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PROLOGUE

In her dream, Maisie Cooper was back at school. It was a warm summer’s day and the sixth-form boys and girls had been brought together to read a play, The Beggar’s Opera. She could smell the fresh cut grass and hear the persistent hum of the groundsman’s mower on the playing fields outside the open windows. She could hear the voice of Jack Wingard, the boy chosen to read the lead, sitting two rows ahead of her in the stuffy classroom.

Then the dream moved forward in a kind of woozy surge and she and Jack were suddenly facing one another on stage, with an intimidating audience of teachers, parents and grandparents, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles and friends. Under the lights, in full eighteenth-century costume, Jack tentatively took her face in his hands and kissed her.

The dream flipped for a second time, to a damp gravel drive and Jack, now grown up, clasping her in his strong arms, angry that he had allowed her to put herself in danger.

The confused memory lasted for only a moment before she was back on stage at Westbrook College and Jack was being led up the steps to the scaffold. Another boy, with a canvas hood over his adolescent acne, placed a noose around Jack’s neck…

Maisie spoke without waking: ‘No!’

She turned over, her face to the wall. For a time, she slept soundly, though her subconscious still roamed the world of the play: the character she was portraying, Polly Peachum, in love with Jack Wingard’s, the highwayman Macheath.

Then, cross-fading like a film, the dream found her at the end-of-term afternoon summer party on the cricket lawn, enfolded in a moment of unexpected intimacy in the shadows behind the pavilion, when Jack had kissed her in real life, not in the play. With no one watching, their teenage destinies became entwined – perhaps for all of time – only for circumstances, good and bad, to rip them apart once more.

Then, she was back in the play once more, competing with another girl, in old-fashioned dialogue, for Macheath’s affections – for Jack’s affections. Then, suddenly, they were allies, desperate to save him from hanging and—

Maisie woke in a tangle of bedclothes, her strong limbs constrained by the narrow single bed, her eyes reluctant to open. She could hear faint night-time sounds from the streets of the cathedral city outside the narrow window of her poky hotel room.

At last, she opened her eyes and sat up, wearily re­arranging her lumpy pillows, the image of a lithe and youthful Jack Wingard still vivid in her mind. She heaved an unhappy sigh.

How long ago was all that? Sixteen years? And he says he still loves me, that he has never loved anyone else.

Did she love him back?

The truth was, she didn’t know.

On the bedside table were her three birthday gifts, touchingly wrapped in identical patterned paper. In the gap between her flimsy curtains, she had a view of the backs of other buildings and a grey sky with no hint of dawn, despite the lengthening of the days as April finally drew to a close.

Maisie groped for the light switch and turned on the table lamp – a weak, forty-watt bulb beneath a fussy beaded shade.

Why do I feel so trapped in the past? Why don’t I yet feel free? It isn’t fair.

The trial arising from her brother’s murder was over, taking much longer than she had anticipated, with the defence lawyer cruelly undermining Maisie’s actions by contemptuously referring to her as an ‘interfering amateur detective’. She had found it exhausting and upsetting, though guilty verdicts were finally pronounced by the jury and appropriate sentences handed down by the judge.

The trouble was, she had yet to face the repercussions of what the local paper, the Chichester Observer, called ‘the murder at Bunting Manor’. While she wished – almost to the exclusion of everything else – to finally feel properly free to grieve her brother’s death, her heart seemed numb and unable to do so.

She got out of bed and went to stand at the north-facing window. Was there a little lightness in the sky?

No. And there was no lightness in her heart, either.

Not only was she conflicted by her longing for Jack’s embrace – while still worrying that what she felt for him was simply a reaction to the series of shocks she had endured in two successive and unexpected murder investigations – there was also her duty to the owner of Bunting Manor, Phyl Pascal, a hearty country woman, Maisie’s mother’s sister.

No, not just my mother’s sister, nor my aunt. The woman with whom my father had an affair, who carried his child.

A child who turned out to be … me.

Maisie turned back to the room. For a moment, she was tempted to open her birthday gifts. She remembered Jack and Phyl singing ‘Happy Birthday’, desperately wanting her to join in. Phyl’s sixteen-year-old ward Zoe had been there, too, her lovely clear voice raised above the others, looking up to Maisie with a kind of hero-worship.

They all want something from me that I’m not certain I can give.

She relived the scene in memory, stark and upsetting, telling them to stop, that she needed time alone. She remembered Phyl’s pained response.

‘Obviously, I think you’d be better off here with Zoe and me, but Jack’s persuaded me that you need to … to reassess. Have you thought about where you will go?’

‘I’m not sure—’

‘I thought you might say that, so I’ve booked a room at the Dolphin & Anchor in the centre of Chichester,’ Phyl had said decisively.

