

For Mom, Dad and Martha




PART ONE





 

IT’S THAT TIME OF THE YEAR AGAIN
WHERE WE CELEBRATE
BENJAMIN’S BIRTHDAY, RING IN
THE NEW YEAR,
AND SOLVE A MURDER!

YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO A
MURDER MYSTERY NIGHT THIS NEW YEAR’S EVE
TO CELEBRATE BENJAMIN’S BIRTHDAY.

PLEASE ARRIVE AT 2 P.M.

DRESS IS JAZZ AGE DETECTIVE.

LOCATION: YEW TREE HOUSE.

DIRECTIONS ATTACHED.

PLEASE RSVP TO ABIGAIL





   
*

Abigail wakes at seven, stretches, does ten minutes of tepid meditation, showers, dresses, does her skincare and make-up routine, dries her hair, makes scrambled eggs on half a bagel with some hot sauce, hauls the suitcase she had packed last night into the boot of her car and then gently places the champagne, wine and food into the back seat. She ticks items off her to-do list and checks her watch. She makes sure that she has the receipt for the cake in her bag and then double-checks the route to the bakery on her phone – it should take her twenty-eight minutes without traffic.

She arrives at the bakery a little before opening time and while she’s waiting, she looks over the messages from the Airbnb hosts confirming the time of her arrival. She watches as the minute hand ticks slowly towards the hour. The moment the door is unlocked, she is out, receipt in hand. The cake is boxed and ready and she places it carefully on the floor of the car. She inputs the Eircode of the Airbnb into Google Maps, presses play on a podcast and thinks about everything she has to do before the others arrive later in the afternoon. Abigail is the organizer of the group: a role that she both enjoys and resents in equal measure.

The roads are quiet and as she goes through her mental checklist, the car moves swiftly from city street to dual carriageway and then finally onto a narrow rural road. She turns off the podcast so that she can concentrate fully on driving. Continue on for three kilometres. Turn right at the stop sign. In two kilometres bear left.

At a crossroads, she slows to a stop. On her right there is a row of houses, a small shop and a pub advertising rooms for rent. On her left is a petrol station. She makes her turn and proceeds to drive up a narrow curving road. A family out for a walk wave at her. An approaching car pulls into a layby to let her pass. And then eventually, the voice on her phone announces that she has arrived at her destination.

She drives through the large pillars, past the vacant gate lodge and up the tree-lined driveway. The house is up ahead – ivy-covered and facing southwards. She imagines that in spring or summer the grounds are verdant and fertile. The paved driveway turns to gravel under the wheels of her car, and she parks in front of the house next to an old Jeep. The house is situated on the brow of a hill, fields tumbling down in front and then rising again on the other side of the valley. Other houses are dotted here and there in the distance. As she gets out of her car, the front door opens, and a man and a woman appear. They are maybe in their mid-sixties. They both have glossy grey-speckled hair and are wearing padded gilets and jeans. ‘You must be Abigail,’ the woman says. ‘I’m Dorothy and this is Brian.’ On the front step, Dorothy hugs her warmly and asks her about her drive down. ‘It was a breeze without the traffic,’ she says. Brian extends his hand to shake hers.

Abigail follows them through the heavy front door into the entrance hall. ‘Welcome to Yew Tree House,’ says Brian. ‘It was built in the early 1790s in the Palladian style before being extended in 1867. It then fell into disrepair when the last of the original family died. My parents bought it in 1954 on some mad whim and they spent decades renovating it until we took it over.’ Abigail gazes up at the high ceiling with its delicate cornices and chandelier. She feels suddenly very small. ‘It must have been magical growing up here,’ she says and then immediately regrets it as it becomes obvious from the look on Brian’s face that she has interrupted his monologue. ‘I don’t know about magical,’ he says. ‘It didn’t always look this good. Most of my childhood was spent dodging buckets of water until my parents got the money together to fix the roof.’ ‘Oh, but even then . . . I mean . . . as a child . . . so many great hiding places, all the games you could play . . . so much scope for the imagination,’ says Abigail. ‘I think Brian was born middle-aged,’ his wife says, laughing. ‘The idea of playing hide-and-go-seek probably never occurred to him.’ She squeezes her husband’s arm playfully and he smiles in return. How quickly she can soothe him, thinks Abigail, and how nice it must feel to enjoy the gentleness of a long marriage.

