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To my Doctor Watson, with love





The Aldermere House Convention

Celebrating the life and work
of the Princess of Poisoning

Lettice Davenport

and her Lady Detective

Dahlia Lively

Saturday 28th August – Monday 30th August

Convention Guests:

Rosalind King, actress (Dahlia Lively, 1980–1985)

Caro Hooper, actress (Dahlia Lively, 2003–2015)

Posy Starling, actress (Dahlia Lively, The
Lady Detective, soon to begin filming)

Kit Lewis, actor (Detective Inspector

John Swain, The Lady Detective)

Libby McKinley, writer (The Lady Detective)

Anton Martinez, director (The Lady Detective)







VIP Delegates:

Heather and Harry Wilson

Ashok Gupta

Felicity Hill

Convention Organisers:

Marcus Fisher

Clementine Jones

The family of Lettice Davenport, and
custodians of Aldermere House

Hugh Davenport,
nephew of Lettice Davenport, and his wife,

Isobel Davenport
along with their granddaughter
Juliette Davenport

Welcome you all to a weekend
of mystery and murder!
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Friday 27th August
Rosalind




Chapter One


‘Home can be a sanctuary or a prison, a haven or a horror,’ Dahlia said, sipping thoughtfully on her White Lady cocktail. ‘It all depends on who you have to share it with.’

Dahlia Lively in A Lady’s Place

By Lettice Davenport, 1934



The last of the late August sunshine slid away behind the alder trees by the river as Rosalind watched, Amaretto in hand, leaning against the windowsill to take the weight off her aching knee. Outside, crickets chirped in the darkness, and a cooler breeze swept in from the east. Her eyes felt droopy; the drive from London had taken it out of her in a way it never used to.

Aldermere House wasn’t ready for sleep yet, even if she was. Beyond the miniature box hedges, fading lavender and – of course – bright dahlia flowers of the formal gardens, the South Lawn already hosted a giant, white marquee that shone in the fading light. Tomorrow, there’d be stalls and people and activity everywhere.

Even now, the house was busier than Rosalind was used to. But then, she hadn’t been back for a while. How long had it been since she’d been to stay with Isobel and Hugh? She shook her head. Too long to remember.

So why did she remember her first visit, almost forty years ago, like it was yesterday? She could still feel the thrumming excitement in her chest as Hugh’s Rolls Royce Silver Spirit had pulled into the driveway of his family estate, knowing that she was going to meet not just his parents, but his famous Aunt Letty, too.

Everything had felt so new, then. They’d only just begun filming The Lady Detective, and playing Dahlia Lively, the detective of the title, still seemed more like a dream than reality. Meeting Hugh on the set, there as the family representative to see that his aunt’s books were treated faithfully, was another piece of the fairy tale. Falling in love with him? Inevitable.

Especially after he’d brought her to Aldermere.

Because for Rosalind, Aldermere had been more than some old English manor house. It was a place of stories, and mystery, and possibility, and she’d experienced the strangest sense that a secret world had been opened up for her, and she had to hurry in before the door shut behind her.

She’d visited Aldermere House on countless occasions in the decades that followed, but it hadn’t given her that feeling in a long, long time.

Behind her, Isobel bustled around the library, her powder-blue dress and matching cardigan almost glowing in the sunlight from the window, her pale pink lipstick still perfect as she pursed her lips, considering the glass jug in her hands, before placing it on a high-up shelf. Rosalind watched as she locked the drinks cabinet, and pocketed the small silver key.

‘Worried about the hoi polloi getting in?’ Rosalind joked. Isobel had embraced the Lady of the Manor role, the moment she’d gone from being Rosalind’s flatmate and friend to being Hugh’s wife. And now she’d had decades to perfect it.

Isobel rolled her eyes and groaned good-naturedly. ‘When we started talking about this whole convention thing, it was only in the grounds. But then suddenly Marcus – that’s the organiser, have you met him yet? He’s around here somewhere.’ Rosalind shook her head, and Isobel continued. ‘Anyhow, suddenly he was selling VIP tickets for people to stay here, and I was organising dinners and fork lunch buffets and all sorts. Honestly, I don’t know why Hugh agreed to it in the first place. He hates this sort of thing!’

‘Probably because he knows he can hide out in his study while you deal with all the Lettice Davenport fans descending on the place.’