‘I’ll need their cheapest room,’ Maisie had harshly replied. ‘I insist on paying my own way.’

‘I’m your mother,’ Phyl had protested, aghast. ‘And I’ve brought you nothing but trouble. Please let me do this small thing.’

Maisie had felt herself weaken at the sight of Zoe on the edge of tears.

‘No,’ Jack had cut in. ‘We should all trust Maisie to know her own mind.’

Soon after, Maisie’s brief stay at Bunting Manor had ended, her small travel suitcase on the back seat of Jack’s Ford Zephyr police car as he had driven her in unhappy silence to Chichester.

‘Don’t worry. I won’t come bothering you,’ he had told her, smiling his charming smile, but looking defeated.

‘I’m sorry, Jack. I know this isn’t fair on you—’

‘Let’s leave it at that,’ he had told her quietly, refusing the offer of her outstretched hand, looking like he regretted his words but knowing that walking away was for his own good. ‘Well, goodbye.’

Back in her dismal hotel room, Maisie was unable to bear the dreams and memories any longer. She slumped down on the end of her uncomfortable single bed.

I’ve rejected poor Phyl, I’ve abandoned Zoe and I’ve pushed Jack away – so far that I’m frightened he might change his mind and never come back to me.

*

When, finally, Maisie climbed back into bed, having washed her hands and face in the unfriendly shared bathroom on the corridor outside her room, the cathedral bells were chiming half-past-two. The immemorial peal drifted over the Roman walls to a park at the northern edge of the city, where the impressive Chichester Festival Theatre sat, incongruous, like a concrete-and-glass spaceship.

Keith Sadler, a porter at the Dolphin & Anchor Hotel, had a second job at the theatre as nightwatchman. He didn’t hear the bells because – once again burning the candle at both ends – he was asleep. Neglecting his duties, his head instead lay upon his arms in the green room, the space where the cast and crew of The Beggar’s Opera went to relax and eat and drink at the management’s expense.

He ought to have been alone in the enormous 1200-seat building. The actors, creatives, technicians and management were all supposed to be in their respective accommodation; their homes, their hotel rooms or their bed-and-breakfast digs.

One of them, though, had contrived a makeshift bed out of a pile of dusty curtains in a neglected storage space, deep in the theatre basement, and lay awake, thinking bitter thoughts of avarice, unlikely prosperity and revenge.


I

THOUGHT


ONE

Four days later, on Friday evening, the Dolphin & Anchor Hotel was all in a ferment, due to the arrival, fresh from the London train, just in time for a latish supper, of several more members of the Chichester Festival Theatre company. The celebrated Dutch director, Nils van Erde, and two or three of his entourage were occupying rooms on the first floor.

Miserable from her spartan week of penny-pinching solitude, Maisie ran into the famous director at the base of the stairs, as she returned from another interminable trudge around the walls of the city. She tried to slip past unnoticed, but she caught his eye. He seemed in an expansive mood, perhaps fuelled by alcohol.

‘Call me NVE. Everyone else does. “Nils-of-the-Earth” is too much of a mouthful.’

‘I thought that was what Nils van Erde might mean,’ Maisie replied, politely. ‘Are you opening the season?’

‘The Beggar’s Opera. You might know it better from the Brecht and Weill version, Die Dreigroschenoper. That’s—’

‘Yes, The Threepenny Opera,’ she interrupted. ‘It’s a big cast.’

She took off her mackintosh and his eye travelled the length of her, re-evaluating what he saw. His expression became more alert.

‘You know it?’

‘A little.’

‘Are you, perhaps, in the business? Am I being indiscreet? Are you employed at the Festival Theatre, Miss, er…?’

‘My name is Cooper and no, I am not associated with the theatre. I am glad to have met you, Mr van Erde. Good luck with your production.’

NVE seemed inclined to keep the conversation going.

‘Four weeks rehearsal in London and I have high hopes. Do you know the Drill Hall?’

Maisie had heard of it.

‘Isn’t it somewhere off Tottenham Court Road?’

‘Four weeks of long days and bitter struggle with nervous actors wrestling with John Gay’s archaic – but magnificent – text.’ He shook his head, showing her a rueful smile. ‘Now, we are in Chichester for a final week of polishing and technical run-throughs, trying to transfer what we discovered in the dusty rehearsal room onto Chichester’s enormous and intimidating thrust stage. You know it?’

‘I am local so, yes, I know it. I hope it’s a success.’

Nils van Erde still didn’t take the hint.

‘The process is simple and has existed for all of time. The incomparable Aristotle set it out in the fourth century BC, the six fundamental elements of a play.’ He counted them out on long narrow fingers. ‘Thought, Song, Plot, Character, Spectacle, Speech.’

‘That’s very interesting,’ said Maisie. ‘I didn’t know that. Now, isn’t it late…?’

NVE leaned in.

