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SIMON SAYS DO THIS




Chapter One

Three greedy people were sitting around a table beneath a brilliantly striped umbrella on the terrace of a moated grange. Well, to be more precise, one was a very greedy person, one (present only in spirit) was a mildly greedy person and the last, an extremely pretty girl with dark curly hair, was hardly greedy at all. It is she who is speaking when our story opens.

‘I still don’t believe Hugh would agree to murder.’

‘He did. I spoke to him last night.’

‘You mean you got at him last night. When I rang him up at tea time he was as worried as me.’

‘As I.’

‘As both of us.’

Simon Hannaford tilted his chair back, rested his elegant pale grey loafers against the iron rungs of the table and looked across at his sister. Laurie was small and sturdy, her skin burnt deep apricot and freckled brown by the sun. Her eyes were blue, the irises so dark they were almost navy. She had a very direct gaze that could disconcert the devious and thick brows she felt vaguely one day might be plucked and shaped into something a bit less riotous. She wore a washed-out summer frock the colour of periwinkles and flat T-strap sandals. Her knees and nails were grubby and a gardening trowel and hand fork lay on the table next to a  glass of homemade lemonade. She took a long drink and said, ‘Murder makes such a mess.’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘Blood everywhere.’

‘We could hang him. Or her.’

‘Oh God, Simon . . . I don’t know.’

‘What about poison?’

‘Aren’t people sick if they’re poisoned?’

‘That’s in real life, silly. This is just a game.’

Simon had had years of experience in meeting that navy-blue forceful gaze and met it now with calm determination. He could hardly have presented a greater contrast to Laurie. Tall and slim yet so muscular no one could have called him lanky. And, although there was a silk Paisley square at his throat and his thick fair hair was rather long, you couldn’t have called him foppish either. His eyes were a peculiar greyish-green. The grey predominated when he was displeased; when confident and excited as he was now the green came into play. He picked up a sheet of foolscap closely covered with columns of figures, rolled it up and waved it under Laurie’s nose as if to bring her round from a faint. She jerked her head irritably away.

‘I know what it says.’

‘Then perhaps you can tell me how else we could make this sort of money in just two months?’ He put the paper down. ‘And honestly.’

‘I don’t see what’s honest about taking two hundred and fifty pounds off people for one weekend.’

‘The murder makes it honest. And don’t forget that includes their train fare. I thought that would be an added encouragement. Without denting profits too much. After all, no one’s going to travel far just for two days.’

Laurie fretted her unruly brows. ‘It doesn’t seem right in  someone else’s house. Specially as this is the first time Aunt Maude’s asked us to look after the place.’

‘And what if it’s the last time she asks us to look after the place? We’ll have missed the opportunity of a lifetime. And she did say we could have friends to stay.’

‘She didn’t mean this sort of thing.’

‘How do you know what she meant? She and Uncle were never averse to making a shekel in their time. How d’you think they came by the ancestral pile in the first place?’

They fell silent. Behind them the pile, which was not all that ancestral, dating only from 1897, sheered up rosy and glowing in the sunset. Four storeys of vermilion brick luxuriously barnacled with pepper-pot turrets and gargoyles and embellished with balconies, mouldings, lintels, architraves and the thousand other ills that nineteenth-century Strawberry Hill Gothic is heir to. It was surrounded by a hundred and fifty acres of garden and woodland, the latter home to a herd of dappled deer which drove the gardeners mad. There was also a large lake.

Madingley Grange had been built by Aloysius Coker, an inventor of headache pills so innocently yet potently concocted that they had killed off thousands of Victorians and made him a millionaire. Aunt Maude’s (actually she was a great aunt but that was rather a mouthful) better half, Uncle George, who had accumulated a fortune during the war (officially in ammunitions) and developed it through many an unorthodox and enterprising sideline, had purchased the house plus the contents of the cellar which he promptly attempted to absorb. Shortly afterwards, overwhelmed by the splendour of his claret and worn out by his efforts to keep one step ahead of the Inland Revenue, George passed on.