Brian continues with the tour. To Abigail’s left is the formal living room (‘or drawing room if you’re being fancy’) and then down the corridor is the sitting room with bookcases lining the walls. Across the corridor is the study (‘where my father smoked cigars after dinner’). Back in the entrance hall, Abigail is led past a grandfather clock and through to the other wing of the house where the dining room and kitchen are. ‘We did it up about eight years ago so it’s all very modern,’ says Dorothy. ‘That’s the pantry and we put in this breakfast bar because we know that not everyone enjoys the formality of the dining room all the time.’ Brian brings her through to what used to be the servants’ quarters. ‘We use the space as a utility room now,’ he says, ‘and for storage. If you need more chairs or a vacuum cleaner, you’ll find those things in here.’ A sliding door leads to a small courtyard with some seating, a firepit and a shed filled with expertly stacked firewood.

‘We’ve had a couple of New Year’s Eve parties here over the years,’ says Dorothy, ‘though we’re a little old for that now.’ ‘It’s half a New Year’s bash,’ explains Abigail, ‘and then half a birthday party for my brother – he’ll be thirty-three tomorrow.’ Dorothy and Brian both make a pitying face. ‘Oh god, the poor thing,’ Dorothy says. ‘What a bore to be born on New Year’s Day. No one ever wants to do anything.’ Abigail shrugs. ‘I don’t think he minds,’ she says. ‘He’s happy not to be the centre of attention.’ They go back into the entrance hall and head upstairs (‘Take notice of the stained-glass windows with the family crest’). Abigail’s eyebrows raise slowly.

‘So, most of the bedrooms are quite similar in size . . . this is the main bathroom of course and the laundry in case you need sheets or pillows. There are two en suites including the master bedroom which is here on the right . . . and then . . . I need to show you . . .’ Brian brings her into a small room painted a light yellow. On one wall is a mural of the house and its grounds in a previous century. It is protected behind a sheet of Perspex. ‘This bedroom is smaller than the others,’ he says, ‘but it’s a real gem. Personally, I think it has the best views but more importantly it is the only room that retains a fully intact wall mural by Nathaniel Grogan. A really remarkable piece.’

Back downstairs, they hand over the keys and Abigail waves them off as their Jeep disappears down the driveway. She checks her watch. She has just under two hours before everyone starts arriving. It will be just enough time. Abigail unpacks the car, storing the food in the cupboard, hiding the cake for later and putting the champagne into the fridge to chill. She goes upstairs and checks the bedrooms, assessing and then mentally assigning them to each of the guests. She unpacks her small suitcase, checks the settings on the oven and then starts preparing for that night’s festivities. This is her favourite part: hiding all the clues and red herrings around the house.

The first year they had held a murder mystery party she had been a little hesitant about the whole thing and so had just printed off pictures of objects (a gun, a will, a broken watch) and hidden them around the rental property: a nondescript family home. But with each year she was growing bolder. She had learned that the more effort she put in, the more people enjoyed it. And because they hadn’t been able to do this in the past two years, she had decided to go all out. The house was more expensive than what they would usually have opted for but she felt they had all earned it.

She really enjoyed creating all the clues: a crumpled-up love letter made to look old by dipping it in tea like she’d done as a child; an old-fashioned ticket stub for a theatre performance; and a cheap handkerchief which she had sewn initials on. Then there is the murder weapon itself: a champagne bottle to which she had carefully applied a set of fingerprint stickers. She hopes everyone appreciates the work she has put in. She wants very much to impress them.

She wonders whether she should change into her outfit now in order to greet everyone when they arrive but decides that this might be a bit too much, a little try-hard.

The others are due to arrive at two and even though she knew they would be late she is still disappointed when they fail to show at the appointed time. She lies down on the sofa in the living room and starts to scroll through her phone: ticking items off her to-do list, checking the news and WhatsApp. She selects Stephen’s profile and scrolls through the last few messages between them – a photo taken after a parkrun, a link to an article that might interest him, an exchange of Happy Christmases. Time flashes by. Fifteen minutes disappear and then another ten minutes without her even knowing.

At about half past two the doorbell rings and Abigail races out to find Barbara standing on the porch. Barbara is Benjamin’s work friend, and this is her first time being invited to one of these parties.

