from the pledge card in his hand to the photographer adjusting her camera beside the school display. The bank manager wore a copper coloured mask and a hopeful smile. “The photograph would be for the bank,” he explained. “The donation would be personal.”

“That should be manageable.” Laurel turned the card towards him and indicated the blank line. “I still need your name here, so we know who to thank.” Clive asked whether it would be read aloud during the auction. When she said no, he borrowed her pen and wrote quickly, bending over the table to shelter the amount from view. His cuff knocked a pencil onto the floor. He did not notice, but Poppy retrieved it and returned to her drawing.

At previous fundraisers Clive had wanted to discuss his contribution for longer than it took to make it. Tonight he slid the card beneath a programme and asked when the photographs would be finished. Before Laurel could answer, Conrad Wycliffe appeared beside him and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Clive. I wondered where you’d got to.” Conrad looked towards the pledge cards. “Helping the next generation understand money?” Clive straightened beneath the hand. He said the bank supported the foundation every year. “Of course it does.” Conrad’s smile remained easy. “Though I’d tell the children to count it themselves.” Laurel saw Clive look down at the card he had just concealed. Then he looked back at Conrad and smiled with his mouth closed.

The photographer signalled to Clive, and he moved immediately. Conrad kept his hand on the banker’s shoulder long enough to delay him. “I’ll need an answer before Monday.” The words were quieter, though Laurel stood less than an arm’s length away. Clive replied that he had already explained the position. “You explained what you’d prefer,” Conrad said. “That’s useful too.” He released him, accepted a programme from Laurel and asked whether the computers were still the evening’s main objective.

“Computers and the reading programme,” she said. “We have children waiting for places.” Conrad studied the printed target, then told her not to look so worried. He would make sure they had something worth announcing. Laurel thanked him without entering a figure. A few feet away, Clive stood beneath the banner with his hands folded in front of him. The photographer asked him to relax. He unfolded them, then folded them again.

Kit joined the photograph before anyone invited him, carrying the telescope his father had been persuaded to inspect. Seth hurried after him, explaining that they had not bought it. “I’m demonstrating,” Kit said. The photographer lowered her camera while Seth removed the telescope from the space beside Clive’s head. Poppy watched from the table and asked Laurel whether anonymous meant nobody knew who you were. “Usually,” Laurel said, which seemed the safest answer available.

Phoebe returned as Seth steered both children towards the drawing room to look at the other auction items. Lydia was now at a table near the windows, speaking to an older woman Laurel knew from the church. Phoebe placed a small plate beside the pledge cards. “You haven’t eaten.” Laurel said she had been meaning to. “I know. You’ve been meaning to since I arrived.” There were two sandwiches on the plate and a pastry Phoebe had cut in half.

“You remembered I like those.” Laurel picked up the smaller half, leaving the other within Phoebe’s reach. “You always steal mine,” Phoebe replied. She settled against the table rather than finding another job, and Laurel took a bite while they watched Clive escape the photograph. Phoebe’s silver mask had slipped. Laurel reached up to free a strand of hair from its beads, then adjusted the ribbon with more care than the task required.

“Better?” she asked. Phoebe turned her head experimentally and smiled. Laurel put her hand down and reached for the plate again. They had known each other for years. Phoebe saved her a chair and brought coffee just as she liked it. Yet she could spend an entire evening wondering whether a hand left briefly against her wrist meant anything beyond affection. She was considering the matter again when Verity St James announced that she would not be auctioning herself.

The remark came from a group beside the ballroom doors. Verity held a glass of sparkling water while a man in a feathered mask tried to explain that he had meant dinner with a celebrity. “You’ve just described being auctioned with a meal included,” she told him. The group laughed. Seth, returning without the children, stopped close enough to hear and then appeared to reconsider where he had been going.

