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Chapter 1: The Spare Place
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Two people asked me for places at Saturday's supper that Thursday. The one who had been dead for forty years was considerably more polite about it.

I met the other one first. I was at the breakfast-room door with a pencil behind my ear, listening to him explain that the chair wouldn't cost me anything once it was already in the room.

“The chair won't,” I said. “The dinner will.”

“My wife was on the list.”

“And we have a place for her.”

He looked at the breakfast tables as though they might rearrange themselves in his favor. On the nearest chair, Crumpet had tucked his paws underneath his chest and achieved the shape of a loaf that had been left rather too long in the oven.

“Is that your last word?” the man asked.

“It's my first invoice. The supper club can add a guest until tomorrow at noon. Ask their bookings secretary and I'll be glad to set another place if he confirms it.”

That was apparently a less satisfying answer to go away angry about. The man said he would speak to his wife. Crumpet opened one eye as the door shut.

“You can go upstairs of your own accord,” I told him.

He put his chin down on the seat.

I fetched the small biscuit tin that contained his brush. The noise brought him down without a dispute, although he required payment in advance before ascending the stairs. Halfway up, the morning light through the landing window picked out a white patch on the back of his neck. He stopped there to be brushed, positioned so I had to reach between two spindles to do it.

When I came down, Ben had turned the breakfast-room chairs upside down on the tables and was shaking flour off his sleeve. The January bookings barely filled a page. We had a couple in Room Four until Sunday, a woman working on a local survey in Room Two, and the supper club for one evening. There was heat to pay for whether anyone came or not.

“Somebody will ask for chips,” Ben said.

“There are no chips on the menu.”

“That's why they'll ask.”

I laid his shift sheet beside the order for the bread. “Four through nine, including cleanup. If the storm comes early, I'll pay the hours we've agreed even if we cancel. Same for Tamsin.”

He wiped his fingers on his apron before touching the sheet. “Can I have that in writing?”

“That's what I'm trying to give you.”

He grinned. “I thought you were asking me to read the back of the bread order.”

We agreed what could be prepared ahead and what could be cooled for another day if the supper didn't happen. The club had booked a vegetable pie, winter slaw, baked apples, and tea. It was the kind of menu my aunt used to make for eight people and a ninth person who hadn't told her they were coming. We had twenty bookings, with a maximum of twenty-four, and nobody was to arrive with an extra pie, a hot plate, or an expectation that Ben would use the contents of a bag without looking in it.

“Saturday's yours after half past nine,” he said, handing back my pencil. “What are you going to do with it?”

I had promised Gabriel we would see each other after the supper if the roads were clear and Willa was where she needed to be. I had not promised to be in a mood to put on better shoes.

“Possibly sit down,” I said.

“Ambitious.”

The front bell rang before I could think of a reply. A woman stood on the mat holding a square canvas bag against her ribs. She took an awkward step backward when I came out, and the bottom of the bag hit the doorframe with a distinct metallic note.

“Oh, Walter,” she said.

“Would you like a hand?”

“If I give it to you, will you promise not to say how heavy it is? Everybody says that when I give them something heavy.”

I took the bag from the bottom. “Would you like me to put it down?”

“I'd love you to.”

Her name was Beth Naylor. She had asked if she could bring two family pieces for the supper display. She had specified on the phone that they were objects people could look at, with no tasting and no attempts to make the watch run. I had said we could put them on a table during the event if she stayed beside them, then take them straight off again when she left. The forecast had persuaded her to drop them off early rather than drive over twice on Saturday.

The bag held a red tin with the initials EN painted on the lid in little white dots. Beneath it, in a padded spectacles case, was a watch on a short chain. Beth lifted the tin with both hands and put it on the reception desk. One corner of the lid had been folded back into shape with more goodwill than skill.

“Elsie sat on it,” she said, watching me notice. “That's what my father told me. I can't imagine she'd have done anything so useful for him as confirm it.”

“Were Elsie and Walter your grandparents?”

“Great-aunt and uncle. Married to each other. He always had that watch out when the bus was late, as if he could shame the driver into doing better.”

She unsnapped the case and turned it so I could see a pale dial under a scratched crystal. Nothing ticked. I took photographs of the existing damage with her permission, using the inn's tablet. She watched me write a separate line for the chain.

“You're very thorough about things people don't want to steal,” she said.

“It helps when they turn out to want them back.”