Barbara is the only person who will be late on purpose and is stunned to find that nobody else has arrived before her. She thought that being half an hour late would be enough but apparently not. She clasps her small overnight bag in front of her tightly. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she says with a nervous laugh when she learns that she is the first arrival. ‘Did I get the wrong time?’ ‘Oh no, we just have a lot of friends who struggle with punctuality,’ replies Abigail. She invites Barbara in, taking her bag from her and forcing her to participate in some small talk (‘how was the drive down? how was Christmas? the weather has been very mild hasn’t it?’). She gives her a short tour (‘the drawing room, the study’) and gabs on about the house (‘this wing was added in the 1860s’) before bringing her upstairs to her bedroom (‘I should leave you to unpack’).

Abigail retreats downstairs and Barbara proceeds to waste as much time as she can without seeming impolite. She takes out all her clothes and hangs them up one by one in the dark mahogany wardrobe. She places her pyjamas on her pillow. She sets out her skincare and make-up and hair things on the dresser. She checks her appearance in the mirror and pulls her black hair up into a casual ponytail. She stores her small bag underneath the bed. She checks her phone for a signal. She looks out the window at the long driveway and far-away fields and wonders if she was right to accept this invitation. Normally she wouldn’t have. Normally she would have made some excuse and stayed at home out of politeness. She would have turned down the invitation for their sake. Sometimes you have to do that. But for some reason she said yes this time. So unlike her.

Eventually and reluctantly, she comes downstairs. Barbara offers to help with any chores, but Abigail won’t let her. ‘Oh no, you’re a guest,’ says Abigail so Barbara sits awkwardly at the breakfast bar while Abigail flits about.

Thankfully, she soon hears another car arriving and then Abigail’s voice greeting people in the hallway and the rush of new voices. Barbara feels odd staying in the kitchen by herself, so she slowly ventures out. Her stomach tightens when she realizes that she doesn’t recognize anyone. Still no Benjamin. Abigail is hugging and kissing the new arrivals. She turns to introduce them to Barbara: ‘This is Cormac and Olivia. And this is Stephen.’

The house suddenly feels full of life: full of people and luggage and friendly voices. ‘I feel a little out of place here,’ says Cormac. ‘This is too fancy for the likes of me.’ Abigail leads the newcomers upstairs. She points Cormac and Olivia towards the room with the double bed and en suite as they are the only couple. Olivia recognizes and appreciates this act of hospitality. She is relatively new to the group and is eager to find her place. She likes Abigail. She thinks they could be good friends. The pandemic had made it difficult for everyone to get together and she hasn’t yet been able to brush off that feeling of being an outsider. She has talked to Cormac about it, but he always acts a little hurt and says, ‘aren’t my friends always welcoming to you?’ And of course, they are. They are polite and friendly in the way you are with a stranger. But Olivia doesn’t want to be a stranger any more. She is a little glad to see that Barbara is here – the only person newer than her.

Stephen has started unpacking in the room next door. ‘No, not in here,’ Abigail says in an exaggerated whisper. ‘I’ve got a better room for you.’ When she was younger, she had had a crush on Stephen. It had seemed so important at the time. She tells herself that she has grown out of it, though she is still happy when he tells her his partner has gone back to Poland for Christmas. ‘I thought you might like the view,’ she says. ‘And the mural. It’s over two hundred years old.’ She touches her hand to the Perspex as Stephen throws his bag down on the bed and then himself down after it. ‘The house is amazing, Abigail. Such a great find. It looks even bigger than in the photos you sent,’ he says, propping himself up on his elbows. ‘I haven’t seen you in so long,’ she says tentatively. ‘I know, I know,’ he replies. ‘I suppose it’s just work and relationships and pandemic shit. We should set up a regular thing in the New Year. You know, just the two of us or with Benjamin or whatever.’ Abigail tries not to look too happy. ‘Oh, let me show you my get up,’ says Stephen.

She sits down on the bed as he rifles through his bag before finally emerging with a small hat: a deerstalker. ‘For my big role as the Great Detective later on.’ ‘It suits you,’ says Abigail as Stephen preens in front of the mirror. Stephen really enjoys these parties. He loves socializing and he loves people and drinking and having fun. He often feels constrained by his corporate job and doesn’t feel like the bare facts of his life reflect who he really is. ‘You know Sherlock Holmes never actually wore a deerstalker in the books,’ Abigail adds, fiddling with the bedspread. ‘That was just in the films and television series. People just associate it with him now.’ ‘I have some other props as well,’ Stephen says, ‘but I’m going to keep them a secret for now. I don’t want to spoil the surprise.’

