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It all started with a scream in the night.

	Then there were blood splatters on the rug.

	There was a murder, it seemed, but no corpse.

	And two of the hotel’s guests went missing.

	 

	Which one was the victim, and which one the killer? In the absence of a dead body, could the whole thing be a hoax? Especially as the Manor Hotel was hosting the ‘Murder Convention’, a periodic gathering of mystery writers. So was this a macabre game or... the perfect crime?

	 

	No shortage of candidates to tackle the case, with some guests putting their oar in according to their own pet theories; the police in the persons of DS Mundie and DCI Gilford doing the same; and Daisy Hayes, the hotel’s resident sleuth, the only one to keep her head cool. She and her husband had to sort the foibles from the facts to uncover the truth.

	 

	 

	“Granted, this is not a hefty tome, but how Nick Aaron has packed it with twists, cliffhangers and red herrings! Maybe he feels that authors shouldn’t be ashamed of writing brief novels rather than boring ones?”

	— The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 48k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth Mysteries

	 

	 


 

	 

	Their feet run to evil, they make haste to shed blood. You can’t catch a bird that saw you spanning your net, yet these people ambush themselves and lie in wait for their own destruction. For such is the fate of all who pursue gain dishonestly: it robs those who profit from it of their lives.

	Proverbs 1:16-19
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	I   Murder is more than a corpse on the floor
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	It all started when Daisy ordered a massage table. She wanted to set it up in the guestroom. There was only one bed there, a dresser and a nightstand, so there would be plenty of space to fit in the contraption. There was even a washbasin with cold and hot water, which seemed ideal. The only problem was that Darren wouldn’t have much room for his wheelchair, but as he said himself, he could live with that, he had no business being there anyway. As long as she gave him massages in their own bedroom and helped him keep his paralysed legs fit he would be all right.

	The fact was that Daisy missed her old job, and longed to take up physiotherapy again, to treat other patients, apart from Darren. With all the ailments she encountered on a daily basis at the Manor Hotel, and with a lifetime of healing power at her fingertips, there was no retiring from practice after all. Living on the attic floor of a fancy hotel, you got to know a lot of people, women mostly, who had to work long hours for a pittance: cleaners, chambermaids, waitresses, kitchen hands and the like. They worked hard, and even though they didn’t like to complain as a rule, Daisy had sometimes overheard some of them muttering among themselves: “My back is killing me… my legs feel like logs.” She couldn’t help herself and had offered her assistance.

	The first therapy sessions had been improvised on unused beds in vacant rooms, but they’d been a great success regardless, especially when this strange angel of mercy had scoffed at the very idea of getting paid for her spontaneous services. “If you’re feeling better, my dear, that’s the only reward I want.”

	And feel better her new patients did. They spread the word, and before she knew it Daisy had to start thinking about a professional massage table for the sake of her own back. And a dedicated practice space in the guest room. The ‘girls’ absolutely loved it. The simple fact of being allowed inside the mysterious loft apartment on the top floor of their place of work was thrilling enough, but the blind old lady who lived there was so nice to them, and her treatments really worked. She became rather busy during the staff’s lunch breaks and at the end of their shifts. She told Darren that the two of them simply needed to adapt their routine a bit, taking their morning strolls slightly earlier and things like that. It was not a problem, he replied, he was happy if she was.

	“Thank you for being so sweet… It won’t stay this busy forever, I hope, once the treatments start working.”

	And that is how Daisy befriended quite a number of young women, most of them with rather exotic names such as Tatyana, Agnieszka or Ilona, the menial jobs clearly no longer held by ‘local girls’. Some of her patients had strong Slavic accents, but it didn’t keep them from sharing the latest gossip with their benefactress while she was treating their sore muscles and stiff joints. Daisy was learning interesting things every day about the running of a fancy hotel. The receptionist, in particular, who had a backache from sitting at her desk for hours, worked with a computer. Her name was Sondra.

	“A computer! How impressive! We had one too at my last group practice, but it always remained a great mystery to me. I could blind-type on a qwerty keyboard all right, but I had no idea where my typing went. I missed feeling my way around a piece of paper, you know?”