‘True.’ Isobel sighed, but managed a smile all the same. Isobel was always smiling. While Rosalind had one of those faces that made people ask why she was scowling at them, Isobel’s lips seemed to naturally fall into a delighted smile without her thinking about it. ‘Still, at least it has been a good excuse to get you here for a visit, at last! Juliette’s been asking for ages when you’d be coming again.’

‘Juliette likes to grill me for backstage gossip about famous people,’ Rosalind said with a flap of her hand. Otherwise, being all of eighteen – no, nineteen now, wasn’t it? – Rosalind was sure that Isobel’s granddaughter had more important things to do than hang out with her grandma’s friends.

‘The perils of being a “national treasure”, I suppose.’ Isobel flashed her a teasing smile, as she quoted that damn magazine article from last month back at her. For a moment it could have been forty years ago, with them in their trailer on the set of The Lady Detective, Rosalind dressed in her best Dahlia Lively wide-legged trousers, tailored shirt and ropes of pearls, and Isobel decked out as her trusty maid and sidekick, Bess.

The film that had made them friends. That had introduced them both to Hugh. That had set up Rosalind’s career – and Isobel’s marriage.

But it wasn’t the early eighties any longer – or even the 1930s, whatever the set-up at Aldermere seemed to suggest. They were firmly in the twenty-first century now, and her life and Isobel’s had split onto their own paths a long time ago.

‘And anyway, I’d rather Juliette be gossiping with you than on the phone to that awful boyfriend of hers.’ Isobel shuddered. ‘Not the right sort, I’m afraid.’

‘Do you think he had something to do with her leaving university?’ Rosalind asked.

‘Probably. She says she left because it wasn’t going to teach her anything useful, and she’d rather be back here at Aldermere working in the family business. She’s been on at Hugh for months to let her do more work on Letty’s estate – compiling her old notebooks, that sort of thing. There’s a publisher who’s interested, but the notes are so scattered … Anyway, I rather suspect that’s just the excuse, and she’s back here for that boy, even though she claims they’re not really together. But what can I do? She thinks she’s too adult to listen to her grandmother, and her mother—’

The silence after Isobel broke off hung in the air.

‘How is Serena?’ A delicate subject, always. But Rosalind was one of the few who could get away with addressing it. Not just as Serena’s godmother, but as the friend who had seen Isobel through the morning sickness on set, had helped her hide the growing bump as filming drew to a close, and the flatmate who’d helped with the middle of the night feeds and a cot and all the other baby stuff in the too small two-bed they shared, before Hugh and Isobel met and fell in love, marrying when Serena was two.

Isobel’s heavy sigh said more than her answer could. ‘She’s in the right place, at least.’

Rehab again then, Rosalind assumed. Maybe this time it would stick.

‘You and Hugh have done all you can for her.’ Rosalind wasn’t sure that was true, but it felt like the sort of thing a friend would say. ‘You’ve got her help. Now she just needs to accept it.’

Isobel’s wobbly smile was grateful. She moved away to brush a few specks of dust from the nearest bronze bust, and Rosalind knew the discussion was over. Casting around for a new subject, she took in the room anew. She’d spent so many hours in the library and adjoining Sun Room at Aldermere – the favourite place for after-dinner drinks – that her memory filled in her surroundings more than her eyes.

But now she really looked, she could see the changes. The painting by a middling-famous impressionist that Hugh’s father had always been so proud of had been replaced by the local landscape that used to hang in Hugh’s study. The leather wingback chairs looked tired and worn, the rug almost threadbare.

Had Isobel moved the better things to where they couldn’t be damaged by the guests? Except Rosalind was sure that rug was the same one she’d been walking on since her first visit. The chairs, too, were familiar old friends.

Rehab, Rosalind knew from the experiences of friends, wasn’t cheap.

‘Why did Hugh agree to hold this thing here at Aldermere? He normally dismisses all those sorts of events requests from the fans, doesn’t he?’ Rosalind had seen him rip up requests to visit the house at the breakfast table, dropping the shredded paper beside the shredless marmalade. But if they needed the money …

‘Oh, goodness only knows. Marcus was more persuasive than most, I suppose. He’s head of the Lettice Davenport fan club, you know? Of course you do. Anyway, we’ve worked with him on a few bits and pieces before. Nothing like this weekend, though. And then there’s the new film – Hugh is discussing letting them film here, if you can believe it.’ Frowning, Isobel surveyed the room with its priceless heirlooms and well-stocked cocktail cabinet. ‘Maybe we’ll keep everyone except those staying at the house out of here altogether. We can do coffee in the front drawing room. It’s next to the ballroom for lunch, anyway, so that will be easier for everyone. I can lock this room during the day. Yes, that would be better.’

