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“Yes, the clue—it is always the clue that attracts you, Hastings. Alas that [the killer] did not smoke the cigarette and leave the ash, and then step in it with a shoe that has nails of a curious pattern. No—he is not so obliging.”
 
—Agatha Christie, The ABC Murders

 



CHAPTER 1
 
PHYLLIDA BRIGHT’S FEELINGS ABOUT LONDON WERE EXCEEDINGLY complicated.
 
On the one hand, a person couldn’t deny that the city was exciting, energetic, eclectic, and enchanting (alliteration notwithstanding). One could buy anything, do anything, eat anything, and experience nearly anything one wished.
 
And Phyllida had done her share of all of that during previous residencies and visits. Her lips curved at the memory of a particular night at the Savoy.
 
Then the smile faded.
 
There were other not nearly so pleasant memories that accompanied her return to London, hence the mixed emotions with which she struggled. Phyllida didn’t care for having such mixed emotions. It was much easier when things were straightforward. When she knew how she ought to feel and react.
 
But there was no help for it. She was here in London, and, as was her nature, would make the best of it—all the while hoping to avoid disaster.
 
The ancient and yet shockingly modern city was a far cry from sleepy little Listleigh in Devon—although with the number of murders that had recently occurred in the small village where Phyllida managed the home of Agatha Christie and her husband Max Mallowan, Phyllida began to wonder if the village might, in fact, be in competition for London on a murder-by-square-foot basis.
 
It was a shame, to be honest, that the vibrancy of the city and all of its civilized offerings were overshadowed by the fact that Phyllida did not want to be here.
 
In fact, probably the only person in the world who could have convinced her to return to London was Agatha, with whom Phyllida had been close friends since they worked in a hospital together at the beginning of the Great War. Phyllida’s employment as housekeeper of Mallowan Hall suited both women perfectly, for a variety of excellent reasons.
 
But not only was Phyllida in London—against her better judgment—she was currently crammed in the front of a Daimler with a panting, pricked-ear, hot bundle of wildly curling canine fur squashed on the seat between her leg and the motorcar’s door.
 
She still wasn’t quite certain how Myrtle had managed maneuvering herself into such an ungainly position, the impertinent little beast.
 
“All right there, Mrs. Bright?” said Bradford, the Mallowans’ chauffeur and alleged master of Myrtle, the panting and—ugh!—drooling creature that had unconcernedly wedged itself next to Phyllida.
 
Phyllida’s only response was to give Bradford a withering look. He knew quite well how she felt about that mop of fur—despite the fact that she and Myrtle had begun to come to an uneasy and reluctant truce.
 
Uneasy and reluctant on Phyllida’s part, at least. Myrtle seemed delighted that she could insinuate herself into Phyllida’s proximity whenever the latter was otherwise distracted by events such as nearly being squashed by a motorcar, being shot at by a crazed killer during a thunderstorm, or taking advantage of her debilitated condition when nursing a head cold.
 
“Right, then, Myrts, we’re nearly there,” said Bradford cheerily. He was actually wearing a cap today—of an unobjectionable blue tweed—along with an equally suitable coat and leather driving gloves. “Then you won’t be so quashed up, now, will you? Can’t be comfortable riding like that, can it?”
 
Phyllida resisted the urge to make a tart comment, for Bradford would certainly be delighted by such a reaction from her.
 
But his easy, almost crooning voice had an unexpected benefit, for Myrtle spun toward her master (Phyllida had noted more than once that it was questionable as to who was the master or mistress of whom in that relationship) and bounded across Phyllida’s lap into that of Bradford’s. Although the beast left a smattering of hair in its wake and faint paw impressions on her skirt, it nonetheless removed its warm, panting, drooling self from her proximity, and for that, Phyllida couldn’t help but be appreciative.
 
“I’m not feeling very well, Mrs. Bright,” came a weak voice from the backseat. “All this stopping and starting and turning and the motor’s rumbling . . .”
 
Phyllida glanced at Bradford, then turned her attention to Molly, the head kitchen maid from Mallowan Hall, who was crammed in the rear with two other staff members from back home and two suitcases.
 
Fortunately none of the staff members in the rear were Mr. Dobble, the butler.
 
Unfortunately, Phyllida knew the butler had already arrived at the town house Agatha and Mr. Max were letting during this visit to London. Incidentally, contributing to her mixed feelings about returning to London were the unwanted presences of both Dobble and Myrtle. She had hoped to leave both of them back in Listleigh.
 
It was risky for Phyllida herself to turn to look toward the back of the motorcar, for she, too, occasionally suffered from what her beloved and gloriously mustachioed Hercule Poirot would have called mal de motor . . . sickness from riding in an automobile.
 
“We’re nearly there, Molly, but if you need Mr. Bradford to stop so you can get some air, please say so. I’m certain he’d rather have a delay than clean up a mess in the backseat.”
 
“Ohhh, Mrs. Bright, me too,” moaned Opal, the scullery maid who’d recently come to work at Mallowan Hall. “I ain’t never been in a motorcar this long before, mu—” The young girl stopped abruptly and swallowed hard. Her face appeared green from over the top of the battered suitcase in her lap.
 
That was not good. And they’d only been in the motor for the fifteen minutes it took to travel from the Paddington railway station to Mayfair.
 
“We’re turning onto the street now, ladies,” said Bradford calmly. Phyllida noticed he’d taken the turn slowly and carefully and was easing the motor along as smoothly as possible.
 
She breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Although sitting in the front seat normally kept her from becoming ill, there had been an awful lot of stops and starts due to traffic, and her own stomach had become quite aware of that, along with the incessant vibration of the vehicle. There had never been this much traffic in the city. And the construction! There were new buildings going up everywhere, and old ones being taken down, then replaced with more new ones. Phyllida had hardly recognized Fleet Street for all the changes.
 
Along with the construction was the even foggier, denser air than Phyllida remembered. Coal smoke poured from multiple chimneys on every block, motorcar exhaust streamed from tailpipes, and all of that was tucked down onto the streets by the thick fog that often shrouded London and had given the likes of Dickens, Stoker, and Conan Doyle the perfect setting for mysterious happenings.
 
“And here we are,” said Bradford, stopping the Daimler in front of a charming brick town house across from a small, circular park. Said park was one of the reasons that had been cited during the discussion over whether Myrtle would travel to London. Phyllida had argued that the beast would have nowhere to gambol about, as was its wont, but Agatha had cheerily pointed out the proximity of the park—and the fact that her own wirehaired terrier, Peter, would also be joining them.
 
Agatha and Phyllida had many things in common, but a love (or lack thereof) for canines was not one of them.
 
The vehicle had barely come to a halt when Molly and Opal were tumbling from the backseat, gulping for air that was only marginally fresher than inside the motor, being clogged with coal smoke and gasoline fumes as it was.
 
Before Phyllida had the chance to reach for her own door, Elton—the third staff member who’d traveled up on the train with them—was there, swinging it open with a flourish.
 
“Here we are, Mrs. Bright,” he said, offering a hand to help her climb out.
 
“Thank you, Elton.”
 
He blushed beneath his cap when her gloved hand touched his larger one.
 
She had never mentioned the occasion on which he’d forgotten himself in a moment of extreme emotion and inappropriately referred to her as “Phyllida,” and she doubted she ever would. However, she did nothing to encourage his harmless but sometimes inconvenient infatuation with her.
 
Still, there were benefits to having one of the male servants, who were all under the purview of Mr. Dobble, being particularly attentive to her disposition. There were occasions when Phyllida found it necessary to circumvent—gently and unobtrusively, of course—the butler’s idiosyncrasies.
 
Phyllida quickly and efficiently extricated her hand from Elton’s grip and, ignoring Bradford’s amused grin at her predicament, turned to appraise the home that would be her residence for the next several weeks.
 
Agatha and Mr. Max intended to purchase a residence in London, but they hadn’t yet done so. Instead, they’d leased this four-story redbrick townhome, known as Gantry House, in order to “try out” the neighborhood. They were in town and had brought part of their own staff while one of Agatha’s plays was in the early stages of being produced in the West End.
 
Phyllida wasn’t certain why it had been so important for her to come to London—Agatha had no need of her expertise when it came to dealing with the West End and all of its, quite literal, dramatics. And surely she could have hired a housekeeper from an agency in London—after all, Mr. Dobble would be there to guide and provide an excessive attention to detail.
 
But Phyllida supposed she’d been asked to come simply because Agatha preferred to have her own trustworthy staff around, particularly since she and Mr. Max might be doing occasional entertaining and because, like Phyllida, Agatha shied away from any publicity.
 
However, the town house on Matilda Street had no need of such an extensive staff as was in place at Mallowan Hall, so Phyllida and Mr. Dobble had been required to come to an agreement on which maids and footmen should come with.
 
Mrs. Puffley, the cook, had been left back in Listleigh to manage the skeleton staff, for the Mallowans had decided to engage a cook via the leasing agency whilst in London, and to keep on the single maid-of-all-work who was already at the house. Elton, who was officially Mr. Max’s valet but who hardly ever performed those specific duties, had been elected to come to London due to his versatility in service and familiarity with the city.
 
For obvious reasons, Phyllida preferred to hire her own staff, and she was mildly apprehensive about a cook who was known as Monsieur Chardonnay. With this in mind, and comfortable in the fact that Elton and Bradford would see to the luggage as well as to Molly and Opal’s welfare, Phyllida took herself around to the servants’ entrance at the rear of the town house, where, she knew, she would find the kitchen.
 
The sooner she met this Monsieur Chardonnay, the better.
 
The passageway between the Mallowans’ town house and its neighbor was hardly wide enough for a tow-cart to pass through without scraping the brick on either side. But in the back of the residence was a tiny, charming courtyard spilling with delphinium, daisies, dahlias, and more. A massive climbing rosebush burst with bloodred blooms, which cast a heady scent through the air. Phyllida noted with approval that a small, ornate iron table with two matching chairs was situated beneath a graceful willow—which had been trimmed up to provide a cozy shaded nook beneath its curtain-like fronds—and that the flagstone walkways were swept free of leaves, sticks, and dirt.
 
The heavy back door—which, for obvious reasons, Phyllida preferred to use—was open to the fresh (such as it was) air, and as she approached the threshold, she was assailed by the delicious scent of roasting meat.
 
Given this cause for optimism, Phyllida opened the light screen that kept out unwanted critters and stepped into the house. She found herself in a tiny entrance that branched off into a handkerchief-sized scullery with a stone basin to the right and a minuscule pantry to the left. Straight ahead was a short corridor that ended at the kitchen.
 
Phyllida paused at the threshold of the kitchen, unnoticed by a maid, who was sitting at the table peeling boiled eggs. The only other occupant of the room was the cook, who was standing with his back to the doorway as he vigorously stirred something on the stove.
 
Her first impression was of a small but well-appointed room with a worktable that doubled as a compact dining table for the staff. She stepped inside and the maid looked up, then quickly rose to her feet.
 
“Ma’am,” she said, giving a polite curtsy. Her voice was closer to that of a tenor than a soprano.
 
“Good morning,” said Phyllida. “I’m Mrs. Bright, and I am the housekeeper while Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan are in residence.”
 
The man turned from the stove and Phyllida nearly gasped aloud.
 
He was hardly any taller than she, with an egg-shaped head whose smoothly combed hair, which glistened slightly with pomade, had just begun to thin at the top. Beneath his immaculately white apron was a gently rounded stomach that, should he be viewed from the side, would give his figure the shape of a shallow half-moon. His eyes were sharp and hazel-green, with thick, dark brows above them. But those brows—which were neatly trimmed—were nothing compared to the luxurious mustache that sat, perfectly combed, trimmed, waxed, and groomed, above a pair of frowning lips.
 
It was Hercule Poirot.
 
Phyllida blinked, then collected herself.
 
Of course it wasn’t Hercule Poirot, but she had never seen a person who looked more like Agatha’s famed detective than the chef, who was currently glowering at her.
 
“What ees thees?” he snapped in a very un-Poirot-like way, but with a thick French accent. “Who do you say you are? Why are you in my kitchen?”
 
Phyllida pulled herself together (how mortifying to have been struck dumb at the man’s appearance, however momentary it had been) and said smoothly, “I am Mrs. Bright, the housekeeper. As you come extremely highly recommended”—that was an exaggeration, but she was not above using a bit of flattery to erase the sourness from his expression—“I am quite looking forward to working with you, Monsieur Chardonnay. Something smells delicious.” She smiled and waited for him to plunge into a description of whatever mouthwatering dish he was making.
 
Instead, he made an irritated sound that might even have been a French curse word and turned sharply back to the stove.
 
Had Phyllida been a lesser sort of woman, she might have flushed with embarrassment or anger at such a set-down by a lower staff member—and in front of an even lower staff member. Instead, she kept her expression blank and lifted a brow at the maid, who, surprisingly, had seemed unconcerned by such a rude display.
 
“And what is your name?” she said to the maid, who’d remained standing.
 
“Billie, ma’am. If it pleases you, I mean to say.”
 
Billie was the name Phyllida had been given for the maid-of-all-work, so that made perfect sense. And since neither she nor the Mallowans were in the habit of insisting the servants change their names in order to make it easier for them to remember, she nodded. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Billie.”
 
Phyllida automatically scanned the young woman’s appearance and found no fault. Billie’s coarse, dark hair had been scraped back into a bun at the nape of her neck and she wore a proper lace coronet cap over a uniform of steel gray covered by an apron. She had a slender, bony figure and delicate features that seemed at odds with her low-register voice. She was taller than Phyllida—who wasn’t all that tall herself—but it was notable, especially since her feet were as large as Elton’s. Phyllida couldn’t help but wonder if the poor girl tripped over them often.
 
“You will soon meet Molly and Opal, the kitchen maids I’ve brought with me from Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan’s home in Devon. They will assist Monsieur Chardonnay, whilst you will assist Ginny with the public rooms on the first floor and the bedrooms above. It will only be Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan to stay, so the other bedchambers can be kept closed up.” She watched the cook as she spoke, and noted the way his shoulders jerked, indicating that he’d heard—and was displeased.
 
That was too bad for him. He might resemble, at first glance, Hercule Poirot, but the cook certainly didn’t possess any of the Belgian detective’s civility. At least it appeared he could cook.
 
“Yes, ma’am,” replied Billie with another curtsy. “I’ve met Ginny. And Mr. Dobble, ma’am.”
 
Phyllida inclined her head. She had expected that, for Ginny and Dobble traveled from Devon earlier today via motorcar with Bradford (and Myrtle—which was why Phyllida had elected to take the train from Listleigh). The chauffeur had been back and forth from Paddington to pick up Agatha and Mr. Max, as well as Phyllida and the others.
 
Phyllida heard the sounds of the others from the motorcar approaching from the rear door. Ignoring Monsieur Chardonnay, she introduced the kitchen maids to Billie and asked her to show Molly and Opal to their quarters.
 
That left her alone in the kitchen with the cook. He had not turned from whatever he was doing at the stove, and Phyllida suspected that whatever it was, the task didn’t require the unflagging devotion he demonstrated.
 
“I would like to see the menus you have planned for the next two days, Monsieur Chardonnay,” she said briskly. “I’ll be in the housekeeper’s office in thirty minutes and will expect you to be prompt.” She kept her voice friendly, but with that subtle edge that would have made any of her staff members sit up and take notice. “Molly and Opal will be here to take over any tasks in your absence.”
 
She breezed from the kitchen without waiting for a response. A metallic clatter followed by a violent thunk echoed after her, and she stifled a smile.
 
Her working relationship with Monsieur Chardonnay was going to be quite stimulating.
 
Phyllida found Mr. Dobble in what passed for the butler’s pantry in this tall and slender home. It was hardly the size of a closet, with a desk crammed in so tightly she had to wonder how he’d managed even his stick figure to get around to the chair behind it.
 
“You’ve arrived,” was his greeting after her knock at the open door.
 
He sounded just as pleased to see her as she was to see him.
 
“Of course,” she said, giving him a once-over just as he was doing to her—likely searching for signs of travel-weariness such as a crumpled skirt, coal ash from the train’s chimney, or mussed hair. Of course, he would not find any, as Phyllida didn’t allow her clothing to crease or her newly cropped, curling hair to look mussed—even after removing her hat. She had, of course, checked herself in the mirror before approaching the pantry anyhow.
 
As for Mr. Dobble—he appeared as rigid and skeletal as usual. His nearly bald head with its subtle indentation over the left ear was otherwise smooth and dull pink, with the few nearly invisible hairs that persisted in growing there brushed neatly into place. Someplace over fifty years old, the butler was clean-shaven and wearing, as always, a well-cut but slightly out of date coat with a perfectly knotted cravat.
 
He had not been quite himself as of late, and she suspected it had to do with some sort of falling out with—or at least an upheaval in—his particular friendship with the vicar in Listleigh. What had once been a weekly chess game—sacrosanct and indelibly on the calendar, barring a national emergency—had failed to occur over the last several weeks.
 
That was part of the reason Phyllida had not argued as strongly as she could have for Mr. Dobble to be left back at Mallowan Hall. Perhaps he needed a change of scenery in order to spring back into his indomitably correct but at least reasonable persona.
 
There was also the tantalizing possibility that Mr. Dobble might decide he liked London enough to remain in the city.
 
“How have you found the staff here?” Phyllida asked. “Monsieur Chardonnay in particular.”
 
“Monsieur Chardonnay?” Mr. Dobble was not in the habit of inanely repeating things, and that caused Phyllida to look at him a little more closely.
 
“Yes, the cook. Monsieur Chardonnay. If that is his real name, which I highly doubt. Even Mrs. Agatha would never give one of her characters such a fanciful name.” And that was saying something, for Agatha Christie was rather brilliant—and sometimes quite sly and witty—at naming characters like, for example, Arthur Hastings (a man who was very much like a chivalrous King Arthur but was always far too hasty in jumping to conclusions as far as Poirot was concerned).
 
“I have no concerns about him,” Mr. Dobble replied. His normally pale cheeks sported two subtle spots of color. “Why do you ask?”
 
Phyllida wasn’t about to share the details of her interactions with the French cook (she wasn’t convinced he was even French, to be honest). “Does he put you in mind of anyone?”
 
The spots over his cheekbones flared a little redder. “What do you mean? What are you trying to say, Mrs. Bright?”
 
Mystified by his reaction, Phyllida pressed on when she might otherwise have dropped the subject. “Does he not put you in mind of a little Belgian detective, perhaps?” She knew that Mr. Dobble was as avid a reader of Agatha’s—and other crime novels—as she was.
 
“A little—what? Mrs. Bright, are you suggesting the cook resembles Hercule Poirot?” Mr. Dobble’s flush had fled and now he merely appeared outraged. “Of course not. Not in the least bit. Perhaps you ought to see an eye doctor whilst here in London, Mrs. Bright. Your penchant for Mrs. Agatha’s creation has begun to addle your brain.”
 
Phyllida was far too used to him to take offense at his words. But she was more taken aback by the fact that he either didn’t see Monsieur Chardonnay’s resemblance to Poirot—which must be obvious to anyone who had eyes in their head and had read Mrs. Agatha’s books—or that he was denying it in order to be contrary with her.
 
Assuring herself it was likely the latter, Phyllida was about to take her leave when the telephone rang.
 
“Will you or shall I, Mr. Dobble?” she said politely.
 
“By all means, Mrs. Bright,” he said with a sharp wave. “Clearly you need something to occupy your fanciful mind.”
 
Phyllida hardly heard the last of his speech, for she had slipped back out into the hall and found the telephone table. “Gantry House, Mrs. Bright speaking.”
 
“Oh, Phyllida! Thank heavens you’re there!” It was Agatha, and she sounded unusually breathless.
 
“We arrived perhaps a quarter of an hour ago, as planned,” Phyllida told her. She expected her friend and employer to go on and advise her of some last-minute dinner party to be held there that evening, which wouldn’t have ruffled Phyllida’s feathers in the least even if Agatha was worried about it.
 
But instead, her friend went on in a most unexpected manner.
 
“I need you to come to the Adelphi Theater, Phyllie. As soon as possible. Someone . . . why, someone’s died.” Then Agatha’s voice dropped lower, as if to, in vain, keep the operator from listening in. “It might be murder, Phyllie.”

 



CHAPTER 2
 
“WHAT’S THE BIG HURRY, THEN, MRS. BRIGHT?” SAID BRADFORD as he navigated the Daimler away from Gantry House. “Heading to the Strand in the middle of the day, are we?”
 
Blessedly, Myrtle had somehow been left behind, and so at least Phyllida didn’t have to contend with the beast climbing about in all of its panting, drooling glory.
 
She had taken the time to change out of her traveling clothes, efficiently swapping the summer tweed suit she’d worn on the train for a steely blue-gray one with a pale blue polka-dotted blouse. She’d topped her unusual strawberry-gold hair with a navy hat that had a jaunty black feather keeping time with her movements, setting its pointed brim just over her left brow in a little saucy dip. Her white gloves were spotless, of course, and her black shoes buffed into a streakless matte finish. The fact that Phyllida did not dress like a housekeeper in drab, understated navy, black, or brown frocks was a constant source of irritation to Mr. Dobble. Therefore she made certain to sail past his pantry on the way out the door, letting him know she was leaving and that he could meet with Monsieur Chardonnay about the menus.
 
Phyllida looked at Bradford, noticing he was still wearing his cap over the thick, unruly, dark hair that was a perfect match for Myrtle’s coat. Was it because they were in London that he’d suddenly become fashion conscious?
 
“Apparently someone has died at the Adelphi Theater and Mrs. Agatha would like me to come in order to . . .” Here her voice trailed off in an uncharacteristic manner.
 
Why had Agatha insisted she come? Phyllida knew perfectly well there were plenty of capable (and, to be sure, not so capable) police officials and coroners in London who could handle such things as dead people. It wasn’t as if they were in Listleigh, with the barely competent Inspector Cork and trudging Constable Greensticks.
 
“Another murder, is it, then, Mrs. Bright? They do seem to follow you about.”
 
In the past, Phyllida might have been perturbed by Bradford’s needling—it was, after all, a familiar repartee of theirs—but this time she merely looked at him. “I did not say it was murder, Bradford. And neither did Mrs. Agatha.”
 
He made a sound that indicated curiosity and thoughtfulness. After a moment, he said, “But there is a dead body.”
 
“That seems to be the case. And perhaps the person did die under suspicious circumstances. Still, we are in the city of Scotland Yard . . .”
 
“Are you saying that the indomitable Inspector Bright should step aside for the likes of Scotland Yard?” There was a note of humor in his voice.
 
“There may be no need for Scotland Yard to become involved after all,” she said smoothly. She rather liked that he thought of her as indomitable.
 
“Still, it does seem odd that Mrs. Agatha would ask you to come,” Bradford said—strongly echoing her own thoughts.
 
Phyllida realized her hands were cold inside her cotton gloves. She really didn’t want to be anywhere near an investigator from Scotland Yard. It simply wasn’t prudent. Agatha must not be thinking clearly, or she wouldn’t have asked her.
 
But Phyllida supposed that coming across a dead body could certainly keep a person from thinking clearly. Not her, of course, but others might be so afflicted.
 
“Ah, here we are,” she said with mixed emotions as the Daimler rolled to a stop. And then her eyes widened.
 
The Adelphi Theater—which was officially called the Royal Adelphi Theater—was decidedly not the same structure Phyllida had known previously. It was an obviously new building that had been facaded with gray and black marble in a striking art deco pattern. Copper caps accented the marble, and there was a beautiful canopy designed with black and white glass. The cornerstone of the building answered the implicit question—it had only just opened in 1930.
 
For once, she waited for Bradford to help her out of the Daimler and was mildly surprised when he said, “Good luck, Mrs. Bright,” and tipped his hat to her before going back round to the driver side.
 
Phyllida had just stepped inside the large, black-marbled vestibule when a young woman accosted her.
 
“Are you Mrs. Bright?”
 
“I am.” Phyllida got the distinct impression that the woman, who couldn’t be more than twenty, was about to burst into tears or hysterics at any moment. She was dressed in a smart but plain brown suit and an equally plain white blouse with a golden ribbon at the throat. Although her eyes were wide and her movements frenetic, her voice was steady.
 
“If you could come with me, please. Mrs. Christie and Mr. and Mrs. Satterwait are waiting for you in the . . . in the auditorium. We—we can hardly believe . . .”
 
Phyllida followed the young woman, who belatedly introduced herself as Miss Holbrook, secretary to Mr. Allston. Whoever that was.
 
The vestibule was empty other than herself and Miss Holbrook, but inside the theater’s auditorium, Phyllida found a small cluster of people. Mostly silent, a few of them murmured softly to one another. The group of five sat in the first few rows of the space, as if watching a performance onstage.
 
Phyllida’s attention skipped from the audience to the stage, for it was clear what show everyone was watching—and what had prompted the call that brought her here.
 
A large armchair, tall and wing-backed, of dark red brocade or chintz—she couldn’t tell from the distance—sat slightly stage left on a circular rug. There were other pieces of set as well: a side table next to the armchair, a divan to the right with a low table in front of it, what appeared to be a telephone table upstage, and a wooden backdrop that was clearly the interior of a house with two doors and a window revealing a suggestively shadowy tree.
 
But it was the armchair and its occupant that drew, and kept, Phyllida’s attention. A man was slumped in it—a large, solid man whose body took up every inch of the chair and even spilled over a bit. He was dressed in the sort of fine clothing one would expect a banker or financier to wear.
 
“Phyllida.”
 
Agatha’s voice pulled her attention from the stage to the trio of people who’d risen from their seats and were now standing as if to greet her. The two other spectators also rose, but kept a prudent distance.
 
Agatha was about the same age as Phyllida, but many inches taller. She was a sturdy woman who dressed in a no-nonsense fashion but with well-made clothing. She usually had a twinkle in her eye—especially when discussing techniques to murder people or why every suspect had to have a solid motive—but now she wore a sober expression.
 
“Mrs. Christie,” Phyllida said in a properly reserved manner. She wasn’t certain what was expected of her, and at what level of formality. “What may I do to help?”
 
Agatha gestured to the tall, elegant man who’d accompanied her. He held the arm of a second woman in a familiar manner that implied they were either married or otherwise intimately acquainted. He was older than Agatha, perhaps in his early fifties, and the woman was about the same age. Both were well-dressed and had an air of confidence that was, even under the circumstances, still evident in their respective demeanors.
 
“Dear Phyllida, this is Mr. Hugh Satterwait, and his wife—and my longtime friend—Melissa Satterwait. Hugh was . . . no, is . . . set to direct my Wasp’s Nest.” She looked at the couple and received an affirmative nod from Mr. Satterwait, who nonetheless wore a grave expression. He patted his wife’s hand as she looked up at him with a ghost of a smile.
 
“We are set to direct, Agatha,” Mr. Satterwait corrected gently. “It was Melissa’s idea that I acquire and direct your clever play, and of course she will be intricately involved.”
 
“Mr. Allston”—Agatha gestured abruptly toward the stage, indicating the dead man—“was about to open a different show for Hugh Satterwait, here at the Adelphi, and then . . .” She spread her hands. “This.”
 
“This,” Phyllida repeated, looking at the stage, then back at the Satterwaits. “He was found there? Just so?”
 
“Yes. We walked out into the auditorium and—and there he was. It was . . . quite a shock, as one would think,” said Mr. Satterwait. “Poor Archie.” He blinked rapidly and his voice grated a little. “Didn’t know him all that well, to be fair, but he was a fine actor. A fine actor.”
 
“He will be greatly missed,” said Mrs. Satterwait, dabbing at the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief. “We thought he might, just might, do for Poirot . . .”
 
That hulk of a man for the dandyish, round, and “little” Belgian, Poirot? Certainly not.
 
Phyllida cleared her throat. “I presume you called me here because the—er—cause of death is in question?”
 
“There’s no obvious sign of—of an unnatural death. But . . .” Agatha said with a helpless gesture.
 
“No publicity,” Mr. Satterwait broke in firmly. He seemed to be the sort of man used to making such succinct proclamations—and having them followed without hesitation. He had small but sharp eyes and a perfectly normal mustache of graying brown. “Don’t want the plods in here, you see, or any of those nosy reporters, unless there’s a reason for it. No one here will gossip about all of this, as long as . . . well, as long as everything is status quo.” He shot a firm look at the two others and Miss Holbrook, all of whom stood looking on in quiet bewilderment.
 
Phyllida couldn’t help her brow from lifting in surprise. A theater that didn’t want publicity? That was . . . odd.
 
Mrs. Satterwait seemed to read her mind. “You see, Mrs. Bright, theater people are exceedingly superstitious. And anytime something goes wrong with a show . . . well, it tends to rile people up, you see, worry them about bad luck and so on—and we don’t need that at this late stage of production. We’ve had some other interruptions that have caused delays, and we—we simply can’t have anything that upsets the cast.” Her voice was calm and well-modulated. “This play is very important to us. As is Agatha’s, of course.” She smiled, a bit wanly, at her friend.
 
Melissa Satterwait was an attractive woman for the early fifties, with smooth, very pale skin devoid of makeup other than a brush of pink lipstick and what Phyllida was certain was a swipe of mascara. Her hair was almost certainly artificially dark, but the dye job was done so subtly that Phyllida couldn’t help but admire the skillful manner in which the woman clung to her youth. As she spoke, Melissa Satterwait gave off a businesslike impression that had suddenly been thrown off-kilter by something like an unexpected death, but that she was managing to cling to—just as she was doing to her youth.
 
“If something . . . bad happened . . . well, you see, I worry that Don’t Do It, Doocey! would be in jeopardy,” she went on. “Word gets round, you know, and actors are very sensitive to any sort of upheaval. They start to see things where nothing is there to be seen! And then there are accidents—we’ve already had some set problems and a mechanical misfire with a special stage door for a scene in act three. If people get nervous, there’ll be missed calls, more disasters—and then the show itself becomes an utter disaster.”
 
“And now we have no leading man,” said Mr. Satterwait. “Archie was the perfect James. His comedic timing was brilliant.”
 
“Not that Gervain won’t be pleased to step in for him,” murmured Mrs. Satterwait dryly. “The understudy,” she explained to Phyllida. “And he’ll do just fine, Hugh.”
 
“Indeed.” Mr. Satterwait’s mustache rippled in a manner that indicated his own opinion of the situation. “And so you see why we’ve called you in, Mrs. Bright.” His look of expectation had Phyllida wondering just what precisely Agatha had told him about her.
 
But for the moment, Phyllida decided to ignore that train of thought. “Tell me about . . . Mr. Allston, is it?”
 
“Archibald Allston,” said Mr. Satterwait, as if surprised she hadn’t recognized him. “Yes, of course—he’s . . . er, was . . . our James in Doocey—the star of the show, of course—and we had just moved off-book. The play is quite clever and very funny, from an up-and-coming writer, with many visual jokes and some madcap ones as well. The show is set to open one week from tomorrow, and . . .” His voice trailed off as if he had realized that the show would not, in fact, be opening in a week. He glanced at Mrs. Satterwait.
 
“Gervain can manage it, Hugh,” his wife said. “You might not like him as well, but he’ll be an excellent James. I’m sure Edward will agree. Incidentally, he’s fixed up the mechanical door, Hugh; he told me just before he left.” She spoke to Agatha and Phyllida. “The writer—it’s his first play, you see. We were delighted to acquire it. It’s simply a scream.”
 
“Lucky break for Gervain, right, then,” replied Mr. Satterwait, his mustache going as flat as his tone. “But it’s better for us that we open on time than spend time looking for someone else.”
 
“May I?” Phyllida gestured to the stage, then paused. “Has anyone touched the—er, Mr. Allston?”
 
“I did,” squeaked Miss Holbrook, stepping closer. “I—I didn’t know . . . I only thought he was asleep. And then when I touched him—only to shake him awake, you see—he—he was . . .” She closed her mouth quickly with an expression very like Opal’s in the back of the Daimler and shook her head mutely. Tears glistened in her eyes.
 
“Did you move anything? Did anyone else go near him?”
 
“As soon as we realized he was dead, we kept everyone away,” Agatha told her. “No one touched him except Miss Holbrook, and we only walked along the edge of the stage to get down here to the seats.”
 
Thus reassured that the scene of death had not been contaminated, Phyllida climbed onto the stage, using the six steps to the right. She paused and looked down at the Satterwaits from the edge of the stage. “Is this the normal set for Don’t Do It, Doocey!?”
 
“Yes,” said Mr. Satterwait. “Everything is as it should be for the first scene in act one. The curtains open with James pouring a drink, then he moves downstage to sit in the armchair before Doocey comes on from stage right.”
 
“But you weren’t in the middle of a rehearsal?” Phyllida asked, noticing the glass of something amber on the table next to Mr. Allston.
 
“No. The stage was set, but rehearsal isn’t to begin until three o’clock because we were meeting with Agatha at half one. No one was here early except Archie and Miss Holbrook,” said Mr. Satterwait.
 
Phyllida lifted her brow, glancing at the other two people, who’d remained standing off to the side during the entire conversation.
 
Mr. Satterwait noticed, and he gave a short, embarrassed laugh. “I mean to say, no one else from the cast was here early . . . That’s Reggie Onderley and Helen Mallay. He’s the stage-manager here at the Adelphi and she’s the wardrobe mistress for Doocey.”
 
Phyllida nodded and at last turned her attention to Mr. Allston.
 
He’d been a big man, she thought again. Large, almost running to fat, and rather attractive, she admitted, noticing the firm line to his clean-shaven jaw and the thick, honey-blond hair that had been neatly combed. Now, a thick hank fell like a curtain over his forehead and brows as his head sagged down and into the corner of the chair. Other than that, his body gave no overt indication of trauma or violence: no twisted lips or protruding tongue, no bulging eyes or emissions from the mouth or nose. The eyes were slightly bloodshot, but that could mean anything.
 
She put his age somewhere in his late forties. She didn’t know anything about Don’t Do It, Doocey!, but it seemed Allston had been cast as the lead in a role that presumably played the part of mentor to the hapless Doocey, who, based on the title, apparently seemed quite impulsive. Allston had that parental look about him: not only solid, but calm and perhaps even wise. But he was still no Poirot.
 
There were no marks of any kind on Mr. Allston’s face or hands. Phyllida was loath to move the body, but needs must, so she eased his shoulders away from the cradle of the chair. There were no bloodstains anywhere, no signs of injury. No indication of any bodily functions having gone awry either.
 
She sniffed at his mouth and fingertips. No essence of almonds in either location, but his well-tended fingers smelled of tobacco and his lips of whisky. She also caught a whiff of something pleasant on his skin—cologne or aftershave. It smelled expensive.
 
As she had previously noticed, Allston was dressed in fine clothing: a gabardine suit with a bit of a sheen to the fabric. It was surely bespoke, along with the rich linen shirt beneath. His silk tie and leather shoes probably came from Italy. Phyllida highly doubted the ensemble was his costume for the play.
 
A folded brochure sat in his lap, and Phyllida—still wearing her gloves, of course—carefully removed it.
 
It was the program for Don’t Do It, Doocey!, with the screaming red exclamation point from the title taking up a good one third of the front cover. Inside, the pages listed the names of all the actors as well as the crew and producers, and also included a few advertisements. There was nothing handwritten on it, but the booklet was open to Mr. Allston’s page, with his biography (quite lengthy, with a long list of the plays in which he’d performed) and photograph. He had indeed been a handsome man, judging by the picture—which Phyllida assessed had been taken at least a decade ago.
 
She skimmed over the other names, noting Ella Holbrook as production assistant, and Hugh Satterwait as director, along with Helen Mallay the costumer and Reggie Onderley backstage. Melissa Satterwait was listed as a producer and Edward Nuffley as the writer. Gervain Yarmouth was listed in the cast as “Kevin.”
 
Replacing the program on Allston’s lap, she moved to the table next to him. A single glass with perhaps a dram of—she sniffed—whisky remaining, and nothing else.
 
Once finished, she stepped back and surveyed the scene from a distance, waiting to see if anything felt “off” to her . . . if there was anything to contradict her conclusions.
 
She shook her head. No. Nothing seemed out of place or gave her any indication that Mr. Allston’s demise had been anything more than a natural, if unexpected, death.
 
When she stepped down from the stage, Phyllida was greeted by inquisitive and worried faces from the Satterwaits and Agatha.
 
“Did Mr. Allston have a heart condition, do you know, Miss Holbrook?”
 
The young woman nodded soberly. “His doctor warned him about it. But Mr. Allston was stubborn. He wouldn’t take his medication. And he lives alone—he hasn’t a wife or any family to look after him, you see. Only us, here at the theater and his housekeeper.” She sniffled.
 
Phyllida looked at Agatha and saw acknowledgment for the purpose of her question. They were both clearly thinking the same thing. “He didn’t take medication at all?”
 
“None. Healthy as a horse, he always said he was, so he said he didn’t need any pills. Only ‘a-a finger of spirits now and again,’ as he said. Al-although ‘now and again’ meant rather more often than that.” Miss Holbrook burst into tears and fished in her pocket for, presumably, a handkerchief. “He was a kind man, for all the airs he put on. He was kind. I’m going to miss him so.”
 
Phyllida nodded, then turned to the Satterwaits. “There’s nothing to indicate he died from anything other than natural causes. If he had a heart condition, that could explain a sudden death—especially if he wasn’t following doctor’s orders.”
 
As the Satterwaits looked at each other with a rush of relief, she held up a quelling hand. “However, please understand that I’m no particular expert. A physician will need to be notified, as well as the authorities, and they may find something different.”
 
“Of course, of course,” said Mr. Satterwait, nodding. “But to be assured—or at least to strongly believe—that there was nothing untoward that happened to Archie, that relieves a great weight from my mind. It’s bad enough that he’s gone . . . it would be that much worse if it had been something more . . . sinister.”
 
“And it will alleviate worry from the rest of the cast,” murmured Mrs. Satterwait, her expression having relaxed into a wry smile. “Truly, you have no idea how madly superstitious actors can be. And it’s just that we’ve had such a difficult time getting this production together.”
 
“I’m very glad to be of assistance, Mr. and Mrs. Satterwait,” she said. “And Mrs. Christie.” She smiled at Agatha, seeing the relief in her employer’s face; Agatha didn’t like publicity either. “Now, I believe I shall let you get on with your meeting and rehearsal.” Phyllida gestured to her wristwatch, for it was half two. The sooner she left—preferably before the authorities arrived—the better.
 
“Thank you again, Mrs. Bright,” said Mrs. Satterwait, taking Phyllida’s hands in her own and squeezing gently. “You’ve put our minds at ease. Please promise you’ll come to opening night next week! We’ll make certain you have front row seats, and you must attend the afterparty.”
 
“That’s very kind of you,” Phyllida murmured noncommittally. “I’m very happy to have helped, and my condolences for your loss.”
 
And then she expediently took her leave before Scotland Yard came on the scene.
 
 

 
 
“It wasn’t a murder after all, then, Mrs. Bright? You must be terribly disappointed.”
 
This, of course, was Bradford’s way of greeting Phyllida the next morning.
 
She’d managed to avoid him (or, more accurately, Myrtle) upon returning to Gantry House yesterday by taking an omnibus instead of telephoning for a ride back from the Adelphi, and then slipping into her room to unpack. After that, she’d been busy seeing to a problem with the maids—apparently there was only one mop and one broom in the entire town house and no one could seem to agree on which floor they should be stored. And since there were three floors, it had been quite an animated discussion.
 
Then there was dinner—which Phyllida took in the housekeeper’s office as she perused the menus and supply lists that had been provided by Monsieur Chardonnay. He certainly had expensive taste. It was a good thing Agatha and Mr. Max were well-traveled, and used to eating (and enjoying) exotic food . . . but Phyllida wasn’t certain they’d want escargot and chateaubriand at every meal.
 
And the wine list! Monsieur was going to be very disappointed when he learned that Agatha was a teetotaler and that Mr. Max didn’t drink much wine himself.
 
The Mallowans had eaten out last night, but when they returned, Agatha had stopped in to speak to Phyllida.
 
“Thank you for coming today. I felt a bit foolish in asking, but I thought if there was anyone who could make an initial assessment—or, at least, one that confirmed my own conclusions—it would be you.”
 
“So everything went all right when the doctor and authorities came?” Phyllida had asked.
 
“Yes. It’s quite agreed it was a heart attack, and since Allston wasn’t known for taking his medicine—or any medicine—it couldn’t have been doctored up with extra digitalis, now, could it have been?” Agatha’s eyes gleamed with humor and Phyllida smiled back.
 
“One supposes not.”
 
“We are a pair, aren’t we? Looking for poisons and murders where there aren’t any.” Agatha chuckled.
 
“Have you met Monsieur Chardonnay yet?” Phyllida asked.
 
“No, I haven’t. Is everything quite all right with him? He came highly recommended with the house.”
 
Phyllida smiled. “Everything is quite all right.” She would make certain it would be. “But you ought to nip in and say hallo. I think you might enjoy meeting him.” She didn’t want to say anything further about the cook resembling Poirot. She’d let Agatha see it for herself.
 
Now, she turned to Bradford, whom she’d encountered when she came from around the back courtyard. She’d been anticipating a brisk walk round the block—something she often needed to do after interacting with Mr. Dobble.
 
This morning, the butler had been particularly irritating, and she’d planned to walk very rapidly because it was far too early to ingest a good draught of rye. She did wish whatever it was that had lodged itself up Mr. Dobble’s behind (at least, whatever new issue; there always had been plenty already lodged up there) would work itself out in short order.
 
“I’m not disappointed in the least,” Phyllida told Bradford, easily sidestepping an eager Myrtle, who was on a leash and seemed determined to test its limits by lunging at every motorcar that trundled by. At least the little beast hadn’t tried to greet her with its wet tongue and hot breath. “In fact, I’m delighted to not be required to do anything but manage Gantry House—good heavens, Myrtle! Such behavior is not becoming of a lady!”
 
To her surprise, the beast actually stopped barking, seeming to hear and comprehend her remonstration. Myrtle looked up at Phyllida with startled and yet worldly eyes as if to ask what exactly would be becoming of a lady.
 
“One does not chase anything,” Phyllida informed the canine as the two dark and beady eyes fixated on her. “Nothing with wheels, nothing with two legs—no matter how charming or exciting he might seem—and certainly nothing with four legs.” She glanced up at the strangled noise coming from Bradford and gave him a quelling look. His smirk subsided although the gleam in his dark eyes did not. She returned her attention to the lecture. “The exception would be, young Myrtle, if one found it necessary to chase down a killer.”
 
“Well done, Mrs. Bright,” Bradford said, bending to scoop up the four-legged mop. “You’ve certainly put her in her place. Perhaps finishing school will be next?”
 
Phyllida couldn’t quite hold back a snort. “Finishing schools went out with corsets, Bradford. Thank heavens.
 
“Anyhow, as I was saying, I am perfectly content with spending my time managing Gantry House rather than haring about playing detective.”
 
He lifted a brow. “Very well, then, Mrs. Bright,” he said. “In that case, would you care to walk a bit with Myrtle and me? I do believe she will behave now that you have set her straight, and I thought to buy a newspaper. Perhaps you’d like to peruse it to see whether there are any sales on Bond Street . . . or is it Fleet, where women purchase such . . . interesting hats?” He whirled his finger—ungloved of course—toward the vicinity of Phyllida’s chapeau.
 
Today she had placed a simple straw trilby atop her bright curls. It didn’t have even one feather, nor any flowers, that might make it be described as “interesting” in that wry tone . . . although the band around the crown was made from a wide ribbon of pink and green paisley. The brim of the hat was edged in narrow pink ribbon. Perhaps that was what had prompted his description.
 
“I suppose I should look at the paper to see whether there is anything in there about the incident yesterday,” she said, attempting to sound reluctant to accept his invitation. She was in no fit state to return to Gantry House and the moody butler and the haughty cook and maids who squabbled over everything, including the handsome and polite Elton.
 
Myrtle surprised her with how nicely she paced alongside Bradford as they started down the street.
 
Phyllida actually found it quite pleasant, walking past stately brick homes thrusting up from behind wrought iron fences where gardens and pots burst with colorful flowers on the walkways.
 
The weather was mild and the street boasted only an occasional motorcar or lorry, and Myrtle only attempted to lunge at something once, when a boy sped by on a bicycle with a delivery box strapped to his back. The canine also found it necessary to water a few trees and to stop and sniff at everything.
 
Thus, Phyllida found herself approaching the newsboy at the corner of Matilda Street and a rather busy avenue whilst Bradford and Myrtle finished the beast’s intense explorations around an elm tree.
 
There was an omnibus stop here at the corner, along with several shops and cafés, and so the thoroughfare and sidewalks had become much busier with pedestrians, prams, leashed dogs, and bicycles.
 
Phyllida paid for the paper and, stepping back from the pedestrian traffic to stand beneath an elm, opened it and scanned the front page. There was nothing there, but on the third page, there it was: a splashy headline the Satterwaits had wanted to avoid.
 
ALLSTON: ASLEEP IN ARMCHAIR AT THE ADELPHI
 
She supposed the alliteration had been too much for an editor to resist, and that was part of why the story had not been relegated to the Entertainment section, many pages deeper into the printing.
 
Below was a less provocative subheading, though nearly as dramatic: DOOCEY! OPENING IN JEOPARDY AS SATTERWAIT AND NUFFLEY REGROUP AFTER FAMOUS ACTOR’S UNTIMELY DEMISE.
 
Phyllida perused the article quickly and felt a rush of relief on the part of the Satterwaits as well as Agatha, for the story didn’t make all that much of the unexpected death other than to take advantage of the alliterative aspect. She was surprised that Agatha’s name was mentioned, however—relative to the fact that Mr. Allston had been being considered as Poirot in a new play, which would have been news given that Mr. Francis Sullivan had made a name for himself as the Belgian detective in Black Coffee, a play that had premiered a few years earlier.
 
Agatha hadn’t been pleased with the first stage play to depict Hercule Poirot. It was called Alibi and it had been an adaptation—not by her—of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. Since then, Agatha had been clear that she herself would do the adaptations of her stories from then on. She would also, as was often the case with playwrights, be extremely closely involved with the direction and production of the play—even including attending rehearsals and offering suggestions and critiques to the director himself.
 
“Is this your suspicious death, then, Mrs. Bright?” Bradford peered from behind her, his broad shoulders casting a full shadow over the paper. “That’s quite a dramatic headline.”
 
“Indeed.” She gingerly refolded the paper, taking care not to leave ink smudges on her white gloves, and handed it to him. “I suppose I had best be getting back to monsieur in the kitchen.”
 
She turned and began to walk in the direction of Gantry House, happy to get away from the busy area with all of the people. She hadn’t realized how close the quiet neighborhood was to a business district.
 
“And how are you getting on with Monsieur Chef?” Surprisingly, his French sounded quite authentic.
 
“Perfectly well, thank you.”
 
That might have been an exaggeration, but Bradford didn’t need to know that. Phyllida had no worries that she wouldn’t be able to find a common ground with the cook. She was generally good at getting along with people.
 
Most people, anyhow, unless they were butlers with sticks inserted in their—
 
“Mrs. Bright?”
 
At first, Phyllida didn’t discern Bradford’s words through the sudden rush of noise in her ears. She’d reacted instinctively, turning away from the man across the street, stumbling in her haste.
 
Surely he hadn’t seen her.
 
And even if he had . . . of course it hadn’t been anyone she . . . knew. He’d only looked like Strauss for that fleeting moment.
 
And the chances of encountering . . . a particular someone . . . on a random street in London were minuscule—a fact that she had been reminding herself since boarding the train in Listleigh.
 
She thought a very unladylike word as some of the feeling came rushing back through her limbs. The roaring in her ears subsided. She’d acted like a skittish girl, and she was furious with herself—especially when she realized Bradford had taken her by the arm and was practically leaning into her face.
 
“Mrs. Bright?” There was none of that underlying irony that always seemed to be in his voice when he addressed her. “Are you quite all right?”
 
Her heart had settled. “Of course I’m all right,” she said, perhaps a little too tartly. She smoothed out her voice and her face and said, “I merely stepped on an uneven part of the sidewalk and stumbled. Fortunately, I did not turn my ankle.”
 
He released her arm, but continued to look at her for a moment, then at the sidewalk behind them. “Very well, then, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“Thank you for your concern, Mr. Bradford,” she said formally. “Now, I think I ought to see to the household matters awaiting me. Enjoy the remainder of your walk.”
 
As she hurried back to Gantry House, she fumed, furious and still a bit unsteady, drat it.
 
It wasn’t only that she might see someone from her past . . . it was that she had mortified herself in front of Bradford, of all people.
 
I knew it was a mistake to come to London.

 



CHAPTER 3
 
PHYLLIDA WAS IN THE CLOSET-SIZED ROOM THAT PASSED FOR THE housekeeper’s office when someone knocked on the door.
 
If it was Bradford coming to “check on” her, she was going to have to set him very straight. She didn’t need to be checked on or coddled or—
 
“Mrs. Bright?” Molly poked her head in from around the ajar door. She looked about curiously, obviously noting the stamp-sized desk and the fact that there wasn’t even room for an extra chair.
 
Molly was the head kitchen maid back at Mallowan Hall, and one of Phyllida’s favorites (if she had favorites, which she did not) on staff. That was why she’d brought Molly to London—Phyllida not only wanted to give the girl a treat by letting her visit the big city, but she also wanted a loyal, hardworking maid in the kitchen with an unfamiliar cook.
 
The fact that Molly and Ginny—whom Phyllida had also, somewhat reluctantly, decided to bring to London—had been competing with each other for the attentions of Elton (at times to the detriment of their household tasks) had surely been the reason Mr. Dobble was eager for Elton to come as well. Not that Phyllida had any qualms or concerns about Ginny, for her work standards more than made up for her excitability, but she was fully aware that Mr. Dobble found the histrionics between her maids quite entertaining. Mainly because it was up to Phyllida to deal with the results.
 
“Yes, Molly?”
 
“Well, it’s Monsoor Shardunny . . . he’s asked me to bring this to you.” She set the paper on Phyllida’s desk, then backed up nervously.
 
Phyllida made no comment. She merely picked up the paper, which was a revised menu based on her notes and suggested changes to the one he’d initially provided. As she read over it, her mouth flattened grimly and she felt her chin jutting out. Molly backed up a little more until she bumped into the wall behind her.
 
“Thank you, Molly.” Phyllida rose and maneuvered her way out from behind the desk, which was a task easier contemplated than conducted due to the size of the room. “I shall speak with Monsieur Chardonnay now.”
 
Rather than sending for the chef, Phyllida made the deliberate decision to go to him. She was not about to allow him another opportunity for insubordination. That would only give him a false sense of victory.
 
She did not rush as she made her way down the hall. Nor did she stalk, with heavy, irritated footsteps, down the three steps that led to the kitchen. But she wasn’t wearing a smile, either—and when Ginny, carrying the mop of much debate—passed by Phyllida and saw her expression, her smile faded and she gave a wide-eyed gawp at Molly, who was following behind.
 
Phyllida paused at the doorway to the kitchen and observed in silence. Monsieur Chardonnay was very, very, very busy at the stove, as he had been yesterday—and, she suspected, as he had made certain he would be as soon as he sent Molly to deliver the revised menu. Regardless of the reason for his industriousness, whatever he was cooking smelled absolutely incredible.
 
Opal, who was sitting at the worktable, looked up from the pile of peas she was shelling. Phyllida held up a hand before the maid could speak, then gestured for the girl to make her exit. Still silent, she used a directive finger to send Molly and Opal to find work in the scullery.
 
It wasn’t that Phyllida didn’t want witnesses to what was about to transpire. It was more about sparing Monsieur Chardonnay from said witnesses.
 
The maids left quietly, reluctance in their expressions, and Phyllida suspected it wouldn’t be long before they manufactured a reason to hover in the doorway. Hopefully, things would be settled by then.
 
Having remained on the threshold of the kitchen and completely silent, Phyllida now walked into the room. The only sound was the crinkle of the revised menu she held and the soft clink of whatever Monsieur Chardonnay was doing at the stove.
 
She noticed his shoulders twitch ever so slightly, but, as expected, he didn’t stop what he was doing or acknowledge her presence. She nodded complacently to herself and took a seat at the worktable, facing the cook and his stove. She placed the paper next to her and set about pouring herself a cup of tea from the pot on the table.
 
She sipped her tea and waited.
 
It was amusing to watch the cook’s emotions play out over his movements and in the way he held his head. Silent, but oh, so eloquent.
 
At first, there was bravado.
 
He knew very well who was sitting at the table behind him. He knew why she was there. And, thus, at first, his shoulders drew up and she imagined—by the way his head tilted ever so slightly and then his chin lifted—that he was thinking “. . . And she can wait all she likes.”
 
But Phyllida, who, when required, had patience that would make Job envious, merely sat quietly, sipping the strong black tea. She wasn’t even tempted to lace it with a bit of rye whisky, as she often was after an interaction with Mr. Dobble.
 
On the table, there was a handmade booklet of what appeared to be recipe files—not written in French, she noted with an arched brow and a quiet hmmm. They were tied with a silvery blue ribbon, and the cover had a title written in a looping script: Famous Food from France. Her brow arched even more and she eyed the studiously unflinching figure of the cook. French recipes for a French chef, but not written in French?
 
Perhaps they were meant for the maids to use.
 
Phyllida pushed the booklet aside, for someone had quite kindly also left a newspaper on the table. Very quietly—Phyllida had, during an occupation previous to being a housekeeper, honed the skill of moving about without making a sound—she opened it up to find the cryptic crossword puzzle.
 
She might just as well make use of her time whilst the cook stewed—pun intended—in his own juices. She didn’t need a pencil to solve the puzzle; her organized mind did it in her head, filling in the answers in the diamond-shaped word puzzle.
 
After a short while of silence, she saw the way Monsieur Chardonnay began to twitch, just a bit. As if the feel of her eyes focused on him was burning, or itching, between his scapulae. She smiled and reapplied herself to a particularly troublesome clue.
 
Female swan . . . only three letters.
 
She couldn’t think what it was.
 
After another few moments, she noticed that the cook was surreptitiously angling himself ever so slightly away from whatever he had been stirring, nonstop, for well over ten minutes—surely there was nothing in either French or English cuisine that required that much undivided attention—as if he were trying to confirm whether she was still in the room without being obvious about it.
 
Her smile broadened, and she took a sip of tea, returning to the cryptic crossword. It wouldn’t be long now.
 
His shoulders jerked a little when he couldn’t quite get a glimpse of Phyllida, and at last, the chef gave in.
 
He turned, wooden spoon in hand, hazel-green eyes glinting with annoyance. “Yes, madame? What is it you want in my kitchen?”
 
“Good morning, Monsieur Chardonnay. I should very much like to review your revisions to the menu,” she said in a smooth but steely voice. “If you would please take a seat.”
 
He lifted his chin, his silky Poirot-esque mustache quivering. “No thank you, madame. I fear I cannot leave the stove.”
 
“I see. Well, then, monsieur, I suppose I shall have to wait until. . . what is it you are making there with such industry? A soup?” He stiffened and she saw him draw back as if preparing to launch some sort of diatribe, but she went on, unruffled, “As I said, I shall wait until you can leave your post, monsieur. However long it should take. Oh . . . and the maids shall be busy elsewhere until such time as well.”
 
