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Chapter 1

Suzie Harris was on a mission.

She wasn’t sure she’d be able to see it through. In fact, she knew the chance of failure was high, but she was going to give it her best shot. She was going to try to sit through a Marlow town council planning meeting.

Suzie hated meetings, and the idea of a planning meeting seemed even more impossibly boring, but she’d recently come up with a ruse to make a financial killing, and she figured she’d need allies on the planning committee. So she’d decided to attend one of their meetings to discover who the key personalities were, how they made their decisions, and – most importantly – if any of them could be bullied into looking favourably on any application she later submitted.

The meeting was being held in the town council, a pretty Georgian house that overlooked the River Thames by Higginson Park. The entrance was a highly polished black door that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Downing Street, and while most of the two-storey building was set aside as office space, it also contained an old debating chamber that was still used for formal meetings. Entering it, any visitor found themselves standing on a viewing gallery for spectators with a few steps that led down to a large room that contained half a dozen desks, filing cabinets along the walls, and a serving hatch that opened onto a little kitchenette. On the far wall, the town’s coat of arms of a swan captured in chains was carved into a wooden shield that looked down on proceedings. Like the town of Marlow itself, the debating chamber managed to be both grand and pocket-sized at the same time.

On this occasion, a screen and projector had been set up beneath the coat of arms so the committee could better inspect the planning applications as they worked through the agenda. Suzie, having arrived nice and early, was sitting in the little gallery with a notebook and pen ready to write thumbnail sketches of the council members, detailing their strengths and – more importantly – any potential weaknesses she could exploit.

The first person to arrive was a man in his fifties who was wearing a pinstriped suit, blue shirt and a sky-blue silk tie with pink dots on it. He was broad-shouldered, had plenty of swagger about him, and his smile was so natural and effortless that Suzie found her heart gave a little skip.

‘You here for the planning meeting?’ he asked.

‘That’s right,’ Suzie said, before reminding herself that she wasn’t in fact a schoolgirl who found men attractive just because they had a sharp jawline. As he squeezed past her and trotted down the stairs to the chamber below, he lifted his elbows to show how very fit he was, before striding over to a desk where there was a pile of printouts already waiting.

‘Are you here for a particular application?’ he asked.

It was only at that moment that Suzie realised she hadn’t worked out a cover story for her presence.

‘Yup,’ she said, if only to buy herself time.

‘Which one?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘If you’ve got interest in a particular case, it’s important we hear what you have to say. What application are you connected to?’

‘You know,’ Suzie said, desperately extemporising, ‘the one … on the … the main road. The big house – I mean, it’s not all that big at the moment, but the owners want it to be … you know, bigger.’

Even ever-optimistic Suzie could see that her cack-handed explanation had confused the man, but before he could ask any follow-up questions, the door opened and a woman entered. She was about sixty years old, and whereas the man seemed to radiate goodwill, this new arrival, Suzie thought, seemed to suck the joy out of the air as she looked about herself. Her manner reminded Suzie of all of the many dry-as-dust teachers who’d been disappointed with her at school.

‘“But soft,”’ the man called up from the chamber below, ‘“what light from yonder window breaks?”’

‘Don’t be facetious,’ the woman snapped, before wrinkling her nose as she squeezed past Suzie. ‘Sorry, do you mind?’ she said.

‘Not at all,’ Suzie said, already deciding that she didn’t like the woman. She struck her as the sort of person who knew the cost of everything and the value of nothing – and the cost would always be ‘too much’.

‘Good evening, Marcus,’ the woman said as she sat down at the desk. ‘Have you any conflicts of interest you need to declare this time?’

‘That’s for the chairman to know,’ Marcus said with a wink as he headed over to the serving hatch at the side of the room.

Suzie could see that there was a man in the kitchenette, bringing cups and saucers to the counter of the hatch. He was wearing blue polythene catering gloves as he put down a wooden caddy of teabags, and she found herself thinking that it really was health and safety gone mad that catering staff had to wear protective gloves to serve tea.

‘Cup of tea, Debbie?’ Marcus asked the woman as he took a cup and saucer over to a metal samovar that was sitting on the counter in the hatch by a Nespresso coffee machine that had a dispenser of capsules next to it.

‘No thank you,’ Debbie replied.

‘Suit yourself.’

Marcus returned to the table with his cup of tea.

The main door opened again and a man entered, although he stopped when he saw Suzie blocking his way.

‘Well hello,’ he said with a nasal voice that managed to be amused, patronising and superior all at once. Looking at him, Suzie saw that he had thinning hair that he combed over his otherwise balding pate, and a long, pallid face that made Suzie think of a soap-on-a-rope that was nearing the end of its life. The man had about the same amount of charisma as well, she thought.