The front drawing room was also furnished with the pieces of Hugh’s family furniture that Isobel had never been entirely complimentary about, if Rosalind remembered correctly.

‘Still, Marcus is thrilled to have all three of you here for this weekend,’ Isobel went on. ‘Three Dahlias at the same convention! Last-minute ticket sales went through the roof when that was announced, I believe.’

‘Heaven knows why,’ Rosalind grumbled, glancing out of the window at the giant marquee, squatting on the South Lawn. ‘I haven’t played Dahlia in thirty-five years, and even the TV series has been off air for the last three or four. The new movie hasn’t even started filming. Besides, you’d think fans would be coming to see the place where Letty wrote her books, not us.’

Isobel gave her a fond smile. ‘They are, I’m sure. But to so many fans you – and Caro Hooper, and whoever this new girl is, too – you’re Dahlia Lively, brought to life. Of course they want to see you. And all three of you together? That’s a real coup for Marcus.’

‘I suppose.’ Rosalind didn’t much like the reminder that she wasn’t the only Dahlia, to be frank. For so long, she’d been the only one to grace the screen and give those perfectly crafted putdowns, to raise that solitary eyebrow at a murderer and have them crumble into a confession.

She always tried to be honest with herself, though, even when others weren’t. She knew she was the old guard, now. There were newer, younger actresses ready to take her place.

But they’d never take her crown. She would forever be the first Dahlia Lively on the silver screen, and that counted for something. The only actress Lettice Davenport had lived to see play her greatest creation. And Letty had loved her in the role.

‘Now, what next?’ Isobel placed her hands on her still slender hips and surveyed the room, one low-heeled shoe tapping against the wooden floor where the worn rug didn’t cover it. The frown line between her perfectly arched eyebrows deepened. ‘This weekend has to go perfectly.’

Her tone gave Rosalind pause. She seemed … stressed. She’d never seen Isobel stressed before. Even as a single mother in the early eighties she’d been an oasis of calm.

‘Isobel?’ she said, softly. ‘Is everything okay? I mean, is it just the convention tomorrow that has you … a little worked up?’ She couldn’t ask about money outright, of course. Isobel would be horrified at the implication and clam up completely. Still, if she needed to talk …

Isobel’s shoulders stiffened even more.

‘It’s nothing. Well, not nothing. But nothing we need to talk about.’ Her words were clipped, almost as if she were talking to a stranger, rather than her oldest friend.

‘Are you sure?’ Rosalind stepped closer, awkwardly placing a hand on her friend’s shoulder. They weren’t the touchy-feely types, never had been. But she’d never seen Isobel like this, either. Not when she found out she was pregnant, not when Serena’s father ran off at the news. Not even when Hugh broke his engagement to Rosalind to marry Isobel instead. Never. ‘You know you can talk to me about anything.’ That was the advantage of a long history together. Context and understanding.

Isobel hiccupped a laugh that was almost a sob. ‘You’ll say I deserve it.’

‘I wouldn’t.’ Rosalind admitted to herself that there was a chance she might think it, under the right circumstances. But she wouldn’t say it. Their friendship had only survived as long as it had by both of them not saying the things they were thinking, when it mattered.

‘I think … no, I’m sure.’ Isobel checked over her shoulder at the library door, then met Rosalind’s gaze, her blue eyes wide and wet, and Rosalind felt time slowing, never quite enough to halt what was coming next. ‘Hugh is having an affair.’

Rosalind’s heart stopped beating, the sound of the mantel clock replacing its steady thump with its own sluggish tick. None of the clocks in this house were ever right, Rosalind remembered, as if that mattered at all. Time wasn’t important in a house stuck forever in the golden age of crime.

Her senses caught up with her in a whoosh, carrying her heartbeat along with it.

‘I’m sure you’re wrong,’ she said, shaking her head as if to rid it of the very idea. ‘Besides, aren’t we too old for all that nonsense now?’

