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        I caught him, with an unseen hook and an invisible line which is long enough to let him wander to the ends of the world, and still to bring him back with a twitch upon the thread.

        The Queer Feet, G. K. Chesterton

      

      

      

      
        
        
        MILO: Oh yes, the police are always stupid in your kind of detective stories, aren’t they? They never solve anything. Only an amateur sleuth ever knows what’s really happening. But that is detective fiction. This is fact.

        Sleuth, Anthony Shaffer

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

         

      

      

      Lord Quaint put his cocktail glass on the mantelpiece, tapped out his pipe in the grate and turned his back to the fire. In the hushed stillness of the room, apprehension cut the atmosphere like a bejewelled sgian dubh – coincidentally the very weapon that had been used to murder the Dowager Duchess of Crompton. Quite where the killer had managed to lay their hands on an ornamental Scottish blade in this remote corner of the West Country was just one of the many mysteries that had surrounded her death and confounded Chief Inspector Watkins of the local constabulary. It was, in fact, the unusual nature of the fatal instrument which had prompted the policeman to call on his old sparring partner for the kind of unofficial assistance which, Watkins had discovered to his chagrin, often brought such cases to a resolution. Where the boys in blue were constrained by the niceties of procedure, an amateur with a nose for adventure could often upturn some nugget that might be forbidden to, or concealed from, the professionals.

      Now Lord Quaint observed Watkins at the back of the room, moustache twitching and notebook in hand, near the door where Constable Flanchberry was stationed, awaiting his Lordship’s signal.

      Quaint took a moment to survey the company assembled in varying degrees of repose between him and the inspector. Towards the furthest corner – one might almost say lurking – perched the Hon. ‘Biffy’ Blyth and his irritating fiancée Lady Victoria. Despite their titles, their impecunious state meant that they had much to gain from the death of the Dowager Duchess and they had been, early on in the investigation, two of the inspector’s leading suspects. Looming over them from behind was Margeson, the butler, whose indifference to intimidation had irked the police but whose quiet insubordination had endeared him enormously to Lord Quaint. To his left and slightly behind him – as was only proper in the order of these things – stood Mrs Pemberton the cook, two indistinguishable maids, the gardener Ferris and an under-butler whose name Quaint had never been able to pronounce, but who had come to England as a refugee after the war and inveigled himself into a berth in the servants’ quarters at Crompton Hall. The numerous other lower staff had been excused attendance, written off by Quaint as incidental to his enquiries, and were even now preparing the dining room for a repast of freshly murdered game.

      Nearest to the fireplace was an array of titled personages, every one kin in some degree to the victim. The ages of the six relatives ranged from older than sixty to just thirteen – she had proved a particular thorn in Quaint’s side – and their likeness could not fail to be mistaken. To a man (and woman), they matched the fading portraits that climbed the stairs in the hall outside; densely thatched brows overhanging dark eyes set deep in faces more luxuriously rotund than any Quaint could recall seeing in a single family. If they had suffered any post-war privations, as the rest of the country certainly had in the wake of such a long and barbaric conflict, then he was hard-pushed to identify where the budgetary axe had fallen among the expenditures of Crompton Hall.

      The Duke himself sat stage-centre, shrouded in thick blue cigar smoke and scowling with all the vehemence of a wounded panther. His petite wife retained a measure of demure disinterest but was blinking rapidly – whether against the acrid smoke or as a natural idiosyncrasy Quaint could not tell. Beside her, the next generation of aristocratic delinquents was laid out for Quaint’s perusal: the three children of the Duke and Duchess, the heir haughty, his debutante sibling anxious, their young sister decidedly mischievous. Finally, a little apart from the rest of the family, the Duke’s uncle Lord Arthur Kettering looked thoroughly miserable in his raggedly mustered dinner wear. Quaint had known Kettering slightly at Cambridge and had always marvelled at his ability to remain utterly disgruntled by his lot as younger brother to the old Duke, inheriting nothing from his brother’s death save the continued opprobrium of the now deceased dowager. If ever there was a man with motive to murder his relations, Lord Arthur was he.

      ‘Your Graces, your Lordship, honourable and esteemed guests,’ began Quaint, not caring whether his honorifics were accurate: he was here not to flatter but to accuse.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ grumbled Lord Arthur from the wings. ‘Our pigeon is getting cold in there.’

      Quaint’s look withered Lord Arthur’s complaint in an instant. ‘The pigeon will have to wait, I’m afraid, until I have identified quite another kind of bird – a jailbird.’

      The maids quivered audibly. Thirteen-year-old Lady Petunia giggled. Her father grunted.

      ‘Are you saying you have found your man, Lord Quaint?’ he asked, his thick breath cutting a swathe through the smoke.

      Quaint smiled peaceably. ‘And what makes you think it is a man, your Grace?’

      The Duke harrumphed in surprise and looked accusingly at his wife.

      ‘No, no,’ Quaint continued. ‘It is too easy to jump to such a conclusion without first addressing the considerable quantity of evidence which the murderer inadvertently left behind them – evidence which my colleagues from the constabulary kindly compiled but whose significance they inevitably neglected to notice.’

      Chief Inspector Watkins gave a loud sigh of annoyance from the back of the room, which Quaint ignored with equanimity.