	“Yes, I can imagine.”

	“And Sondra, what kind of name is that? Why not San-dra? What is it with you modern girls, having such fancy names as Kiyana, Jayden or Shanise, if I may ask?”

	Sondra chortled long and hard. “You really have no idea, don’t you? It’s because we’re… um… from Jamaica, although I was born in Hackney myself, but you see what I mean.”

	“You mean you’re, like, black or something?”

	“Bless you, Daisy, you’ve got it in one! This is really priceless, I can’t wait to tell the others. I suppose it’s an unexpected bonus of being blind, that, you know?”

	“Yes, I like to think there’s a lot more to blindness than merely not seeing.”

	Anyway, it was from Sondra, while she was soothing her backache, that Daisy heard that ‘The Murder Convention’ was scheduled to be held at the Manor Hotel. Her patient herself had booked the reservations on her computer.

	“Well, to start with I had a phone call from the personal assistant of the famous mystery writer Theodora Slayer.”

	“Never heard of her.”

	“But she’s a best-selling author! Even I know that, although I’m not much of a reader. And I would have thought that you must love murder mysteries.”

	“Oh no, not if they’re made up… I’m only interested in real-life murders.”

	Anyway, the famous writer’s PA wanted to book ten rooms for ten days, and asked Sondra if and when the Manor Hotel could accommodate such a group. She explained that the ten prospective guests would all be mystery writers, belonging to an informal little club that dubbed themselves ‘The Top Ten’, being the top-ten best-selling authors of murder mysteries on the British market. Once in a while they came together on a fancy location, preferably out of season when the fares were low, in order to bond, exchange experiences, and possibly write a joint chronicle of the proceedings, something light-hearted, mind you, nothing serious, just for the fun of it. They held such a gathering every two or three years, depending, and when it finally took place they called it The Murder Convention. Sondra searched in her computer and spotted a slot at the end of November, when the hotel could provide ten single rooms for even longer than ten days if necessary. “In fact, if you book at that time, you’ll probably be our only guests for the duration.”

	“Well that sounds ideal,” Mrs Slayer’s PA had replied. Then she’d asked Sondra: was the establishment really an old-fashioned country house? Did it have a library, for instance? Did the library have a fireplace and was it possible to actually light a fire there to create a cosy atmosphere for the members of the club? Yes, yes, the receptionist assured her, in November they could have a fire in the library all right, no worries. And the hotel, while completely refurbished to modern standards, was an authentic old pile. It used to be called ‘Bottomleigh House’, the seat of the Earls of Haverford, no less. In fact, the last dowager Countess of that name was still in residence.

	“That would be you, Daisy. Mister Robbins instructed us to mention this at every opportunity, I hope you don’t mind.”

	“Not at all,” the physiotherapist tittered, still massaging her patient on the brand-new treatment table in her guest-room, “anything to be of assistance.”

	Anyway, before she finalised the booking, the PA on the phone started pestering Sondra about all kinds of practical details. Did the rooms have en-suite bath, shower, and WC facilities? Did the chef who prepared the meals have any verifiable references? Did the hotel have an indoor pool? On that last point the receptionist had to disappoint her ‘prospect’: there was an outdoor pool on the garden terrace, but it was emptied in the fall. No gym either, no. As available physical activity she could only suggest walks on the beautiful property surrounding the hotel, or in the countryside beyond. There even was a pretty pond on the grounds.

	“I ask you, Daisy, people want an authentic manor house, but they’re miffed if it doesn’t have an indoor pool!”

	“I know, people are strange, sometimes.”

	“Anyway, what clinched the deal in the end, you’ll never guess… was my computer! I happened to mention it, and the woman asked if I would be able to do some typing on it and print out ten copies of each document for the participants. You see, Theodora Slayer’s PA has a computer too.”

	So the ten ‘singles’ were booked for the end of November—just around Daisy’s birthday, as chance would have it. Sondra was expected to type up, print and distribute all the documents related to The Murder Convention, including a daily bulletin of the ‘proceedings’.

