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         Chapter One

         
         
         
         
         Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond was suffering in the rear seat of a police car scorching toward Bath along the Keynsham bypass with the headlamps on full beam, blue light pulsing and siren wailing.

         
         
         
         
         "You want to look out for idiot drivers," he shouted to his driver.

         
         
         
         
         "Everyone can hear us coming, sir."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but they don't all do what you expect." If this went on much longer, his heels would make holes in the carpet. He was only aboard because he'd been giving evidence in court at Bristol and happened to ask the driver for a lift back to Bath. The emergency call had come over the car radio soon after they drove off. Sheer bad luck. "You said this one is a bank."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, sir."

         
         
         
         
         "Do you have a bank account, son?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, sir."

         
         
         
         
         "At this branch?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, sir."

         
         
         
         
         "Well, then."

         
         
         
         
         "It's an emergency call."

         
         
         
         
         "It happens all the time," Diamond told him, still competing with the siren. "Some poor chump goes into the red, and the manager bites his leg off. They're sharks. They send you a letter telling you you're two pounds overdrawn and then slap on a ten-pound charge for sending it."

         
         
         
         
         The conversation didn't develop. The siren defeated it. Diamond tried not to look at the dizzying blur of green that was all he could see of the trees beside the road. Only that morning, sitting in court, he had seriously thought police work in Bath was a doddle. When they approached the round-about that linked Bath Road and Broadmead Lane he closed his eyes.

         
         
         
         
         They came to a screeching halt outside a branch bank on the A4 in Saltford.

         
         
         
         
         "Looks like we're the first," Diamond said without a trace of pleasure in the achievement. "Who's that wally in the door-way, do you reckon—one of ours, or one of theirs?"

         
         
         
         
         The man was wearing a gray pinstripe three-piece and waving to the police car, so the balance of probability was that he was friendly. He came over while Diamond was still in the act of levering his large body out.

         
         
         
         
         "Routledge," the pinstriped gent introduced himself. The voice had a fruity quality, a definite hint of the plum. "Chief Clerk." He actually offered to shake hands—as if Diamond had called to open an account. "You got here very quickly."

         
         
         
         
         "What's the state of play?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well, the manager, Mr. Bellini, is dead."

         
         
         
         
         "Dead?"

         
         
         
         
         "Shot through the head," the chief clerk said in the clipped, matter-of-fact tone of a British actor suppressing his emotion in a film about the war.

         
         
         
         
         "You mean that? Is the gunman still in there?"

         
         
         
         
         "Er, no."

         
         
         
         
         "Any witnesses?"

         
         
         
         
         "Witnesses? No, it happened in Mr. Bellini's office."

         
         
         
         
         "People must have heard the shot," said Diamond.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, that's for sure."

         
         
         
         
         "And seen the man come out."

         
         
         
         
         Routledge gave the matter serious thought. "I don't think they could have done. You'll have to ask them. I think they ducked behind the counters."

         
         
         
         
         Diamond's brain was grinding through the information he'd been given. "If no one saw the gunman come out, how do you know he isn't in there still, with Mr. Bellini?"

         
         
         
         
         Routledge gave a shrug and a self-effacing smile. "Well, as a matter of fact, officer, I shot him myself. Forgive me for speaking plainly. Mr. Bellini was a total plonker."

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two

         
         
         
         
         The Church of St. Michael with St. Paul, built just before Queen Victoria came to the throne, stands at the point where Broad Street meets Walcot Street, close to the Podium and the Post Office. The writer John Haddon in his Portrait of Bath described it as "a good eye-stopper," a summing-up that is difficult to better. The spire is one of the tallest in the city. The south front, necessarily slender because of the tapered piece of ground it occupies, is said to have been inspired by Salisbury Cathedral. Unhappily Salisbury Cathedral doesn't sit well in the center of Bath. Narrow lancet windows, buttresses, and pinnacles do not blend easily with Georgian or mock-Georgian pediments and columns. The nicest thing that has happened to St. Michael's in recent years is that the stone cleaners were called in. A century and a half of grime has been removed, and now the color of the building matches adjacent buildings even if the architecture does not.
         

         
         
         
         
         At ten to eight on a rainy October evening a woman in a yellow PVC raincoat approached from Broad Street, taking care to block her view of most of the building with her umbrella. The scale of St. Michael's intimidated Shirley-Ann Miller. She was not a churchgoer. The only time she had braved the inside of a church in the past ten years was for a Nigel Kennedy recital at Christchurch during the Festival some years back. The adolescent crush she'd had on the punk violinist had lasted well into her twenties. This evening she was drawn by another enthusiasm, and it had to be a strong pull to get her here, for the meeting was to take place in the crypt.
         

         
         
         
         
         The main doors to the church were locked. Shirley-Ann toured the outside searching for another entrance, doubts growing as to whether she had been misinformed. On the Walcot Street side she found a set of descending steps behind railings. She took off her glasses and wiped them dry, looking for some kind of notice. At the bottom of the steps was an archtopped door that definitely led under floor level. She released the catch on the umbrella and gave it a shake, took a deep breath, and stepped down.

         
         
         
         
         Prepared for flagstones, cobwebs, and tombs, she was reassured to find that the way into the crypt was clean and well lit. There were doors leading off a short corridor, and she could hear voices from the room at the end.

         
         
         
         
         She always felt nervous meeting people for the first time, but that had to be overcome. She pushed open the glass door to her right and stepped inside. It was like a private health center, warm, light and carpeted, with not a coffin in sight. The cream-colored walls had travel posters. Everything was so immaculate that she was concerned about marking the oatmeal carpet with her wet shoes.