      ‘Let us take, for example, the sgian dubh. As you know, this is a traditional Scottish knife that is nowadays chiefly worn for ceremonial and dress occasions north of the border. Its appearance at Crompton Hall has been one of the most mysterious aspects of the case, until one considers the personal history of the Dowager Duchess in her years before coming out. It became quickly apparent to me that the rest of the family were ignorant of this personal history, yet a simple exploration of Debrett’s reveals that her predecessors were ancient custodians of a long-lost tribal seat somewhere to the west of Dunglochan. This morsel led me to wonder if she had ever paid a visit to her ancestral home.’

      The Duke blustered again. ‘What are you talking about, man? There’s no Scottish blood in the Cromptons.’

      ‘On the contrary, your Grace. If my deductions are correct – and I have no reason to doubt their veracity – you are descended maternally from Robert Bruce himself.’

      ‘Poppycock,’ erupted Lord Arthur. ‘The dotty old bat was no more Scottish than you or I.’

      Quaint pierced him again. ‘Regardless of your opinion of the Dowager Duchess and her mental faculties, the facts remain.’

      The Duke stood up and moved towards Quaint. ‘Even if that’s true, what does it have to do with her murder? How does it help to know she had Scottish ancestry?’

      ‘I’m coming to that. It has a particular pertinence to the weapon, of course, but there is another vital piece of the puzzle that has so far remained out of sight.’

      ‘What piece? It seems pretty clear-cut to me – always has. Everyone knows Uncle Arthur hated her because she snubbed him in favour of my father, and he finally saw his chance to be rid of her while we were all out on a shooting trip. He was the only one left in the house, and when we got back she was dead.’

      Quaint invited the Duke to return to his seat before resuming his narrative. ‘Lord Arthur may have been the only member of the family left in the house, but he was far from the only person here.’

      ‘Stop talking in riddles, man.’

      Quaint waved a hand in the direction of the servants, ranged along the wall behind the family. ‘At least twelve other people were in or near Crompton Hall at the time of the murder.’

      The Duke jumped to his feet again. ‘Are you telling me that one of these … heathens killed my mother?’ He made a start towards the line-up of staff but found himself immediately impeded by his wife’s voluminous skirts.

      ‘Your Grace, I beg you, please sit down,’ said Quaint, a note of exasperation in his voice. When the Duke had subsided into his chair once more, Quaint continued. ‘I am merely illustrating the limitations of a view which refuses to recognise the existence of the lower orders as full participants in the human experience.’

      ‘Well, they’re not, are they?’ muttered Lord Arthur.

      ‘If I am correct, it will not be very many years before such an observation will be deemed unacceptable in society. Some of the lower classes already have the vote – rightly or wrongly – and it may well be that the move towards emancipation for females gains sufficient ground that they, too, will be permitted to express opinions publicly.’

      ‘Damn fool progressives,’ began the Duke, but stopped again at the insistence of his wife’s elbow in his ribs.

      ‘As I was saying, when subject to one limited perspective, a host of possibilities is excluded from view. As soon as one opens one’s eyes to the wider picture, other prospects become possible – likely, even. And so we ask ourselves, which of our potential cast of characters becomes visible in this wider view? We have the close family, of course’—he gestured towards the six seats nearest him—‘along with the more obscure relations.’ Here, he nodded at Biffy and his baffled bride-to-be. ‘But there are also the supporting players from below stairs, each of whom had their own reason for despising the Dowager Duchess. Margeson and Mrs Pemberton, for instance, whose secret affair was discovered by her Grace and who have lived for years in enforced penury for fear of being exposed by her. Or her chambermaids, Alice and Lily, whom she treated with almost sadistic contempt. Or Ferris, there, who once hoped for promotion to head footman but was relegated by the Duchess to the garden after an indiscretion with a scullery maid, and who has never forgiven her. And finally, our foreign friend, about whom we know so little, whose connection to her Grace can only be surmised and whose swarthy looks betray an inner darkness – one might even say hatred.’

      The Duke coughed loudly. ‘So you’re saying it could be anyone in this room? The question is, which one?’

      ‘Aha!’ said Quaint, giving his signal at last to Constable Flanchberry. ‘Not necessarily in this room.’

      With a flourish, the policeman threw open the door he was guarding, revealing another constable with one hand cuffed to a very strange individual indeed. All eyes turned to look at the squat, rat-faced man, dressed all in white and with a small peaked cap perched on his forehead, who was now growling at them from the doorway. His long, lank hair framed a face that was filthy with grime, sporting several days’ worth of beard growth and considerably fewer than the conventional number of teeth.

      Mrs Pemberton let out a small cry—‘Oh, it’s Mac, the milkman’—and fainted dead away.

      ‘Mac, the milkman, indeed,’ said Lord Quaint, indicating to the constable to bring his charge to the fireplace. There he stood beside his Lordship, nose twitching for all the world like a verminous rodent, manacled to his captor and staring defiantly at the room.

      ‘Or should I use your full name … Mr McMorran?’

      The Duke leaped to his feet again. ‘McMorran? But that was Mama’s maiden name. You’re not telling me this man was a relative of hers?’

      Lord Quaint allowed a smile to crease the corners of his mouth. ‘Not just her Grace’s, your Grace, but your Grace’s father, his Grace, as well. Meet your brother Dougal.’

      It took several minutes for the pandemonium in the room to die down. The Duke had to be restrained by Constable Flanchberry and forcibly held in his seat, flexing his fisted hands towards the becuffed milkman, while the Duchess was only revived from her state of shock with a large balloon of brandy delivered by Margeson, who then returned to minister lovingly to the recovering Mrs Pemberton now that their liaison had been revealed. Biffy and his fiancée moved seats to get a better view of McMorran; Lord Arthur sat chuckling into his whisky glass, eyeing first his nephew, then the new interloper, apparently the Duke’s illegitimate older brother. When some semblance of order had at last been restored, Lord Quaint stepped forward to speak once more.