‘In some plays, plot is the key ingredient. In others, spectacle. In still others, song. But all must be present.’

Her right hand was on the banister. Surprising her, he took it in both of his, enclosing her fist as though it was something precious.

‘It’s a challenge,’ he said.

‘Is it?’ said Maisie, holding his gaze.

‘From the rehearsal room to the stage, you must bring the play, you understand, Miss Cooper, palpitating and frightened, like a small songbird that wishes only to escape. And you must hope that, after the trauma, despite the dislocation, your songbird still takes flight.’

‘It sounds like a very tricky time,’ said Maisie, politely removing her hand. ‘Good luck.’ He was standing in her way at the foot of the stairs. ‘Would you excuse me?’

He stepped aside with a flourish.

‘Good night, Miss Cooper.’

Maisie went upstairs to her room at the end of a drab corridor. She undressed and got into bed but was disturbed, several times, by the sound of footsteps and doors opening and closing until well after midnight.

*

On the following morning, the Saturday, Maisie was confronted with further direct evidence of the general ferment at the Dolphin & Anchor – the presence of the famous female lead of The Beggar’s Opera, a young French actress called, unfeasibly, Adélaïde Amour.

Maisie didn’t like gossip, but she found it hard to quash the enthusing of the young man – Keith – who served her wet poached eggs and burned toast.

‘She’s a doll. She’s gorgeous, but they say she can’t act for toffee.’

‘Who says that?’

‘My film magazine. I buy it at the railway station.’

‘I think I know who you mean. She’s a film actress first?’

‘She probably won’t be able to make herself heard. Have you been to the Festival Theatre? I saw the Royal Marines at Christmas.’ He pursed his lips judiciously, like a connoisseur. ‘That was loud.’

‘I expect it was.’ Maisie gestured to her plate. ‘These eggs aren’t quite cooked, and the toast is overdone. I expect it’s difficult to get the timings right when the kitchen is so busy. Could you ask the chef to repeat my order, please?’

‘I’ll do it myself,’ said the boy, nodding enthusiastically.

‘Thank you, Keith. That’s very kind of you.’

‘Aren’t you the one who was in the paper with the murders?’

Maisie sighed and admitted that she was.

‘But please don’t pass it on to anyone else.’

‘You were clever and brave. Will you tell me about it?’

‘Perhaps, if there’s a moment,’ said Maisie, surprising herself. Normally, thoughts of her accidental investigations made her extremely reticent, but the young man seemed innocently fascinated. ‘But not right now, Keith. I’m hungry.’

A young woman of great beauty, wearing a floaty, diaphanous creation of white silk, appeared in the doorway, glancing round the tables. Maisie was struck by the perfection of her complexion, the depth of her dark, wide-set eyes and her generous mouth.

‘What did I tell you?’ whispered Keith, a comical expression of longing on his boyish features. ‘What a doll.’

Keith bustled off to remake Maisie’s breakfast and Adélaïde Amour seemed to change her mind, turning away without ever fully entering the breakfast room. Maisie heard her nicely accented voice telling someone that she would like ‘coffee, lots of coffee, upstairs’.

After Keith’s second stab at breakfast, Maisie returned to her room and finally opened her birthday gifts. Knowing she was a big reader, Zoe had chosen a murder-mystery story by the New Zealand writer Ngaio Marsh and inscribed it: Thank you for everything. Love, Zoe. It made Maisie feel like crying. Jack’s gift was equally touching – a copy of The Beggar’s Opera, bound in leather, probably from the second-hand bookshop on South Street. His dedication simply said: Yours, always. Jack.

Can that possibly be true? she wondered. And will I ever deserve it?

On a whim, Maisie went out and wandered down to the kiosk at the railway station to look at a copy of the film magazine Keith had mentioned. It had a photograph of Adélaïde Amour on the cover. Inside, she learned that Adélaïde had been twice engaged but never married, that she was born and raised in a village in Brittany, close to the western peninsula of Finisterre, loosely translated as ‘the end of the Earth’. She was a campaigner for animal rights and had once been arrested while protesting against an oil company responsible for a black tide of crude that had washed up on her native beaches.

Maisie thought she rather liked her.

‘Are you going to buy that?’ asked the vendor.

‘I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten my purse,’ she lied.

The interminable Saturday became a tiresome Sunday, and Maisie found herself reduced to watching an afternoon musical in the hotel television room. At its conclusion, as dusk became night, she went out for a long walk, the sound of her sensible shoes echoing on the damp pavements. Returning to the Dolphin & Anchor, her cheeks stinging from the chilly evening air, Maisie hesitated in the lobby. The bar was busy with competing voices raised in joyous conflab, and she found she would like the opportunity to sit among strangers for an hour, letting the noise of their enthusiastic gossip help the time to pass.