	“I already have a list of the ten participants in my computer, and the questionnaire they will receive when they arrive. It’s very tongue-in-cheek, clearly designed for them to display their literary prowess… If you’re interested I can give you a copy of both. I mean, you obviously can’t read them yourself, but I guess your husband can.”

	“Yes, Darren will certainly do that for me, and I am interested… This convention seems to have a pretty impressive potential for causing trouble.”

	“I knew you’d be interested!” Sondra chuckled.

	 

	 

	— 2 —

	 

	Daisy’s new friend was true to her word. Two documents in an unsealed envelope were dropped in her letterbox before the next post was delivered. When Darren described the mysterious letter, marked only “For Daisy”, his wife smiled, and exclaimed, “That’s from Sondra, from reception downstairs. Open it, quick!” And it were indeed a list of names and a questionnaire, both produced on a computer, looking as if they’d come straight from the local printers. Such wonders of modern technology were lost on poor Daisy, but she found them quite fascinating nevertheless.

	The list of participants, for instance, was drawn up in alphabetical order of surnames, and she knew that a computer could sort out any number of items in a given ‘file’ at the flip of a switch, as it were. Therefore the prospective guests were listed as: James Adam; Jim Cross; John Drew; Jessica Holmes; Aggie Maple; Lee Quincy; Jack Reaper; Anthony Saccharine; Theodora T Slayer; Ruth Vine. She and Darren didn’t know any of them, except that Daisy had heard the name Theodora Slayer from Sondra. But then again, if you didn’t like reading mysteries particularly and couldn’t be bothered to keep up with even the most successful authors of the day, you were bound to have missed these ten authors, best-selling though they might be.

	Darren had parked his chair right next to where his wife had seated herself, at the end of an upholstered bench, without armrests, that they’d bought especially so they could sit close together. He extracted a second piece of paper from the envelope, also neatly printed, and proceeded to read it aloud for his wife.

	 

	Ten questions for the participants

	of the Top Ten Club’s Murder Convention

	Dear colleagues and nevertheless friends,

	Maybe this time around we’ll finally manage to realise our old ambition of at least starting to write a collaborative novel at our periodical gathering. The ten questions I submit to you are clearly designed as a warming-up to that end. Take your time and give them your best.

	Yours sincerely, Theodora T Slayer

	1)      If you were going to murder someone during our convention, which one of us would it be? Don’t be coy, one of your beloved colleagues is going to mark you as a prospective victim too, you know.

	2)      If someone were murdered during our convention, which participant would be your prime suspect, and why? Again, don’t be coy, one of us is bound to finger you in return.

	3)      If you murdered someone, anyone, during our convention, what would your motive be? Please don’t state the obvious, that you would gladly kill for a best-seller right now.

	4)      If a murder were committed during our convention, we expect that all of you would have a watertight alibi. What would be yours? Who do you think would come up with the most original one, and what would that be?

	5)      If you had to come up with the perfect crime, what modus operandi would you devise to kill one of your fellow-participants? How would you create the opportunity and find the means for an unsolvable murder?

	6)      The best way to cover up your crime would be to make it look like someone else did it. Which one of your beloved colleagues would you frame for murder, as a red herring to put the police off the scent?

	7)      Obviously you would be the best sleuth to solve a murder, if such took place during our convention. But to which other participant would you rather entrust the investigation if you’d been murdered, and why?

	8)      What would be your weapon of choice in the event, you’ve already guessed it, that you’d want to kill somebody? And which murder weapons would you ascribe to your colleagues? Make a list, if you can.

	9)      What would be the best time and place for a hypothetical murder during our little gathering? Please don’t state the obvious by answering ‘In the middle of the night in the old manor’s library’.

	10)      Naturally you wouldn’t leave any clues if you committed a murder, but your colleagues certainly would. Which clues would each one of them be most likely to leave behind on the crime scene? Please make a list.

	 

	Daisy thanked her husband and patted his arm, “You’re getting really good at this, darling, beautiful intonation and all that.”