Downstairs, Barbara is back sitting at the breakfast bar wondering how much longer they will be. She gets herself a glass of water. She goes to the sliding door thinking she might go outside and explore or at the very least give the impression that she is doing anything other than waiting. She is saved from further awkwardness by the sound of another car arriving. Finally, the last guests have arrived.

Abigail rushes downstairs to open the front door and Declan barrels in, chucking his bags on the ground and hugging and kissing everyone aggressively, even Barbara, whom he has never met before.

Declan has known Benjamin since they were five years old, but over the years they have been slowly drifting apart. Unfortunately, the only person who hasn’t realized this is Declan himself. And though he continues to be invited to certain events during the year, it has been a long time since he made sense in this room with this group of people.

Benjamin and Margaret follow behind him. Benjamin pauses at the door to allow Margaret to go through first. He is carrying both of their bags. ‘You’ve cut your hair,’ Margaret remarks as she hugs Abigail hello. After greeting Cormac and Stephen, Benjamin spots Barbara and smiles. ‘Oh good, you’ve arrived,’ he says. Abigail starts to take his luggage upstairs to his room for him. ‘You don’t have to do that,’ he says, but Abigail places a hand on his shoulder and reminds him that he is the birthday boy. ‘I know how much you enjoy all the fuss,’ she says.

She goes upstairs and Margaret follows her. ‘You’ll have to give me the full tour,’ says Margaret. ‘I’m liable to get lost in this mansion.’ Abigail asks about their drive down and Margaret says, ‘oh it was fine’, but Abigail feels as though the other woman isn’t quite meeting her eyes. Benjamin and Margaret had dated in college and while their relationship had ended years prior, they had remained good friends. Abigail is about to ask her another question when Declan barges in. ‘You’re next door,’ she tells him. When he sees the bedroom, he puts up a mild fuss. Somehow, he thought he would be sharing with Benjamin. ‘Benj would want that,’ he says. ‘Like old times.’ ‘We’ve got a bigger house this year, so we all have our own rooms. I picked that one specially for you,’ Abigail says, as though she is speaking to a child. Declan irritates her in ways she can’t describe but also, she worries for him. Benjamin told her recently that Declan had been rejected for a mortgage because his frequent use of gambling apps had been revealed in his bank statements. She distracts Declan with talk of low champagne stock, and he tosses his bag into his room and hurries away. Margaret rolls her eyes and Abigail has forgotten to ask her question.

Back downstairs, everyone has gathered in the kitchen. Cormac and Olivia are sitting at the breakfast bar, Barbara and Benjamin are both leaning against the countertop and Declan is examining the contents of the fridge. Stephen is looking out the sliding door at the courtyard. ‘Where’s the girlfriend?’ Declan asks Stephen. ‘Has she dumped you already?’ He laughs but nobody else does. ‘She went back to Poland for Christmas,’ Stephen explains patiently. ‘Poland? Oh, I thought she was from Latvia or somewhere, eh, Lithuania,’ says Declan. ‘Nope. She’s from Poland which is why I said she was in Poland. That was the clue,’ says Stephen. ‘You know what they say about Polish wo—’ But Declan is interrupted by Cormac. ‘Okay, okay,’ he says, getting up from his stool. ‘It’s a little early for this.’ Declan has an innocent look on his face, but he doesn’t put up a fight. Cormac suggests going for a walk before the night’s festivities. ‘C’mon,’ he says. ‘Before it gets dark.’

Everyone puts on their coats and heads down the driveway and onto the small rural road. Cormac and Olivia are up front with Declan just behind them on his phone. Abigail is walking with Margaret and Stephen. She glances behind to see Benjamin speaking quietly and gently with Barbara. There are no cars about, so they walk in the middle of the road. ‘Did you have a nice Christmas?’ Margaret asks, linking arms with Abigail as though they are sisters. ‘Oh, just the usual,’ Abigail says. ‘Quiet.’ Stephen jokes that today is the first day since Christmas Eve he has put on shoes. ‘I wasn’t expecting to do any exercise,’ he says with a laugh.

Abigail asks Margaret about her new job which sounds very much like her old job, but she is happy about it. Her office has views over the river and a very good coffee machine. Margaret keeps glancing behind them. ‘Barbara seems nice,’ she says. ‘Had you met her before?’ Abigail looks at her keenly. ‘Once. Benjamin says that she had a bad break-up with her boyfriend recently. I hope she enjoys herself tonight.’ Margaret glances back again.