She found a low table in front of a wing-back armchair, not far from the fire. Keith was on duty at the bar – though he seemed under-age to do so – and automatically brought her a small bowl of oily salted peanuts.

‘What else can I get you?’ he asked, his hungry eye flicking involuntarily towards the other side of the room.

‘Actually, just a glass of water, please.’

Keith didn’t seem to hear. Maisie followed his gaze. Adélaïde, in a voluminous patterned kimono, was in a circle of chairs, dragged together to make an audience for Nils van Erde. NVE was holding court simultaneously in several languages – his native Dutch, his willing French and his very smooth English.

‘Keith?’ said Maisie. ‘My glass of water?’

‘Oh, er, sorry.’

He slipped away.

The local paper, the Chichester Observer, was on her low table. Maisie picked it up and leaned back, shielding herself from the theatrical group. The front page carried an announcement of the Festival Theatre season and, inside, there was an interview, given by NVE, extolling the virtues of his star and noting her ‘remarkable performance’ in an avant-garde production in a small Parisian theatre that Maisie had never heard of.

It was clear that Adélaïde was NVE’s casting choice. Maisie hoped the director wasn’t selling the young woman beyond her ability to fulfil his boasts. If, as Keith suggested, she wasn’t physically ready or sufficiently well-trained to perform a stage role in a major theatre, it would be extremely damaging for NVE as well as for her.

But isn’t that his job, Maisie thought, to make sure she’s ready?

Keith brought her water. She sipped it and looked up at a large mirror in a gold-painted frame above the fireplace. In it, she could see NVE – she could still hear him as well – talking to Adélaïde, making a great effort to put her at her ease, to encourage her. Then the actress stood up and NVE switched back to English to confer with a rugged man he addressed as ‘Micky’. Adélaïde drifted away to stand in front of the fire, quite close to Maisie’s chair. The silken patterned kimono flowed with her, drawing the eye.

Maisie closed the newspaper and put it aside. Adélaïde saw her do this and gave her a glance of enquiry. Maisie felt it would be rude not to speak.

‘J’espère que tout se passera bien, que le public vous appréciera,’ Maisie said.

I hope the show goes well, that the audience enjoys your performance.

Adélaïde looked at her without replying, her dark, wide-set eyes expressing slight surprise and, Maisie thought, a worried intensity.

‘Merci,’ she said, finally.

Maisie found she no longer felt comfortable sitting among strangers. In any case, she feared NVE would try and draw her into his circle of acolytes if she stayed too long. She stood up.

‘Bonne nuit, Mademoiselle Amour.’

Maisie left the bar, climbed the stairs to the second floor and returned along the drab corridor to her rear-facing room. She read for an hour from Zoe’s gift. The murder-mystery was called Opening Night and it was set in a theatre – beautifully written but the set-up was quite long, with many pages devoted to the intriguing depiction of character and back-story, and no sign yet of a murder.

She put her book aside, got off her narrow bed and opened her window with a screech of unoiled hinges. She stood quietly, breathing in the night air. The weather had changed. A warm front had rolled in and mild drizzle was falling from a grey sky without moon or stars.

Suddenly, she heard a balcony door open and two voices, floating up from below. Maisie took a step back. She wanted to close her window and shut out the noise, but she couldn’t do so without the hinges giving away her presence.

It was Nils and Adélaïde – he, insistent and determined, she, monosyllabic and bored. He spoke in English and she replied in French. They were either unaware that they might be overheard or didn’t care. And it was, inevitably, a ‘love scene’ – though perhaps it would be better described as a ‘failed seduction’. NVE was deploying all his charm, all his authority. Adélaïde was having none of it.

‘But you cannot leave me like this?’ he protested.

Would the conversation turn nasty, Maisie wondered? If Nils became too persistent, might she feel herself obliged to go downstairs on some pretext or other and intervene?

‘You know I am devoted to you,’ said Nils. ‘Am I not better looking than my brother?’

‘Mais, non,’ Adélaïde replied.

No, you aren’t.

‘Haven’t I protected you from him?’

‘Même pas,’ she told him.

Not even.

Then, abruptly, there was the sound of a scuffle and something heavy fell to the ground. What had happened? Had Nils tripped and fallen? Maisie went quickly to the door of her room but stopped when she heard Adélaïde’s voice in English.

‘That is enough. Get up and go away.’

Not another word was exchanged. Faintly, Maisie heard a door open and close, then Adélaïde swearing copiously as she slammed shut her balcony doors.

*

Maisie slept poorly, once again, haunted by feelings of loss and betrayal – and her own resistance to confronting the demons of the past. On Monday morning, therefore, she went downstairs early, just before seven, and hesitated on the threshold of the dining room, seeing that she was alone with only Adélaïde for company. The young woman hadn’t seen her arrive and was singing a song Maisie recognised from The Beggar’s Opera, as she buttered her toast.