         
         
         
         
         The man and woman she had overheard stopped speaking and stared at her. To Shirley-Ann in her jittery state, the woman appeared a dragon empress, sixtyish, with a broad, powdered face with emerald-green eye shadow that toned with her peacock-blue high-necked oriental dress. Jade earrings. Heavily varnished nails. The rest of her was more European; permed blond hair and fleshy orange lips pursed in disdain.

         
         
         
         
         The man was as awesome in his way as the woman. His black beard looked as if it came from a joke shop; it didn't match the silver hair on his head. Shirley-Ann found herself wondering if the beard was attached to his red-framed glasses, and if the whole thing lifted off in one piece.

         
         
         
         
         Since neither of these people spoke, she introduced herself.

         
         
         
         
         They just stared back, so she felt compelled to announce, "I do hope I'm not in the wrong place. Are you the Bloodhounds of Bath?"

         
         
         
         
         How toe-curling it sounded.

         
         
         
         
         The man didn't answer directly, but said, "Do you want to become a member, then?"

         
         
         
         
         "I was told there might be room for me. I adore detective stories."

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't admit to that if I were you." He cautioned her as if he were giving legal advice. "Some of the group won't be at all happy with such an admission. We have to define our tastes most scrupulously. You would be better advised—if you must give anything away at this stage—to say that you are a student of the crime novel, wouldn't she, Miss Chilmark?"

         
         
         
         
         The dragon empress twitched her mouth and said nothing.

         
         
         
         
         The man went on, "The term crime novel embraces so much more than the old-fashioned detective story." He took a measured look at the stone pillars of the crypt. "We're a broad church here."
         

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann realized that this last remark was meant to be witty. She managed a semistifled laugh, and then said, "I didn't mean just detective stories."

         
         
         
         
         "What did you mean?" he asked.

         
         
         
         
         She was beginning to think she had made a ghastly mistake coming here. "I said the first thing that came into my head."

         
         
         
         
         "Not always wise. Should we call you Miss, Mrs. or Ms.?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'd prefer you to use my first name, if that's all right."

         
         
         
         
         "Perfectly all right with me," the man said in a more friendly tone. "I'm known to everyone as Milo. I don't much care for my surname. It's Motion, and I was called deplorable things at prep school. On the other hand, Miss Chilmark is always addressed as . . . Miss Chilmark."

         
         
         
         
         Miss Chilmark explained in a voice that might have announced the programs in the early days of television, "There have been Chilmarks in the West Country for seven hundred years. I'm not ashamed of my surname."

         
         
         
         
         "How many are there in the group?" Shirley-Ann asked. It had to be asked. If there weren't any others, she wasn't staying.

         
         
         
         
         "The Bloodhounds? We're down to six. Seven, if you join," Milo informed her. "We've had a goodly number over the years, but they don't all persevere. Some die, some leave the district, and some are out of their depth. Are you well informed about the genre?"

         
         
         
         
         "The what?"

         
         
         
         
         "The crime fiction genre. What do you read?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, just about everything," said Shirley-Ann, not wishing anyone to think she was out of her depth. She felt marginally more comfortable knowing that there were other Bloodhounds than these two. "I devour them. I've been through everything in the library and I have to go round charity shops for more. I'm always looking for new titles."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but what are they? Whodunits? Police procedurals? Psychological thrillers?"

         
         
         
         
         "All of those, all the time. Plus courtroom dramas, private eyes, espionage, historicals."

         
         
         
         
         "And you like them all?" asked Milo dubiously.

         
         
         
         
         "I read them all, even the dreadful ones. It's a compulsion, I think. I like them better if they're well written, of course."

         
         
         
         
         "It sounds as if you could contribute something to the group," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "Why not?" she said generously. "I have hundreds to spare."

         
         
         
         
         Milo felt the beard as if to check that it was still attached and said, "I meant a contribution of opinions, not books. We're not all so catholic in our reading. We tend to specialize."

         
         
         
         
         Miss Chilmark was moved to say, "Personally, I require some intellectual challenge, and I don't mean an impossible plot set in a country house between the wars. Have you read The Name of the Rose, by Umberto Eco?"
         

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann nodded.

         
         
         
         
         She wasn't given time to say any more.

         
         
         
         
         "A masterly book," Miss Chilmark enthused. "Full of wonderful things. Such atmosphere. Such learning. What a brilliant concept, placing a murder mystery in a medieval monastery. And the mystery—so intriguing that you don't want it to end! A map, a labyrinth, a distorting mirror, and brilliant deductions. Of course everyone else has climbed on the bandwagon since. These stories that you see everywhere, about the monk in Shrewsbury—"

         
         
         
         
         "Brother Cadfael?" said Shirley-Ann.

         
         
         
         
         "That's the one. Transparently inspired by Eco's great work."

         
         
         
         
         "I think you could be mistaken there," Shirley-Ann gently pointed out. "The first Cadfael book, A Morbid Taste for Bones, appeared some years before The Name of the Rose. I know, because I read it when I was recovering from my appendix operation, in 1977. The Name of the Rose came out in 1983, the year I got a frozen shoulder."
         

         
         
         
         
         "That can be agony," said Milo.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, but I'm sure it was available in the Italian," said Miss Chilmark with a superior smile.

         
         
         
         
         "I should check your facts before you take her on," Milo muttered.

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann said no more about Brother Cadfael, but she had privately vowed to find the truth of it at the first opportunity.

         
         
         
         
         There was a timely interruption. Another of the Bloodhounds came in, unfastened the silk scarf from her head—it looked like a Liberty design—and shook her hair. Blond and short, this was hair of the springy, loose-curled kind that needed no combing to look neatly groomed.

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann's hand automatically moved to her own head to tidy the crow's nest she knew was there. Hers would never cooperate.

         
         
         
         
         Milo introduced the newcomer. "This is Jessica, our expert on the female investigator. Give her a chance and she'll reel off all their names."