“Something from the new album, then?” the man suggested. Verity smiled. “That might cost some of you considerably more than dinner.” She had said much the same thing in an interview the previous week, though Laurel had enjoyed it more when none of the potential subjects stood within hearing. Asked what the album was about, Verity said it concerned things she had once accepted as explanations. “I’ve had time to think about them since.”

Seth found a loose thread on his cuff and gave it close attention. Laurel noticed because he had been listening quite happily until then. There were stories about Seth and Verity, most dating from before his marriage, and Laurel knew three versions. She had repeated two. Phoebe glanced towards her when she drew breath, not warning her, merely expecting conversation. Laurel took another bite of sandwich instead. She did not know which version was true.

Conrad joined the group with the programme still in his hand. “I hope the songs are kinder than the publicity.” Verity looked at him over her glass. “The publicity leaves things out.” He laughed, inviting everyone else to hear an old friend being teased. “We all remember our youth differently.” Verity’s smile held. “Some of us kept letters.” Seth looked towards the drawing room again, where neither child was calling him, and went to check anyway.

Laurel wanted to tell Phoebe about the interview, then realised she was more interested in telling her about Seth’s face. Across the room, Verity had changed the subject to the school choir. Conrad drew the choir’s teacher into the group and asked her about the next concert. She was plainly delighted that he remembered her name. Within a minute she was telling him about the Christmas programme, and Verity had turned to speak to someone else.

Sabine intercepted him before he reached the bar. She carried a replacement auction list and asked him to confirm what he wanted announced. Conrad glanced at the page. “Not yet. There’s another matter to finish first.” His attention shifted towards Clive, who had taken refuge beside the drawing room doors. Sabine lowered the list. “Tonight is supposed to be about the school.” Conrad looked back at her. “Then we should try to give them something worth coming for.”

Laurel saw Sabine press the paper flat against her dress. She knew the caterer had asked for payment in advance because Sabine had complained about it during a committee meeting, then asked that nobody repeat the conversation. Laurel had told one person. Standing behind the school table now, she wished she had not. Whatever Conrad intended to announce, Sabine did not look like a hostess pleased to hear it.

Neville Halstead arrived carrying a wooden crate against his chest. He stopped just inside the ballroom, searching for somewhere to put it, and Laurel waved him over. The farmer had once brought a lamb to her classroom and spent forty minutes answering questions about everything except sheep. He looked less comfortable tonight. His jacket was too warm for the room, his mask sat crookedly, and rain had darkened both shoulders.

“Apples,” he explained, setting the crate down carefully. “For the auction. There’s a visit to the orchard included, if you still want it.” Laurel assured him they did and found the card she had prepared. Neville read it before asking her to remove the word exclusive. “It’s a Saturday afternoon. They can bring the children.” Phoebe suggested that would make it more popular. Neville considered this, then asked whether Laurel had mentioned suitable shoes.

She was adding the detail when Conrad appeared beside the crate. He selected an apple, turned it in his palm and asked whether it came from the lower orchard. Neville said it did. “Good country down there,” Conrad observed. “Good access too, once someone spends a little on the road.” Neville’s hands remained on the crate. “It’s good for apples.” Conrad smiled towards Laurel, as though she might appreciate a farmer’s predictable attachment to farming.

“There’s room for both,” he said. Neville shook his head. He did not raise his voice or look towards anyone for support. “I said no, Conrad.” Laurel stopped writing. Conrad set the apple back exactly where he had found it. “You said you wanted time.” Neville answered that he had taken the time and given his answer. For several seconds the only sound at the table was Phoebe moving the plate away from the pledge cards.

Conrad gave a small nod. “I hope you’ve thought about what you’re turning down.” Neville said he had. Then he asked Laurel where the crate should go, obliging Conrad to move so they could carry it to the display. Laurel took the lighter end. She wanted to ask what Conrad had offered him, but Neville was concentrating on getting the fruit onto the stand without bruising it, and she helped him do that instead.

