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CHAPTER 1

A ROOM FULL OF WITNESSES
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The first thing Arthur Bellamy noticed about the dead man was that nobody looked at him.

They looked at the windows, at the rain silvering the glass, at the clock above the mantel, and at one another. They studied the carpet as if it might offer instructions. Only the housekeeper, who stood beside a drinks trolley with both hands pressed to her apron, seemed unable to look anywhere else.

The dead man lay beside the grand piano in the music room of Ashcombe Hall. His right hand rested palm-up on the polished floor. A single sheet of music had slipped from the piano bench and settled near his shoulder. The room smelled of wet wool, furniture wax, and the faint, bitter trace of a cigar that had gone out in its holder.

Arthur removed his raincoat and folded it over one arm. He was an ordinary-looking man of middle height, with a soft voice and a face that gave little away. His brown suit had shiny elbows. His tie was slightly crooked. Nothing about him suggested that he had spent twenty-seven years learning how people lied.

“I’m sorry to keep everyone waiting,” he said. “The road from the village is rather narrow in this weather.”

No one answered. They had been waiting less than ten minutes.

Inspector Doran, the local officer in charge, met him by the doorway. “You’re Bellamy?”

“Arthur Bellamy. I’m attached to the county team this week.” Arthur glanced toward the body, then away again, as though he had seen enough. “You said the death was discovered at nine?”

“Eight fifty-two, according to the housekeeper. The doctor’s on his way. We haven’t moved anything.”

“Very good. And the guests?”

“Five people in the house, not counting staff. The victim is Julian Voss, a music publisher. He invited them for a private listening party. Said he had something important to announce.”

Arthur nodded with the mild interest of a man hearing about a delayed train. “Did he announce it?”

“No.”

“Then I suppose we ought to find out what he intended to say.”

The housekeeper, Mrs. Dallow, made a small, involuntary sound. Arthur turned toward her.

“You found him?”

“Yes, sir. I brought coffee at eight fifty-two. Mr. Voss was meant to meet everyone in here at nine. He was on the floor. I called for Mr. Kells, and he told me not to touch anything. Then he sent for the police.”

“Did you touch anything?”

“Only the door handle. I didn’t go near him.”

“Quite right. You did exactly what you should.” Arthur spoke gently enough that her shoulders lowered a fraction. “Would you tell me who was in the house when you found him?”

“Mr. Voss, of course. Elspeth Marr, Mr. Kells, Miss Arden, Mr. Dane, and Dr. Simon Harrow. They’d all come for dinner.”

Arthur made a note. “And you?”

“I live here, sir.”

“Then you were in the house too.” He smiled slightly. “People sometimes forget the person who knows where everything is.”

A few heads turned at that. It was the first time anyone had looked at the housekeeper rather than through her.

Arthur crossed to the edge of the room, careful not to step inside the area Inspector Doran had marked. He did not bend over the body. Instead, he looked at the room as a whole: the piano, the French doors, the drinks trolley, the fireplace, and the tall cabinet that held records and scores. A brass clock on the mantel showed nine minutes past nine. The hands had stopped there, but a small second hand continued to tremble.

“Is that clock broken?” he asked.

“Always has been,” Doran said. “Mr. Voss liked it. Said it was a reminder that time was a matter of opinion.”

“An expensive way to make a point.”

The inspector gave a reluctant smile.

Arthur’s eyes returned to the music sheet. The page was not part of a complete score. It contained four bars written in pencil, with a short phrase circled in red. The notes were neat, almost architectural. At the bottom, someone had written: AGAIN—BUT NOT THE SAME.

“Does anyone know what this is?” Arthur asked.

Dr. Simon Harrow, a thin man in a charcoal suit, stepped forward. “A musical fragment, obviously.”

“Yes. I wondered whether it belonged to Mr. Voss.”

“I couldn’t say.”

“You were his guest.”

“I was his physician, once. That does not make me an expert on his papers.”

Arthur accepted the correction with a nod. “Of course.”