Her calm assurance that she could outwait him seemed to do the trick. His shoulders deflated a little and the mustache twitched, then settled.
 
But he wasn’t quite ready to admit defeat. “This, madame,” he said, gesturing sharply with the spoon and splattering sauce about, “is not a soup!”
 
“Oh, pardon me,” said Phyllida disingenuously. “A pudding, then perhaps?”
 
“A pudding?” he spluttered. “There is no chef à la française who would be caught dead cooking a pudding.”
 
“I see.” Phyllida sounded uncertain, and lifted her brows to emphasize.
 
“This, madame, is a boeuf bourguignon—the finest of beef stews, cooked in the Burgundy wine you and your master and mistress have so disdained.” His slender, arched nostrils flared into more pronounced arches and it was all Phyllida could do to keep from chuckling. “It is heaven in the bowl. I prepare it only because at least the English have good enough breads to serve with it,” he added reluctantly.
 
Despite the tiresome situation—after all, she had many other things to attend to besides a testy chef, and besides, she certainly wouldn’t disdain a good Burgundy—all she could picture was Poirot lecturing Captain Hastings about the importance of psychology in detecting. It took the edge from her irritation, for it was difficult to be angry with a pompously outraged Poirot. Especially one who was so outmatched.
 
“I see. Thank you for clarifying, monsieur. Now shall we review the menu, so that I can leave you to your boeuf bourguignon?”
 
His eyelids flickered, quite possibly due to her perfect pronunciation of what he likely assumed was a phrase she’d never heard before that moment. Then he drew himself up, his excellent mustache rippling delicately. “Madame, I do not see any reason to review the menu. I have made the changes. It is as it is. I am the cook. There will be no more revisions.”
 
“The menu is unacceptable,” she said flatly. “Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan will not be dining on beans and toast for dinner tonight and bangers and mash tomorrow night, and then beans and toast for three more meals. With or without—what is this you’ve scrawled here? Next to the beans and toast for Saturday’s dinner?”
 
“It is the chutney!” he said, stabbing his finger wildly in the direction of the paper. “The English—they always want the chutneys. And the pickles. And the jellies! It is so they cover up the taste of their food, I think.
 
“And so they will have them, and the beans and the toast they like so much,” he added with a sneer. “You did not like my first menu with the oysters and the bouillabaisse and the chateaubriand à la Colbert, and so now it will be only the English food, madame.”
 
“Both French and English food are, of course, acceptable,” Phyllida said evenly, forbearing to point out that she’d only removed three dishes from the original menu of an entire week’s worth of meals, and had made a note that the Mallowans didn’t need three different wine vintages per meal. “But it will not be the same meal every other day. There will be a mutton roast one night, a stewed chicken another night—coq au vin should suffice—a pork roast a different night . . . and sole however you choose to prepare it another night . . . and perhaps your seafood terrine or the bouillabaisse on a different night. And so on. And there will be a full menu of three courses, along with dessert, at a minimum, per dinner.” As she spoke, she slashed out lines of his menu and wrote in the corrections.
 
“Mashed peas,” he sneered. “Jacket potatoes. Fish and chips. Omelettes for the breakfast? Pah! The English, they have the worst ideas for the food. Thin sauces with no butter, only the little bit of meat drippings and water. Jellies. And do not, madame, do not ask me to cook with the mint. That I will not do. Mint is not for the food, for the dinners!”
 
“Mint jelly with lamb chops, monsieur,” Phyllida said firmly. “You do not have to cook the mint, but the jelly will be served as an accompaniment. And kidney steak pie for luncheon at least one day per week. It is a particular favorite of Mr. Mallowan’s . . . unless pie crust is a difficulty, in which case, cold beef and cheese—”
 
“Of course my pie crust is perfect,” he told her haughtily. “I will consider whether to make it.”
 
“Very well.” Phyllida managed not to roll her eyes. It was like dealing with a recalcitrant toddler—one must be agile with one’s words, one must soothe, and one must allow the combatant to lead himself into the desired solution—all whilst showing not the least bit of emotion. “I have made some changes to the menu. Be advised that breakfast will be a full English every day, including eggs—although you do not have to stoop to making blood pudding if you find it too difficult.”
 
“It is not that it is difficult, madame,” he snapped. “At least for me, it is not difficult. It is that there are the puddings that all mean different things and how can one ever tell which one it is? Can you English not decide on one type of pudding?
 
“There is a dessert that is called a pudding, but it is really a cake or some pie or some custard or something other than a pudding. And there is a steamed Christmas cake with all of the toys inside it—why do the English put the toys inside the cake? To break the teeth? And there is the pudding that is the dish made from the blood of a pig! The black or the blood pudding, you call it. And this abomination called the Yorkshire pudding—why, it is not a pudding at all!” He was panting a little from the effort of his tirade.
 
“Yes, of course, it is quite confusing, to be sure,” she replied mildly. “I’m certain you’ll work it all out. Mrs. Beeton’s is an excellent resource for English food—”
 
“I know how to cook the English food,” he said, drawing himself up like a pigeon. “I simply do not like to cook the English food.”
 
“Very well, then, Monsieur Chardonnay. Whether you like it or not, you shall cook the food on the menu and the next time you provide me with a menu, I expect it to be far more balanced than beans and toast every night for dinner.” She rose, pushing the paper across the table to him. “And please ensure that there is enough of this famous boeuf bourguingnon to feed the entire staff tonight.”
 
Although she didn’t quite sweep from the room, she exited with a certain panache.
 
A bare second later, she heard a muffled oath, followed by a crash . . . and she smiled. An excellent bit of punctuation to a well-managed campaign.
 
 

 
 
Much later in the afternoon, Phyllida was taking tea in the courtyard. The table and chairs beneath the willow were a pleasant place to enjoy the beauty of the small garden on a mild and almost sunny day. Agatha was at more meetings with the Satterwaits and some other theatrical people—it seemed that Wasp’s Nest was moving even closer to being onstage thanks to the Satterwaits—and she and Mr. Max were dining with friends this evening, so there was little for Phyllida to manage after luncheon.
 
If she had been back in Listleigh, she might have taken a walk through the orchard. But here in London, she thought it more prudent to confine herself to sitting in the privacy of the courtyard.
 
She had just finished a croissant, baked fresh by Monsieur Chardonnay and slathered with potted cream and strawberry jam, when Mr. Dobble emerged from the house.
 
“Mrs. Bright. Apparently you are needed.”
 
“What are they fighting over now?” she said, wiping her fingers on the flowered napkin Molly had provided with the tea tray. “I suppose I ought to simply purchase another broom and mop, and we can take them back to Listleigh with us.” She took the last sip of her oolong tea and sighed. “I knew I should have brought the vacuum machine.”
 
Mr. Dobble’s expression remained implacable. “You misunderstand me, Mrs. Bright,” he said, as if the words had to be extracted from him. “Mrs. Agatha has telephoned for you to come straightaway to the Belmont Theater.” His lips shriveled into a prune-like form. Likely he wished the maids were fighting over a cleaning implement.
 
“Excuse me?”
 
“For some reason, Mrs. Agatha finds it necessary for you to once again leave your post and go to a place called the Belmont Theater. Bradford has the motor out and so I’ve taken the liberty of telephoning for a taxicab.” Mr. Dobble lifted his nose and might even have sniffed, but Phyllida didn’t hear him.
 
She was already moving toward the house, her mind whirling with mystification. The maids would see to the tea tray . . . she had only to don a hat and gloves after ascertaining that her hair was in place.
 
What on earth could Agatha want her for this time?
 
 

 
 
The Belmont, though only a block and a half from the Adelphi, was as distant from the new and fancy art deco theater as could be. Constructed from brick without even a hint of marble, glass, or geometrical forms in the shape of chevrons or fluting, the Belmont was plain-faced and stolid, with only a small window at the box office. According to the marquee, Romeo and Juliet was the current production, starring George Hadley and Marilee Putnam-Percy. Below the signage, a set of narrow glass doors—nearly opaque with age, and one with a bubble in the glass—offered access to the vestibule, which was dimly lit by wall sconces and a single Victorian chandelier.
 
Phyllida felt a slight bit of déjà vu as she looked across the gallery at the young man rushing toward her. He was short and round and had a very thick head of bright red hair. His tie was askew and he clutched a sheaf of papers and he fairly ran her down, he was so eager to get to her side.
 
“Mrs. Bright? Oh, thank you for coming. Thank you so very much. Mrs. Christie, she said you would come and—and see to this. It’s simply a nightmare!” His face was probably always that pale, with freckles standing out like syrup-colored ink spots, but Phyllida estimated he was over thirty, even with the boyish face.
 
“What seems to be the problem?” she said, still mystified. She couldn’t fathom why Agatha would be here at a small, ragged theater that was showing Romeo and Juliet.
 
“This way, please, ma’am, please, if you will,” he babbled. “I—I found him, you see, and I didn’t know what to do, and then Katy—you know Katy, of course—had the idea to call Mrs. Satterwait, because of the incident with Mr. Allston—of course we all heard about it—and here we are. It’s so good of you to come. I’m certain it’s nothing, but one can never be too certain, you know. It’s simply a nightmare. Oh, whyever did I agree to direct this play?”
 
The hair at the back of Phyllida’s neck had risen to full attention when he said “I found him,” and she had a sense of foreboding as she followed the man—who’d yet to introduce himself—through the doors into the auditorium.
 
At once she was struck by the closeness and the relative darkness of this theater as compared to that of the Adelphi. It wasn’t only the difference in age, it was the shape of the space and the lower ceiling. Rather than a large and expansive elliptical shape, the auditorium was rectangular and close. The lack of filigree trim and the simple wall sconces were immediately noticeable in comparison to the Adelphi, and there was a single chandelier that hung over the center of the seating area. Yet, at the same time, she thought the smaller, darker, plainer auditorium actually suited the Shakespearean play. It felt more appropriate for such an old show.
 
The space smelled slightly damp and a little musty . . . and there was another smell lingering, underlying it all. A smell that made the hair on Phyllida’s arms lift. A smell she remembered from the war.
 
The house lights were off, other than the sconces at the perimeter, but the stage was lit as if it were in the middle of a production. It was set with the famous balcony scene, with a fake fountain surrounded by potted plants in the center to create the garden from where Romeo spoke to his love.
 
Phyllida had always found this particular play more irritating than compelling, and she could never understand its broad attraction. The entire plot was absurd, with its false suicides and real suicides and a host of miscommunication at the core of it all.
 
Miscommunication could be effective as the impetus for a comedy, but she found it merely frustrating when used as the fulcrum for a tragedy.
 
“He’s—he’s up there,” said the play’s director, whose name was still unknown to Phyllida. He pointed with a shaking finger. “I got here early, you see, because I wanted to work out new blocking for the balcony scene, and I was measuring the steps for Juliet. I wanted to have her come closer to the rosebush . . . and so I . . . I nearly stumbled over h-him.”
 
Phyllida climbed the seven steps up into the “balcony,” which was really only a slender bit of scaffolding with a false wooden front painted to look like the outside of Juliet’s bedchamber.
 
“Who is it?” she asked, looking down at the still figure of a man crumpled on the narrow platform. The smell of death—blood, gray matter, crushed bone—emanated from him.
 
“His name is Trent Orkney,” said the director, standing in Romeo’s position on the stage below. “He’s . . . he’s . . . he is dead . . . ?” There was a bit of hope in his voice that perhaps the worst might not be true, even though obviously he knew better.
 
Phyllida nodded. She looked down at the man. Yes, Trent Orkney was most definitely dead if the amount of blood was any indication.
 
Someone had bashed in his head. At least two, maybe three or more blows—she was by no means an expert—had done the deed. The blood was dark and even the largest pool was nearly dried. It matted in his hair, glopped onto his shoulders, and drained onto the platform and the stage below.
 
Orkney had obviously been there for a time.
 
Phyllida looked around. There wasn’t much room to move; Juliet would have needed to pay close attention to where her feet were during her lines if she didn’t want to step off the back of the narrow platform. She caught a glimpse of dark splotches on the stage below where the blood had dripped. Phyllida would examine that later, but now she was looking for what might have been the murder weapon.
 
Nothing obvious was in sight. There was a small stool where Juliet might sit, and a large faux rosebush tucked to one side.
 
Phyllida returned her attention to the still figure. One of Orkney’s arms dangled down from the upstage side of the platform. He was dressed in what was presumably his stage costume—a fitted, belted tunic over leggings with tall boots.
 
Orkney’s face was unmarked other than bruises from falling on it. But he’d been a spectacularly handsome young man, she observed. In his late twenties, with thick cocoa-colored hair and, from what she could see of it, an elegant nose and strong chin beneath a closely cropped beard and mustache. His eyes were open, but his face was at such an angle that she couldn’t discern their color. The hose and boots that encased his legs displayed shapely, muscular calves, and the hand that wasn’t dangling down from the set had long, elegant fingers.
 
Her first thought was: whose wife had he been tupping?
 
She poked around gingerly, trying not to disturb the body too much, for there was no help for it: someone would have to notify Scotland Yard. She intended to be long gone before a constable or inspector arrived.
 
She further considered the scene, and found it woefully lacking in clues. It would have been extremely convenient if whoever had bashed in Orkney’s head had also stepped in a pool of blood and left footprints about, but, alas, there were none to be seen.
 
From the way the dead man had fallen, it seemed the killer had come up from behind him and smashed something heavy into the back of his skull. Orkney had probably dropped right then and there, and the killer had swung a second or third time just to make certain the job had been done thoroughly.
 
That was how Phyllida would have done it. From her experience as a battlefield nurse, she was quite aware that a single blow to the head was unlikely to actually kill a person straightaway. In order to do it properly, one would want to bash at least two or three times to make certain.
 
That was a beef Phyllida had with many crime novels. They too often relied on a single blow to the head to off someone, when it simply wasn’t realistic. She’d seen far too many troops crashed in the back of the skull with mortar or other flying objects and they’d not died from it.
 
If you were going to murder someone, it was paramount that you actually do the job and make certain they were, in fact, dead.
 
Finding nothing else of interest, Phyllida stepped down from the makeshift balcony. The director had been standing there, his hands clasped in a manner that seemed to indicate the last vestiges of hope.
 
Phyllida hated to disabuse him of such optimism, but the facts were the facts. “He’s been murdered. Someone coshed him on the head.”
 
“Are—are you quite certain it wasn’t only a—a sandbag that might have fallen and done him in?” he asked.
 
“Quite certain. Do you see any sandbags loitering in the vicinity? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be off. Someone will need to notify Scotland Yard and—”
 
“You can’t leave,” he cried suddenly. “No, no, please don’t leave.”
 
Phyllida stared at him. “Whyever not? I’m not even certain why I was called in in the first place.”
 
“But don’t you understand? This is Melissa Satterwait’s nephew!”
 
Ah. Now things were beginning to make a bit of sense. Still, Phyllida had no reason to be here.
 
“I will speak to Mrs. Satterwait, to be sure, but the authorities will need to—”
 
“And what is all this? Who are you? What are you doing, traipsing about a crime scene?”
 
Phyllida and the still-nameless director turned at the peremptory voice. The man who was speaking strode from the backstage area onto stage left. He was dressed in a well-worn coat that hit just above the knees but boasted a perfectly straight hem—a surprise to Phyllida, for she didn’t believe she’d ever seen a police investigator whose coat hems weren’t askew or somehow sagging. She assumed it was due to their constant activity and lack of attention to fashion in lieu of detecting. And the fact that many of them weren’t married and couldn’t afford a maid, so didn’t have anyone to see to such details.
 
It was clear to her, at least, that the man was from Scotland Yard. If it hadn’t been obvious from his words, the fact that a constable trotted quickly after him, followed by a young woman (the aforementioned Katy, Phyllida surmised) would have clued her in.
 
Once she assured herself that she didn’t know and had never seen the man before, Phyllida unclenched her fingers and fixed a bland smile on her face. “Good afternoon, Inspector. I assure you, no one has been traipsing over the crime scene.”
 
He gave her a dark look. The official had to be at least fifty, but he was a fit fifty, tall and a bit too slender, as if he rarely took the time to eat. A full, chestnut-brown-and-gray beard and mustache also suggested he spent as little time on his personal grooming as possible (although his facial hair wasn’t, by any stretch, out of control), and the way he moved—quick, efficient—indicated impatience.
 
“I am Inspector Wellbourne. And you are . . . ?” Of course he looked at the director, but Phyllida was quite relieved, for it appeared she might finally learn the man’s name.
 
“Joseph Tulley. I’m the director of Romeo and Juliet. And I—I—”
 
“Who is the deceased? Where is he?” Wellbourne seemed to realize his best bet was to stem the tide of stammering from the flummoxed director.
 
Phyllida began to ease away, hoping to make her escape unnoticed. There was no reason for her to stay, and—
 
“Where are you going, there, madame?” Wellbourne spun on her.
 
Phyllida gave no indication of being startled (at least, she hoped she didn’t) and looked up at him. “I see no reason to remain now that Scotland Yard is here and clearly has the situation well in hand.”
 
“What is your name? What are you, another actress? Juliet, perhaps?” He was sneering, and it was all Phyllida could do to keep her expression neutral. She wasn’t certain whether it was the profession of actress or the role that made him sneer.
 
“Certainly not. I’m far too cynical to be cast as Juliet. That role requires someone with boundless innocence and an overly romantic nature, along with a healthy dash of stupidity.”
 
She thought his mustache and beard might have moved in an amused twitch, but it was hard to tell—there was so much of it. “Madame Capulet then?” he said.
 
“I am not an actress at all,” she replied firmly as he looked at her with unabashed suspicion. “I’m . . . er”—blast, she hated when she stammered!—“an assistant to Mrs. Agatha Christie, whose friend is, apparently, the aunt of the deceased and a producer of stage plays.”
 
“Wait just a moment there,” he said, his eyes narrowing on her. “Agatha Christie? . . . Oi, I know you. I know exactly who you are.”

 



CHAPTER 4
 
PHYLLIDA’S STOMACH PITCHED AND HER MOUTH WENT DRY, BUT SHE held her ground . . . even as she looked for the nearest exit. Fortunately, she was wearing shoes with reasonable heels that wouldn’t inhibit her running if she had to make a dash for it.
 
“You’re that woman,” said Wellbourne, still looking at her with those narrow eyes. “It’s the hair what clued me in”—he jabbed vaguely at her head—“that strange color. And the way you speak, all hoity-toity and so on. Oi, he’s told me all about you. About how you’re always sticking your nose in the way when there’s a murder about.”
 
Phyllida felt her insides relax a bit. “Are you speaking of Inspector Cork?”
 
“Yes, of course. Not the sharpest tack in the box, but earnest enough, he is. Someday he might make a fine detective.” Wellbourne seemed to have an almost affectionate, if condescending, manner toward Cork. Then his demeanor changed and he leaned a little closer to Phyllida, bringing with him the scent of tobacco. “I’ll tell you right now, Mrs. whoever you are, I won’t be needing the likes of you tramping about my crime scene, interfering. I’m perfectly able to catch me own criminals. Do you hear me?”
 
“There is nothing wrong with my hearing,” she told him. “And my name is Mrs. Bright. Might I point out that I was just about to take my leave when you so peremptorily called me back. And, let me assure you, I have no intention of becoming involved in your investigation.”
 
“Right, then, Mrs. Bright. That’s it, now I remember—the hair what goes with the name.”
 
Phyllida resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Her personal appearance had no bearing on the situation. “I shall take my leave, then, Inspector Wellbourne, and let you get on with your investigation.”
 
She wasn’t certain he’d actually let her go, but when she turned and started off, he didn’t attempt to stop her.
 
Nevertheless, it wasn’t until she got back outside onto the crowded sidewalk that she fully relaxed.
 
That had been a close call. A very close call.
 
 

 
 
Phyllida Bright did not like close calls. They put her in an unpleasant mood, something that she was aware set her staff to tiptoeing around her . . . which made her unpleasant mood even more unpleasant.
 
And now she had a second death—a definite murder this time—to think about.
 
And so she closed herself away in the housekeeper’s office with a cup of Darjeeling that she’d found it necessary to sweeten quite heavily, considering the circumstances. She had resisted the urge for a dollop of whisky. Instead, she turned to occupying her mind with the latest novel from Mrs. Sayers to relax her before turning her attention back to Trent Orkney’s death. Phyllida suspected if she turned her attention to household matters such as menus and supply lists, her mood was bound to disintegrate even further, sugared tea notwithstanding. And she felt a bit too ruffled to apply herself to murder at the moment.
 
She told herself she had nothing to worry about. Just because Inspector Cork blathered on about her helping him catch murderers back in Listleigh, and this Inspector Wellbourne had somehow heard him and recognized her (and he’d only done so since she’d mentioned her connection to Agatha Christie, she was certain), didn’t portend doom. The chances of anyone else at Scotland Yard . . . or anywhere . . . recognizing her from before were exceedingly slim.
 
And the chances of that would become nil if she simply stayed at Gantry House. Heaven knew she had plenty of things to take care of here.
 
So when there was a light tap at the door of the tiny housekeeper’s office, Phyllida merely schooled her features into a relaxed expression, put the novel into a desk drawer, and bid, “Come.”
 
“Mrs. Bright, there’s two women here to see you,” said Ginny, coming to stand in the doorway. Phyllida automatically noted with approval her crisp and clean uniform, and the fact that there were no stray hairs floating from the knot at the back of her head. “It’s a Mrs. Satterwait, she said, and someone else with her, too.”
 
Phyllida’s relaxed expression froze. Drat.
 
Drat and damn.
 
“Mr. Dobble’s put them in the sitting room, and he rang for tea.”
 
“Mrs. Satterwait is here to see me and not Mrs. Agatha?” Phyllida asked, but her heart was already sinking. She had a bad idea she knew where this visit was going.
 
“It was you she asked for, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“Thank you. Please advise them I’ll be there shortly.”
 
Phyllida checked her hair and powdered her nose, but she didn’t dawdle—it wouldn’t do any good. And, anyhow, she was of the nature that one faced unpleasantries head-on as quickly as possible, so as to get them over with. Still, as she made her way to the sitting room, she calculated reasonable ways of extricating herself from the situation.
 
“Mrs. Bright.” Mrs. Satterwait rose to greet her, a gesture that was not only surprising given Phyllida’s stature as a servant—albeit a high level one who had a friendly relationship with her employer—but also set the stage (so to speak) for any relationship going forward.
 
In other words, it seemed Mrs. Satterwait considered them equals—at least in this instance.
 
Phyllida looked at the other occupant of the room—a young woman in her late twenties. She was a pretty, if naive-looking thing, with a round face, snub nose that was tinged pink, and serious blue eyes that were bloodshot with what Phyllida surmised was grief.
 
“Please sit. I expect the tea will be arriving—ah, here it is,” Phyllida said as Molly came in with a tray. Really, her maids were simply top-notch. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Satterwait?”
 
“Please call me Melissa,” said the woman, further equalizing their status as she took a seat. Her face was far more drawn and pale than it had been yesterday when Phyllida met her at the Adelphi Theater. “And this is my—my niece, Josephine Newby.”
 
“Mrs. Bright,” said the young woman in a soft voice. She clutched a handkerchief in small white hands that shook as she held back tears. “Thank you for seeing us.”
 
It was a strange thing for a person to say to a housekeeper.
 
“I first want to tell you, Mrs. Bright, that I’m grateful for your assistance both yesterday at the Adelphi, and today with . . .” Melissa Satterwait’s voice wavered and her fingers curled into her lap “. . . with Trent. It’s simply awful.” She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief.
 
“I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Phyllida said. She paused in the process of pouring tea and looked up in order to give emphasis and sincerity to her words. Her attention strayed to Josephine as well, for by now she understood that the young woman was either engaged, married, or related to the man who’d been killed earlier today. She looked back at Mrs. Satterwait. “I understand Trent Orkney was your nephew.”
 
Mrs. Satterwait drew in a deep breath and composed herself. “Yes. And that’s why I’m here. Why we’re both here. I’m not one to sit on my laurels or to dither about. When I make a decision, I act on it.”
 
The words Phyllida had been expecting and dreading. She remained silent, lifting a delicate china cup to sip.
 
“I—I—we—want you to find out what happened to him,” said Mrs. Satterwait, leaning forward a little. “Who k-killed him. I still can’t believe someone actually took his life.” She gave a little shudder, then collected herself. “Agatha has told me all about your abilities, and your experience, and—”
 
“Quite. And I’m exceedingly flattered, Mrs. Satterwait. But I’m certain Scotland Yard is perfectly capable of investigating the crime,” Phyllida said. She almost believed herself.
 
“Quite so. But I want to be certain. I want someone else looking into it. You see . . . Trent and Josephine were about to be married. It’s quite devastating for all of us.” Mrs. Satterwait must have noted the question in Phyllida’s face. “Ah, yes . . . I referred to Josephine as my niece. Merely a force of habit, and,” she added, giving the younger woman a sad, affectionate look, “anticipation. You see, we never thought that Trent would settle on a woman to wed. And when he decided on Josephine, why, I was overjoyed. She was perfect for him.”
 
Phyllida was not at all surprised to hear that a man as excessively handsome as Trent Orkney had been reluctant to confine himself to one woman . . . especially one who seemed as unexceptional as Josephine Newby. However, she would keep those thoughts to herself—for the time being.
 
“Mrs. Satterwait, while I certainly appreciate your confidence in my abilities, I must decline,” Phyllida told her. “I’ve a position here that keeps me quite busy, and quite honestly, I have all confidence in the abilities of Scotland Yard.” That was a bit of a stretch, but not an outright lie.
 
Mrs. Satterwait gave Phyllida an ironic smile. “Agatha told me you’d say precisely that. She also told me that you are the finest housekeeper she’s ever known, and that your staff is so well-trained and well-managed that you, in fact, have quite a bit of time at your disposal to do investigative work.” Then a bit of craftiness slid into her hazel eyes, and Phyllida was reminded that this was a savvy, worldly businesswoman after all. “Hugh and I are extremely enthusiastic about him directing Agatha’s Wasp’s Nest . . . but with all of this business unsettled, it certainly makes things much more . . . well, as I said, unsettled, you see.”
 
“Quite.” Phyllida realized with a jot of chagrin—and admiration—that she had been completely boxed in. Mrs. Satterwait had not only flattered her—or attempted to do so; Phyllida was not a person whose head was easily turned—but she’d added Agatha’s implicit permission for her to spend the time investigating . . . and then the woman had neatly closed the figurative box with a not very subtle reminder that the production of Agatha’s play could be at risk if Phyllida didn’t accede to her request.
 
As a savvy and worldly woman herself, Phyllida could only admire Mrs. Satterwait’s maneuvering. It was quite formidable, and, quite frankly, it made Phyllida want to work with her, for she appreciated accomplished people. But she did have one more objection that was likely the most insurmountable.
 
“Inspector Wellbourne has already made it abundantly clear that I’m to be nowhere near his crime scene, nor involved in any way. Apparently, my reputation has preceded me,” she said with a wry smile.
 
“Inspector Wellbourne is not and will not be a concern,” replied Mrs. Satterwait smoothly—almost as if she’d been anticipating such a response. Presumably she had been, for she was the type of woman who was clearly several steps ahead of the average person.
 
Once again, Phyllida had to acknowledge the woman’s shrewdness.
 
Because of Mrs. Satterwait’s simple yet direct words, Phyllida didn’t even bother to ask why or how the Scotland Yard inspector had been deterred—for lack of a better term. Melissa Satterwait was obviously more than capable of getting her way and it didn’t matter how she did it—it only mattered that she got the results she wanted.
 
And apparently, she wanted Phyllida to play a sort of Tuppence Beresford or Virginia Revel.
 
“Quite. When you put it in that manner,” Phyllida told her, holding the other woman’s eyes long enough to acknowledge admiration and also to express a subtle warning that she didn’t like to be boxed in and would be very unlikely to allow herself to be in the future. “I have no choice but to accept your proposition, Mrs. Satterwait.”
 
“Excellent. We will, of course, compensate you accordingly. And please, you must call me Melissa. Phyllida.”
 
And with that, the deal was sealed, leaving Phyllida wondering what sort of deal she’d made . . . and whether she’d come out of it unscathed.
 
 

 
 
Once Melissa Satterwait had her way, she wasn’t about to be reticent. “You must interview everyone. Of course, there will be no performance tonight, but everyone will be at the theater,” she said.
 
A thought struck Phyllida. “Do you and Mr. Satterwait own the Belmont? Or are you involved in the production of Romeo and Juliet?”
 
Mrs. Satterwait shook her head. “Not at all. Trent wouldn’t have any hint of nepotism related to his career. He insisted on keeping our relationship a secret for many years, which was all rather silly since the entirety of London theater is quite incestuous in and of itself. Everyone knows everyone, you see.
 
“Actors and actresses move from one director to another, one theater to another, one producer to another—always chasing the next opportunity. A person will do anything for the chance to become a star, and so they grab at anything that comes their way.
 
“And there’s no sense us being selfish about it—there’s plenty of talent to go round, even if one loses a good actor to another show. It’s the nature of the beast, so to speak. So when Trent landed Benvolio, we were very proud of him because no one did know of his connection to us. Of course, that changed once production began, but by then he was already cast, and so no one could blame him for using his connections.
 
“And Hugh and I are—were—confident his talent would shine through now that he had the opportunity.” Her voice faltered a little. “You see, Hugh and I were never blessed with children, and so Trent—my sister’s son—was like our . . . our own son.”
 
“Benvolio was the perfect role for him,” said Josephine in her soft, girlish voice, still clutching her handkerchief. “It—it wasn’t the lead . . . but he didn’t expect to get Romeo. Not—not yet. So he was very happy with the casting. Trent is . . . was”—her voice quavered—“always so kind and gentle. Playing the peacemaker and always trying to keep people happy was something he did in his offstage life, too, you see.”
 
“Do you have any idea who might have wanted him dead?” asked Phyllida. “Someone who perhaps wanted the part? Or who thought they should have been cast in it?”
 
Josephine and Melissa exchanged glances, then the older woman shook her head. “I’ve been racking my brain about it ever since the news . . .” She shuddered, then continued, “But I can’t think of anyone who might have such a grudge or hatred of Trent. He was a very nice and civil young man. He got along well with most everyone.”
 
“And very handsome, too,” Phyllida said. “Surely he had many admirers . . . ?”
 
“Trent was utterly devoted to Josephine,” Melissa said immediately, and her eyes flashed a bit with warning. “If there were other admirers, he gave them no attention.”
 
Phyllida was far too cynical to believe that of a man who was not only devastatingly handsome but whose aspiration was to be onstage—in the spotlight and admired by many—but she kept those thoughts to herself. The fact that Mrs. Satterwait had immediately jumped to defend her nephew suggested she might harbor her own doubts as well, or perhaps she only spoke so certainly in the presence of Trent’s fiancée. Perhaps later Phyllida could speak to her privately.
 
Regardless, once Phyllida began talking to the other people who worked with Trent Orkney at the Belmont and elsewhere, she was bound to learn all sorts of interesting things. Which brought her to another issue.
 
“How would you like me to present myself during this . . . er . . . investigation?” she asked. “As a private detective engaged by you, or would you like me to play some other role in order to obstruct my true purpose?”
 
“I have given that some thought,” said Mrs. Satterwait. “While it would be perfectly permissible for you to be a detective engaged privately by me and Hugh—and please be aware that we will most certainly compensate you for your time and effort—I suspect you might have more success getting people to talk if they thought it was ultimately going to benefit them.”
 
Phyllida felt a little smile tug the corners of her mouth. “If they were, for example, speaking to a reporter or journalist for a completely different reason?”
 
“Precisely.” Mrs. Satterwait’s smile was grim. “People in the theater always welcome publicity, and if you presented yourself as writing an article about, perchance, up and coming actors or directors, you might have more success.”
 
It was not at all lost on Phyllida that the entire reason she was about to take on this position of investigator-as-journalist was because Melissa Satterwait hadn’t wanted the publicity when it was surrounding Archibald Allston’s death. However ironic the situation might be, Phyllida did understand why the woman could view this situation differently.
 
“Very well. Did you have a publication in mind for which I am purportedly writing?” she asked, for Mrs. Satterwait seemed to have lined up every other element of their partnership, so it was reasonable to assume she’d decided that detail as well.
 
She wasn’t wholly comfortable knowing that she was being “managed,” but Phyllida knew that her awareness of such manipulation—as smooth and friendly, and apparently, profitable as it seemed at the moment—made her far less susceptible to being taken advantage of. She was also acutely aware how quickly such a relationship could change.
 
The other woman’s smile indicated she recognized Phyllida’s implicit cynicism. “I thought perhaps the Illustrated London News. I have a friend there who will, shall we say, cover for you. His name is Hubert Foy.”
 
Once again, everything was very neat and tidy. Either Melissa Satterwait was always used to getting her own way, or she was simply very determined in this case. Or, more likely, both.
 
“Very well. I suppose I ought to make my way to the Belmont,” Phyllida said, rising. “I shall, of course, keep you apprised of it all.”
 
“Yes, of course. Thank you, Phyllida.” The craftiness had gone from Mrs. Satterwait’s eyes, replaced by soft grief.
 
“Thank you, Mrs. Bright,” said Josephine, twisting her handkerchief as she looked up at her with teary eyes. “I—I hope you find out who did such an awful thing.”
 
“I certainly intend to,” Phyllida replied.
 
Mrs. Satterwait hesitated as she started for the door. “I do appreciate the magnitude of what I am asking you, Phyllida.”
 
Phyllida kept her expression bland. The woman could have no idea what she was asking of her.
 
 

 
 
“And so a bloke has had his head bashed in at the Belmont Theater, has he?” said Bradford, glancing over at Phyllida as he drove. “And Inspector Bright is on the case once again.”
 
She looked at him and was just about to make a tart reply when something he said struck her. She blinked as the thought sunk in, then spoke slowly. “Bashed in the head at the Belmont . . . and he was found on the balcony . . .” A cold prickle surged over the back of her neck.
 
“Well, that’s rather a treat, isn’t it, Mrs. Bright? First you have that Allston chap, in the armchair at the Adelphi—what did the Times say? Asleep in the armchair—not so very accurate, but close enough for the purposes of a dramatic headline.” His brows rose into the depths of the hair falling over this forehead. (No cap this evening, for some reason.) “And now you have another death, at the Belmont Theater, on the balcony, you say? What was the fellow’s name? Benedict Bennington or something like that?” He chuckled.
 
“No,” Phyllida said, feeling a sliver of relief when she realized the alliteration didn’t quite follow. “Trent Orkney was his name.”
 
“Right, then. Still, two deaths in two days, but only one of them murder—well, that’s not so bad, then, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“ No.”
 
“Unless the other was murder after all.”
 
There was no need to respond. He was stating the obvious and she was already thinking about that possibility and its implications.
 
Two deaths in two days . . . both of them at stage theaters.
 
And Hugh and Melissa Satterwait were connected to both of them.
 
One a natural death by all indications, the other certainly not.
 
It could be a coincidence.
 
“I dislike coincidences,” she said, then realized she’d spoken aloud. Drat. She was becoming altogether too comfortable around Bradford, and becoming too comfortable around anyone—let alone a male person—was something she generally avoided doing since . . . well, since James.
 
Bradford made a sound of acknowledgment. “Right. Coincidences often turn out not to be coincidences at all.”
 
“Quite,” Phyllida replied.
 
“Whatever are you going to do about it, Mrs. Bright?” he asked in that ironic tone he often used when he was trying to wind her up.
 
“Why, I’m going to investigate, of course.”
 
Her timing was excellent for terminating the conversation, for Bradford was just easing the motor to a stop at the Belmont Theater.
 
“Good luck, then, Mrs. Bright,” he said. “I do hope you’ll keep from getting your own head bashed in. Detecting can be dangerous work, as you’ve certainly learned.”
 
She lifted her chin. “I shall be perfectly fine.” As usual, she alighted from the motor without waiting for his assistance—something he’d obviously anticipated because he’d made no move to open his own door in order to come round to hers.
 
Instead of going to the main, public entrance of the theater as she had done on her initial visit, Phyllida made her way to the alley that ran along the side of the building and led, presumably, to the backstage door. She found it easily—a small, unobtrusive metal door that had been painted black. It was located up a set of five steps at the back corner of the building. Neatly sidestepping pieces of trash and some other, unidentifiable but rank pile, she reached the steps and climbed them.
 
The door was unlocked and she pulled it open. She found herself in a long corridor that ended in a large, yawning space that likely led to the wings of one side of the stage. The corridor had a series of doors along it; dressing rooms, most likely.
 
“Can I help you?” said a man who was coming down the hall. He was a man of average height and average looks, with thinning blond hair and a slender mustache. Around thirty years of age and wearing a rumpled coat and tie, he hurried toward her with a suspicious expression.
 
Phyllida held back the urge to correct his grammar; he seemed perfectly capable of helping her. Instead, she brandished the notepad she’d brought with her, along with several well-sharpened pencils, and said, “I’m from the Illustrated London News, and—”
 
His face changed from mild irritation to fury. “No reporters!” he exclaimed, waving a hand, which held a sheaf of papers. “Can’t even leave us to grieve in peace, can you? How did you get in here anyway? Get out!”
 
He gestured furiously to the door behind her.
 
Phyllida pretended to be confused. “Why, whatever is the matter? I was under the impression most actors would jump at the chance to be featured in the Illustrated London News. I’m writing a feature story about rising theatrical stars here in the West End—what it’s like trying to be successful on stage when the film industry is becoming more popular. I’d like to—I mean to say, I was hoping to speak with some of the cast members of Romeo and Juliet, especially the leads.” She amended her words to soften them, for during her speech his expression had changed from fury to shock and back to anger again.
 
“I don’t care what you’re doing. We’ve been crawling with police and reporters all day! I say, go away, now!” He started toward her and Phyllida had no choice but to step back.
 
Suddenly, one of the doors on the corridor opened nearby and a pretty young woman stood there. She was holding a handkerchief and her eyes were rimmed with red. “Lawrence, what on earth—”
 
“Another of those damned reporters!” he said, gesturing angrily at Phyllida. “Says she’s from the Illustrated London or something of that nature. Doing a story on actors.”
 
“The Illustrated London News?” Despite the evidence of recent tears, the woman’s eyes lit up and Phyllida smiled to herself. “You’re from the Illustrated London?”
 
“Yes. I’m writing a feature about emerging actors in the West End, and how things are different now that film is taking over,” Phyllida said quickly, before the man named Lawrence could interrupt again. “Has something happened?”
 
“Has something happened?” Lawrence shouted at her, bringing others into the corridor from the backstage area. Several people stood, gaping and muttering. “A man has been killed, and we are being overrun with nosy reporters!”
 
“It’s quite all right,” said the woman, taking Phyllida’s arm quickly as she looked at the others. “Of course you didn’t know.”
 
Phyllida allowed herself to be tugged into what turned out to be the woman’s dressing room. Her rescuer closed the door firmly behind her so as to keep out any other interviewees.
 
“I’m sorry about Lawrence. He’s just trying to protect us all, you see. From the press. They’re just all over us. But not you,” she added quickly. “Just from all of that terrible business about Trent.”
 
“Trent?” Phyllida asked, glancing around the room.
 
It was as one would expect: clothing hung or strewn about, a dressing table filled with pots of stage makeup, lip and eye enhancements, nail varnish, perfumes, sparkly combs, jewelry, brushes, gloves, and more. There were clippings from newspapers, two vases with flowers in varying stages of droop, cards from admirers, and a photograph of a handsome man stuck in the edge of the mirror.
 
There was a clothing rack filled with the long, flowing Renaissance-style gowns of the Romeo and Juliet period. Veils and belts, sparkling in a way they hadn’t done in sixteenth-century Verona, hung over hangers.
 
“Trent Orkney. One of my costars,” said the young woman, trying—and failing—to look modest as she continued, “I’m Juliet, you see.”
 
Phyllida managed to dig into the recesses of her excellent memory to retrieve the name she’d seen on the marquee. “Of course I recognized you, Miss Putnam-Percy,” she said smoothly. “In fact, you were one of the specific persons with whom I had hoped to speak for my story. But if this is a difficult time, I can—”
 
“Oh, no, no, of course not,” replied Marilee Putnam-Percy quickly. “Only, it’s terrible what happened to Trent . . . just terrible!” She easily summoned up more tears, blinking rapidly as she fluttered glistening lashes (false ones and coated with mascara) at Phyllida. But Miss Putnam-Percy had perhaps missed a trick, for if she truly had been sobbing before now, there should be smudges below her eyes. Her red-rimmed eyes could have been manufactured—as Phyllida well knew.
 
“He was such a nice fellow, and always so kind . . . I simply can’t imagine who would have wanted to bash in his head. And now there’s b-blood all over my marks . . . only, I’m never going to be able to do the balcony scene again without remembering poor, dear Trent!” Miss Putnam-Percy shuddered quite believably. She was, after all, an actress.
 
And Phyllida had been incorrect—at least in this case—when she had informed Inspector Wellbourne that a guileless, naive, ingenuous (and younger) person must be cast as Juliet. For, whilst there was a rosy-cheeked, soft element to the woman’s demeanor, there was plenty of craft in her eyes and motive in her actions.
 
“What happened to Trent?”
 
“Oh . . .” Miss Putnam-Percy’s eyes went wide. They were a startling green of the sort of hue one only found in gemstones. With her long, honey-colored hair and perfect pink lip color, Marilee Putnam-Percy would certainly capture attention onstage. “Why someone coshed him on the head! Right on stage. Right on my balcony!” More tears, right on cue. “And now the show will be canceled for—well, for I don’t know how long, but surely not very long.
 
“We were only in our second week’s run, you know, and—have you read the reviews? Why, the Times simply raved about my Juliet. ‘Winsome and ethereal, Putnam-Percy’s Juliet is one for the ages,’ they said!” Her eyes gleamed with joy. “It was actually Abernathy Vane who wrote that. I couldn’t believe it when I saw it, right there in print! Abernathy Vane! Can you imagine? Normally he only slathers on about Fanny Wellington and that Jessica Tandy. And, lately, he’s been simply drooling over that Daphne person. But he loves my Juliet!”
 
Clearly, Phyllida should know who this Mr. Vane was—obviously a critic of some sort. But, unsurprisingly, she didn’t feel the least bit left out due to her ignorance. She wasn’t all that fond of the press herself.
 
“Are you saying someone murdered Trent . . . what was his name?” Phyllida had her notebook poised as if to take notes. “Please tell me about him.”
 
When Miss Putnam-Percy saw the direction of their conversation, her face fell. But she dutifully dredged up more tears. “Orkney. Trent Orkney. He was a wonderful Benvolio . . . and such a lovely man. Do you know, I thought he should have been cast as my Romeo. We would have looked so well together onstage. Both of us light, and he’s—was—taller than me, you see. And so very handsome. Or . . . he was.” Her expression wavered as the reality settled in that Trent Orkney’s skull had been smashed.
 
Nonetheless, Miss Putnam-Percy recovered quickly. “He’s the nephew of the Satterwaits, did you know? The Satterwaits. Why, he kept that under his hat until we did our first read-through! Can you imagine?” She remembered herself and dabbed at her eyes.
 
Ah, there was the mascara smudge.
 
“The Satterwaits?”
 
Miss Putnam-Percy nodded vigorously. “Everyone knows the Satterwaits. The King and Queen of the West End! If you get directed by Hugh Satterwait, only, you’ve got your career made. Why, if Trent had even breathed a hint of his relationship with them, he’d have been Romeo, I’m certain of it. Even Lawrence would have had to agree. Lawrence Nesmith—he’s the stage manager, you know. The one who was yelling at you? Very talented and organized, but ever so nervy.”
 
“Do you have any idea who would do such a thing to Trent Orkney?”
 
The very last bit of guilelessness fled from Miss Putnam-Percy’s expression. “If you ask me, it was Vic London.” She leaned forward, her eyes glittering with something like malice. “Why, everyone knew they didn’t get on at all.”
 
“Vic London. Is he in the cast?”
 
“He’s George’s understudy. For Romeo, of course.”
 
“They—Trent and Vic London—didn’t get on. Do you know why?” asked Phyllida.
 
“I’m sure it had to do with a woman. Doesn’t it always?” Miss Putnam-Percy flung her hair back over a shoulder and gave Phyllida a glance as if to assess whether she had ever been the cause of a to-do between two men.
 
Phyllida suppressed a smile. Of course she had. “Is there anyone else who might have wanted Mr. Orkney out of the way?”
 
The actress stilled for a moment, deliberately setting her expression in what she clearly thought of as “pensive, tortured, and yet beautiful,” then shook her head. “Not that I can think of . . . what did you say was your name?”
 
“Penelope Bright.” Until that moment, Phyllida hadn’t decided whether to use her real name during this undercover investigation. She’d wavered but ultimately decided it was best to nearly be herself, especially since there was the very good chance she’d encounter Inspector Wellbourne again, and she didn’t want to have to explain to a Scotland Yard investigator why she was using a different name. “You can call me Penny.”
 
“Penny . . . Penny Bright,” said Miss Putnam-Percy with sudden understanding. “Why, that would be an excellent character’s name, wouldn’t it? In a play? I should tell Ned about it. He’s always looking for new ideas for a play. And your hair is simply perfect for your name, isn’t it? My hair could be that color, too . . . maybe you could tell me who did it?” Her expression turned calculating, as if already picturing herself onstage as “Penny Bright.”
 
Phyllida made a noncommittal sound, then once again redirected the conversation. “You say Mr. Orkney was found dead—on the stage. This wasn’t during a rehearsal?”
 
“No, of course not. We don’t rehearse now that the show is up. Call isn’t even until half five on performance days, of course,” Miss Putnam-Percy told her. “I—I think he was discovered earlier today. This morning? Or perhaps early afternoon. I didn’t find out about it until I arrived for call. I’m always here exactly at five forty. Hair and makeup like me to arrive earlier, but, really, there’s simply no reason I should have to sit around for hours all made up, is there?” She gestured to the pots and greasepaint-streaked sponges on her table.
 
Phyllida made another noncommittal sound, for she was thinking about the timing of it all. She had arrived at the theater the first time in the early afternoon, around two o’clock. So the body would have been discovered most likely within an hour before—allowing time for the dramatics of what to do next, telephoning Melissa Satterwait or her husband, and then the decision to contact Agatha (or perhaps Agatha had been with them at another production meeting), and finally to summon Phyllida to the scene.
 
That meant whoever killed Trent Orkney most likely had to have done so sometime between eleven and one. The actor couldn’t have been dead for very long, considering that the blood hadn’t been fully dry by the time she arrived at two o’clock. Perhaps closer to noon. It was too bad Dr. Bhatt wasn’t here to ask about such things.
 
“Why would Trent Orkney have been here so much earlier than call time?” she said aloud.
 
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” replied Miss Putnam-Percy. Her tone indicated she was nearing the end of her patience for discussing someone other than herself.
 
“What a tragedy,” Phyllida said. “But enough about Mr. Orkney. . . let’s talk about you, Miss Putnam-Percy.”
 
The young woman’s expression turned from the sharpness of irritation to one that resembled a preening peacock. “Of course, I’m always happy to speak to a reporter.”
 
But before Phyllida could speak, someone knocked on the dressing room door. A moue of distaste crossed Miss Putnam-Percy’s face, but she rose to answer it.
 
“Yes—oh, hello, darling,” she said, her voice changing abruptly into a sort of coo.
 
“Darling! Are you all right?” said a deep voice. “I’ve only just heard!”
 
A man—and the first word that came to Phyllida’s mind was “suave”—surged into the room and swept Miss Putnam-Percy into his arms. Phyllida recognized him as the man from the photograph stuck to the dressing table mirror.
 
The couple began to exchange kisses and assurances to the other that they were fine, and it was ghastly, and terrible, and the show was canceled....
 
And so Phyllida took the opportunity to slip away.
 
She had learned all she could from Miss Putnam-Percy. Now she needed to find out who could have been at the theater at noon today.

 



CHAPTER 5
 
PHYLLIDA HURRIED DOWN THE CORRIDOR TOWARD THE LARGE, DARK space opposite the back entrance of the theater. One other dressing room door was open, but she forewent stopping to speak to whoever was inside in favor of going back to the crime scene onstage and potentially meeting anyone else who might have been at the theater early.
 
As expected, where the corridor ended, Phyllida found herself in a very large, high-ceilinged space that encompassed the wings and backstage area, behind the performing stage. It was dimly lit for obvious reasons, although there was a light on the stage manager’s desk and other freestanding lamps near the props table as well as sconces on the walls. The place smelled faintly of greasepaint, tobacco, and wood smoke.
 
“Who are you?” said a man, suddenly appearing in front of her from behind a swath of stage curtains. He had several items of clothing slung over an arm, a boa and a measuring tape flung loosely around his neck, and he was carrying a pincushion studded with threaded needles. The handles from a pair of shiny scissors projected from his coat pocket. They might well have been used to snip a thread or to keep his pencil-thin mustache in shape.
 
“I’ve just come from Miss Putnam-Percy’s dressing room,” Phyllida said brightly, then immediately dimmed. “I’ve only just heard about what happened to poor Trent! How absolutely ghastly!”
 
He stopped, his eyes darting about as if to see whether anyone was listening, then settling back on her with a gleam in them. “It’s terrible. Absolutely terrible. It was Joe who found him. I can’t even imagine what it must have been like!” He clapped the hand holding the tomato-shaped pincushion to his chest.
 
“I heard his head was bashed in,” Phyllida said, leaning closer and speaking lower in a voice that nonetheless was as filled with morbid excitement as his. She was quite as adept at playing a role as Miss Putnam-Percy. “Who could have done something like that?”
 
“Oh, I have my ideas,” he said, his eyes gleaming. “Trent Orkney made a lot of men very angry.”
 
“Husbands, you mean?” Phyllida said in a hushed voice.
 
He lifted his brows, a malicious smile curving his thin lips. “Oh, and then some.”
 
“But whoever it was had to have been here . . . I mean to say, they had to get inside the theater,” Phyllida said. “Surely it wasn’t someone . . . from the show.” Her voice was breathy and expectant as she looked at him hopefully.
 
“Of course not,” he said, recoiling a little. “I mean to say, he upset people, but no one here would stoop to killing him over it.
 
“No, it was a person who came in from off the street. A tramp or something. It had to be. I tell you, no one here . . .” He shook his head, and for the first time the gruesome pleasure over someone else’s misfortune ebbed from his demeanor. And, quite possibly, was replaced by the realization that he didn’t want to be working with a killer.
 
“Do you mean to say that anyone could have walked right in here and coshed him on the head—right there onstage?” Phyllida knew firsthand how simple it had been to gain access to the theater—and that was after someone had been murdered. If there was any time the building’s security should have been fortified, it should have been now.
 
“I don’t know. All I know is that I didn’t get here until half three, and I found all of this.” He gestured to the area at large, the clothes hanging over his arm swaying dangerously.
 
Then he stopped suddenly, his voice changing. “Wait a minute. Wait one minute.” He jabbed a finger in her general direction.
 
Phyllida stiffened, prepared to make a hasty exit, but before she could slip away, he said, “He was meeting someone.”
 
She turned back. “Trent was meeting someone?”
 
“That’s right. I remember now—I was fixing the hem of his tunic. It was after the show last night—I prefer to pin up or baste any repairs before the actors leave for the evening, because most usually they aren’t on time for call and then everything gets pushed back and I have to run about like a headless chicken with Lawrence and Joe breathing down my neck. Marilee is the worst of the lot. Do you know, she never arrives before six o’clock and call is at half five! I don’t care if she’s Juliet or Gertie Lawrence or the Bard himself—she ought to be considerate of others and get here on time!”
 
“Perhaps a person could simply change the call time to five and then she’d arrive at half five and be on time then?” Phyllida suggested. “Now, what were you saying about Trent? You were pinning up his hem last night and he was going to meet someone?”
 
“No, no, no . . . He wasn’t going to meet someone last night. He was meeting someone today. How could I have forgotten that! Well, who would have remembered, with all the excitement?” His eyes gleamed again.
 
“Quite,” said Phyllida, wishing the costumer would get to the details. “Did he say who he was meeting?”
 
“I do remember him telling me to get on with it so he could leave. Rather rudely, if you ask me. It’s not as if I’m his valet. Why, without me, Trent Orkney and the rest of them would be prancing about onstage naked. Or at least, in vastly inferior costuming. Have you seen what they’ve been doing for Cavalcade at the Coliseum? Absolutely ghastly.
 
“Anyhow, Trent was grousing about how he didn’t want a late night because he had to be back here at noon looking his best, and could I get on with it. I’m certain that’s what he said.”
 
“He didn’t sound pleased about meeting that person, then?” she asked.
 
“He was certainly complaining, but I don’t know whether it was because of the meeting or because he wanted me to let him leave.” Suddenly, he looked at Phyllida. “What did you say was your name?”
 
She smiled cheerily and brandished her notepad. “Penny Bright. I’m with the Illustrated London News. I was hoping to find Vic London and George Hadley, as I’m doing a feature story on rising star actors in the West End.”
 
“You’re a reporter?” His pencil mustache went ruler straight.
 
“I’m not here about poor Mr. Orkney,” she said with uncharacteristic earnestness and the type of wide, ingenuous eyes she hadn’t lowered herself to employ for well over a decade. “I’m here about actors trying to succeed on stage with the cinema growing in popularity. Do you know where Mr. Hadley or Mr. London are?”
 
“Well, I don’t think—”
 
“Mrs. Bright.”
 
The thunderous voice caught Phyllida by surprise. Drat it! She hated being taken unawares.
 
With a sigh, she turned to see Inspector Wellbourne, wearing an expression to match his tone, stalking toward her.
 
“Good afternoon, Inspector,” she said smoothly. “Or is it evening by now?”
 
“Mrs. Bright, I thought I made it clear that you were not to be snooping around my murder investigation.” His eyes, a light bluish gray, snapped with fury.
 
“You made it perfectly clear,” she told him. “And I’m certainly not snooping about. I’m writing a feature story for the Illustrated London News, and I’m speaking to some of the actors and actresses here at the Belmont Theater.”
 
“If you think I’m going to believe that pot of malarkey, you’re—”
 
“Feel free to ring up Hubert Foy at the Illustrated, Inspector. He will be happy to allay any of your concerns and to verify my status. I wish you the best of luck with your investigation.” Pleased with the effectiveness of Mrs. Satterwait’s foresight, she darted away before he could attempt to stop her.
 
She felt those silvery eyes boring into the back of her head as she hurried down the corridor toward the back door. But she wasn’t quite ready to completely make her exit.
 
The costumer—whose name, regretfully, she had not obtained—had given her a lead to follow up on.
 
It wasn’t difficult to discover which dressing room had been assigned to Trent Orkney. Phyllida only had to poke around two ajar doors to determine which was his—the one with his own photograph tacked to the mirror and another, dutifully she thought, of Josephine.
 
Phyllida knew it was only barely possible she’d beaten Inspector Wellbourne to searching the victim’s room, but she was also optimistic there would still be something to find. By all indication, the costumer had not yet told the detective about Trent Orkney’s plan to meet someone today at noon, for he had appeared to only just have remembered about it whilst talking to her, and so perhaps Wellbourne and his staff had not seen any urgency in examining the victim’s room.
 