         
         
         
         
         "Lovely!" Shirley-Ann was relieved to discover that the Bloodhounds weren't all over sixty. "Let me try some. V. I. Warshawski, Kinsey Milhone, Sharon McCone, Jenny Cain."

         
         
         
         
         "Let's hear it for the Brits," countered Jessica with a wide smile. "Cordelia Gray, Jemima Shore, Anna Lee, Penny Wanawake, Kate . . . Kate . . . Val McDermid's character, em . . . Oh, what's my brain doing?"

         
         
         
         
         "Kate Brannigan," Shirley-Ann said almost apologetically.

         
         
         
         
         "You read McDermid?"

         
         
         
         
         "She reads everything, apparently," said Milo without spite. "She's going to keep us very well informed. I'm extremely wary of disclosing my special interest in such company."

         
         
         
         
         The remark, and the arch way it was said, caused Shirley-Ann to wonder if Milo was gay.

         
         
         
         
         Jessica removed her black Burberry raincoat and dropped it on a table at the side of the room. She was dressed dramatically in a black top and leggings, with a white satin sash. "Where's the chair?"

         
         
         
         
         Milo looked puzzled, and no wonder, since ten padded chairs were arranged in a circle in the center of the room.

         
         
         
         
         "Chairperson," Jessica explained. "Polly."

         
         
         
         
         "Late for once," said Milo. "And so is Rupert."

         
         
         
         
         "Rupert is always late," said Miss Chilmark. "I'm quite willing to take the chair for the time being if you wish to begin." She strutted across to the circle and sat down.

         
         
         
         
         "That one would love to take over," Milo confided to Shirley-Ann. "It's her ambition."

         
         
         
         
         Jessica said, "Let's give Polly a few more minutes. She'll be all flustered if she thinks she held us up."

         
         
         
         
         "Which is why we should start, in my opinion," said Miss Chilmark from the circle.

         
         
         
         
         No one else moved to join her, and that seemed to settle the matter.

         
         
         
         
         Jessica asked nobody in particular, "Is Sid here? Oh, yes."

         
         
         
         
         To Shirley-Ann's amazement a man in a fawn raincoat confirmed his presence by stepping into view from behind a pillar and lifting a hand in a gesture that might have been intended as a friendly wave, except that the outstretched fingers and the startled eyes behind them suggested Sid was warding off a banshee attack. He must have been in the crypt before she arrived. He said nothing, no one took any more notice, and Shirley-Ann felt rather embarrassed for him.

         
         
         
         
         "You must be local. Am I right?" Jessica inquired of Shirley-Ann in the charmingly assertive tone cultivated English women use to show that they ignore certain things.

         
         
         
         
         "We have a flat in Russell Street," Shirley-Ann answered. "That is, Bert—my partner—has the flat. We've been together almost six months. He's local, born and bred in Bath. I'm afraid I'm not. I only arrived in the city last year."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't apologize for that, my dear," said Jessica.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I do feel slightly ashamed among people who have been here for years. You see, I work with one of the bus companies, on their tours."

         
         
         
         
         "You're a guide, and you only came last year!" said Jessica with a peal of laughter. "Good luck to you. Where are you from? You sound like a Londoner."

         
         
         
         
         "Islington, originally."

         
         
         
         
         "And your partner's a Bathonian. Well, you'll get all the gossip on the city from him, I expect. What does he do?" She was drawing out the information in a way no one could object to.

         
         
         
         
         "Bert? He works at the Sports and Leisure Center. He's often out in the evenings, so the Bloodhounds would fit in quite nicely for me—if you'll have me. Who runs it?"

         
         
         
         
         Milo pitched in. "We're totally informal," he claimed, though the evidence so far suggested otherwise. "Two or three of us—that is to say, Polly Wycherley, Tom Parry-Morgan (now dead, poor fellow) and I—discovered a mutual interest in crime fiction through a dinner at the Pump Room a few years back, when the writer P. D. James was one of the speakers. We happened to be sharing a table, you see. Polly is one of life's organizers, as you will discover, and she made sure that we all met again. Periodically we've been traced to our lair by other Bloodhounds."

         
         
         
         
         "That's how you join," added Jessica.

         
         
         
         
         "Now I understand the name," said Shirley-Ann. "And is there a fee?"

         
         
         
         
         "We chip in enough to cover the hire of the room," said Milo. "We used to meet in pubs at the beginning, but some of the ladies decided a meeting room would be more civilized."

         
         
         
         
         "That isn't true," Miss Chilmark called across from the chair. "We were asked to meet somewhere else after Rupert misbehaved himself in the Roman Bar at the Francis."

         
         
         
         
         "We could have gone to another pub," said Milo.

         
         
         
         
         "You know it would have been the same story."

         
         
         
         
         The information-gathering had not been entirely one-sided. Shirley-Ann did some mental addition and realized that she now knew something about all the Bloodhounds. Six, Milo had said. Three women: Polly, the Chair, famous for her organizing skills, but liable to be flustered if late; the Eco devotee, Miss Chilmark, ambitious to take over; and Jessica, the expert on the female private eyes. She was grateful for Jessica. And the men: Milo, probably a civil servant by his pedantic manner, and possibly gay; Sid, who hid; and Rupert, who misbehaved in pubs. Good thing she hadn't come here to look for male companionship.

         
         
         
         
         "Rupert's all right," Jessica told her. "I think it's mostly role-play with him. He claims to have met all sorts of famous people. But he stops us from getting too stuffy and parochial. He's deeply into what he calls 'Crime Noir'—authors like James Ellroy and Jonathan Kellerman."

         
         
         
         
         "Will he be coming tonight?"