When she returned, a man in a dark red mask was crouched beneath her table retrieving the raffle box. Someone had caught the cloth while passing, and Phoebe had saved the papers before the rest followed. Eamon Kellaway emerged holding the box upright, one ticket clinging to his sleeve. “Only one escapee,” he said, peeling it off. Laurel knew him from the used car yard beyond the shopping centre. He had kept her elderly car going for two winters.

She thanked him and checked the lid. Eamon helped Phoebe fold the tablecloth back from the corner, then remained beside them while Laurel found a heavier object to secure it. His charcoal jacket was damp along one shoulder. She asked whether it was still raining hard. “Harder than when I came in.” He looked towards the window table. Lydia had stood to let her companion pass and was now alone.

“Is Lydia staying for the auction?” he asked. Laurel said she did not know. Eamon watched her for another moment before looking down at the programme. He had known Lydia since school, and Laurel had noticed them speaking outside the grocery store more than once. She had also noticed how quickly they separated when someone called a name. She had not mentioned it to Phoebe.

Lydia saw Eamon and came towards the table, carrying the cardigan Phoebe had fetched from her coat. Eamon moved a chair out of her way. “You look cold,” he said. Lydia thanked him but did not sit. She asked Laurel when the auction began, then listened while Laurel explained the revised order. Eamon stood beside her without joining in. When Lydia glanced towards him, he leaned closer, but whatever she might have said was lost as Vaughn arrived.

“There you are.” Vaughn took the cardigan from Lydia’s arm and folded it over his own. “Conrad wants us near the front.” Lydia said she had been asking about the auction. Vaughn looked at Eamon, then at the empty chair. “Planning to sell us something, Kellaway?” Eamon replied that he had been helping with the table. Vaughn’s gaze travelled over the secured cloth. “Looks like you’ve found work that suits you.”

Laurel saw Eamon’s fingers close around the programme. Lydia stepped between the two men without making the movement obvious. “I’ll come over in a minute,” she told Vaughn. He looked at her, waiting. Phoebe remained beside the table, close enough that Lydia could have reached her hand. Then Conrad called Vaughn from the bar, and he turned towards the voice. He took the cardigan with him. Lydia watched it go before looking back at Laurel.

“What time did you say?” she asked. Laurel repeated the auction time without mentioning that she had already answered. Lydia thanked her and returned to the window table, where Phoebe joined her. Eamon stayed long enough to straighten a stack of programmes, though they needed no attention. His eyes followed Vaughn across the room. Laurel asked whether he wanted a raffle ticket, and he bought three before going towards the bar.

Sabine came back as Laurel counted his change. The photographer needed the principal donors beside the school banner, she explained, and Conrad had offered to double whatever the auction raised. Laurel looked up, delighted before she could help it. That would cover the computers. Perhaps more. She reached for the microphone she used to gather people for photographs, but Sabine put a hand lightly against her arm.

“He wants to announce something about the house first.” Laurel lowered the microphone. Across the ballroom, Conrad stood with one hand against the bar, laughing at something Vaughn had not found amusing. Clive watched from the doorway. “Has that been agreed?” Laurel asked. Sabine shook her head. For the first time all evening she did not attempt a smile. “No. But he’s already told everyone what he’s giving your children.”
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Nobody Touches My Drink

Fairbrooke House, Harrow Glen, 6:45 p.m.

Seth had turned away from the bar for less than a minute, which was apparently long enough for Kit to enter the catering business. His son stood beside the cocktail napkins offering cherries on wooden picks to passing guests. Poppy held a paper cup containing the stock. Between them they had acquired three dollars, none of which had reached the school. Seth put his hand out, and Kit reluctantly surrendered the money.

“It’s fundraising,” Kit explained. Seth asked where the cherries had come from. The younger bartender admitted she had given the children a few, though not with a licence to resell them. “People kept taking them,” Poppy said. “Kit thought they should pay.” Seth returned what he could to the guests he recognised and put the remaining dollar in the donation jar. Kit looked down at his empty palm.