They round a bend and suddenly they can see the whole valley in front of them. Down below is the road they had all travelled on earlier, gently meandering towards the crossroads. There is a single car parked at the petrol station.

A couple with two dogs are walking towards them, both with smiley red faces. ‘Heya,’ says Benjamin, getting down on his haunches to greet the dogs. ‘You’re lovely.’ ‘They’re mutts,’ says the woman, ‘but they’re our mutts if you know what I mean.’ Benjamin asks their names and rubs their heads.

‘Could you do us a favour?’ asks Stephen. ‘Would you mind taking a photo of us?’ He presents his phone to the woman. ‘You better give it to my husband. I’m not good with technology.’ She takes the other leash from her husband and Stephen hands the phone to him. The group gathers together, and the man takes a step back to try to get them all in frame. ‘You need to squeeze in more,’ he says, indicating with his hands. Abigail is squashed up against Stephen. He puts his arm around her, drawing her in closer to him. Her head rests a little on his shoulder. ‘Smile for the camera,’ the man calls out and he takes the photo. ‘You must be up at Yew Tree House,’ he says as he hands the phone back to Stephen. ‘Brian told us they had a group coming.’ ‘Do you live nearby?’ ‘We’re neighbours – about two fields over.’ ‘They’ve put a lot of work into that house,’ the woman says. ‘They’ve spent a lot of money too,’ says the man. ‘Always attending auctions and fairs looking for furniture. They’ve done a lovely job on it.’ They exchange Happy New Years before parting ways.

As they move on, Abigail notices Stephen rubbing his lower back. He tells her it’s an injury he picked up in a recent five-a-side game. ‘Your brother has bailed the last few weeks – probably too miserable for him – so as the only other decent player, I have been pushed to my physical limits,’ he says. Cormac joins the conversation to share his own complaint of an injury. He pulls up his trouser leg and starts palpating his ankle, which he claims is swollen. Olivia, standing behind him, throws her eyes to heaven. ‘Maybe you just have fat calves,’ says Stephen. Cormac whips around to Olivia, who is trying to suppress a smile. ‘Did she tell you to say that?’ Cormac asks Stephen. Olivia is laughing openly now. ‘It is swollen,’ Cormac insists. ‘You can see the skin . . .’ But now there is more laughing and so he hastily rolls his trouser leg down again. Olivia pulls him into her and kisses him.

The road becomes a little narrower and the ditch on either side makes way for a stout stone wall. Across a bare field, there are the remains of a church. The gate opens easily for them, and they walk through the canopy of skeleton trees until they have reached the ruined abbey. They split up then, everyone exploring the various chambers and burial ground by themselves. It is calm here. A place of retreat. Abigail moves through the body of the church, her hand glancing against its limestone walls. In the graveyard, she bends down to examine the broken headstones and trace her fingertips along the grooves to try and decipher the names and dates. The gloaming light makes the place seem unreal. When she stands up again, she spots Benjamin – perfectly framed in a doorway – his hands dug into his pockets, his eyes closed, and his face turned skyward.

Eventually, they come back onto the road and start their walk back to the house.

By the time they reach the gates, the sun has set and the birds in the hedgerow have begun their dusk chorus. The gravel crunches under their feet and the light Abigail left on in the entrance hall welcomes them home.

*

Stephen and Cormac go fetch the firewood and begin to clean and prepare the firepit. Benjamin comes into the kitchen to ask Abigail if she needs any help, but she insists that he should relax. ‘You don’t have to keep an eye on me,’ she says, giving his elbow a reassuring squeeze. He asks after Barbara, but Abigail tells him instead to help Cormac and Stephen light the fire and he reluctantly heads outside.

Declan hovers around, telling the girls about some apparently hilarious scandal at his workplace that sounds to Abigail like a serious assault. He offers to help but he clearly doesn’t mean it and eventually he retreats to the living room to scroll through his phone. Abigail sets out the cheese plate and prepares the charcuterie and crackers. Olivia, on Abigail’s instruction, starts making little canapés with pâté and tapenade and goat’s cheese and some very expensive smoked salmon. The rest is party food from M&S which Abigail knows everyone likes. Someone has put on music and Abigail can feel herself relax. Her whole body melts, though that might also be the result of the drink someone has pressed into her hand. She can hear sounds from outside, as Benjamin, Cormac and Stephen attempt to light a fire. She can’t hear exactly what they are saying but she enjoys the rhythm of their voices. She hears their laughter, then their frustration, and finally the victorious whoops as the fire eventually takes hold. Margaret is standing at the open door watching them and having a smoke.