         
         
         
         
         "I expect so, but not before we start. He likes to make an entrance."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann wasn't yet convinced that she would tolerate Rupert as blithely as Jessica did.

         
         
         
         
         A voice from the door said, "So sorry, everyone. What will you think of me? I dropped my car keys down a drain, and I've been trying to hook them up for the past twenty minutes." It had to be Polly Wycherley, and the poor dear was flushed with the experience, or her embarrassment. Her breathing sounded asthmatic. She raised the average age of the group closer to sixty, but there was a reassuring softness and mobility in her features. Short, chunky, silver-haired and wearing a pale green Dannimac coat, she was Shirley-Ann's idea of a favorite aunt.

         
         
         
         
         "Did you get them back?" Milo asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes—thanks to a kindhearted taxi driver who saw me on my knees by the side of the road. It happens quite often, apparently. Not to me, I mean." Dimples of amusement appeared in her cheeks. "I could tell you what to do if it happens to you, but I've wasted enough time already. Listen everyone, I've got to wash my hands. Why don't you begin without me?"

         
         
         
         
         "Good suggestion," said Miss Chilmark. "Sit down, ladies and gentlemen."

         
         
         
         
         "We can wait a few more minutes," said Jessica quickly.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, let's wait," Milo chipped in.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Chilmark's eyes narrowed, but she said no more.

         
         
         
         
         "What's the program tonight?" Shirley-Ann asked Milo.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not sure. We leave that up to Polly. We're not too rigid about the way we run it. One thing you should be prepared for: We take turns to talk about a book we enjoyed recently."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't you dare mention The Name of the Rose," murmured Jessica.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I hope I don't have to go through some initiation rite."

         
         
         
         
         Milo's eyes sparkled. "A secret ceremony?"

         
         
         
         
         Jessica said, "Black candles and a skull? What's that club that writers belong to? The Detection Club."

         
         
         
         
         Polly reappeared, and there was a general move toward the circle of chairs. The Bloodhounds didn't look as if they went in for secret ceremonies.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Three

         
         
         
         
         "Come in, Peter, we're waiting with bated breath," said the Assistant Chief Constable.

         
         
         
         
         "What for, sir?"

         
         
         
         
         "You don't know?"

         
         
         
         
         With distrust, Diamond eyed the amused faces around the oval table in the conference room. This was the evening when the ACC's monthly meeting of high fliers took place upstairs in the "eagle's nest" in Bath Central Police Station.

         
         
         
         
         "For the story of your latest arrest. How you nicked the Saltford bank clerk."

         
         
         
         
         "Am I being ever so gently sent up?"

         
         
         
         
         "Good Lord, no. We want to share in your satisfaction. You let it be known in no uncertain terms that a decent murder hadn't come your way since you were reinstated as head of the squad. Now this falls into your lap."

         
         
         
         
         "I wouldn't call it a decent murder," said Diamond. "Two little men in a bank. One gets on the other's wick, so he shoots him. It isn't worth the paperwork."

         
         
         
         
         "Has he confessed?"

         
         
         
         
         "In seventeen pages—so far."

         
         
         
         
         The ACC commented, "That is some paperwork. It isn't so straightforward, then."
         

         
         
         
         
         "He has a list of grievances going back six years."

         
         
         
         
         Several sets of eyes met in amusement across the table. No one said it, but Diamond was well known for having grievances of his own, and one of them was the amount of form-filling in modern police work.

         
         
         
         
         "Where did he get the gun?" someone asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Right between the eyes," said Diamond.

         
         
         
         
         "I meant where—"

         
         
         
         
         "We haven't got to that yet. About page twenty-five, I should think."

         
         
         
         
         "Don't despair, Peter," said the ACC—a relative newcomer who hadn't really earned the right to call anyone by his first name yet. "Keep taking the statement. Your bank clerk may turn out to have been a serial murderer."

         
         
         
         
         Polite smiles all around.

         
         
         
         
         Diamond shook his head and said, "A good old-fashioned mystery will do me. I don't ask for bodies at every turn. Just one will do if it presents a challenge. Is that too much to ask in Bath?"

         
         
         
         
         "Anytime you feel like giving up ..." murmured John Wigfull, head of the murder squad until Diamond's recall. Wigfull now functioned as head of CID operations, and he wasn't a happy man either.

         
         
         
         
         The ACC sensed that it was time to get down to business, and for the next hour Wigfull, rather than Diamond, was in the hot seat. The main item on the agenda was crime prevention and Wigfull had taken over Operation Bumblebee, the publicity campaign against burglary. It was a new baby for him, but he'd done his homework, and he managed to talk convincingly about the reduction in the crime figures. "It's an outstanding success however you measure it, sir," he summed up. "And of course all the break-ins reported go straight into the hive."

         
         
         
         
         "The what?" said the ACC.

         
         
         
         
         "The hive, sir. The computer system operated by the Bumblebee team. We analyze the results and decide on initiatives to sting the villains."

         
         
         
         
         "So computer technology has a major role here?" said the ACC, worthily trying to head off a veritable swarm of bee references.

         
         
         
         
         Diamond stifled a yawn. He wasn't in sympathy with computers any more than he was with bee-based PR campaigns. His thoughts turned to poetry, of all things. This was totally unlike him. He hadn't read a line of verse in years. Yet a phrase mugged up years ago for a school exam was stirring in his memory. What the devil was it? An illustration of some figure of speech?

         
         
         
         
         The discussion of Operation Bumblebee persisted for another twenty minutes. Everyone else around the table seemed to feel it was a chance to make an impression on the new boss, and the squirm factor steadily increased, with talk of getting the buzz on burglars and how the entire station was humming.

         
         
         
         
         Then that elusive phrase surfaced clear and sonorous in Diamond's mind. He spoke it aloud. "The murmur of innumerable bees."