His widow bought and ran a chain of dress shops for a while, striking terror into the hearts of staff and customers  alike, for Aunt Maude was a formidable woman. Once the Grange had been broken into and, alerted by crisp telephone instructions, the police had arrived to find the burglar cowering behind a suit of armour in the baronial hall. It had taken a full hour, three cups of extremely strong tea and assurances of Mrs Maberley’s restraint to winkle him out. Now, having sold the business, Aunt Maude had retired and lived alone, occupying each of the twenty bedrooms in turn to keep them aired then cruising off into the sunset for several weeks before starting all over again in the Fragonard room. The cook, Mrs Posture, and elderly domestic, Ivy Tiplady, were laid off during these periods of recuperation whilst the groundsmen, full time the rest of the horticultural year, came in once a week just to put an armlock on the more aggressive forms of creeping vegetation. Fitterbee the chauffeur having delivered his employer to her appropriate point of embarkation, then moonlighted with the elderly Rolls in London.

‘They’ll be mad about all this - the punters,’ said Simon, gesturing proprietorially towards the parkland rolling away on every side. At the shaven lawns and vaunting statuary; the crumbling dovecote and artfully tousled herbaceous border.

‘Can’t you see them,’ he continued, ‘sweeping down the great staircase in full thirties fig for dinner in the Holbein dining room. Candles flickering on the crystal and family silv—’

‘Pardon?’

‘Candles flickering on—’

‘Before then.’

‘Dinner in the Holbein—’

‘Earlier. Something about figs.’

‘Oh. Full thirties fig.’

‘That’s it,’ said Laurie. ‘You didn’t mention dressing up.’

‘It’s essential. You can’t have a country house murder without an adenoidal maid in starched cap and apron, a butler in full buttledress, son of the house in baggy plus fours and the daughter fetching in bugle beads.’

‘That is not a country house murder, Simon. That is a country house farce.’

‘They’ll love it,’ said her brother firmly. ‘Anyway it can’t be changed now. I’ve put it in the advertisement.’

‘You’ve . . . !! What advertisement?’

‘In The Times. “Murder at Madingley Grange”.’

‘Aunt Maude’s only been gone five minutes.’

‘No point in hanging about.’

‘You had no right to do that. We’ve not agreed.’

‘I’ve agreed.’

‘Well you can put in another tomorrow cancelling it.’

‘Laurie, we have twenty bedrooms here going to waste. With one each for you and me and Hugh - we can put the staff downstairs in those two rooms by the kitchen—’

‘Staff?’

‘- that still leaves seventeen. We should be able to let them all as doubles.’

‘What staff?’

‘Now thirty-four times two hundred and fifty—’

‘Simon it is absolutely out of the question that we allow thirty-four complete strangers loose here. There are all the paintings, the ornaments, the rugs and furniture . . .’

‘They’re not going to come in removal vans.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘So am I. Everything’s fixed.’

‘Then unfix it.’

‘Can’t be done.’

‘I shall stand at the front door and turn them away.’

‘You wouldn’t.’

‘Watch me.’

Simon removed his grey loafers from the table rungs and placed his feet firmly on the flagstones. ‘You always were a bossy little beast. Not to mention selfish.’

‘How do you make that out?’

‘Here am I offering ordinary run of the mill members of the bourgeoisie a chance to live for forty-eight hours like landed gentry plus a little bit of mayhem on the side, and you wish to deny them that supreme pleasure. You ought to be ashamed.’

‘You’re not getting round me like that, Simon.’

‘I really am on the bottom line.’

‘Or like that.’

‘You wouldn’t believe my debts.’

‘Get a job then. You’ve done nothing since you left University College.’

‘Nothing? You call seven years of plotting and planning and wheeling and dealing nothing? I’ve had the most brilliant ideas. None of them got off the ground. And why? Lack of cash. If I wasn’t so poor I’d be a millionaire by now.’

‘You talk as if you were in the gutter.’

‘All of us are in the gutter, sister mine,’ said Simon. ‘And some of us are sliding down the drain.’

‘You’ll have to marry a rich widow.’

‘Don’t think I’m not working on it. Meanwhile my overdraft’s piling up and pressure is being brought to bear. Do you want to see me knee-capped and buried up to my side parting in cement?’

‘Depends when it is. I’ve got to be in Oxford by seven.’

‘You don’t give a tuppenny cuss, do you? I can starve to death as far as you’re concerned. OK - what about your own future? You want to get married, I suppose?’ Silence. ‘You and Hugh? Dear old Hugh. Clodding and plodding and doggedly true.’

‘You make him sound like a basset hound.’

‘Oh he’s far too tall for a basset hound,’ Simon laughed. ‘Well - do you or don’t you?’

‘Of course.’