Isobel snorted. ‘You and I might be, but you know it’s always different for men.’

Everything was, in Rosalind’s experience. But especially this.

‘Hugh loves you. He chose you.’ Rosalind swallowed the pain in the words. Isobel was her friend and it was almost forty years ago, now. ‘You have the perfect life here together. Why would he cheat?’

Isobel didn’t answer immediately, and before Rosalind could press her, there was a knock on the library door.

‘Mrs Davenport?’ A pretty twenty-something in jeans and a t-shirt appeared in the doorway, her hair tied back in a simple ponytail. She had a clipboard in her hands, and a harried look about her. Rosalind recognised her as the convention assistant Marcus had sent to sweet-talk her into taking part in the event, way back in the spring.

‘Yes, Clementine?’ Isobel turned, her smile back in place, even if her eyes were still sad. ‘What is it?’

‘So sorry to disturb you, but the catering staff would like to run through the menus for tomorrow’s dinner with you, if you have the time? There have been a few last-minute changes, I believe, and there are some questions about the wine pairings, particularly.’ Her soft, Scottish accent was apologetic, but insistent.

Isobel sighed, her smile never wavering. ‘Of course. I’ll come now. Sorry, Rosalind, I won’t be long. Perhaps you could go and bother Hugh in his study? If it’s wine pairings they want to talk about, he’ll be far more use than me.’

‘Of course.’ Rosalind watched her friend walk away with the younger woman before she followed her out, through the doors that led to the dining room.

Aldermere felt less welcoming alone. Despite all the activity she knew was going on outside, and down in the lower ground-floor kitchens, as she moved through the empty dining room – its table already set for sixteen – she felt alone in the house. A ghost, trapped in her own history.

She remembered so many days here.

That first dinner, when Hugh had introduced her to his family as the woman he intended to marry. Or the day, less than a year later, when they’d ended their relationship down by the folly, and she’d still had to sit down at this damn mahogany table for dinner afterwards.

Was he really having an affair with someone else? Rosalind wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

Through the dining-room door, she passed into the grand entrance hall, with its sweeping staircase and imposing family portraits. The golden dinner gong, set in a recess beside the door, trembled a little as she let the door fall closed, and she reached out to steady it. Beneath it, on the telephone table, was an envelope addressed to Hugh. She picked it up, to take to him in his study.

The light was poor, the wall lamps more for atmosphere than practicality, and in the semi-darkness she could almost imagine that she saw Lettice Davenport herself – not as the mischievous elderly aunt she’d met in the eighties, but as a young woman – descending that curved staircase. A man’s white shirt tucked into her skirt, short bobbed hair and that ever-present grey felt hat she wore in photos. The epitome of the 1930s woman who made her own rules.

Or was that Dahlia Lively, not Lettice? Rosalind had asked her once, if Dahlia did all the things that Letty herself wasn’t allowed to. Letty had grinned, and replied, ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps the things I got up to were too scandalous even for Dahlia.’

Rosalind hoped that was true. Everyone needed a touch of scandal in their lives, didn’t they?

At the foot of the stairs stood a dollhouse replica of Aldermere House, and Rosalind lingered to examine it. It was like looking into a miniature world. The rooms flowed from one to another just as they did in the real house, and Rosalind picked out Letty’s attic room study, her own assigned guest room looking out over the front driveway, even the tiny gong beside the dining room with its table set with minuscule knives and forks. And there, beside the replica staircase, was another dollhouse, with ever smaller rooms and features.

‘Lettice was a very visual writer, you know.’

Rosalind started at the unexpected, unfamiliar voice. ‘She used this dollhouse to plot out her murder mysteries – who was where when the murder was committed, and with whom. That sort of thing. Every book she ever wrote started here, with this model.’

Trying to calm her breathing, Rosalind straightened again, but didn’t turn away from the dollhouse.

‘Apart from all the ones that weren’t set in stately homes,’ she said. Really, was there anything more annoying than a man assuming they knew more than you? ‘She used maps for those. Letty told me herself, many years ago. The dollhouse was up in her study then, of course.’

She turned, at last, and found herself glaring at a large, florid man wearing a sports jacket over a stained white shirt, who appeared to have come from the front drawing room. His face turned a little pucer as he recognised her.