‘Do you want to get past?’ she asked.

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ the man said, believing himself to be quite the wit, and then he pushed past Suzie and headed down the steps to the main chamber.

‘Hail fellow, well met,’ he said by way of greeting to Marcus. ‘Debbie,’ he added, and Suzie once again noted the superior tone to the man’s voice.

‘Tea, Jeremy?’ Marcus asked.

‘None for me, thank you,’ Jeremy said as he sat at the table. ‘Not unless and until the council supply us with the biscuits they promised at the last main committee council meeting. In their absence, I won’t be taking any caffeinated libations,’ he added, and then reached for a copy of the briefing notes.

‘Well, if it isn’t Suzie Harris!’ a mellifluous voice announced from the doorway as Geoffrey Lushington, the Mayor of Marlow, entered the chamber. He was about seventy years old and he was quite short and plump, with a thick shock of unkempt white hair that surrounded a perfectly circular bald patch on the very top of his head. Suzie always thought he looked a bit like a gnome. A jolly gnome with an impish sense of humour. Everyone in the town liked him.

After the first time Suzie and her friends Judith and Becks had helped the police solve a series of murders in the town, Geoffrey had insisted on throwing a drinks reception in honour of the women. He’d said at the time that all local success should be championed, and no one had been more successful than Suzie, Judith and Becks. Suzie had liked him instantly.

‘So what’s your interest in the planning committee tonight?’ he asked as he passed Suzie and trotted down the stairs.

‘Oh, nothing much, Geoffrey,’ Suzie said, realising she had to modify her cover story since her calamity with Marcus.

‘Is that so?’ Geoffrey said, heading over to the window of the kitchenette, sliding out the next coffee capsule from the dispenser and slipping it into the Nespresso machine. As he did so, the man in the kitchen turned away from the hatch, opened a little fire door at the back of the kitchen and left through it, letting the door close behind him with a clunk.

‘Just exercising my democratic right to witness the committee in action,’ Suzie said to Geoffrey, playing what she hoped was an ace card.

‘Quite so, quite so,’ Geoffrey agreed, as the machine poured coffee into a cup he’d put under the spout. ‘Although you’ve not attended a council meeting before.’

‘Haven’t wanted to before now.’

‘Fair enough,’ he said, taking his coffee over to the table.

‘Actually,’ Debbie said, standing up, ‘I think I will have a coffee after all.’

As she went over to the Nespresso machine, Marcus offered a glass jar of sugar cubes to Geoffrey.

‘Sugar?’ he asked.

‘Thank you,’ Geoffrey said as he plucked out a cube. He plopped it into his coffee, gave it a stir, and said to Suzie, ‘Although, I can’t help noticing that the last time I passed your house, you’d finished your building work.’

It was true. After having been left in the lurch by a cowboy builder some years before, Suzie had finally managed to get the extension to her house finished by signing up to a reality TV programme. As part of the show, the TV company completed the building work that had been left unfinished, but they also tried to confront the original builder who’d done a runner. In Suzie’s case, all they’d been able to discover was that he’d wound up his company and retired to Spain. When the episode finally aired, Suzie had been a little disappointed when it didn’t make more of a splash, but she’d perhaps over-estimated how much the general public cared about daytime home makeover television shows.

Nonetheless, the whole experience had had a happy epilogue. It was because of the conversations she’d had with the TV show’s architect that she was currently attending the planning meeting. Not that she was going to tell anyone on the committee this fact.

‘You’re not wrong there,’ Suzie said to Geoffrey. ‘The building work’s finished.’

‘Wasn’t there a TV programme or something?’

Suzie tried not to be offended by Geoffrey’s lack of engagement with her television career.

‘Anyway,’ Geoffrey continued, turning to face the other members of the committee, ‘anyone know where Sophia is?’

‘She didn’t say anything to me about being late,’ Debbie said.

Geoffrey looked up at the clock on the wall. It was a few minutes past seven thirty.

‘Well, I’m sure she’ll turn up in due course. How about we get started?’

‘Point of order,’ Jeremy said, raising a hand.

‘You’re not doing this again,’ Debbie said.

‘We can’t start the meeting without Sophia. We’re not quorate.’

‘Then you can’t raise a point of order,’ Marcus said as he stirred his tea.

‘What’s that?’

‘If we’re not quorate, the meeting hasn’t been convened, so there can’t be any points of order just yet.’

Marcus tapped his teaspoon on the side of his cup and placed it in his saucer with a smile.

‘No, good point,’ Jeremy agreed, trying to save face. ‘Good point.’

‘So how about we convene the meeting,’ Geoffrey said, ‘rattle through the applications as speedily as possible, and I’ll get the first round in at the George and Dragon.’