         
         
         
         
         The room went silent.

         
         
         
         
         "Onomatopoeia."

         
         
         
         
         "I suppose it is time we brought this to a close," the ACC said, after a long, baffled stare at Diamond.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Four

         
         
         
         
         In the crypt, the Bloodhounds were in full cry.

         
         
         
         
         "The puzzle is the thing," Milo Motion bayed. "The challenge of the puzzle. Without that, there's nothing."

         
         
         
         
         "You said it!" Jessica rounded on him. "There's nothing in those books except the puzzle, and if the puzzle's no good you feel cheated at the end. Most of those so-called classic detective stories are flawed. Agatha Christie went to preposterous lengths to mystify her readers and she's reckoned to be the best of them. Take the plot of The Mousetrap."

         
         
         
         
         "Better not," Polly Wycherley gently cautioned her. "Just in case any of us hasn't seen the play."

         
         
         
         
         Jessica jerked her head toward Polly in annoyance, and the flounce of the blond curls drew an envious sigh from Shirley-Ann. "Have a heart, Polly," Jessica said. "How can we have a serious discussion if we aren't allowed to analyze the plots?"

         
         
         
         
         The reason why Polly was everyone's choice as chairman was made clear. She explained evenly, but with a distinct note of authority, "Jessica, dear, we all love discussing crime stories, or we wouldn't be here, but another reason for coming is to get recommendations from each other of marvelous books we haven't read. Don't let's rob any book of its mystery."

         
         
         
         
         "I deliberately mentioned The Mousetrap because it isn't a book," Jessica pointed out.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, and we appreciate your restraint, but just in case some of us haven't seen the play ..."

         
         
         
         
         "Is that a ruling from the chair?"

         
         
         
         
         "No, we don't go in for rules," Polly said serenely. "If you want to criticize the puzzle story in general terms, my dear, I'm positive that you can do it, and still make the points you wish to."

         
         
         
         
         "All right," offered Jessica. "What I'm saying without mentioning any titles—"

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you, dear," murmured Polly.

         
         
         
         
         "__is that in order to mystify people, really fox them, I mean, writers were forced into concocting story lines that were just plain silly, like one very well-known whodunit in which the person who tells the story is revealed as the killer in the last chapter."
         

         
         
         
         
         "The last chapter but two, if my memory serves me right," put in Shirley-Ann.

         
         
         
         
         Jessica widened her eyes. "I can see we're going to have to watch what we say in future."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann felt herself reddening and was relieved when Jessica softened the remark with a smile.

         
         
         
         
         Milo was not smiling. "What's wrong with the narrator doing it?"

         
         
         
         
         "Because that's a trick," said Jessica. "A piece of literary sleight-of-hand. She had to go to absurd lengths to make it work. I mean, the writer did. This is so difficult, Polly."

         
         
         
         
         "It didn't trouble me," said Milo. "And it didn't trouble millions of other people, judged by the success of the book you're talking about. It's still in print after seventy years."

         
         
         
         
         "Is that how long ago it was written?" said Polly, dangerously close to offending the principle she had recommended a second or two before. But it seemed she was only steering the discussion in a less adversarial direction. Her piloting couldn't be faulted.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Chilmark, the dragon empress, who had been silent up to now, waded in. "There's really no reason why a puzzle story shouldn't have other merits. I can think of a work with a wonderful, intricate puzzle that is intellectually pleasing as well as theologically instructive. A novel of character, with a respect for history ..."

         
         
         
         
         "Any guesses? I never got past page forty-two," murmured Jessica, unheard by Miss Chilmark, who continued to rhapsodize on the merits of The Name of the Rose until she was interrupted by the barking of a dog.
         

         
         
         
         
         "This will be Rupert," Jessica informed Shirley-Ann.

         
         
         
         
         "With a dog?"

         
         
         
         
         "The dog isn't the problem," said Milo.

         
         
         
         
         As it turned out, Milo was mistaken. The dog was a problem. Everyone looked toward the door, and a large brown mongrel, perhaps a cross between a setter and a German shepherd, stepped in and sniffed the air. It had a thick, wavy coat gleaming from the drenching it had got, and it trotted directly to the center of the circle and shook itself vigorously. Everyone was spattered. There were shrieks of outrage, and the meeting broke up in disorder. A chair was overturned, and Polly's handbag tipped upside down. The dog, excited by the commotion, rolled on its back, got up, and barked some more.

         
         
         
         
         Miss Chilmark cried, "Somebody take it outside. My dress is ruined."

         
         
         
         
         The owner appeared, a tall, thin, staring man in a black leather jacket, dark blue corduroys and a black beret, and rapped out a command.

         
         
         
         
         "Marlowe, heel!"

         
         
         
         
         The dog wagged its tail, gave another shimmy, and distributed more moisture.

         
         
         
         
         "It takes no notice of you whatsoever," Miss Chilmark complained. "You ought to have it on a leash. Or, better still, leave it at home."

         
         
         
         
         "That's a flint-hearted attitude, if I may say so, madam," Rupert replied in an accent redolent of one of the better public schools. "Coming here is the high point of Marlowe's week. He's merely doing what dogs do to dry themselves."

         
         
         
         
         Milo said, "And what about all the other things dogs do? Are we going to be treated to those? I can't bear the suspense."

         
         
         
         
         "What have you got against dumb animals?" said Rupert. "How would you like to sit here in a sopping wet coat?"

         
         
         
         
         "How would you like it if I sent you the dry-cleaning bill?" Miss Chilmark riposted.

         
         
         
         
         "Call yourselves Bloodhounds, and you panic when a real dog turns up," Rupert said, with a grin that displayed more gaps than teeth.