Before Arthur began the interviews, he asked Inspector Doran to leave the music room undisturbed for another five minutes. The request irritated the inspector, who had spent the morning trying to keep a dozen small details from turning into a crowd of rumors. Still, he stepped back into the hall.
Arthur stood at the threshold and considered the room as a guest might have seen it on entering. The piano was the most imposing object, its black lid reflecting the lamps. The windows showed only rain and the dark outline of the terrace. A low cabinet held records in alphabetical order, except for a gap near the center shelf. The drinks trolley stood at an angle that suggested someone had moved it in a hurry, although the wheels were locked.
He did not believe in rooms that explained themselves. A room was a collection of objects, and objects became evidence only after a person gave them a purpose. The trouble began when a detective decided too early what that purpose must be.
He returned to the hall and asked the constable to sketch the positions of the furniture. Then he asked Mrs. Dallow whether the trolley was usually kept beside the piano.
“No, sir. By the window, usually. Mr. Voss liked the bottles where the light caught them.”
“Was it there when you brought the coffee?”
“I believe so.”
“Could you have moved it?”
“I might have, to get around the chair. I can’t remember.”
“Then we shall leave that detail open.”
Mrs. Dallow looked at him with surprise. “The others keep asking me to remember everything.”
“Memory is not a filing cabinet,” Arthur said. “It is more like a room in which people keep moving the furniture.”
She gave a brief, grateful smile. He asked her to describe the evening from the moment the guests arrived, not the moment she found the body. That distinction often mattered. People naturally began their stories at the most dramatic point, then arranged the earlier hours to lead toward it.
The guests had arrived between six and seven. Voss had greeted each with a different version of warmth. He had praised Nina Arden's dress, mocked Elliot Dane's latest review, asked Elspeth Marr about a business contract, and reminded Owen Kells that family loyalty was not a substitute for arithmetic. Dr. Harrow had been the only guest he welcomed without a barb, though Mrs. Dallow thought that was because Voss wanted something from him.
“Did Mr. Voss seem afraid of anyone?” Arthur asked.
“No, sir. He liked making people afraid of him.”
“That is not quite the same thing.”
“No. I suppose it isn’t.”
When Arthur returned to the music room, he noticed that the sheet of music lay closer to the piano bench than to the body. That was a small distinction, but it mattered. If Voss had been holding it when he fell, the page might have landed beside him. If someone had placed it there afterward, its position might have been chosen for a reason. Arthur asked the photographer to take an additional image before the sheet was removed.
He also asked the constable to photograph the soles of each guest's shoes. The request drew objections from Owen Kells, who said it was theatrical.
“Perhaps,” Arthur replied. “But mud has no interest in theater. It simply stays where it is put.”
The shoes revealed little at first. The terrace was wet enough that almost anyone who had stepped outside could have carried damp grit into the hall. Yet Arthur asked for the photographs to be retained. A clue was not always useful when it first appeared. Sometimes it waited for another fact to give it meaning.
He asked Doran for the names and occupations of the others. Nina Arden, a concert pianist whose career had stalled after a hand injury. Elliot Dane, a critic who had written a damaging review of a Voss recording years earlier. Elspeth Marr, Voss’s former business partner. Owen Kells, his nephew and apparent heir. Dr. Simon Harrow, who had treated Voss for a heart condition until their relationship ended over a dispute no one would explain.

Each person had a reason to dislike the dead man. Each looked certain that someone else had a better one.

Arthur began with Elspeth Marr. She stood near the window in a dark green dress, her hands folded so tightly that the knuckles had gone pale.

“When did you last see Mr. Voss alive?” he asked.

“At dinner. Around eight.”

“And after dinner?”

“He said he had papers to review. I went to the library.”

“Did you hear anything?”

“A door close. Footsteps. Nothing that seemed unusual.”

“Did Mr. Voss have enemies?”

She gave a short laugh. “He had a talent for turning friends into enemies. He could make a compliment sound like a threat.”

“Did he threaten you?”

Her expression sharpened. “He was going to announce a change in the company. I expected him to be unpleasant. I didn’t expect him to be dead.”

“What change?”

“I don’t know. He enjoyed keeping people uncertain.”

Arthur moved on to Elliot Dane, who wore a dark jacket and a white scarf. Dane had the restless air of a man composing a defense before anyone had accused him.

“You reviewed Mr. Voss’s work?”

“I reviewed a recording he released twenty years ago. It was dishonest.”

“Dishonest in what way?”

“The performance was credited to Nina Arden. It wasn’t her playing. The recording had been assembled from another pianist’s work, altered and presented as hers. Voss knew it.”

Across the room, Nina Arden stared at him.

“That is a serious allegation,” Arthur said.

“It was a serious fraud. I wrote about it. Voss threatened to ruin me. He had enough influence to make sure nobody would publish my reviews for two years.”

“Did you ever confront him?”

“Many times.”

“Did you threaten him tonight?”

Dane’s jaw tightened. “I told him that if he repeated the lie about the recording, I would expose the original masters. I did not threaten to kill him.”

Arthur did not write that down immediately. He watched Dane’s face, then made a small mark in his notebook.

Nina Arden sat straight-backed on a chair beside the piano. Her left hand rested in her lap, fingers curled slightly inward.

“Mr. Dane says the recording was not yours,” Arthur said.

“It was my performance,” she replied. “The recording was manipulated. Julian told me he had repaired it. He said the changes were technical.”

“And you believed him?”

“I needed to believe him. My hand was injured soon afterward. The recording was the last thing people remembered about me.”

“Did you know he planned an announcement?”

“He told me he would finally set the record straight.”

“What did you think he meant?”

“That he would admit what he had done.”

“Would that help you?”

“Too late to restore a career. But it might restore my name.”

Arthur looked at her hand. “Does it hurt?”

“Only when it rains.”

“Then tonight must be difficult.”

For the first time, the corner of her mouth moved. “You notice small things, Mr. Bellamy.”

“I try not to overlook them.”

Owen Kells, the nephew, had been standing by the fireplace. He was in his early thirties, with an expensive watch and a nervous habit of rubbing its face with his thumb.

“My uncle was not a kind man,” Kells
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