      ‘Every one of you in this room had good reason for wanting the Dowager Duchess out of the picture. Please note that I am not condoning her murder in any shape or form, merely establishing the possibility of a motive for each of you. Fortunately for you all, your desire for her demise has become a reality, thanks to Mr McMorran here. If you look at things from his point of view, he might think that you all owe him a debt of gratitude.

      ‘One could certainly argue that Mr McMorran has every right to feel aggrieved. I’m sorry to have to inform the family that the Dowager Duchess had a secret: she was, I regret to say, rather better acquainted with her future husband than she led the vicar at their wedding to believe. She had, in fact, given birth to their first child a year earlier, when she enjoyed a lengthy stay with her ancestral family in Scotland for the purposes of obscuring her confinement. The boy was quietly adopted by one of them and she returned to her former life, with nobody any the wiser. But on reaching adulthood, the young man was determined to learn the truth about his lineage and embarked upon an arduous journey of discovery – a journey that ultimately led him here, to Crompton Hall. That young man has become the unfortunate destitute you see before you.’

      The Duke wrestled one arm free from Flanchberry and wagged a finger dangerously in Quaint’s direction. ‘You can’t tell me that this … this … bastard is anything other than a murderous criminal. He killed my mama!’

      ‘Thus freeing you from a lifetime of humiliation at her hands,’ replied Lord Quaint.

      The Duke let his finger drop and subsided into his chair.

      Lord Arthur piped up, a tone of amusement in his voice: ‘I have a question – if I may?’

      Quaint nodded his permission.

      ‘How did this man, this McMorran, actually do it? He’s the village milkman, after all. How did he hope to get away with it?’

      Quaint turned to the servants at the back wall. ‘Mrs Pemberton, how long has McMorran been the village milkman?’

      Margeson helped his lover to her feet and she straightened her pinny before replying. ‘Oh, not long, sir – about three weeks.’

      ‘Three weeks,’ said Quaint. ‘About the same time that this little party gathered for the summer holidays. And did he, like other tradesmen from the village, have access to the house at any time?’

      ‘Oh yes, sir. Whenever they called. He could easily have slipped through into the main house without anyone knowing.’

      ‘Which is precisely what he did, armed with his familial sgian dubh, while the rest of you were out hunting on the day the Dowager Duchess died. Tell me, Mrs Pemberton, what do you know about Mac, the milkman?’

      ‘Not much, sir. He told me he was from a little place down in Cornwall, and he spoke in that funny way they do down there, so I had no reason to doubt him.’

      ‘Ah, dear Mrs Pemberton. That “funny way” of talking was not, as you suspected, a Cornish burr, but a poorly concealed Scottish accent from somewhere to the west of Dunglochan. Am I right, Mr McMorran?’

      The rat-faced man lurched towards Quaint but was quickly halted by the constable. ‘Damn you, Quaint!’ he spat. ‘If it hadn’t been for you and your meddling, I would have got away with it too. That malicious old hag got everything she deserved after dumping me with her Presbyterian missionary third cousin when I could have had all this.’ He waved a hand vaguely at the luxurious surroundings.

      ‘Sadly, I’m afraid you could never have had all this,’ said Quaint, resting a hand on the miscreant’s shoulder. ‘The Duke was correct in his terminology: you were born a bastard and could never hope to inherit the title or the estate. And now your vengeful greed will bring you to the gallows. It is the only possible reward for the evil you have wrought in the guise of a milkman. It is the price you must pay for the delivery of death.’
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      She may have been the newest member of the bookshop’s reading group, and five feet four in her tallest heels, but Bella Bourton was developing views. Opinions. Notions of her own.

      ‘Well, that was brilliant,’ she opined as the final words of the King of Crime’s magnum opus died away in the vaulted echoes of the space. ‘I’d never have guessed it was the milkman.’

      ‘And therein lies the problem,’ said Professor Stone, his rich voice cutting across hers. He leaned forward in the institutional armchair he was occupying and looked at her as if he was lecturing to a class full of his students. ‘It was entirely impossible to guess, and therefore a deeply unsatisfying dénouement. It came out of nowhere.’

      The flamboyantly dressed man sitting next to Bella on the worn settee chipped in. ‘In the trade, we call it a deus ex machina. Although I’m never sure whether it’s pronounced mackina or mashina. Hard or soft “c”, Professor – what do you think?’

      Bella could feel her confidence ebbing away like gin down a plughole. ‘What does deus ex … thingy … mean?’

      ‘Just what I said,’ the Professor replied. ‘A deeply unsatisfying dénouement.’

      From the other armchair, Lauren smiled warmly at Bella. ‘It’s all right, love – I didn’t know what it meant either.’

      ‘Literally, “God from the machine”,’ said the Professor, tilting his head backwards and steepling his fingers under his chin in a gesture that prompted Bella to suppress a giggle. He was obviously aiming for intellectual; to Bella, he made it just about as far as comically pompous. ‘In ancient Greek tragedies, actors playing gods would be winched onto the stage using elaborate mechanisms to bring about a swift, although often unconvincing, resolution.’

      ‘You learn something new,’ said Lauren, nodding again in Bella’s direction.

      ‘Or old, in this case,’ said the Professor.