         
         
         
         
         Polly Wycherley judged this as the proper moment to restore order. "Why don't we all go back to our seats? Then Marlowe ought to settle down. He's usually no trouble."

         
         
         
         
         "The chairs are wet," Miss Chilmark objected. "I refuse to sit on a wet chair."

         
         
         
         
         A cloth was produced, the seats were wiped, and the meeting resumed with Marlowe in disgrace, anchored by a lead to his master's chair leg, and forced to lie outside the circle.

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann was intrigued that Rupert could appear so indifferent to the chaos he and his dog had just inflicted. He sat between Polly and Milo in a relaxed attitude with legs crossed and his left hand cupping his chin. It was a face without much flesh, dominated by a beak of a nose and dark, deepset, alert eyes overlapped by the front edge of the black beret.

         
         
         
         
         Polly said, "We were having quite a fruitful discussion about the predominance of the puzzle in the classic detective novel."

         
         
         
         
         "Tiresome, isn't it?" Rupert took up the challenge at once. "Totally unconnected with the real world. All those eccentric detectives—snobbish lords and little old ladies and Belgian refugees looking for unconsidered clues. Absolute codswallop. In the whole history of crime in this country, real crime, I defy you to name one murder that was solved by a private detective. You can't." His owlish eyes scanned the circle. "You can't."

         
         
         
         
         "That doesn't put me off," Milo gamely answered. "I don't want my reading too close to real life."

         
         
         
         
         "Or real death," said Jessica.

         
         
         
         
         "Exactly." But Milo had missed the point.

         
         
         
         
         Rupert laughed and displayed even more gum. He was quite a ruin, but extremely watchable. "Fairy stories for grownups."

         
         
         
         
         "Why not?" said Milo. "I like a little magic, even if it turns out to have been a trick."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann chimed in, "That goes for me, too."

         
         
         
         
         Rupert gave her a pained look. "Another one suffering from arrested development. Hell's teeth, I'm seriously outnumbered now."

         
         
         
         
         Polly sounded a lighter note. "When some of us heard P. D. James at the Pump Room a few years ago, she said she must have had the mind of a crime writer even as a child, because when she first heard the nursery rhyme about Humpty Dumpty, her thought was 'Did he fall, or was he pushed?'"

         
         
         
         
         Even Rupert smiled, and then went straight on to the offensive again. "And they all live happily ever after?" he pressed them. "Is that what you want from your reading?"

         
         
         
         
         "A sense of order restored, anyway," said Shirley-Ann. "Is that the same thing?"

         
         
         
         
         Milo remarked, "I like the loose ends tidied up."

         
         
         
         
         "So that you can sleep easy, knowing that all's right with the world," Rupert summed up with heavy irony. "Do you people ever read the crime statistics? Do you know what the clearup rate is? Has any of you ever had your house burgled?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes."

         
         
         
         
         Heads turned abruptly, for it was Sid who had spoken. He was so inconspicuous that even a single word was quite a bombshell. Having let it fall, he lowered his eyes again, as if the flat cap resting on his knees had become more interesting than anything else in the room.

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann was intrigued to know what Sid was doing in a discussion group like this if he was so reluctant to join in. He plainly didn't wish to say any more. He avoided eye contact. His posture, his whole behavior, seemed to ask the others to ignore him, and that was what she herself had done up to now. She prided herself on being observant, so Sid obviously had a special talent for self-effacement. Not to be defeated, she regarded him minutely. Probably in his early forties, she guessed, with a more powerful physique than his bowed shoulders suggested. Slightly hooded blue-gray eyes, of which she had seen only glimpses, so her power of observation was not so faulty after all. Small, even teeth. Nothing in his looks could justify such shyness. Perhaps he felt out of his element socially. The clothes didn't give obvious clues, except that they were what you expected a man twenty years older to wear. A white shirt and black tie under the raincoat. Was he an undertaker, perhaps? Not a policeman, for heaven's sake? Dark blue trousers, probably part of a suit. Black, well-polished laced-up shoes. The workingman's raincoat that he wouldn't be shedding, however warm the surroundings. And the flat cap on his knees. You poor, pathetic bloke, Shirley-Ann summed up. You're not enjoying this one bit, so why are you here?

         
         
         
         
         Rupert had been slightly thrown by Sid's observation. "The point I was about to make—I think—is that the sort of thing you people enjoy doesn't deserve to be called a crime novel. The only crime novelists worthy of the name are writers you've probably never heard of, let alone read. Ellroy, Vachss, Raymond—the ones bold enough to lift stones and show us the teeming activity underneath. Not country houses, but ghettos where young kids carry guns and murder for crack and even younger kids are sodomized. Corrupt cops taking bribes from pimps and beating confessions out of luckless Irish boys. Rape victims infected with AIDS. Squats littered with used syringes and verminous mattresses and roaches feeding on stale vomit."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't have the slightest desire to read about stale vomit," said Miss Chilmark. "You get enough of that on the television."

         
         
         
         
         "Precisely," said Rupert. "You switch channels and watch some sanitized story about a sweet old lady who makes nanas of the police through amateur detective work. The same formula week in, week out."

         
         
         
         
         "As a matter of fact, I hardly ever watch television these days," Miss Chilmark told him loftily. "I don't know why I still keep the set in my drawing room."

         
         
         
         
         Rupert's eyes glittered at the mention of Miss Chilmark's drawing room.

         
         
         
         
         Polly cleared her throat and said, "Did anyone wish to say any more about the classic detective story?"