When Benjamin appears from outside followed by Stephen and Cormac, it is time to go upstairs and change for the evening. New Year’s is always themed, though Abigail isn’t too strict: it could be country-house chic or Prohibition-era New York. This year it is Jazz Age detective. Abigail gets changed in a hurry – quickly putting her hair up, fixing her make-up and then slipping on her sequinned flapper dress. As she is zipping herself up, her phone vibrates. Stephen has sent on the photograph of them all from the walk. There’s Olivia and Cormac crouching down in front, Benjamin hiding a little behind Barbara on the right, Margaret standing stiffly next to Declan and in the middle Abigail and Stephen. She pinches the screen to get a good look. She sees her own face, all bright-eyed and grinning madly, and feels a little embarrassed.

She finishes zipping herself up, puts on her shoes and then goes and knocks on Benjamin’s door. She lets herself in without waiting for a response. He is sitting on the edge of the bed tying his shoelaces and he looks up as she enters. ‘Oh, you’re wearing the earrings,’ he says. He had bought them for her for Christmas. ‘I want to check out your balcony,’ says Abigail, and she unlocks the door and steps outside. The billowing smoke of the firepit below hurts her eyes. Benjamin follows her out slowly. ‘Good work on the house,’ he says, putting an arm around her shoulder. ‘You did a great job organizing as always.’ She can feel him inhale deeply beside her. ‘How was the drive down?’ she asks. Benjamin starts fiddling with his bowtie. ‘Sorry we were late. Declan took the scenic route. Did you enjoy your night out with the girls?’ The girls – a group of women she had known since school – didn’t get together as much as she would have liked but she still enjoyed their Christmas drinks. ‘You could have invited them to this. I mean the house is huge . . .’ Benjamin says. ‘Oh no,’ says Abigail. ‘It’s nice just to have the same group here. Though, Barbara . . . I hope she’s okay. I mean I hope she won’t feel like the odd one out.’ ‘You don’t have to worry about Barbara,’ says Benjamin. ‘I’ll watch out for her.’ They go back inside, and Abigail closes the balcony door behind them.

Margaret appears then in the doorway wearing a floor-length beaded gown. Her red hair is pinned up and finished with a headband. She looks beautiful. Abigail tries to catch Benjamin’s reaction, but he is turned away from her. ‘I thought I’d go all out,’ says Margaret with a twirl. ‘You look lovely,’ says Abigail. ‘Hey, hey, hey.’ Cormac interrupts them. ‘I hope there’s no collusion going on. I feel like I have a real chance to win this year.’ ‘No collusion needed,’ says Margaret. ‘As reigning champion, I look forward to defending my crown.’ Declan has arrived at the bedroom door. He has made the bare minimum of effort – he is still wearing his runners and hasn’t bothered with a tie. ‘It’s officially evening time and I still haven’t had an alcoholic beverage,’ he exclaims. ‘This is outrageous. Who do I complain to?’ He puts an arm around Benjamin and propels him out of the room. Margaret rolls her eyes.

Soon everyone is downstairs, dressed to the nines and already in high spirits. Cormac and Stephen are both wearing sharp suits while Olivia and Barbara have played it a little safe with modern cocktail dresses. Abigail puts the last of her bits and pieces in the oven to warm up while Declan pops the first champagne cork.

The evening starts to flow. They drift through the ground floor of the house, eating canapés and topping up drinks. There is music playing: jazz, of course, for the early part of the evening. Barbara, though a little quiet, is now happily talking to Margaret and Benjamin in the corner of the dining room. Abigail, keeping an eye on everything, has to remind herself to relax, though she can never really enjoy herself until after the game has finished. At about ten to eight, Abigail starts handing out the envelopes containing instructions and individual character cards. She instructs them not to open them until the grandfather clock in the hall sounds the hour.

The instructions read:


Welcome everyone and thank you for attending Murder Mystery New Year’s Eve 2022!

You should know the situation by now





































PART TWO

‘He read all night from sundown to dawn, and all day from sunup to dusk, until with virtually no sleep and so much reading he dried out his brain and lost his sanity . . . He decided to turn himself into a knight errant, travelling all over the world with his horse and his weapons, seeking adventures and doing everything that, according to his books, earlier knights had done.’

Don Quixote, MIGUEL DE CERVANTES

‘Every murderer is probably somebody’s old friend.’