‘No power on Earth can e’er divide,

‘The knot that sacred love hath tied.

‘When parents draw against our mind,

‘The true-love’s knot, they faster bind.’

Adélaïde sang with such effortless charm that Maisie was unable to move until the last gentle notes had faded.

Then, as people often do, Adélaïde realised she was being observed and looked up.

Surprised into speech, Maisie told Adélaïde, in fluent French, that she was sorry to have eavesdropped but that to hear Adélaïde sing was an unexpected and incomparable pleasure.

Adélaïde promptly burst into tears and ran from the room.


TWO

A little later, Maisie once more found herself waiting for time to pass, this time under the cobwebby roof of a bus shelter.

Should she have tried to slip away from the breakfast room, before Adélaïde had noticed her, then come back in again, moments later, making a noise so as not to take the young woman by surprise? She wished she had. Over the last few weeks, she had endured enough upset and drama to last her a lifetime.

There was almost no money left in her purse. Her travellers’ cheques were cashed and spent. She had her depressing hotel room and half-board till the end of the week. That would be fine if she went without lunches. After that…

It was raining, again. February had been sleety and cold, March little better. April, when all of nature ought to be celebrating the burgeoning of spring, seemed determined only to prolong the depressing winter. Even the daffodils round the edges of the cathedral green looked bedraggled and depressed.

Maisie would still be welcome, she knew, in Bunting. Phyl had written to her, care of her solicitor, reiterating her offer. But it was too soon. The extraordinary revelation that Phyl was her birth mother, not her aunt, still made Maisie feel nervous and queasy – lied to.

She could ask for help from Jack, but would that be fair? She still felt the pull of her first love and believed she might be able to love him again, to want him, but not now, not yet. Not with the shadow of death still lying so deep and dark across their lives.

And, of course, Jack was a police officer, a well-liked and respected sergeant working out of Chichester police station. That fact alone made it difficult to pursue their relationship, what with her involvement in the Bunting Manor murder yet to be resolved in court.

Returning to Chichester from Paris, she had taken the precaution of buying an open return ticket on the boat-train. If only she were allowed, she would stride off down South Street to the railway station this instant and set off – never mind the forecast of gales in the Channel and the likelihood of an extremely unpleasant crossing on the small passenger ferry, surrounded by the oppressive rumble and stench of the diesel engines and the inevitable consequences of the choppy seas on the more fragile passengers.

But she couldn’t. It wasn’t like in a detective story where the problem posed by the locked room mystery or the deadly country house weekend party is solved by an explanation on the final pages and everyone says ‘oh, I see’ and goes on with their lives. No, in the real world, the police were obliged to follow up on all the evidence, organise the sequence of events into a convincing timeline and demand everyone’s presence in court so that the alleged facts might be presented by the prosecution and challenged by the defence.

And the truth finally and definitively established.

What a waste of time that all was. Maisie knew what had happened in Bunting – the motivations and objectives of all the damaged and unhappy protagonists. She had to accept, however, that knowing was not enough. The facts had to be proved in a court of law to the satisfaction of a jury of the peers of the accused.

From where she sat, with the rain dripping from the edge of the bus-shelter roof like a curtain of water-beads, she could see the clock face on the medieval Market Cross. It was nine-thirty. The town – she ought to remember to call it a city, because of the cathedral, but it really was no more than a town – was bustling into life. She saw four or five people enter and leave Morant’s, the department store. What luxuries were they buying well before lunch on a Monday morning? Make-up? Fine china? Glassware? Bed linen? Next door, the Post Office was doing good business, too. Meanwhile, she could do nothing but wait for the wheels of justice to turn and grind – oh, so immeasurably slowly – and trust that, eventually, she would be released from her excruciating limbo.

Maisie sat up a little straighter, telling herself to buck up. Soon, she would be able to go to her appointment with her solicitor. Perhaps there would be news – confirmed dates in court. She would, inevitably, be offered tea and bourbon biscuits which she would refuse, having only recently finished her breakfast in the damp restaurant room at the Dolphin & Anchor Hotel.

The hotel wasn’t far from where she sat. It was on the opposite side of the road, close to the Cross. She hoped, when she got back, that her room would have been made up, but she wasn’t optimistic. She thought it was something to do with the fact that hers was the cheapest room in the building, right at the back, with a view of the loading bay at the rear of Woolworths. To the experienced house-keeping staff, she probably looked like exactly what she was – someone unlikely to come across with a good tip at the end of her stay.

All the same, however low the price, however distant the room, didn’t she deserve the same consideration as other guests?

That will do, she decided. Think of something else.