Vaughn Drummond arrived beside them and asked for a Black Russian. He had folded Lydia’s cardigan over a bar stool as though reserving it, though Lydia remained across the room with Phoebe. The bartender reached for a short, heavy glass. Seth drew the children closer while a guest in a cream jacket and scarlet mask squeezed past carrying two drinks. He was beginning to regret bringing them, although the cancelled babysitter had left him little choice.

“Still getting other people to sell things for you?” Cleo Fenmarsh asked from behind him. Seth turned too quickly and knocked Kit’s empty cup sideways. Cleo caught it before it fell, then handed it back to the boy. Her dark hair was pinned away from a bronze lace mask, and the small stones at her ears looked genuine. With Cleo, that was not necessarily reassuring. She smiled at Poppy and asked whether business had been good.

“Dad gave everything away,” Poppy told her. Cleo said that sounded unlike him, and Seth felt the flat jewellery pouch inside his jacket become uncomfortably noticeable. It contained a pair of diamond earrings she had brought to his shop on Tuesday. He had come intending to return them. Now she stood within reach, he could think of no way to do it without producing several thousand dollars’ worth of jewellery beside the school’s donation jar.

He had stopped believing her explanations months ago. The pieces came without receipts, sometimes wrapped in cloth that plainly belonged to something else, and she never wanted payment recorded in her name. He had sold three anyway. Rent had been due, the shop account had been low, and afterwards it became easier to describe the next transaction as ordinary stock. He thought of his wife asking whether business was improving and wished Cleo had worn cheap earrings.

“I need a word,” he told her. Cleo glanced at the children. “You appear to have brought witnesses.” Seth asked Kit to take Poppy to the foundation table, which Kit accepted only after establishing that he could keep the remaining cherries. Laurel was visible beside the banner. He caught her eye and pointed towards the children. She nodded, and he watched them begin the journey before turning back to Cleo.

Vaughn’s cocktail arrived on a square white napkin. Seth, too eager to sound ordinary, looked at it and said, “That seems more useful than lemonade. Any interest in a trade?” Vaughn put his hand around the glass. “Nobody touches my drink.” He had not raised his voice, but the bartender stopped smiling. Seth lifted his own glass in surrender and wished he had simply asked Cleo to meet him at the shop.

Conrad called Vaughn from the small table beside the ballroom’s nearest column. He had set down his own drink there, an amber measure with a curl of orange peel, to examine the revised auction list Sabine was holding. Vaughn looked towards him, then placed his untouched cocktail back on its napkin. “Leave that,” he told the bartender. He crossed the short space without looking at Lydia, and Seth edged away from the counter with Cleo.

“I brought them back,” Seth said quietly. Cleo’s expression did not change. “Then bring them to the shop tomorrow.” When he explained that he wanted to finish the arrangement altogether, she glanced towards his jacket. “You said that about the bracelet.” He had. He had also asked whether she had anything else two weeks later, after paying the electricity bill. Cleo waited while he remembered, neither threatening him nor helping him pretend it had happened differently.

“Not here,” he said, though he had begun the conversation. Cleo accepted that more readily than he expected. Her attention moved towards the entrance hall, where new arrivals were giving their coats to the attendant. Seth resisted following her gaze. He wanted the earrings out of his pocket, a proper evening with his children and something honest to tell his wife when she next called. He had arranged the evening badly for all three.

A glass broke behind him. Seth turned and found Kit standing beside a widening spill, holding both hands away from his body. Poppy had stopped a few feet behind him with the cherries. A waiter knelt to collect the larger pieces. “I caught his tray,” Kit said before Seth could ask. “With the sword. I wasn’t swinging it.” The plastic sword had been tucked through his sash, its handle sticking out behind him.

Seth brought both children away from the wet floor. Eamon Kellaway was already helping, lifting the napkin stack from the end of the counter before the liquid reached it. His dark red mask had slipped slightly as he bent to pass a handful to the waiter. Seth apologised, offered to pay for the glass and was told to keep the children clear while the staff cleaned up. He removed the sword from Kit’s sash.