The Mysterious Affair at Styles, AGATHA CHRISTIE



CAST OF CHARACTERS
(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)

Auguste Bell is our esteemed detective. Previously seen in the international bestsellers The Guilty Vicarage and The Fountain Pen Mystery, he will solve this case in fewer than thirty chapters. He is a little bit Poirot, a smidge of Holmes and a surprising amount of Inspector French.

The butler has wanted to be a butler since he was five years old. He reads Tolstoy in the original Russian, is allergic to shellfish and has fired three people for stealing silver.

Margaret is the auburn-haired ex-fiancée of the deceased. She still wears the engagement ring hidden on a chain around her neck.

The doctor thinks he has already solved it.

The local police inspector wants an easy life.

Abigail is the sister of the deceased.

Stephen is a schoolfriend of the deceased. He knows he is attractive and uses it to his advantage. Always thinks he is the lead character in everything.

Declan is a childhood friend of the deceased. He likes greyhound racing and penalty tries.

Barbara is the secretary of the deceased, but then who invites their secretary to New Year’s?

Cormac is a university friend of the deceased. He doesn’t like to lose. Olivia is the most important thing in his life.

Olivia is Cormac’s fiancée. She was a champion gymnast in her youth and as a teenager she ran away and lived with circus-folk for the summer before her foster parents found her and brought her home.

Dorcas the maid has worked for the family for nearly thirty years. She is both incredibly loyal and an inveterate gossip.

Detective Inspector Ferret is the policeman.

Sacker is a Watson. To quote A. A. Milne’s introduction to the 1926 edition of The Red House Mystery: ‘Are we to have a Watson? We are . . . A little slow, let him be, as many of us are, but friendly, human, likeable . . .’

The aunt is the sister of Abigail’s deceased father. Her age is unknown. Many men have left her large sums of money in their wills, much to their wives’ chagrin.

The innkeepers are genuinely happy.

The psychic believes everything she says.

Lord and Lady Mallowan, their son Freddie and their daughter Clarissa are the owners of most of the land in the county. They like having power and don’t realize how quickly it can disappear.

The gardener is just trying to make a living.

Benjamin is dead.



FAIR PLAY RULES

T. S. Eliot’s rules in ‘Homage to Wilkie Collins: An omnibus review of nine mystery novels’, published in New Criterion in January 1927:


	The story must not rely upon elaborate and incredible disguises . . . Disguises must be only occasional and incidental.

	The character and motives of the criminal should be normal.

	The story must not rely either upon occult phenomena, or, what comes to the same thing, upon mysterious and preposterous discoveries made by lonely scientists.

	Elaborate and bizarre machinery is an irrelevance . . . Writers who delight in treasures hid in strange places, cyphers and codes, runes and rituals, should not be encouraged.

	The detective should be highly intelligent but not superhuman. We should be able to follow his inferences and almost, but not quite, make them with him.





Father Knox’s introduction to
The Best Detective Stories of 1928–29
(Faber, 1929):


	The criminal must be someone mentioned in the early part of the story, but must not be anyone whose thoughts the reader has been allowed to follow.

	All supernatural or preternatural agencies are ruled out as a matter of course.

	Not more than one secret room or passage is allowable.

	No hitherto undiscovered poisons may be used, nor any appliance which will need a long scientific explanation at the end.

	No Chinaman must figure in the story.

	No accident must ever help the detective, nor must he ever have an unaccountable intuition which proves to be right.

	The detective must not himself commit the crime.

	The detective must not light on any clues that are not instantly produced for the inspection of the reader.

	The stupid friend of the detective, the Watson, must not conceal any thoughts which pass through his mind; his intelligence must be slightly, but very slightly, below that of the average reader . . . he exists for the purpose of letting the reader have a sparring partner, as it were, against whom he can pit his brains. ‘I may have been a fool,’ he says to himself as he puts the book down, ‘but at least I wasn’t such a doddering fool as poor old Watson.’

	Twin brothers, and doubles generally, must not appear unless we have been duly prepared for them.





S. S. Van Dine’s ‘Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Stories’, which appeared in The American Magazine in September 1928:


	The reader must have equal opportunity with the detective for solving the mystery.

	No wilful tricks or deceptions may be played on the reader.

	There must be no love interest in the story.

	The detective himself, or one of the official investigators, should never turn out to be the culprit.

	The culprit must be determined by logical deductions—not by accident or coincidence or unmotivated confession.

	The detective novel must have a detective in it; and a detective is not a detective unless he detects.