High up above her head, ten o’clock chimed in the bell tower. Maisie stood up, straightened her clothes and walked the short distance to her solicitor’s office – the solicitor she had inherited from her murdered brother. Charity Clement was unlocking the door when Maisie arrived, and the two women said hello and went inside. Charity took off her bright yellow plastic raincoat, revealing a fetching twinset – a short-sleeved sweater and matching cardigan – somewhere between pink and tangerine.

‘You look half-asleep,’ said Charity. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘Hm?’

‘Maisie, réveille-toi.’

Wake up.

Charity – more properly Charité Clément – was originally from Guadeloupe, where the official language was French.

‘I am awake.’

‘You don’t look it.’

Maisie sat down on one of the three hard dining chairs lined up against the wall of the office, opposite Charity’s desk.

‘You do love bright colours, don’t you?’

‘Guilty,’ said Charity with a smile, opening the door to the rudimentary office kitchen to make the inevitable tea.

‘Any news?’ asked Maisie, raising her voice to be heard above the rumble of the electric kettle, ‘How long until the—’

‘The Bunting Manor hearings?’ Charity called back. ‘That depends on what happens next – on the disclosure of evidence by the prosecution and the length of time the defence can request in order to prepare their response.’

Leaving the tea to brew, Charity came back into the office. In a few words, Maisie told her the story of Nils van Erde and Adélaïde Amour, with the unexpected climax of sending the young woman running from the breakfast room in tears.

‘You do see life, Maisie,’ said Charity, looking pleased with the vernacular expression. ‘Anyway, Mrs Pascal came to see me.’

‘Oh.’

In theory, Maisie had been in gainful employment at Bunting Manor. Phyl Pascal had promised a wage equal to that of Maisie’s former Paris salary but, in the end, the investigation and its awful conclusion had only taken a few days. Despite this, it appeared that Phyl had deposited a substantial sum with the solicitor, for Maisie to call upon whenever she needed it.

‘Maisie, you are looking the gift horse in the mouth. Is that the correct expression?’ Charity said when Maisie immediately shook her head at the offer.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘What does it mean, exactly?’

‘It means, if someone’s giving you a horse for free, don’t go looking to see if it’s too old from its teeth.’

‘Good.’ Charity smiled. ‘That’s exactly what I meant to say.’

They drank their tea and Charity opened the safe in the corner of the room. She pointed to a plain brown envelope on the top shelf.

‘Here it is,’ she said. ‘One hundred pounds in cash – a payment, not a gift.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Ce que tu es têtue.’

How stubborn you are.

Charity relocked the safe and set about opening her post. Just then, the phone rang. Charity picked up and, after a few seconds, mimed that the call would not be brief. Given there was no news of a trial date, Maisie smiled her goodbyes and left, hurrying back to the Dolphin & Anchor in the rain.

She headed for the first-floor sitting room, intending to pass the time with the morning papers, perhaps doing a crossword. She opened the door onto a shabby space furnished with wooden armchairs with green velvet seats and backs, and several coffee tables, each supplied with magazines. The day’s newspapers were hanging on hooks with long wooden poles down their spines. A small coal fire was burning in the hearth.

To her surprise, she didn’t have the room to herself.


THREE

In the first-floor sitting room of the Dolphin & Anchor Hotel, Adélaïde Amour was draped across a window seat, looking immensely decorative in voluminous white cotton pyjamas. Standing in the middle of the room was a formidable-looking woman, short and stocky but upright, in a dark blue trouser suit that was a little too small for her, her grey hair set in tight curls. She was holding a briefcase. Maisie heard the cathedral bells ringing the half-hour and wondered if the star was complaining that they were too loud. It wouldn’t be the first time.

‘I’m sorry,’ she told them both. ‘You’re busy. I’ll leave you in peace.’

Adélaïde jumped up.

‘Mais non, restez. Stay, please,’ she translated in her charming Gallic accent, then turned to the other woman. ‘This is what I need, or someone like her. This one, she is … sympathique.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Maisie.

‘I’m Dorothy Dean,’ said the other woman, holding out her hand. ‘General manager of Chichester Festival Theatre. And you are?’

‘My name is Maisie Cooper. I’m staying in the hotel, but—’

‘You’ve met Mademoiselle Amour?’

Maisie glanced from one to the other. ‘Briefly.’

‘More than once, she tells me.’

Maisie thought back.

‘Twice … no, three times, I think.’

Maisie began to wonder if she was about to be told off for importuning the star. Usually very sensitive to other people’s emotions, this morning she had brought her own – comprised of boredom and frustration and worry – so she hadn’t immediately noticed quite how tense was the atmosphere in the room. Instead of rebuking her, though, Dorothy Dean smiled a rather wolf-like smile.

‘Mademoiselle Amour says you were very kind to her this morning.’

‘Oh,’ said Maisie. ‘I just told her what a charming voice she has.’