	Then she marvelled, “Well-well-well… The first thing I said to Sondra when she told me about this ‘Murder Convention’ was that it seemed to have a pretty impressive potential for causing trouble. Now the famous ‘questionnaire’ only confirms my impression. What a number this Theodora Slayer must be! Why not just say it plainly: ‘I’m counting on one of you to murder one of the others’? Phew!”

	“Do you disapprove, precious?”

	“Of course I disapprove! Murder is a serious matter. I just don’t understand how people can make a joke out of it, or at least the subject of light-hearted banter, like it’s just some kind of entertainment or something.”

	“Well, you could argue that it’s not so bad to fantasise about it, rather than to be fascinated by the real thing like you are. I’m just saying.”

	“Well don’t. I’ve never encouraged anyone, you know. It’s just that I seem to attract these kinds of… mishaps like a magnet, and that I’m damn good at solving them.”

	“Well, wouldn’t it be an idea to start writing about them instead of attracting them? It would be a lot less stressful all around… I even wouldn’t mind doing the typing for you if you buy us a computer.”

	“I don’t know, darling, the idea just doesn’t appeal. For now, let’s go for a walk on the grounds.”

	 

	It was when they came back from their stroll an hour later that they were ambushed by Mister Robbins, the hotel’s manager. They were crossing the old manor’s monumental entrance hall, currently the lobby where Sondra officiated behind the reception desk, and he intercepted them just as they made for the lift. He stopped them in their tracks.

	“Mrs Hayes… Mr Miller, could I have a word, please?”

	“A good afternoon to you too, Robbins. Are you going to complain again about Darren leaving tyre marks in the carpeting?”

	“No, this time my grievance is with you, Mrs Hayes, if I may be so bold. It has come to my knowledge that you’ve been providing physical therapy to some of my employees.”

	“Have you been spying on me?”

	“Not at all, but you do understand that I can’t allow you to use my establishment’s premises to set up a practice and do business on the sly… without even notifying me. What you’re doing is probably completely illegal.”

	“Rubbish! Utter balderdash! I can show you my diplomas… or rather, why should I? I have the right to do as I please in my own home, so it’s none of your business.”

	“Well, speaking about business, have you registered your practice with the proper authorities? Are you paying the mandatory taxes on the revenue it generates? Am I wrong to strongly doubt it?”

	“Yes, you certainly are, Robbins, for the simple reason that I’m providing my services free of charge… naturally. I wouldn’t dream of billing your employees, who couldn’t afford to pay for my services anyway. The poor girls work themselves to death for a pittance, as you well know.”

	“My employees make the mandatory working hours and receive the hospitality industry’s standard salaries…”

	“My point exactly: when they need therapy they hardly have the time nor the resources to seek help. Be glad that I can treat them during their lunch breaks or after hours, so they don’t need to go on sick leave.”

	“My only objection is that you’re inflicting unfair competition on those therapists who do run a bona fide business and try to make an honest living from it.”

	“Well, thanks for reminding me why I should never, ever, offer a free massage to any of the paying guests!”

	“You’ll never admit that I could be right and you could be wrong about anything, would you ever, Mrs Hayes?”

	“You’re damn right about that, Mister Robbins… Oh but wait, I just did, didn’t I?”

	When the manager finally gave up and slunk off, shaking his head and snorting with frustration, Daisy proceeded again in the general direction of the lift, pushing her husband’s wheelchair, and growled under her breath: “That man! I could kill him!”

	Darren, and Sondra, who’d heard everything from behind the reception desk, both tutted indulgently.
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	One by one the guests arrived. From their attic flat Daisy could hear the scrunching of tyres on the front court’s gravel outside, and Darren, peeping down through the banister of their roof loggia, would identify and describe the type and make of the posh automobiles that conveyed the prosperous-looking participants to the locale of the Murder Convention. Normally the two couldn’t care less whether the hotel was fully booked or almost empty, the comings and goings varied with the seasons and barely registered with them, but this was something else entirely. They had to admit it: they were losing their cool.