Her mouth moved, almost a smile. She asked if I had somewhere dry where they could wait. I offered the office cupboard. She could take the objects away any time I was at the desk, and we would only display them if she could be there. We both signed the receipt. On the line for value, she wrote “family” in small, decisive letters.

There was a reason I no longer carried interesting old things into that cupboard without thinking. I thought about it while I folded Beth's copy, then told her plainly that she could keep both pieces with her if she would rather. A guest should be able to change her mind even when I was curious. Beth slid the receipt into her pocket.

“If they come home now, my brother will ask me to get them valued again,” she said. “I would like two days off from that conversation.”

I left her with the menu and carried the bag into the office. When I unlocked the cupboard, Edwin Prowse stood beside the shelf holding his luggage tally. He was examining the place where I had put the spare torch. His collar was as neat as it had been the day I met him, and considerably neater than any part of me.

“The torch is there so we can find it in the dark,” I said quietly.

“I know. I was wondering whether it would be possible to find it without removing a box of envelopes.”

I moved the envelopes. “It is now.”

He inclined his head, accepting a point neither of us had needed to win.

I set the watch case and the tin on the middle shelf with the door open. A woman appeared on my left in a dark skirt and a cardigan done up with two different buttons. A man stood at the other end of the shelf, holding one hand half raised, as though he had started to raise it in greeting and found that he was in the wrong room.

The woman looked from me to Edwin. “Does it cost extra to stay for supper?”

My hand went to the cupboard door. I left it where it was. “It depends on what you mean by stay.”

She studied me with care. “You heard that?”

“I did. I'm Imogen. And you're Elsie?”

“I should hope so.”

The man patted his waistcoat pocket. His expression altered when his fingers came away empty.

“Your watch is here, Walter,” I said. “Beth brought it.”

“She isn't old enough to be looking after a watch.”

“She's old enough to drive it here in January.”

He let that settle. I explained that they couldn't handle the objects and could only go a short distance from them. Edwin, who could have delivered the entire explanation more efficiently, stood back and allowed them to ask questions. Walter tried the shelf with one finger. Elsie didn't. She was looking at the dent in her tin.

“It was a hamper,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“I sat on a hamper. He put the tin under the blanket and never told me.”

Walter looked at her for the first time. “You said you wanted a cushion.”

It was the first exchange I had heard between them, and I could imagine it taking place over a breakfast table while the kettle boiled. I could also imagine how little I knew about what lay beneath it. I asked whether there was something they had wanted when they came with Beth.

“I owe Hester for the supper,” Elsie said. “I meant to settle when I could get back to her. If there's going to be a meal here, I thought there might be a way of doing it.”

“Hester who?”

“Durrant. She always put the good plates out, even when she knew you couldn't bring anything.”

Walter shook his head. “I paid it. I've told you.”

Elsie took a step toward him. “You told me you'd paid for the room.”

“There was a receipt.”

“There would be.”

He looked at me for an adjudication I wasn't qualified to give. The watch lay in its spectacles case between them, with one end of the chain curled on the lining.

“I don't know yet what happened,” I said. “I can't take money from Beth or promise a payment on her behalf. I can ask if she knows Hester's family, and see if there's something we can look at together.”

Elsie drew herself up. “I didn't ask you to take anything from Beth.”

“All right. I heard the part about paying before I heard the rest.”

She turned her attention to me fully then. I hadn't intended it as a gesture of trust; it was simply an admission that I had been hasty. It seemed to help. She told me Hester had brought a supper when they were staying away from home, and that they hadn't had the money for the journey and the food both. I asked her to leave the details until I could sit down with her. The desk bell rang once, and then twice, with someone trying to turn the second ring into an apology for the first.

Beth was waiting at reception with a man in a navy coat. He had taken off his gloves and was putting each finger straight before folding them into his pocket. Beth said he was Hugh Merritt, the supper club treasurer. His name was on the payment we had received, although most of the booking emails had come from Miles Tern.

“I've seen the room hire on our account,” Hugh said. “Thank you for putting what it covered on the invoice. We don't always get that.”

“You'll get another one if you add guests.”

“We've had an inquiry about that.” His eyes moved to the breakfast-room door. “Did he offer to bring his own chair?”

“Not yet.”

Beth laughed. Hugh waited until she was putting on her scarf before he asked whether there was a place he could speak to someone privately before the supper. I told him the office wasn't available, but there was a small table in reception and we
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