‘That was very nice of you, I’m sure.’

Dorothy Dean looked from Maisie to Adélaïde and back again.

‘Is that all?’ asked Maisie.

‘Il me faut quelqu’un,’ said Adélaïde.

Dorothy Dean made a frustrated grimace and spoke loudly in Adelaide’s general direction.

‘I – have – no – idea – what – you’re – saying.’

Yes, of course, thought Maisie, the tension must have arisen in part out of mutual incomprehension. First, the language barrier, of course, but also because she didn’t suppose there was much common ground between these two very different women.

‘She says she needs someone,’ Maisie explained.

‘Miss Amour’s assistant has had to return to France to look after a sick relative. And you,’ replied Dorothy Dean, ‘speak French like a native, so she tells me. Will you please help us?’

‘Help you?’

‘Translate for me in the first instance? It won’t take a minute. I’ll be glad to give you tickets to the preview as thanks.’

‘Oh, is that all? I would be glad to help,’ said Maisie. She had only been to the theatre once before, soon after it opened, to see the mesmerising Laurence Olivier in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya. Then her parents had died in a road-traffic accident in a ‘pea-souper’ London fog and she had moved abroad to Paris, taking only her grief. ‘I mean, I’ll do my best.’

‘Could you please explain to Mademoiselle Amour that she is under contract to perform as Polly Peachum and that the opening night is at the end of the week.’

Sensibly, Dorothy Dean stopped and let Maisie translate what she had said. Maisie left out the character name as that didn’t seem essential to the meaning of the sentence.

‘And,’ continued Dorothy, ‘she was contracted at the insistence of the director, on the strength of her own assertion that she is capable of performing, in the English language, in a major theatre, without amplification.’

Maisie took a little longer to translate this convoluted set of ideas. In reply, Adélaïde muttered: ‘Je sais, je sais.’

‘She says she knows,’ said Maisie.

‘I’m glad she does,’ said Dorothy. She fished out an official-looking paper from her briefcase. ‘Here is her contract. Here is her signature.’

That’s very high-handed, thought Maisie.

‘Do you want me to translate that?’ she asked.

‘Yes. And tell her that it is extremely late to be getting cold feet.’

After Maisie had communicated these brutal thoughts, there was a pause as Adélaïde thought things through. Finally, she got up out of the window seat.

‘Come, please.’ She drew Maisie aside to the far corner of the room and spoke rapidly in French in a low voice. ‘This woman, she is concerned only for money. She has economised on my costumes. She has provided this third-rate accommodation.’ She waved a hand. ‘What do you think of this hotel?’

‘It is adequate,’ said Maisie.

‘For you, perhaps. But for me…? Anyway, now, when I say that this is all beneath me, she comes back with threats that I am not good enough, that I cannot say the stupid old-fashioned lines that anyone can learn but it would take a goddess like Deneuve to breathe life into.’

‘Do you want me to translate any of this for her?’

‘I do not,’ said Adélaïde. ‘Furthermore, it seems I am to be pawed at and fawned over by an old man who believes himself to be a god, in his own way, a god of the theatre with a “unique vision” which, in the end, is just to put the beautiful woman opposite the handsome man and have them take their time over falling in love. And, like all such men, he believes his scrawny old carcass remains irresistibly attractive to all the pretty actresses in his company, even the star.’ She made the sound usually written as ‘pfff’. ‘Non, merci!’

‘I don’t understand how I can help—’

‘Then the leading man, who resembles the director in a way, believes that he must take advantage of me if the director does not.’

‘I see that this must all be very difficult and annoying—’

‘I am a good actress,’ said Adélaïde complacently, ‘and perhaps I can be great. But it is a question of … of strategy. It will not help me if people can say: “Oh, Adélaïde Amour? She is very difficult. You know, NVE gave her a chance and she was a nightmare to direct.” You understand?’

‘Yes, you are trapped between demanding respect and not wanting to be cast as a troublemaker, but—’

‘You can be my assistant. That is what I am saying.’

‘I can?’

‘You are an attractive woman,’ said Adélaïde, judiciously. ‘You will help me with all that I need, but you will also deflect attention, perhaps, and assist me with the old-fashioned words. But, above all, you will be always by me so I cannot be importuned.’

There it is, thought Maisie, the very word I was imagining. But, instead of being accused of it myself, I am to be cast as the shield, the distraction.

‘But why me?’ she asked, a little helplessly.

Adélaïde shrugged.

‘Who else will I find in this awful town?’

Maisie didn’t reply straight away. The insult to Chichester was, she thought, unfair. From the far side of the room, Dorothy Dean interrupted, with an edge of anger: ‘I am a very busy woman, Miss…’

‘Cooper,’ Maisie reminded her.

‘Would you be so good as to communicate? Just the gist will do.’