Trent’s dressing room was smaller than Miss Putnam-Percy’s, and there were far fewer bottles and pots of facial enhancements on the counter in front of his mirror, with the only jewelry being a few sets of cuff links. All of the clothing was neatly hung, shoes were lined up like soldiers, and the dressing table was ruthlessly organized. There was a silver cigarette case leaning against the mirror like a picture frame. Inside were three gaspers and a matchbook for the Caravan.
 
“ ‘London’s Greatest Bohemian Rendezvous’? ‘All Night Gaiety’?” she murmured, reading the matchbook. A club, perhaps, or some other establishment. Without a bit of hesitation or guilt, she tucked the matchbook into her bag.
 
Clicking her tongue with interest at the painful neatness—which suggested that Wellbourne had not yet been in here—Phyllida closed the door behind her and began a quick but thorough search. She was hoping to finish before the inspector made his appearance. It would be a bit more difficult to explain away her presence if there wasn’t an actor about to be interviewed.
 
She started with the trash bin, of course. Although she was properly wearing gloves, she used a clean handkerchief from her pocketbook to protect them as she sifted through discarded tissues thick with brown greasepaint and rosy blush. She found the remains of several roses, all red ones, in various stages of deterioration. They were obviously not from a single bouquet, but it seemed clear they were individual offerings from the same person over a span of days—for each was tied with a pale blue grosgrain ribbon trimmed with silvery thread in a neat backstitch. From an admirer—Josephine Newby, perhaps.
 
Or perhaps someone else. The costumer’s remark about Trent infuriating a number of men came back to Phyllida, along with the thrilled gleam in his eye when she mentioned husbands. She removed the ribbon from one of the roses and tucked it into her bag with the matchbook.
 
Then, she examined the dressing table and looked around the rest of the room, frowning. Where was yesterday’s rose? There had been a performance last night. But the only flowers were a bouquet of fragrant lilies and pink roses, still fresh and perky, and with no blue grosgrain ribbon.
 
Returning her attention to the trash bin, she found a coat claim check ticket from the Savoy, which Phyllida knew was frequented by many in the theater business, usually late at night after the shows ended. There was a gift card that had probably come with the lilies and roses—“Love you! Josie”—from Miss Newby.
 
There was nothing else of obvious interest in the trash, and she poked around a little more, one ear cocked for the sound of Inspector Wellbourne approaching. She didn’t expect he would be the quiet sort.
 
Phyllida was just about to make her exit when she found it.
 
A scrap of paper that had fallen behind the dressing table mirror. If she hadn’t been so thorough, she wouldn’t have seen it. It was highly suspect whether Scotland Yard would have been thorough enough to find it.
 
It was obviously from a note, and the size of the scrap suggested that the original page had been torn into many pieces.
 
In Phyllida’s experience, a person tore notes into such small pieces when they were either very angry about its contents, or when they wanted to make certain no one could read it. Sometimes they even burnt or ate the paper, as she was wont to know.
 
But in this case, it seemed Trent Orkney had settled for rending it into small bits. One of those bits had fallen into Phyllida’s hands, and now she looked at it closely.
 
It was of fine card stock, slightly off-white. The handwriting seemed masculine, but one couldn’t be certain without a larger sample. There were only two words that she could discern: need you.
 
Need you—who?—to do what?
 
Humming to herself, Phyllida hesitated, then decided to leave the scrap for Inspector Wellbourne. She didn’t return it to where she’d found it; instead, she allowed it to flutter to the floor behind the trash bin where surely it would be discovered.
 
And then, deciding she’d tested fate long enough (for today at least), she made her exit from the dressing room as well as the Belmont Theater.
 
She was just slipping out the back door when she heard someone calling after her.
 
But she ignored them and went on.
 
There was dinner to see to at Gantry House.
 
 

 
 
It was a good thing she’d come back when she had, Phyllida thought to herself moments after she returned via a taxicab and discovered the problem in the kitchen.
 
Monsieur Chardonnay was beside himself, his vocalizations reaching Phyllida’s ears as soon as she stepped over the threshold from the back door.
 
“No, and no, and no, I say!” cried the chef. “The corners—they are not square! The angles—they are not uniform—look at this! Do you not see? Do you not have the eyes? These toasts are not fit to be served with my asparagus hollandaise! They are not fit for any plate on any table!”
 
Gritting her teeth, Phyllida sailed into the kitchen in time to see Monsieur Chardonnay transferring his attention from a downcast Opal, whose shoulders twitched with suppressed sobs, to Molly, who was standing over a large metal bowl next to a pile of eggshells. A small pan of melted butter sat next to her, along with several juiced lemon halves.
 
“And this! This! You call this the hollandaise? No and no! Did I not tell you that you must woo the eggs and the butter with the lemon? That you must mingle them so very gently? You do not beat them as with a stick!”
 
Phyllida had encountered many cooks and chefs over the years. Most of them were exacting, tense, and often loud—and some of them were even superior cooks. She understood that there was enormous pressure on a person who managed a kitchen to pull all of the many elements of a meal together, coordinated and on time. She comprehended the difficulty of such an undertaking with so many varied tasks and parts. Therefore she sympathized with high levels of stress . . . to a point.
 
However, as one who did not raise her voice regardless of how much a bumbler some member of her staff might be, Phyllida knew that it was far easier to collect bees—and loyal, hardworking maids—with honey than with fire. Fire and smoke only served to chase the bees away.
 
“Monsieur Chardonnay,” she said in a calm voice that yet carried over his rantings. “What seems to be the problem?”
 
“Why—they are the most imbec—”
 
“They are kitchen maids,” she snapped before he could finish the word. She also did not call people imbeciles or oafs or stupid—at least, not aloud, and certainly not within their hearing. “They are not esteemed French cooks. One must have some patience, Monsieur Chef.”
 
She wandered over to where Opal had been cutting crusts off slices of toast, and then cutting each piece into two triangles. And the triangles, although certainly not identical, were very close to perfect. “These will do, Monsieur Chef.”
 
He opened his mouth to speak, his mustache bristling and rippling so wildly it seemed about to take flight. His hazel-green eyes blazed, but Phyllida simply smiled at him. “They will do if you wish to retain Opal and Molly as your assistants. Otherwise, I have plenty of other tasks to which I can assign them . . . outside of your kitchen.”
 
This was not an empty threat, nor did Phyllida believe the chef would throw up his hands and quit (which would have actually made her life far easier). Monsieur Chardonnay wasn’t going anywhere, and therefore he would learn to control his temperament.
 
Thus, she had him in a bit of a pickle—the pun very much intended, and her mouth even twitched at the thought. “Now, as for the hollandaise . . . perhaps you might demonstrate to Molly how you would like the egg yolks and lemon juice and melted butter mingled, as you put it . . . as I say, she is not a French cook and you certainly have the training and the talent.” Phyllida smiled, but left a bit of an edge in her expression.
 
Monsieur Chardonnay might be used to having tantrums and frightening the life out of kitchen maids and housekeepers, but she was having none of it.
 
“Will you proceed, monsieur?” she said when he did nothing but glare at her.
 
His response was to turn abruptly, presenting his back to her as he took up his position at the stove.
 
She took that as an affirmative. With a glance at the maids—Opal, who was openmouthed with tear-streaked cheeks, and Molly, who wore a smirk—she gave them a nod to continue their work. It took a heroic effort to keep her expression blank, but she managed it.
 
“I’ll take dinner in my office tonight, Molly,” she said, looking forward to some moments of quiet to herself. She had much to think about.
 
Elton caught her in the hallway between the front parlor and sitting room and her office. “Mrs. Bright.”
 
“Yes?”
 
“This message came for you, ma’am,” he said, offering her a small, folded paper of high-quality stationery.
 
She noticed the way his attention skipped down over her legs and resisted the urge to sigh. They were extremely fine gams for a woman of her age—objectively speaking, there was no doubt about it; her ankles were very well-turned—but he really ought to learn to be less obvious about ogling them.
 
“Elton,” she said sharply.
 
His eyes snapped up to her face and she saw that his fine, chiseled, and far too youthful cheeks had turned a bit ruddy. “Yes, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“Much better,” she replied pointedly.
 
The ruddiness on his face bloomed to a full dark pink. “Yes, ma’am.” He barely caught himself from saluting.
 
She opened the folded note, which had not been sealed.
 

Phyllida, please join us at the Savoy tonight after 11. It will be to our mutual benefit, I’m certain. An escort would be in order as well.—Melissa S.


 
“Mrs. Bright? Is everything all right? Is there anything I can do, ma’am?”
 
She realized too late the frustration and dismay that must have played over her face.
 
The Savoy?
 
An escort?
 
She looked at Elton with mild suspicion. Had he peeked at the note? Did he somehow fancy himself a possible escort for her this evening?
 
“Not at all,” she replied. “Thank you very much for delivering this. Do you know how it came, and when it arrived?”
 
“I answered the door, ma’am, and it was delivered by a courier boy on a bicycle. He didn’t stay for a response. It was at half past four, ma’am. I noted the time specially, as I knew you would want to know.” He looked very proud of himself.
 
He really was a handsome and very agreeable young man. Far too young for Phyllida, but certainly easy on the eyes.
 
“Thank you, Elton.”
 
She was just about to go into the housekeeper’s office when the front door opened. Agatha and Mr. Max swept in.
 
“Phyllida! I’m ever so glad you’re here,” said Agatha as Elton hurried forward to take her coat and hat. She was a tall, sturdy woman just over forty with eyes that often twinkled with humor and delight . . . and just as often went glassy as her thoughts descended into plot twists, characterizations, and murder plans.
 
“Phyllida, I do hope London is treating you well—and that bloke in the kitchen, too?” said Mr. Max cheerily as he handed his hat to Elton. Slightly shorter than his wife—and so many years younger she nearly refused to marry him—the archaeologist had a pair of charming dimples that accompanied his ready smile.
 
“Quite so,” Phyllida replied. One of the reasons she enjoyed working as housekeeper to the Mallowans was because of the easygoing, intelligent Mr. Max—and the fact that Agatha was very happy with him. Her marriage to Archie Christie had ended with great difficulty and emotion. “The chef was rather disappointed to learn you didn’t require three bottles of wine for dinner,” she said with a grin.
 
Mr. Max laughed. “No, indeed. I’m just as happy with a beer. Understand from Agatha you’ve found a murder to investigate, too?” he went on. “Ought to put someone like you in one of her books,” he said, giving his wife an indulgent smile. “The housekeeper extraordinaire who has many hidden talents and always catches the killer, even while getting everything done in the household.”
 
“Why, Max, that’s a stupendous idea,” said Agatha, coming to stand next to him. “She’d be the sort of person Jane would appreciate—and utilize, I think, to do the active things, you see, that she can’t quite manage,” she went on, referring to Miss Jane Marple, who was a rather elderly lady who nonetheless was a brilliant detective. “She’d be the sort of person who is simply competent everywhere and in everything. Completely like you, Phyllie. I mean to say, you can run a household, pick a lock, shoot a gun, plan—and attend—a gala, add up a whole list of figures in your head, and catch a killer!”
 
“Mrs. Agatha,” Phyllida said, feeling her own cheeks warm a little. As was her habit, she referred to her friend so formally because they were not in private. “I’m only a housekeeper.”
 
At the moment, anyhow.
 
“Pish! Don’t be silly, Phyllida. Only a housekeeper. That’s ridiculous.” Agatha waved her off. “Oh, and I’ve the perfect name for the character—I’ve just run across it today and I wanted to use it for someone special. Eyelesbarrow. Doesn’t it just scream of efficiency? And propriety? And yet she certainly would have a sense of humor. You can just imagine it, gleaming in her eyes! Miss Eyelesbarrow. Phyllida Eyelesbarrow, a—a chemistry or a mathematics scholar!”
 
“A scholar?” said Mr. Max, laughing heartily as he lit his pipe. “She’d be poor as a church mouse, then, wouldn’t she?”
 
Agatha’s sharp gaze had faded. Phyllida recognized that look—her friend and employer’s brain had gone off on the steam train of a book idea. Without speaking, she reached into a drawer of the hall table and withdrew a notebook and pencil, then handed them to Agatha.
 
“And that is precisely why she goes on adventures and takes on projects, Max! She wants to make money, and she’s smart as a whip. So . . . ah! She makes herself indispensable to the households who hire her—but she never stays very long. She doesn’t want to get bored, you see. She could have quite a career, solving problems—and an occasional murder, of course. Jane would simply adore her. Her very own Phyllida!”
 
By now Phyllida was laughing in a mixture of horror and humor. “Good heavens, don’t name her after me. Why not something more like Fanny or Lucy?” She noticed a spent flower on the tiny potted rosebush and pulled out her scissors to snip it off, followed by two drying leaves, then tucked all of it in her pocket.
 
“Let me write that all down before I forget . . .” Agatha scrawled rapidly in the notebook, murmuring to herself, as Mr. Max stood on and watched with that indulgent look.
 
Elton, for his part, was watching the exchange in utter fascination and—Phyllida feared—a growing and misplaced admiration for herself. He’d likely never seen her laugh or even smile with such ease.
 
“Speaking of murders,” Phyllida said after a moment, when it seemed Agatha had finished her thoughts, “I’ve just received this from Mrs. Satterwait. I’m not quite certain how to respond.” She handed the note to Mr. Max simply because Agatha was still looking a bit glassy-eyed even though she was closing up the notebook.
 
Mr. Max took the note and read it. “You’ll take Josh of course,” he said as he handed the note to Agatha—and as if everything had been settled . . . which was precisely the opposite of what Phyllida had hoped.
 
“Oh, Phyllie, the Savoy! Of course you must go. Don’t think of it for a minute! And, yes, you must take dear Joshua. Melissa is quite right—you do need an escort.” Agatha’s eyes danced, back to their normal state as Phyllida stood there, very nearly openmouthed with shock. “And I must say, I’d far rather it be you than I being summoned by the Satterwaits. I do hate crowds. And people. And being out so late at night.”
 
Phyllida finally found her tongue. “Oh, I don’t know, Mrs. Agatha. Surely I’m needed here—”
 
“Nonsense. Melissa needs you—she was very close to Trent, you know, such a lovely man. I’d met him once or twice. And besides, you can consider it a favor for me as well. I do want to stay on their good side, you know. The Satterwaits. They really do seem serious about Wasp’s Nest, and it would be just splendid to see Poirot on the stage again!”
 
With that Phyllida’s last objection ebbed. She wanted to see Poirot on the stage again (not that she had actually seen him in Alibi or Black Coffee because until now, she’d avoided London), and Agatha had been a very good friend to her over the years.
 
“If you’re certain,” Phyllida said.
 
“You’ll have plenty of time to eat dinner and get ready. And do take Joshua with you, dear. He’ll be a fine escort,” Agatha told her. There was a twinkle in her eyes that made Phyllida suspicious. She noticed Elton suddenly stood even more upright.
 
“You’re certain you won’t need the Daimler tonight?” Phyllida asked. She didn’t really need an escort. And she certainly didn’t need Joshua Bradford nattering on in her ear all evening. Besides, surely he didn’t have anything suitable to wear.
 
If she was going to the Savoy, she most certainly wasn’t going to be escorted by a man who couldn’t find a hat or coat when he needed one. And who had no idea how to comb his hair. And who surely didn’t own a pair of evening gloves . . .
 
“Not at all,” said Agatha. “I’ve got to get another chapter done on this beastly book—that horrible Lord Edgware is about to be offed in a most diabolical way, and I think tonight will be the night when the deed is done. Oh, and did I tell you that Lady Edgware is staying at the Savoy?—so take in all the details in case I need them for the story. I haven’t been there recently.” She smiled. “Max has agreed to content himself sitting in the study and smoking his pipe whilst poring over his maps for the autumn’s dig.”
 
Phyllida’s reluctance must have shown on her face, for Agatha paused and took a close look at her. With a meaningful glance at Mr. Max, Agatha took Phyllida by the hand and drew her away, down the hall and into the housekeeper’s office.
 
Agatha closed the door behind them. “I know you’re worried, Phyllie, but I truly don’t believe there’s any risk. I’ve done some digging, you see, and that Inspector Sedwick is no longer at Scotland Yard. He died in a motor crash back in ’28.”
 
Phyllida felt the tension drain from her shoulders. If that was true . . . that certainly put a different spin on things. “You did some digging, did you?” she said, fighting a smile.
 
“Well, I might not be able to solve a murder, but I surely know how to poke my nose into things. I call it research, of course.
 
“Besides, you let on to a person you’re a murder writer, and they can’t tell you enough of whatever it is you want to know. And then some.” Agatha squeezed her hand. “I wanted to be certain, so I spoke to two different people. He’s gone, my friend. There’s no more cause for worry.”
 
“And there’s no one else . . . working the . . . case?”
 
“It doesn’t appear to be so. I couldn’t exactly poke through the files myself—I’d have taken it if I could have found it!—but the poor inspector who took over for Sedwick is so busy he’s barely treading water. I don’t suppose he’s got any time to look at a case from over seven years ago, anyhow. And there’s no one to connect you with what happened to James . . . except for his—er—friends.” Agatha looked at her meaningfully.
 
“That we know of,” Phyllida replied.
 
Still, knowing that Sedwick was gone lifted a weight from her shoulders. He was the only one who might have put the pieces together.
 
Now she only had to avoid James’s cronies. But surely none of the likes of them would be at a place like the Savoy.
 
“Feel better, then?” Agatha said, reading her expression. “You ought to have a nice night out, Phyllida. You like those sorts of things far better than I.”
 
Phyllida nodded. It was true. Or, at least, it had been . . . once upon a time.
 
Then, after a hesitation, she said, “Two deaths in two days, and both related to the Satterwaits.” She looked at Agatha, for the moment declining to mention the alliteration element.
 
Her friend sighed. “It does seem rather . . . coincidental. And yet, there was no indication Mr. Allston’s death was anything other than natural.”
 
“So far,” Phyllida said.
 
Agatha’s lips twitched. “You are a cynic, aren’t you? But then, so am I. I do hope it turns out not to have anything to do with Melissa and Hugh . . . but if it does, of course you must do what you must do. Someone else can direct Poirot.”
 
Phyllida nodded, satisfied and relieved. She certainly didn’t want to be the cause of Wasp’s Nest not being produced. It was a clever story of Agatha’s; one in which Poirot actually prevented a murderer from pulling off a horrible death. “Very well. Off I go to the Savoy. I certainly hope I can find something suitable to wear.”
 
“I have all the confidence in you,” said Agatha. “Besides, it’s a theater crowd. They’re not nearly as stuffy as the gentry, you know. Gloves and ties are optional with that crowd—half of them are coming from their shows. Oh, and I’ll let Joshua know to be ready by half ten.”
 
Phyllida grimaced. “I’m not certain whether to thank you or plead with you not to.”
 
Agatha laughed delightedly. “Give the man a chance, Phyllie,” and swept from the room.
 
She probably didn’t hear Phyllida’s very unladylike snort.
 
 

 
 
Phyllida expected to be met with something like “The Savoy, is it then, Mrs. Bright?” or “Expecting another murder, are we, then, Inspector Bright?” from Bradford when she climbed into the Daimler much later that evening.
 
But he merely closed the motor’s passenger door behind her, having been holding it open for her arrival.
 
He might have glanced at her legs—after all, climbing into a motor required some deft maneuvering when in a light, flowy skirt and heels—but she wasn’t certain, and even if he had, she realized it didn’t irritate her like it did when Elton ogled.
 
The frock she was wearing tonight was one she’d packed back at Mallowan Hall on Agatha’s insistence. “If the show opens, you must come to the premier, Phyllida, and the after party,” she’d said. “You know how I hate those things. And Max isn’t much better, though he’s a jolly good sport.”
 
So Phyllida had packed it—a mid-calf-length, waistless, flowing frock in raspberry with large peach and pink flowers splashed over the gauzy fabric. The cap sleeves and double-ruffle, bias-cut hem fluttered daintily with every movement, looking like frilly lettuce edges.
 
Even though the frock was a bit too short to be perfectly in style—most evening dresses nowadays had hems that brushed the tops of the shoes—it certainly wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. Especially, as Agatha had pointed out, since it was a theater crowd.
 
Phyllida had succumbed to the siren call of scarlet, wrist-length evening gloves and dark red shoes with two-and-half-inch heels. In a moment of whimsy, she’d glued a smattering of ruby crystals over each strap and thought they looked very fine with the dress.
 
Phyllida’s hair, recently cut to just below her chin, hadn’t needed much styling for, as it turned out, it had a mind of its own and curled and whorled up into pretty little clusters just around her ears and nape with little work. She had tucked two sparkly hairpins into one side to keep the curls from falling into her face.
 
To her surprise and pleasure, Bradford was attired, if not formally, at least appropriately for the occasion. His hair—usually a wild mess of curls that tossed with every movement or breeze—had been tamed with some sort of pomade that made them tighter and more controlled, but not crispy or shiny as too much pomade often did. His face was freshly shaven and his square jaw appeared as soft to the touch as silk. He wore a dark coat and a shirt with a proper tie.
 
Phyllida had no idea where he’d obtained such articles of clothing, but she would die before mentioning it. He had not, however, opted for white evening gloves—which would have been a bit much, Phyllida thought—and instead wore his customary leather driving ones. And no hat or cap, of course, for an evening outing to the Savoy.
 
“What, no Myrtle tonight?” asked Phyllida.
 
He looked at her. “Do you think you are in need of a chaperone, Mrs. Bright?”
 
To her horror, Phyllida felt her face rush with heat. Why on earth would he have taken that meaning from her comment? “Certainly not, Mr. Bradford.”
 
“Well, that’s a comfort,” he replied mildly.
 
“And even if I did, Myrtle would not be my first choice,” she informed him.
 
She realized the motorcar was filled with unusual and pleasant scents: Phyllida recognized her own perfume—one that she rarely wore but that was a spicy rose fragrance she knew suited her personality—which wafted about, as well as Bradford’s pomade and whatever lotion he had used for an aftershave. She wondered whether Elton, as valet, had done the honors. It was a remarkably close shave.
 
“I suppose for tonight, at least, we ought to descend into the informality of addressing each other by our given names,” she said. “If you are agreeable to doing so.”
 
“Indeed,” he replied gravely, his attention focused strictly on the road and his driving maneuvers. “For tonight, at least, such informality can be excused.”
 
She gritted her teeth. She suspected he was teasing her, referring to the moment only a few short weeks ago when she’d been feeling very cross and had told him: “You might just as well call me Phyllida. Everyone else is doing so.”
 
This was after Elton’s own emotional outburst—to which Bradford had been privy—and after a murderer had nearly shot Phyllida, all the while referring to her tauntingly by her familiar name as well.
 
Of course, Bradford had not taken her up on her invitation, obviously realizing she had been speaking in a fit of pique. Phyllida was thankful for that, for it would have been rather uncomfortable if the maids had witnessed such familiarity.
 
And Phyllida wondered why on earth she was thinking about such mundane topics right now. The matter was a waste of her little gray cells.
 
The Savoy, which was located on the Strand, had famously been renovated from its Victorian origins to a more modern look, with all of the glitz and glamor of the art deco style. When Bradford eased the Daimler to a halt under the portico of the famous hotel, even Phyllida was impressed by the changes since she’d last been there.
 
The portico’s roof stretched between two parts of the building, creating a protective alcove in which the patrons could alight safely in any weather. The covering was fronted by a perfect expanse of stainless steel, smooth and gleaming like mercury in the lights. The five sans serif letters—S-A-V-O-Y—were fashioned of slender bluish-green neon lights and spread elegantly, almost negligently, across the steel frontage. The effect was one of taste, elegance, and extravagance.
 
Bradford readily turned the motor over to a waiting footman and met Phyllida on the passenger side.
 
This time he did look her over as her mid-calf-length frock flowed into place, but before she could say something prickly, he said, “You look quite all right for the Savoy, Mrs. Bright.”
 
And he offered her his arm.

 



CHAPTER 6
 
IT WAS A RARE OCCASION THAT PHYLLIDA FELT OUT OF SORTS OR DISQUIETED, but she couldn’t deny she battled both emotions as she slipped her gloved hand around Bradford’s forearm and allowed him to lead her through the double glassed doors into the hotel.
 
It was exactly ten minutes past eleven o’clock.
 
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out in such a place, and with a handsome man—and she couldn’t deny that Bradford was quite easy on the eyes. Especially dressed as he was in a coat that fit his broad shoulders as if it had been tailored for him (where on earth would a chauffeur get such a thing?) and his jaw so smooth. Even the scents that clung to him were pleasant and subtle.
 
“Where are we going, then, Mrs. Bright?” he murmured, leaning close enough that his chin brushed her ear.
 
“We are meeting the Satterwait party,” she replied, aware that her stomach had given a little, giddy flutter when the warmth of his breath touched her temple.
 
She did not like that. Not at all.
 
Men who proved distracting were, well, distracting from one’s purpose. And she certainly did not want to be distracted by the likes of Joshua Bradford. It would cause even more problems than Elton’s little infatuation did.
 
Yet, she found that although she could move farther away from his side . . . she didn’t. He had, after all, come in handy during her last three murder investigations—snide comments and poison pedantics aside—and she wasn’t certain what sort of situation she’d be walking into tonight.
 
One thing was sure—she didn’t have to worry about encountering Inspector Sedwick.
 
“Very well, then,” Bradford said in another too-close murmur.
 
A hotel concierge had approached them and Phyllida allowed her escort to be the one to inform him of their destination.
 
“Right, then, sir,” replied the concierge. “The Satterwait party is in the American Bar.” He gestured to the left through the lobby and gave them directions.
 
The floor was of black and white marble squares and the roof of the lobby was large and cavernous, decorated with intricate moldings on the high ceiling. A large black cat carved from what appeared to be a single piece of wood sat in a prominent location on a table in the center of the space. He was sleek and smooth and very nearly as stately as Phyllida’s Rye, who had been left back at Mallowan Hall. A plaque below the handsome wooden feline indicated his name was Kaspar.
 
“Apparently that is the hotel’s good luck charm,” said Bradford when she paused to look at it, surprising Phyllida yet again.
 
“Yes, he is. The Savoy won’t allow there to be thirteen people at a private dinner table, due to a strange happening—but how did you know that? Have you been here before?” she asked, looking up at him.
 
She knew that of course, but how did he?
 
Bradford lifted his brows and there might have been a glint of humor in his dark eyes. “One picks up things.” He removed his driving gloves and stuffed them into his coat pocket. “Kaspar, the wooden cat, sits in for a missing guest when there are only thirteen people at a table in a private room. Apparently, this is due to an incident many years ago. A chap—can’t recall his name—planned a dinner for fourteen people at the Savoy. One of the guests didn’t make it, but he held the dinner party anyhow—”
 
“Even though everyone knows that thirteen at dinner is a bad omen,” Phyllida interrupted. “And whoever gets up first is doomed. Several weeks later, the chap—as you call him; incidentally, his name was Woolf Joel and he was a diamond baron—was shot dead. He’d scoffed at the folkish superstition and had been the first to leave the table of thirteen.”
 
He gave her an enigmatic look. “I never thought of you as one for superstition, Mrs. Bright.”
 
She clamped her lips closed. Insufferable man.
 
The American Bar was a large room with mirrored walls and a curved counter behind which three men worked busily, mixing and pouring drinks. A reflective wall of glass shelves behind them offered a stunning array of bottles of spirits and wine. There was a white grand piano on a small dais in the center of the room and a man in a white coat with tails played a jaunty American tune. Tables crowded the space, most of them empty, and at least a dozen people were gathered in the corner, holding drinks and chattering.
 
Melissa Satterwait must have been watching for Phyllida, for she immediately extricated herself from the cluster of people and swept over to greet them. She wore a simple black frock that flowed over the tops of her shoes, with a decided lack of jewelry. Her attire seemed to suggest mourning, despite her presence at a social event.
 
“Phyllida! How good of you to come. Hugh and I are very grateful.” Although the words were gay, her expression was drawn. Grief limned her eyes, and the lines on her face seemed even more pronounced than when she’d visited Phyllida at Gantry House. “And who is this charming person?”
 
“Joshua Bradford, ma’am,” he replied with an easy grin that Phyllida had never seen before. To her further shock, it revealed that he possessed a dimple. His smile, and with it the dimple, disappeared as he took Mrs. Satterwait’s gloved hands in his larger ones. “Please accept my condolences for your loss.”
 
“Yes, thank you,” replied Mrs. Satterwait, the welcoming smile she’d mustered dimming. “I’m so glad you’ve come, Phyllida. I understand you’ve already been poking around—er, doing your interviews for the Illustrated London News?”
 
“Oh, yes, and that reminds me,” Phyllida said quickly as she caught a glimpse of Miss Putnam-Percy and her handsome fiancé. Behind them was Joseph Tulley, the assistant director for Doocey! at the Adelphi . . . and she also caught sight of the costumer at the Belmont, whose name she hadn’t learned. Several people she’d met, and many more she hadn’t. She included both Mrs. Satterwait and Bradford in her next sentence. “Tonight I’m known as Penelope Bright, er, for those purposes.”
 
She felt rather than heard Bradford’s reaction—a mild start of surprise followed by what quite possibly was a snort. In fact, she was quite certain he’d muttered “Penny Bright?” in that scoff-snort.
 
“Of course, darling,” said Mrs. Satterwait distractedly. “Now, I expect you’ll want to talk to everyone—that’s why I’ve invited you. This was meant to be a sort of wake for poor Archie, but we wanted to include Trent as well.” Her voice faltered. “And so they’re all here from the Belmont, too. We made certain to invite them, you see. Might just as well, since both theaters are dark tonight.”
 
Her expression tightened and she leaned closer to Phyllida. “One of them had to do it. I just know it. Charles,” she called, waving to one of the bartenders, “whatever these fine people want, if you please.”
 
Moments later, Phyllida had acquired a Gibson martini and the unflagging attention of Miss Putnam-Percy, who’d made a beeline for her side, nearly trampling Josephine Newby, the instant she saw her.
 
“Oh, Miss Bright, I’m so delighted to see you again! We didn’t get much of a chance to talk earlier. And this is my fiancé, Harold Fortenberry. He’s in banking.” She drew the handsome man forward, and Phyllida made appropriate noises and vague promises to finish their interview later.
 
“We don’t want to be interrupted, of course,” she said, determined to make her escape.
 
“Oh, n-no, of course not,” replied Miss Putnam-Percy hesitantly. “Perhaps tomorrow?”
 
“I shall do my very best,” replied Phyllida ambiguously. “Oh, and there—isn’t that Vic London?” She barely managed to pull the name of Romeo’s understudy from the depths of her memory—the man the costumer suggested had it in for Trent Orkney. “I do need to speak to him. If you’ll excuse me?”
 
Before Miss Putnam-Percy could interject, Phyllida slipped away, all without sloshing a drop of her martini. Unfortunately, she had no idea whether Vic London was in the vicinity; she merely wanted to extricate herself.
 
Bradford could follow her if he chose to, but, escort or no escort, she certainly didn’t need him to prop her up at all. In fact, she’d be more likely to make progress without him hovering. He’d been chatting with Charles the bartender as he mixed his drink—something dark that had been poured into a short glass over a large block of ice.
 
“I say, that was quite well done,” said a rumbling voice next to her.
 
Phyllida turned. “Mr. Satterwait. How good to see you again. Thank you so much for having me here tonight. I’m very sorry for your loss.” Her smile turned sad.
 
He inclined his head. Like his wife, he was dressed soberly and with no accessories except a single jet tack in the middle of his tie. “Thank you. Er, and I mean to say, your escape from Marilee—it was quite well done. She didn’t have a chance.”
 
“Oh, dear . . . was it that obvious?” she said, and gave a little laugh.
 
He shook his head and patted her on the arm. “Only to me because I’ve had to do the same.”
 
“I didn’t realize you knew Miss Putnam-Percy,” Phyllida commented, using the toothpick pierced with pearl onions to stir her martini.
 
“Oh, well, the theater world—as my wife is fond of saying—is rather incestuous. Everyone knows everyone, especially those who want to know everyone . . . if you take my meaning. Those who want to know everyone make certain to keep tabs on anyone who is anyone.”
 
Somehow, Phyllida followed the logic—and cynicism—of this speech. “Quite.” She took a sip of her drink, letting him speak.
 
“I remember when Trent was only just starting out,” Mr. Satterwait went on. “He read the newspaper every day—everything he could about the theater and who was in which show, and who was producing it, who wrote it, who was directing it . . . even the wardrobe mistresses and stage managers. He devoured Vane’s column, for he was determined to know everyone by name so that no matter whom he met, he would have something to converse with them about.”
 
He chuckled sadly, then shook his head. “And he wouldn’t let us help at all—although we did help,” he added with another quick smile. “We helped by telling him about people—who was honest and ethical—and giving him leads on what might be turning up, you see, and what sort a director was looking for, and so on because Melissa and I tended to know. We know everyone in the business.”
 
Phyllida nodded. “And then he landed this role in Romeo and Juliet and became engaged.”
 
He sighed. “Yes. We all thought it would lead to his big break. And now . . .” He looked off into the distance, his attention roaming over the people gathered in the bar. “Someone here had to do it, Mrs. Bright. Someone from the Belmont Theater. A person can’t just walk into a theater and cosh someone on the head! And that’s why Melissa and I wanted you here tonight. It has to be one of them.”
 
“Who had a reason for wanting him dead?” Phyllida asked.
 
He heaved a sigh and spread his hands, sloshing his own martini. “Don’t you think I’ve been going over it and over it in my mind? I just don’t know. Everyone seemed to like him. It wasn’t as if his role was big enough that someone offed him in order to play the likes of Benvolio. I mean to say, it’s a fine part, but it’s not big enough to—well, to do something like that. If someone wanted a meaningful role, they should have coshed Hadley on the head and taken over Romeo.”
 
“Are theatrical people truly that bloodthirsty?” Phyllida asked with great skepticism. “To kill for a mere part in a play? I mean to say, I know actors are competitive and could stoop to sabotaging competitors for the chance at a role . . . but to actually kill?”
 
His expression turned serious. “Yes, Mrs. Bright. In the name of fame and fortune? Oh, yes, they would. And it would behoove you not to forget it.”
 
She nodded. She was pleased to have her own opinion and experience confirmed so definitely. “Very well. I shall take you at your word . . . but in this case, it doesn’t seem that Trent would have been murdered for his part in Romeo and Juliet. He didn’t even have an understudy, did he? Can you think of some other reason? I understand he and Vic London didn’t get on . . .”
 
“London? I suppose there was that set-to a few months back, but I don’t think it was serious enough that London would do something like that. Tended to avoid the other after that.”
 
“Set-to?”
 
“Oh, I’m not even certain what it was about. I understand they had words—Trent and London—but I . . . well, now that I think of it, it might have had to do with a card game.”
 
“A card game?” Phyllida’s interest was piqued. “Was Trent a gambler?”
 
“No, no, I mean to say, way I heard it, they were at a club and playing cards one night and, well, you know how a chap can get when he’s been imbibing and things don’t go his way? There were words over whether one of them had overbid or trumped on the other’s ace or some such nonsense—ridiculous to take a thing like bridge so seriously you almost come to blows, if I do say so.”
 
“Do you know which club?” Phyllida asked, thinking of the matchbook she’d found in Trent Orkney’s cigarette case.
 
“Not sure I ever knew the name, but it’s in Soho. By the Prince’s Theater, I believe.”
 
“Can you think of any other reason someone might have wanted to do away with Trent, Mr. Satterwait?”
 
When he remained silent, she pressed further, asking the question she hadn’t asked his wife in front of Josephine Newby. “Jealousy, perhaps? It seems he was quite handsome, which would make him popular with the ladies. Both married and unmarried. . .”
 
Mr. Satterwait’s expression froze, and for a moment, Phyllida thought she might have overstepped—which was only to be expected during a murder investigation. But when he spoke, her concerns were alleviated. “He was a great charmer and an abject flirt, Mrs. Bright. I won’t lie to you. And . . . I think he broke many hearts. But he wasn’t malicious about it, you see. He was just—just a young boy at heart who enjoyed the attention.
 
“I don’t know of anyone in particular whom he left angry enough to want to kill. The . . . er . . . theatrical world tends to be less . . . shall we say, straight-laced?—than the rest of society. More broad-minded—at least some of us, anyhow. It’s that incestuousness, you see,” he added with a wry smile. “Not literally of course, but you do see what I mean.”
 
“Quite,” Phyllida replied. It was time to move on. She’d gleaned all she could from Mr. Satterwait, at least for now. She needed to talk to Romeo. “Perhaps you could introduce me to George Hadley? I should like to get his opinion on Trent as well as Vic London.”
 
“Of course, Mrs. Bright, of course. Why, he’s over there, sitting at the bar with that fellow.”
 
“That fellow” happened to be Bradford, and the actor and the chauffeur seemed to be quite chummy if their expressions and intent conversation were any indication. When George Hadley chuckled, shaking his head and waving his cigarette around at something Bradford said, Phyllida paused.
 
“He appears to be engaged at the moment. Perhaps—”
 
But before she could go on, a cry caught her attention.
 
“Look at this! Will you just look at this!” Lawrence Nesmith, the stage manager who’d tried to chase her out of the Belmont earlier today, had burst into the bar. He was holding a newspaper and waving it about. His expression was one of displeasure and shock.
 
“What is it?” someone cried, as everyone swarmed around Nesmith, trying to peek at the paper.
 
“He’s got an early copy of the morning edition,” Mr. Satterwait told Phyllida. “They’re checking Abernathy Vane’s column.”
 
“Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound positive,” Phyllida said, easing herself toward the crowd. She wondered what could cause such an upset since both Romeo and Juliet and Don’t Do It, Doocey! had both been shuttered for the evening—it couldn’t be reviews.
 
“Read it!” someone demanded. “What does he say?”
 
Nesmith climbed onto a chair and snapped the newspaper open. “The headline reads: BENVOLIO BASHED ON BALCONY AT THE BELMONT! and the subheading says, AND ALLSTON ASLEEP IN ARMCHAIR AT THE ADELPHI—IS THERE A CURSE IN THE WEST END OR IS IT JUST BAD LUCK?” He looked around as murmurs rushed through the crowd.
 
Josephine Newby gasped and clutched her drink to her chest, sloshing it over her gray dress. Melissa Satterwait’s face turned ashen. George Hadley lifted his glass to drink, effectively hiding his expression. The costumer gaped at Nesmith as he sucked on his cigarette, turning his pencil mustache into an upside-down U.
 
“What else does it say?” said Miss Putnam-Percy, standing on her tiptoes as if that would help her better see the story. She seemed more excited than incensed or worried.
 
Nesmith continued reading, his brows drawing together in two dark slants. “Two deaths in two days in theaters in the Strand! Is it only coincidence or is it a curse? Should theatergoers take care if their names begin with the letter C? Or if they attend a show at the Cambridge? I for one am relieved that Vane comes at the end of the alphabet!”
 
“That’s preposterous,” Mr. Satterwait said, pushing his way through the crowd. His face was thunderous. “Abernathy Vane is a pompous fool! There is no curse! Archie died from a heart attack, and someone killed Trent. This is merely an attempt to minimize the fact that someone here murdered my nephew!” He was breathing heavily and looked as if he was about to strike someone. “And whoever you are, I promise, I’ll see you to your own grave!”
 
Phyllida had a moment of relief that this Abernathy Vane wasn’t present, for she feared what might happen if he were.
 
Even so, the place had suddenly turned into a hubbub of exclamations and arguments. There was, Phyllida noticed, a combination of fear and excitement in their faces—Miss Putnam-Percy, her fiancé, the costumer whose name she still didn’t know, George Hadley, Lawrence Nesmith, and the Satterwaits themselves. . . and more.
 
Was one of the people here a killer?
 
When someone threw a drink at someone else (she couldn’t see who or whom, but she felt the residual splash), Phyllida realized things were about to get even more testy.
 
“Time to make an exit—er—Penny?” said a voice in her ear.
 
She turned and nearly bumped into Bradford, who was eyeing the result of the rising consternation of the group.
 
“Before things get out of hand?” he said, grabbing her arm and jerking her to the side.
 
She was about to speak sharply to him about manhandling her when someone fell against the table next to where she’d been standing, sending glasses crashing into each other. If Bradford hadn’t acted, she would have been smashed between the table and . . . whoever that was. Vic London, perhaps?
 
She stepped away as the man who’d fallen spun back around, eyes blazing as he started toward the person who’d pushed him.
 
“Good heavens,” she said. “That escalated quickly.”
 
“According to Charlie, there’s been an inordinate amount of spirits consumed tonight,” said Bradford, tugging her away with him. “It took only that—and Mr. Satterwait’s little speech—to set things off. I shouldn’t want to be the cleanup crew. Shall we, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“Yes, of course,” she replied, hurrying toward the exit before he could manhandle her again. From behind, she heard the sound of some very discordant notes from the piano followed by more tinkling of breaking glass.
 
That did not sound promising.
 
“Theater people certainly are superstitious,” she said as they made their way back to the lobby. A large clock in the hall showed it was half past midnight. “And that newspaper column didn’t help in the least.”
 
“They ought to be more concerned than superstitious,” commented Bradford, glancing behind as if to ensure they weren’t being followed.
 
“What do you mean by that?” She looked at him.
 
“Mrs. Bright, it’s quite obvious the two deaths are related, and in my albeit limited experience, once a killer finds out how easy it is to kill . . . well, they see no reason to stop.”
 
“Are you saying you believe the two deaths are related? Just because of the alliteration and the fact that it was A, then B?” She scoffed. “There’s simply no reason to believe that’s the case, Bradford. Yes, it’s bad luck that Archibald Allston died the way he did, but—”
 
“Oh, they’re related all right,” he said grimly. “The killer made it very clear.”
 
She stared at him, coming to a full stop in the hall. “What on earth are you talking about, Bradford?”
 
“The programs. He—for the sake of ease, I refer to the killer as a he—left a theatrical program with each body.”
 
He’d stopped with her and she continued to stare up at him. “There was a program with Mr. Allston—on his lap. He’d been holding it when he died,” she said. “But there wasn’t a program with Trent Orkney. I saw the scene.”
 
“There was,” Bradford told her. “It was under his body. Presumably you didn’t—er—turn him over?”
 
“No,” she said quietly. “I did not turn him over. You’re saying there was a program there—under his body? A theatrical program—for Romeo and Juliet?”
 
Bradford nodded. “Yes. And it was open to the page with his name on it. Just like that of Archibald Allston.”

 



CHAPTER 7
 
BRADFORD RATHER ENJOYED TAKING MRS. BRIGHT BY SURPRISE. IT wasn’t often one did, and a fellow ought to savor it when it happened.
 
Her pretty pink mouth moved soundlessly—a miracle in and of itself—as she took in what he’d just told her.
 
“How do you know about that?” she demanded in order to hide that she’d been taken off guard.
 
He smothered a smile. “George Hadley. Friendly chap. Lots of booze and loose lips, and he had plenty to say about Orkney. Mostly it was shock that something like that could happen, but if you ask me, Mrs. Bright, I don’t think he was all that broken up about his fellow actor’s death.”
 
Even though he’d been deep in conversation with both George and the bartender, Charles, Bradford had kept track of Mrs. Bright as she made her way through the small crowd.
 
It wasn’t so much that she was enjoyable to look at—and he had to admit that tonight she was even more so than usual, with the long, flowing red frock and the sparkling doodad in her hair—it was because the bossy, daft woman had nearly gotten herself killed more than once when poking into investigations. He could only assume she’d eventually irritate someone else this time round. Someone had to keep an eye on her.
 
“So the two deaths are very likely related,” she murmured. “And both of them affect the Satterwaits—the first stops their show going on and the second is the death of their nephew.” She looked up at him suddenly, her green-gray eyes bright and clear. “Do you think there will be more?”
 
A little surprised by the fact that she was actually asking for his opinion, Bradford hesitated. Then he answered as honestly as she had asked, “I bloody well hope not . . . but I fear that’s a vain hope.”
 
“I fear the same,” she replied soberly. “I wonder who’s got it in for the Satterwaits.”
 
Bradford knew he should get to the valet and order the motorcar brought round, but he found himself in no great hurry to do so. Instead he said, “You didn’t finish your martini, Mrs. Bright. Or shall I call you Penny?”
 
He swore she had to stifle a smile before she gave him that severe look she believed set him down, but really only amused him. “Phyllida will do, or Mrs. Bright. Whichever you prefer.”
 
Blimey. Now he was in a pickle. It seemed such a minor thing, but the moment he began referring to her as Phyllida, he would begin to think of her as Phyllida instead of Mrs. Bright . . . which was not a good idea. That impersonal address was an extremely convenient barrier.
 
But she went on briskly, saving him from having to reply. “Incidentally, I am rather disappointed at not having gotten to enjoy those little onions soaking in my drink. I usually save them, or the olives, depending on the martini, for the end. A bit of a treat.”
 
Good lord, was she smiling at him?
 
Flirtatiously?
 
Surely not.
 
Surely not Mrs. Bright.
 
“I suppose we ought to rectify that straightaway and get a fresh martini,” he replied, even as his instincts told him absolutely not. “A person can’t do without their onion—or olive, as the case might be.”
 
Bradford had heard Mrs. Mallowan tell Phyllida—er, Mrs. Bright—that she needn’t worry about being out too late, that she was certain the maids could handle breakfast and the morning cleaning without Phyllida’s guidance if she wanted a bit of a lie-in.
 
“I don’t think we ought to stay here,” she went on, suddenly digging in her handbag.
 
“Right then,” he replied quickly, realizing he’d erred. “Surely Mr. Dobble can make you up a new one back at—”
 
“Oh.” She looked up suddenly. She was holding something in the hand that had been rummaging in the pocketbook. Were her cheeks a bit pinker? Was that chagrin in her eyes? “Of course. Certainly. We must get back to Gantry House.” She gave him a smile that was definitely devoid of flirtation. “It is rather late.”
 
She seemed eager to return to Gantry House, yet . . . something was not as it appeared. Her expression had sewn up very quickly.
 
Hell. He was out of practice dealing with women. Cars—and dogs—were so much easier. But women? A fellow could never be sure what they were thinking—especially one like Phyllida Bright.
 
“What’s that in your hand?” he said, seizing on the topic as a chance to regroup.
 
She’d extracted it from her handbag and now she showed it to him. “A matchbook I found in Trent Orkney’s cigarette case.”
 
“The Caravan Club. London’s Greatest Bohemian Rendezvous.” The last raised his brows and he had a sneaking suspicion he knew precisely what sorts of rendezvous took place at this place. And also why she’d been digging it out of her handbag.
 
“Right then. Endell Street, by the Prince’s Theater. They probably make Gibson martinis there.” He decided right then it would be best if he accompanied her—making her think it was her idea, of course—or she’d be marching over there on her own in the near future.
 
“I wouldn’t want to keep you out so late,” she replied primly, tucking the matchbook back into her bag. “Myrtle would be irritated.”
 
“Of course not, Mrs. Bright. I’m certain you need your beauty sleep. And Myrts is waiting for me.”
 
She drew herself up, that prickly demeanor making her eyes flash a little. “Then I suppose you ought to get home, Mr. Bradford. And I’ll tuck myself into bed and hope I sleep enough that in the morning I don’t appear too frightful.”
 
She only referred to him as mister when she was thoroughly in a snit. He managed to hold back a smile and decided to give her a way out. “I suppose the Prince’s Theater isn’t that far out of the way, Mrs. Bright, if you wanted to at least drive past the Caravan Club.”
 
“That could be instructive,” she said primly after only a cursory hesitation—purely for form, he was certain. “To see a place Trent Orkney patronized. Maybe I can learn something there. I believe the Caravan Club was where he got into an altercation with Vic London—who is the understudy for George Hadley, if you didn’t know.”
 
He had known, and in fact George Hadley had pointed out the bloke to him while they were sitting at the bar counter. Vic London was a slender fellow with very light blond hair, a lush mustache, and a graceful air. His Romeo would have suited the naive and anemic Juliet just fine.
 
“It could be considered a dereliction of duty if you didn’t at least see the place, Mrs. Bright,” he said gravely, then when she shot him a dark look, he thought maybe he’d poked her too much.
 
Still, she nodded, turning to begin walking again.
 
But she’d only taken two steps when she whirled back to him in a swirl of gauzy skirts, fluttering sleeves, and whatever spicy, rosy perfume she was wearing. “I’ll have you know, Mr. Bradford, that I had absolutely no intention of getting involved in this murder investigation. I’m truly only doing it because Mrs. Agatha has asked me, and Mrs. Satterwait has made it impossible to decline. Nonetheless, I would not want to be accused of shirking my duty.”
 
He was certain she even believed the first part of her speech.
 
“Very well then, Mrs. Bright. A brief drive by the Caravan Club . . . unless you decide you want to go inside for another martini after all. In which case, I’m certain Myrtle can wait a bit longer for her nighttime walk. She’s a patient sort.”
 
She shot him a suspicious look, but he merely smiled blandly. Of course he would never suggest that Mrs. Bright wasn’t the patient sort.
 
Unlike the Savoy, the Caravan Club did not have a footman or valet to take the motor. In fact, if Mrs. Bright hadn’t had the matchbook with its address in her hand, they might not have found the establishment at all.
 
“The building is dark,” she told him unnecessarily as he maneuvered the motor into a parking place across the street from 81 Endell. “Do you suppose the club is closed tonight?—or, more likely, it’s in the cellar of the building. With a hidden entrance, likely down the alley or in a mews.”
 
Bradford took a fleeting moment to wonder how and why Mrs. Bright would have knowledge of secret club entrances. The woman was filled with surprises. Some of them more pleasant than others. “One way to find out.”
 
The area along Endell Street was dark except for the circle of light spilling from a Victorian streetlamp. Bradford looked around for any sign of movement or threat as he ushered Mrs. Bright across the road, a hand at the small of her back. He had a knife tucked away on his person, but that was the extent of his weaponry. He’d had enough of firearms in the war.
 
What a bullet could do to a body . . .
 
He suppressed a shudder and pushed away the memory. He needed to remain here, and focused, right now.
 
As he’d anticipated, Mrs. Bright did not wait for him to ascertain whether there was a side or rear entrance to the dark building; she merely plunged on in those high-heeled red shoes of hers, putting herself several steps ahead of him. Bloody good thing he’d gone on with her.
 
“Are you coming, Bradford?” she said in that bossy way that made him want to both roll his eyes and chuckle. Definitely not the patient sort.
 
She glanced over her shoulder as she started into the shadowy passage between two buildings. It was lit only by a single dingy lamppost. He was still two steps behind when he heard an annoyed sound, followed by a “Blast and drat!”
 
He thought it was time he showed up the intrepid detective, so he pulled out the small torch he’d taken from the Daimler and turned it on. The yellow beam cut into the shadows and revealed the fact that she was just about to step into a pile of something unpleasant.
 
“Well done,” she said, as if she’d thought of it herself, and pivoted aside without missing a step. “You could have brought that out sooner. I’ve already ruined one of my shoes stepping in a mud puddle.”
 
“I rather expected the great Inspector Bright to have brought her own torch on a murder investigation,” Bradford replied mildly, catching up with her easily.
 
“I was going to the Savoy,” she reminded him, “not a haunted house. Besides, the size of an evening bag is not the least bit conducive to carrying a torch. I do wish someone would make smaller ones. The size of a lipstick or a compact. That would be much more practical.” She hadn’t slowed her pace at all until now, when they found themselves in a small courtyard. She stopped so suddenly he nearly bumped into her.
 
“There, I see it,” she said, then started up again, presumably having identified the entrance to the club, which was weakly lit by a small sconce.
 
He followed, the torch back in his pocket, the knife heavy in his coat. Mrs. Bright marched right up to the small door and pushed on it.
 
To Bradford’s surprise, it opened easily, revealing a small vestibule barely large enough to accommodate the huge man who sat on a stool. The space was empty but for him and a curtain that presumably led into the club.
 
The sounds of live music—a piano and singer—wafted through the flimsy barrier, along with chatter, laughter, and the sounds of clinking glasses and thudding bottles. The scents of smoke—wood, tobacco, and marijuana—lingered in the air.
 
“Entrance for two, please,” said Mrs. Bright briskly, digging in her handbag.
 
The large man looked at her, then lifted his eyes to Bradford’s. A glint of curiosity burned there—perhaps even a flicker of humor—but he said nothing except, “One shilling for members, six for guests.” His red lips curved in a saucy smile.
 
Bradford dropped the coins into the man’s hand while Mrs. Bright was still digging in her bag.
 
“Let’s go,” he said, taking her by the arm. Best get this over with quickly.
 
For by now he was certain what they were walking into. The only question was how his companion was going to react.
 
The bouncer gestured to the curtain and Bradford pulled it aside. A set of stairs enclosed by cool, damp brick walls and a low ceiling descended to another small vestibule and another curtain.
 
Phyllida—Mrs. Bright, he reminded himself; maybe he should think of her as Penny—brushed past him and marched down the steps, the hem of her frock flowing down each stair in her wake. With a glance at the grinning bouncer, Bradford shrugged and followed her, ducking to keep from hitting his head.
 
She was already through the second curtain by the time Bradford reached the last two steps. A fresh waft of smoke, perfume, and noise filled the stairwell before the curtain fell back into place.
 
He stepped into the Caravan Club, narrowly missing bumping into his companion, who’d paused just past the entrance. She was standing there, looking around the place.
 
At least she hadn’t gone charging in like a brigadier, as she normally would.
 
The cellar had been made into a fairly comfortable lounge, if one liked a sort of fussy, hedonistic style—a style that did not in the least appeal to him. Large pieces of fabric—blankets, curtains, tapestries—hung on the walls, obscuring the cold, glistening, gray brick. There were several good rugs spread over what was likely a dirt floor, perhaps with wooden planks laid down first, but perhaps not. The place was hardly larger than a three-motorcar garage, and the air was thick with smoke and perfume, filled with voices laughing, talking. Everything was crammed in, crowded, close, and tight.
 
A hodgepodge of different sizes and heights of tables was scattered about the room. Some were obviously merely crates covered with more cloths; some might have been real tables, but it was impossible to tell as everything was covered with fabric. Long benches or sofas, also draped with blankets and cloths, laden with pillows, were situated in various locations. Some of them had privacy curtains that were in various stages of open and closed; some of the closed ones offered a glimpse of shifting limbs and drapes shivering from movement. There was a short bar counter on one wall where a single man poured and mixed drinks. A few patrons played cards at a table. Others rolled dice.
 
The whole place definitely had the feel of a boudoir—with the excessive draperies, lounging sofas, and low tables.
 
Lanterns and a few electric lights gave the place an irregular golden glow, but the table holding a tray with three lit candles made Bradford take notice. One bump from an unsteady patron, they’d spill and the whole place would go up in flames. And he was fairly certain there was only one way in and one way out....
 
He grimaced, glancing at Mrs. Bright. It shouldn’t take long for her to realize what sort of place it was and that it was time to leave—martini or no martini.
 
The piano was a spinet tucked against a different wall and the male singer was crammed in next to the edge of the bench, nearly elbow to elbow with the man playing it. The club was so small he didn’t need a microphone to be heard. A napkin-sized space acted as a dance floor and was crammed with couples slow-dancing to “I’ll Do My Best to Make You Happy.”
 