	So each time a guest disembarked from a fancy conveyance, Daisy and Darren made up an excuse, any excuse, to go down at once, and just ‘happened’ to be crossing the hall at the same moment the newcomer approached the reception desk after supervising the safe unloading and carrying inside of a ton of luxurious-looking luggage. As Daisy explained to Darren, “If they notice our presence when they arrive, it will make things a lot easier later on.” And why wouldn’t they notice them? The elderly lady’s round dark glasses clearly spelled that she was totally blind, and the much younger man in the wheelchair was strikingly handsome, with a beard and long hair that made him look like Jesus Christ. So it worked like a charm. In fact, when Theodora Slayer saw them, she stepped over at once and introduced herself, before asking boldly: “Are you the Dowager Countess of Haverford, by any chance, Milady?”

	“Yes, I am that, when necessary. But please, Mrs Slayer, just call me Daisy.”

	“Only if you call me Thea, my dear. Delighted to meet you, I’m sure we’ll talk again and I look forward to it.”

	And then she bustled off again. Obviously her PA had blabbed, rather, after her telephone conversation with Sondra.

	The manager was also there, obsequiously supervising each new arrival in turn, and he didn’t like the competition. At some point he couldn’t help himself, he stepped over to Daisy and Darren as soon as yet another guest had disappeared inside the lift, and he hissed with exasperated urgency, “May I ask what you’re doing here, again, Mrs Hayes?”

	“Just passing through, Robbins, a sheer coincidence.”

	“But you’re there each time a guest arrives!”

	“Oh well, the dowager countess likes to mingle with the hoi polloi, don’t you know?”

	And the beleaguered man was in for even more trials, as the resident couple from the attic loft chose that same day to dine in the hotel’s restaurant. They hardly ever did this, and he was glad they didn’t, officially because the paying guests were entitled to a table, and it was not always convenient to cater to unexpected ‘external’ eaters. Although he also found the presence of a bumbling blind woman—with a much younger wheelchair-bound husband in tow—deeply embarrassing for his establishment. Daisy and Darren were aware of this and rather put off, as a rule. You know when you’re not wanted. But on that day they overcame their misgivings and ‘went down’ for dinner: with only ten guests there would be plenty of room for two more, and they were just too curious to meet the newcomers.

	It was a great success. The mystery writers were all there, sitting around the three largest tables in groups of three or four. When ‘the Countess’ and ‘Jesus Christ’ entered the room, Theodora Slayer immediately left her table to ‘welcome them in their midst’, and graciously invited them to sit with her at a fourth table. They were still having cocktails, she said, not too late to change settings. Then a younger man, who introduced himself as Jack Reaper, joined them, “To make the table complete, two ladies and two gentlemen, you know.”

	“Very good, Jack,” the older writer retorted, “at least you have good manners, in spite of it all.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean, my dear Thea?”

	“Well, my young colleague here,” Thea explained to Daisy in a mock-confidential tone, “is an upcoming author of best-sellers, who’s been invited for the first time, which should fill him with gratitude, but I’m afraid we of the old school—‘the dinosaurs of crime fiction’—are not much to his liking.”

	“That just isn’t true, I’m delighted to be here.”

	“I’m only quoting your own words, Jack. You called us that in your most recent interview.”

	“Oh, you of all people should know how it is, my dear, one tends to make brash pronouncements in front of journalists. You’ve produced some pretty strong quotes yourself in your time… famously so.”

	“Well, as you can hear my dear Daisy, we’re a lively bunch, you and your husband will have to make allowances.”

	“Oh, we will, we’re great fans of you all, we’re completely star-struck.”

	The two writers clucked contentedly, and the older lady announced that she would make sure they were introduced to all of them. “It’s going to be a long evening, as we have nothing else to do for the moment, so if you care to stick around…”

	She added that writing is a lonely profession, that therefore the presence of a couple of fans was only a bonus, and that they were welcome to join the company whenever they wanted. “We like to have an audience to witness our shenanigans, you know? It’s a pity, in that respect, that this hotel is almost deserted right now, I would have preferred to have some more… public around. I blame my PA for this.”

	Daisy smiled, and didn’t mention that the PA had clearly been looking for a cheap arrangement, rather than a full hotel. But she wasn’t supposed to know about this. In the end the evening turned out to be very fruitful. As she’d mapped the list of participants in

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