‘Ah, of course. The celebrated Dahlia Lively herself, Rosalind King. So glad you were able to join us this weekend. Of course, you’re an old friend of the family, aren’t you? You must come here all the time.’ With an amiable smile, he made his way over to stand beside her in front of the model.

‘Sometimes,’ Rosalind said, shortly.

Her tone didn’t put him off, or slow the wide, knowing smirk that spread across his face. ‘It’s an honour to meet you.’ He held out a hand and, reluctantly, Rosalind shook it – only to have him bring it to his lips for a kiss instead. She held back a shudder, and snatched it back.

She wouldn’t have done, back in the day. But times had changed. And besides, there had to be some advantages to growing older. Caring less about offending other people was one of them.

‘I’m Marcus. The organiser of this whole carnival!’ He spread his arms wide as if Aldermere itself was in his domain, his control. ‘We have actually met before, although I don’t imagine you remember. I played one of the teenage members of the criminal gang in the third Dahlia Lively movie with you!’

He gave her a hopeful look, for all his words about not expecting her to remember. Which she didn’t. ‘Did you really? Imagine that.’

‘Long time ago now. Anyway, I look forward to getting to know you better this weekend. I have a feeling it’s going to be the sort of event that goes down in Dahlia Lively history.’

‘For the right reasons, I hope.’ After forty-plus years in the entertainment industry, Rosalind liked to think she’d developed a good sense for people. And Marcus vibrated with the sort of energy she went out of her way to avoid. He’d made a good choice sending Clementine to persuade her to attend, she decided, as he headed for the stairs. If he’d come himself, she was certain she’d have said no, however much she was needed.

Mostly certain, anyway. Aldermere had a strange way of drawing her back in, even when she intended to stay away.

‘Of course, of course.’ Marcus chuckled to himself as he thumped up the stairs, one heavy footstep after another, his plump hand grasping the bannister. ‘I’m sure Lettice herself would approve of everything I have planned.’

Rosalind wasn’t sure that was altogether reassuring.

As Marcus’s footsteps faded, she glanced around to ensure that she really was alone, and unobserved, this time. Her knees cracked as she bent in front of the dollhouse again – daily yoga could only do so much – and looked inside.

There, lying on the dining table, was a miniature figure – one she was almost certain hadn’t been there before. A frown creased her forehead as she reached in to pick it up. It looked like one of Letty’s dolls from the study, the ones she’d used to plot out her mysteries. But Rosalind had never noticed this one on any of her previous visits.

Waxy pale skin. Closed eyes.

And a tiny bottle marked Poison clutched in its hand.


ops/images/title.jpg
CCCCCCCCC





ops/images/map4.jpg
ALDERMERE Hougg
AND GROUNDS

TA.‘ South Lawn FA,,‘
Cii e
b i oy

Grand marquee

Formal gardens Murder

West Lawn and

Yy (

The Stables

The Gate House






ops/images/map3.jpg
SecoND FLOOR (ATTIC)

Harry and
Heather’s room

gn g ——

Kit’s room

Letty’s study

/1

Bathroom

N

Bathroom

N

: Storage Storage
— ——
> From the From the ]
first floor first floor
—
Libby’s U U I/
room
Clementine’s Ashok’s Felicity’s
Bathroom Foom g Bathroom Foom
——— o






ops/images/9781408716427.jpg
‘An absolute treat of a read’ Janice Hallett, author of The Appeal

It wouldn’t be a country house
weekend without a little murder. ..

DAHLIAS

AV,





ops/images/map2.jpg
FirsT FLOOR

Isobel’s sitting room Isobel and Hugh’s Marcus’s £ China Room
room room 15} (Posy’s room)
e
=
S
3
1 :
Hugh’s Bathroom ﬂ
office / | Caro’s room
Bathroom
Nursery
(now a
€ To the spare room) TO the  ——
second floor second floor
From the
ground floor
Bathroom

Bathroom

g

Rosalind’s U U
Juliette’s room

room

Anton’s room Serena’s room

Bathroom
Bathroom






ops/images/map1.jpg
GRroUND FLoOOR

IV

Library

V7

J

Sun room ‘

Dining room

; Inner hall

LN

.

To the lower
ground floor
and kitchens

The snug

Ballroom

VL

To the

first fl
rst floor Entrance hall

[V

Front drawing room