All at once, Bradford felt Mrs. Bright’s entire body change—shift, straighten . . . and then she gave a little exhale as if to say, “Ah.”
 
She must have realized that the couples slow-dancing were all men . . . dancing with each other. And that the two people on the sofa nearest where they stood, sitting practically in each other’s laps, were both wearing lipstick and powder . . . and were also both men. Some of the patrons were dressed in trousers, coats, and ties, and some were dressed in frocks and earrings and fancy wigs . . . but they were all men. Some were kissing openly, others conducted activities hidden beneath the tables at which they sat, and Bradford suspected he knew precisely what was happening within the curtained areas.
 
“Seen enough, Penny Bright?” he murmured into her ear.
 
“Quite,” she said, turning as if to leave.
 
She ran right into him. Smack into his chest.
 
His arms automatically went out and around to steady her, and he paused for a moment, realizing she didn’t feel quite as prickly as she made herself out to be. In fact, she was rather soft and curvy . . . in all the best places.
 
“Now you know something very interesting about Trent Orkney,” he said, still holding on to her. She smelled very nice. Spicy and flowery.
 
“Indeed,” she replied.
 
“Do you still want a martini?” he asked.
 
They were still standing there, very close, almost but not quite in something like an embrace, and she wasn’t making any effort to move away. And so he didn’t either.
 
“I . . . I suppose not,” she replied. “I don’t think I fit the—er—clientele.” Her voice sounded a little rusty to his ears. “Although you migh—”
 
He cut her off with a sharp laugh. “Very funny, Penny.”
 
She edged away, and he saw that she was smiling. Smiling.
 
“Shall we?” She pulled away the curtain, revealing the exit to where the lipsticked bouncer waited up in his tiny vestibule.
 
Bradford nodded and she led the way, marching like a colonel up the stairs.

 



CHAPTER 8
 
“WELL, THAT WAS A WASTE OF TWELVE SHILLINGS,” PHYLLIDA said. “Do you suppose the man would give us some of it back?”
 
Bradford snorted as he opened the door to the Daimler.
 
“Right then. I suppose I should have suspected when I saw him wearing lipstick,” Phyllida went on, feeling the urge to talk instead of think about those last few moments in the club when Bradford had practically been embracing her. Or to let him make some snide comment about it. “The man who took our entrance fee, I mean to say.” She climbed into the motorcar and he shut the door.
 
“Why do you think he allowed us entry?” she said as he slid into the driver’s seat.
 
“He must have thought you were a man,” said Bradford.
 
“What?” She was so outraged she could hardly form words. “Why, that’s ridiculous!”
 
He was laughing and she realized he had been teasing her. “No one would mistake you for a man, Penny Bright,” he said, still chuckling. “Not with those legs.”
 
Her anger subsided and she settled back in the seat, thinking about the club and not thinking about what Bradford had just said about her legs.
 
She was a broad-minded person. She was well aware that there were men who preferred the company of other men, and that there were women who felt the same.
 
But it wasn’t something she was used to seeing in action, so to speak, so openly—for such so-called lewd behavior was illegal—and she was still thinking about what she’d seen . . . and what, if any, implications it had on the murder of Trent Orkney.
 
“You didn’t seem shocked,” she said, glancing at Bradford as he settled behind the wheel.
 
“One sees quite a bit fighting in a war,” he said, pushing the button to start the engine.
 
“Mm. Quite,” Phyllida replied, nodding. That was, in fact, when she’d first been exposed to such activity. Men—lonely, frightened, lost, needing companionship, comfort . . . they got it wherever and however they could. And such activity wasn’t confined to only wartime, she knew.
 
“And my brother . . . he—er—has what he calls an ‘unusual temperament’ ” he added, surprising her with his candor.
 
“I see,” she replied.
 
“I’m sorry about the martini, but it was prudent not to stay,” he said. “One never knows when there could be a police raid.”
 
“I appreciate you going with me, Bradford,” she said, suddenly realizing how informal they’d become in the other’s presence. She wasn’t certain how she felt about it. She was still remembering the feel of his strong arms around her for those short moments.
 
It had affected her more than she liked. Her knees had actually wobbled, drat it.
 
“Right,” he said.
 
She was silent only for a moment, for her mind was filling with thoughts. Normally, she would keep her own counsel, mull over it all on her own, perhaps even write some things down, but tonight things were different. She felt the need to speak.
 
“I wonder if the set-to between Trent Orkney and Vic London was . . . er . . . related to the sort of activities common at the Caravan Club,” she said. “Mr. Satterwait implied it was over a card game, but it could have been something more serious.”
 
“Like a lovers’ quarrel?”
 
That was such a blunt way of putting it, but it was what she’d meant, she supposed. “Perhaps they had had a relationship and then had a falling out.”
 
And then suddenly she thought of something else, sitting up so quickly Bradford looked at her in concern. “That man . . . the costumer at the Belmont . . . he said something about—oh, drat, what was it? Something about Trent making a lot of men very angry. I thought he was talking about husbands—jealous husbands. But maybe he didn’t mean jealous husbands, maybe he meant jealous lovers. Male lovers.”
 
Bradford gave a low whistle. “That certainly opens up a can of worms.”
 
“Or a Pandora’s box,” she said, then realized they were already turning onto the street for Gantry House, thanks to a lack of traffic at one o’clock in the morning.
 
They were home. This strange and interesting night was over.
 
Bradford pulled the Daimler into the little path that led to the courtyard behind Gantry House and turned off the engine. For once, she waited for him to come round and open the door for her.
 
“Mrs. Bright,” he said with a flourish, offering her his hand to assist her out. “Or would you prefer I call you Penny?”
 
Drat it, the man had one charming smile when he chose to use it.
 
She was about to reply when a sudden flurry of ecstatic barking filled the air. Suddenly, a dark blur shot from the direction of the house and streaked up to them, throwing itself at Bradford.
 
Phyllida saw the slobbering tongue and gleeful eyes, the (surely muddy) paws skittering over Bradford’s trousers and shoes as Myrtle bounced and bounded and barked.
 
Phyllida darted toward the house, making her escape before the creature noticed her.
 
 

 
 
Phyllida went to bed feeling as if she had an entirely new thread to follow relative to the murder of Trent Orkney.
 
She still wasn’t certain how Archibald Allston’s death was connected—obviously, the fact that the Satterwaits were involved in both tragedies was important. But this new information about Trent and his presumably “unusual temperament” (what an interesting way to put it) gave her a lot to think about as she drifted off to sleep.
 
She woke the next morning with a sense of foreboding. Surely there wouldn’t be a third death, related to the letter C . . . would there?
 
Abernathy Vane had stirred up a hornet’s nest with his newspaper column. She only hoped it was dramatics on his part and not a foretelling of things to come.
 
She rang for tea in her office. It was nearly ten o’clock already, for she had taken Mrs. Agatha’s suggestion to take the morning off. Even so, Phyllida couldn’t sleep past nine and so was dressed and coiffed shortly thereafter.
 
“Good morning, Mrs. Bright,” said Molly when she came in with the tray.
 
Phyllida was pleased to see that there was some toast and strawberry jam on the tray along with a boiled egg, although she did have a pang of regret that there weren’t any of Monsieur Chardonnay’s croissants. She looked more closely at the maid, noticing there was a bit of untidiness about her—a flyaway hair, slightly crooked cap, sagging apron tie—which was unusual.
 
“Thank you, Molly. Is everything all right in the kitchen? Monsieur behaving well this morning?”
 
The maid stopped and gave her a strange look. “I thought you knew, Mrs. Bright. He’s not here.”
 
“Monsieur Chardonnay is not here? Where is he, then?”
 
“I don’t know, ma’am. He just wasn’t there this morning. I thought he had the morning off.”
 
“Has anyone checked his quarters?” Phyllida was already navigating her way out from behind the crowded desk.
 
“No, ma’am,” said Molly. “I mean to say, I didn’t and Opal didn’t. We’ve been busy, you see.”
 
“Of course.” Phyllida paused to look directly at her maid. “Thank you for attending to everything in his absence, Molly. I’m sure you’ve done an excellent job. I’ll be in the kitchen shortly to see what you might need.”
 
“Thank you, ma’am.” Molly gave a little curtsy, her face pink with pleasure over the compliment.
 
Phyllida took a large gulp of tea and, with a sad look at her uneaten breakfast, hurried out of the office. She found Mr. Dobble, as expected, in his pantry.
 
He looked up, not bothering to hide a grimace at the sight of her. “Yes, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“Apparently Monsieur Chardonnay did not arrive in the kitchen this morning,” she said without preamble. “Are you aware of any reason he wouldn’t be there?”
 
“I believe the kitchen is your domain, Mrs. Bright. I certainly don’t take note of the comings and goings of your staff.” Mr. Dobble, who was wearing glasses for reading, looked at her over the tops of the wire rims as if he were a headmaster berating a student. “Although with a person gallivanting off to the Savoy, one can’t expect them to be quite so attentive to such mundane things as household matters.”
 
Phyllida managed—barely—to keep her expression pleasant. “Of course not, Mr. Dobble. It’s only that you are surely aware of Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan’s dinner party tonight. I would hate for you to be serving from an empty soup tureen.”
 
His expression faltered, but only for a moment. His nose shifted higher but his gaze stayed on her. “Has anyone checked his quarters?”
 
“Someone certainly ought to,” she replied, preparing to leave as if to do so.
 
“I will do it, Mrs. Bright,” he said, just as she’d intended. She had no desire to be found poking about in the cook’s quarters should Monsieur Chardonnay be there—or return unexpectedly.
 
Mr. Dobble unfolded himself from behind a desk that was equally as cramped as her own and used a slender hand to smooth back the bit of down that still struggled to grow on his head. Without another word, he walked from the room, his stance correct and his footsteps sounding ominous in their perfect rhythm. Phyllida followed, but ducked into her office for another gulp of tea and a bite of toast before continuing on. She had a feeling it was going to be a long day.
 
The cook’s quarters were attached to the short hall by the kitchen, pantry, and scullery. Mr. Dobble was at the door, the dented side of his bald head leaning close to it as if waiting to see whether his knock was answered.
 
After a moment, he glanced behind him at Phyllida, then turned back and, squaring his shoulders, opened the door to the bedroom.
 
Of course she came to stand in the entrance to supervise. She could see from the threshold that the room was empty of Monsieur Chardonnay. If the cook happened to return, he would find Dobble in there and not Phyllida.
 
The cook’s clothing and personal effects were still there, strewn about as if he’d left for somewhere in a great hurry . . . or as if he were simply a messy person. It was difficult to tell. But at least it didn’t seem he’d done a complete runner.
 
Mr. Dobble turned to look at her. “Well, Mrs. Bright, what do you wish to do now?”
 
She stepped in the room, hardly hearing him, because she’d noticed something on the small bureau. Sitting there amongst a comb, mustache-grooming tools, wax, pomade, and a discarded necktie was a familiar-looking matchbook.
 
It was from the Caravan Club.
 
The hair on the back of Phyllida’s arms lifted. Not because of what that implied about Monsieur Chardonnay, but because of the coincidence that she’d only just been there.
 
Or was it a coincidence?
 
“I suppose I shall visit the kitchen and see what, if anything, he’d begun to prepare for tonight,” she said, slipping the matchbook into her pocket. That was when she noticed the little jar of spirit gum . . . the sort of thing someone might use to affix a false mustache or sideburn to one’s face. She frowned, her suspicions bolting to attention, then continued her speech to the butler. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to advise Mr. Mallowan of this unexpected development as I believe Mrs. Agatha is working this morning. And then I suppose one of us ought to contact the leasing agency. They ought to send a replacement.” She hurried off before Mr. Dobble could express his annoyance about being told what to do—even though it was precisely what should be done.
 
Phyllida found Opal in the kitchen, up to her elbows in potatoes that needed to be peeled. Half had been done and were sitting in a large pot of water so they didn’t turn black before cooking.
 
Molly was rolling out a large swath of pastry dough and she looked up when Phyllida came in. There was a bit of a frantic look in her eyes.
 
“Did you find him, Mrs. Bright?” Molly asked.
 
“Unfortunately we didn’t. His things are still in his quarters. There’s no indication where he might have gone and when he might return. Mr. Dobble will contact the leasing agency to send a replacement, hopefully soon. In the meanwhile, let’s go through the menu for tonight’s dinner party and see what there is to be done.”
 
Phyllida would very likely end up working in the kitchen today if something didn’t change, and that was not an excellent proposition. She wasn’t a cook and had never been a cook, and there was good reason for that. She could plan a menu, purchase quality supplies, and manage and negotiate with vendors—not to mention supervise kitchen staff—but she certainly didn’t know how to stuff a bird or scale a fish. Nor did she care to learn.
 
“I can’t stop right now, Mrs. Bright, I just can’t,” wailed Molly. “If I do, nothing’s going to get done. And with Mrs. Agatha’s guests coming tonight!”
 
“Yes, of course.” Phyllida was already perusing the five-course menu, which fortunately remained tacked to the board where she’d left it.
 
Chateaubriand—that explained the pastry. She hoped the butcher’s boy had delivered the beef loin and paté for it.
 
Potatoes galette—Opal was working on that.
 
Phyllida scanned the rest of the list with a growing sense of dismay. Crab puffs, cheese soufflé, oxtail soup, whole poached salmon, peach clafoutis . . . all for ten, to be served in less than eight hours.
 
Though trained by Mrs. Puffley, Molly was simply not capable of pulling together a menu this complicated, even with extra help from Phyllida and whoever else could be conscripted in the kitchen, such as Ginny and the extra maid, Billie.
 
Grim-faced, Phyllida turned from the menu. She’d have to strategize with Mr. Dobble, which would be very unpleasant because somehow this situation would be her fault.
 
She was just walking out of the kitchen when the door to the courtyard opened and in stumbled Monsieur Chardonnay.
 
He stank of spirits and stale smoke. His coat hung all wrong, misbuttoned by two. His hair stuck out from his temples.
 
But worst of all, his gorgeous Hercule Poirot-esque mustache was gone. In its place was a pale, bald upper lip and a scruffy chin. Now instead of looking like a round, fussy Belgian, he looked like a pale-faced turtle.
 
“Monsieur Chardonnay!” exclaimed Phyllida, not quite able to keep the shock and accusation from her voice.
 
He looked at her, leaning unsteadily against the wall. His eyes were drooping and bloodshot. “Aw, bugger it, lady. Keep your voice down, won’t ya? Me ’ead’s got a drum inside-a it.”
 
Phyllida blinked. She didn’t bother to state the obvious—that he wasn’t any more French than Molly was. Nor did she (at least for the moment) suggest that his name wasn’t really Monsieur Chardonnay. And it wasn’t worth the effort to ask where he’d been—it was frightfully obvious.
 
“Then I suggest you clean yourself up and find your way to the kitchen immediately. I shall have my antidote for your bust-head prepared straightaway.” She didn’t make any effort to speak quietly.
 
“Now, ’at’s just the thing, ma’am,” he said, holding his head as if it were about to split. “I’ll be taking your annidote—and grateful for it, too—but I ain’t no French cook, you see.” He hiccuped so forcefully Phyllida backed away from the stench.
 
“Explain yourself,” she said, aware that Molly and Opal had come from the kitchen to listen, and that Bradford was standing in the doorway through which the cook had just entered. Elton peered from behind him.
 
“I ain’t a French cook,” said the man known as Monsieur Chardonnay, spreading his hands. “I only come ’ere pretendin’ t’ be one t’meet that Mrs. Christie, you see. About her play?” He reached up to touch the mustache that was no longer there. His hand fell away and he grimaced. “But last night—well, ye see it got away from me a bit, what with the wake an’ all.”
 
Phyllida had many, many questions—and a number of accusations—and she wanted nothing more than to box the man’s ears. But instead of asking, accusing, or assaulting, she merely gritted her teeth and said, “Are you a cook at all, then?”
 
“Oh, oi, I can make me way about a kitchen just fine. Only, I can’t do all that fancy French stuff much more. Me friend give me the recipe files, but only they’re too fussy, they are, those Frenchies. I like to do beans on toast and a good mutton roast, like y’ said, there, madame.”
 
“I don’t care whether you are a French cook. Regardless of the state of your head, you will be in the kitchen cooking—English food is perfectly fine—unless you wish to face the consequences, and I assure you, they will be exceedingly unpleasant.
 
“There is a dinner party tonight and dinner will, in fact, be served. It is the professional and ethical thing to do for you to follow on your commitment.”
 
She turned neatly and walked away. Her footsteps were neither too fast nor too hard. Phyllida would not allow her fury to drive her.
 
She could save her frustration for the privacy of her office.

 



CHAPTER 9
 
BY HALF PAST FOUR, THE KITCHEN CATASTROPHE AT GANTRY HOUSE was mostly under control.
 
Phyllida had to give some credit to Mr. Dobble, for it was he who’d browbeaten the household leasing agency into sending another cook immediately in order to keep things on track for the dinner party that night. Phyllida would make her gratitude plain at a later time, when he wouldn’t lord it over her so much.
 
Fortunately, the new and temporary cook—Mrs. Newton, who was nearly sixty and sturdy as a barge—was not only calm and capable, but she had a passing familiarity with some of the French items on the menu. Still, there had to be some adjustments due to the fact that Mrs. Newton didn’t know what a clafoutis was, and she didn’t care to make any sort of soufflé, thank you very much.
 
Nonetheless, with slightly more than three hours before the dinner guests were due to arrive, Phyllida finally had a moment to sit down and heave a sigh of relief.
 
She’d just taken a sip of the very strong oolong she’d brewed for herself in the kitchen when Elton found her.
 
“Mrs. Mallowan is asking for you, Mrs. Bright.”
 
Phyllida nodded and, after quickly making a tea tray for her friend and employer, hurried off to the small room on the first floor that Agatha had taken over as her writing office.
 
She found her friend just closing up her work for the day. Peter lay curled up in his bed on the floor. The terrier was far more genteel and circumspect than Myrtle and merely looked up instead of charging her when Phyllida came in. He even kept his tongue politely inside his mouth. She, as was her habit, offered the very respectful canine a small biscuit, for she always acknowledged good behavior. She stopped short of patting him on the head, however.
 
“Sit and tell me all about this imposter cook,” Agatha said, turning from her desk. Her eyes twinkled with humor as she reached to give Peter the pat on the head Phyllida had spurned. “I understand you’ve got it all under control, but I still want to know how he put one past you, of all people. One can only suppose it’s because you’ve been distracted by this murder investigation.”
 
Phyllida gave a short laugh and set the tea tray on the table between two armchairs, then sank into one of the seats.
 
She prepared two cups of tea as she spoke. “He simply looked so much like Poirot I believe I might have been a bit put off my game by that,” she admitted with a shake of her head. “I mean to say, the moment I saw him, I was struck by the idea of Poirot come to life. Not a very practical approach, I confess, and rather embarrassing to be sure.”
 
“But it was his intention, am I given to understand?”
 
Phyllida nodded. “His real name is Rodney Fenley, and he managed to bribe the cook who’d been sent by the agency to let him take her place. He’s an aspiring actor, and apparently has done a few things in the West End, but only small roles. He heard through the grapevine that the famous Agatha Christie was coming to London to oversee the production of another stage play about Poirot. Fenley was certain if you saw him you’d be struck—as indeed I was—by his resemblance to Poirot (with the help of his false mustache, of course), and that you’d simply insist that he be cast in the next production. He’s a stage actor, you see.”
 
“I do see. Those theatrical fellows are quite unique, aren’t they?” Agatha said with a grin.
 
“That’s saying something,” Phyllida replied with feeling. “It wasn’t until I noticed the spirit gum on his dressing table that it occurred to me his mustache might be false. And then I wondered why he would go to such trouble, for why would a cook wear a false mustache? And such a luxurious one at that.”
 
“And so this Rodney Fenley came here, making certain he looked like Poirot, and then acted an arse?” said Agatha. “I suspect he’s never actually read a Poirot story if he thought my little Belgian would ever conduct himself the way he did to you. Poirot might be egotistical, but he’s never rude.”
 
Phyllida smiled. “Quite so. And in fact, he seemed to be under the impression that Poirot was not only bad-tempered, but French.” She shook her head. “But I suppose part of the reason for his uncouth behavior was simply to hide the fact that he had no great idea what he was doing in the kitchen insofar as French food is concerned. Which, if the man had given it a thought, shouldn’t have been a problem at all. No one was insisting on him preparing French cuisine, after all!”
 
“But what happened to expose him?” asked Agatha. “He hit the booze hard last night and came home late?”
 
“It seems he was out with some other actor friends, drinking in memory of Trent Orkney,” replied Phyllida. She had been wondering whether Rodney Fenley had been at the Caravan Club last night and she hadn’t noticed him. After all, she hadn’t been there for very long and he would have been sans mustache. The place had been dimly lit and crowded. Once she saw what was going on, she hadn’t looked too closely at anyone.
 
“He knew Trent Orkney? How astonishing. And coincidental.”
 
“Indeed. And you know how I feel about coincidences. Nonetheless, I suppose that was how he heard about your arrangement with the Satterwaits—as Mrs. Satterwait has said multiple times, the acting world is quite small and—to use her word—incestuous.”
 
“But he is, after all, a cook nonetheless?” Agatha asked.
 
“Yes. Although not what one would call a gourmet or even a chef. Still, he certainly can do the job for the time being. However, we’ve brought in a temporary cook to help only for tonight’s dinner party. Mr. Fenley—that is, Monsieur Chardonnay—is currently in the kitchen slicing potatoes for the galette he was supposed to be constructing for tonight, under the watchful eye of the very capable Mrs. Newton.”
 
She gave Agatha a grim smile. “Despite the hoax, he seems a decent fellow, if a bit thick in the head. Once I mentioned that Mrs. Satterwait considered me a friend—an exaggeration to be sure—he bucked right up and did as I asked. He didn’t want to take the chance of me telling her all about his little charade. According to Miss Putnam-Percy, the Satterwaits are the King and Queen of the West End.”
 
Agatha seemed about to ask another question but there was a knock at the door. “Come,” she called.
 
It was Ginny, the head parlourmaid. She gave a little curtsy—which was a bit formal for Agatha’s household, but a holdover habit from a previous employer—and said, “Mrs. Bright, a message came for you.”
 
With a glance at Agatha and an unpleasant feeling in the pit of her stomach, Phyllida took the folded paper offered to her. “Thank you. Ginny,” she said, dismissing the maid before she opened it.
 
The message was written in a familiar hand, but one that showed evidence of great emotion in the way it was scrawled. Phyllida’s mouth tightened as she read:
 

Phyllida: Claudia Carmichael was just found dead onstage at the Clapham. It appears she fell—or was pushed—from the catwalk! Everyone is in an uproar. This must stop! Please come soonest.
 
—Melissa S.


 
Wordlessly, Phyllida handed the missive to Agatha and sat back in her chair, mind racing. Even though she’d hoped Abernathy Vane would be wrong about the melodramatic prediction he’d made in his column, Phyllida had greatly feared something like this would happen.
 
She’d hoped to be wrong, but, as was most often the case, she was not.
 
“Good heavens,” said Agatha, her eyes wide with shock. “Claudia Carmichael at the Clapham . . . Do we truly have an alphabetical killer making his way through the West End and doing away with actors and actresses? It’s just so terrible and tragic! And frightening.
 
“Of course you must go, Phyllida. Poor Melissa. It’s simply ghastly to think that not only was poor Trent murdered, but that he was part of a series of deaths. I can hardly comprehend it.”
 
“But you have a dinner party tonight,” Phyllida reminded her friend and employer. “I simply can’t go haring off like this every time Mrs. Satterwait beckons. My first duty is to you and Mr. Max.”
 
Agatha hesitated. “I suppose you might be right. It would be difficult for you to be absent tonight, particularly considering the events of earlier today with the cook mix-up. Still . . . aren’t you a bit curious? And appalled?”
 
“Of course I am. Both. It’s simply unconscionable that a person would randomly murder people simply because of alphabetics and alliteration,” Phyllida said, not bothering to hide her outrage. “It’s bad enough to kill people, but to just choose them because of their names and place of work? It’s simply horrific.”
 
“But what if it isn’t random?” asked Agatha, her hand arrested in the process of selecting a tiny lemon tart from the tray. “A person is killing people because of their names being in alphabetical order . . . but why Claudia Carmichael at the Clapham instead of C. B. Cochran in Cavalcade at the Coliseum? Is there any chance at all that her falling was an accident? And why Trent Orkney—why he doesn’t even really fit, now does he? In the alphabetics, I mean.”
 
“Benvolio,” Phyllida reminded her. “He was playing the role of Benvolio and was found on the balcony at the Belmont. Someone seems to be playing an ABC game of death.”
 
“An ABC game . . . a series of deaths in alphabetical order. The ABC Killings? The ABC Deaths . . . No, no, The ABC Murders,” said Agatha in a reverent tone. “Good heavens . . . what a diabolical plot that would be. And if they’re random, and with no motive—why, how on earth would anyone solve that mystery? It’s not as if you’d have all of the suspects in one room, or confined in any way, would you? You would have to focus on the psychology of the killer, now, wouldn’t you?”
 
Phyllida knew half of what Agatha was saying had little to do with the real issue and more to do with some future story idea of her own. Yet, her friend was asking some important questions.
 
Were these deaths random, or were the victims chosen for some reason other than their initials and place of work?
 
The Satterwaits had been connected to both of the first two deaths. Were they somehow connected to this one as well? Mrs. Satterwait’s message indicated that she knew about this latest murder. . . . How had she learned about it? Had she been there? Did she know Claudia Carmichael?
 
“I don’t envy you, Phyllida,” said Agatha, breaking into her thoughts. “Trying to solve this one. Even Poirot would be stumped on a case with no motive, no connections . . . of course he’d solve it, but that’s only because I’d help arrange things for him. I don’t know how to help you.”
 
Phyllida didn’t reply. After all, it truly wasn’t her job to find killers; it just happened.
 
And it turned out she was very good at it.
 
But this time . . . she wasn’t so certain.
 
 

 
 
The third course of the dinner party was just being served when Ginny found Phyllida in her office. Since it was the responsibility of the butler and footmen to serve dinner, and the meal was well in hand, Phyllida had taken a moment to review the menus for tomorrow.
 
“Ma’am . . . there’s someone here for you,” said the maid.
 
Phyllida suppressed a sigh. She’d half been expecting this when she hadn’t jumped at Mrs. Satterwait’s demand for her to come “at once.” She had sent a message to the effect that she couldn’t get away this evening, and she was only surprised it had taken the woman this long to come in person.
 
“You may show her to the small study,” Phyllida told Ginny. “I don’t want her to upset the dinner guests.”
 
“Yes, ma’am, only, it’s not a she,” said Ginny.
 
“Indeed. Did he give a name?” Phyllida was mystified. Then she realized—Mr. Satterwait had come this time. “Never mind; I’ll be right there.”
 
Phyllida stopped in the dining room where Agatha and Mr. Max were entertaining some of his archaeological friends and sponsors. In a low voice, she explained to Agatha about her visitor.
 
“Everything is well in hand now,” murmured Agatha with a meaningful look at the table, where Mr. Dobble and Elton were clearing the fourth course. “There’s only dessert and coffee left. If you are asked to go with Hugh Satterwait, I think you ought to.”
 
“Very well. Thank you.”
 
Out of habit, Phyllida checked her appearance in a mirror in the hall before going into the study. It wouldn’t do to appear frazzled or disheveled.
 
But when she came into the small study, she nearly faltered.
 
It wasn’t Mr. Satterwait who’d come to call. It was Inspector Wellbourne.
 
“Mrs. Bright,” he said, rising as she came into the room. His long face and figure appeared even more slender and drawn than earlier, although his hair was neatly combed. He held a hat in his hand.
 
“Inspector. What can I do for you?” she replied, hiding her surprise. She’d felt that familiar nudge of apprehension when she realized a Scotland Yard detective had come to call on her, but tucked it away. Agatha had assured her there was nothing to worry about.
 
“I understand you’ve been poking your nose about with these theater deaths,” he said, giving her a suspicious look from those cool, pale blue eyes.
 
Phyllida lifted her chin. “As I have informed you, Inspector, I am doing a story for the Illustrated London—”
 
“That’s nonsense, Mrs. Bright, and you know it,” snapped Wellbourne. “You are a housekeeper to Mrs. Christie who also fancies herself an amateur Jane Marple, not a journalist.”
 
Phyllida felt another jolt of unpleasantness. She did not like being compared to Miss Marple, for the woman was many years older than she—even elderly!—and far more prone to gossip than she. However, she saw no reason to continue the farce Mrs. Satterwait had constructed for her now that Inspector Wellbourne had seen through it.
 
“What can I do for you, Inspector?” she said again. She was still standing, for she was blamed if she was going to let him settle in like a visitor. And she certainly wasn’t ordering tea or coffee, despite the fact that, with his long hours, he probably could use a boost.
 
“I understand you were nosing about with those theatrical people at the Savoy last night,” he said, still eyeing her mistrustfully. “If you know anything that might help with the investigation into Trent Orkney’s death, it would be in your best interest to come clean.”
 
“Are you asking for my assistance, Inspector Wellbourne?”
 
“Absolutely not,” he replied. “But surely you don’t want to be charged with obstruction of a crime case, Mrs. Bright. And so if you have learnt anything that might be of interest during your hobnobbing with the likes of the Satterwaits and the other theatrical people, you had best tell me.”
 
Hobnobbing? Phyllida got the distinct impression Inspector Wellbourne was a bit envious of her easy access to the people who must be on his suspect list. She found that rather amusing. “You did liken me to Miss Marple,” she reminded him. “And the authorities always find her thoughts and insights to be of value.”
 
“It wasn’t a compliment, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“I certainly didn’t take it as one, Inspector Wellbourne. As for learning anything last night at the Savoy, the only thing I can tell you is that . . .” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t want to mention the Caravan Club to an officer of the law, for that could very possibly expose the club-goers to a raid and arrests, among other things. She certainly didn’t want to bring that down upon them.
 
“Yes, Mrs. Bright? Spit it out, why don’t you!”
 
She fixed a glare on him. No one told her to “spit it out.” How uncouth and rude.
 
She remained silent for a long moment in order to make her point, then spoke calmly. “The only thing I think you ought to pay attention to is that theatrical people can be quite competitive over roles and publicity. Perhaps there is a motive in there.” She wanted—she should—tell him about Vic London and Trent Orkney and their altercation, but doing so could very easily lead Wellbourne to the Caravan Club.
 
Drat and blast.
 
The inspector looked at her closely. He clearly believed she was holding back. “Mrs. Bright, I’m going to say this one time. If you don’t come clean about what you know, everything you know, I may just have to dig up an old file from my colleague . . . Inspector Sedwick.”

 



CHAPTER 10
 
PHYLLIDA FELT THE ENTIRE EARTH SHIFT, FALL, TILT AROUND HER, but she managed somehow (at least she thought she did) to keep her expression bland . . . even mildly confused. Still, her entire body had turned to ice and the pit of her stomach roiled.
 
“Inspector Sedwick? I’m afraid I don’t know who that is and what he has to do with this situation,” she said in a very careful and steady voice. She spread her hands—she did not allow them to tremble—and gave a gentle sigh. “Inspector Wellbourne, I truly don’t know what else to tell you. I only spoke to Miss Putnam-Percy and then to Mr. Satterwait, where he told me about the competitiveness between actors for the roles, and that Trent Orkney was certainly someone a person might be jealous of.” Unfortunately, her grammar left a bit to be desired, but she suspected such errors would be lost on the detective.
 
“And . . . I suppose the killer could be a woman just as easily as a man. Perhaps Trent Orkney broke someone’s heart? Or angered a jealous husband? He seemed to have rather a reputation. But in light of the most recent developments, I do think you ought to consider the sort of person who is conducting a series of murders by selecting victims based on their initials. It’s a frightening situation—and one on which you ought to spend your time, rather than badgering a simple housekeeper.”
 
Inspector Wellbourne’s eyes narrowed and she wasn’t certain it was because she’d been successful in her pretended ignorance about Sedwick, or because she’d brought up something that hadn’t occurred to him. She doubted it was due to her chastising him.
 
“Another question is whether Archibald Allston was actually murdered, or whether he died naturally,” she went on, desiring to fill the space with words and thoughts so that the inspector wouldn’t go back to the threat of Sedwick.
 
What did he know? When had he found out?
 
And how?
 
She looked up suddenly to find him studying her. It wasn’t a look of suspicion or even irritation as she was used to. It seemed more like admiration, and that impression shocked her for a moment. But then that flash of warmth disappeared, leaving the familiar cold blue.
 
“And now there is a third death,” she went on.
 
“How did you know about that, Mrs. Bright?” Suspicion again.
 
“Mrs. Satterwait sent me a message.”
 
“And you didn’t immediately take yourself off to snoop?”
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Mallowan were hosting a dinner party,” she replied, “and as you have already noted, I am their housekeeper.”
 
He muttered something that sounded unflattering and disbelieving, but she couldn’t discern what it was.
 
“I suppose you’ll want to see the scene of the crime, then, Mrs. Bright.” He gestured to the doorway as if to suggest she ought to leave now.
 
With him?
 
She stared at him. “Inspector, are you quite confused? First you insist I stay out of your way, and then you ask for information . . . and now you wish me to go to the Clapham Stage?”
 
His smile was crooked but his eyes were steely. “Of course, Mrs. Bright. I already know you will. It’s in my interest to be present when you do in order to ensure you don’t disrupt anything.”
 
“And so that when I find something of interest, you’ll learn about it as well,” she finished for him. It was beginning to make sense. He needed her help, admired her work—only he didn’t actually like the fact that he did. Inspector Cork must have had quite a lot to say about her at Scotland Yard.
 
“Very well, Inspector. I shall assist you in your investigation, since you have asked so very prettily.”
 
The smile she gave him was, however, far more smug than pretty.
 
 

 
 
The Clapham Stage was located a short distance from the Prince’s Theater, which put Phyllida in mind of last night’s visit to the Caravan Club. She studiously refrained from looking in the direction of 81 Endell Street, and instead followed Inspector Wellbourne inside the theater that was the latest scene for murder.
 
The thought struck her as she walked inside: so far each death had occurred on the stage of a theater. A scene, so to speak. Not in the backstage or dressing rooms, or the house, or even the wings . . . but right onstage.
 
Was that important to the killer? That he was setting a scene? Setting the stage?
 
Was he performing his own play? Directing his own show?
 
In her thoughts, Phyllida used the male pronoun, but, as she had said to Inspector Wellbourne, she thought it was just as possible the killer was a woman.
 
Trent Orkney’s head had been bashed in with more than one blow; he’d likely been knocked down and then whoever had attacked struck him multiple times in order to make certain the deed was done. A woman could certainly do that.
 
And now, this latest death: Claudia Carmichael had fallen from the catwalk above the stage. A good shove or a well-placed trip wire could have been done by a woman just as easily as a man.
 
And if Archibald Allston had been poisoned, that was obviously something easily accomplished by a female.
 
Although the stage was cordoned off—Phyllida highly approved of this practice in order to keep a crime scene from being contaminated—there were several people wandering through the backstage area, which was from where she and the inspector had come through. Likely Miss Carmichael’s co-stars and crew members, most of them wore shocked expressions, and some even had red-rimmed eyes.
 
“She was found there,” said Inspector Wellbourne, easily stepping over the rope barrier protecting the crime scene. He offered Phyllida a steadying hand so she could do the same.
 
The chalk outline of Miss Carmichael’s body was a stark notice of what had happened. A dark stain on the floor suggested blood from broken body parts due to the fall. Other than that, there was nothing else to see. The stage was bare except for two chairs, a bed, and a fake window on one side. The window revealed a nighttime backdrop of London, with Big Ben in the distance and a large full moon.
 
“Was there a theatrical program with her?” Phyllida asked, looking up into the vast opening above the stage. The catwalk loomed above in the shadows, along with countless spotlights and pot lights, ropes and cords, backdrops, scrims, and more.
 
“Yes. It was open to the page with her biography.” The inspector stood watching her, arms crossed over his middle. “Lying under her hand, on the stage. Easily placed there after her death.”
 
She nodded, then walked back offstage, in search of the ladder that would lead to the catwalk. Presumably the inspector and his men had already examined the lofty walkway for any clues, but Phyllida wanted a look as well . . . and tonight she had brought her own torch.
 
There was the chance that Miss Carmichael had fallen by accident.
 
“What’re you want ’ere?” growled a voice as she made her way through the wings.
 
“Oh, pardon me,” said Phyllida. The speaker was a large, mustachioed man who put her in mind of a mountain. He had fingers the size of cigars. He wore loose trousers, huge battered slippers (slippers?), and a linen shirt as big as a sail. It was buttoned to the throat and bore no tie. “I was looking for the ladder to the catwalk. I . . . heard about Miss Carmichael. I’m very sorry.”
 
“A terrible shame, it is. Feisty li’l thing she were,” growled the man. “ ’Ardly weighed more’n seven stone. Gonna miss her. ’Fie catch the bloke who done it, squeeze him dead with me own ’ands.” His growly voice deepened and his small eyes blazed.
 
Phyllida had no doubt he would follow through on the threat—and with ease. “Did you work with Miss Carmichael?”
 
“Pulled all the ropes,” he said proudly. “Ev’ry one of’em’s solid as iron. An’ no one better try’n blame her fall on me. Know me stuff. It weren’t me ropes.”
 
“Ropes?”
 
“Why, the flyin’ ones o’ course,” he said. “Claudia was Peter Pan, see, and so she had to fly. I was the one what flew her.” He flexed his massive hands, demonstrating their capability. “Mr. Pibble, at yer service.” He gave a little bow and, in doing so, stirred up a strong aroma of tobacco in the air.
 
“I’m Mrs. Bright,” replied Phyllida, understanding now why he wore soft-soled slippers backstage—to stifle his heavy footsteps.
 
It hadn’t occurred to her that Claudia Carmichael could have fallen to the stage floor any other way besides a tumble from the catwalk, but the information from Mr. Pibble shed new light on the situation. “I suppose she wore a flying harness?”
 
“ ’Course she did. Bitty thing she was. I coulda flied her with one hand, but I never did, ’course.”
 
“Did she fly from the catwalk? Is that what she might have been doing up there?” asked Phyllida.
 
“Some o’ the scenes she started up there. Others she started from right on the ground. Don’t know what she was doin’ up ’ere today,” he said, squinting up into the shadowy expanse above.
 
“Could she have been testing out a harness?”
 
“Not wivvout me,” he thundered. His mustache vibrated, testifying to his assertion’s veracity.
 
Phyllida resisted the urge to step backward. Inspector Wellbourne was hovering and she didn’t want him to think she was intimidated by Mr. Pibble. She wasn’t, but the tobacco smell was a bit strong and his voice very loud. “Of course not. I’d like to go up and look round the area where she might have . . . fallen.”
 
“Why you wanna do that?” His eyes narrowed on her.
 
“I’m . . . you see, I’m investigating the death of Trent Orkney. And there’s a chance the same person killed both of them. If it wasn’t an accident, I mean to say.”
 
Mr. Pibble’s expression went from shock to understanding. “A lady detective are you?” He squinted at her, assessing, then eased back, nodding. “Oi, then. Me mam was the smartest person I ever knew.” With this implied endorsement, he walked off and she knew she was meant to follow him.
 
Ignoring Inspector Wellbourne, she strode after the flyman.
 
The ladder to the catwalk was tall, disappearing into the depths of the high ceiling behind the proscenium. Phyllida didn’t have a fear of heights, but she was wearing shoes with chunky heels—along with a frock, of course—and so she took her time climbing.
 
The torch she’d put in her pocket (she always had dresses made with pockets for obvious reasons; one never knew when one needed to snip a loose thread, file a ragged fingernail, or tuck away a crinkled flower blossom) bumped gently against her thigh, renewing her wish for someone to create a much smaller portable light. She was following Mr. Pibble up the rungs, and Inspector Wellbourne stayed on the ground near the chalk outline, so she didn’t have to worry about anyone glimpsing her knickers—which, incidentally, were unusually fine for that of a housekeeper.
 
It was like being in a different world up here, she thought as she stepped onto the catwalk. Quiet, dark, mysterious . . . and so far away from the activity below.
 
The little bridge was sturdy without the slightest hint of sway—an important factor for silence during theatrical productions. The railing was simplistic, being only ropes strung along at waist height, but the walk was wide enough that a person could make their way along it without getting near the edges.
 
At the top, Mr. Pibble stepped aside, allowing Phyllida to pass him by in order to make her way across the bridge. Even with his large frame, there was ample room for her to maneuver around him on the small landing.
 
With the chalk outline on the floor below, it was easy for Phyllida to find the location on the catwalk where Claudia Carmichael had fallen.
 
Or been pushed.
 
Then she noticed the rope railing. It made shallow, regular swoops all the way along the catwalk except in one area where it dipped more sharply, and slightly off-center. More like a shallow V than a smooth U. And it was right above where the body had been found.
 
So Claudia Carmichael had been pushed, and she must have grabbed at the flimsy railing—right here.
 
Phyllida shined her torch around the area, looking for anything that might have been missed by the Scotland Yard constables or their inspector.
 
But, like the previous crime scene, there was nothing to be found. No handy scraps of clothing, no footprints . . . not even a cigarette butt or a smattering of ash.
 
“Find anything, Mrs. Bright?” Inspector Wellbourne called from below. It was a pompous tone, as if he knew she would come up empty.
 
“No,” she replied, still shining the light around. It was frustrating—no clues. No nothing to help point in the direction or identity of the killer.
 
Then she sighed and privately berated herself. She was being Captain Hastings—looking for the cigarette ash and the footprints, the type of trace evidence that Poirot usually pooh-poohed.
 
He would say something like, “No, no, no, mon ami! It is the psychology. You must focus on the psychology of the crime.”
 
Satisfied that there was nothing physical to find, Phyllida turned back to Mr. Pibble. He was still standing on the small landing, waiting for her.
 
“Someone had to come up to the catwalk with her,” she said to him when she got closer. “Why would she climb up here without you, and with whom would she go?”
 
“Only there ain’t no reason she’d come up here, Mrs. . . . uh . . .”
 
“Bright.”
 
“Oi, aye, Mrs. Bright. She wouldn’t.”
 
“But she did.” Phyllida looked over at the ladder that led all the way to the floor—twenty feet down. “No one could have carried her up here, so she had to come of her own volition.”
 
“ ’Less she flew up there,” he said.
 
Phyllida thought about that. “Do you mean to suggest that someone had fitted her with the harness and they brought her up that way? Have you looked at the harness she would have used?”
 
He was already clambering down the steps; obviously, the answer to her question was no, he had not looked at the harness.
 
She was only slightly out of breath when she stepped foot back on the ground, and that was because she’d clambered down as quickly as possible. Mr. Pibble hadn’t waited for her, and it took a moment for her to locate where he’d gone.
 
There was a table in the wings. Four flying harnesses were laid on it—presumably one for Miss Carmichael and three for the Darling children. They were lined up perfectly straight, straps hanging over each side of the table. A strong lamp blazed over the surface in order to give Mr. Pibble ample illumination to check the safety of the harnesses. On the wall behind him hung a row of four more harnesses, neat as a pin. Extras, she assumed, nodding with approval. One couldn’t be too careful when flinging a person about from a rope.
 
“Oi! Look here,” said Mr. Pibble, outraged. He straightened from where he’d been bent over, holding a harness. “It’s one of Claudia’s. We have three for her—I wasn’t taking no chances; she flies more than anyone else. This wasn’t in its place. Fell on the floor, it did.” He waggled it—it was the smallest of the harnesses—if to demonstrate. “I keep them all here, lined up all neat-like. I check them every day, once when I get here and once before the show. And I check ’em again when I strap them in. There ain’t nothing wrong with me harnesses.” His eyes blazed with challenge. “But this one was on the floor. I don’t let’em get on the floor. Straps get tangled and such. And everyone knows not to touch’em, you see.”
 
“Quite so. The safety of the harnesses isn’t the point, Mr. Pibble. The fact that it has been moved is, however, precisely the point. I suspect that whoever the killer was somehow induced her to put on the harness and to fly. He either brought her up to the catwalk with the fly harness and then somehow pushed her over, or he made her fall while wearing the harness. More likely the former.”
 
“There ain’t nothing wrong with me—”
 
“Mr. Pibble, the killer would have made something wrong with your harness—if that was the way he did it. He most likely flew her up to the catwalk and once she was up there, took off the harness and pushed her. Or pushed her, then removed the harness later. Or he coaxed her up there in the harness and then pushed her. I’m saying ‘he’ because whoever it was would have had to have the strength to fly her, correct?”
 
And, Phyllida thought to herself, a man would likely have more success charming a young woman to climb the ladder or put on her harness in order to show off to him.
 
The flyman grunted assent, still glowering at the misplaced harness as if it had done the deed. “But she was a bitty thing. Some women could do it.” He looked her over as if to assess whether Phyllida could have managed it. “Some women. Not many.”
 
She was clearly found lacking in this instance.
 
“Did Miss Carmichael have a special man in her life?” she said to Mr. Pibble.
 
“No, not one special one.” He hesitated, then shrugged. “The truth is, she likes—liked—all the men, the attention. Ain’t no reason to sugarcoat it, now, is there? She went for the money and the power any of ’em might have. Directors, producers, investors . . .
 
“And some of ’em, o’course, they didn’t treat her nice, and she cried a bit over it. And some of’em, well, they fell for her and she didn’t like them so much.
 
“She always told me when she gave up on men for good, she was gonna propose to me.” His smile was sad. “She said I was the only man she could trust—trusted me with her life every day, didn’t she.”
 
“What time do you think she got here today?” Phyllida asked. She didn’t know when the body had been found, or by whom— details Wellbourne had so far not shared with her, though he certainly was watching her investigation with avid interest.
 
“She always got here at noon, no matter how late she was out night before. Ev’ day I knew her. Sometimes she’d bring me a pastry and leave it for me at my table. I don’t come until three on show days.” Real grief wobbled in his face. “Who would want’a kill her? She was a nice girl, never a mean word t’anyone, worked hard . . .”
 
Phyllida hesitated, then asked the question that had lodged in her mind. “Had she read Abernathy Vane’s column in the late edition last night?”
 
“Oi, aye, o’course. They all read it. Claudia was hoping for a review—show’s been open for two weeks, and Vane hasn’t stuck his big, fancy arse—pardon me, ma’am—in ’ere, at least that we knew. She was hoping he might have sneaked in to watch last night—but that was before we ’eard the news about Trent Orkney. Anyhow, there was nothing in there about Peter Pan at the Clapham.”
 
“And so the column didn’t upset or worry her at all, then?” Phyllida asked.
 
“Oi . . . I don’t think so. Why would it? She was disappointed there wasn’t a review but—” Mr. Pibble’s eyes widened, bulging from their sockets. “Oi—are you saying that Abernathy Vane predicted her murder?” His broad shoulders rippled with fury. “Why that—”
 
“Not in so many words,” Phyllida said hastily. She noticed some of the other people who’d been milling about had come closer, listening. There was a young woman who was exactly Phyllida’s mental image of Wendy Darling, along with an older man and two younger men, the latter two who looked as if they’d just come out of grammar school. “I only wondered whether Miss Carmichael might have been . . . aware . . . of the fact that the previous deaths were of an alliterative and alphabetic nature, and that she had a similar situation with her name and this theater.”
 
Mr. Pibble blinked as if trying to comprehend her words; Phyllida had probably chosen poorly in her use of the word alliterative. But before he could say anything, the perfect Wendy Darling stepped forward. She had long, honey-brown hair and intelligent blue eyes.
 
“She thought it was funny,” she said, her eyes wide with shock. They were fringed with improbably long and dark lashes. “Claudia thought the whole idea was a laugh.”
 
Phyllida turned her attention to the young woman. “I’m Mrs. Bright. Did you know Miss Carmichael well?”
 
“Yes. We shared a dressing room, you see. Oh, and I’m Abby Millhouse. I play Wendy in the show.”
 
Phyllida nodded, satisfied that her casting assumption had been correct, and said, “So she was aware of Mr. Vane’s presumably innocent prediction.”
 
“Right. She thought it was a scream. In fact, she hoped she might do an interview with Mr. Vane about it. ‘It would be great publicity,’ she told me after she rung him and offered the idea.” Miss Millhouse’s expression curdled and she blinked rapidly. “I just can’t believe it actually happened. It couldn’t have been an accident, could it? She couldn’t have been up on the catwalk and just fell? Maybe she thought she’d fake her death and then everyone—”
 
“It was no accident, Miss Millhouse. One of the flying harnesses was out of place, and there was a program left with her body. Clearly someone was here with her when she died. And that someone has so far killed two, possibly three, people. Which means,” she said, looking at the small group of people in front of her, “it would be helpful to know where everyone was today between noon and—when was Miss Carmichael’s body found, Inspector?”
 
He glared at her as if unwilling to provide that piece of information—even after Phyllida had discovered the harness clue.
 
“I found her,” said one of the two young men. His Adam’s apple protruded sharply above his buttoned collar and tie, and jounced when Phyllida looked at him. He couldn’t be more than twenty, and his wide-eyed expression and hairless chin reminded her of some of the young men she’d tended at the hospital during the war. The ones who’d had their visions of glory shot out from under them—and sometimes a limb as well.
 
“It was half past three, it was, ma’am. I came in to check the lights for tonight’s performance. I usually come in early. Call is at half past four.” His Adam’s apple bobbed again. “She . . . she was still w-warm.”
 
So Claudia Carmichael couldn’t have been dead for more than two or three hours. “Did you expect to find anyone else here at the theater when you arrived?” asked Phyllida.
 
“Miss Carmichael was here most days when I came in, wasn’t she,” he said. “But no one else usually gets here till after four. Today her dressing room light was on, and the door was open a little, but I didn’t look in, didn’t I.” His cheeks flamed red. “I only went out to check the lights. I—I didn’t see her right away.” He swallowed violently. “And then there she was.”
 
“Why do you think she came so early every day?” asked Phyllida.
 
“Claudia loved the stage,” said Miss Millhouse. “She liked being here, in the theater, whenever she could. Said she liked the smell of the greasepaint and the heat of the lights, and she liked being onstage. Her rooms are very small and dark, you see.”
 
Phyllida looked around. The theater certainly wasn’t small, but it was definitely dark unless all the lights were on. Still, she could rather understand such sentiment from a young woman with aspirations of greatness.
 
“She liked to practice her singing and dancing when no one was around, didn’t she,” said the older man who hadn’t spoken before now. He was wearing a suit and tie and looked important. “On the stage.”
 
“How did you know Miss Carmichael?” Phyllida asked.
 
“Why, I’m the director of the show,” he said with an affronted look. “George Inglesburg.”
 
“Of course,” Phyllida replied. She looked around at the group, aware that Inspector Wellbourne was still watching silently, a grudging expression on his face. One could hope he was learning something from her process. “Who would have been able to get into the theater at noon today—besides Miss Carmichael?”
 
Mr. Inglesburg shook his head. “That’s just it—no one. The doors are kept locked. Claudia Carmichael had got a key because she liked to practice here on the stage, but mostly everyone else save me, Mr. Pibble, and Ernie, here”—the lighting man with the Adam’s apple—“were the only ones with keys.”
 
“So you’re saying that Miss Carmichael would have had to let her killer into the theater,” Phyllida said. “It was someone she knew . . . or someone she was expecting.”
 
They all looked at each other, then nodded.
 
“Do you have any idea who that might have been? Whom she would be meeting at noon today, and would have trusted enough to put on a harness and fly?”
 
No one spoke. Then, one by one, they shook their heads sadly.
 
This, apparently, was enough observation for Inspector Wellbourne. “All right then,” he said, moving toward the small clique wearing a set expression. “I’ll need to know where each one of you was this morning between noon and three o’clock.” He looked sharply at Ernie. “Once the time of death is confirmed, I’ll be checking on what time you actually arrived here.”
 
It was all Phyllida could do not to intervene. Did the inspector not realize it was easier to catch flies—or in this case, trap a killer—with honey than vinegar? People already had a mistrust of the authorities; his demanding and suspicious attitude wouldn’t help him get the information he needed.
 
That was, she knew, part of the reason she’d been successful in exposing several murderers. People—especially servants—talked to her more readily than to a police officer, and, because she was a woman, they often thought of her as less threatening.
 
With a sigh, she eased back. It was nearly ten o’clock and she might as well return to Gantry House. Heaven only knew what had transpired with the faux chef and the new cook, and Mr. Dobble plotting ways to blame her for any and all disasters.
 
But she’d only taken a few steps—quietly, so as not to alert Inspector Wellbourne to her intention of leaving—when Abby Millhouse hurried after her.
 
“Ma’am,” she whispered. “Ma’am, could I speak to you?”
 
“Of course.” Phyllida gestured to one of the backstage legs—the curtains that hung from an angle just offstage so as to hide the actors waiting in the wings—that would separate them from the inspector. They slipped behind the curtain.
 
“It’s only that . . . Claudia, well, I don’t want you to think that she was a complete bubblehead over all of this,” Miss Millhouse said earnestly. “She was just a fun-loving person and I think she thought it was mad that someone would—well, just do away with someone only because of their name. It’s simply horrible.” Her eyes were so wide Phyllida could see the whites all the way round her iris. “I—I can’t believe it!”
 
“It is horrible,” Phyllida said, taking the girl’s hand. It was ice cold. “It’s unspeakable, Miss Millhouse. And I want to stop this person doing it again. Are you certain you haven’t any idea whom Miss Carmichael might have let in here at the theater? Someone she could have mentioned she was meeting? A special man?”
 
“I just can’t think of anyone, ma’am, I really can’t. Claudia had a lot of men friends, but none of them were special to her. She was the life of the party, you see, and didn’t like to be tied down. That’s why she said she loved playing Peter Pan—she wasn’t tied down. She could fly.” Miss Millhouse blinked back tears.
 
And, like Peter Pan, Claudia Carmichael would never grow up.
 
Phyllida nodded, her heart hurting for a young, vibrant woman who’d had her life cut short—and in such an abhorrent way.
 
“What about someone she’d recently dropped or stopped seeing? A man? Or . . . was there someone who perhaps wanted to play Peter Pan, but wasn’t chosen?”
 
“I c-can’t think of anyone . . . only, well, there was Ellen Marston, who wanted Peter Pan, but she just got cast in Autumn Crocus and so I don’t think she was mad anymore, anyhow,” replied Miss Millhouse. Her expression was screwed up in thought. “Though she was at first, I’ll say. Told everyone the only reason Claudia got the role was because . . . well, I’m not one to spread gossip, ma’am. But Ellen, she made it sound like Claudia . . . well, that she got the role because she and Mr. Inglesburg were close. If you know what I mean.”
 
Phyllida certainly did. She nodded, remaining silent so as to allow Miss Millhouse to think further. The more the young actress talked, the better.
 
“Oh, and there was someone . . . last week, I think it was . . . who sent Claudia a whole batch of roses. I didn’t see the card; she threw it away and didn’t show it to me. I only remember because she had a funny smile when she got them. She said, ‘I tell you, Abby, Peter Pan isn’t going to be my last stop!’ I got the impression she was thinking about auditioning for another role—and we’ve only just opened here with Peter Pan!”
 