‘Let me make certain of something,’ said Maisie, prevaricating. She quickly asked Adélaïde to confirm what she meant, concluding by enunciating very clearly in English: ‘You want me to replace your assistant who had to return home to France, even though I have no experience. And you are certain that this will help you?’

‘I am,’ confirmed Adélaïde.

Maisie looked from one to the other: the delightful but wary features of the beautiful star; the severe but practical expression on the face of the business manager. She took what felt like a bold decision.

‘For a modest consideration of fifty pounds for the week, I am prepared to act as assistant to Mademoiselle Amour, to help her with her lines and to accompany her at all times in rehearsals and wherever else she might need me.’

‘Sixty,’ said Dorothy Dean.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Sixty pounds – and, if you get her to opening night without another tantrum from her or from NVE, I’ll make it a round hundred.’

‘I see. That sounds more than reasonable.’

Maisie turned to Adélaïde.

‘Yes, I understood, it is not much money, but…’ said Adélaïde in French.

‘Vous êtes certaine?’ Maisie insisted.

You are certain?

‘Absolument.’

Maisie turned back to Dorothy.

‘It’s a deal.’

For the second time that morning, Maisie Cooper and Dorothy Dean shook hands.


FOUR

A theatre is a complicated thing, a kind of organism, or a complex machine, full of moving parts. Because of this, there are many places where someone can hide, where something can be hidden. Even in a modern theatre – and Chichester Festival Theatre was a modernist building par excellence – there were cubby holes, dark corners, forgotten spaces.

For several months, the theatre had been idle and unobserved, apart from a few routine maintenance jobs and infrequent visits from police and fire brigade. Now and then, Dorothy Dean had popped in to use the office known as ‘Fort Knox’ to write cheques and draw up contracts, to file things away until the theatre machine should be roused once more for its summer season.

The previous week, Dorothy had made a tour of inspection, in company with young Keith Sadler, whom she had reluctantly taken on as nightwatchman, in the absence of any other convincing candidates.

‘I would have preferred a mature gentleman,’ she had frankly informed the hopeful young applicant. ‘I hope you won’t let me down.’

‘I promise I’ll do my best,’ Keith had replied, uncertain how long he would be able to combine his work at the Dolphin & Anchor with this additional new job.

On that day, neither Dorothy nor Keith had known that they were not alone in the building. There were, after all, so many places to hide.

To start with, there was the grid, the network of metal high up in the hexagonal roof: bars for hanging the theatre lights; dusty walkways in perforated steel; places for the follow-spot operators to sit or crouch; electrical cables and sockets; devices for raising and lowering pieces of the set, pulleys, winches and counterweights.

Because of the shape of the stage, thrust out into the midst of the auditorium and surrounded on three sides by well over a thousand seats, most of the time it was possible to see what has happening up aloft – but not when the theatre was dark, or when the only light came from the blue lamp in the prompt corner or the tips of a few cigarettes as the crew went about their business in the gloom.

Next, there were the disregarded corners backstage, places people seldom chose to go unless they had business there: storerooms full of costumes from previous shows; awkward corners stacked with bits of old sets; here and there a baited box containing poison, destined for rats or mice.

Where might the vermin go to curl up and die? Other quiet corners?

Some wardrobes and cupboard spaces smelled strongly of naphthalene, the principal ingredient of mothballs, used to protect the natural fibres of the clothes and curtains and rugs. In sufficient quantities over sufficient time – trapped, for example, in one of those cupboards – naphthalene might be poisonous even to humans. The result would be haemolytic anaemia, a breaking down of the red blood cells.

Then, there were the two locked rooms. The first, known to members of staff by its nickname of ‘Fort Knox’, contained sensitive financial information related to five separate bank accounts in lever-arch files, minutes of meetings of the theatre’s executive board, as well as copies of contracts with rights holders, creatives, performers and suppliers. There was also a safe with a combination dial and a large keyhole, containing – among other things – a metal cashbox with a float of notes and coins left over from the previous season.

The second locked room – known as the ‘armoury’ – was crammed with swords and pikes, old-fashioned shields and helmets. There were three crystal-encrusted daggers and two scimitars from a play set in Ottoman Istanbul that, in the end, hadn’t ever been produced. Leaning in a corner were half a dozen wooden rifles for an upcoming Shakespeare set in World War One. Next to them was a tall metal cabinet that was always supposed to be locked. The cabinet concealed some imitation grenades, landmines and shells, all carved from lightweight timber and painted to look like the real thing. More importantly, on an upper shelf, there were three service revolvers left over from World War Two – one German and two American. Because the outer door to the armoury was usually secure, the cabinet seldom was.

At the rear of the theatre was the scene dock with its access to the outside world – huge doors that could let in air and light but also served for the passage of bigger elements of décor: complete staircases or
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