Eamon put the unused napkins on a dry part of the counter and stepped aside for the bartender, who had brought a brush and pan. “No harm done,” he told Kit. The boy looked at the broken glass and clearly disagreed. Seth thanked Eamon, then checked Poppy’s shoes. Cleo had moved away during the interruption. He could see her near the drawing room doors, speaking to a woman whose burgundy mask was resting against her throat.

“I told you to go to Laurel,” Seth said once the children were clear of the bar. Kit explained that he had been going there until Poppy noticed he had dropped a cherry. Poppy said she had not told him to retrieve it. Both accounts sounded plausible and did nothing to improve Seth’s evening. He asked whether either of them was hurt, heard two impatient denials, then told them to stay beside him until the floor was dry.

Behind them, Conrad said, “We can discuss the rest afterwards. I’m asking you to deal with this now.” Seth looked towards the column. Sabine had gone, leaving the two men facing one another across the small table. Vaughn’s shoulders had stiffened inside his jacket. The music continued, though several people nearby had stopped listening to it. Laurel stood beyond the column holding her auction cards, within earshot.

Vaughn returned to the bar and rested one hand beside his cocktail. Conrad followed, leaving his amber drink on the small table. “Your people were paid,” Vaughn said. “You got what you asked for.” Conrad replied that paying someone to do a job did not settle what Vaughn owed him. His voice was conversational, almost patient. Seth had heard customers use the same tone when they wanted everyone in the shop to know there was a complaint.

“Not here,” Vaughn said. Conrad glanced towards the room. “You’ve had all week to choose somewhere else.” Vaughn’s hand came off the counter. For a moment Seth expected him to reach for Conrad, and he moved the children behind him. Instead Vaughn opened his jacket and took out a white envelope, thick enough that its flap would not lie flat. He held it between two fingers while Conrad looked at it without reaching.

“That’s what we agreed.” Vaughn threw the envelope against Conrad’s chest. It made a surprisingly flat sound. Conrad caught it before it fell, and for a few seconds nobody in their part of the ballroom spoke. Seth could see folded banknotes beneath the loose flap. One had shifted sideways. Conrad eased it back with his thumb, closed the envelope and slipped it into the inside breast pocket of his jacket.

“You could have handed it to me,” Conrad said. Vaughn told him he was lucky to be getting it at all. Laurel had lowered her auction cards, one corner resting against her dress. At the window table, Lydia was standing. Phoebe remained beside her, not holding her, though Seth could see the hand she had laid on the back of Lydia’s chair. He looked away before either woman noticed him watching.

Conrad turned towards the bar. The Black Russian stood beside Vaughn’s elbow on the white napkin. Conrad reached past him, took the glass and raised it slightly. “There. Now you’ve bought me a drink as well.” Vaughn caught his wrist, but Conrad had already brought the rim to his mouth. He drank while looking directly at him. Vaughn released his grip, and Conrad finished the cocktail before setting the empty glass back on its square.

“Don’t ever do that again,” Vaughn said. The words were quiet enough that Seth might have missed them if the music had been louder. Conrad smoothed the cuff Vaughn had crumpled, then smiled. “Then don’t throw things at me.” He turned away before Vaughn could answer, and the guests behind him stepped aside. Conversations resumed as he passed, too loudly at first.

Poppy pressed against Seth’s leg. “Somebody else touched it first,” she said. He looked down. She was pointing towards the counter, and he lowered her hand. “The man with the red mask.” Kit nodded, still watching the napkins. Eamon stood a little farther along the bar, one hand flat on its edge. The man in the scarlet mask was there too, speaking to a guest with red feathers around his eyes.