“Are the roses still in your dressing room?” Phyllida asked. It would be too much to ask for them to have been tied with a blue grosgrain ribbon shot with silver thread, but one could hope.
 
“No, ma’am,” replied Miss Millhouse. “I don’t know what she did with them. Maybe took them home.”
 
“Can you think of anything else that might be helpful? Anything that upset her lately?”
 
“No, ma’am. I’m sorry. I’m fresh out of ideas.”
 
“Quite. You’ve been very helpful. If you think of anything, please ring me at Gantry House.” She gave Miss Millhouse the telephone code, then started for the back door of the theater.
 
“Mrs. Bright. Surely you’re not leaving without an escort.” Inspector Wellbourne was suddenly there, giving her an annoyed look.
 
“It’s late and I’m ready to leave,” she told him firmly.
 
“Very well. Allow me to escort you back to Mayfair.”
 
She didn’t want to allow him to do anything, but, suddenly overcome by unexpected fatigue, Phyllida didn’t argue. It would be a waste of breath . . . and besides, she was determined to find out if there was any more information she could glean from the detective.
 
“Since I’ve helped you out quite a bit tonight, Inspector,” she said as he navigated them through the streets—which were not quite as empty at ten as they had been last night at nearly one o’clock—in a police-issued auto, “it’s only fair that you reciprocate. I’d like to know when Miss Carmichael was killed. I suspect you know more than you’ve given away.”
 
His grunt was audible even over the motor’s engine. “Helped me? How so, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“The fly harness, for one. It’s obvious what happened—the murderer induced her to put it on, likely to demonstrate her flying in the show—and once she was on the catwalk, managed to throw her down. They either removed the harness after she fell, or managed to get her out of it before pushing her over. And also, I’ve learnt there was an actress named Ellen Marston who was jealous of Miss Carmichael and was spreading gossip about her.” Phyllida kept back the information about the roses in case she needed more leverage. “Now, surely you know the estimated time of death, Inspector.”
 
He heaved a sigh. “Sometime between noon and two o’clock, apparently. Likely closer to noon.”
 
“So definitely when she was at the theater alone.”
 
“Unless that bloke with the Adam’s apple got there earlier than he said,” replied Wellbourne.
 
“I’m certain you’ll check his alibi,” she replied in an exaggeratedly soothing voice. He looked at her, frowning, and she thought, How do you like being condescended to?
 
By now they’d arrived at Gantry House and Inspector Wellbourne eased the motorcar to a halt. As was her habit, Phyllida was out of the vehicle before he even opened his door.
 
“Mrs. Bright,” he said as she started down the drive to the courtyard and back door.
 
“Yes?”
 
“I expect you to keep me apprised of anything you learn. I won’t be made a fool of as you’ve done to Cork.”
 
Phyllida made a noncommittal sound, then said, “Good night, Inspector.”
 
“Mrs. Bright—don’t forget what I told you,” he added sharply. His tall figure cast a long, menacing shadow courtesy of a small sconce on the side of the house. “I know where Sedwick kept his old files.”
 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said calmly, even though her palms had gone damp. “But making vague threats against someone from whom you wish assistance is not good practice. Once again, I bid you good night, Inspector.” She turned away and started blindly toward the back courtyard, propelled by fury and worry.
 
She heard the door of the auto slam closed and then the rumble of its motor as it backed away.
 
Allowing herself to lean against the brick wall as the beam from the headlights faded, Phyllida took a shaky breath. Feeling was just beginning to come back into her extremities.
 
Just then, another long shadow fell over the drive. She looked up to find Bradford standing there. The light danced around the edges of his wildly curling hair, frosting it with gold. He wore a battered coat that was so shiny with age, the light bounced off the fabric.
 
“All right, there, Mrs. Bright?” he said.
 
She straightened abruptly. “Quite,” she replied briskly. “It’s been a long day—”
 
“Who is Sedwick?”
 
His question stopped her cold. “I . . .” She fumbled for words, mostly due to the shock that he must have overheard, and partly because she was still a bit shaken by the renewed threat by Inspector Wellbourne.
 
She shook her head, spread her hands, simply upended for many reasons. She didn’t know what to say.
 
“Why was that man threatening you?” Bradford was closer now, and his shadow melded with hers. She couldn’t see his face except for the darker shadows where his eyes and mouth were, but she could feel some strong emotion fairly vibrating from him.
 
“That was Inspector Wellbourne. Of Scotland Yard,” she managed to say, though it was difficult to form words. Her brain and body felt clumsy and slow. Drat and blast it, why couldn’t she pull herself together?
 
“Who is Sedwick?”
 
She flapped a hand, waving him off. “It’s nothing, Bradford. The inspector was simply being disagreeable. And now if you’ll excuse me, I’d—”
 
“Phyllida.” He stood in front of her.
 
She couldn’t pass by without brushing against him, and for some utterly ridiculous, mad reason, she wanted not to pass by but to surge against him. Into him. Back into those strong arms that had caught her up last night.
 
Oh, damn . . . where was Myrtle when she needed a distraction? Every other time, the slobbering, panting creature was there, wreaking havoc . . . except now, when Phyllida actually wanted to see her.
 
“Phyllida,” he said again, his voice just as flat and hard as before. . . but quieter, “tell me what this is about. Who is Sedwick? Why is a Scotland Yard inspector threatening you? And don’t tell me it’s because you’ve been interfering in a police investigation.” He wasn’t trying to be funny, or to poke at her. He was deadly serious. And angry. There was anger there, in his voice, his stance, his words.
 
She wanted to snap at him, to say that it was none of his business (because it wasn’t) . . . but that weariness, both physical and emotional, rendered her silent, and all she could do was look up at him.
 
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so helpless and frustrated....
 
Good heavens, her eyes were stinging.
 
Stinging.
 
Phyllida Bright did not, never, ever, cry in front of anyone—especially a man. Especially one like Bradford.
 
“Bradford, really,” she managed to say, because she wasn’t tearing up, “there is no problem for—”
 
“This is the last time I’m going to ask you,” he said, his voice going quieter and sending a trickle of apprehension down her spine. “Tell me what is happening or I’ll track down Wellbourne and find out myself.”
 
“Sedwick is a Scotland Yard inspector. Was a Scotland Yard inspector. I understand he died a while back. Motorcar crash.” She wasn’t conscious of making the decision to tell Bradford anything, but suddenly there they were—the words tumbling free.
 
“Why is Wellbourne threatening you about Sedwick?”
 
Phyllida drew in a breath. It wasn’t too shaky. She steeled herself and continued. In for a penny . . . “Sedwick was investigating a crime. Something that happened back . . . after the war. A few years after the war.”
 
1925, to be precise.
 
“And you were involved somehow.”
 
She nodded. Oh, she did not want to answer the next question. The one she knew was coming.
 
She wasn’t certain she even could.
 
“Phyllida. Tell me.”
 
She looked away, gathered her thoughts, then brought her gaze back to his. She said clearly, “I killed my husband.”

 



CHAPTER 11
 
FOR THE FIRST TIME IN YEARS, PHYLLIDA DREAMED ABOUT JAMES. James—Jamie, when she was feeling affectionate toward him—Bright, with his crooked but charming smile, vibrant blue eyes, and quicksilver tongue. With those assets and his thick, honey-brown hair, neatly trimmed mustache, and dimpled chin, he’d made a potent package.
 
He wove through her dreams that night—as he had done her life—appearing and reappearing, coaxing, prodding, wooing, teasing.
 
In her night-fueled memories, his eyes metamorphosed from bright and loving to heavy-lidded and sensual, to crinkled with humor . . . stark with fear . . . blazing with anger.
 
She finally woke herself when his hands were wrapped around her throat, squeezing, squeezing....
 
Phyllida lay there, panting, her own hands at her throat as if to prove his were no longer there.
 
For a time after that, she’d worn high collars to hide the bruising. Even after the bruises faded, she wore the collars.
 
Until one day, she stopped wearing them. That was the day she and Agatha decided she would come to work for her.
 
Now, Phyllida forced herself to climb out of bed—an unusual occurrence; normally, she rose with alacrity, ready to start the day. This morning, she left behind sheets and coverlet that were twisted and untucked, testament to her tormented sleep. Grateful for the mundane task, she focused on setting the bed to rights instead of the dreams whose remnants still made her fingers tremble.
 
Thanks to the shadows, she hadn’t been able to see Bradford’s expression when she told him about James. Nor had she given Bradford the opportunity to respond—she’d darted away, hurrying into the house, furious with herself for telling him. Furious for making herself vulnerable once again to someone—especially a man.
 
The only person she trusted was Agatha, and that was partly because it was a mutual trust. They shared each other’s secrets. They’d helped each other out during the blackest pits of their lives.
 
Despite her weariness the night before, and the exhausting dreams, Phyllida had awakened earlier than usual. It was just after seven o’clock. She washed up and dressed, forcing herself to think about her tasks relative to the household for the day ahead . . . and how she could avoid seeing Bradford.
 
She didn’t expect that he’d rush off and tell Agatha or Mr. Max that their housekeeper was a killer—no, that, at least, was not his way. And even if he did, Agatha already knew about the situation.
 
But Phyllida didn’t want to see the censure or horror in his eyes. Nor did she want questions or snide comments.
 
She wasn’t proud of herself for these emotions—this tactic of avoidance, this fear of interaction. It was cowardly and weak. But it was the only way she could survive.
 
Although, how could she avoid Bradford forever with both of them in the same household?
 
She heard a knock at her office door and came through from the tiny bedroom.
 
The knock came again. “Mrs. Bright?”
 
It was Opal, with a tray of tea, one slice of toast, and a boiled egg. Now how on earth had the young woman realized Phyllida was up and dressed so early? She normally took her tray shortly after eight.
 
“Thank you for coming early,” Phyllida told her, feeling a spark of warmth and affection for her newest permanent staff member. Opal had been one of the best decisions she’d ever made when it came to hiring.
 
“I heard you moving about, mu’um, and I know you was come in late last night,” said the girl. She was only fourteen, but she was a hard worker, and intelligent to boot. She had gray eyes, reminiscent of her name, and light brown hair neatly braided in a coronet beneath her cap. “Only, I thought you might want your tea.”
 
“That is very thoughtful of you, Opal. I appreciate it. How is everything in the kitchen this morning?”
 
“Mrs. Newton is just now up, see, and she is looking over the menus for the day. She asked if I might see whether you will come to the kitchen or if you prefer she come to you.”
 
“I’ll come to her,” Phyllida said. Then she could assess the situation in the kitchen. Fortunately, today would be a very quiet and easy day, as Agatha and Mr. Max were going to be gone all day and well into the evening. “After my tea and egg.”
 
“Yes, mu’um.” Opal hesitated, as if she were about to speak, but then she gave a little curtsy. “I’ll tell her, mu’um.” She turned to go.
 
“Opal, did you wish to say something?”
 
The girl turned back. “Mu’um . . .”
 
“What is it?” Phyllida kept her tone easy. She normally had little patience for hemming and hawing, but Opal was not a silly girl. If she was reluctant, it was for a reason.
 
“Mu’um, it’s only . . . today is our day off in the afternoon—Molly’s and mine and Ginny’s, too—and, only, we none of us ain’t been to London before, never.” She stood there, twisting her hands in her apron, looking bashful and uncomfortable.
 
“Go on,” Phyllida said, obviously fully aware that the maids were off this afternoon. It had been planned that way since the Mallowans wouldn’t require luncheon, tea, or supper today.
 
“Molly told me not to ask, you see, not to bother you, but . . . mu’um, we were wondering . . . could you . . . take us around a bit? Only, we—we don’t know where to go or what to do and you know everything, Mrs. Bright. It’s only, we might get lost, or—or kidnapped.”
 
Phyllida blinked, hiding her initial reaction, which was one of surprise, followed by unexpected pleasure that her maids thought so highly of their boss they wanted her companionship on their day off.
 
But Opal was already stepping back from her request. “Only, we know how busy you are, mu’um, with it all here, and the murder investigation and everything, and—”
 
“I’m certain I can make some time to show you about a little,” Phyllida replied.
 
Opal’s eyes grew wide as saucers, and she grinned, showing her oversized front teeth and a dimple. “Oh, Mrs. Bright, thank you! Molly’s going to be ever so mad at me for asking, but she’ll be ever so happy you said yes! Thank you, mu’um. Thank you ever so much!”
 
Phyllida was still smiling when Opal closed the door behind her. She didn’t really have the time to spend an afternoon showing the girls around London, but it would be an excellent way to take her mind off topics like murder, both recent and past. And she well knew how exciting and interesting—not to mention intimidating—a big city could be to the uninitiated.
 
Her smile faded. Although her dreams had mostly been filled with vivid and interwoven images of James, she’d also been unable to keep poor Claudia Carmichael and Trent Orkney from her mind as she slept. Although she hadn’t seen Miss Carmichael’s body on the stage, the chalk outline had left an impression on her thoughts and resurrected itself in her nightmares: Claudia Carmichael and Trent Orkney, shadowy figures being thrown or pummeled by an equally shadowy figure, had slipped in and out of her sleeping thoughts as well.
 
Whoever was doing this series of murders was either mad or very, very crafty. The killer was seemingly selecting victims based only on their names and locations of work—with no motive whatsoever. . . or the killer’s motives for selecting the victims were so subtle, so well-hidden that it would be impossible to uncover them . . . and therefore to identify the killer.
 
Phyllida poured her tea and added a scandalous three lumps of sugar—she needed the extra boost this morning—along with a splash of milk as she mulled over what she knew.
 
What connected the three deaths besides the fact that they’d occurred alphabetically?
 
They all occurred in a theater, on a stage.
 
The deaths were all that of actors.
 
Each cause of death was different—but they were the same in the sense that they were alliterative and matched name and theater: asleep in an armchair, bashed on a balcony, thrown from a catwalk. . . .
 
No . . . catapulted from a catwalk, Phyllida thought grimly.
 
In the latter two cases, it seemed that the two deaths were the result of the victims letting someone in to the theater whom they knew and trusted at least to some extent. Miss Carmichael must have really trusted her killer to have put on the harness and allowed him to convince her up to the catwalk.
 
So it had to be someone whom both Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael had known and trusted. And if it turned out Archibald Allston had also been murdered, the killer had to be someone he’d known and trusted as well.
 
These were three different plays in three different theaters with three different crews and casts and directors . . . yet the killer had to have a personal link to each of them . . . or at least to the B and C deaths.
 
Yes. For certain there had to be a connection between Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael. And when Phyllida determined what that was, she knew she’d be very close to identifying the killer.
 
She sipped her tea, reminding herself that the Satterwaits were linked to both the A and B murders. Now she had to find out whether they were also somehow invested in Peter Pan at the Clapham.
 
If so, was someone trying to ruin them?
 
Or . . . could one of the Satterwaits be the murderer?
 
Phyllida wanted to dismiss the possibility that Hugh or Melissa Satterwait had killed their own nephew. Their grief had seemed genuine, and Phyllida was a good judge of a person’s honesty.
 
Yet . . . more than one criminal had felt genuine grief after doing away with his or her target. Sadness didn’t preclude having caused the death in the first place.
 
Still . . . why? Why would either of the Satterwaits disrupt their own lives—canceling a stage production as well as offing their nephew?
 
Unless they weren’t as well off as one assumed, even with them being nicknamed the King and Queen of the West End. Perhaps they were in financial trouble.
 
But why would canceling a show help them? Unless they were bound to lose money on it and so wanted a reason to permanently shutter the play....
 
Phyllida shook her head. None of that made sense. Mrs. Satterwait had been talking about the replacement for Mr. Allston, so it wasn’t as if they didn’t intend the production to go forward.
 
She sipped her tea and thought about everything she’d learned, the people she’d met . . . the people she hadn’t yet spoken to . . . suspects she wasn’t even aware of.
 
She closed her eyes and thought about what the killer might do next. Would he move on to D?
 
She prayed he was stopped before then. But Trent Orkney had been killed the day after Mr. Allston was found dead, and Claudia Carmichael less than twenty-four hours later.
 
She feared the killer wouldn’t wait too long for his next step.
 
She opened her eyes and took another sip of tea. Shuddering a bit at the excessive sweetness, Phyllida pulled out a sheet of paper and wrote a note to Mrs. Satterwait.
 
She rang for one of the maids to arrange for the message to be delivered. Once having passed it off to Billie, Phyllida set about the rest of her day, determined to avoid Bradford at all costs.
 
Her subsequent meeting in the kitchen with Mrs. Newton was so much more productive than her interactions with Monsieur Chardonnay that Phyllida quite forgot herself when she came out of the kitchen and nearly ran into Bradford.
 
Stifling a gasp of surprise and chagrin, she said, “Good day,” and immediately turned to flee to her office.
 
She had to be honest with herself—she fully intended to actually flee. To rush, hurry, even run if necessary.
 
But she hadn’t taken one step when the infuriating man stepped neatly around, positioning himself in front of her. He was completely blocking the narrow corridor that would have led to her escape.
 
“Bradford, if you please,” she said.
 
“One question, Phyllida,” he said in a voice that was, thankfully, low enough that no one in the kitchen would hear, “and then you can hide all you want.”
 
Normally she would have bristled at the implication that she was behaving in a cowardly fashion, but she couldn’t deny it. “I don’t wish to discuss it, Bradford, now please leave me be.” There was no sense in pretending she didn’t know what he wanted to ask her about.
 
“What was his name?”
 
“What?” She forgot herself and looked up at him, into those dark eyes. That was not the question she’d expected.
 
“Your husband. What was his name?”
 
“J-James. James Bright.”
 
He gave a sharp nod, then suddenly he was gone, leaving Phyllida far too wobbly in the knees. For more than one reason.
 
 

 
 
Molly, Ginny, and Opal were visibly excited when Phyllida met them in the back hallway at two o’clock sharp.
 
“Thank you ever so much, Mrs. Bright,” said Ginny, her eyes bright and her lips curved. She was practically pirouetting in the small corridor.
 
“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Bright,” echoed Molly, stepping back so as not to get trod upon by her sometimes-friend, sometimes-rival.
 
Phyllida rarely had occasion to see her maids dressed in something other than their uniforms and caps, and she was pleased to see that their normal spic-and-span grooming had carried over to their afternoon off.
 
Each was dressed in a simple calf-length frock or skirt and blouse with their normal sturdy shoes. Molly and Ginny wore stockings and Opal had socks rolled up to just below her knees. Ginny had a dark blue beret perched on her golden hair, which had been looped up into a simple bun at the nape of her neck. Molly wore an unadorned cloche hat over her shorter hair, and Opal’s head was bare over a pair of tight braids. It was a mild day so there was no need for coats or sweaters.
 
“What a fine group you are,” Phyllida said, checking the position of her own hat in the mirror she’d installed (as she always did) by the door.
 
“Where are we going, Mrs. Bright? What are we going to do?” asked Opal, gray eyes shining like two large moonstones.
 
“I thought you might like to look around at Harrods and perhaps see the Strand where many of the stage theaters are,” Phyllida told them, ushering them out the door. She felt rather like the mother hen she never thought she’d be. “And we could ride on the top of an omnibus past the Tower of London and Westminster. We might even have tea at a little café.”
 
These suggestions were met with vocal enthusiasm and a few quiet squeals. Phyllida was glad she’d tucked several extra shillings in her purse. Tea would be her treat, as would a ride on the omnibus. She might even take them on the Underground.
 
They caught the omnibus at the same corner where Phyllida had purchased the newspaper yesterday morning. She had just enough time to buy today’s edition before hustling the three girls onto the ’bus, urging them to climb all the way to the open-air top—which, she reasoned, would also help keep them from feeling ill from the motion of the vehicle.
 
Molly and Ginny slipped into seats next to each other, leaving Opal to sit with Phyllida. The girl clung, wide-eyed, to the railing next to her on the motor’s roof and gawped at the pedestrians filling the walks, tall buildings, horse-drawn lorries, and the river of motor vehicles. Honks, shouts, and the rumble of engines filled the air.
 
“I ain’t never seen so many people before,” Opal said as Phyllida unfolded the newspaper. “Or motors. Or tall buildings. Oh, what’s that, Mrs. Bright?”
 
Phyllida looked up in time to see the large plaza with the column pedestal in its center that speared toward the sky.
 
“That is Trafalgar Square,” she replied, but Opal’s head had already swiveled and she was looking in a different direction. Her mouth hung slightly open, but Phyllida merely smiled at her awestruck enthusiasm, then returned her attention to the newspaper.
 
To her dismay, the headline was on the front page again . . . below the fold, but once more prominently displayed: WEST END KILLER! Then the subheading: ALLSTON, BENVOLIO, CARMICHAEL . . . WHO WILL D BE?
 
Phyllida’s mood plummeted. She didn’t know why she’d hoped the news wouldn’t be splashed all over the Times. It had been a futile hope.
 
She read on:
 

In light of the three alphabetical-order deaths at stages in the West End, theatergoers are understandably concerned about attending performances—especially if their names happen to begin with D. And what of the Davenport, Danish, and Dunsary Theaters? Ought they to close down until the culprit is caught?


 
Her mood souring, Phyllida checked the byline of the story. Abernathy Vane. It appeared he was no longer confined to writing only the “All Things Theater with Vane” column in the Entertainment section, but now had a sensational front-page story with his name on it.
 
Phyllida noticed just in the nick of time that the omnibus was easing to a halt at the stop by Harrods. Quickly, she ushered her companions down the metal steps to exit the vehicle.
 
A doorman greeted them outside the department store, which boasted huge plate glass windows framed with wrought iron curlicues. Molly and Ginny were transfixed by a display of beaded and feathered evening gowns and were almost left behind on the street when Opal and Phyllida went inside.
 
“Mrs. Bright! Oh, Mrs. Bright, what is that?” Opal appeared ready to jump out of her skin with excitement. She barely resisted plucking at Phyllida’s sleeve. “What are those people riding on?”
 
“That is the moving staircase,” Phyllida told her. Molly and Ginny were far more circumspect in their interest, but they eagerly joined Phyllida as she led the way to the long, leather conveyor belt that rose at a mild angle from the first to the second floor of the department store.
 
“Oh, Mrs. Bright, are you certain it’s safe?” Ginny asked, eyeing the smooth belt mistrustfully as it trundled upward in front of them.
 
“Of course it’s safe,” said Molly. “Don’t you see all the people on it?” With only the briefest of hesitations, Molly stepped onto the belt.
 
Her eyes widened when she felt the floor move, rumbling softly beneath her feet. She whipped out a hand to hold the side rail, which was made from mahogany and silver-plated glass. “Whoa,” she said, her eyes sparkling with pleasure and surprise.
 
“Go on, then,” Phyllida said with a smile as Opal danced impatiently.
 
They weren’t the only people mesmerized by the moving staircase—parents ushered their children on, and shoppers (some of whom had clearly used it before) stepped on with confident steps. Some riders even walked up the moving ramp, weaving their way between others standing still on the belt as it conveyed them forty feet to the second floor, where the women’s wear department was located.
 
Watching the three young women wander through the large store was a minor balm to Phyllida’s mood. Of course, none of them had the money to buy anything there, but the maids looked at everything and consulted with each other about how to go about sewing some of the frocks and blouses they saw.
 
In the meat and poultry section, they gawked at the rows and rows of chicken, beef, lamb, and other carcasses lined up inside cases and hanging from the ceiling, all manned by workers in white tunics and poofy hats. Another area offered baked goods with colorful biscuits and cupcakes, and another a rainbow of fruits and vegetables.
 
“It’s like the whole world is for sale here,” Phyllida heard Molly whisper to Ginny.
 
When they strolled through the perfume department, each of them were sprayed with a different fragrance, sending the young women into gales of laughter. But for hours after, Phyllida saw Molly and Ginny surreptitiously sniffing their arms and shoulders where they’d been sprayed. Phyllida, of course, opted for a spritz of Chanel No. 5, and she thought that if the Satterwaits really did compensate her financially for her investigation, she might buy herself a dram of the expensive perfume.
 
“Pet Kingdom? What’s that?” said Molly, looking at a sign.
 
Phyllida had mixed feelings about that area of Harrods, but she nevertheless let the maids lead the way. It was a department that sold pets—everything from cats and dogs to more exotic ones like lions, panthers, snakes, and—
 
“Is that an alligator?” cried Ginny, staggering backward as if the nobbly-backed beast had lunged toward her. But it hadn’t; it was safely (if not horribly) ensconced in its glass cage.
 
“Noël Coward, the playwright, bought an alligator from Harrods for Christmas last year,” Phyllida told them, uncertain whether they were even aware of his name, since the maids generally saw films instead of plays. “I suppose that might be its sibling.” Poor creature.
 
Phyllida looked around the Pet Kingdom with an unhappy eye. Her heart ached for those baby lions and little monkeys in their cages—soon to be taken to a house or even a flat to live, rather than a jungle—and, yes, her heart hurt even for the hairy-legged spider that squatted, larger than Bradford’s hand, safely in its smaller enclosure.
 
Molly saw the arachnid first and she nearly trampled Opal and Ginny in her efforts to put distance between it and her, despite the glass between them. Ginny’s face had gone green and then dead white when she saw the size of the spider, but Opal was so fascinated by the creature, Phyllida nearly had to drag her away.
 
“It’s time for tea,” she said when the girl blinked at her as if rejoining the world.
 
“Oh, yes, Mrs. Bright, mu’um, I’m sorry,” Opal said. “It’s just I ain’t never seen a spider that big. Only, I wonner what its web looks like.” Her eyes widened at the thought. “Where do you think it’s from?”
 
Phyllida had noticed the placard. “Africa,” she replied, ushering her young companions to the stairs that would lead to the ground floor.
 
Phyllida gave the maids a choice between riding the omnibus again or the Underground. Since Ginny wasn’t keen on going into dark places underground, and Opal liked watching the sights from the roof, they once more climbed aboard an omnibus. This one would take them to the Strand.
 
“Look at that place!” cried Ginny when she saw the Savoy in all its silvery, decadent glory. “Did you really go in there, Mrs. Bright?”
 
Not terribly surprised that the details of her night out had filtered down to the maids—after all, the staff gossiped just as much as any other group of people in close quarters—Phyllida smiled and nodded. “I did. And it’s just as fancy inside as from the outside.”
 
She herded her gawping charges down the busy walkways of one of the busiest, most famous streets in London.
 
“Gor, Mrs. Bright, is this where the man got his head bashed in?” said Molly, stopping dead in front of the Belmont Theater.
 
Signs covered the windows: CLOSED DUE TO DEATH, and there was an air of disquiet about the building. But there was a small cluster of people standing off to the side, whispering together and trying to peer through one of the doors.
 
“It is,” replied Phyllida, a wave of sadness washing over her. She felt she was no closer to finding Trent Orkney’s murderer than she had been two days ago.
 
“Is it true the killer’s going by the alphabet?” said Ginny, giving a little shudder as she pirouetted out of the path of a bicycle. “Mrs. Newton said as how a woman was offed yesterday at the Clapham Stage, too. Claudia someone. That’s A-B-C, innit, Mrs. Bright?”
 
Before Phyllida could determine how to reply, Molly cried, “Look! Oh, look! Do you think that’ll be the next one?”
 
Phyllida looked to where the maid was pointing. Across the street there was a small theater with a prominent marquee. On it read:
 

OPENING FRIDAY 
REGINALD HORNE & DAPHNE DAYBERRY 
IN 
DRACULA


 
“I highly . . .” Phyllida stopped when she saw the name of the establishment. The Dunsary Theater.
 
Her heart sank.
 
Molly was right: Daphne Dayberry could very well be the killer’s next target.
 
And apparently, Molly wasn’t the only person with that thought. There were a number of people crowded on the street in front of the theater. Some were lined up at the box office, which didn’t appear to be open, and others were attempting to peer through the glass doors. Still others stood at a distance, gawking and talking excitedly.
 
“Should we go in, Mrs. Bright?” Molly’s eyes were wide. She and Ginny were gripping each other’s hands whilst goggling excitedly at the theater. “What if she’s already in there, dead? That Daphne Dayberry person?” She pronounced the first name as “Da-feen.”
 
“I’m quite certain she isn’t,” Phyllida said, not at all certain that was the case. “And I certainly hope you’re wrong about her being the next victim, Molly.” Her tone quelled some of the maids’ enthusiasm for the topic. “We ought to pray there is no next victim. Murder is not something to sensationalize. It is a tragedy and a horror.”
 
“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused, eyes downcast.
 
Even so, a little niggle of worry settled over her. Despite the crowd out front, the theater building seemed utterly dark and quiet. Too dark and quiet.
 
Should she go inside?
 
Phyllida considered the option for only an instant; she had three young and naive companions with her and there was no real reason to think that Daphne Dayberry lay in her demise behind the doors of the Dunsary Theater.
 
Shaking her head at her internal sensationalized, journalistic alliteration, Phyllida urged the maids along.
 
Having properly chastised her companions, Phyllida nevertheless chose a small tea shop with tables outside two blocks from the Strand—and well out of sight of the Dunsary Theater. To Phyllida’s relief, their topics of conversation did not stray back to the ABC killings but remained on more appropriate subjects—such as how anyone could imagine putting a train underground, and what happened to the people on the omnibuses when it rained, and how tall the spires were on St. Paul’s.
 
“Mrs. Bright, look over there,” Opal whispered as she plucked at Phyllida’s sleeve. “Is that a woman wearing trousers, mu’um? Right on the street?”
 
Phyllida saw the person to whom Opal was referring. The individual walking down the street did, in fact, appear to be a woman wearing men’s clothing. If it weren’t for her hair—which was done in a neat roll at the back of her neck—she might have been mistaken for a gentleman in trousers tucked into tall boots and a loose shirt beneath a flapping coat.
 
“It does in fact appear to be a woman,” Phyllida said, watching Opal’s reaction. Molly had told her recently that Opal wanted to be a footman, and that she’d seen the younger girl holding up a set of livery to herself as if to see if it would fit.
 
“Gor . . .” Opal whispered, still staring. Fortunately, the object of her attention was across the street and surely didn’t notice. “I didn’t know women could wear trousers.”
 
“It’s not terribly common,” Phyllida told her. “But if a woman is to be mucking out a stall, or riding a bicycle or horse, why that would be far more comfortable than a frock, wouldn’t it?” Having donned pants more than once, even since the war—and reveled in the comfort and flexibility they provided—Phyllida wasn’t about to temper the girl’s enthusiasm. She was of the mind that someday women wearing trousers would be as commonplace as them wearing skirts. A number of film actresses had been photographed wearing long, wide-legged pants that were far more fancy than for mucking or riding.
 
“I want to wear trousers,” said Opal in a sort of prayer-like whisper to herself. But she didn’t look at Phyllida, or speak about it again. She only watched the pants-wearing woman down the rest of the block.
 
They were enjoying biscuits and tiny sandwiches when a street magician approached. He was carrying a wooden crate and set up a shell game on it near their table.
 
Phyllida watched indulgently as first Molly, then Ginny, then Opal, tried to figure out how the shilling they’d each given him kept disappearing under the shell they thought they’d seen it under. And then when the magician pulled the coin out from behind Opal’s braid, the girls were so completely mystified Phyllida could hardly keep from laughing.
 
“It’s called misdirection,” she explained later, when the magician moved on to another set of marks and she and the maids were making their way to the omnibus stop. “He distracts you by talking—it’s called patter, and it’s supposed to be lively and interesting and dramatic—and then by doing other big gestures or movements while he’s using sleight of hand to hide the shilling and move the shells.”
 
“But I was watching him the whole time,” Molly said. “I never took my eyes from the table.”
 
Phyllida shrugged, still smiling. “That’s what you think, but it only takes a second of distraction—you looking at him, watching very carefully, while he does something else in a different place, with a different hand. He does it purposely, making you focus on something else while he slips a coin up his sleeve or pulls a scarf out from your collar. Misdirection—”
 
She stopped suddenly—both in speech and in walking. Ginny actually bumped into her, but Phyllida was too stunned by her realization to react.
 
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mrs. Bright,” said the maid, her cheeks bright pink.
 
But Phyllida hardly noticed. Misdirection.
 
Misdirection.
 
Was it possible the killer was acting like a magician and distracting them from something? Were all of these deaths—this dramatic, alphabetical collection of killings—simply a form of misdirection?
 
Was it his version of “patter”?
 
Was he doing something else behind the scenes whilst everyone was focused on the ABC of it all?
 
After all, everything had been staged. Quite literally set up on a stage. Dramatically and specifically arranged . . .
 
The killer was performing.
 
“Mrs. Bright? I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Ginny was on the verge of horrified tears, looking at her as if she expected Phyllida to discompose at any moment.
 
“Not at all,” Phyllida said, realizing the three young women were eyeing her worriedly. “I only just had a thought about the murder investigation, and it stopped me dead on the street. Come, let’s get on,” she said briskly, walking just as quickly and efficiently as she’d spoken.
 
She wanted to get back to Gantry House as soon as possible and mull over these new thoughts.
 
She was also hoping there would be a response to the message she’d sent this morning waiting in her office.

 



CHAPTER 12
 
“GOING OUT AGAIN THIS EVENING, MRS. BRIGHT?” MR. DOBBLE looked down his nose at Phyllida. “One begins to wonder whether we even have a housekeeper in this residence any longer.”
 
“Take it up with Mrs. Agatha if you don’t like it,” Phyllida replied. “But one would have thought you’d enjoy the opportunity to boss the maids about in my absence.”
 
Mr. Dobble gave her a glacial look. “There is no need to be impertinent, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“There is no need to be snide, Mr. Dobble,” she replied, sailing past him.
 
In anticipation of a positive response to her earlier message to Mrs. Satterwait—requesting an opportunity to meet some of the other people involved in Trent Orkney’s show, as well as anyone from the Clapham Stage—Phyllida had made a single purchase at Harrods whilst the maids were wandering about: a new frock that would be appropriate for evening wear, for she couldn’t appear in the same dress she’d worn to the Savoy. This one had cost more than two pounds, but it was worth every shilling. Aside from that, she hadn’t had a new evening frock—or the occasion for one—in longer than she cared to admit.
 
Upon their return from the shopping and sightseeing, Phyllida had learned she had indeed received a message from Mrs. Satterwait, inviting her to a gathering this evening at the Satterwait residence.
 
Phyllida was not ashamed to admit a rush of relief that there wasn’t another message from Mrs. Satterwait—or anyone else—about a fourth death at a theater.
 
Having received confirmation that she was, in fact, going out this evening, Phyllida had employed Ginny—who was quite handy with a needle and had a good eye and steady hand—to sew some embellishments onto the new evening frock, dressing it up even a bit more. Molly had eagerly helped as well, both of the maids still flushed with the pleasure of their experiences earlier that day.
 
The dress certainly wasn’t as glamorous as one of the gowns the maids had been drooling over in the windows at Harrods, but it would more than do. Made from midnight-blue chiffon cut on the bias, the gown clung and flowed over Phyllida’s curves—even the ones that were a bit curvier than she wished—in a most flattering way.
 
The embellishments Ginny and Molly added were tasteful dashes of jet beads and dark blue-black sequins at the shoulders, along one side of the vee neckline, the cuffed edges of the long, draping sleeves, and a hint at the hem. Phyllida’s dark red shoes would have to do, unless she wanted to wear plain black ones, which she didn’t.
 
When she flowed past Elton, who’d been loitering in the hall between her office and Mr. Dobble’s pantry, and he goggled, fairly tripping over his feet, Phyllida knew she looked well.
 
The Satterwaits had offered to send a motor for her, which Phyllida appreciated since—for obvious and numerous reasons—she had not wanted to ask Bradford. She could have driven the Daimler herself, of course, but she knew the chauffeur would never allow it.
 
As it turned out, however, she couldn’t have asked Bradford anyway, for she learned he and the motorcar were both absent.
 
Phyllida didn’t give a single thought as to where he was or what he was doing.
 
The motorcar sent by Mrs. Satterwait was a long, gleaming, cream-colored Rolls-Royce. Phyllida only recognized it as a Rolls due to the “winged goddess” icon mounted atop the front. It was a gorgeous vehicle, the finest in which she’d ever ridden. Bradford would be sorry he missed seeing it.
 
It was such a smooth and quiet ride that when the long, luxurious motor rolled to a halt in front of the Satterwaits’ home in Knightsbridge, Phyllida hardly realized it had stopped. A footman opened her door and assisted her to climb out.
 
She was greeted pleasantly by a butler who wasn’t nearly as unbending as Mr. Dobble (nor did he have a discernible dent in the side of his head of thick white hair). He showed her to a large room, which appeared to be two salons connected by French doors that had been flung open in order to accommodate the small crowd.
 
There were tables set up with finger food, and a bar in one corner manned by a footman vigorously stirring a cocktail. Another footman wove his way through the room carrying a tray of martinis, and another toted one filled with champagne flutes.
 
As before, Phyllida had hardly stepped into the room when Mrs. Satterwait found her.
 
“Lovely frock, Phyllida,” said her hostess. Mrs. Satterwait’s eyes seemed more sunken in their sockets than before, and she didn’t even attempt to smile. “Have you found out anything yet, Phyllida? Anything at all?”
 
“Nothing definite, I’m sorry to say,” she replied, resting her gloved hand comfortingly on Mrs. Satterwait’s arm and giving a little squeeze. “I’m so sorry I don’t have anything definitive. I do know there has to be a connection between Trent and Claudia Carmichael, someone they both knew and trusted. Thank you so very much for arranging this get-together tonight. I’m hoping to learn more.”
 
“Yes. You’ve simply got to find out what’s happening,” Mrs. Satterwait said, her voice low and tight. “Hugh says that Wellbourne chap doesn’t seem to have an idea in his head, and I can’t disagree. Everyone is in an utter uproar over it all.”
 
Phyllida looked around the room and couldn’t disagree either. Although the space was filled with well-dressed people drinking, smoking, and talking, there was a frenetic edge to the scene. Speech, movement, laughter—all of it was tighter, sharper, louder, and brighter. As if the attendees were trying their best to ignore the tragedies and their worries.
 
“How did you arrange all of this?” Phyllida asked.
 
“It’s another wake,” Mrs. Satterwait explained. “The three theaters are closed tonight, of course, and everyone wants to be together—to talk about it all, to feel safe, to remember Trent and Claudia and Allston . . . and so they’ve all come. It’s as if everyone is holding their breath, to see who is going to be n-next.” She blinked rapidly and took a gulp of her martini. “Excuse me, Phyllida. I . . . I need to freshen up.”
 
“Of course.” Phyllida wished she had something more to say to Melissa Satterwait, something comforting—or at least hopeful—but there was nothing. Not yet. And she wasn’t one to give false hope.
 
But this was why she’d come tonight, why she’d asked Mrs. Satterwait to arrange for another gathering. Somewhere, somehow, there was a connection between Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael—and Phyllida was certain that connection was here tonight.
 
And that that connection was the killer.
 
Surely the killer would be here—enjoying the tension, the fear, the apprehension, the gossip and horror he’d caused. And perhaps he was even planning his next move.
 
Victim D, whoever that might be.
 
But there had to be at least fifty people in the room. So many of them. It was daunting to think about each of them possibly being a suspect.
 
This situation was nothing like Agatha’s novels, or, indeed, any of the other murder investigations with which Phyllida had been involved. In those cases, the identity of the killer had been limited—it could only have been one of a specified number of people. Here, now, with this series of deaths over three different locations, it felt infinite and impossible to identify a murderer out of so many people.
 
Determined—for when had Phyllida Bright ever backed down from a problem?—she began to make her way through the crowd.
 
Surely something would strike her thoughts.
 
“Oh, Miss Bright!” A breathy, familiar voice caught Phyllida’s attention. “I was so hoping to hear from you today about our interview.”
 
It was, unfortunately, Marilee Putnam-Percy. She gripped a champagne flute as if it were trying to escape before she finished it. Her fiancé wasn’t in attendance, but she was accompanied by the man Phyllida recognized as George Hadley, the person who was playing Romeo to Miss Putnam-Percy’s Juliet.
 
“Quite,” replied Phyllida, deftly plucking an olive-studded martini from a passing tray. She suspected she would need the fortification. “I was horrified to hear about what happened at the Clapham Stage. What a terrible tragedy. Do you think it’s possible Miss Carmichael fell?” She made her demeanor as guileless as possible as she removed her gloves and tucked them into her bag—all without spilling a drop of the martini.
 
“Fell? Of course not,” said Hadley in a slightly nasal tone. He was a slender man, almost too thin, with features so mobile they seemed to be made from rubber. But those elastic features were put together in an undeniably pleasing fashion: slender, bulb-tipped nose, slightly pointed chin, full lips, hooded eyes. He was clean-shaven, which allowed his face to clearly project his expression of derision. He gave off the impression of one utterly confident in his own skin, and certain in his own opinions. “Of course it was the Alphabet Killer.”
 
“It’s just so frightfully awful!” cried Miss Putnam-Percy. “Why, what if he keeps going all the way to the letter P? What shall I do? I have two of them, after all.”
 
Hadley ignored her—as did Phyllida—and said, “It’s terribly unsettling. Whoever is doing this has to be mad!”
 
“Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill both Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael, Mr. Hadley?” Phyllida asked. “It seems clear it was the same person.”
 
He eyed her narrowly, then for some reason seemed to find her trustworthy. “I can think of plenty of people who aren’t broken up over Trent’s demise, but Claudia Carmichael? She was an unapologetic flirt and rather free with her attentions, but no one took her seriously enough to want to off her. She was harmless—like a—a butterfly.”
 
“She wasn’t going to go very far,” Miss Putnam-Percy added, a bit maliciously, Phyllida thought. “She was frightfully airy-fairy, and she really couldn’t act. It was only that she was tiny and ever so fair, and so they cast her as Peter Pan, you see.”
 
Phyllida glanced at George Hadley, who shrugged and grimaced. “Marilee has got it right, you know. Nothing against the poor girl, but she really couldn’t act. Got lucky with Peter Pan.”
 
“Or with Mr. Inglesburg,” muttered Miss Putnam-Percy, slanting a meaningful look at Phyllida.
 
“What are you doing here?” said an unfriendly voice. “Can’t you reporters leave us alone? Stop hounding us?”
 
It was Lawrence Nesmith, the stage manager who’d first accosted Phyllida at the Belmont Theater. He was wearing only slightly less rumpled clothing now than he had been then, and he held a lowball with only a trace of amber liquid swimming in it whilst a large chunk of ice remained.
 
“Why are you talking to her?” Nesmith demanded of George Hadley and Marilee Putnam-Percy. “She’s a reporter—she hasn’t any business being at a private—”
 
“I am a guest of Mrs. Satterwait,” said Phyllida calmly. “I suppose you could take it up with her if you don’t want me here. I’m certain she’d understand.” She lifted her brows as she raised the martini to her lips.
 
His expression eased, but only slightly. He might not want to offend Mrs. Satterwait by being rude to one of her guests, but he was hardly mollified. “Surprised she’s felt the need to give a party. After what happened with Trent, and—and Claudia Carmichael.”
 
“People grieve in different ways,” Phyllida said as Hadley and Miss Putnam-Percy turned to speak with someone else. Drat. She’d wanted to find out more from George Hadley about who he thought might have wanted Trent Orkney dead. And if he had any ideas whom Claudia Carmichael had been flirting with. Maybe someone did have a bruised heart, despite what Claudia’s friend Abby thought. “I am sorry for your loss, Mr. Nesmith.”
 
His eyebrows, thick and straight, jumped. “My loss?”
 
“The loss of a cast member, of course,” she replied, a little surprised by his confusion. “Not only the loss of one of your cast members, but a loss of money, correct? How long do you think Romeo and Juliet will be put on hiatus?”
 
“I’d like to know that, too, Nesmith,” said a gravelly voice from behind her.
 
Phyllida turned to find a well-dressed man standing there. He wore a black suit that had definitely been carefully tailored to his stocky frame, and a white silk scarf that hung draped over the front of his shoulders. It had fringe on the ends and a red V embroidered on the front of one side.
 
He was about forty, Phyllida guessed, and the condition of his mustache likely would have been cause for immense consternation from Poirot. It was neat enough, sitting above his upper lip like a thick brown centipede, but the long tips of each end were twisted, curled, and waxed so they pointed straight up. This gave the effect of the two ends pointing directly to his eyes.
 
Perhaps that was purposeful—to draw one’s attention to his gaze—for his eyes were sharp. They glinted with intelligence and something more . . . something that told Phyllida he wasn’t a man with whom to be trifled.
 
“And who is this fine woman?” asked the man as he turned his attention to Phyllida. The smoke from the cigarette he waved made an S curve through the air. “Are you onstage, m’dear? You certainly ought to be if you aren’t.” His words rang with sincerity and authority. “I’ll speak with Satterwait or Coward.”
 
“Penelope Bright,” she replied, just barely remembering her cover story, and offered him a businesslike hand. “I’m with the Illustrated London News.”
 
“Oho! A competitor in the midst,” the man crowed in delight. “Abernathy Vane, the Times.” He gave an exaggerated bow, and when he rose, he took Phyllida’s offered hand and brought it to his lips for a kiss.
 
Unfortunately, she’d already removed her gloves, which would have been a convenient barrier. The kissing of one’s hand was a convention Phyllida strongly wished would go by the wayside. Who wanted the moist, hot, squishy lips of a strange man on their skin?
 
“Ah . . . the theater critic,” she said, extracting her hand from his grip just before his lips touched her. “And, as of today, no longer relegated to a column many pages into the paper, but now with a byline on the front page for all the eyes to see,” she added dryly.
 
“Indeed,” he replied, his eyes sparkling with acknowledgment of her verbal parry. “One must take any advantage, Miss Bright. It is Miss, I do hope? Not that it matters to some in this day and age, now, does it?” He smiled. It wasn’t an unpleasant leer but a cynical quirking of the lips, which made Phyllida almost like him in spite of her feelings about his dramatic license in sensationalizing murder.
 
“It’s no wonder you’re asking when the show will reopen—I understand you’ve admired Miss Putnam-Percy’s Juliet,” she said, sipping her martini again.
 
“Admired might be too strong a word, but Marilee’s certainly not a clod. She has her moments. It’s a damned shame to have the play shuttered,” replied Mr. Vane in a tone that was the most serious and sincere he’d employed thus far. “She is a fair talent and can improve even more. Although there is the chance the wickedly intriguing Ellen Marston will soon outshine her.” He looked at Lawrence Nesmith, who’d continued to glare at both of them. “At least, if she has the right assistance.”
 
“Ellen doesn’t need your assistance,” replied Lawrence from between clenched teeth. “Or anyone’s. She’s going to be a star all on her own. You just stay out of her business.” He’d lifted a finger to emphasize his words and it trembled with fury.
 
“That’s not what your lovely fiancée said,” replied Mr. Vane, taking a drag on his cigarette as he eyed Lawrence laconically.
 
So Ellen Marston, the actress who had been vying for the same role as Claudia Carmichael in Peter Pan, was engaged to the rumpled and bellicose stage manager at the Belmont.
 
A connection between the two murders.
 
“Just stay away from Ellen,” Lawrence replied, his voice shaking. “I mean it. She doesn’t need your kind of help.”
 
“If you wish,” replied Mr. Vane, his slender brows rising sardonically. “If you truly wish.”
 
“All of you reporters are the same. Sneaky, sly, and crude.” Lawrence Nesmith made a sound of disgust and, with a dark look at Phyllida and Mr. Vane, pushed between them and walked away.
 
Phyllida lifted her brows at Mr. Vane from over the rim of her glass and waited for him to speak. His type always had something to say.
 
“Misguided fool,” said the critic, shaking his head. “He’s going to ruin her career if he keeps up that sort of talk. I could truly be of help to her . . . Now, Penelope, is it? Do tell me what it is you’re working on here tonight if not a chance to be under the spotlight.”
 
Instead of the leer she’d once again expected, there was the gleam of sincere interest in his eyes. Even the upthrust mustache tips seemed less incongruous now.
 
“I’m doing a story about rising stage actors and their struggles in the face of the growing popularity of the cinema,” she said smoothly. “But to be quite honest, I find myself more interested at the moment over what happened to Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael.”
 
A spasm crossed Vane’s face as he lifted the cigarette. “Yes,” he said on the inhale, shaking his head grimly. “Tragedies, both of them. Not only tragedy, but abject horror. Murder. One simply doesn’t expect to encounter it just . . . anywhere, does one? And now twice—perhaps thrice?—in four days?”
 
Phyllida forbore to reply. After all, she herself had been encountering murder far too often as of late.
 
“And all of them at the theater . . . why, I was supposed to meet Orkney there, you know. On that day.” Mr. Vane gave an affected shudder. “And now a person has to wonder if they’d been there, it might not have happened.”
 
“You were supposed to meet Trent Orkney at the Belmont Theater on the day he was killed?”
 
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Why, you are a journalist, aren’t you? Damned shame, to be sure. Getting a bit on, some might say, but I like an experienced woman—far less dithering and fussing. And not giddy, you see. With a face like yours and that hair—surely the color’s not natural?”
 
Her exasperated look prompted a grin from Vane, and he continued, “Yes, yes, all right.” He waved his cigarette again. “Indeed, I suppose I could be a suspect for bashing in the head of our dear Benvolio . . . but it wasn’t me, my lovely Penelope. I have far too many things to do than to chase flamboyant young actors about and cosh them on the head.
 
“And why would I do such a thing? Absolutely no motive, my dear. I liked Trent. I wanted him to succeed. I thought he should have been Romeo,” he added, not bothering to keep his voice down even though George Hadley wasn’t very far away. “He doesn’t have the nasal tone, you see? Besides . . . there would be blood. And I abhor a mess.” He gave a little shudder that seemed authentic.
 
“Why did you not meet him?” asked Phyllida. To her surprise, she found she was rather enjoying her conversation with Mr. Vane. He was an egotist and a bit too slick for her taste, but at the same time, he was intelligent and amusing. And, she reasoned, he was the type to know a lot about everyone in the West End.
 
She also thought his choice of the word flamboyant to describe Trent Orkney was interesting. Did Vane know about Trent’s presumed—what was the term Bradford had used?—unusual constitution?
 
“I didn’t meet him because another appointment came up that day, if you must know, Miss Nosey,” he replied, but there was more laughter than malice in his voice.
 
“Mmm . . . nosey perhaps, but at least I’m not taking advantage of tragedy for my own purposes,” she replied.
 
He reared back slightly as if he’d been struck, placing a dramatic hand to his breast. “You’ve quite true aim, there, dear. Right to the heart—”
 
“Or the ego,” she murmured.
 
He laughed, his eyes dancing. “I do like you, Penelope Bright.” The laughter fled from his face and even his upright mustache ends seemed to relax a trifle. “But you misread my intentions, you see. In all seriousness, my only purpose in sensationalizing it all is to avert another tragedy. Perhaps now everyone will take this madman seriously.”
 
She studied him coolly. “You don’t think he’s finished.”
 
“Do you?” he countered. When she didn’t respond, he shook his head. “No. I don’t think he’s finished.” His attention wandered somewhere behind her, and he nodded in that direction. “And I very much fear who might be next.”
 
Phyllida took his cue and turned slightly to see where he was looking. There was a cluster of people and they seemed to be crowded around a young woman. She appeared to have only just arrived, and a number of people swarmed her as she stepped over the threshold into the parlor.
 
A little shiver went down Phyllida’s spine because she had a feeling she knew who the young woman was.
 
“That’s Daphne Dayberry,” said Vane, his eyes still trained there, confirming Phyllida’s suspicion. “She’s opening as Lucy in Dracula—Balderston’s Broadway version, which, incidentally, is far better than the original by Deane—two days from now at the Dunsary Theater.” He needlessly emphasized the D sounds.
 
“I take your point,” Phyllida murmured. “Introduce me, won’t you, Mr. Vane?”
 
He smiled and gallantly offered his arm. “It would be my pleasure. And please call me Nath.”
 
As they wove their way through the party, Phyllida noticed that some of the faces lingering in Miss Dayberr y’s vicinity were familiar: Vic London—whom she hadn’t yet spoken to about his altercation with Trent Orkney at the Caravan Club—and Abby Millhouse, the Wendy to Claudia Carmichael’s Peter Pan. She saw the costumer from the Belmont whose name she still hadn’t learned, as well as, to her great surprise, Mr. Pibble, the stage flight expert. There was also the young man with the protuberant Adam’s apple, who’d checked the lights at the Clapham Stage for Peter Pan. And Miss Holbrook, who’d been Archibald Allston’s assistant.
 
Standing next to the group clustered around Miss Dayberry was Mr. Satterwait, deep in conversation with Mr. Nesmith and a petite, dark-haired woman.
 
“Is that Ellen Marston?” Phyllida asked.
 
“It is,” replied Vane. “Ask myself every day what she’s doing with the likes of Lawrence Nesmith, but sometimes love . . . or in this case, ambition . . . is stronger than lust.”
 
“Is Mr. Nesmith always so . . . belligerent?”
 
Vane flashed her a smile. “Excellent choice of word. I do appreciate a literate woman. Lawrence wears a chip on his shoulder like a starlet wears her boa: with flair and determination, and at the same time, as a sort of armor.”
 
Phyllida couldn’t help but laugh. Mr. Vane himself had quite the way with words.
 
She turned her attention to Daphne Dayberry, who seemed to be the recipient of reassurances and support by those around her. Everyone in the small group in which she was engulfed appeared to be patting her arms or taking hold of her hands, or speaking earnestly or solicitously toward her, including Marilee Putnam-Percy.
 
Yet in spite of their expressed concerns, Phyllida saw the gleam of interest and pity—even excitement—in the eyes of several of the consolers when they looked away.
 
One could conclude they were only so happy to be comforting Miss Dayberry because they had not been blessed with the ominous initials of D . . . whilst at the same time, certainly possessing the ghoulish fascination humans seem to have when it comes to horrors or tragedies that befall anyone but themselves.
 
As Phyllida and Mr. Vane approached the small group, some of the attendees eased away as if to make room for the columnist’s illustrious—or, more likely, notorious—presence. Ellen Marston and Lawrence Nesmith were two of those who edged away, closer to Mr. Satterwait, whilst Vic London and another man remained close at hand to the actress. Abby Millhouse hung back as well, her attention fixed on Mr. Vane with avid interest. She was the young woman who’d shared a dressing room with Claudia Carmichael.
 
“Miss Dayberry,” said Mr. Vane, closing his fingers around the hand with which Phyllida had clasped his arm so as to keep her from slipping away, “you’re looking quite well this evening, all things considered. I do hope you and Edward are taking the situation quite seriously.” He nodded to the man behind her; presumably Edward.
 
“Of course we are,” replied the man. He was dressed suitably in a coat and tie, but the fashion was several years out of date. With a neat beard, dark eyes, and average stature, he possessed an air of barely suppressed energy. Phyllida noticed smudges—ink stains?—on his hand. “Haven’t let Daphne out of my sight since we heard the news about Claudia. I say, it’s no thanks to you, Vane, that we’ve this entire problem. Don’t know why you’re here tonight—only to stir up trouble, I suppose.” He wasn’t quite as strident as Lawrence Nesmith had been, but he certainly wasn’t mincing words. That suppressed energy came out as flashing eyes and scrunched-up brows.
 