      ‘If you say so,’ mumbled Bella, then instantly regretted it, fearing she might have annoyed the Professor. She might be starting to spread her analytical wings but she had no desire to upset anyone in the process. Such an approach probably didn’t make her a shoo-in as the chief literary critic at The Times, but at least she could feel good about herself.

      ‘What did you think, Harrison?’ asked Lauren.

      The stylish man shifted on the settee to face her, waving his copy of Delivery of Death to emphasise his point. ‘I’m with the Professor on this one. I mean, this is supposed to be the pinnacle of the golden age of detective fiction, and he’s coming up with a ridiculous plotline like that? There should have been much more foreshadowing, for a start.’

      Lauren nodded. ‘I think I agree, although the milkman was mentioned in Chapter Five.’

      ‘That’s nowhere near enough,’ said the Professor. ‘If you’re going to drop in a hint to the identity of the killer, they’ve got to appear more than once in a passing reference. He didn’t even use McMorran’s name to give the reader a clue. And where did Lord Quaint get all that background information about the Dowager Duchess? Why didn’t the family know she had Scottish ancestry when her maiden name was McMorran? No, no – it’s really disappointing.’

      Bella stayed silent. She was captivated by the discussion but felt that any contribution she might make would appear childish and naïve to this smart bunch who formed the reading group of The Quaint Bookshop. Professor Stone was a senior academic, after all, Harrison’s weather-beaten features gave the impression of being worldly wise, and Lauren was clearly much more widely read than her tender years suggested. Bella was definitely the odd one out in the quartet. On the other hand, she found it difficult to understand how someone could be disappointed by the ending of a mere book. The last person she would have described as disappointed was her husband after Norcester United got knocked out of the World of Parsnips (Midlands Division) Trophy in the second round, but then they had been up against the inferior opposition of Nether Buckton Albion and were optimistic for a decent cup run before the Albion striker put five past their keeper. Disappointed hadn’t really covered it, to be honest. Trevor had been apoplectic.

      ‘What about you, Bella?’

      Lauren’s voice wandered in through her musings and she looked up into the expectant, generous eyes of the thirtyish young woman in the armchair, her long Rapunzel hair falling carelessly around her shoulders. Bella knew she had a job in a nearby infants’ school as a teaching assistant, but now she tried to picture her at home. Was she married? Was she gay? Who would be there to meet her when she got back from the bookshop? She had answers to none of these questions but found that she wished she had.

      ‘What about me?’ she asked.

      ‘The book? You were saying you thought it was brilliant.’

      ‘Oh, what do I know? I’m just trying to expand my horizons a bit. I don’t know anything about how murder mysteries work. I should really be at home making Trevor’s tea.’

      ‘Definitely not,’ said Harrison, thrusting out a hand as if to stop a car. ‘I don’t know who Trevor is – never met him, never heard of him – but whoever he is, he should undoubtedly be making his own tea if you’re here at the reading group. Why should you go putting yourself out on his account if you’ve got something better to do?’

      Bella felt a tremor of vindication at this little speech on her behalf, even though her knight in shining armour knew next to nothing about her. It was only the second time she had met him, after the first group meeting she’d attended the previous week, and she hadn’t intended to reveal much about her private life. She’d surprised herself by even mentioning Trevor but she was beginning to realise that a shared interest in literature and the overwhelmingly welcoming attitude of her fellow group members had won her confidence easily and quickly. She was feeling distinctly comfortable, even if she was hopelessly out of her depth. Now Harrison’s intervention had made her feel justified, validated – significant, even. She had a sudden urge to go out into Norcester High Street and proclaim that she had every right to be there.

      She wouldn’t tell Trevor that, though.

      ‘Trevor’s my husband,’ she said, dropping her chin in almost embarrassment. ‘I make his tea every day.’

      ‘Then maybe it’s time he learned how to make his own,’ said Harrison without a hint of irony. ‘How long have you been married?’

      ‘Nineteen years. And three months.’

      ‘Not that you’re counting?’

      Bella laughed limply. She absolutely was counting.

      The Professor cleared his throat. ‘I fear we may be straying from our central theme here. We’d be very interested to hear why you enjoyed Delivery of Death.’

      Bella wasn’t sure she believed him, but it was another example of their warmth towards her. She felt entitled to offer her verdict, however inferior it might be.

      ‘Look, I know you three have got a lot more experience in reading this kind of thing than I have, but I’ve got to say I really liked everything about it – the characters, Crompton Hall, the time period. Even the ending. I love the way Lord Quaint ties up all the loose ends in a neat bow and tells everyone whodunit, as if they should have known all along.’ She cast a glance at the Professor. ‘In spite of the deus ex whatnot.’

      ‘Well, I suppose it’s a classic for a reason,’ said the Professor. ‘Personally, I find that kind of thing irritating beyond belief, but if it works for you…’

      Bella was feeling … what was the word? Resilient – that was it. Maybe it had something to do with Lauren’s generosity, Harrison’s pep talk or even the Professor’s less-than-graceful climbdown, but the truth was that she didn’t really care. She was feeling more like herself than she had in years, and she made a mental note to thank the bright, enthusiastic bookshop manager who had alerted her to the existence of the reading group and encouraged her to come along the previous week.

      ‘They love their murder mysteries,’ the woman had told her, ‘but I’m sure they could be persuaded to try other things too, if you ask them.’

      ‘Oh no, murder mysteries’ll be fine,’ Bella had replied, peering at the official badge on the young lady’s lapel to remind herself of her name. ‘Thank you, Felicity. I’ll definitely give it a go.’