Laurie didn’t really have to think about it. She and Hugh were . . . well . . . they just were. And had always been. They had grown up together; gone to nursery and prep school and childhood parties together. Shared their holidays and Christmases and now, unless Laurie could think of any cause or just impediment, they seemed all set to be spending the rest of their lives together. And she couldn’t. Not really. Because she was very fond of Hugh. In the companion along life’s highway stakes he had a fair bit going for him. He was quiet and patient and even-tempered. Tolerant when she was grumpy and kind when she was sad. He never forgot her birthday, though his presents were uninspiring, and even sat with her pretending to enjoy  Gardener’s World. What more, pondered Laurie, could a girl ask?

Occasionally and feeling guilty, she believed there must be something. At her cousin’s engagement party Laurie had briefly found herself side by side with Charlotte titivating in the cloakroom. (Actually Charlotte had been titivating, Laurie had been moodily trying to flatten her hair with a damp brush.) As she did so she was sharply struck by her companion’s shining countenance. Her own seemed positively dull by comparison. Charlotte’s cheeks had been flushed and glowing, her eyes - Laurie balked at the comparison but it could not be gainsaid - were like stars. Laurie had been wrong-headed enough to remark on this imbalance to Simon when she came upon him later in the evening, enjoying a salmon roulade on the stairs.

‘You look a bit wistful,’ he had said and she had told him why, concluding with the observation that she never saw  stars when she was with Hugh, not even when he kissed her.

‘You see stars,’ Simon replied, ‘when someone knocks you out. Not when they kiss you.’

‘But something’s supposed to happen, isn’t it?’ persisted Laurie. ‘I read in a book once that the earth moved.’

‘Oh, I shouldn’t take any notice of Hemingway’s Spanish period. The earth was always moving for him. Mainly because he was never more than five minutes away from a mass bombardment.’

So that was that. Laurie sighed and returned reluctantly to the present, aware that Simon was looking expectant. He hadn’t given up. Simon never did.

‘So if thirty-four is probably out—’

‘No probably about it.’

‘How many would be in?’

Laurie poured herself some more lemonade. She wished she knew just how far below the water level this latest ‘bottom line’ really was. Simon had been in a serious cash flow situation for as long as she had been able to understand what the words meant, often lurching from plenitude to penury and back again in the course of a single day. Sometimes this was due to gambling, more often to his impulsive generosity. He was always buying presents chosen, unlike Hugh’s, with wit and imagination. Laurie recalled the excited disbelief with which, on her twelfth birthday, surrounded by dreary books about ponies and sensible pens and new pyjamas, she had unrolled a large poster-sized plan of a thirteenth-century monastery garden which Simon had copied from an old manuscript, blown up and painted. There was a key to all the plants and even a gardener, a bent elderly monk, raking gravel. The picture was still on her bedroom wall.

‘Laurie?’

‘. . . I don’t know.’

‘Absolute maximum?’

Laurie, knowing she was making a terrible mistake, said: ‘Six.’

‘Six. You do mean rooms?’

‘No. People.’

‘That’s ridiculous. It’s not worth doing with less than twelve.’

‘Let’s not do it then.’ Relieved, Laurie backtracked.

‘Oh don’t be such a pain. House parties are terrific fun. And you know how you like people.’

‘I do not “like people”. I like being up to my elbows in potting compost and watering cans and flowers and seed trays.’

‘Twenty then?’

‘No.’

‘Fifteen.’

‘No.’

‘Ten. A nice round figure -’ he carried on quickly as Laurie opened her mouth - ‘and they’re bound to be lovely upper crusters. Well behaved and stinking rich.’

‘How d’you make that out?’

‘Why d’you think I advertised in The Times? I have no intention of giving house room to the sort of people whose table manners were run up in Tesco’s. Ten? Please . . .’

Fatally, Laurie hesitated. She seemed to hear a note of real desperation in Simon’s voice. But then she often did. And he was a born actor. He had been acting his way in and out of trouble, it seemed to Laurie, for as long as she could remember. Now he leaned over and kissed her.

‘You’re an angel. Thanks for saying yes.’

‘But I haven’t,’ said Laurie, knowing that by keeping silent she had. She looked across at her brother. Success had given his pallid skin a rosy glow and his eyes shone greenly. He smiled. Laurie recognized that smile. It had been present  fairly regularly throughout her childhood and bathed the recipient in a rosy glow whilst at the same time giving him or her a slight frisson of alarm. A feeling that something extremely hazardous had glided closely by.