“Now, Neddie, please,” said Daphne Dayberry, looking over her shoulder at him. Her cheeks were dark pink and Phyllida didn’t attribute the color to artifice. “I know you’re worried, but it’s not Mr. Vane’s fault that a raving lunatic is going about offing people in theaters. If he hadn’t written that column about it, why, we might not even have put it all together, mightn’t we? And Chester—”
 
“Who’s to say the damned killer had it planned out before he started writing about it? He could’ve given him the idea, couldn’t he?”
 
“Ned.” Daphne’s voice was low and pained. She looked up at Mr. Vane and then Phyllida. “Please excuse my brother. He’s simply frantic about all of this.”
 
Daphne Dayberry wasn’t objectively beautiful like Ellen Marston or Marilee Putnam-Percy, but there was an air about her that nonetheless attracted one’s admiration. She had features that were pleasant to look at whilst being neither lovely nor homely; they were simply put together as if the Creator had hardly given it any thought—just another face after a long day of design.
 
Her eyes were her most compelling feature—large and brown with slender, perfectly arching brows. They seemed almost too large for her face, and Phyllida noticed that the actress’s powder did little to hide the dark circles—or the girlish freckles—beneath them. Daphne had the same pug nose as her brother, along with a rounded chin, and she had the sort of figure in which long slinky frocks or straight, slender tunic dresses would not be flattering.
 
No, Daphne Dayberry was not glamorous or a stunning beauty like many of her peers, but there was something about her that nonetheless drew attention. The light in her eyes, the way one side of her mouth tipped up that made one want to smile, the comfortable, easygoing air about her.
 
“Not at all,” said Vane. “Edward’s concern is understandable. It is paramount that you are kept safe, Miss Dayberry. Aside from the undeniable truth that murder is a horror and I sincerely hope the madness has stopped, I and half of London are awaiting your debut in two days.” He bowed over her hand, and Phyllida noticed Miss Dayberry allowed his lips to touch the back of her glove.
 
“Now, if I may, I’d like to introduce Miss Penelope Bright. She is writing a story for the Illustrated London News,” Mr. Vane was saying as he bowed Phyllida forward. “I don’t normally take my competition and show them about, of course, but I’ve made an exception for Miss Bright. Penelope, may I introduce you to a star-on-the-rise, Daphne Dayberry.”
 
“Pleased to meet you,” said Daphne, holding out her hand to shake Phyllida’s. This time, her flush was one of pleasure instead of consternation.
 
The offering of her hand was a businesslike gesture, but when Phyllida clasped it in a firm shake, she felt the slightest tremor. And even through the woman’s gloves, she could feel the iciness of her fingers. It seemed that Daphne Dayberry wasn’t quite as unmoved as she appeared.
 
And when Phyllida looked closer, she saw that the actress’s other hand was tucked behind her, gripping her brother’s arm as if he was the only thing keeping her steady.
 
“Mr. Vane is very generous,” Phyllida said, giving the journalist a wry, sidewise look that only he could see. “I’m writing a story about rising stage actors and their challenges during the growing popularity of film. I would appreciate the opportunity to speak with you—”
 
“No,” said Edward Nuffley abruptly, his shoulders going back like a soldier standing at attention. “No interviews. With anyone.” His slashing eyebrows emphasized the implacability of his words. “Daphne isn’t meeting with anyone or going anywhere without me until this is over. So you can just save your breath, Mr. Vane. Miss Bright.”
 
“Ned,” Daphne said again, and Phyllida saw her arm move as she squeezed her brother’s. “I would very much like to speak with you, Miss Bright. I’m certain we can arrange something that even Neddie will approve of,” she said firmly, while her brother’s jaw moved as if he were fighting to keep his mouth closed.
 
He leaned closer and uttered something sharp and urgent into his sister’s ear. But Phyllida had excellent hearing, and she was close enough to hear some of his words: “After today . . . can’t . . . any chances.”
 
When he looked up, she caught his eye, her brows lifted in question. “What happened today, Mr. Dayberry?” she said in a quiet voice, hoping that her circumspection would reward her with information.
 
“It is none of your business, Miss Bright.” He appeared furious that she’d overheard. So much for circumspection.
 
“It’s actually Nuffley,” said Daphne with an apologetic little smile, clearly trying to make peace. “Dayberry is my stage name. One can see why I changed it. Daphne Nuffley would have been ghastly. I have no idea what my parents were thinking.”
 
Phyllida agreed.
 
“I keep telling Neddie—Edward—he ought to change his name, too,” Daphne chattered on, clearly trying to fill the awkward moment. “Since he’s going to be famous someday.”
 
Phyllida had suddenly realized who he was. “You wrote Don’t Do It, Doocey!”
 
“That’s right,” Daphne said, tucking her arm through the crook of her brother’s and giving him a squeeze whilst beaming a smile up at him. “He’s a brilliant playwright and Doocey is going to be a great hit—”
 
“If Gervain can handle it,” grumbled Edward Nuffley. “Bad luck losing Archie a week before the open. I mean to say, bad luck to lose such an accomplished actor—but also for the show itself.”
 
“Oh, Doocey’s going to be brilliant, Neddie,” Daphne said. “The play is so funny and charming—you see, it’s about a man who simply cannot manage his life and he keeps making silly decisions. It’s a scream. And Ned is writing a play specially for me right now,” she added with glowing eyes, looking at her brother. “Remember how we used to act them out when we were children? And now we’re both going to be onstage—well, me onstage, but your work onstage, Neddie.”
 
“How wonderful,” Phyllida said, smiling at them. “A brother-sister joint effort.”
 
Her reaction elicited a return smile and a slight softening of Mr. Nuffley’s expression. “If the Lord Chamberlain accepts it, I hope for Hugh Satterwait to direct Daphne.”
 
Phyllida nodded. She’d heard Agatha speak often about how plays worked—the script must first be granted a license for performance by the Lord Chamberlain. Once that approval occurred, hopefully a director would purchase the license and then became responsible for the production—often in close concert with the writer. “I wish you the best,” she said, then excused herself.
 
Clearly, she wasn’t going to speak at any real depth with Daphne Dayberry without her brother’s censorship, and although Phyllida wanted to find out what had happened today to concern him, it appeared she was to be roadblocked for the moment.
 
Instead, she turned her attention to Ellen Marston, who was no longer standing with her fiancé, but was chatting with Vic London.
 
Phyllida, who’d been carefully nursing her martini, set the half-finished cocktail on a nearby table and made her way over to Miss Marston and Mr. London. She couldn’t help but think that the two of them made a more compatible-looking couple than Miss Marston and the irritable Mr. Nesmith.
 
They seemed to be having an intense, low-voiced conversation. Phyllida looked around but didn’t see Ellen Marston’s fiancé in the vicinity.
 
“Excuse me, but have you seen anyone coming round with champagne?” Phyllida asked, breaking into what definitely seemed to be a private conversation. She caught the words “deserved it” and “don’t care in the least” before they realized she was there.
 
“What? Did you say champagne?” said Miss Marston. “Why I thought I saw a tray only just a moment ago.” She looked around halfheartedly.
 
“My goodness . . . are you Ellen Marston?” Phyllida said, growing her eyes wide and lifting the pitch of her voice a little.
 
“Why, yes, I am,” she replied, giving Phyllida a very definite once-over. “And who might you be?”
 
“I say, you’re the journalist what’s doing some story, ain’t you?” said Vic London.
 
Phyllida managed to maintain her smile even in the face of such discomposed grammar. “Indeed.”
 
“What story?” Ellen Marston was still giving Phyllida a narrow look.
 
The actress was a stunning woman blessed with a cool sort of beauty. “Wickedly intriguing” was how Abernathy Vane had described her, and Phyllida agreed.
 
Everything about Ellen Marston was sharp yet somehow attractive: her nose, her cheekbones, her chin, her fingernails, her gaze. Dark, sleek hair, bright red lipstick, pale complexion, long, long lashes that simply had to be fake.
 
Although she was petite, Miss Marston was about as far from Phyllida’s image of the happy-go-lucky, perpetual-boy Peter Pan as one could get. Phyllida could fully understand why Claudia Carmichael had beat her out for the role.
 
“I’m writing for the Illustrated London News,” Phyllida said, then went on to explain the story she was purportedly doing.
 
“I see,” replied Miss Marston, surprising Phyllida with her bland response. “I suppose you want to talk to me about it?”
 
“Oh, yes, of course. But isn’t it terrible what happened to Claudia Carmichael?”
 
Phyllida was watching for it, so she saw, for the briefest of instants, a flare of satisfaction in Ellen Marston’s dark eyes.
 
“Absolutely ghastly,” replied the actress, withdrawing a gasper from the tiny handbag slung over her wrist. “I warned them it wasn’t safe to fly about on the stage like that. It was one of the reasons I declined the role, you see. Inglesburg wanted me, but he had to settle for Claudia.”
 
“Quite,” Phyllida replied. “You must have known Miss Carmichael quite well. Who do you think could have done such a thing?”
 
Ellen Marston looked surprised. “Are you suggesting it was on purpose? That someone caused Claudia to fall? Pushed her? Why, that’s ridiculous. It’s only Abernathy Vane trying to drum up publicity for himself. Of course it was an accident. That Pibble man didn’t fasten her harness right and she fell and no one wants to admit it. Imagine what would happen to the show if it came out that the flying harness wasn’t safe?”
 
To her chagrin, Phyllida couldn’t discern whether Miss Marston actually believed what she was saying, or whether she was only acting the naïf. Without a word, the actress leaned toward Vic London, cigarette tucked between scarlet lips, but kept her sly eyes on Phyllida.
 
London obliged, flicking open a fancy metal lighter and touching the flame to the tip of Miss Marston’s gasper.
 
“Regardless of what happened with Miss Carmichael, it’s even more tragic that it was so close on the heels of Trent Orkney,” Phyllida said. “I understand you knew him quite well, Mr. London.”
 
The actor seemed taken aback by the sudden change of topic and the focus on him, nearly losing his grip on the lighter. “Yes, of course I knew him. We were at the same theater doing the same show.” He was a handsome man with a dull expression lurking behind his eyes. He was either slow-witted or struggling with some deep emotion. Possibly grief?
 
“Excuse me,” said Miss Marston suddenly, and darted off into the small crowd.
 
Phyllida looked over and saw that Lawrence Nesmith had just come into view. Was Ellen Marston trying to put space between herself and the handsome Vic London, or between herself and Phyllida, before her fiancé noticed? Or was it some other reason that had the actress hurrying toward her beau?
 
Either way, Phyllida didn’t mind, for it gave her a moment alone with the man Trent Orkney had been seen in an altercation with at the Caravan Club.
 
“Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill Trent Orkney?” asked Phyllida.
 
Mr. London took his time tucking the lighter back into his pocket. “Not at all,” he said, looking at her. For a moment she was caught by a pair of very dark, soulful eyes. “Most people liked him.”
 
“You being one of them,” Phyllida said, holding his gaze with her own. “I understand the two of you frequented the Caravan Club.”
 
Those heavy-lidded eyes flared for an instant, and dark red spots lit the tops of his cheeks. She felt bad for him; he couldn’t be that much of an actor if he gave himself away so easily. “The Caravan Club? Never heard of it . . . what did you say your name was?”
 
“Penelope Bright. I know you were at the Caravan Club with Trent Orkney,” she went on, keeping her voice low. Something— maybe that lost look in his eyes—told her she could be more honest with Vic London. “I don’t care in the least why you were there or what you were doing . . . I’m simply trying to find out who would bash in his head.”
 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he snapped. “Now leave me alone. Nesmith was right about you reporters.”
 
Phyllida nodded. “If you wish. But I have the sense you’re missing Trent Orkney far more than his fiancée is.”
 
Vic London looked away, his cheeks growing more ruddy. “Excuse me, Miss Bright.” He turned and walked off.
 
Phyllida watched him, satisfied. He’d told her far more than he’d intended.

 



CHAPTER 13
 
INSPECTOR GEORGE WELLBOURNE WAS NO CLOSER TO ARRESTING whoever killed Trent Orkney than he had been the day it happened.
 
He had his ideas. He certainly did. He liked that nancy bloke Victor London for it, that was sure. Fellow had a look about him, he did. Secretive. Wouldn’t look you in the eye.
 
The problem was, Wellbourne couldn’t prove it. He couldn’t find any way to prove Vic London had been at the Clapham Stage and pushed Claudia Carmichael off the catwalk. In fact, the London bloke had an alibi for midday on the day it happened. Was getting his suit tailored up or some such nonsense.
 
But if he, George Wellbourne, could prove it was a manufactured alibi . . . he’d be slapping the cuffs around those floppy wrists soon as possible.
 
Come to think of it, didn’t trust Hugh Satterwait much either. The chap had entirely too much money, and had his hand in far too many pies. Wouldn’t be surprised if he was a molly sort of person, too. Had that same way about him, floppy wrists and all. Handsome enough wife, though.
 
Still. Wellbourne liked Victor London for it all. He only had to find someone lying about where the bloke was or something. Fingerprints, footprints . . . whatever kind of cigarette he smoked . . .
 
Wellbourne took a drink of ale, then gestured to the pub owner to pour him another one. He liked the Napping Crow well enough—they had a decent kidney pie and poured a nutty, cheap ale—and it was a far sight better sitting here at nine o’clock at night than being home, listening to Maybelle prattle on about the cats and whether the neighbors were looking in the windows at her.
 
More likely, she was looking in the windows at the neighbors.
 
Wellbourne’s wife was handy when it came to keeping his coat hemmed and buttons sewed on, and she could make a fine chicken or mutton roast if she was in the mood, but the woman didn’t have much else in her head. Not that it mattered to him. Fine legs and a generous bosom had attracted his attention ten years ago—still did—and he didn’t regret it one bit.
 
Speaking of fine legs . . .
 
He frowned. That Bright dame was a real piece of work, she was. Stick her nose into things, that was sure, and he’d heard plenty about it from Cork, he did. Always showing up, always poking around, always finding dead bodies.
 
But Wellbourne had his hands full with this investigation, and if the bright-haired woman learned anything that would help, he’d sure take it. Should put her on the task of finding out whether Victor London really had been at the tailor’s during the time Claudia Carmichael crashed to the stage.
 
She seemed the type to break an alibi if anyone could.
 
Someone slid onto the stool next to him at the bar counter, interrupting his thoughts.
 
“Evening,” said the newcomer, and ordered a draft of ale from the publican, who was pouring Wellbourne’s second drink.
 
“Evening,” Wellbourne replied.
 
The bartender put the two drafts in front of them, and the newcomer—tall bloke, head of messy dark hair, clean-shaven, no hat—offered up his glass for a toast.
 
Wellbourne raised his as well and drank deeply.
 
“Long day?” said the newcomer. He had big hands, worker’s hands. Callused, hard, powerful.
 
“Aye,” replied Wellbourne.
 
“You’re a copper, are you? Big murder case in the West End, is it?”
 
Mildly surprised, Wellbourne nodded. “How’d you know that?”
 
The newcomer shrugged. “A fellow gets around, picks up things. I’ve got a coupla mates at Scotland Yard.” He smiled and Wellbourne wasn’t certain whether it was meant to be a friendly smile or something . . . less friendly.
 
“Do you now?” said Wellbourne.
 
Using two long fingers, the man dug into his coat pocket, pulled a slightly curling paper from it. “You might know them.”
 
To Wellbourne’s stupefaction, he put the item on the counter in front of them. It was a photograph.
 
“My mates. You know them, too?” said the man, pointing to the photograph.
 
At this insistent invitation, Wellbourne, who’d barely glanced at the picture—which appeared to have been taken some time ago—took a better look. There were three men in the photograph, and they were obviously in some sort of professional situation: all were dressed in uniform—military—and were smiling. To his surprise, Wellbourne recognized all three of the men in the picture despite the fact that it had been taken some time ago—eight, nine, maybe even ten years ago. Right after the war? Early ’twenties? Hard to say.
 
One of the men was the current Metropolitan Police Force commissioner; he’d recognize those cool, sober eyes anywhere, even though now the man had no beard. Wellbourne’s boss’s boss’s boss: Fred Rowley.
 
The second was Wellbourne’s own chief superintendent, much younger and thinner in the photograph, but still quite obviously him.
 
And the third man in the picture . . .
 
Wellbourne squinted at the photograph, then looked at the newcomer on the stool next to him. His eyes widened.
 
“That’s you.”
 
“Aye.” The newcomer perused the photograph once more, then set it on the counter. “Good mates of mine, Fred and Charlie. We go way back.”
 
“Rowley is an excellent commissioner,” said Wellbourne heartily.
 
It didn’t occur to him to wonder too hard why this random man had showed him a photograph of two men very high up at Scotland Yard. Probably wanted him to help out with something. Maybe he even wanted a job at the Met.
 
Wellbourne decided he wasn’t going to get his feathers ruffled too much about it, even if the fellow did know Commissioner Rowley as well as he claimed he did (which was unlikely). So they were in a photograph together at the end of the war. Meant very little. “Good man. Smart chap, ain’t’e?”
 
The newcomer, who’d hardly touched his ale, nodded. “I was only just talking to him today. Him and Charlie.”
 
“The chief superintendent . . . well, he expects a lot from his men,” Wellbourne said, hurrying to acknowledge his relationship to the chief as well. “Good working for a bloke who won’t let a man slide, see? Keeps a fellow on his toes.”
 
The man next to him picked up the picture, looked at it one more time, then tucked it back into his pocket. “Oh, there’s this, too. You might want to see.” He pulled out a small card and handed it to Wellbourne.
 
Wellbourne stared at it. It was the personal calling card of the commissioner. The sort of thing the man only gave out to people who meant something.
 
“He made a note on the back, Freddie did,” the stranger said, and pointed out with a long, brown finger.
 
Wellbourne turned over the card and found the words scrawled on the back: do as my mate asks.
 
Mutely, feeling a bit unsteady, he handed it back to the newcomer. “Commissioner Rowley is a good man.”
 
“He is. And he doesn’t like to hear about his men behaving like arses. Or worse. I’d not want to be telling him about one of his inspectors threatening a woman, see.”
 
Wellbourne froze, his hand just reaching for his beer. “Threatening a woman?”
 
“Aye.” The newcomer bared his teeth in a smile that was most definitely not pleasant. Threatening would be the word one would describe it. He was a big enough, hard enough fellow Wellbourne wouldn’t want to tangle with him. And his eyes were hard as flint.
 
“Of course a bloke shouldn’t ever threaten a woman.” Even as he said it, Wellbourne’s heart gave a funny little thump. He knew he sounded weak and surprised. How had this man—whoever he was—known?
 
“Now, that’s exactly what Freddie would want to hear a bloke who’s working for him say.” He rose, shoved his nearly full glass closer to Wellbourne. Then he leaned a little closer and said, “See that you don’t. Ever. Threaten. The. Bright. Woman. Again. Or it won’t only be Freddie Rowley you’ve got to worry about.”
 
And then he was gone.
 
 

 
 
Phyllida kept a casual eye on Daphne Dayberry, so she noticed when the young woman made her way out of the parlor, then up the stairs. She was surely headed in the direction of the lavatory.
 
That was one place her brother couldn’t follow her.
 
Phyllida hurried in her wake, noticing that Edward Nuffley had come out of the parlor and was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. Fortunately, Phyllida was already up to the first floor and she didn’t think he’d seen her.
 
Thus she was waiting outside the lavatory door when it reopened after Daphne had gone inside. Phyllida didn’t let the actress step out; instead, she took her by the arm and said, “Could we speak?” and directed her back inside the bathroom and closed the door.
 
“Oh, Miss Bright, is it?” said Daphne. She didn’t seem to be the least bit surprised by Phyllida accosting her in this manner. “I’m so very sorry about my brother. Only, he’s just so worried about me.”
 
“Of course,” Phyllida replied. “Under the circumstances, it’s quite to be expected. Did something happen today that made him become concerned?”
 
“Well, it did, but I didn’t think it was anything to be overset about. It’s hardly worth mentioning, but Ned is certain it means something.”
 
Phyllida waited to find out what this something was. She and Daphne were standing in the lavatory, which was fairly generous in size and was equipped with both a toilet and a bathtub. A vase of fresh flowers sat near the sink and a fat white candle burned in a glass jar.
 
“I was at the theater, you see, and I was walking through the backstage area because I wanted to check on the set because I was going to be meeting a photographer later. He wants to do pictures of me on the stage for an opening night story. No one else was around. I mean to say, there were people in the building, but they were all in the dressing rooms and the green room. I was the only one backstage.
 
“And I was walking through there and I thought I heard someone coming in—or, I mean to say, trying to come in—at the back door of the theater. The door, you see, that opens into the back alley where a person can come and go in case we don’t want to be seen by people on the street?”
 
Phyllida nodded but remained silent, waiting for the woman to continue.
 
“Only, I couldn’t imagine who would be trying to get in—everyone who needs a key has one, and besides, we most often come in on the side door during the day because it’s closer to the street. Do you see?”
 
“Two back doors—one side door that the cast uses, and another one to slip away into the alley if you don’t want to be seen,” Phyllida said.
 
“Right. And so someone was sort of jiggling the door and I thought that was very strange, but just as I was going to walk over to see what was happening, Cynthia—she’s the wardrobe mistress—called for me to come back to the sewing room.”
 
“Did you go?”
 
“Yes, of course—I’d been waiting for wardrobe to fix a seam on my act one, scene one, frock, and besides, we had to hem the cloak I wear in the graveyard scene. I kept tripping over it, you know.”
 
“Quite frustrating.”
 
“But you see, a short time later, Binkley—he’s one of the backstage crew—came in from that back door. He said he found a program for the show lying on the stoop there, and . . .” Daphne gave a rueful shrug. “There was a knife there, too. On the ground next to it.”
 
Phyllida’s brows shot up. That was interesting. “A knife?”
 
“Ned claims it wasn’t just any knife, but a dagger,” Daphne said. Her cheeks had gone pale. “You see, with a D? But it only turned out to be a stage knife anyway, so I didn’t know why he was getting so wound up.”
 
“A stage knife—a dagger—was found next to a copy of the program on the back stoop of the theater,” Phyllida said, more to herself than to Daphne. “After someone tried to get in there.”
 
“Ned went quite mad when he found out about it. He’s certain someone meant to—to—well, do away with me with a dagger at the Dunsary Theater simply because of my name! But I told him it was ridiculous because it was a stage knife and wouldn’t harm anyone. And Ned insisted I tell Chester . . . but I haven’t really told him much about it all. I’m afraid he might forbid me from—from going back. To the theater, I mean. And right before opening night!”
 
“Chester?”
 
“Chester Overstone. He’s my husband.” Daphne’s face lit up for the first time and she thrust her left hand toward Phyllida. A large emerald gleamed in an ornate setting on her dimpled finger. Phyllida wondered how she’d fit her glove on over the large stone.
 
“We’ve only been married for a month, you see, and we didn’t go away for a honeymoon because of rehearsals, of course. I’ve promised Chester we’ll go as soon as we can, and although he’s quite eager and ever so patient, he understands. But still . . . I haven’t told him what happened today.”
 
“He’s not with you here tonight?” Phyllida found that surprising for a newlywed couple.
 
“Oh, no. Chester’s a quiet sort. He’s perfectly content to stay home and study up on his articles. He’s a surgeon, you see, and he has quite early hours at the hospital most days. But he will be coming to opening night. He promised.” Her face turned dead white again and her eyes popped wide. “In two days! I can’t decide whether to be terrified or excited!”
 
And then she covered her mouth with her hands, her eyes perfect circles above them. “Oh, I must sound like such a ninny to you, Miss Bright. Only, this is a dream come true for me. Something Neddie and I never thought would happen! I mean to say, I’ve had small roles before, but Lucy is the only female role in the entire cast! Well, except for the maid, who doesn’t really do much.”
 
“Quite,” Phyllida replied thoughtfully.
 
Just then, someone tapped at the door.
 
“I suppose we ought to go,” said Daphne. “But . . . did you want to talk to me for your story?” Her question was posed so charmingly and bashfully that Phyllida couldn’t help but smile.
 
“Of course. Suppose I come to the Dunsary Theater tomorrow?”
 
“That would be wonderful. Please don’t tell my brother. He’ll be silly about it all. I’m sure you’re perfectly harmless. Would noon suit you? I know it’s a bit early, but I’m having that photographer there too because Ned insisted I cancel for today—after the knife situation, you see. He—the photographer—will be there just before one, and you could come before.”
 
“Of course. And . . . which photographer is that?”
 
“Oh, he’s from the Times. He works with Mr. Vane. Oh, do you have a photographer you work with at the Illustrated London, Miss Bright?”
 
“Erm . . . no, not at the moment. I’ll see to it later.” Phyllida opened the bathroom door. Edward Nuffley was pacing the corridor, and when he saw them come out of the room, his eyes bulged.
 
“Daph! What are you doing?” he demanded, taking her by the arm and giving Phyllida a very dark look. “I told you . . .”
 
But Phyllida didn’t hear the rest of what he said because his voice dropped and she’d walked away, lost in thought.
 
A theater program and a stage dagger, on the back stoop of the Dunsary. Could it have been a warning? An accident? A prank?
 
Then something startling occurred to her as she began to descend the stairs to the ground floor. If the play Dracula hadn’t yet opened, where would a person—the prankster, the killer—get a copy of the program?
 
There would be copies in the theater, of course, in preparation for opening night, which was the day after tomorrow. But likely they’d be packed away in the theater manager’s office.
 
So how did someone get a theater program for a show that hadn’t yet opened? Archibald Allston had had one with him, true, but he was one of the actors in Doocey! and it was logical he’d have a copy even before the show opened.
 
Likewise, whoever had left the Dracula program with the stage dagger had to have been someone who had access to the Dunsary Theater—and who was familiar enough with the building to know where to find the booklets.
 
But whether the person who dropped the program and knife on the back stoop was the killer was the question.
 
“Oh, Phyllida, there you are,” said Mrs. Satterwait, looking up as Phyllida came down the last three steps. “I’ve been looking for you. Apparently your ride has arrived.”
 
“My ride?” Phyllida had anticipated that the Satterwaits would send her home in their Rolls-Royce as previously offered.
 
“Quite. It’s that nice Mr. Bradford from the other night,” she said with an enigmatic smile. “I offered him to come in for a drink, but he said he would wait for you. He is in the foyer.”
 
Mystified and a bit offset by this unexpected event, Phyllida thanked her hostess and started to the foyer. It occurred to her that perhaps something bad had happened at Gantry House and Agatha or Mr. Dobble had sent Bradford to retrieve her, and so she quickened her pace.
 
But when she arrived at the foyer, she found Bradford waiting, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, with no sign of impatience or urgency.
 
“Mrs. Bright,” he said with a nod. Only this morning he’d called her Phyllida. She was extremely relieved by the replacement of the formality between them.
 
“Bradford. I wasn’t expecting you to—er—retrieve me.”
 
“Right, then,” he said. “I was in the neighborhood.” She could tell he was looking her over without being obvious about it. She resisted the urge to look down or smooth her gown. “Fancy affair tonight, was it?”
 
“A trifle. In the neighborhood?” How on earth had he known where she was, and what on earth was he doing in Knightsbridge anyway?
 
“Right. Are you quite ready, Mrs. Bright? Or do you have more snooping to do?”
 
Ah. They were back to that, were they? Phyllida wasn’t certain how she felt about it, but it was certainly familiar. “I suppose I can leave.” She had wanted to speak with Mr. Vane one more time about—
 
“Penelope! You aren’t leaving already?”
 
As if summoned by her thoughts, Abernathy Vane and his vertical mustaches appeared, accompanied by a cloud of cigarette smoke.
 
“I was about to leave, yes,” she replied. “But I did have a question for you before I go.”
 
“But it’s far too early,” he protested. He either hadn’t noticed Bradford, who stood near the front door, or dismissed him as nothing more than a servant—which, technically he was—as he came to take Phyllida’s hand. She hadn’t yet put her gloves back on, and his hand was warm and strong without being damp. “Surely you aren’t like Cinderella and about to turn into a pumpkin at midnight.”
 
“It’s past midnight, and Cinderella did not turn into a pumpkin,” Phyllida retorted, withdrawing her hand. “I am leaving, but first I have a question if you please.”
 
“Very well. I shall have to nurse my broken heart with another martini I suppose,” he said, putting his abandoned hand to his chest as he had done earlier.
 
Phyllida thought she heard a muffled snort, but she ignored Bradford. “Were there any other actors or actresses who could have been victims of the—well, as they’re calling it—the Alphabet Killer? Benvolio at the Belmont. Claudia Carmichael at the Clapham . . . Were they the only persons afflicted with that sort of alliteration?”
 
Vane chuckled. “Afflicted. An appropriate choice of word, particularly in this instance. And to answer your question, no. They were not the only candidates. There is also Bernard Berkeley at the Birmingham Stage, who remains unscathed. He’s cast in a small role in Dodie Smith’s Autumn Crocus.
 
“And of course, there are a plethora of Cs at the Coliseum Theater—C. B. Cochran for one. Coward for another—though he’s Noël, so it doesn’t quite work. But they’re doing Cavalcade, as you likely know. Any of them could have been the victim.” His intelligent eyes narrowed on her. “You are thinking that perhaps the victims were selected for a particular reason instead of them being random.”
 
“You haven’t any idea what I am thinking, Mr. Vane,” she replied, even though she was, in fact, thinking precisely that.
 
Or that the victims were chosen because of easy access or convenience.
 
Or familiarity.
 
“Don’t I?” He leaned a bit closer, bringing the scent of smoke and vetiver, taking up her hand again and bringing it near his lips. “Penelope—”
 
“The motor is waiting, er, Penelope,” Bradford said, stepping out of the shadows.
 
Mr. Vane glanced dismissively at him, still retaining hold of Phyllida’s hand. “Do send your ride away. I’ll see you home. It appears we have much to discuss relative to the Alphabet Killer, Penelope.”
 
Phyllida was tempted to do as he suggested—partly to irritate Bradford but mostly so she didn’t have to ride in the Daimler with him where he might ask impertinent and probing questions—but only for a moment. “No thank you, Mr. Vane. It’s well past time for me to leave.”
 
Vane looked at Bradford, shrugged, then stepped back with a shrug. “It’s been a pleasure, Penelope. I look forward to crossing swords—or shall I say, pens?—with you again soon.”
 
Phyllida was shocked that Bradford had nothing to say about the little scene he’d witnessed. In fact, he was completely quiet during the short drive from Belgravia to Mayfair, which left her to believe he was just as uncomfortable about her confession—and what it all meant—as she had been.
 
Was he silent because he blamed her—judged her—for what had happened with James? Because he was horrified, sickened, disgusted by her actions? Or was he quiet because he feared to ask for details? Because he didn’t want to know?
 
She stared silently, studiously out the windshield of the Daimler. She’d wanted to sit in the backseat, but decided at the last minute she’d been cowardly enough. She wished profusely that she’d at least finished the single martini she’d had. It might have made her feel less anxious.
 
Instead, she tried to think about what she’d learned, whom she’d spoken with tonight, tried to knit the riot of thoughts, impressions, images into something cohesive . . . something that made sense, that pointed her in the right direction to find the killer. But her mind wouldn’t cooperate.
 
She was far too aware of the stony, silent man next to her.
 
At last, they arrived at Gantry House. Bradford hadn’t said a word, and neither had she—an extremely rare occurrence.
 
Phyllida was just reaching for the door handle when Bradford flung his arm out in front of her, stopping her moving.
 
“You want to know why I haven’t bombarded you with questions.”
 
“Not at all,” she said stiffly, unmoving. For if she tried to open the door and slide out, she’d come into full contact with that strong arm in front of her chest.
 
“No?”
 
She heaved a breath, her bosom coming into dangerous proximity with his limb, then exhaled. Her eyes prickled with frustration and some other emotion she dared not name, and she widened them, refusing to blink back the threatening tears—because surely he’d notice. She stared straight ahead. “One assumes you’d at least want to ask why I did it.”
 
Now he pulled his arm away. “I don’t need to ask why.”
 
She looked at him and found he was looking at her. The Daimler suddenly felt very, very small and crowded.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
He shook his head. “Daft woman. If you killed your husband, of course you had a good reason for doing away with the bloke.”
 
All feeling evaporated from her body. Phyllida suddenly felt light-headed and, horribly, terrifyingly, weepy.
 
At first she couldn’t reply. The words wouldn’t come, and if she’d have forced them, her voice would have broken and mortified her.
 
“He hurt you. What did he do, Phyllida? You don’t have to tell me, but . . .”
 
She realized her hands, shaking hands, had gone to her throat...just where James’s had been that night he’d gone mad . . . after that last night at Sir Frederick Strauss’s house. But she couldn’t speak.
 
“I see.” Bradford’s voice was clipped. “Bloody good thing the bastard’s already dead.” He shoved open the driver’s side door.
 
It slammed shut so hard the entire motorcar shook.
 
Gathering her composure, Phyllida blindly gripped her handbag and fumbled for the door handle. But the door swung open before she could do so, and there was Bradford, offering a strong and steady hand that she didn’t need to help her out of the motor.
 
She hadn’t put her gloves back on, and so her bare skin connected with his callused fingers and palm as he handed her out.
 
She didn’t withdraw from his grip, and he didn’t release her. His fingers even tightened a trifle . . . and she still didn’t pull away.
 
“Bradford,” she began, but he shook his head.
 
She could barely make out the fact that he wore a small, crooked smile. He tilted his head, looking down at her, stepping a little closer. “Don’t talk, Mrs. Bright. For once, just—”
 
A sudden storm of wild, high-pitched, ecstatic barking filled the moment, accompanied by the sound of thrashing as Myrtle tore through the rosebushes that had the misfortune to be planted between the back door and where the motor was parked.
 
Phyllida extracted her hand and stepped back, only partly to avoid the energetic affections of the beast. Her heart was thudding far too hard to be the result of the sudden advancement of Myrtle, and her breath was mortifyingly unsteady.
 
She was fairly certain Bradford had been thinking about kissing her.
 
And, drat it, she’d been thinking about kissing him back.
 
With those wild and not wholly unpleasant thoughts, Phyllida turned and walked with great dignity—and speed—into the house.

 



CHAPTER 14
 
PHYLLIDA HURRIED DOWN THE SMALL CORRIDOR AND PASSED BY THE kitchen. She glanced inside and saw that Mr. Dobble and Monsieur Chardonnay were playing chess at the table.
 
Well, that was interesting, she thought, even as she made her way to her rooms. Her agitated emotions had settled now that she’d put distance between herself and Bradford.
 
What had she been thinking? Almost kissing the man? It wasn’t that he was a chauffeur, it was that he was Bradford. They worked in the same household. And he was Bradford—all dark and sardonic and surly, and really quite interfering and exasperating and nosey.
 
And the maids! Good heavens, if the maids ever even got a hint of the fact that their boss and the driver had nearly kissed each other, why, nothing would get done in the household for a week for all the gossip!
 
Thus it was with great relief that Phyllida slipped into the little office attached to her bedroom.
 
Now she could catch her breath and take off her shoes and girdle and actually think about the Alphabet Killer.
 
She hadn’t even made it across the tiny office to the entrance to her bedroom when there was a knock on the office door.
 
“Yes?” she called, mystified. “Who’s there?” It certainly wasn’t Mr. Dobble, bestirring himself to suggest a cup of tea for her (although Phyllida could certainly use one—and spiked with whisky), and Opal and Molly were surely in bed as they rose very early.
 
No one answered, but instead of another knock, there was a sort of whining, scratching at the door.
 
Phyllida’s stomach dropped with realization, and she was immediately torn between outrage and . . . and . . .
 
Fear?
 
No. Absolutely not. She was not afraid of the man who was obviously on the other side of the door.
 
At least, not in the conventional sense.
 
The scratching became more agitated, and the whining louder. And there was no subsequent knock.
 
Phyllida glared at the innocent door, which rattled slightly in its frame due to the exertions on the other side.
 
There was no help for it—the message was loud and clear. Either open the door, or Myrtle would scratch and whine and likely start barking at any moment. Then the entire household would know that Bradford and his dog were skulking outside Phyllida’s room.
 
The fact that the beast wasn’t supposed to be outside the servants’ quarters or the kitchen was an entirely other issue.
 
A short, sharp yip! at the door had Phyllida hurrying over to open it before things escalated.
 
Bradford loomed there, fairly filling the hallway, and Phyllida was so unsettled she forgot to avoid Myrtle’s ecstatic, airborne greeting.
 
Bradford caught the beast in midflight, just before the canine’s paws raked over the gauzy blue gown.
 
“Easy now, girl,” he said. He was, presumably, speaking to the mop’s mess of a beast, but he was looking at Phyllida.
 
“What is it, Bradford?”
 
He was studying the postage-stamp-sized office. “Not very much room in here.”
 
No, there certainly wasn’t. And that was precisely why she had no intention of inviting him inside. Sitting or standing with him in that small space . . . would not be prudent. Nor would it be proper—but despite what her staff might believe, Phyllida wasn’t always interested in being proper . . . and that was part of her problem at the moment.
 
She was thinking an awful lot about engaging in what some people might call impropriety.
 
“Will you behave now?” Bradford said, looking at the writhing beast in his arms—who appeared to have absolutely no interest in behaving.
 
Myrtle’s eyes were wild with excitement and her tongue surged in and out with each eager pant; her tail beat frantically in a circular motion, and her wet nose was far too wet and close to Phyllida.
 
“She certainly is not going to behave. Take her away, if you please.”
 
His mouth twitched. “You always sound like a royal when you’re flustered.”
 
“I’m not—Bradford, what is it you want?”
 
He looked at her, his eyes so dark, and that little bit of levity evaporated from his gaze. There was a breath where they were both silent, still . . . waiting. She felt her heart beating in her ears.
 
“Will you come outside for a bit? I can let Myrts sniff about and we can . . . talk.”
 
“If it will compel you to remove that creature from my apartments, then very well. She’s scattering hair everywhere.”
 
Phyllida would have liked to have changed from her frock and girdle into something less fragile and restrictive, but she suspected Bradford would take that as a delaying tactic, and heaven knew what that would prompt him to do. Let the beast loose in her office? Poke his nose into her bedroom?
 
The thought made her insides flutter immaturely.
 
Instead, she closed the door behind her and marched down the hall, leaving him and the snorting, panting, drooling canine to follow.
 
Neither Mr. Dobble nor Monsieur Chardonnay looked up from their chess game as she passed by the kitchen, something for which Phyllida was quite grateful.
 
Upon her release, Myrtle was delighted to dart, pounce, and gambol about the small courtyard. Bradford had closed the gate so there was no chance of the canine getting loose and smashed by a motorcar or becoming lost in the city.
 
Phyllida was about to take a seat at the small table under the willow where she’d had her tea the other day when Bradford gestured her to a bench near the rosebushes through which Myrtle had erupted earlier.
 
She looked around, and saw, with approval, that the seat was situated in such a location that no one looking out a window from Gantry House would see her.
 
Them.
 
Sitting on the bench.
 
That was his intention, she knew, for he’d taken a blanket from the Daimler and laid it over the seat so as to protect her gown.
 
Phyllida sat, privately and sternly remonstrating with herself about her uncharacteristic skittishness.
 
She wasn’t a young girl, or even a young woman any longer . . . she had sat in the moonlight (incidentally, there was no moon to speak of tonight) and kissed—and more—a number of men over the years.
 
“Have you ever been married?” she asked, intending to take the lead and fully manage their conversation.
 
He did not seem the least bit surprised or offset by her question. “Almost was, once. Before the war.”
 
She nodded, her heart giving a little squeeze. “Things changed.”
 
“They did. We weren’t the same people . . . after.”
 
“None of us are.”
 
He sat next to her, leaving a respectable space between them.
 
“It was self-defense, Phyllida,” he said. “No one will blame you for self-defense. Why are you still hiding?”
 
“It’s not that simple. And I don’t want to talk about it,” she said flatly. “I’ve got other things on my mind.”
 
Kissing you.
 
Not kissing you.
 
Drat and blast.
 
“I’ve read the file.”
 
That caught her attention, had her whipping her gaze from where she’d been looking into the night, watching Myrtle snuff at something under a boxwood. “You’ve what?”
 
“The file at Scotland Yard.”
 
She blinked. She could ask all of the questions one normally would when confronted with such unexpected information, but why bother? If he said he’d read the file, it didn’t matter how or why or when. “That’s why you wanted to know James’s name.”
 
He nodded.
 
She nodded, too, then determinedly changed the subject. “I’m going to meet Daphne Dayberry at the Dunsary Theater tomorrow.”
 
“You think the killer will strike again.”
 
His facility in following and reacting to changed subjects was admirable. It was a quality he’d demonstrated numerous times, and one of the things she liked about him.
 
“I pray not. But I very much fear he will.” She went on to relate what Daphne Dayberry had told her about the incident earlier today with the stage dagger and the show program left on the stoop. “Someone with access to the Dunsary Theater had to have acquired the program,” she finished.
 
“That same person has to have had access to the Belmont and Clapham as well,” he said. She didn’t point out that he was stating the obvious.
 
“The only connection I’ve found to the previous two murders—I’m not considering the death of Archibald Allston as a crime because there is no evidence he died from anything other than a heart condition—is that Ellen Marston, who was passed over for the role of Peter Pan at the Clapham, is engaged to the very belligerent and bellicose stage manager at the Belmont.”
 
“Flimsy at best,” said Bradford.
 
She glowered at him. “It’s the only connection I’ve got.”
 
“There has to be something else, Mrs. Bright. Something you’re missing. And what about motive? Connections are all good and well, but a bloke—or a dame, for that matter—gotta have a good reason to off someone.”
 
She drew herself up, shoulders back. Even Myrtle took notice, trotting over to look up at her inquisitively. Phyllida almost reached out to pat the beast on its soft curly head before she realized what she was doing.
 
Instead, she gave Myrtle a quelling look, soundlessly warning her not to leap on her delicate frock. “I’ve been over it many times. I’m not missing anything.”
 
“Perhaps,” he said, and to her surprise, one of his large, dark, callused, ungloved (of course) hands reached over and touched hers, his fingers curling lightly over hers, “you might talk a bit about what you’ve learned. Walk through it all for me, if you will, Mrs. Bright.”
 
She blinked. “Quite. Of course.” She turned her attention from the awareness of their fingers touching and put her thoughts in order.
 
“Trent Orkney. Handsome fellow, seems to have attracted the attention of both men and women, if the fact that he was at the Caravan Club is any indication. I suspect he and Vic London had a relationship of some sort, and that it ended badly—likely during the altercation Mr. Satterwait told me about.
 
“But it also seems clear Trent was popular with women as well. I found several pieces of ribbon that had been tied to single roses in Trent’s waste bin. It appeared they had been given to him over a number of days—likely from an admirer. And not, I’ve concluded, from his fiancée, Josephine Newby. He wouldn’t have thrown the ribbons away, I don’t believe—and aside from that, there was a large bouquet from her on his table. Very different from a single rose.
 
“No, I think Trent Orkney had a lover—a secret lover—with whom perhaps he ended things recently—and subsequently discarded the ribbons—or perhaps it was ended by the other party in the relationship.”
 
“A possible motive for murder if Orkney ended it himself,” said Bradford.
 
“Quite so. The roses are too fresh to have been from Vic London—unless he was attempting to reengage his relationship with Trent. When I spoke to him tonight, he violently denied having been to the Caravan Club—”
 
“As one would expect,” said Bradford dryly.
 
She ignored him. “It was obviously a lie, and he seemed quite upset. I suspect he is feeling grief over the loss of Trent, regardless of what their relationship was at the time.”
 
She felt the slight shift of movement from Bradford as he nodded. “So you have no real suspects in the death of Orkney.”
 
She gritted her teeth. She hated to admit the fact. “No. The truth is, I have no suspects at all. I’ve only uncovered the one connection between the Belmont Theater and the Clapham Stage,” she said, “which, as I’ve already pointed out, is Ellen Marston and Lawrence Nesmith. But I can see no real motive for Nesmith to have killed Trent Orkney—it puts his show on hiatus, and thus loses him money and time.”
 
“You don’t think Ellen Marston could have done it?”
 
“Oh, I’m quite certain she could have bashed in Trent Orkney’s head, given the chance,” Phyllida said with great feeling. “And pushed Claudia Carmichael off the catwalk—most certainly. But I can’t fathom a reason she would have done so. She’s been cast in a different play in a large role, and why would she want to destroy her fiancé’s show?
 
“The problem is, I’ve been unable to uncover any serious motives for these two, possibly three, deaths—if somehow Archibald Allston was murdered . . . and if something happens to Daphne Dayberry . . .” She heaved a frustrated sigh, accidentally shifting her hand away from his in her agitation. “I’m worried. But at least her brother and, presumably, her husband are doing everything to keep her safe.”
 
Phyllida stared into the darkness. She didn’t like feeling confused, and at such a loss for answers. “Why is someone doing this?” she murmured. “What have they to gain?” Then she remembered her thought from earlier. The street magician.
 
“Misdirection. Do you think it could all—this series of murders—be misdirection?” She sat even more upright, turning to face her companion on the bench—and realized with a start how close they were now sitting to each other.
 
“Misdirection,” he murmured thoughtfully. He had a pleasant, deep voice—especially when he wasn’t using it to ask sarcastic questions or make sardonic comments. “You’re suggesting there might not be any real motive for the deaths, but that they’re a distraction from something else.”
 
“Precisely.”
 
“Camouflage, in a sense.”
 
“Yes. Camouflage. That is an excellent descriptor, Bradford, but I do prefer the term misdirection. We are talking about the theater, after all, and showmanship seems to be an important factor in these killings.
 
“But the question does remain: are these murders camouflaging something else? That would explain why there doesn’t seem to be a real motive for any of them—and certainly I haven’t been able to discern a motive from one particular person for all of the deaths.”
 
“Or, perhaps,” said Bradford in that same thoughtful tone, “Trent Orkney’s killer is not the same person as Claudia Carmichael’s killer, but whoever offed her only took the idea of the alphabet to—if you will—camouflage her death. They made it seem connected to the B murder. Took advantage of the situation, so to speak. After all, Trent Orkney doesn’t exactly fit the bill—his name doesn’t begin with B. Only his character’s name.”
 
Phyllida glared at him. “You’re making entirely too much sense, Bradford, and making this far too complicated. How on earth will I ever figure out who did it with all of these possibilities?”
 
His grin was fleeting but warm. “I have faith in you, Mrs. Bright. You wouldn’t dare fail, and killers do tend to quail before your forcefulness and ruthless organization.”
 
She shifted and fought back her own smile at his compliment, ridiculous as it was.
 
“It always comes back to what the killer gains from a murder, doesn’t it? Money, love, revenge, power, safety . . . It has to be one of those,” he said.
 
“Unless the killer is simply mad as a hatter. And has an alphabet fetish. In which case, the motive would be . . . pleasure, I suppose.” Then she shook her head. “No . . . I don’t believe it’s as simple—and as horrible—as that. There’s something else. The killer is a showman. He sets the stage. He chooses the victims, yes, because of their names, but for some other reason . . . something so subtle or so deeply hidden that we—I mean to say, I—can’t suss it out. This killer is very clever. But I don’t think he’s mad.”
 
“Right.”
 
But Phyllida was still thinking aloud. “And so what is the result of these deaths? What happens now that they are all dead? Perhaps I can discern a motive that way.
 
“Archibald Allston—who I don’t believe was murdered but perhaps quite innocently set off this entire chain of events—is gone, and so a new actor will take his place. And the Satterwaits are losing money because they may have to delay opening Don’t Do It, Doocey! on time.
 
“Trent Orkney is dead, and so someone else will surely take the place of Benvolio—perhaps even Vic London,” Phyllida went on, her eyes narrowing at the thought. “There is a motive, I suppose. Regardless, it throws the entire production into disarray.”
 
“The bloke’s death also affects the Satterwaits,” Bradford said.
 
“Indeed. So they are certainly adversely affected by the first two deaths; more so by the second one. And I’m certain Mrs. Satterwait’s grief over the loss of her nephew is genuine.”
 
“Grief does not preclude a person from offing someone, as I’m certain you are aware, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“Quite so. But it does beg one to wonder whether someone has it in for the Satterwaits.”
 
“But they have no connection to Claudia Carmichael.”
 
“Not that I’ve discovered. Which is why your theory about there being two killers is intriguing.
 
“After all, Claudia’s death is quite a disaster for Mr. Inglesburg, the director. His lead character is gone, and no one has mentioned an understudy. Peter Pan—hmmm. That is another example of alliteration, isn’t it? Do you suppose that was relevant in the killer’s decision to murder Claudia instead of any of the other C actors at the Cavalcade?”
 
“The more alliteration, the better?” Bradford said dryly.
 
“It’s quite possible. Anyhow, the play won’t reopen for some time, I’m certain, so that is certainly important. Ellen Marston strikes me as the sort of person who’d hold a grudge—against both the actress who took her role, and the director who gave it to her.
 
“It’s certainly easy to imagine Ellen asking Claudia to demonstrate the flying harness on the catwalk, and Claudia agreeing . . . and then getting pushed to her death.”
 
“Right. And aside from each of the individual plays being upended, there is also quite a lot of publicity surrounding the murders,” Bradford said—just as Phyllida was about to point out the same.
 
For once, she wasn’t annoyed by his preemptive comment. It was rather refreshing and helpful to be able to talk aloud about all of this with someone quite nearly as adept and intelligent as she.
 
“Indeed. Abernathy Vane has written several columns about it, and his latest was on the front page. Of course, he was already quite famous—or perhaps infamous is a better word—before all of this happened, but the added publicity certainly doesn’t hurt.”
 
“He seems the sort of bloke to enjoy the attention,” said Bradford.
 
“Quite so.”
 
“Do you suspect him of being involved, Mrs. Bright?”
 
She found it amusing that he continued to address her so formally. “He certainly has access to all of the theaters and possibly even receives the show programs early. And I imagine he’d be the sort of person Claudia Carmichael would open the theater door to. Everyone wants an interview with Abernathy Vane.”
 
“And Penelope Bright.”
 
She waved him off. “Pish. Now you’re being silly. But my cover story is a good excuse to speak with everyone. And even Lawrence Nesmith has to allow it. If only Inspector Wellbourne wasn’t so—”
 
“You needn’t worry about Wellbourne any longer,” Bradford said.
 
She looked at him. His expression was half shadowed but she could make out a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Why not?”
 
He shrugged. “Met the bloke in a pub. Had a beer with him. Made it clear that making threats to women is unacceptable.”
 
“Why on earth would you do such a thing?” She nearly came off the bench, she was so incensed. As it was, she was facing him as angry words spilled from her mouth. “I’ll not have you interfering in my life, Mister Joshua Bradford, and I certainly don’t need to be saved or protected by anyone—especially a man.”
 
“I don’t take kindly to a bloke who threatens a woman, Phyllida. I would have done the same to any man who threatened any woman in my hearing, so settle your knickers back into place. I’m not interfering in your life, and I’m certainly not saving you. A bloke’d have to be daft to even try.”
 
“You read James’s file,” she shot back. “That’s interfering. You can’t think I’d—”
 
“Incidentally, I’ve been thinking an awful lot about kissing you.”
 
Phyllida snapped her mouth shut as a dart of something hot sizzled through her belly. “Drat it, so have I,” she retorted before she could stop herself.
 
His lips curved into a smile she’d never seen before—a smile that was both smug and filled with promise.
 
“Is that an invitation, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“It certainly is,” she said, and before she could think about the repercussions, she surged into his arms.

 



CHAPTER 15
 
PHYLLIDA SLEPT EXCEPTIONALLY WELL THAT NIGHT.
 
The interlude with Bradford in the courtyard had concluded in a far more interesting and enticing manner than she’d imagined. . . and she’d quite enjoyed the activities in which they’d engaged whilst sitting on that garden bench, safely out of sight from the house. He was an excellent and thorough kisser.
 
Even Myrtle cooperated by digging several holes in the garden while her master was otherwise occupied—something she wasn’t allowed to do at Mallowan Hall.
 
Phyllida’s smile didn’t fade even when she was reminded she still had a murder—actually, two of them—to solve . . . and that she was going to have to somehow keep the maids from suspecting what had happened between her and Bradford. She wasn’t certain which would be more difficult, although she realized the issue of murder was certainly more pressing.
 
Her catlike smile didn’t falter even when she noticed that some of the beading had come off her frock, likely due to said pleasurable activities in the courtyard and not from Myrtle.
 
It would be quite interesting to see what the day would bring. However, she certainly didn’t intend to walk around with a continued smile on her face; that was only for the privacy of her rooms.
 
Phyllida had only just finished sprinkling a bit of water over her hair to tame some of the frizziest of curls when there came a knock at the door to her office.
 
She hurried from the dressing table in the bedroom to the office and opened the door.
 
Elton stood there, tall in his footman’s livery with his spine straight and his shoulders back. His cheeks, as always when in her presence, had gone slightly ruddy. “Mrs. Bright, there’s a person to see you.”
 
So very early?
 
She felt a little twinge of nerves—could it be Inspector Wellbourne? —and then dismissed it. Much as she didn’t relish the fact that Bradford had, apparently, given the detective a lecture of sorts on her behalf, she had no doubt his remonstrations had been effective.
 
Bradford wasn’t the type to be ambiguous in his communication, and he certainly wasn’t the sort to be cowed by Wellbourne, policeman or not. Bradford was certainly of broader shoulder and stronger build . . . which she had confirmed for herself last evening.
 
“Who is it?”
 
“A Miss Newby, ma’am,” said Elton, giving her a little bow. He, at least, seemed ignorant of last night’s activities. “Shall I bring your morning tea to the sitting room?”
 
“That would be fine, Elton. Thank you. I shall join Miss Newby straightaway.”
 
When Phyllida came into the same sitting room where she’d met with Mrs. Satterwait and Josephine Newby the first time, she found Trent Orkney’s fiancée sitting on the edge of a chair.
 
The young woman appeared even less confident and prepossessing than she had previously. It was almost as if she’d shrunk inside her blouse and the light cardigan she wore over it. Her simple hairstyle—a roll curving along the nape of her neck—appeared as if it had been hastily done up, and the pin holding her tiny navy-blue hat in place wasn’t completely inserted.
 
“Miss Newby. What may I do for you?”
 
The young woman scrambled to her feet. The edges of her shoes were damp; it was drizzling. “Mrs. Bright. Thank you for seeing me, especially so early. I only . . . it’s just that I wanted to speak with you . . . alone. I thought to have a private moment last night at the party, but it seemed you were quite in demand. And I—I didn’t want Melissa—or anyone—to overhear.” Her eyes were wide and her fingers were knit tightly in front of her middle.
 
“Please,” Phyllida said, gesturing to the chair from which the young woman had risen. She hadn’t even noticed Miss Newby at the wake last evening.
 
Elton came in at that moment with the tea as promised, and Phyllida busied herself pouring for both of them in order to give her visitor the opportunity to collect her thoughts.
 
“Now, what is it you wanted to tell me, Miss Newby?” Phyllida said. They were both seated now and she’d chosen the edge of the divan that was nearest to the young woman so as to make her feel more comfortable about the privacy of whatever she was about to say.
 
Even so, Phyllida was certain she knew what Trent Orkney’s fiancée intended to divulge.
 
“I want you to find Trent’s killer, Mrs. Bright. And so I find it necessary to tell you something . . . quite difficult . . . but something that I believe it is important for you to know.”
 