      The Professor dropped his book on the table and began to haul himself out of his armchair.

      ‘All right, that’s another one off the list. Now all we have to do is decide what to read next. Do we continue with our expedition through the golden age or shall we try something a little more up to date?’

      ‘What are the options?’ asked Lauren, showing no inclination to move.

      The Professor sat back again and took out a sheet of paper from his inside jacket pocket. Inspecting it over the top of his glasses, he said, ‘Well, we could stay in the countryside with the death of a poultry farmer – Murder Most Fowl – or try a locked-room mystery, The Mystery of the Locked Room.’

      ‘Ooh, that sounds like a Sherlock Holmes story,’ said Lauren excitedly. ‘I love Sherlock Holmes.’

      ‘Any particular reason?’ asked Bella.

      ‘There is, actually. When I was a child, our family doctor was called Watson. I couldn’t help getting into Conan Doyle after that, could I?’

      Harrison and the Professor laughed, and Bella joined in tentatively so as not to look stupid. She’d heard of Dr Watson, of course – she remembered the old Basil Rathbone black-and-white films – but Conan Doyle might as well have been Conan the Barbarian for all she knew. She had quite a bit of catching up to do, she could tell.

      ‘I fancy something a bit more theatrical,’ said Harrison. ‘Something with an epic sweep to it.’

      ‘You can take the actor out of the theatre…’ said the Professor, inclining his head indulgently towards Harrison.

      ‘I haven’t retired yet, you know. It’s called “resting”.’

      Bella was curious. ‘How long have you been resting, Harrison?’

      In her peripheral vision she noticed Lauren wince.

      ‘Yes, well, I need to think about changing my agent,’ said Harrison darkly. ‘Anyway, an epic sweep?’

      ‘I might have just the thing,’ said the Professor, still studying his list. ‘A body in the basement of a convent sparks an investigation that threatens to bring down the entire edifice of the Roman Catholic Church.’

      ‘Sounds like my kind of drama. What’s it called?’

      ‘And Then There Were Nuns.’

      ‘Is it very long?’ asked Bella. ‘Only I’ve always been a slow reader and I wouldn’t want to get left behind in the weekly discussions.’

      ‘About a thousand pages.’

      ‘I’ll never read that by next week,’ she said, panicking slightly and looking to Lauren for back-up. ‘It’s taken me all my spare time to get through the last book, and that was only three hundred pages.’

      ‘Don’t worry – we’ll only talk about the first hundred or so. The boys like to show off with the doorstop books but they never get any further through them than me.’

      Harrison got to his feet decisively and tapped the cover of his book twice with his middle finger. ‘Well, I must admit I’m quite glad to see the back of Delivery of Death. It seemed to take for ever to unmask the killer.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said the Professor. ‘I’d like to think that if I ever found myself mixed up in a real-life murder, I’d do a damn sight better job of solving it than Lord Quaint.’

      A shadow passed across the opaque Perspex wall that separated the reading room from the main body of the shop. A moment later, Felicity’s head appeared round the door. She picked out Bella and gave her an enquiring look.

      ‘How are you getting on, Mrs Bourton?’

      ‘Fine, thank you. I’m being looked after very well.’

      ‘These old-timers making you feel welcome, I hope?’

      Lauren looked affronted. ‘Who are you calling old?’

      Bella laughed – for real this time – and was glad the others did too.

      Felicity indicated the watch on her wrist and spoke to the Professor. ‘Five minutes to lock-up.’

      He nodded and put on his best teacher-in-charge expression. ‘On our way out now, Felicity. Thank you, as always, for your hospitality.’ He slipped the list back inside his jacket and gathered up his overcoat from where it was draped over the back of the armchair. ‘The nuns it is, then. I’m sure Felicity can find four copies to put aside for us.’

      ‘My pleasure,’ said Felicity, stepping inside the room to allow the others to leave.

      Bella was the last to reach the door. ‘Thank you so much for recommending this group to me,’ she said, placing a hand on Felicity’s arm, and squeezing it gently. Not for the first time, she was grateful for having found the courage to open up a conversation when she’d picked up a couple of Colleen Hoovers a few weeks earlier. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, not like Bella at all, but its apparent success was now leading her to think she might indulge in spur-of-the-moment decisions a little more often. ‘With what I’m going through just now, I think this is going to be a real life-saver for me.’

      ‘Think nothing of it,’ said Felicity, smiling broadly. ‘Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’

      Bella hesitated. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Oh, just an expression.’

      In the street outside the bookshop, a few passers-by were enjoying the last remnants of dusk. Felicity said a cheerful ‘Bye’ and closed the heavy door behind them. One of the things that had first drawn Bella to The Quaint Bookshop was its previous history as a Methodist chapel. She could remember it in the days when it had inspirational messages posted outside, exhorting passers-by to ‘Prevent truth decay – brush up on your Bible’ or ‘Come inside for a faith lift’. Its pews had long since been exchanged for shelf stacks and its hymn books for (mainly) crime novels, but the essential architecture and imposing grandeur of the vast place remained, and now Bella heard the sound of the original iron bolts being pushed home and a key turning in a lock.

      The Professor made a quick getaway, disappearing up an alley beside the shop towards the town’s main multi-storey car park, while Harrison waved breezily and marched off down the hill towards the nearest tram stop. Lauren stood with Bella for a few moments more.

      ‘I’m so glad you’ve joined the reading group,’ she said. ‘Those two are great fun but it’ll be nice to have some female company for a change. And maybe we can get them to read something different once in a while.’