She had seen it first when she was five and her widowed mother had brought up to the nursery Victor Hannaford, whom she planned to marry, and his thirteen-year-old son. Simon had stepped forward with tremendous self-assurance, shaken Nanny’s hand, kissed Laurie on the cheek and smartly removed a box of chocolate marshmallows from the top of her toy box. She had watched anxiously as they disappeared downstairs for they were her favourite sweets, and had been tremendously relieved when he returned to say goodbye and put the box back. Later it proved to be empty. Now she said: ‘And there’s no need to waste that smile on me.’

‘What smile?’

‘Your basking shark’s smile.’

‘Anyone would think you couldn’t trust me.’ Simon poured himself a third vodka and tonic, added lemon and ice. He swirled it round, admiring the silvery gloss on the surface before draining it in one swallow. ‘Right,’ he said, becoming very brisk. ‘We’ve got ten at two fifty . . . less food of course. We can raid the cellar for the wine—’

‘Oh no we can’t!’

‘Why on earth not? All those dusty crates of plonk slowly turning to vinegar—’

‘If it’s plonk it’ll have turned long ago. I shouldn’t think anyone’s been down there since Uncle George was carted up for the last time.’

‘Exactly. We’d be doing Aunt Maude a favour clearing it out.’

‘I doubt if she’d see it like that.’

‘Anyway it’ll probably all be ours sooner or later.’

‘Sooner or later isn’t now. And don’t count your chickens. We’re not the only possible heirs.’

‘We’re the most likely.’

‘There’s Hazel’s son.’

‘Mervyn? Aunt Maude hates him. Says he looks like a constipated squirrel.’

Laurie giggled. ‘He does a bit. What about Jocelyn, then? Or that weird cousin who had nervous palpitations and used to sleep in a fish tank.’

‘Hetty? She went to Australia.’

‘The Handsom-Nortys?’

‘After that hushed-up flotation scandal? No,’ repeated Simon firmly, ‘you and I are by far the best bet. Now - if we could please get back to business. How much do you think we shall have to pay the staff?’

‘There you go again, harping on about staff. What staff?’

‘We’ve got to have a butler and maid.’

‘What’s wrong with Mrs Posture and Ivy?’

‘God - you’re so dim.’ Simon explained slowly and clearly. ‘Apart from the fact that neither of them, however cunningly disguised, could ever be mistaken for a butler there’s the strong possibility that they’ll tell Aunt Maude on her return what we’ve been up to.’

‘You said she wouldn’t mind.’

‘Picky, picky. I shall put a help-wanted notice in the  Oxford Mail.’

‘Safer to go to an agency.’

‘I’ve no intention of paying a huge registration fee and inflated salaries, thanks very much. Especially as our profits have now been cut to the bone thanks to all this whingeing on about numbers. The point of the weekend after all is to make a killing. I shall ask for references, of course.’

‘I should hope so.’

Simon replaced his glass on the table and lifted his face  to the warm, early evening sun, calmly content. He had never in a million years thought that he would be able to persuade Laurie to go along with his plan. Or, should this persuasion miraculously occur, that she would agree to more than two or, at the very most, four visitors at a time. Huckster-like he had started by suggesting over thirty, knowing this would frighten the wits out of her, and now she had actually agreed to ten. Unbelievable. Tomorrow he really would put an advert in The Times. He said: ‘And the murder is still on?’ When Laurie frowned he added quickly: ‘I’ll organize it all.’

‘What do you know about murder weekends?’

‘Done lots of research.’ Simon indicated a pile of brochures sitting next to some paperbacks by the lemonade jug. He picked up a copy of Death on the Nile and waved it about. ‘And got lots of ideas. I shall draw up a flexible plot outline, give everyone a stock character and let them get on with it.’

‘It all sounds a bit vague.’

‘Vagueness is vital. You’ve got to allow room for improvisation. Usually according to these’ - patting the brochures - ‘actors are involved, but I’m certainly not hiring any. They want what’s called the Equity minimum. I was horrified when I discovered what it was. I thought they all did it for love. Like nuns and missionaries.’

‘I shall want to vet all the replies to the advert.’

‘Naturally.’

‘And this butler and maid.’

‘Of course. Though they’ll really just be set-dressing. You can do lots of cooking before the guests arrive and tart up the house. You know - put flowers in all the rooms—’

‘Thanks a lot!’

‘I thought you liked flowers. Right, so that’s the weekend after this. June fifteenth to seventeenth.’

‘And what will you be doing whilst all this activity’s going on?’

‘I,’ said Simon grandly, tilting his chair back again and resting his loafers once more on the rungs of the table, ‘will be pressing my plus fours.’
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