“Something that perhaps even Melissa and Hugh Satterwait aren’t aware of.”
 
Miss Newby nodded. “And I don’t want them to know. It would . . . it would break her heart.” She seemed to steel herself, straightening her shoulders and taking a large but genteel sip of tea. “You see, I loved Trent very much. And he loved me . . . but he was . . . he was . . .” Her cheeks had gone dark pink. “There were . . . other . . . other . . .” She looked down and breathed in a shaky sigh. “I thought I should be able to tell you, Mrs. Bright, but now I find it impossible to form the words.”
 
“Perhaps I might assist,” Phyllida suggested gently. Her impression of the young, naive woman had improved, despite Miss Newby’s hemming and hawing. Phyllida admired the honesty in what was clearly to be a difficult—if not embarrassing—confession. “Trent Orkney might have loved you, and I am certain he did, but he had other romantic interests. Some of which he might have . . . er . . . indulged in secretly . . . at a certain night club.”
 
At the last moment, Phyllida held off specifying the Caravan Club. Perhaps Josephine Newby knew about her fiancé’s indiscretions, but not that some of them were with men. There was no sense in exposing her to that, at least for now.
 
Miss Newby looked up. Her cheeks were flaming red. “You speak of the Caravan Club.”
 
So she did know. Phyllida nodded. “Yes. I did uncover that bit of information during my investigations.”
 
Miss Newby nodded, the color in her face ebbing a little. “It didn’t matter to me, you see. We had an agreement, Trent and I. We did love each other . . . only, not in that way. More as very, very close friends.
 
“But it made Melissa so happy when Trent decided we should wed. He thought our marriage would help keep his secret, you see? Despite the fact that it’s not so very unusual in the theatrical world, you see. That sort of . . . proclivity, for—for . . . well, one’s own sex.” She glanced up at Phyllida, her cheeks dark red. But there was a courageous spirit in her eyes, as if she was proud of herself for having actually said the words. “Even so, it’s still not spoken of, of course.
 
“Melissa didn’t know, but . . . sometimes I think perhaps she suspected in spite of what she wanted to believe. After all, she and H—” She stopped and immediately brought the teacup to her lips.
 
“Melissa Satterwait and her husband have their own arrangement,” Phyllida said, successfully hiding her surprise that what had been a vague suspicion was suddenly confirmed.
 
Miss Newby looked up, her expression earnest. “I don’t know for certain, but I suspect. And . . . and Trent said something once that made me think he knew. After all, he and Hugh are not related except by marriage.” She suddenly looked abashed and thoroughly miserable, even a little frightened. Her eyes were wide and her face had gone from scarlet to pale. “I shouldn’t have said anything about that. Please, Mrs. Bright, oh, please don’t tell anyone.”
 
“Of course not,” Phyllida replied. “I see no reason to divulge any private actions such as . . . erm . . . those. After all, I understand there is a sort of . . . er . . . freeness of the theater world. The exception to my silence being, Miss Newby, in the case of murder. I shall not protect a killer. I don’t care who is the culprit or what secrets they might have,” she added meaningfully.
 
“Right, then, yes, of course. That’s why I wanted to speak with you. I want you to find Trent’s killer—even if it is someone like, like . . .” She stopped talking, but Phyllida had seen her lips form an initial “Vuh” sound.
 
“I’m aware that Vic London and your fiancé were . . . close friends,” Phyllida said.
 
“They had a terrific row several months ago. And it was shortly after that when Trent asked me to marry him. I thought perhaps he was afraid Vic would—would tell people, you see? He was so very angry. I heard them on the telephone. I mean to say, I heard Trent on the telephone with him.”
 
Phyllida nodded, lifting her cup and remaining silent in order to encourage more divulgence.
 
“And . . . and the day he d-died. I—I heard him on the telephone. That morning. I’d stopped by to make him some breakfast—his charwoman is off on Wednesdays. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now . . .”
 
“What was the nature of the conversation?”
 
Miss Newby shrugged. “I could only hear parts of it. He was definitely being furtive . . . which was a bit unusual, since I . . . we . . . well, I knew about all of it. All of his . . . activities. N-not the details, of course. A-anyhow . . . it sounded as if he was reluctantly agreeing to meet someone that day. But I don’t think it was Vic—Trent said something like, ‘I threw them all away. It’s done and over.’ I didn’t know what he was talking about.”
 
Phyllida thought she might know: those single red roses tied with the blue grosgrain ribbon shot with silver had been stuffed into the same waste bin, as if they’d been discarded all at once. Perhaps in a fit of pique.
 
“He said that,” Miss Newby went on, unaware that Phyllida already knew more than she did, “and then a moment later he said something like, ‘I don’t need or want your help.’ There was silence, and I thought perhaps he’d hung up, but then he said, ‘All right. Ten minutes. I’ll listen, but I’m not promising anything.’ And that was it.”
 
“And you suspect he had just agreed to meet whoever it was at the Belmont Theater. This was the morning of the day he was killed?”
 
Miss Newby nodded. She was looking slightly less miserable, likely due to the relief of her unburdening. “I didn’t hear him set a time or anything, but he did say, just before he left to go to the theater, that he had to cancel a meeting because something else came up.”
 
Phyllida nodded. The boa-draped costumer at the Belmont Theater had mentioned Trent Orkney’s plan to meet someone the next day—the day he was killed. Presumably that had originally been Abernathy Vane, who, by his own admission, had had an appointment to meet Trent Orkney but “something else” had come up instead.
 
So Trent had had an appointment with Vane, but it was canceled and he met someone else . . . whoever had been on the telephone with him and overheard by Miss Newby.
 
This was very interesting and likely very important. Phyllida had to tamp back her frustration that she was only now hearing about this conversation, which seemed relevant by any measure. Why had the woman waited two days to tell her? “Is there anything else, Miss Newby?”
 
The young woman shook her head. “No. Nothing that I can think of. I’m sorry it took me so long to tell you. I . . . I think it’s only that I was in a state of shock, and I’ve been spending so much time with Melissa that—that I simply couldn’t think straight. I can’t believe he’s gone.” Her eyes filled with tears and she fumbled for a handkerchief in her handbag.
 
“Very well. Thank you very much for your candidness, Miss Newby. I’d like to reiterate my intention to find out who killed your fiancé. This is very helpful, and you have my word I won’t share any of this unless it is absolutely necessary to apprehend the killer.”
 
“Thank you, Mrs. Bright.” Miss Newby rose. “Melissa has the greatest of confidence in you, and therefore so do I.”
 
Phyllida walked her to the door, found the umbrella she’d brought, and bid the young woman farewell. She was thoughtful. It appeared that whomever Trent Orkney had let into the theater—presumably the person who’d killed him—was someone offering him assistance.
 
What sort of assistance?
 
Publicity? A role in a play? Some other assistance—monetary?
 
Could assistance be another word for blackmail? Assistance in keeping his secrets secret?
 
And how on earth did this all tie in to the murder of Claudia Carmichael?
 
“Mrs. Bright. There you are.”
 
She turned to see Mr. Dobble. He was, as he often did when in her presence, wearing a disdainful expression.
 
“Yes, Mr. Dobble, as you can very well see, here I am. Is there something you need?”
 
“I merely wished to know whether you would deign to grace us with your esteemed presence this evening.” His disagreeable expression was punctuated by a contemptuous sniff from his slender, arched nose. “Or whether your maids will be left to run amok in your absence.”
 
“It must be quite a challenge to manage the serving of dinner to merely the staff all on your own, Mr. Dobble. Rest assured, I fully intend to be present this evening unless Mrs. Agatha—or her friend Mrs. Satterwait—requires my presence elsewhere.” She smiled without a hint of sarcasm.
 
“And if Mrs. Agatha and Mr. Max are dining in this evening—”
 
“Mrs. Agatha has informed me that they are not. Nor do they expect to be in for tea. But regardless, I shall be here to assist you with the onerous and complicated task of serving the meal in the servants’ quarters.”
 
A task that, as they both knew, required simply moving the dishes from the stove to the nearby table . . . in the same room. Oftentimes the cook would even serve directly from the pot or cooking vessel on the stove.
 
Mr. Dobble sneered. “Sarcasm does not become you, Mrs. Bright. Incidentally, you were off into the garden rather late last evening.”
 
“It was a lovely night indeed. And how was your chess game, Mr. Dobble?” she continued pleasantly. “Is Monsieur Chardonnay as stimulating a partner as the vicar back home?”
 
Mr. Dobble, whose cheeks had turned a bit dusky at her well-placed dart, glared down his nose at her. Phyllida merely lifted her brows.
 
They understood each other perfectly.
 
 

 
 
Phyllida had telephoned for a taxicab to transport her to the Dunsary Theater.
 
She’d done that not in order to avoid Bradford (although that was an unexpected benefit, for she hadn’t yet encountered him this morning as he had been driving Agatha and Mr. Max to their respective meetings), but because she didn’t know where he was and she didn’t want to hunt him down.
 
She didn’t want him to think she was looking for him. Searching him out.
 
Riding in the taxi, where the rain splattered lightly onto the roof, gave her the chance to think about what last night’s events in the courtyard meant—if anything. Certainly nothing had to change between them. It was best if nothing did change between them, as far as she was concerned—at least practically speaking.
 
While she didn’t forbid romantic (or other) entanglements among her staff, she certainly didn’t encourage it—for obvious reasons. And it was for those same reasons she felt that, despite her enjoyment of the interlude in the courtyard with Bradford (it had been a while since she’d been kissed so expertly), it was best to let sleeping dogs lie.
 
Phyllida appreciated the sentiment of that phrase—let sleeping dogs lie—but since she’d never seen Myrtle in any state that resembled sleep, she couldn’t attest to the accuracy of said phrase. Did dogs ever actually sleep?
 
It was very likely Bradford felt the same way. After all, he was a mature adult just as she was; neither of them were young, easily infatuated people whose hormones ran roughshod through their lives like runaway trains.
 
Phyllida alighted from the taxi several doors from the Dunsary Theater. She was required to do so due to the number of people crowding the sidewalk in front, along with several motorcars and taxis that had halted traffic as well.
 
A bump of worry nudged her: had something happened at the Dunsary Theater?
 
She dismissed that apprehension, however, when she approached and saw no sign of police authorities. She also realized that what seemed like a large crowd was more of a snaking queue of people waiting at the (currently closed) box office window, and still more clustered around the three sets of double, glassed doors that led inside, clearly trying to catch a glimpse of something.
 
Gawkers, all of them, eager for tickets to the show or to pick up on any gossip. Just as they’d been yesterday—though there seemed to be even more today.
 
Due to another contest over which maid got to use the bucket and mop first, along with a minor catastrophe in the kitchen when Molly bumped into Opal and dropped an entire bowl of eggs, along with the unexpected visit by Miss Newby, Phyllida hadn’t had the luxury of looking at the newspaper today. She wondered whether there’d been a new column by Abernathy Vane that had stirred up so much interest.
 
Still, the crowds of people would certainly make it near to impossible for anyone to come or go unnoticed at the theater—including the murderer.
 
Phyllida ignored the front doors and went around to the side of the building as Daphne Dayberry had told her. There was a narrow passage between the theater and the next structure—perhaps wide enough for a horse, but certainly not for a motorcar.
 
Phyllida wasn’t surprised to find more straggling gawkers loitering about near the side door, which was her destination. They eyed her curiously as she walked purposefully past them and to the door, and one of them—a man with determination in his eyes and a camera in his grip—even tried to slip up behind her when she approached the entrance.
 
To her surprise—for she’d been told to knock for admittance—the door was slightly ajar. What had been a bump of worry now turned into a rush of fear.
 
“No admittance,” she said to the man hovering behind her, then shut the door in his face and locked it behind her.
 
She suspected the rousing string of cursing she heard through the metal door was due to the failure of him not attempting to open it himself.
 
“Miss Dayberry?” she called, hoping her fears were unfounded. She had a strong voice and her greeting echoed in the large, dimly lit backstage area. “Daphne, it’s Penelope Bright. Are you there?”
 
One backstage was much like another backstage, Phyllida thought as she walked through the quiet, shadowy space. There were a few lights on, enough to illuminate her way.
 
If someone had let themself in . . .
 
“Miss Dayberry?” she called, her apprehension—not for herself but for the actress—growing as she made her way through the warren of short corridors that led past wardrobe, props, stage manager’s office, storage, and other common theatrical spaces. She projected even louder this time—really, she could have been onstage, even without a microphone. “Daphne? Are you here?”
 
“Miss Bright?” returned a voice at last. “I’m over here, on the stage. They’ve moved some of the set about, and I was updating my blocking.”
 
Spewing a sigh of relief, Phyllida navigated her way to the wings and then out onto the stage.
 
She stepped onto a set that was purely Victorian gothic: furniture upholstered in fussy, floral fabrics of navy, cobalt, and sage; swaths of dark, floor-length curtains on the tall, narrow windows in the backdrop; lace doilies draped over a table and the back of a rocking chair; oil lamps; a forbidding-looking grandfather clock; even two suits of armor—authentic ones—standing at attention behind a Victorian-style fainting sofa, which was a focal point slightly off center-stage.
 
The set, as fussy and detailed as it was, was done in dark blues, blacks, grays, and a few splashes of dark red—purposely, Phyllida understood, in order to give off the horror and suspense of Dracula. Dozens of candles—red, black, or white—in candelabra and on wall sconces would add to the moodiness when lit.
 
She highly approved.
 
Daphne Dayberry, who was standing in the middle of the stage looking out into the house, smiled when she caught sight of Phyllida.
 
She was wearing what appeared to be one of her stage costumes—a Victorian gown of dark blue brocade trimmed in black rickrack. The sight of all those heavy skirts and crinolines, along with the numerous flounces and lace along with the narrow-corseted waist made Phyllida supremely grateful that fashions had changed so radically since her girlhood.
 
“Thank you so much for coming, Miss Bright,” said Daphne. “I meant to be listening for your knock, but then I became distracted with the changes. One would think they’d warn a person since it’s the day of the opening.” She shook her head, but her eyes danced with excitement for opening night.
 
“The side door was unlocked,” Phyllida said, giving her the same stern look she’d direct toward a maid who’d forgotten to change the flower vase water or sweep under the bed. “Anyone could have got in.”
 
Daphne’s bright smile faltered. “It was? I suppose I forgot to lock it. I thought I would hear you knocking and I could let you in. But then I heard you calling for me . . .”
 
“It’s fortunate it was only me who let myself in,” Phyllida told her. “There is a crowd out in the front, and there at the side door. Anyone could have tried the door and come in.”
 
Daphne winced and looked around. “Don’t tell my brother about it. He’ll be furious.”
 
“He would have a right to be, I think,” Phyllida told her, still stern. “It’s not safe for you to be here alone.”
 
Daphne’s face fell. “I suppose you’re right. Only, there isn’t anyone who knows I’m here this early—besides you, I mean.”
 
“And the photographer from the Times,” Phyllida reminded her.
 
“Yes, but he won’t arrive for another hour.” She suddenly went still, frowning, as if arrested in thought. Or perhaps her corset was too tight.
 
“Miss Bright, I am quite certain I locked that door behind me. In fact, I recall doing so, and then checking to make certain the latch caught.” Her face had gone pale and the freckles that had been faint beneath last night’s makeup stood out like small splashes of syrup. “Do you think someone has—has gotten in? Here?” Daphne looked around, a protective hand going to her heart.
 
“No one else was here when you arrived?” Phyllida asked, also looking around. “You’re certain?”
 
“I’m certain. Not one light was on and it was silent as night. No one gets here so early.”
 
“You said someone has moved some of the set about,” Phyllida reminded her.
 
“Yes, just a little—but whoever did it; it must have been Mr. Rightfell, the director—wasn’t here when I arrived.”
 
“And no one else has come in.” Phyllida put it as a statement rather than a question that had already been answered.
 
All at once, the atmosphere of the theater, which had been one simply of quiet and anticipation, holding the echoes of songs and the memories of soliloquies and applause, became eerie and threatening in its silence and stillness.
 
“We shall have to look about and assure ourselves no one is here,” Phyllida said in a low voice, looking toward the shadowy wings. “Stay with me, Daphne. And we need a torch.” She was irritated with herself for not having brought one today, but her handbag was far too small to accommodate a bulky torch.
 
Still, perhaps she must take a lesson from this and her experience the other night at the Caravan Club. One never knew when one would require a light—especially when investigating murder.
 
It was simple to locate a torch—they were used often in theaters, and there were several at the stage manager’s desk in the wings.
 
Thus armed, Phyllida led the way into the depths of backstage, with Daphne—encumbered by skirts, crinolines, and a corset—on her heels. She flung aside curtains, opened every door, peered into every corner. She turned on every light or lamp she could find, and soon the innards of the theater were lit so well no one would have a chance to hide in the shadows.
 
Through all of this, Phyllida kept conversation to a minimum, listening for any sounds that might alert them to an intruder.
 
Once having exhausted their search in the wings, the pair went behind the stage and checked every dressing room, the wardrobe closet and sewing room, the props room, the workshop and construction room, the storage room, and all of the offices for stage manager, director, and theater manager.
 
There was, Phyllida noted with interest, a box of theatrical programs for Dracula on the desk in the theater manager’s office. The box was open, and appeared full. There were five other boxes on the floor, still taped shut. She found the delivery bill and saw that the order had been delivered three days earlier.
 
That meant whoever left the program on the stoop of the Dunsary’s back door had to have been in this office—or at least the theater—within the last three days.
 
Having exhausted their search of the warren of rooms and offices and finding no sign of any other person in the theater, they returned to the stage. Yet, Phyllida wasn’t satisfied. Someone had to have come through that door.
 
Leaving Daphne on the ground, Phyllida climbed up to the catwalk to look around up there—it was empty and dark, every rope and fly still as a grave—and then she insisted on going beneath the stage to the orchestra pit.
 
“But there’s no music in Dracula,” said Daphne. She was slightly out of breath due to the exertions of rushing about dressed as she was, for Phyllida tended to move with great haste. “We don’t have an orchestra. No one’s gone down there.”
 
“One must be thorough,” Phyllida told her, opening a door near the left stage wing that led to stairs descending to the pit.
 
She couldn’t help but think it was the perfect place for a killer to hide.
 
As with many theaters, the orchestra pit was located just in front of and below the stage, and could even be covered over—as it was in the case of Dracula—to make the stage larger. The musicians were arranged in the pit and often their arrangement of chairs extended to beneath the main part of the stage if the orchestra was large enough. The conductor would be on a small dais that put his head level with the stage so that he could see what was happening thereon and so that even the musicians in the back of the group could see him.
 
Beneath the stage, it was dark and quiet and very close. Unlike every other part of a high-ceilinged and vast theater building, the orchestra pit was cramped, low, and tight. If she didn’t have the torch, Phyllida might have been put off by creeping about in a shadowy area where she nearly brushed the ceiling with her head.
 
The hair at the back of her neck lifted when she felt a slight movement in the air, and she spun. But it was only Daphne, armed with her own torch, moving one of the heavy black curtains that draped over the entrance from the stairs to keep the light from seeping through. A little rush of fresh air wafted toward her, leaving Phyllida with the realization that one couldn’t be claustrophobic if one played in an orchestra pit.
 
If someone was lurking down here, there were plenty of shadows in which to hide. The faint scents of must and mildew reached Phyllida’s nose—she was an expert at identifying untoward smells and sources of dust—and she brushed through a cobweb.
 
She used the beam of the torch to locate a light switch. When she turned it on, the entire space took on a completely different atmosphere: snug and cozy, tucked away like a little hot water bottle under the stage. There were chairs and music stands arranged in a small semicircle around where the conductor would stand, just beneath the stage, and more chairs and stands stacked along the edges of the space.
 
But it was empty and felt abandoned.
 
Satisfied that no one was there, Phyllida was about to vacate the space when she noticed a small streak of dirt on the floor. It was in the center of the space, in an area neither she nor Daphne had trodden.
 
The dirt caught her eye because it was damp. Fresh.
 
A prickle rushed over her shoulders and down her spine. She was right. Someone had been here.
 
Today.

 



CHAPTER 16
 
“WHAT IS IT, MISS BRIGHT?” SAID DAPHNE, COMING TO STAND next to where Phyllida crouched.
 
Unfortunately, she and her voluminous Victorian skirts cast a shadow over the precise area where Phyllida was attempting to examine the dirty floor.
 
“If you would step aside please,” she said tersely, shining her torch beam around in an effort to discern footprints or any other disturbances that might yield a clue. There were scuffs in the dust, clearly indicating a recent presence, but no clear prints. Still . . . “Someone has been here—within the last hour or two.”
 
“Someone? What do you mean? Who is it? Is he still here?” Daphne looked around, her own light beam bouncing erratically about the pit.
 
“I doubt it, or we surely would have seen him. Or her. We’ve searched everywhere, but whoever it was was in the theater while you were here—or not long before.”
 
Phyllida pulled to her feet, wincing a bit as her knees protested. Although still quite healthy and relatively agile, she certainly wasn’t as young as she used to be.
 
“What was he doing down here?” said Daphne, echoing Phyllida’s own thoughts. Her eyes were wide and her voice had gone squeaky with fear. “I need to call Ned. And I’m calling my husband. I don’t care if Chester forbids me being onstage, I want him here watching over me.”
 
“Whoever it was was hiding, most likely. Is there another way out from down here?” Phyllida spoke more to herself than to her companion, shining the light around the walls in search of a second door from the orchestra pit.
 
She almost missed it, but there was a small door tucked in the back of the pit, well beneath the stage. It was obstructed from view by stacks of chairs and music stands. Phyllida certainly approved of another exit, thinking of fires and other hazards, but in this case she was certain it had provided an escape for a killer. The door opened noiselessly—another indicator of its recent usage; the murderer would want to be able to come and go silently—and led into a narrow, low-ceilinged hall that in turn led to an equally narrow, low-ceilinged set of stairs.
 
Phyllida, with a much slower and more encumbered Daphne on her heels, emerged from the dark and steep steps in a hallway tucked adjacent to the workshop.
 
“He must have come out this way,” she said.
 
“D-do you think . . . he’s . . . gone?” Daphne was out of breath from her exertions whilst being strapped into a corset.
 
Phyllida knew the intruder had either sneaked out before she arrived at the theater, or, more likely, while she and Daphne had been searching the dressing rooms, wardrobe, and other offices, and she explained this to her companion.
 
“Regardless of when he was here, he is certainly gone by now,” she concluded.
 
Then, her mind darting ahead to another question, she hurried down the corridor, leaving Daphne to follow.
 
Phyllida went directly to the side door through which she’d come into the building. Opening it, she looked outside. The same small cluster of people were still there, although they were now huddled inefficiently under an umbrella as the drizzle had become more of an actual rain.
 
“How long have you been here? Did you see anyone come in or out of this entrance besides me? Or travel down this alleyway?” she asked from the doorway. “You, there, sir? Did you?” She nodded in the direction of the man with the camera, who’d earlier tried to slip inside the theater in her wake.
 
“No. I only saw you. Oi, can I come inside, now? I jus’ wanna take a look around.”
 
“I don’t know whether you are physically able to come inside, but you may not,” Phyllida said firmly. “Anyone else? Have any of you seen a person come out this door? Or go in?”
 
They shook their heads as rain dripped off the edge of the umbrella.
 
“Have you seen anyone else come down this alleyway at all?”
 
They shook their heads again, this time adding a shrug here and there. She had the impression of a cluster of puppets, dumb and lacking autonomy, yet wide-eyed with expectation.
 
“What is it you lot are waiting for?” Phyllida demanded. “What do you expect to see?”
 
“We want to see it first when the killer does it,” replied one brutally honest soul. Not the man with the camera. “The D, right? The D death is next?”
 
“What’ya think it’ll be? Druggin’ her? Daggerin’ her? Dropping’ something on—”
 
“Get out of here,” Phyllida roared, flinging her arm out, pointing back toward the Strand. Her vision was tinged red. “The lot of you. Before I call the authorities.”
 
Furious, a little heartsick—but not surprised; after all, people had been lining up to see executions for centuries—she stormed back into the theater. Daphne was waiting there.
 
“Where is the back door, where the program and the dagger were left?” Phyllida asked.
 
“It’s in the workshop,” Daphne told her. “Next to the big roll-up door.”
 
Phyllida was familiar with the large room from their earlier search. It was where the set and scenery were constructed, painted, repaired, and stored. She discovered the small exterior door was in a little alcove next to the larger metal one that afforded the ability to bring sizeable set pieces in or out. Sawdust, nails, paint cans, and more cluttered the floor, shelves, and worktable.
 
Phyllida tried the smaller door. It was closed and locked. Nonetheless, she opened it—but with difficulty. It was heavy, and it stuck a little, but the groaning-scraping noise it made wasn’t loud enough to be heard outside the enormous workshop.
 
“That’s where it was. The program and the stage knife,” said Daphne, pointing helpfully to the small stoop beyond the threshold.
 
Phyllida didn’t go out into the rain, but she did look around from the doorway. There wasn’t anything to see, and there weren’t any gawkers here in this little alcove tucked into the back alley.
 
But as she stepped back into the workshop, she looked down and saw a fresh streak of mud. So he or she had come in—and probably out—through this door . . . and not the side door, which had been slightly ajar? Curious. Or perhaps he’d come in one door and out the other. According to the people clustered in the alley by the side door, no one had come in or out that door . . . but she wasn’t certain how long the side-door lurkers had been there.
 
She wondered how many people besides those in the show knew about this back door. After all, there was no crowd around it, and Daphne had made it clear that it was hardly used.
 
Just then, there was a dull, rhythmic banging.
 
“Oh, someone’s at the side door,” Daphne said. Her eyes were circles and her face was pale. “Ought I . . . shall we . . .”
 
“It’s the photographer most likely,” Phyllida said briskly. “Didn’t you expect him about now? It’s nearly one o’clock.”
 
“Oh, yes, of course.” Daphne started, then skidded to a halt. “You don’t think . . .”
 
“That the photographer—whatever is his name?—is the killer? The thought has crossed my mind,” Phyllida replied. “But why would he have crept in earlier and then left, and now is coming back openly? If he is the killer, wouldn’t he have just done the job? Or attempted to,” she added quickly when she saw Daphne’s horrified expression.
 
“It—it has to be a D killing, doesn’t it?” Daphne said quietly. “To—to fit.” The banging had ceased for a moment, but now started up again. “I suppose I ought to let him in.” But she didn’t sound confident.
 
“Never fear, Miss Dayberry, for I am present. If he is the culprit, he won’t get away with doing anything to harm you. Not on my watch.”
 
Phyllida refrained from pointing out that that would certainly be the case unless the man was armed with a gun—in which case, she had no real weapon to combat that threat.
 
Still, neither gun nor shooting nor bullet fit the alliterative pattern, so she felt relatively safe in her assumptions that she could handle whatever was on the other side of the door.
 
Daphne stopped suddenly and turned. “B-but what if he tries to d-do away with me? Oh, gad! ‘Do away!’ That’s a D word, isn’t it? Oh, he could do anything and it would still fit!” Her eyes were wide.
 
“Stop speaking nonsense,” Phyllida told her bracingly. “I am here with you. I will not allow anyone to do away with you, or harm you in any way.”
 
Daphne sniffled a little, but nodded and threw back her shoulders as she continued to the door—which shook as the newcomer pounded on it once more.
 
Phyllida followed, thinking grimly that the girl had a point. Do away with was a highly unspecific but alliterative description that would nonetheless fit the killer’s pattern.
 
She could imagine Abernathy Vane’s headline: DRACULA’S DAPHNE DAYBERRY DONE AWAY WITH AT THE DUNSARY THEATER....
 
She shook her head. Surely such a form of demise was far too ambiguous for this killer. Och. Demise. There it was again. Who knew so many causes of death began with D?
 
DAPHNE DAYBERRY MEETS HER DEMISE AT THE DUNSARY THEATER ON EVE OF DRACULA DEBUT. . . .
 
Phyllida would simply have to be on her guard for anything that could happen.
 
But, in spite of herself, she couldn’t help but consider specific D causes of death, for she felt that the killer was far too exacting to rely on generalities.
 
Drugging. That was feasible. She would have to ensure Daphne didn’t ingest anything.
 
Being driven over... but they were in a theater, and no motorcars about. And the death had to take place in the theater in order to follow the pattern.
 
Drop . . . a bit of scenery could drop down and destroy Daphne.... That was a possibility. Phyllida looked up, despite knowing that it would be impossible to see from the ground whether a fly or light or sandbag weight was loose and ready to fall.
 
Still, she’d have to watch carefully to ensure the killer didn’t sneak up into the catwalk.
 
Defenestration. A unique and specific cause of death to be sure, but there were no windows about . . . although there was a window on the stage set.
 
Phyllida’s eyes narrowed. A clever killer—and he was certainly clever—could make it work: breaking the girl’s neck, then making it appear she’d been thrown from the stage set window. It would certainly be dramatic.
 
Dramatic . . . that was a D word. Any death related to a theatrical production could be dramatic. A dramatic death . . . more alliteration.
 
DAPHNE DAYBERRY DIES DRAMATICALLY ON DRACULA STAGE AT THE DUNSARY.
 
Now she was being ridiculous.
 
Phyllida made an angry sound deep in her throat, which caused Daphne to look back at her in alarm. Phyllida smiled and gestured for her to go on.
 
Still, Phyllida stood, braced and ready—and slightly out of sight—when Daphne opened the side door.
 
“Oh, Mr. Kerry, come in, if you please,” she said, glancing nervously at Phyllida as she stepped far away from the door.
 
“I see you’re already in costume,” said the photographer from the Times as he stepped inside. “Very good.”
 
A heavy camera on a strap slung around his neck bumped against his middle. In one hand, he held an umbrella, and in the other a satchel, presumably containing equipment.
 
Phyllida hoped it was photography equipment and not murder equipment.
 
“I’ll want to get some photographs of you on set, of course. As if you were in the middle of a scene. Nath—er, Mr. Vane—told me specifically what he wanted.” He shook out his umbrella, sending little droplets scattering, and glanced curiously at Phyllida. “Hello there.”
 
“Penelope Bright,” she said coolly, taking his assessment. “A pleasure to meet you.”
 
Mr. Kerry was in his late thirties with a full mustache and beard. When he took off his hat, shaking it out as well, Phyllida surmised that the abundance of facial hair was in answer to the thin strands plastered over the top of a pink scalp. He reminded her of a tonsured monk, for the hair around his crown was as thick as his beard.
 
Mr. Kerry was skinny and of average height, and smelled of tobacco. He gave off the impression he was ready to jump out of his skin because he suppressed so much energy that it would suddenly burst free. The cuffs of his shirt had ink stains on them—likely from developing his own photographs. Despite the jumpiness Phyllida sensed, Mr. Kerry had a businesslike air about him. But his bright eyes never stopped darting about—as if measuring the environment for light and setting—then returned to her.
 
“Miss Bright? Oi, Mr. Vane told me about you.” He squinted, scrutinizing Phyllida as if she were a photography subject as well. “He said you ain’t on the stage, you ain’t?”
 
The note of disbelief in his voice gave Phyllida’s vanity a little nudge of pleasure, but she ignored it. She was still inspecting the man, wondering whether he was the Alphabet Killer.
 
He certainly was an excellent suspect. After all, any actor or actress would agree to a private photography session for the Times— with or without being in Mr. Vane’s column. They would surely let Mr. Kerry into the theater, and do whatever he asked relative to setting up a camera shot: stand in a balcony onstage, don a flying harness, and climb to the catwalk. . . .
 
As a photographer, Mr. Kerry would want to set the scene . . . to compose the picture.
 
These thoughts sent a prickle down Phyllida’s spine. They made sense. So very much sense.
 
But what would be his motive? Phyllida asked herself as the three of them walked from the wings to the stage. She automatically looked up into the tall, shadowy space that loomed above them, searching for any sign of activity. Everything was still and quiet.
 
But if Mr. Kerry was the killer, why would he do it? What did he gain from three—possibly four—deaths?
 
Certainly publicity and notoriety—he’d be the photographer who took pictures of each of the victims before they died.
 
Was that enough? Phyllida didn’t think so . . . but then again, people had killed for far less than to improve their own circumstance or reputation.
 
She would look more closely at Trent Orkney’s personal life, and that of Claudia Carmichael, to see whether either of them had any closer connections to Mr. Kerry, and whether anyone knew if they’d sat for photographs with him.
 
But for now, she would watch very closely as the man set the scene for another photograph . . . and hopefully, not for murder.
 
He’d stepped onto the stage, turning in a slow circle, looking at all the details. He murmured to himself, nodded, even paused and brought the press camera to his eyes as if to frame a picture, then lowered it and looked around some more. He seemed particularly enamored with the suits of armor, standing guard behind the sofa, armed with battle-ax, sword, and shield.
 
“On the divan, if you please, Miss Dayberry,” he said in that businesslike way. “I want you draped over it, as if in a faint. The knights will be like sentries standing over you. It will be the perfect shot.”
 
“Like in act two,” Daphne said, delighted. “I do faint, you know, in act two, because I’ve encountered Count Dracula—”
 
“Yes, yes, of course. Oi, on the sofa, if you please.” He had extracted a tripod from his bag of equipment and was unfolding its legs.
 
Phyllida edged closer, hoping to get a look inside the bag. It was a large satchel and now gaped open due to his rummaging. On the leather was stamped in gold his initials: K.K.
 
Phyllida felt a dart of interest at that, and continued to survey what she could see of the contents of the bag.
 
She glimpsed round leather cases that probably held camera lenses, along with an electric light that he must attach to the camera for better illumination. Under the guise of wandering about the stage, she came closer and, once more looking up into the depths of the over-stage, stepped backward.
 
She knocked into the bag, as intended, causing it to tip over. Some of its contents were jostled and a tin of film bounced out.
 
“Oh, my goodness,” she said in a higher, more excitable voice than her usual one. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Kerry! I wasn’t watching where I was going. Pardon me.”
 
She quickly bent down and attended to the tipped bag, picking up the film and putting it back inside even as she opened the satchel wider for a better look.
 
“There’s glass lenses in there, miss, take care you don’t be tripping over it all,” said Mr. Kerry. “You didn’t break anything? I’ll be needing that lamp—oi, you won’t get it for me, will you?” The fact that he barely gave her a glance as she poked through his bag allayed some of her suspicions....
 
Until she saw the knife on the bottom of the bag.
 
A dagger, sheathed in its leather case.
 
Phyllida quickly looked up, but Mr. Kerry seemed oblivious to her discovery. Perhaps he assumed she would find a knife—a dagger—to be an innocent occupant in a bag of camera tools. In any other case, she probably would.
 
“The lamp, you say?” Phyllida eyed him as she pretended to be searching inside the bag, her nimble fingers seeking and finding the flat leather sheath.
 
As knives and daggers went, it wasn’t terribly large—the whole thing, blade and handle, was only an inch or so longer than her hand. But it was large enough.
 
She stealthily eased it out with the hand out of his view and slid it into the pocket of her frock. But the photographer didn’t spare her a glance; he was too busy settling the camera onto its tripod and adjusting its position.
 
“Oi, hurry up with that lamp, won’t you, miss?” he said, a trace of impatience in his voice as he peered through the camera’s viewer.
 
With the dagger safely tucked away, Phyllida pulled out the lamp and said cheerily, “I’ve got it, Mr. Kerry.”
 
She looked over at Daphne, who’d arranged herself as directed on the divan. It was an ornate piece of furniture with one fat, cushioned arm on the left side and a diagonal backrest that ended low at the opposite end.
 
It was perfect for a Victorian lady overcome with the vapors—and Daphne had arranged herself thus: her body draped across the fainting couch, feet at the lower side, her head and torso propped up on the opposite end.
 
Her skirts, dark blues with many layers of different fabric, spilled over the front of the couch. Mr. Kerry went forward to arrange them artistically as Phyllida watched with interest and suspicion. She removed the dagger from her pocket and tucked it under her coat at the side of the stage.
 
Mr. Kerry returned to his camera and its light, and became busy with terse, unemotional directives to Daphne: lift your chin, move your hand, rest your head on the arm, expose your throat where the vampire bites you. . . .
 
Phyllida had to admit the man had talent for arranging a compelling scene. The redheaded Daphne, whose face was suitably pale above the frothy dark gown she wore and the subdued furnishings around her, cast a lovely if not horrible image, draped as she was on the fainting couch, helpless and innocent at the hands of Count Dracula.
 
The two suits of armor stood behind the divan, likely symbolizing the men who tried to protect Lucy from Count Dracula even as they also helped cause her destruction.
 
It wasn’t until Daphne tilted her head, resting it on the arm of the divan and exposing a long expanse of white neck, that it struck Phyllida.
 
Decapitation.
 
Her gaze shot from Daphne’s slender, arching throat up to the suit of armor that stood behind the divan . . . the suit of armor that held, in its hollow, metal fingers, a battle-ax—raised and ready to drop forward onto the divan below.
 
All feeling drained from Phyllida’s body. “Daphne! Get off there now,” she cried, rushing toward the sofa uncaring that she might spoil the photograph.
 
Even though she’d seen no evidence of the armor somehow animating and dropping the ax blade onto Daphne, she was taking no chances. “Move!”
 
“What in the bloody hell!” cried Mr. Kerry, popping up from behind his camera like a furious bird. “Why, you’ve ruined the picture, you silly woman! You—don’t you get up! What are you doing?”
 
Phyllida ignored him, and, thankfully, so did Daphne. The actress tried to scramble to her feet so quickly she tangled in her voluminous skirts and lost her balance, tumbling to the ground in front of the divan.
 
“What is it, Miss Bright?” she cried from a heap on the floor, looking around as Mr. Kerry continued to shout orders. “What’s wrong?”
 
“Decapitation,” Phyllida said. There was no question in her voice or in her mind.
 
She gestured to the suit of armor. The blade it held was very real and very sharp.
 
Daphne, who’d attempted to pull herself to her feet by leveraging the sofa, collapsed back into a puddle of skirts on the stage. “What are you saying?” Her eyes were wide, making a white circle around her brown irises.
 
Phyllida ignored her, for she’d found what she was looking for.
 
A very thin black string, invisible unless one were looking for it, had been tied around a notch in the top of the battle-ax.
 
The thread, taut from the strain of holding the battle-ax in its upright position, led down from the ax over the shoulder of the inanimate knight, to behind the suit of armor, still unnoticeable.
 
The string trailed all the way down the spine of the armor, along its leg . . . through a tiny hole in the stage floor . . . and into the orchestra pit below.

 



CHAPTER 17
 
PHYLLIDA DIDN’T WAIT TO EXPLAIN; SHE RAN. OFF THE STAGE, INTO the wings, careening to the stairs that descended to the pit.
 
Someone had set up a death trap for Daphne Dayberry. All they had to do was position themselves below the stage and, at the proper moment, snip the thread that held the battle-ax upright. . . directly above where Daphne’s smooth, white neck was positioned.
 
Were they here even now? Waiting to cut the string?
 
She ignored the shouts and cries from Mr. Kerry and Daphne, bounding down the steps in the faulty light of the pit, heedless of what—who—might be waiting below.
 
She hadn’t taken the time to fumble for the light switch; there was a cast of illumination from the stage above. But she’d rushed off so quickly she’d left her torch on the stage, and now Phyllida found herself surrounded by shadows and the maze of chairs and music stands.
 
The pit was empty. No one was there.
 
She stood there, breathing heavily as she peered into the darkness to be certain she was alone.
 
She could hear the muffled voices of Daphne and Mr. Kerry from above, high and tight and emphatic. The faint creak of a footstep overhead as one of them moved.
 
Relieved that the threat hadn’t been imminent, Phyllida was nonetheless frustrated not to have apprehended—or even found— the killer. She wasn’t annoyed—or at least, very annoyed—with herself that she hadn’t noticed the string when they’d been down here earlier. It was so black and thin as to be unnoticeable, and she’d been far too focused on mud scrapes on the floor to look at the ceiling.
 
Regardless, the trap was set. The killer certainly intended to be here to put his plan into motion.
 
But when?
 
She’d hardly had the thought when a horrified realization swept over her.
 
During the performance of Dracula.
 
What better time, what greater dramatic effect than to commit the fourth murder during a performance? In front of hundreds of pairs of eager eyes.
 
Her entire body turned to ice, for it was then that Phyllida understood the murderer’s motive.
 
The killer wanted the publicity. He wanted all eyes—literal and figurative—to be on him, on his actions, on his killings, on his cleverness.
 
Just as those thoughts dropped into her head, Phyllida caught a movement from the corner of her eye. She spun as a figure detached itself from the shadows and bolted into the depths of the pit.
 
“Stop!” she cried, lunging into the dark after him.
 
She crashed into a music stand and tripped over a chair, but she kept going. It was shadowy but not pitch dark, and at least she knew where he was going: to the rear entrance, tucked in the back.
 
“The back!” she cried, knowing it was impossible for Daphne or Mr. Kerry to hear—let alone understand—what she was telling them. But she shouted anyway. “To the back!”
 
She had a hand out in front of her, or she might have run full force into the wall. She lost a few precious seconds fumbling her way along it to find the door leading to the back set of stairs.
 
By the time she found them and began to clamber up, the shadowy figure had finished its ascent and disappeared.
 
At the top of the stairs, Phyllida stood there, panting, in the dim corridor.
 
She turned and started back toward the wings. “Daph—”
 
Her shout was cut off as something heavy and smothering billowed down, enveloping her in its cloying, musty embrace.
 
Phyllida struggled, inhaling a mouthful of dust and fabric that effectively choked off any sound she might make. Before she could catch her breath, something strong banded around her—rope, or someone’s arms—further cutting off her struggles.
 
She kicked and twisted but she was wrapped up tight, and then suddenly she was falling. The scream she might have mustered was knocked out of her as she hit the floor, still encumbered by a heavy, dusty canvas.
 
Her assailant yanked her upright and shoved her, half dragging, half carrying her . . . somewhere.
 
She couldn’t see, could hardly breathe. Her arms were fastened to her sides, but her feet and legs were loose enough that she managed one well-placed kick—which elicited a grunt of pain from her attacker—before he shoved her against something—a wall, a door, something immobile.
 
Phyllida slammed into it so hard she bumped her head and the breath was forced out of her once again. Moaning with pain, she struggled for air from within the cocoon of her captivity, fighting to draw in a breath even as she was vaguely aware of being hoisted up and over someone’s shoulder.
 
She tried to kick and twist, but she was weak and she ached, and lack of oxygen was making her light-headed.
 
The next thing she knew, she was tumbling down once more . . . but this time she felt something confining, boxing her in. A dull thud followed from just above her head, then a little metal snick . . . and then everything was still and quiet.
 
Phyllida took a moment to try and steady her breathing, but it was difficult to calm, for she’d realized her predicament.
 
The killer had locked her inside something—from her vague sense of its shape and size, she suspected it was a steamer trunk or some other storage vessel. And surely it was somewhere in the depths of the theater where no one would hear her shouting.
 
Blast it.
 
She kicked out experimentally and collided with the side of the trunk, which was far too close for comfort. Her head brushed against another side, and an elbow bumped against a third.
 
Wrapped in canvas, stuffed in a trunk who knew where in the depths of the theater . . .
 
Phyllida was furious at her predicament: not only at being taken by surprise, but completely overcome and helpless.
 
Nonetheless, she didn’t intend to remain here for long.
 
She was lying on her side, and the hard object on which her hip rested uncomfortably was the slender pair of scissors she always kept in her pocket, along with the household keys and a nail file. The scissors would prove useful to cut the canvas away from her face so she could at least draw in a full breath whilst she considered the rest of the situation.
 
Whether Daphne and Mr. Kerry would fathom what had happened—and, quite frankly, she wasn’t certain that they would—was beside the point. Phyllida had no intention of waiting to be found and then rescued in any way. She’d been in tighter—literally—situations, and thanks in part to a Mr. Houdini, she had a few tricks up her proverbial sleeve.
 
The idea of removing the scissors from her frock pocket whilst encumbered by canvas and in such tight quarters was easier conceived than executed, but after some deliberate, measured contortions, Phyllida at last had the tool, whose point was sheathed in a protective felt sleeve, in hand.
 
The canvas was heavy and stiff, and she had to grasp it in one hand to pull it taut in front of her face in order to force the scissors point through the fabric. But Phyllida was conscientious about keeping the blades sharpened, and at last she had made a rip large enough that she could breathe in a comparatively fresh waft of air. Still, it was musty and smelled of mildew.
 
She didn’t know how tightly the trunk closed and was uncomfortably aware that any of the air—fresh, musty, or mildewy—might be of a limited nature.
 
And so she worked carefully and efficiently to cut through the canvas so that it opened enough for her to shrug out of it as much as she could in such close quarters.
 
Now she could feel the insides of the trunk: the top, the sides. A bare, hardly noticeable crack of light near one corner suggested that the trunk’s lid wasn’t well-fitted enough to cut off the flow of air, but when she pushed against the top, it barely moved.
 
Phyllida cursed and realized she was beginning to perspire from the closeness as well as her exertions. Her head, arms, and torso ached due to being manhandled as well as from the uncomfortable position of her incarceration, crunched up as she was. Her breathing had become a bit more shallow as the reality of her situation sunk in, and she felt a rising sense of frustration.
 
Not panic. No, not panic. Not yet, at least. It wasn’t as if she were in a trunk in the bottom of the ocean, or even in the back of a motor. She knew she hadn’t been taken outside the theater, so there was that at least.
 
She only needed to wait until someone found her or—far more preferably—figure out how to get out of the trunk.
 
She’d heard the quiet metal clunk of the latch when she’d been tossed inside, and now when she pushed harder on the top, she heard it clink quietly. And she saw a little bit larger sliver of light.
 
It hadn’t been the sound of a key turning in the lock, thank fortune. That meant it was likely a simple mechanism that had closed the trunk—either a latch that flipped down over a hasp, or a metal tongue that slid inside a groove.
 
Phyllida had her scissors in hand, but now she worked to retrieve the slender metal nail file that was its partner in her pocket. Perspiration trickled down her spine; it was close and tight and the canvas still partially enveloped her.
 
Once she got the nail file in hand, she began to work with it and the scissors—sliding the slender metal file through the opening until it hit the metal hasp, and then employing the scissors to jimmy it open.
 
It was surprisingly easy to do so (but would have been impossible had she not been thus accoutered) and moments later, Phyllida shoved open the top of the trunk.
 
Gulping fresh breaths of air, she sat up inside her place of captivity, pushing away her canvas cocoon, and looked around.
 
She was in a small storage room, hardly bigger than a utility closet. Confirming her suspicion, a broomstick fell onto her shoulder when she rose on decidedly shaky legs. The canvas was still wrapped around her ankles and she carefully withdrew from it and stepped out of the hip-deep trunk.
 
Reaching into the trunk, she dug for the nail file and scissors she’d dropped inside while extricating herself from the canvas. Not only did she find her tools, but she also discovered a folded piece of paper.
 
Humming to herself, she picked it up. Since the rest of the trunk was empty—except for the canvas, which she removed and shook out to be certain—she could conclude that the paper had fallen from her assailant’s person when he bent to shove her down into the trunk and close its lid. It was highly unlikely to have already been there in such pristine condition.
 
She unfolded the paper and squinted at it in the shadowy light. There was writing on both sides. On one side, the one exposed when she unfolded it, she could make out enough to see that it was a conglomeration of words written all over the page—some in clusters, some randomly jotted in place in all directions.
 
The notes were variations of:
 

Mary and Millicent 
Millie and Mary 
Motor Mishap 
Monday Mishap 
Mary’s Mayhem 
Millie’s Muddle 
Monday Mayhem 
Mary and Millicent’s Monday Mayhem 
Motor Mishap 
Monday Muddle


 
A little prickle lifted the hair on the back of her neck. Thoughtful, she turned it over and looked at the other side . . . and nearly fumbled it to the floor.
 
On the reverse of the paper in different handwriting was scrawled Gantry House, Mayfair.
 
Not only was it the very address at which she was staying in London, but she also recognized the handwriting—for there was a unique formation of the letter G with which she’d become quite familiar.
 
Things were certainly beginning to make sense, and now she had a way to satisfy her suspicions.
 
She folded the paper and slipped it into her frock pocket.
 
It was time to finish this investigation.
 
And to change her frock.
 
 

 
 
Molly knew something was up. Things had been rather “off” the last day or so with Mrs. Bright, and with some of the other staff. Not only that, but Mr. Dobble had been loitering about the kitchen more than he ever had, and it wasn’t because he was yelling at Monsieur Chardonnay—or any of them, for that matter.
 
But the boss had been acting a bit odd ever since they came to London, and even more so since yesterday. She’d seemed a bit . . . jumpy, which was a word Molly never would have thought to attribute to Mrs. Bright, who was steady as a barge down the river even if it was leaking.
 
Part of it had likely been the problems between her and Monsieur Chardonnay—whom Molly continued to think of as Monsieur Chardonnay even though he’d lost his mustache and most of his French accent (and personality). Now that the truth had come out, things were much easier in the kitchen. He’d even made a joke this morning!
 
And Mrs. Bright had had a different air about her this morning in particular. A . . . happy one. There was a glow about her, and even Ginny had made a comment.
 
“D’you think it finally happened?” Ginny had said when she caught Molly in the stairwell.
 
“I don’t know,” Molly replied. “It would be ever so fun if it did!”
 
“Only to see her moony-eyed and all,” said Ginny. “Like she’s a real person, right?”
 
“Mrs. Bright will never be moony-eyed,” Molly told her with the authority of one who’d known the housekeeper the longest of any of them. “I don’t care what happens.”
 
“I don’t suppose not.”
 
They went on their way. Even with Mrs. Bright acting a bit off, a maid didn’t want to be caught standing about when there was work to be done.
 
It wasn’t until early afternoon that Bradford came into the kitchen to pour himself a cup of tea. This was the fourth time he’d come into the kitchen today, and that, too, was a bit unusual. Normally they saw him at breakfast and then at lunch and that was all.
 
That wasn’t so strange, him coming in outside of a meal, but what was unusual was that he paused and said, “Mrs. Bright in her office?”—and Myrtle wasn’t with him.
 
Mostly if he wanted to see Mrs. Bright, he had Myrtle with him because he knew it put her back up when the dog came into the house—especially past the kitchen.
 
Molly darted a look at Opal (of course the two of them had been gossiping, out of monsieur’s hearing) and said, “I don’t know where she is, sir. She’s been gone since eleven.”
 
“Right, then.” He left the kitchen, and Molly and Opal exchanged wide-eyed looks.
 
Something was definitely up.
 
Then, not twenty minutes later, Mrs. Bright finally returned.
 
She came in through the back entrance and was hurrying on her way to her office when Molly saw her.
 
The only reason she did was because she was just coming out to dump some dishwater in the yard.
 
“Mrs. Bright!” she cried when she saw her boss. “Whatever happened to you?”
 
She’d never seen the woman in such a state—even when she was sitting wrapped up in blankets near the fire and her feet in a basin of hot water after catching a terrible cold (and a killer).
 
Her frock was dirty and crinkled. Her hair was in wild curls and waves like she’d just woken up, without a comb or pin to tame it. Her lipstick was nonexistent and her mascara had smudged everywhere. Her belt was crooked. And her hose had a ladder.
 
“I had an altercation with a killer,” Mrs. Bright said as if she were ordering a tea tray. “Now if you—”
 
“Mrs. Bright!” Opal was standing there now, gaping in shock. “Gor! Only, are you all right? There wasn’t an accident, was there?”
 
“I’m perfectly fine. Now, if you please, I need to speak with Monsieur Chardonnay.”
 
Obviously having changed her mind about going to her rooms—perhaps because she’d been seen—Mrs. Bright swept into the kitchen.
 
The relationship between Molly’s boss and the temperamental chef had become far more cordial since the truth about him had come out, and instead of ignoring Mrs. Bright as he had done previously, he turned from whatever he was doing at the stove.
 
“Oi, what is it that happened to you, there, Mrs. Bright? You tangle with a Belgian chef this time, did you?” He chuckled.
 
“Never mind,” said Molly’s boss briskly. She withdrew a piece of paper from her frock pocket and unfolded it for him to look at.
 
Molly couldn’t see what it said, for she didn’t dare get too close and remind her boss she was only standing about gawking.
 
“Did you write this, Monsieur Chardonnay?”
 
The cook took the paper. “Oi, I did. Ain’t no law against givin’ a friend yer new direction is there?” His lower lip thrust out a bit as if challenging her to call him out.
 
“Of course not. I only meant to be certain. Now, if you can tell me whose writing is on the other side then.”
 
He turned over the paper and said a name that didn’t mean a thing to Molly, drat it.
 
“Precisely as I expected. Thank you, monsieur.” She took the paper back from him.
 
“But, madame”—he still hadn’t quite given up all of the Frenchifying he did—“what has happened to you? Oi, it was an accident, then?” The combination of the French and Chelsea-area accents made Molly snicker. She wondered if he knew how silly he sounded.
 
“I’m perfectly fine, thank you—”
 
“Mrs. Bright. I see you’ve returned. And . . . in quite a state.”
 
Molly and Opal whirled to see Bradford standing in the doorway. Molly reached out to snatch Opal’s arm and squeezed.
 
There was such a look in his eyes! It made her want to swoon.
 
The maids exchanged excited looks and edged away so as not to be noticed, keeping their attention on Mrs. Bright and Bradford.
 
Myrtle had arrived as well, but no one was taking any notice of her for once. She didn’t mind, for she loved coming into the kitchen. There was always something to snuffle up from off the floor.
 
“At least you can’t blame that on Myrtle,” Mr. Bradford said. Molly figured he was referring to the ladder in Mrs. Bright’s hose.
 
“Not this time, no,” she replied . . . but her tone wasn’t quite as acerbic as it normally was when she referred to Myrtle or the dog’s actions.
 
“The killer took exception to your investigations, I presume,” he went on.
 
“He locked me in a steamer trunk. Of course I got myself out, but there is work to be done to tie up this case, Bradford. I need your mechanical expertise. Will you take me to the Dunsary Theater?”
 
“In that state?” There was amusement in his voice. But he hadn’t stopped looking at her. Looking her over.
 
“Of course not,” Mrs. Bright scoffed. “Once I set myself to rights. But time is of the essence, Bradford. Let’s not dawdle.”
 
She swept off, brushing past Molly and Opal.
 
Bradford shook his head and muttered something under his breath, then looked suddenly at them. “Not a word, or I’ll tell her about the stash of cigarettes you’ve got in your room.”
 
The two maids scurried off, bursting with excitement. Molly thought she might have heard a low chuckle follow them, but she wasn’t sure.
 
And how on earth had he known about the cigarettes?
 
 

 
 
“Thank you for taking me, Bradford,” Phyllida said as she climbed into the Daimler several hours after she’d originally left the Dunsary Theater.
 
She was very satisfied with what they’d accomplished during her second, more stealthy visit to the theater—including letting themselves in through a door that was supposedly locked.
 
To her mild disappointment, Bradford hadn’t commented about her expertise with a lock pick. He’d merely watched her with his arms folded over his middle as she worked to fiddle open the lock of the back door—the one no one knew about.
 
It took her far longer than it should have done, likely because of him looming over her like a suit of armor.
 
Once inside, she immediately led him to the stage, which was as empty and quiet as she’d expected.
 