“People were helping with the spill,” Seth said. “That doesn’t mean you can help yourselves.” Poppy frowned at him. “We asked for the cherries.” He realised he had answered the earlier argument rather than the one she was having now. Before he could repair it, Kit asked whether the man with the money had bought the broken glass. Seth said no and took them both to Laurel’s table himself.

Laurel pulled out two chairs without asking what had happened. Seth put the confiscated sword on the table while Kit explained the accident, careful to include that he had not been swinging it. “Then we’ll park it here,” she said. She gave Poppy a clean sheet of paper and moved the raffle tickets out of reach. Seth thanked her, and she looked past him towards the bar before asking whether he had seen the money.

He nodded. “I don’t know how much.” Laurel pressed the edge of her cards together. “Enough that he didn’t want to let any of it fall.” Across the room, Conrad had joined Clive and Verity. He was laughing again. Vaughn stayed at the bar. The empty cocktail glass remained on its napkin, beyond the clean section where the staff were serving guests, while the damp floor was still being wiped.

Seth went back for Lydia’s cardigan before Vaughn could sit on it. He held it up, asking whether she wanted it, and Vaughn waved him away without turning from the counter. Lydia accepted it with a quiet thank you. He could think of nothing useful to add, so he returned to the children instead. They had abandoned drawing in favour of dividing the last cherries. This time Kit gave Poppy the larger share.

Kit stayed close when Seth sat down. “Are those men angry because I broke the glass?” he asked. Seth put his arm around the boy’s shoulders and told him the argument had nothing to do with him. They had been disagreeing about money before the accident. Kit considered that, then asked whether he was still in trouble. “About the cherries, slightly,” Seth said. “About anything else, no.” Kit leaned against him briefly, then sat up.

The next twenty minutes passed in small demands. Poppy needed the bathroom, then decided she could wait because Laurel was showing her how to fold a paper flower. Kit wanted his sword back. Sabine asked Seth to move the telescope away from the doorway, and Conrad promised he would join the photographs shortly. Rain struck the ballroom windows hard enough to become audible over the music. Seth checked his phone and found no message from his wife.

He was returning from the drawing room when Conrad stopped beside him in the entrance hall. Up close, the man looked different. Sweat had gathered above his lip despite the cooler air, and he swallowed before asking where the downstairs bathroom was. Seth pointed towards the cloakroom passage. Conrad had been in the house often enough to know, but he followed the direction with unusual concentration.

“Are you all right?” Seth asked. Conrad put a hand on his shoulder, apparently to steady himself, then removed it. “Something’s disagreed with me.” He tried to smile and did not quite manage it. Seth offered to fetch Sabine. Conrad shook his head and moved past him towards the cloakroom, keeping one hand against the wall until he reached the door. Seth watched the door close, then went to tell Laurel he needed her to keep the children a little longer.
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Chapter Four
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The Body in the Cloakroom

Fairbrooke House, Harrow Glen, 7:30 p.m.

Orson Hollister waited until Sabine had finished telling a donor that Fairbrooke House would always support the school before showing her the bank’s letter. He kept most of it inside his jacket. The heading and her name were enough. Sabine continued smiling until the donor had crossed the entrance hall, then took Orson by the sleeve and led him into the committee office.

“Put that away.” She closed the door behind them, leaving the ballroom music audible through the wall. The little office smelled of printer ink and the flowers she had moved there when the arrangements arrived too large for the dining tables. Orson looked at the spare auction programmes stacked beside her father’s desk. “I thought you might want it back,” he said. “Before somebody asks what happens to the house after tonight.”

He had worked at Fairbrooke since she was a child. She remembered him carrying her bicycle home after she broke its front wheel, walking the entire drive because she refused to get into the truck without it. Now he stood between her and the desk, holding a letter he had taken from that desk without permission. His grey hair was still wet from being outside. There was mud along the edge of one shoe.

“I pay you on Fridays,” Sabine said. “You were paid yesterday.” Orson answered that he was not discussing his wages. He wanted something put aside before the bank
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