      Bella didn’t mind. As she watched Lauren turn a corner to the street where she’d parked her car, Bella could sense things were already different. She rather fancied she might have found a new tribe. Maybe their friendliness and support would help ease her ongoing domestic struggle against the overbearing clutches of Trevor. Yes, it was early days but perhaps she could make out a hint of light at the end of that nineteen-year tunnel. Maybe there would come a time when she would no longer have to make his every meal. She hardly dared imagine it, but perhaps she might refuse to accompany him to a football match to listen to the inane, insulting chants on the terraces around her. Just two weeks at the reading group had sparked a new feeling deep inside her: she was her own woman.

      Now all she had to do was persuade Trevor.

      She was walking towards the bus stop, mulling over exactly what she would say to him, when a stomach-churning scream from the bookshop pierced the evening gloom.
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      Professor Stone stared at the Perspex, willing the dark shapes on the other side to come into focus. When they met as the reading group, the privacy offered by the wall’s opacity was a welcome separation from the tiresome types who often frequented the bookshop. Now it was a barrier that prevented him from seeing what was going on.

      He guessed at some of the silhouettes. The taller, more immobile ones were likely to be uniformed officers performing sentry duty; the shufflers and amblers could be forensics, impeded by body suits and plastic galoshes and edging their way around the crime scene; one shorter figure, almost certainly female, moved briskly between them. Stone thought this was probably the senior detective who’d corralled them into the reading room, efficient but cold and very much giving off the vibe that they were a nuisance to her and her newly instigated investigation. She’d asked them to wait – directing her instructions primarily at Stone himself, apparently the most authoritative of the group – and told them someone would be over to speak with them when they were free. She had given no indication of timescale and walked off without answering any more of their questions.

      Stone thought she’d been rather rude.

      Now there was a uniform outside the door and the four of them were essentially prisoners in their own hobby room.

      He turned away from the Perspex to face the small, comfortable space where the group met each week. Surveying the scene, he imagined himself as Lord Quaint, upright and imposing in front of a country-house fireplace. The saggy armchairs and faded covers on the settee didn’t quite match his mental image of Crompton Hall’s opulent drawing room but they would have to do. Stone’s visceral queasiness about what had happened in the bookshop less than half an hour earlier was starting to dissipate and his calculating mind was shifting into gear. With their lovely Felicity slumped between the shelves, there was evidently an attacker on the loose and Stone felt his senses tingling – less Spider-Man and more distressed friend furious at his own impotence. Already he was trying to decipher the mechanics of the crime – but which of the assembled company had the means and motive? Well, none of them, clearly, since at least two of them constituted the people he could reliably call ‘friends’ in Norcester, and he wasn’t prepared to throw them under the bus purely in the name of crime-fighting. Not without some firm evidence, at least. Besides, logic told him he’d only recently parted company with them all in the street outside, with Felicity locking the doors behind them. The means were surely beyond any of them. But a little thing like that wasn’t going to stop him speculating, and he eyed each of them in turn, wondering what his suspicions would be if they actually were potential suspects.

      Bella Bourton was, naturally, the blankest page: she’d only joined the reading group the week before and he knew precious little about her. A housewife, he surmised from her rather prim outfit of skirt and old-fashioned blouse, and she’d mentioned making Trevor’s tea. Nineteen years they’d been married, so that would put her … what, in her forties? She certainly had the air of a downtrodden spouse, with her innate timidity and hint of subservience, but he had been gracious in allowing her opinion about the book and his ability to listen, honed from years of students moaning about trivial problems, meant he would give her a fair hearing. He could stand to know more about this mousy new addition to their group and made a mental note to find some quiet time to speak to her in more depth.

      Lauren Sherwood was a different matter altogether. There was no way Stone would get the chance to quiz her gently about her life – at least a decade younger than Bella, she was far too forthright to indulge anyone in that kind of buttering up. In any case, Stone already knew more about her than he did Mrs Bourton, and what he knew led him to believe she could never seriously be a suspect in a murder case. The closest she would ever get to skulduggery was the cosy crime novels she kept starting then abandoning when she realised there was more to writing a bestseller than bashing out some words on a keyboard and hoping some kind of plot would emerge. Stone was aware of four attempts at least, each begun in a lively spirit of literary entrepreneurism that carried Lauren through the first five thousand words or so before running out of steam and dumping her latest amateur sleuth as too dull or too clever or too obvious. As for her private life, she had never let slip any details about a partner: her great loves appeared to be her two cats, Romulus and Remus, with whom she lived in a small terraced house on the far side of the railway bridge. Stone had seen pictures on her phone – of the cats, not the house – and had politely agreed that they did indeed look like ‘cute little fluff balls’.

      And then there was the actor, all exaggerated utterances and mannered gestures, but underneath it all just a boy playing at being a grown-up. Even his identity was made up: he’d adopted the stage name Harrison Fforde – ‘two fs and an e’, he would proclaim grandly at first introduction – when he joined the actors’ union Equity, hoping the jocular confusion with the film star might make him stick in the memory of a hungry casting director. It seemed to have worked for a while, but when things went from joke name to just joke, Fforde’s progress in the industry had stalled. Now in his early fifties, Stone guessed, there was little hope of his landing a major television role or Hollywood movie, and it would be character parts all the way to the pension counter. That’s if he could find work at all. Smaller actors might have grown bitter about the trajectory of their career but, in spite of his long periods ‘resting’ and the apparent ineptitude of his agent, Fforde seemed unhampered by pessimism, confidently expecting a call from Steven Spielberg or Russell T. Davies at any moment. Stone liked that about him. He had a curious sideline in conspiracy theories, which Stone was less impressed by, and could be immensely irritating apparently without even trying, but Fforde’s disposition was predominantly sunny and the conspiracies unerringly upbeat, so maybe he could be permitted the odd foible.