After her escape from the steamer trunk, she’d come out to the stage to find Daphne Dayberry and Mr. Kerry confused and wondering about her disappearance. Of course they hadn’t realized what had happened, and hadn’t heard her shouting for them. Aside from that, she hadn’t been missing all that long—hardly more than thirty minutes—and they’d been arguing over what to do about it.
 
Phyllida brushed off their questions and concern over her disheveled appearance and urged them to leave before anyone got hurt, saying, “Leave it to me. Everything will be handled. I will contact Inspector Wellbourne.”
 
She hadn’t done that—at least, not yet. She’d wanted to confirm her suspicions before doing that.
 
Less than an hour later, she and Bradford had returned to find an empty theater, as expected. She knew the killer had done what he meant to do, and had no reason to loiter about the Dunsary. The last thing he wanted was to be found there. He had other roles to play, and besides, the final dress rehearsal was to go on this evening at half past seven.
 
Phyllida had filled the time driving from Gantry House back to the Dunsary Theater with telling Bradford about what she’d discovered in the orchestra pit and what she needed him for.
 
She explained it all to him in precise detail so as to keep from succumbing to what could have been an awkward silence, or allowing the conversation to wander to the events in the courtyard last night.
 
This was the first time she’d seen him since they parted ways, well after midnight, and Phyllida wasn’t quite certain how it was to go. It was far easier to discuss murder than . . . than whatever last night had been.
 
But now . . . they were back in the Daimler with everything accomplished at the Dunsary Theater that she had intended. Bradford had been a great help.
 
“Now what, Mrs. Bright?” he said.
 
At first she thought he was speaking regarding . . . other things—things she wasn’t quite prepared to examine . . . but then she realized he was speaking of the murder investigation.
 
“I suppose I must tell Inspector Wellbourne what I’ve learned,” she said. “So he can arrest the killer.”
 
Bradford cast her a surprised look. “What? No long, descriptive speech about your brilliance in detecting? No false trails and pretended accusations whilst we all wait with bated breath to learn who actually dunnit?”
 
She gave him an exasperated look. “Bradford, you know that sort of thing is not necessary to apprehend a killer.”
 
“I do believe it might be necessary to you, Mrs. Bright.” He rested his wrist easily on the steering wheel as they rumbled down the street, and glanced at her again. “It is a theater, after all. This whole thing has been about dramatics. Don’t you think you ought to give them all a performance?”
 
She felt her cheeks heat. Blast the man! How did he know her so well?
 
“I suppose it would be rather like cheating everyone out of a good climactic scene if I didn’t do otherwise,” she said, forcing herself to sound reluctant.
 
He laughed and reached over to squeeze her hand.
 
That was it.
 
That was all he did.
 
But it was enough.

 



CHAPTER 18
 
PHYLLIDA LOOKED AROUND WITH SATISFACTION AND ANTICIPATION.
 
Everyone was collected at the Dunsary Theater, per her telephone call to Inspector Wellbourne. He’d closed down the theater from its final dress rehearsal performance, citing public safety, and actually assisted in gathering together all of the individuals relevant to the situation . . . and then some.
 
Whether due to Bradford’s previous interference with the Scotland Yard inspector or Wellbourne’s own realization that Phyllida quite knew what she was doing (and was doing him a favor, in fact, by closing a case that had eluded him), this performance—for lack of a better word—had been arranged with surprisingly little reluctance on his part.
 
She stood center-stage, which was fully lit as if for a large chorus number. She faced out into the house and saw quite a few people in the red velvet seats.
 
Molly, Opal, Elton, and Ginny had managed to convince Mr. Dobble to allow them to attend; thus far, they hadn’t missed any of Phyllida’s Poirot-like speeches in which she divulged a killer’s identity. Apparently Bradford wasn’t the only household member who expected them now.
 
Agatha and Mr. Max—who were seated in the front row to the left, for they too had never missed one of her explanatory soliloquies—had likely been influential in the granting of Mr. Dobble’s permission for the maids and footman to attend.
 
Even with that in mind, Phyllida was surprised to see Mr. Dobble and Monsieur Chardonnay in seats several rows away from the front, where the lights from the stage didn’t quite reach—as if in hopes that she wouldn’t notice their presence.
 
On the stage in a cluster of seating arranged to Phyllida’s right—that is, opposite the divan and its flanking suits of armor, which had been left alone—were those whom she considered to be guests of honor.
 
One of them was a killer.
 
Mr. and Mrs. Satterwait sat on a small sofa. Miss Newby fidgeted on a chair next to Mrs. Satterwait.
 
The elegant Ellen Marston and her belligerent fiancé Lawrence Nesmith had taken armchairs near the Satterwaits, and Mr. Nesmith glowered at Phyllida as they waited for her to begin.
 
Vic London sat on the other side of Ellen Marston in a folding chair. He appeared rather green around the gills, and Phyllida couldn’t help a pang of sympathy for the man. Next to him was George Hadley—Romeo—and then Miss Putnam-Percy, who couldn’t seem to stop whispering to her co-star. Her fiancé was noticeably absent.
 
Abby Millhouse, the Wendy to poor Claudia Carmichael’s Peter Pan, clutched a small purse on her lap and jiggled one foot nervously as she looked around the space.
 
Daphne Dayberry, flanked protectively by her brother and husband, the surgeon Dr. Chester Overstone—whom Phyllida had only just met—sat on a small sofa that had been brought from one of the dressing rooms. Daphne seemed at ease—as one who’s managed to evade a killer was wont to do—and chattered with animation to her companions.
 
And Abernathy Vane, whose mustache tips weren’t quite as tall and upright as they had been (he seemed to have trimmed them), had quietly taken a seat on a tall stool just to Phyllida’s right. He held a notebook and pencil and bore an expression of anticipation and fascination. Next to him was Mr. Kerry, armed with his camera.
 
In the first few rows of the house seats were other familiar faces—Mr. Pibble, the flying master for Peter Pan; the boa-swathed costume manager at the Belmont; Mr. Allston’s assistant, Miss Holbrook; and the directors and other crew members of the shows that had been shuttered due to the Alphabet Killer.
 
Phyllida hadn’t expected quite so many people to be in attendance. . . but then again, this was the theater and everyone present was invested in perfectly set scenes, explosive dramatics, refined performances . . . and shocking surprises.
 
A movement to the left caught Phyllida’s attention. Bradford. He was standing in the wings, just beyond the divan and suits of armor. He stood, arms crossed over his middle, watching soberly.
 
Myrtle was not in attendance.
 
Inspector Wellbourne and two constables were also present, standing in the right wing.
 
“Good evening,” Phyllida said, projecting her voice into the house. Her words wouldn’t reach the back rows, or even the middle ones, but everyone except Dobble and the cook were sitting close enough that she would be heard. It would be the finicky butler’s loss if he couldn’t hear her from his seats.
 
“What exactly is going on here?” demanded Mr. Nesmith, as if on cue.
 
“I was wondering the same thing,” said Ellen Marston, looking around, her nose elevated. “Is anyone at least serving cocktails?”
 
“Mrs. Bright has a speech to make,” said Mr. Satterwait, giving Nesmith a quelling look. His voice carried as if to ensure everyone understood that he supported and endorsed the event. “And I sincerely hope it will end by her telling us who killed our nephew.”
 
“Yes, Mr. Satterwait, I assure you I will most certainly do that.” Phyllida looked out into the audience, then turned her attention to the guests of honor who sat to her right. “But before I do so, it’s imperative that I lead you along the path that brought me—brought all of us—here to this stage, with this stage set, and ultimately to this: the last act, the climactic scene, and the final curtain on the chronicle of the Alphabet Killer.”
 
There was some shuffling in seats, some murmurs of anticipation, and a definite grumble from Mr. Nesmith and, Phyllida thought, from George Hadley as well.
 
“The curtain on this drama lifted when Mr. Archibald Allston was found deceased on the set of Don’t Do It, Doocey! earlier this week. Because I have had—er—experience in such matters—that is, matters of unexpected and at times violent deaths—I was asked to the scene even before the authorities were notified.”
 
She glanced at Inspector Wellbourne, to whom this bit of information obviously appeared to be new, and gave him a wry smile when she saw how he’d jolted to incensed attention. His eyes were fairly bugging out.
 
She continued. “The prevailing thought was to keep the press and any publicity at bay related to Mr. Allston’s death—not to obstruct it if it had been foul play, of course, but if it had not, to keep the news as quiet and unexciting as possible. After all, everyone in this space is well aware of the superstitions of playactors and how such activity can affect a production.”
 
There was a low rumbling chuckle and heads nodded.
 
“Mr. and Mrs. Satterwait understandably didn’t want anything else to go wrong with a play that was to open in a week and so they were quite relieved when I drew the conclusion that Mr. Allston died of natural causes whilst sitting in his armchair on set, reviewing the theatrical program with his name in it. Of course, that would need to be borne out in the postmortem, but I was fairly confident in my assessment.
 
“However, despite the fact that Mr. Allston’s death was not the result of foul play, the event—or, rather, the headline about the event—did, in fact, plant a seed in someone’s mind . . . a seed that grew into a diabolical, evil, and very, very calculated series of deaths.”
 
“Do you mean to say you’re not with the Illustrated London News?” demanded Miss Putnam-Percy, half rising from her chair.
 
“I am not,” Phyllida told her. “I am merely a bystander who seems to have a knack for becoming involved in murder.” She didn’t have to look to the left wing to know that Bradford was rolling his eyes.
 
“Why, how—how frightfully rude of you to—”
 
“Miss Putnam-Percy,” said Mr. Satterwait pointedly.
 
The actress sank into her seat, not bothering to disguise her pout.
 
Phyllida turned back to her recounting. “It was surely the very dramatic and eye-catching headline that sparked our killer’s attention. ARCHIBALD ALLSTON ASLEEP IN ARMCHAIR AT THE ADELPHI.” She turned to give a nod to Abernathy Vane, who gave an insouciant shrug as if to say, Just doing my job.
 
Phyllida went on. “The very next day, as you all are aware, the young and talented Trent Orkney was found with his head coshed on the set of Romeo and Juliet. Our enterprising, journalistic soul”—she turned her attention once more to Abernathy Vane—“made certain the connection was made for the public: BENVOLIO BASHED ON BALCONY AT THE BELMONT. From that moment on, an underlying frenzy and apprehension took hold of the West End.
 
“Two deaths in two days. Could they be related? Or was someone doing their best to make them seem related? After all, by all indication, Mr. Allston’s death had been natural. Not to mention the fact that Trent Orkney did not follow the pattern of alliteration that had been first demonstrated simply by Allston’s death. It was only Trent’s character name that made his murder fit the mold.
 
“I was inclined to believe the two deaths were related only due to the manufactured connection made by Abernathy Vane, and therefore I spent my investigative energies on who might have wanted Trent Orkney—not Benvolio; one must comprehend the difference—dead.
 
“By all accounts, Trent Orkney was a pleasant, handsome, gregarious man who attracted attention from—and returned it to—many women. He also seemed to have close male friends as well.”
 
Mrs. Satterwait shifted in her seat, a disapproving expression settling over her countenance. But Miss Newby put a hand over hers and murmured something that had the older woman easing back. Still, Mrs. Satterwait retained an unhappy glint in her eyes, which led Phyllida to suspect she might not receive the promised compensation for her investigative work despite closing the case.
 
“There were people who might have had a motive for wanting Trent Orkney out of the way—for example, husbands of wives he purportedly flirted with; although despite the rumors, no particular names were given, which I found telling.
 
“There was Vic London, with whom Trent had had a legendary altercation at a club one evening and who only had an understudy role in the play.
 
“There was also evidence that Trent had recently broken off a relationship or close friendship with someone, for in the dust bin in his dressing room were several single roses, each in varying states of decay, each tied with a blue grosgrain ribbon—as if he’d received one rose a day over a period of time and kept them all until deciding to dispatch all of them at once.
 
“That seemed to me indicative of the end to a relationship. But with whom was this relationship—and it was clearly not his fiancée—and did that person have a motive for wanting him dead? Certainly love—or unrequited love—is often enough to prompt murder.
 
“We do know that Trent Orkney met with someone at the Belmont Theater on the day of his death, and it was someone he knew well. It was someone with whom he had reluctantly agreed to meet on that very day, according to his fiancée, Miss Newby—for she overheard a conversation he had on the telephone that morning in which he agreed to a meeting with someone offering to ‘help’ him.”
 
Phyllida paused and took a sip from the cup of tea she’d had the forethought to bring on stage. It was cold, but wet, and that was all that mattered.
 
“I also considered the fact that the deaths of Mr. Allston and Trent Orkney had adverse affects on Hugh and Melissa Satterwait, whom we all know to be powerhouses in the theatrical world here in London. Not only was their nephew brutally murdered, but their new play was in jeopardy. Could someone be attempting to sabotage the Satterwaits and their interests? That, too, was a possible motive for murder.
 
“However, I was still unwilling to definitively connect the deaths of Mr. Allston and Trent until it became known that a theatrical program had been found with Trent Orkney’s body, just as it had been done in the case of Mr. Allston’s death.
 
“At the very least, the addition of the program to the crime scene made it clear that Trent’s killer wanted us to connect the deaths.
 
“I was in the process of investigating the details of Trent’s murder and possible motives thereof when another tragedy occurred: Claudia Carmichael’s fall at the Clapham Stage.
 
“This time, there was no doubt that Miss Carmichael’s death was murder and that it was meant to be connected to the other two demises. Not only was the alliterative element perfect—CLAUDIA CARMICHAEL CATAPULTEDFROM THE CATWALK AT THE CLAPHAM, as I believe you wrote it, Mr. Nath?—but a theatrical program was found with her body as well.
 
“The Alphabet Killer—as someone began to call him . . . or her”—Phyllida looked pointedly around at the guests of honor, pausing briefly at each female—“had made a clear statement: these were a series of deaths and the implication was that they would continue. At that point, the mild anxiousness became full-blown hysteria among those in the West End—particularly those with—”
 
“A woman certainly couldn’t have done such a thing,” snapped Ellen Marston. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
“Trent was killed by several blows to the head, which certainly could have been delivered by a woman,” Phyllida replied steadily. “And anyone—even you, Miss Marston—could have enticed Miss Carmichael up onto the catwalk and then given her a shove over the side. And someone like you, who’d been passed over for the role of Peter Pan in favor of Claudia Carmichael, would have had an excellent motive.”
 
Ellen Marston choked on her rage, but Mr. Nesmith pulled her back into her seat and wrapped a tight arm around her. He glowered at Phyllida, loathing shining in his eyes as he vibrated with fury.
 
She ignored him.
 
A movement from the front row of the house caught Phyllida’s attention, and she turned to Mr. Pibble, giving him a nod and an acknowledging smile. “As Mr. Pibble would like me to point out, we discovered that Claudia Carmichael had been using her flying harness—without his careful direction—when she died. Either the killer didn’t buckle her in securely so that it purposely failed when she was aloft, or he—or she—enticed her to the catwalk to demonstrate her flying and he dropped her when she was suspended in the air or pushed her over. Either way, it was purposeful.
 
“So we had three deaths—one presumably natural and two certainly foul play. I began to look for something that would connect at least the latter two murders—some person who had a motive to want both Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael dead.
 
“This person also had to be someone whom both Trent and Claudia would have trusted enough to allow into the theater when they were there alone—and someone Claudia in particular had to have been comfortable with. For by that time, there had been the very valid awareness that if this was a series of murders, Claudia Carmichael could be the next target. And as it turned out, she was.”
 
Phyllida glanced at Daphne Dayberry, who’d become more subdued as the speech went on. She watched with large eyes, huddled into her husband’s side, one of her hands clasped tightly in her brother’s larger one.
 
“Try as I might, I couldn’t seem to uncover a connection between Trent’s and Claudia’s deaths. Who wanted them both dead? There was really no one who seemed to have it in for Claudia, except perhaps Ellen Marston.
 
“And then I realized that Miss Marston was engaged to Lawrence Nesmith, the stage manager for Trent Orkney’s play. There was a connection, as tenuous as it might be.”
 
“Are you mad?” cried Nesmith, shoving away from his fiancée and bolting to his feet. His ill-tailored coat swung wildly.
 
“But I couldn’t find a reason Mr. Nesmith would want Trent dead,” Phyllida went on in a carrying voice, “and so I dismissed that possibility. For the time,” she added.
 
“Please sit down, Mr. Nesmith,” said Mr. Satterwait.
 
“But this is terribly upsetting! She’s making accusations and—and—”
 
“She’s made no accusations that I’ve heard, and murder—multiple murders—are upsetting by their very nature,” said Mr. Satterwait in his calm, carrying voice. “I suspect things may become even more uncomfortable as time goes on, won’t they, Mrs. Bright?”
 
“Certainly for someone they will,” she replied.
 
Did he know that she knew about him? There was something in his eyes—not quite worry, but awareness. Stoicism, even. She noticed that Mrs. Satterwait was holding his hand tightly.
 
Did she know, too?
 
Nesmith took his seat reluctantly, but not before glancing into the wings and seeing the authorities on one side and Bradford on the other.
 
“This is taking a rather long time,” said George Hadley in a bored voice, looking pointedly at his wristwatch. “Obviously a fan of the theater and dramatics and whatnot, but could you not move on to the climax sooner rather than later, Miss Bright?”
 
“I for one think it’s important to understand how we got here,” said Abby Millhouse stoutly. She had been watching Phyllida with rapt attention during her entire speech.
 
Phyllida chose to ignore the comments, for it was best to keep her train of thought on track. She sipped her tea, swallowed, then continued.
 
“It became clear that there was no obvious motive for the deaths of Trent and Claudia,” she went on. “Both were at the beginning of promising theatrical careers, and neither seemed to have acquired any serious enemies despite enjoying flirtations and interactions with others.
 
“I began to fear that we were in fact dealing with a madman—a person making random selections based solely on the name, occupation, and place of death of his victims. Someone like that would be nearly impossible to identify, for in that case there is no logical motive and therefore no way to connect the crimes except superficially.”
 
“Of course it’s a madman doing this,” said Edward Nuffley in a strident voice. “And he’s targeted Daphne next! It was only because of your attention that the plot was discovered! Thank heavens.” He squeezed his sister’s hand.
 
This elicited murmurs and widening eyes. Apparently, word had not quite got out about the events earlier here at the Dunsary Theater.
 
“You’re jumping ahead a bit there, Mr. Nuffley,” Phyllida told him. “Perhaps I could tell the tale in my own fashion?”
 
“If you’d only get on with it then,” said Vic London in a tight, nervous voice. He was likely fearful of what she might reveal about him and his relationship with Trent.
 
“Please do go on, Miss Bright. We’re on pins and needles!” urged Abby Millhouse.
 
Phyllida forebode to point out that she hadn’t been causing the interruptions. Instead she picked up the narrative with the intention of finishing it up before any more interruptions.
 
“But I soon rejected the idea of it being a madman solely driven by an alliterative fetish,” she said. “First, because Trent Orkney didn’t truly fit the pattern. His name was not alliterative, although his character name was. There were other potential targets who fit the pattern more closely—for example, Bernard Berkeley at the Birmingham Theater. Why did the killer not choose him when the other targets—including Miss Daphne Dayberry, whom we will discuss momentarily—fit perfectly?
 
“No, I soon realized that the killer might be mad, but he—or she—is not without sense and without motive. And in fact, is quite cunning and bold. And so I began to look at the bigger picture.
 
“It occurred to me that perhaps these deaths—all of which were so dramatic, so theatrical, so perfectly staged—might be meant to do exactly that: cause drama, interest, and in the end—publicity.
 
“And who, I wondered, would benefit from the public interest, the hysteria from within the West End?” She cast her eyes slowly over the people gathered on the stage.
 
“Or, I considered, what if the publicity generated by the deaths was meant to distract from something else that was happening here in the theatrical world of London? Showmen and illusionists are masters at distraction and misdirection . . . drawing attention from one activity in order to hide another.”
 
Phyllida looked around the theater, which had gone silent. Everyone seemed to be listening, perched on the edges of their seats, mulling over this new and interesting concept.
 
“And so . . . it wasn’t really about the murders?” ventured Abby Millhouse. “It was about something else?”
 
“It was,” Phyllida said. “It was all about the publicity.”
 
And she looked at Abernathy Vane.

 



CHAPTER 19
 
“ARE YOU ACCUSING ME?” SAID MR. VANE, HIS TONE A COMBINATION of surprise and delight.
 
“It was, after all, you who launched the idea of the Alliterative Killer—incidentally, I prefer that descriptor to the more mundane and less accurate Alphabet Killer,” Phyllida replied. She declined to go into her reasons why, for they should be obvious. “It was your sensational headline about Archibald Allston that set things in motion, that drew attention to the idea of alliteration.”
 
“And for what purpose did I do this, Miss Bright?” He seemed to be enjoying himself even as he sat up a bit taller on his stool and narrowed his eyes at her.
 
“The publicity, of course. Not only publicity, but the notoriety that you began to garner because of your writing, Mr. Vane. Yes, yes, you already had a reputation—a fearsome one, in a sense, for everyone in the West End was desperate for a mention—any mention—in your column, and no one would want to offend you.” She glanced at Lawrence Nesmith, who’d railed at the columnist to stay away from his fiancée. “She doesn’t need your help,” he’d shouted.
 
Phyllida returned her attention to the journalist. “But for you, Mr. Vane, a mere column in the entertainment section of the Times wasn’t enough. You wanted more—you wanted a byline to journalistic, bigger, more meaty articles—not just a gossip column about the theater. And you got them. The headline about Benvolio made it to the front page—below the fold, but that was a promotion from being on page ten, was it not? An actual large-typefaced header, rather than an insignificant title tucked at the top of a column.
 
“And your lurid story about Claudia Carmichael’s demise did even better, landing on the front page, above the fold this time.” She looked at him unblinkingly, waiting for his reaction.
 
It was, as she’d half expected, a hearty laugh. “Miss Bright, I must hand it to you—you have not only the most delightful color of hair I’ve ever seen on a woman, and an exceedingly sharp mind—but also a most inventive mind. Of course that is all technically true, but I certainly didn’t kill two—or is it three?—persons in order to get a byline on the front page.”
 
“Even as a mere theatrical critic and gossip columnist, you had the power to make or break careers, Mr. Vane. Any actor or actress would be eager to have an interview with you. Trent Orkney was overheard agreeing to meet with a person he knew well—someone who was offering help of some sort. And though he was reluctant to conduct that appointment, he agreed nonetheless . . . because who would dare to deny Abernathy Vane a meeting?”
 
“I told you I canceled my meeting with Trent because—because something else came up,” said Vane. He wasn’t looking quite as amused as he had been, but still his voice was even.
 
Phyllida nodded in acknowledgment and merely said, “We have only your word for that, Mr. Vane. And Claudia Carmichael—of course she would have been delighted to demonstrate her Peter Pan flying skills to you. It would never occur to her that someone like you could be a killer . . . except of careers.”
 
Mr. Vane folded his arms over his middle and eyed her. “You’re dancing quite close to slander, Miss Bright.”
 
She gave him a cool smile. “I choose my words very carefully—as do you, Mr. Vane.”
 
She swept another look around and said, “But there were others who might benefit from such upheaval in the West End. With the growing popularity of theatrical films and the economic downturn, interest in stage plays has waned and will surely continue to do so. What better way to promote the theater as an art than to create excitement around it—or in this case, sensationalism.
 
“Everyone likes a good murder,” she said dryly. “Everyone likes to ogle someone else’s misfortune—just so long as it doesn’t touch their own lives. Everyone waits with bated breath for the next tragedy or horror to occur . . .
 
“Perhaps someone like Hugh Satterwait was finding it difficult to raise money for his shows, or to find backers for the plays he wanted to produce. Perhaps he saw the waning interest in the theater as a warning sign, the decrease in ticket sales as a harbinger of potential doom, and he wanted to do something to reverse that trend.”
 
“What on earth!” Melissa Satterwait shot to her feet, her eyes blazing. It was only her husband’s strong, steady hand that held her back from launching herself across the stage at Phyllida. “I engaged you to find out who killed my nephew, not to make frivolous accusations!”
 
Mr. Satterwait met Phyllida’s gaze, still holding back his wife. “Trent was my nephew, too,” he said quietly.
 
Phyllida nodded. “Yes. It is not unheard of for a person to do away with someone they have love and affection for—or did. But, no, you did not kill anyone, Mr. Satterwait. I was simply illustrating a point.”
 
Mrs. Satterwait sank back into her seat. “A point?” she muttered, nonetheless loudly enough for everyone to hear.
 
It was fortunate Phyllida had not counted on receiving any compensation for her work for the Satterwaits.
 
“I would not be an exemplary investigator if I did not consider and pursue all possibilities,” Phyllida said. “And I informed you of that from the outset, Mrs. Satterwait. Now . . . let us move on to Miss Daphne Dayberry.”
 
More murmurs and shifting in seats. Daphne, suddenly under the intense regard of everyone in the theater, blushed and gripped Chester Overstone’s arm tightly.
 
“Soon after Claudia Carmichael’s death, conjecture began to arise as to who would be next. It was no great stretch to realize that Daphne Dayberry, who was debuting in Dracula at the Dunsary Theater, was the perfect candidate.
 
“In fact, everyone seemed to recognize this fact, for when I was in the Strand yesterday, my companions pointed out the marquee announcing this very information—not that Miss Dayberry would be next of course, but all of the Ds associated with her name were obvious—and clearly such a conclusion was logical.
 
“There was even a cluster of bystanders loitering at the front entrance of the Dunsary Theater, waiting in line for the box office to open. As I pointed out previously, the publicity surrounding these murders was coming close to madness.
 
“It seemed a foregone conclusion who would be the next target of the Alliterative Killer, and as if to further promote that suspicion, a theatrical program—for a show that had not yet opened—was found on the back stoop of the Dunsary Theater . . . along with a dagger.”
 
A murmur of excitement rippled through her audience; they were easily following the story and clearly eager for the climax they knew was coming soon. She noticed that even Mr. Dobble and Monsieur Chardonnay had moved closer—still in the shadows, of course, ostensibly so she wouldn’t be able to see them—but close enough to hear better. She smothered a smile.
 
“The dagger turned out to be a harmless stage dagger, and so it was written off as more of a prank than anything. Still, Mr. Nuffley was understandably concerned about his sister’s safety and he took steps to ensure she wouldn’t take any chances.
 
“But I was interested in the fact that the theatrical program for Dracula, a show that had not yet opened and therefore hadn’t distributed its programs, was also found on the stoop. This suggested quite strongly that whoever left those items—whether as a prank or, as I came to believe, to make certain all attention was focused on Daphne Dayberry—had access to the program.
 
“And who would have access? Well, of course the cast and theater staff would possibly have seen the programs, and someone like Mr. Vane might very well have obtained one. Or his photographer. . . Mr. Kerry.”
 
At the sound of his name, Mr. Kerry jolted upright in his seat and nearly lost his grip on the camera.
 
“It wouldn’t be a far stretch to conflate Mr. Kerry’s influence with that of Abernathy Vane’s . . . he was, after all, Mr. Vane’s usual photographer for his column. Anyone who desired to have publicity or attention from Mr. Vane would have willingly, even enthusiastically, met with Mr. Kerry for a photo shoot. Thus the motive that I’ve already described for Mr. Vane could just as easily hold true for Mr. Kerry.”
 
“But . . . I . . . I . . .”
 
Abernathy Vane hushed the agitated photographer with a wave of his hand, watching Phyllida with a fascinated gleam in his eyes. He was very much enjoying himself.
 
“When I learned that Daphne was to meet privately with Mr. Kerry at the theater earlier today, I made certain to arrive before he did. If he was the Alliterative Killer, I wanted to be here to catch him red-handed—and before he took the life of another.”
 
“No . . . no! Of course I didn’t—but you saw what happened! I wasn’t—”
 
Phyllida ignored him, leaving Mr. Vane to calm the man. She suspected by now that Abernathy Vane had surmised where her tale was headed.
 
“In the interest of time, I shall keep the details of this morning to a minimum, but suffice to say that upon my arrival here at the Dunsary Theater, I discovered even more people lined up at the box office, and another small crowd clustered around the side door. They quite clearly indicated they were here, waiting for the next death.
 
“The D death, as one of them put it,” she said with disgust she wasn’t certain would be shared by everyone in her audience. After all, weren’t they all here, raptly listening to a tale of cold-blooded murder?
 
“I also discovered that someone else had been here at the theater, and although Daphne and I searched carefully, we found no one present . . . although we did discover he or she had been in the orchestra pit.
 
“Later, I was to realize that the individual had never left the building and had somehow evaded our search—not a surprise, as there are many places to hide in this warren of rooms and corridors, curtains and stairs.
 
“Mr. Kerry arrived in due time, and he began to set up Miss Dayberry’s photography shoot. I happened to notice that his satchel had the initials K.K. on it, and of course that intrigued me—was our Alliterative Killer of an alliterative nomenclature himself?”
 
Phyllida paused once more to sip her tea as she allowed this thought to sink in with her audience, and in the quiet she heard a loud whisper: “What’s lit-trive? She keeps sayin’ that.”
 
It was Opal, and she had leaned over to whisper to Molly and Ginny. Both of the other maids shrugged and looked as at sea as Opal did. It was Agatha, sitting in front of them, who turned around and presumably explained the literary device.
 
A hushed “ohhhhhh” came from that row as Agatha turned back, giving Phyllida a smile.
 
“And in the bottom of Mr. Kerry’s satchel, I found a small dagger. I noticed all of this as Daphne Dayberry arranged herself on the divan”—she gestured to the piece of furniture—“on the set of Dracula.”
 
A collective “ohhhhhhh! ”—this time from most everyone in the room—swept the theater.
 
Phyllida looked into the left wing. She knew what she had to do next. She trusted Bradford.
 
He nodded to her from his position offstage and gave her something that could be construed as an encouraging smile. Or perhaps he was only grimacing.
 
“Like so,” Phyllida said as she walked over to that part of the stage where the divan and its two suits of armor were arranged next to a false window.
 
She sat on the sofa. Then, with a pointed look at her audience, proceeded to arrange herself in the same manner Daphne had done earlier: legs extended along the length of the seat, torso leaning to the side, head and shoulders draped against the single, high arm of the fainting sofa. She arched slightly, and, having purposely worn a frock with a vee décolletage that exposed the long expanse of her bare neck, inclined her head even more dramatically over the divan. And she looked up at the suit of armor, looming over her with its battle-ax.
 
Though she’d done this already multiple times, and though she trusted Bradford with her life (and then some), Phyllida had a momentary niggle. But it was half a second, and then she brushed it away.
 
She lay there, draped over the divan, waiting.
 
And then people began to catch on. Abernathy Vane (of course) and Agatha and Max were the first ones to sit up straight, realizing what she was showing them. She heard the gasps, the murmurs, the “Good lords!” and the “Good heavens!” The “Bloody hells!” and more....
 
“It’s the knight!” cried someone—Phyllida thought it was Miss Putnam-Percy, but she couldn’t see. “He’s going to—to—”
 
Phyllida took that as her cue to rise from the divan in one smooth motion. Just as she lifted her bottom off the sofa, there was a soft click only she was listening for, followed by a whoosh! as the battle-ax blade arced down, embedding itself in the arm of the divan . . . right where Phyllida’s neck had just rested.
 
Several people screamed.
 
Abernathy Vane and Inspector Wellbourne were halfway to Phyllida before they realized what had happened, and Elton had just landed on the stage from where he’d leaped up in his own bid to—well, to save her, Phyllida supposed.
 
Although if things had gone awry, it would have been far too late for anyone to save the day.
 
Bradford had not moved, of course.
 
Phyllida stood, watching everyone, but one person in particular. . . without appearing to do so.
 
That person had been as surprised as anyone as to what had happened, although the shock on their face had given way to confusion almost immediately.
 
And that was all the confirmation Phyllida had needed.
 
Not that she’d needed the confirmation, but it was beneficial to have it just in case she’d made a slight error.
 
Which of course she hadn’t done.
 
It took several moments for the pandemonium to die down, and then the collective attention of the audience turned to Daphne Dayberry.
 
She sat, pale-visaged, wedged safely between her brother and husband.
 
“I’m perfectly fine,” she said, over and over. “It—it never happened to me. That way. The—the ax.”
 
She looked questioningly at Phyllida.
 
“No,” Phyllida said, “it didn’t happen during your photography shoot. It wasn’t meant to happen then. It was meant to happen either on the opening night of Dracula . . . or during the final dress rehearsal, the night before it opened. Meaning, tonight. But my money would have been on having it happen during the opening night performance.”
 
“Good gad,” said George Hadley, who suddenly had lost his impatience. “Do you mean to say that the murderer meant to actually kill Miss Dayberry during the performance of Dracula?”
 
Another uproar of shocked, excited voices.
 
Phyllida waited until they died down. These delays and reactions had given Bradford ample time to come onto the stage, mostly unnoticed, and to reset the battle-ax into its upright position. Then he hurried off into the wings. Now he’d returned, giving her another affirming nod.
 
“No,” she said, walking over to the divan once more. “The killer did not mean to murder Miss Dayberry during the performance.”
 
Once again, she sat down on the divan, then, as a horrified hush descended over the audience, she arranged herself once more over the fainting couch in the exact same way as before.
 
The sound of a pin dropping could have been heard in the farthest corners of the theater. It was so silent, Phyllida swore she could hear the unsteady breathing of the person who knew what was about to happen. What was about to be exposed.
 
The person who’d arranged it all.
 
She sat up and rose from the divan just as the battle-ax whooshed down again.
 
This time, there were quiet gasps and sharp intakes of breath, and then silence.
 
Phyllida waited another breath to let it all sink in for her audience, and then she spoke again. “You see, the intent was never to actually kill Miss Dayberry. As you’ve seen, the mechanism that makes the battle-ax fall in that precise location works only when the weight has left the divan.
 
“It would have been impossible for Daphne Dayberry to be killed—to be decapitated, as we were all supposed to think and expect would happen.”
 
“Are you saying . . .” Mr. Vane tilted his head, his eyes narrowing. “Do you mean to say that the killer planned it that way? That the killer didn’t want to kill Daphne Dayberry? That the axe was going to fall during a performance.... but not injure her?”
 
“Precisely,” Phyllida said. “That was precisely the point. The last thing, the very last thing the killer wanted was to actually harm Daphne Dayberry. Isn’t that right, Mr. Nuffley?”

 



CHAPTER 20
 
EDWARD, AKA NED, NUFFLEYLOOKED AT HER IN RESIGNATION AS HIS sister gaped at him in astonishment and horror.
 
“What are you saying, Miss Bright?” said Daphne slowly. “What exactly are you saying?”
 
“Edward Nuffley killed Trent Orkney and Claudia Carmichael. I believe Archibald Allston was, in fact, a natural death—but it was the event that precipitated all of this, wasn’t it, Mr. Nuffley?”
 
He was looking at Daphne, who’d risen slowly from the sofa and backed away. Her husband, Dr. Overstone, rose as well, gathering her into his arms as she stared at her brother, shaking her head in disbelief. Overstone’s demeanor indicated he was apoplectic with rage inside, but he clearly deemed it more important to comfort his wife than to flatten the man who’d murdered two people and pretended to try and murder her.
 
“No,” Daphne whispered. “Ned. Why? Why?”
 
Mr. Nuffley looked at Phyllida, then sank back into his seat, passing a hand over his forehead. “It’s—it’s as she said. All of it . . . I only wanted—I wanted it for you, Daff. I wanted you to have all of the publicity, all of the spotlight. I knew you were going to be a star . . . I only wanted to help you to—to get there faster.”
 
“And,” Phyllida said dryly, “in doing so, to help yourself as well, correct, Mr. Nuffley?”
 
He didn’t respond. His face had gone pale and his hand shook as he passed it over his face again. “Yes, yes, I suppose . . .”
 
“Please get on with it, Mrs. Bright,” said Inspector Wellbourne in a terse voice as he stepped from the wings, flanked by his constables. “It’s getting late and I’d like to place the culprit under arrest.”
 
Phyllida inclined her head, then began to explain. “Ned Nuffley—incidentally, it was that nickname that first made me consider him; after all, alliteration was everywhere in this case—is not only the brother of an actress on the verge of success, but also a playwright in his own regard.
 
“He wrote Don’t Do It, Doocey!, which is the play in which Archibald Allston was starring, directed by Hugh Satterwait, and so Mr. Nuffley was one of the first people to learn about his death.
 
“At the same time, he’d recently had a—shall we say, a falling out with Trent Orkney. You were close friends, were you not?” Phyllida said. Those who knew what she meant would know, and those who didn’t, didn’t need to know what sort of friends Trent and Ned Nuffley had been.
 
“You clearly seem to have a penchant for alliteration—we’ve seen it in your nickname, the stage name you helped devise for your sister, the title of your play, and even a collection of recipes you gave to a friend of yours . . . a budding actor who, with encouragement from you, was hoping to capture the attention of Mrs. Agatha Christie in hopes of landing the role of Poirot in her next play.
 
“At any rate, your friendship with Trent Orkney ended badly, and it left you angry and hurt. I can only suppose you were nursing those unpleasant emotions when you saw the headline of Mr. Nath’s column in the Times . . .
 
“And then it came to you, because you tend to think in alliterative phrases . . . Benvolio on the balcony at the Belmont . . . bashed in the head . . .” Phyllida spread her hands.
 
“But it wasn’t so much about doing away with Trent Orkney—his death was a bit of icing on the cake. It was all about the publicity.
 
“You saw it right away, thanks again to Mr. Vane and his predilection for sensationalism and the fact that your sister’s stage name was Daphne Dayberry.
 
“You imagined what sort of hysteria and attention a series of deaths in the theatrical world would garner. You only had to dispose of two people in order to get to the letter D, and then you could stop. That was, you probably thought, quite reasonable. After that, it was only a matter of convincing Trent to meet with you one more time. He’d broken off your friendship, refused to see you again. It would be no great loss to get rid of him, and he deserved it. He was convenient and he deserved it for hurting you.
 
“Did you promise you’d write a play for him? Create a starring role, a leading man part specially for him? That you’d put aside your hard feelings in favor of creating a partnership that would benefit both of you? After all, Daphne mentioned that you were writing a play for her . . .
 
“And if Daphne Dayberry made a success of her role in Dracula, then starring in a play written by her brother would only catapult both of you to stardom. And so you set about helping her make a success in Dracula.”
 
Not one set of eyes in the theater blinked during her entire speech. Everyone was rapt with attention.
 
“Wot about me little Claudia?” demanded Mr. Pibble from the front row.
 
Phyllida turned a severely disgusted expression onto Mr. Nuffley. “Claudia Carmichael was an easy choice, wasn’t she? A young woman known for her easy manner with the gentlemen, a budding actress who, along with your sister, was on the verge of making a name for herself.
 
“Getting rid of her would not only give you the C murder, but it would also rid Daphne of a competitor for the same sorts of roles. And Claudia was overjoyed to meet with the man who’d written Don’t Do It, Doocey! and who was working so closely with the King and Queen of the West End.
 
“You probably told her the same thing—that you were working on a play for Daphne and another leading female, and you wanted to talk to her about auditioning for it. That’s how you got her to let you into the Clapham Stage, isn’t it?
 
“Perhaps you induced her to show you her flying skills because you suggested the role might have similar stunt work involved . . . it doesn’t matter how you did it. You simply did.”
 
Phyllida paused to swallow the last bit of her tea. She ought to have brought a larger cup or an entire pot.
 
She ought to have brought a martini.
 
“H-how did you know all of it?” Ned Nuffley said finally. “How did you figure it out?”
 
“Once I suspected the motive was related to publicity and sensationalism, it became easier to narrow things down. But I wasn’t certain until you attacked me. That was a mistake on your part for many reasons.”
 
“I—I panicked,” he said. “I thought you’d seen me . . . in the orchestra pit, and I—I had to do something.”
 
Phyllida nodded. “Indeed. After I escaped, I discovered a piece of paper that had fallen from your person during our struggles.” She withdrew the paper. “On one side is written the address where Mrs. Agatha Christie is staying—and where your friend, the hope-to-be Monsieur Poirot has been posing as a French (not Belgian, might I point out) chef. The direction is written in his hand, by the by, which I recognized.
 
“On the other side is what at first appears to be a jumble of words—Mary, Millie, Mishap, Motor, Monday—but what is, I believe, ideas for a title for the play you’re working on. Those were written in your own hand.
 
“I knew the paper belonged to the killer, but at that point, I wasn’t certain it was you . . . That is, not until I confirmed there was simply no way in which Daphne Dayberry could have died by the falling battle-ax. That was when I knew without a doubt it had to be you. And then when your actor friend told me that it was your writing on the back, my conclusions were confirmed.
 
“Daphne’s was the only death that wouldn’t have gone off—purposely, of course. And so people would show up to Dracula for weeks or months on end, wondering if that would be the night that Daphne Dayberry would somehow meet her demise—not necessarily by the battle ax, but somehow. After all, the Alliterative Killer would still be at large . . .
 
“Perhaps,” Phyllida went on, “eventually there would be another death. That of her husband, Chester Overstone, who had made his objections to Daphne’s career known. The death would have been made to look like an attempt on Daphne’s life gone wrong, and it would have had the double purpose of renewing interest in the Alliterative Killer whilst also removing a potential barrier to her continued success onstage—which, of course, also meant your success.”
 
She drew in a breath and then let it out slowly. Only one more thing she felt she needed to say. “The mechanism you rigged up beneath the stage and the divan was quite ingenious . . . just as clever as the moving parts that were created for Don’t Do It, Doocey!, which were inspired or designed by you, the playwright.
 
“You were here at the Dunsary Theater earlier today, lurking about. You knew Daphne would be here, posing on the divan for Mr. Kerry, and you needed to set the weights and counterweights properly so that the battle-ax’s mechanism was activated when she sat on the divan and its weight changed, and then it was released when she rose, lifting her weight. Since Daphne was the only person who sat on the divan during the play, she would be the only person to trip the mechanism. The battle-axe wouldn’t be connected to the mechanism until just before the play began, but you could test that the mechanism was working properly during the photography session today.”
 
Phyllida finished almost abruptly, but she’d been speaking for so long she felt there was no need for a dramatic flourish to end her soliloquy.
 
“Did I get anything wrong?” she asked—rhetorically, of course.
 
Ned Nuffley shook his head, misery in every element of his body. “It’s all just as you said. Every bit of it.”
 
As one of Inspector Wellbourne’s constables brought Nuffley’s arms behind his back and began to cuff his wrists, he turned to his sister and said, “I’m . . . I’m sorry, Daff. I’m so very sorry.”
 
As the authorities led Ned Nuffley away, Phyllida turned. But before she could walk off the stage, Mr. Vane swooped over and took her by the arm.
 
“Not quite yet, Miss Bright,” he murmured, turning her firmly to face the house, where everyone had shot to their feet and were applauding furiously. “That was a brilliant performance. Take your bow.”
 
The ovation lasted far longer than it should have, but Phyllida couldn’t deny enjoying it.
 
 

 
 
“About time for that martini, is it, Mrs. Bright?” said Bradford when she climbed into the motor to leave the theater for her third time that day.
 
Phyllida (with the help of Bradford) had been required to demonstrate the mechanism for the suit of armor and its battle-ax several times after Mr. Nuffley had been taken away. This necessitated a visit to the orchestra pit to show where it had been set up in the removable ceiling beneath the divan. All in all, she’d been there several hours. She knew Bradford had made a number of trips during that time to take Agatha and Mr. Max and the staff back to Gantry House.
 
She’d been mildly surprised when he’d come back for her alone . . . and without Myrtle.
 
The Satter waits and Miss Newby had been the last to leave the Dunsary Theater, and the three of them thanked Phyllida profusely—although Mrs. Satterwait still had an irritated gleam in her eye.
 
Miss Newby did not. She cried tears of gratitude and inflicted a damp hug upon Phyllida, which Phyllida received graciously if only briefly.
 
“I . . . er . . . appreciate your . . . erm . . . circumspection, Mrs. Bright,” said Mr. Satterwait, pulling her aside to speak in a low voice as the last of them exited. “Melissa isn’t quite so forgiving, but I . . . understand. And I sincerely appreciate it all.” He gave her a meaningful look, and then, to her surprise, slipped her a folded piece of paper. It was a money draft. “You not only identified Trent’s killer, but you mitigated the damage that might have been done to several reputations, and it is appreciated. Thank you again.”
 
Now, as Phyllida settled into her seat in the Daimler and Bradford started its motor, she heaved an exuberant sigh. “I would love a martini,” she said in an uncharacteristically relaxed and relieved tone. “A large, generous martini with at least three little onions.”
 
“Not champagne, then, Mrs. Bright?”
 
So he’d heard Abernathy Vane’s invitation to her—an insistent one that he hadn’t allowed her to decline.
 
“I will wait for you at the Savoy until midnight, my dear,” Mr. Vane had told her, bowing over the back of her hand. Since she knew he wasn’t a murderer, this time she’d allowed him to kiss it. “And I’ll have an entire bottle of champagne waiting to celebrate. Please don’t disappoint me.”
 
“I think not,” she replied, glancing at Bradford from under her lashes.
 
Did he smile a bit? She rather thought he did, and it sent a little flutter of warmth through her.
 
“There’s a pub not too far off,” he said. “They probably have gin, but perhaps not your preferred onions, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“I shall go anywhere so long as I can get off my feet, sip a stiff drink, and not have to say a word whilst I do so.”
 
Bradford, as she had expected, chuckled. “A silently sipping Mrs. Bright? Not saying a word? I should very much like to see that.”
 
She smiled in the dark as well, surprisingly at ease. “Thank you, Bradford . . . for everything,” she said. “Especially for making certain my head was not severed from my neck whilst I lay on the divan.”
 
He gave her a look as the Daimler cruised along a dark and quiet street. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you hesitate before you got on that divan, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“I trusted you to have set it up properly,” she told him. “Of course I did. Still, one oughtn’t blame a person if they do take a breath before lying down where a sort of guillotine might come slicing down into their throat.”
 
“I suppose you’ve got a point, at that.”
 
She smiled warmly at him. A lot more warmly than she’d ever done.
 
“Now you’re putting me in mind of something other than visiting a pub,” he grumbled, casting a pointed look at her. But the corner of his mouth twitched.
 
She knew what he meant. She’d been feeling a bit the same way. The memory of last night still lingered.
 
If only there was a bit more privacy at Gantry House.
 
At least at Mallowan Hall there were lots of rooms . . . and space . . .
 
And she wasn’t certain why she was thinking about that.
 
“I am rather done in. I think I might forego a martini out after all,” she said.
 
“Dobble will make you one. He enjoyed your performance tonight, although he’d never admit it.”
 
“He and the cook are playing chess, you know,” Phyllida told him.
 
“Of course I know.”
 
She settled back into her seat, all at once realizing there wasn’t any need to talk about what had happened with her and Bradford after all.
 
It would simply be what it was, evolve, possibly—if it was meant to—or not.
 
And that, along with catching a killer, was all she needed for the night.

 



CHAPTER 21
 
LATE THE NEXT MORNING, PHYLLIDA WAS SITTING IN THE COURTYARD, which had quickly become her favorite place to take a cup of tea.
 
She looked up when Agatha came into view, trailed by Peter and—ugh—Myrtle.
 
“You look so relaxed and at ease, Phyllie,” Agatha said with a smile, taking a seat at the wrought iron table. The dogs bounded off to find somewhere to dig, or a rabbit to disrupt, or a stick to chew on.
 
“I’m just relieved it’s over. No more alphabetical or alliterative deaths. How are you?”
 
“So very proud to know you, Phyllie. What a brilliant bit of detective work . . . and all the while keeping things running quite smoothly here. You’re going to make quite a name for yourself in detecting, I predict. Soon you won’t have time to run my household.”
 
“That’s very kind, Agatha, but I can’t imagine doing anything but. I’m very happy here, and you’ve been such a good friend to me.”
 
“And you to me.”
 
“Besides . . . I get to read all of the Poirot stories before anyone else. That’s reason alone to stay here.”
 
Agatha laughed. “I’m so glad you think so.”
 
Phyllida poured her friend a cup of tea and settled back into her chair.
 
“Did Melissa come up to snuff?” asked Agatha.
 
“Mr. Satterwait gave me a very generous check,” Phyllida replied. She’d been pleasantly surprised by the amount. It would be a nice addition to her already tidy nest egg.
 
“Brilliant. As I said, you’ll soon make a name for yourself . . . and perhaps develop a chunky bank account.”
 
“I’ll be far happier back in Listleigh,” said Phyllida. “Sooner rather than later.” She lifted her brows in question.
 
Agatha nodded and shrugged. “That may happen sooner than you think. Wasp’s Nest has been put aside for the time being, unfortunately. Hugh and Melissa simply need time to get their life back together since losing Trent, and I completely understand that. Sometimes . . . things happen that simply . . . detour one’s life.”
 
Phyllida knew Agatha was speaking not only about the terrible time before her divorce from Archie Christie, but also Phyllida’s own difficulties.
 
“Yes. Sometimes, a person simply needs to . . . adjust.”
 
They sat in companionable, understanding silence for a moment.
 
“How is Bradford?” Agatha asked after a moment.
 
Phyllida shot her a look. “As far as I’m aware, he’s fine.”
 
“You’ve been seeing him quite a bit lately.”
 
“We work in the same household, Agatha.” Phyllida gave her friend an exasperated look. “You needn’t try your matchmaking on me, dear. Save it for your books.”
 
Agatha merely gave her an enigmatic smile. “As you wish.”
 
Just then, Mr. Dobble appeared. “Oh, there you are, Mrs. Bright,” he said in a far more friendly manner than he would have done if Agatha hadn’t been present. “A gentleman is here to see you.”
 
“Who is it?” Phyllida rose, ignoring the interested expression on Agatha’s face. Surely it wasn’t Abernathy Vane....
 
She hadn’t gone to the Savoy, but she had sent word on to let him know. She didn’t like the idea of leaving him sitting and wondering whether she would appear.
 
“It’s Inspector Wellbourne,” said Mr. Dobble.
 
Phyllida’s insides froze and she glanced at Agatha. Her friend’s expression was calm, but then again, Agatha didn’t know about Wellbourne’s well-placed threat . . . or Bradford’s interference therein.
 
“Go on, Phyllida,” Agatha told her. “Surely he’s here to express his gratitude for your assistance.”
 
Phyllida stifled a bark of laughter. She highly doubted that.
 
“Inspector Wellbourne,” she said, upon finding him in the sitting room. A fire blazed in the hearth as it was a chilly room, its windows shaded by large trees, and a small tea service had been provided. She would not have ordered such a thing, so Molly or Opal must have heard about the visitor and anticipated such a directive. “What brings you to Gantry House?”
 
He rose when she entered. “Mrs. Bright. I failed to express my thanks for your assistance in identifying the killer yesterday. It was . . . well, I appreciate it.”
 
She was watching him closely, trying to determine whether he was sincere or whether he was only present under duress.
 
Had Bradford gotten involved again? She gritted her teeth. She was going to have to have a word with that man. Just because a person shared a few kisses with a man . . . and then some . . . in a moonlit courtyard didn’t mean the man could intervene whenever and however he liked!
 
“There was a great amount of pressure, you see, from my superiors, and . . . well, I was completely flummoxed. I suppose that was part of the reason I was . . . unpleasant to you. The fact is, I’d still be chasing me tail if it weren’t for your interfer—er, I mean assistance.”
 
“Who sent you?” she demanded.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“Why are you here? Who sent you to—to say these things, which you clearly don’t mean?”
 
“Oh, no, Mrs. Bright. I do mean them. And . . . well, it’s only me wife. She gave me a bit of an ear ringing last night when I told her all about it. Said I owed it to you.”
 
Phyllida blinked. “Your wife.”
 
“Aye. Mrs. Wellbourne,” he said helpfully. “And she was right, she was, though I hate to tell her that to her face, see.
 
“But I’d still have everyone—the press, the commissioner, my supervisor—breathing down me neck if it weren’t for you. Now, I’m not saying I’d want you to stay in London and snoop about in me cases again—you can have at it with Cork all you like out in the country. But you saved me from going down in history like the bloke who couldn’t catch the Ripper, see? And for that, I owe you. And so . . . I wanted you to have this.”
 
He picked up a large brown envelope that had been sitting on the table.
 
She took it and opened the flap. Inside was a file . . . a relatively thick file.
 
She pulled it out and all feeling dissolved from her limbs.
 
It was her file—or, more accurately, Jamie’s file. The file about his death.
 
“It’s the only copy that I know of,” said Wellbourne. He picked up his hat and gave a little bow. “There’s no need for you to stay in London, though, Mrs. Bright.”
 
“Thank you,” was all she said as she sank onto the sofa.
 
When she looked up a few moments later, she realized he had gone.
 
She was still there some time later—well over an hour—when a shadow fell over her. She started and looked up. She hadn’t even opened the file. She’d been thinking about what was inside, what it meant, what she ought to do....
 
“I didn’t hear you come in,” she said to Bradford.
 
“I know,” he told her. “Easier done when Myrts isn’t with me.” He looked down at her, searching her gaze with his own. “Wellbourne was here.”
 
“Yes. He brought me the file—my file—James’s file, I mean to say. As a thank you. Did you have anything to do with this?” Her voice turned hard.
 
“I did not. I only spoke with the bloke that once.” He sat next to her without waiting to be invited. He was close enough that his leg brushed hers. “Did you read the file?”
 
“No.”
 
Then, having made the decision, she rose.
 
She walked over to the fireplace and tossed the file into the flames, watching as the blaze ate up the papers, notes, photographs. . . thus closing the curtain on the last act of her life with James Bright.

 



MRS. BRIGHT’S FAVORITE MARTINI
 
Mrs. Bright is a fan of a traditional gin martini, and she prefers her cocktail stirred with ice then poured through a strainer, despite the opinions of other British celebrities.
 
 

 
INGREDIENTS
 

2 oz. gin (Mrs. Bright prefers a gin that is not juniper-forward, such as Hendrick’s or Castle & Key’s Rise) 
.5 oz dry vermouth (or a titch less; dash a bit out once you measure it) 
Orange bitters 
Pickled cocktail onions1


 
Fill a martini glass with crushed ice. Let it sit whilst gathering the other ingredients. Take your time. The longer you take, the chillier the glass will be, and a very cold glass means an exceptional drink.
 
Measure gin and vermouth into a vessel such as a martini shaker or a small pitcher. Add two to three dashes of orange bitters. Add ice. Stir well.
 
Dump the ice out of the martini glass.
 
Strain the gin mixture into the chilled martini glass.
 
String two to three cocktail onions on a toothpick or martini skewer, add to the drink and serve.
 
Sometimes Mrs. Bright likes to add a bit of the brine from the cocktail onions to her martini. Feel free to do so if the mood strikes you.
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Colleen Cambridge is a pseudonym for a New York Times and USA Today bestselling author whose books have been translated into nine languages and counting. She lives in the Midwest and is hard at work on her next novel. Visit her at colleencambridge.com.
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Notes

 
1 
If you can’t obtain or don’t wish to use cocktail onions, large green olives stuffed with pimiento will suffice. But Mrs. Bright is of the opinion that the cocktail onions make the martini a superior beverage.
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