         
         
         
         
         "Is that what we were discussing?" Milo said with a disdainful look at Rupert. "You could have fooled me. Yes, one of us obviously has to speak up for the story that challenges the reader, and as usual, it's me. I put it to you that the Golden Age writers between the wars brought the art of mystification to perfection. Regardless of what some of you were saying just now, I could name a dozen novels of that time, and probably more, that for the brilliance of their plotting stand comparison with anything written in the last half century. You may talk about the intricacy of a le Carre novel or the punching power of your hard-boiled Americans, but for me and for many others the test is whether the writer has the courage to lay out a mystery—a fair puzzle with clues—and say to the reader, 'Solve this if you can'—and then pull off a series of surprises topped by a stunning revelation at the end."

         
         
         
         
         "But at the cost of many of the other merits one looks for in a decent novel," said Jessica with more restraint than Rupert.

         
         
         
         
         "Such as . . . ?"

         
         
         
         
         "Character, pace, sharp dialogue, and, above all, credibility. The books you're talking about were excellent in their time, Milo, but they were never more than pleasant diversions."

         
         
         
         
         "Pastimes," suggested Shirley-Ann, and got a nod from Jessica.

         
         
         
         
         "That's a word you don't hear so much these days," said Polly abstractedly. "Pastimes. Nice word."

         
         
         
         
         Milo was not to be overridden. "Of course, the most basic and fascinating form of detective puzzle is the locked room mystery."

         
         
         
         
         Rupert groaned and slid down in his chair with his long legs extended.

         
         
         
         
         Milo ignored him. "The master of the locked room mystery was John Dickson Carr. The 'hermetically sealed chamber'— as he called it—was a feature of many of his finest novels. I don't know which of you has read The Hollow Man."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann gingerly raised a hand. The only other reaction came, surprisingly, from Sid, who gave a nod without removing his gaze from his flat cap.

         
         
         
         
         Milo said, "In that case, I shall definitely bring my copy with me next week. Quite apart from being one of the most entertaining detective stories ever written, The Hollow Man has a famous chapter devoted to locked room mysteries. Dr. Fell, Dickson Carr's sleuth, holds up the action to deliver a lecture on the subject that is a delight from beginning to end. Am I right?" He looked toward Sid, who gave another nod.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, why not?" Milo went on. "I shall read it to you next week, and I'll warrant that Dr. Fell will make some converts among you, even if I can't."

         
         
         
         
         Rupert confided loudly to Shirley-Ann, "He's hooked on this hogwash, poor fellow. We'll never get him off it. Belongs to the Clue Klux Christie and the Daughters of Dorothy L. and the Stately Holmes Society. Quite mad. They think of themselves as scholars, these people. Believe me, my dear, the only fan club worth joining is the Sherlock Holmes Society of Australia. They meet once a year, get totally plastered, fire guns in the air and sing, 'Happy Birthday, Moriarty, you bastard, happy birthday to you!' "
         

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann felt some sympathy for Milo. He had been outnumbered even before Rupert's arrival.

         
         
         
         
         Polly nudged the tiller again. The best way to focus the discussion, she said, might be to move on to the part of the evening when members spoke about particular books they had read recently. Miss Chilmark offered to begin, but the resourceful Polly remembered that Milo had somehow missed his turn at the previous meeting, so he went first. His announcement that his chosen text was The Hound of the Baskervilles was received with an enormous, deeply embarrassing yawn. For a moment no one escaped suspicion. Then the dog, Marlowe, lying on his side, yawned again, and there were suppressed giggles.
         

         
         
         
         
         Undaunted, Milo made a spirited claim that The Hound of the Baskervilles refuted the arguments leveled against the classic detective story. The power of Conan Doyle's setting and the drama of the plot far outweighed the whodunit puzzle, which was revealed long before the final chapters.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rupert went next, after first admitting that he, too, admired much of Conan Doyle's work, but found The Hound one of the least satisfying examples. He spoke about an Andrew Vachss novel, Blossom, based on a real case about the tracking of a sniper who murdered teenagers for sexual kicks. Vachss, he told the Bloodhounds, was a New York child abuse lawyer who drew on genuine case histories and whose books unashamedly crusaded on behalf of young victims. They were written in anger, with a missionary zeal.
         

         
         
         
         
         The evening was drawing on, Marlowe had given up yawning and was whimpering intermittently, and Miss Chilmark could be constrained no longer. Milo objected that they had often before been lectured on The Name of the Rose, but Rupert, his face radiant with mischief, pointed out that it was a multilayered book. He gave Marlowe a push, and the dog rolled on his back and went quiet. Miss Chilmark was allowed to continue on the understanding that she would talk about aspects she had not touched on before. To her credit, she had some insights to offer on Eco's use of the monastery library, symbolically and as a device to enhance the mystery. All this did take longer than anyone else's contribution, and as a consequence Shirley-Ann wasn't called upon.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Care for a drink?" Jessica asked her when the meeting closed. "The Moon and Sixpence is just across the street."

         
         
         
         
         She wasn't used to pubs, and said so. The only thing she knew about the Moon and Sixpence was that there was a plaque on the wall outside stating that it was the address from which the world's first postage stamp had been posted. This piece of philatelic history was open to dispute; there was another notice making a similar claim for the postal museum higher up the street. They were currently exhibiting the famous stamp, on special loan from its owner. Shirley-Ann knew next to nothing about stamp collecting, but she'd been highly amused one Sunday morning at discovering the conflicting statements. Trivia of that kind fascinated her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jessica pointed out that it was still raining, so they might as well take shelter in the pub and see if it stopped. "That is, if your partner isn't expecting you, or something."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann was flattered to be asked. She'd placed Jessica in a more sophisticated league than her own. Obviously this chic creature had never once seen the inside of a charity shop, the source of most of Shirley-Ann's clothes. Jessica, she felt sure, was one of that select breed of women who dressed out of the classiest boutiques—where the sales staff started by showing you to a chair and serving you with coffee in bone china cups. It had emerged during the meeting that Jessica was assertive and resourceful and confident at dealing with men. Shirley-Ann told her that Bert wouldn't be back from the sports center for at least another hour.