	There simply must be a corpse in a detective novel, and the deader the corpse the better.

	The problem of the crime must be solved by strictly naturalistic means.

	There must be but one detective—that is, but one protagonist of deduction—one deus ex machina.

	The culprit must turn out to be a person who has played a more or less prominent part in the story.

	Servants—such as butlers, footmen, valets, gamekeepers, cooks, and the like—must not be chosen by the author as the culprit.

	There must be but one culprit, no matter how many murders are committed.

	Secret societies, camorras, mafias, et al., have no place in a detective story.

	14. The method of murder, and the means of detecting it, must be rational and scientific.

	The truth of the problem must at all times be apparent—provided the reader is shrewd enough to see it.

	A detective novel should contain no long descriptive passages, no literary dallying with side-issues, no subtly worked-out character analyses, no ‘atmospheric’ preoccupations.

	A professional criminal must never be shouldered with the guilt of a crime in a detective story.

	A crime in a detective story must never turn out to be an accident or a suicide.

	The motives for all crimes in detective stories should be personal.

	And (to give my Credo an even score of items) I herewith list a few of the devices which no self-respecting detective-story writer will now avail himself of . . . Determining the identity of the culprit by comparing the butt of a cigarette left at the scene of the crime with the brand smoked by a suspect. The bogus spiritualistic séance to frighten the culprit into giving himself away. Forged fingerprints. The dummy-figure alibi. The dog that does not bark and thereby reveals the fact that the intruder is familiar. The final pinning of the crime on a twin, or a relative who looks exactly like the suspected, but innocent, person. The hypodermic syringe and the knockout drops. The commission of the murder in a locked room after the police have actually broken in. The word-association test for guilt. The cipher, or code letter, which is eventually unravelled by the sleuth.







PART THREE

‘And, yes, his death has changed the story of his life. It has made it more mysterious. Not darker. I see as much light there as before. And standing before him, I do not search for what I might have foreseen and didn’t – as if the essential was missing from what passed between us; rather I now begin with his violent death, and, from it, look back with increased tenderness on what he set out to do and what he offered to others, for as long as he could endure.’

A Fortunate Man: The Story of a Country Doctor, JOHN BERGER (1967)





FAIR PLAY


Louise Hegarty’s stories have appeared in Banshee, The Tangerine, The Stinging Fly and The Dublin Review and have been featured on BBC Radio 4. She was the inaugural winner of the Sunday Business Post/Penguin Ireland Short Story Prize, and recently her story ‘Now, Voyager’ was produced as part of A City and A Garden, a new state-of-the-art sonic experience commissioned by Sounds from a Safe Harbour in association with Body & Soul and presented as part of Brightening Air | Coiscéim Coiligh. Fair Play is her debut novel.




‘One of the greatest pleasures of this novel is not having a clue for a good, long while what in the actual bejesus you’re even reading. Is this a spoof? A high-concept bit of mid-market fun? Or something more literary, hiding in plain sight? Like The Secret History, Hegarty’s debut loves to braid the brainy with the earthy . . . When it comes to whether you’re in the hands of someone phenomenally talented here, who has constructed something entirely original, there’s no mystery’

The Sunday Times

‘Dazzling, formally subversive, brimming with compassion, Fair Play explodes the conventions of a mystery in order to confront us with the genuinely mysterious. An emotional ambush of a novel, this book will delight readers – then it will haunt them’

Colin Walsh, author of Kala

‘A smart, intricately plotted novel’

iNews

‘I loved it . . . Intriguing, smart, fun, and devastatingly poignant . . . I shall now read everything Louise Hegarty ever writes’

Effie Black, author of In Defence of the Act

‘In crime novels, a death is often merely the inciting incident. Murder gets the party started, so to speak. Grief, the monster in the shadows that keeps you awake at night, rarely features. That Louise Hegarty has not only upended the genre, but combined this with a moving exploration of loss, makes this inventive debut all the more impressive’

Irish Independent

‘Louise Hegarty is such a talented writer. In Fair Play, she delivers a Rubik’s Cube of a debut novel, both an expert evocation of a Golden Age mystery and something else entirely. I was moved and surprised and I can’t wait to see what she does next’

Catherine Kirwan, author of Cruel Deeds

‘A fantastical locked-room mystery’

PA Review

‘Amazing . . . A really modern, interesting, bizarre take on the murder mystery . . . It’s brilliant’

LA Times
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