      After all, didn’t everyone have their little quirks?

      ‘What’s going on out there?’ asked Lauren, her voice quivering. She looked up at Stone from the settee where she sat with Bella Bourton holding her hand, forehead creased with a frown and eyes wet with tears.

      ‘No idea,’ Stone replied grimly. ‘We’ll just have to wait until they’re ready to talk to us.’

      Fforde was pacing behind the armchairs but the room was too small to get to more than four so he was turning almost as much as he was pacing. It was starting to become annoying, so Stone sat down in one of the armchairs and addressed the women opposite.

      ‘I’m sure they won’t be too long. We are key witnesses.’

      Stone heard Fforde stop behind him. ‘Yes, but key witnesses to what?’ There was a strong dose of anxiety in his voice. ‘Poor Felicity is lying out there among the books and we don’t have a clue what happened. Was it a tragic accident or was there someone else in here? And if so, how did they get in? As far as I knew, we were the last people here and she locked the door behind us. I didn’t see anyone else – did you?’

      Stone wasn’t sure who the question was aimed at but chose to ignore it anyway. ‘We all heard her scream, didn’t we? And we all arrived back at the front door at about the same moment. Now, let’s focus – it’s important we get our stories straight.’

      Lauren let out a little cry and pulled her hand away from Bella’s to wrench a tissue from the box on the table in front of her. Dabbing at her nose, she said, ‘What are you talking about, Professor? Get our stories straight? We don’t have any stories. We’re just the reading group at the bookshop where Felicity worked. We don’t have to make sure there are no plot holes in our narrative, do we? You’re talking as if we’ve got something to hide.’

      Stone was quick to cover himself.

      ‘No, of course not. I didn’t mean it in the sense of colluding to deceive the police or anything like that. It simply occurs to me that since we were the last people to see Felicity, as Harrison has pointed out, we’re bound to be high on the list for questioning by the detectives. If they were to uncover – how shall I put it? – any little discrepancies between our versions of what we saw and heard, that might cast suspicion on us.’

      A look of utter horror passed across Bella’s face. ‘Suspicion? Us? But I’ve only just joined the group.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Bella,’ said Fforde, resuming his pacing. ‘The Professor’s just gone a bit Lord Quaint.’

      Stone stiffened as he recalled his imaginings from a few minutes earlier and resented the fact that Fforde was spot-on. ‘I’m thinking more of Sherlock Holmes’s dictum, that when you have eliminated the impossible, then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’

      Lauren’s voice rose again. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that the police will think one of us killed Felicity – no matter how improbable that is?’

      ‘I can’t be a suspect,’ said Bella, reaching for a tissue herself. ‘I’ve got to make Trevor his Horlicks.’

      Lauren switched her attention back to the older woman beside her. ‘He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?’

      Bella shook her head and sniffled. ‘He wouldn’t like it. I made it home last week before he got in from the late shift, and I was hoping to do the same tonight. Not now, though.’

      She suddenly caught herself and looked round the room, horrified.

      ‘Oh no – I’m so sorry. What a selfish thing to say. My domestic concerns are the least of our worries after what’s happened to…’

      Stone had always prided himself on being a calming influence in most situations but this one was starting to get out of hand. He decided to wheel out his avuncular persona in an attempt to diffuse the anxiety choking the room. Hoping he’d put enough gravity into his tone to settle everyone, he said, ‘Look, I think we’re all getting ahead of ourselves. We don’t even know for sure that Felicity is dead.’

      Everyone fell silent for a moment, contemplating.

      Stone wound back time and tried to recall the precise sequence of events since he’d pulled out his mobile phone and dialled 999. It had taken a little persuasion to get the call handler to take him seriously when he reported the blood-curdling scream they’d all heard, but after he’d put Lauren on the line to give them the full histrionics, the message seemed to get through. Within minutes, there were sirens in the air and blue flashing lights casting their weird pallor over four desperate faces. It had taken two burly coppers five more minutes to get inside the building, one of them turning back to open up the main door for their colleagues, and by the time the reading group reached the vaulted central hall, the place was swarming with officers and paramedics and they were being herded to one side. Stone had managed to catch sight of a crumpled heap, clearly recognisable as Felicity, between two avenues of books in the Noir section, and he knew the others must have seen her too, because both Bella and Lauren gave involuntary cries, while Harrison froze, muttering, ‘Good God!’

      They had been kept in the Children’s section, across the aisle from Noir, for the next ten minutes while a series of officers established who they were and what they were doing there. By the time Stone had given his name and address to a rather harassed-looking WPC – he couldn’t bring himself to drop the ‘W’ from the outdated abbreviation, no matter how passive-aggressive her correction had been – they were being pointed at from across the room by the first officer to have arrived on the scene, indicating their presence to a woman of commanding authority. She wasn’t in uniform and Stone guessed she was the detective in charge of what was now likely to be an extremely high-profile case. He’d watched her approach, noting the straight back, brisk pace and fierce haircut, and wondered momentarily if she had served in the armed forces. Or maybe she was born terrifying.

      ‘Right, who are you and what are you doing in the shop?’ she barked from a distance.