         
         
         
         
         So they skirted the front of the church and nipped across Broad Street and through the cobbled passage to the Moon and Sixpence. "Some of the people here are far too hearty for my taste," Jessica confided as they went in. "I prefer the crowd across the street in the Saracen's Head, but there's one drawback."

         
         
         
         
         "What's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "The Saracen's is Rupert's favorite watering hole. He dives straight in there after Bloodhounds. Rupert can be fun, but in small doses, as I imagine-his wives discovered."

         
         
         
         
         "Wives?"

         
         
         
         
         Jessica held up the four fingers and thumb of her right hand.

         
         
         
         
         Trade was.brisk in the bar of the Moon and Sixpence. It took them some time to get served. "You don't know who tt>blame most," said Jessica in a carrying voice. "The blokes piling in like a loose scrum or the barmaids who refuse to catch your eye." Promptly they were served with their halves of lager. Jessica spotted a corner table just vacated by a middle-aged couple.

         
         
         
         
         "I brought Sid here a couple of times," she told Shirley-Ann.

         
         
         
         
         "The quiet man?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, silent Sid. He's slightly better at communicating one-to-one. The poor guy's impossibly shy."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann said, "I noticed Polly is very gentle with him."

         
         
         
         
         "She mothers us all. What a bunch!"

         
         
         
         
         "Why did Sid join if it's such an ordeal?"

         
         
         
         
         "Someone told him he should get out and meet people, or he might easily flip his lid. He reads crime, so he found his way to us. It must have taken incredible guts to come down those stairs the first time."

         
         
         
         
         "What sort of crime?"

         
         
         
         
         "The lot, like you, everything from Wilkie Collins to Kinky Friedman. And he knows what he likes. He's quite an authority on John Dickson Carr, the writer Milo was on about."

         
         
         
         
         "Does he ever say anything about himself?"

         
         
         
         
         Jessica laughed. She had the whitest teeth possible. "Does he ever say anything? I think he might loosen up in thirty years if I worked at it. He does security work, I gather. Not Ml6. Just a glorified night watchman. That's when he gets his reading done, I expect."

         
         
         
         
         "He isn't married?"

         
         
         
         
         "Doubt it. I haven't asked." Jessica took a sip of lager and gave a penetrating look. "You said you aren't?"

         
         
         
         
         "Married?" Shirley-Ann shook her head. "Bert and I live together, and that's enough for the time being."

         
         
         
         
         "How did you meet?"

         
         
         
         
         "I joined a self-defense class he was running."

         
         
         
         
         "And he got through your defense?"

         
         
         
         
         She smiled. "No trouble. How about you?"

         
         
         
         
         A sigh from Jessica. "I'm cash and carried, as they say. Nine years. Barnaby works in ceramics. Well, that's the way he tells it, and it sounds impressive. Actually he makes those miniature houses. You know? About this high. They sell quite well. People will collect anything. They finish up with a whole village on top of the telly." She spoke of her husband without warmth, Shirley-Ann noted. She'd had no difficulty sounding warm over almost everything else she'd mentioned.

         
         
         
         
         "And do you have a job yourself?"

         
         
         
         
         Without conceit Jessica told her, "I manage an art gallery in Northumberland Place. It's called the Walsingham, but really it's mine."

         
         
         
         
         "Gracious. I've passed it hundreds of times."

         
         
         
         
         "Come in next time. I won't sell you anything, honest to God. I might even offer you a sherry."

         
         
         
         
         "You must know a lot about art."

         
         
         
         
         "Just certain things I specialize in."

         
         
         
         
         "Modern?"

         
         
         
         
         "Contemporary. You have to be careful over terms. I don't deal in abstracts, which is most people's idea of modern. I'm a shop window for some talented young artists who can actually manage to produce landscapes without zip-fasteners across the middle, or bits of newspaper pasted onto them."

         
         
         
         
         "Local artists?"

         
         
         
         
         "From all over."

         
         
         
         
         "Do you paint?"

         
         
         
         
         "God, no."

         
         
         
         
         "But you obviously know what's good."

         
         
         
         
         "It's ninety percent bluff, darling." Jessica bent her right hand and inspected her long fingernails. "What did you make of the Bloodhounds, then? A rum lot, aren't we?"

         
         
         
         
         "I enjoyed the discussion," Shirley-Ann answered with tact.

         
         
         
         
         "You'll get weary of it. We have that argument about escapism versus realism every week in some form or other. The puzzle versus the police procedural. Country houses versus mean streets. It's never resolved. Never will be. Milo and Rupert are at opposite poles. I'm somewhere between, I suppose, but I refuse to give support to either of them."

         
         
         
         
         "I expect it's amicable."

         
         
         
         
         Jessica dissented by letting out a breath and vibrating her lips at the same time. "I wouldn't count on it. They're capable of murder, both of them."

         
         
         
         
         Shirley-Ann laughed.

         
         
         
         
         "I'm serious."

         
         
         
         
         "You can't be."

         
         
         
         
         She put her hand lightly over Shirley-Ann's. "Darling, if ever I've met a group of potential murderers anywhere, it's the Bloodhounds. It wouldn't take much. They've read about killing, come to terms with it in their minds. I mean, aren't we all participating mentally when we read a crime novel?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm not sure," said Shirley-Ann. "I've never thought of it like that myself."

         
         
         
         
         "We're the experts, we people who read them steadily. We know all the plots. We've read the gory bits. We know what the police look out for. If anyone could do the job and get away with it, one of us could."

         
         
         
         
         From across the room came a peal of laughter. Someone had reached the punch line of a joke. It seemed well timed. Shirley-Ann looked to see if Jessica was smiling, but her face was serious.
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