      Stone stepped forwards, adopting the mantle of group leader without seeking, or being given, permission by the others.

      ‘We’re The Quaint Bookshop reading group and we were the last people to see Felicity.’ He checked himself. ‘Actually, that’s an assumption on my part. As far as we know, we were the last to leave the shop.’

      ‘Felicity? That’s her name?’ The woman cast a glance back towards the crumpled heap, now shrouded in heavy-duty PVC and surrounded by all-in-one white romper suits.

      ‘Felicity Penman,’ volunteered Lauren, rather nervously.

      ‘Good name for a bookshop owner,’ said the woman.

      ‘Oh, not the owner,’ corrected the Professor. ‘Felicity was the manager. To be honest, I’ve never really been sure who actually owns the place.’

      He looked round to see if any of his colleagues could offer some enlightenment. They couldn’t.

      The woman didn’t seem particularly interested in any case.

      ‘Right, we’ll need to speak to you all but we haven’t got the manpower at the moment. Is there somewhere you can wait? Away from … all this?’ She waved a hand vaguely behind her, where an officer was starting to unroll striped tape around the bookshelves.

      ‘There’s the reading room,’ replied Stone. ‘It’s where we usually meet.’

      ‘Fine. Wait in there and we’ll get to you as soon as we can. And no sneaky shots on your mobiles – understood?’

      Harrison edged forward half a pace. ‘Are you with homicide?’

      The woman gave him a filthy look up and down, as if she’d found him unconscious in an alley with an empty whisky bottle in his hand. Her voice dripped with disdain. ‘This isn’t America, you know. And I’m not Columbo.’

      Pondering their current situation in the reading room, Stone realised he couldn’t imagine anyone less like Columbo. Where the fictional detective had a scruffy tan mac, this woman looked like she meant it: sharp suit, cropped brown hair, and an overwhelming sense of efficiency that left her Stateside counterpart looking precisely the chaotic shamble he purported to be. But, Stone knew, Columbo’s image was all a façade, and he wondered if the same was true of this woman.

      It was another twenty minutes before the door crashed open and the not-Columbo non-American detective marched into the room. She took one look at Fforde, still to-ing and fro-ing behind the armchairs, and pointed silently at the empty one beside Stone. Without a word, Fforde stepped over to it and sat meekly down.

      ‘Have you all given your names to one of my officers?’ she began without any preamble.

      Bella and Lauren nodded, Fforde muttered something inaudible, and Stone answered with a clear, deep ‘Yes.’

      ‘Right. My name is Detective Chief Inspector Miranda Carlton and this’—she moved slightly to one side to reveal a rather dishevelled figure Stone hadn’t noticed before—‘is Detective Sergeant Muir.’

      ‘Geoffrey,’ said the man, raising a pencil as if in diffident greeting.

      He wore a scruffy tan mac.

      The senior officer appeared unimpressed. ‘Sergeant Muir,’ she said pointedly, ‘will be taking some notes.’

      Fforde lifted a tentative hand. ‘Excuse me – are you going to interview us all together? Shouldn’t you be questioning us individually?’

      ‘Why? Have you got something to hide?’

      ‘No, it’s just that the protocol in this kind of situation⁠—’

      ‘Protocol?’ DCI Carlton’s voice was withering. ‘Oh, so you want to play it by the book, do you? All right, that’s fine by me. I was simply trying to save you all a little time and effort, but if you want to do things the hard way, be my guest. I’ll require each of you to come into Norcester Police Station tomorrow – Sergeant Muir will arrange a specific time with you – and we’ll interview you separately.’ She threw an ugly look at Fforde. ‘As per the protocol.’

      Stone silently cursed the actor’s idiotic eagerness. Why had he opened his big mouth? The last thing Stone wanted to do was spend a wet Wednesday at the police station. Much better to have got the whole unpleasant business over and done with tonight.

      He realised Carlton was still talking.

      ‘And if any of you so much as breathes a word of this to anyone – and I mean anyone; no boyfriends, girlfriends, elderly mothers or cats – there’ll be hell to pay.’

      She turned dramatically, about to stride out of the room, when she stopped abruptly and looked back.

      ‘Oh, one quick question.’

      Stone wondered what was coming next.

      ‘I don’t suppose any of you had a grudge against Felicity Penman?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘No, thought not. Now pop off out of my crime scene.’

      Muir gave them a glance that Stone could not begin to interpret – was it abject pity, silent apology, utter contempt? – and followed his superior out of the room, his scruffy tan mac fluttering in the draught. For a fleeting moment it reminded Stone of an empty bin bag being blown up a back alley, and he wondered if he should read it as a metaphor for a similar kind of hollow uselessness in Muir’s role.

      ‘Right, who’s up for meeting again tomorrow after our interviews?’

      He stared at Fforde, still ebullient even in the face of the most horrific of circumstances.

      ‘Didn’t you hear what she just said?’ asked Bella, visibly quaking on the settee. She and Lauren were holding hands again. ‘We’re not allowed to talk to anyone.’

      Fforde threw his hands up in a dismissive gesture. ‘Oh, she didn’t mean us. If she hadn’t wanted us to talk to each other, she wouldn’t have left us on our own in here, would she?’

      Grudgingly, Stone conceded that Harrison Fforde might have a point. Not only had they been stashed away in the reading room for the past half-hour but they’d also been abandoned now, free to expound all manner of theorems, conspiracies and hypotheses between themselves. It scarcely fitted with the chief inspector’s moratorium on talking to anyone about
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