‘Not until Sophia arrives,’ Jeremy said.

‘I’m sure we can be quorate as long as more than fifty per cent of us are present,’ Marcus said.

‘That’s not what the standing orders say. Debbie, you’re secretary, are you minuting this?’

Debbie seemed to wake up from a reverie.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said, are you minuting this?’

‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘The meeting’s not started.’

‘So I call the meeting to order,’ Geoffrey said. ‘Item 1, the proposed addition of dormer windows to the first floor of 13 Henley Road.’

Debbie opened a notebook and picked up her pen ready to start taking notes.

‘This meeting isn’t legal,’ Jeremy whined.

‘Of course it is,’ Marcus said.

‘Jeremy, don’t you remember what happened last time?’ Geoffrey said.

‘And there it is!’ Jeremy said. ‘Always patronising me.’

‘I’m not,’ Geoffrey said.

‘He’s really not,’ Debbie added.

‘And there you go, taking sides!’

‘I’m not,’ Debbie said, irritated. ‘Chairman, please can you speak to Jeremy.’

‘He’s not the chairman!’ Jeremy said.

‘I think you’ll find he is,’ Marcus said, enjoying the bust-up tremendously.

‘He isn’t.’

‘No, really, he is.’

‘He isn’t,’ Jeremy said, banging his fist hard on the table. ‘Authority is only invested in the chair once the meeting’s convened, and we’re not quorate!’ he added with a fury that startled everyone in the room, including himself.

No one wanted to break the silence that followed.

‘Sorry,’ Jeremy eventually said. ‘I’ve been under a bit of pressure. Don’t know where that came from,’ he added, hoping it could mend the fences he’d just smashed.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ a breathy voice announced from the door.

Suzie looked over and saw a tall woman in her fifties standing in the doorway. She had rosy cheeks, straight blonde hair down to her shoulders, and dark eyeliner that accentuated her eyes dramatically. The woman radiated good health, and perhaps, even more so, wealth. Her hooped silver earrings, exquisitely cut summer dress and polished brown brogues made Suzie tug at the blue Aertex shirt she was wearing under her dog-walking coat.

‘Hello,’ the woman said to Suzie with the interest of someone inspecting an exotic animal in a zoo.

Suzie realised she didn’t know what to say to someone so radiant, and the woman sashayed past her leaving the fragrant notes of what Suzie guessed was a very expensive perfume.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ the woman said to the others as she headed down the stairs to the chamber below.

‘Now we’re quorate,’ Jeremy said in a voice that suggested he finally felt vindicated.

‘Ah,’ Sophia said, ‘has there been a procedural issue in my absence?’

‘Nothing we couldn’t handle,’ Marcus said. ‘Now, can we start the meeting?’

‘How are you, Sophia?’ Geoffrey asked.

Suzie couldn’t be sure, but did Sophia’s smile falter before she answered?

‘I’m well, thank you, Geoffrey,’ Sophia said as she sat down at the table.

‘A cup of tea?’

‘No thank you.’

‘Or coffee?’

‘I think we should just get this meeting over and done with, don’t you?’ Sophia said with a smile, but once again, Suzie picked up what she thought was an odd vibe. In her notebook, she wrote ‘Tension between Sophia and Geoffrey?’

As the meeting got under way, Suzie settled into her chair. This was her chance to discover who she should approach about her own planning application.

Sophia, she guessed, was far too posh and self-regarding to be someone she could ever influence. In Suzie’s experience, people like Sophia didn’t pay much attention to people like Suzie.

Marcus seemed perhaps a better prospect. She’d certainly enjoy getting to know him, she knew. But, again, there was a patrician air to him that put Suzie slightly on guard. He was perhaps too well-dressed, too pleased with himself – too much of a peacock. And she was pretty sure she’d have been far more capable of influencing him if she were a man rather than a woman. Or younger and prettier.

As for Debbie, she seemed such a negative person that Suzie knew she’d never be able to convince her to do anything as daring as her suggested planning proposal.

This left only Jeremy and Geoffrey. From Jeremy’s outburst about correct procedure, Suzie guessed she’d never manage to influence him, so what about Geoffrey? The more she considered him, the more she thought he could be just what she was looking for. After all, he’d thrown a drinks reception for her, so he was already predisposed to like her. And he was also so obviously a positive soul. It also helped that he was chair of the committee. If she could get him onside, she was sure he’d be able to convince the others to go along with her plans. Yes, she thought to herself, things were looking up for her, they were looking up indeed.

As Suzie allowed herself to start thinking about a future of untold riches, she saw Geoffrey take a sip of his coffee, cough once, then choke quite badly – and then cough much more violently – and then he fell off his chair and dropped to the floor, where he lay entirely motionless.

Sophia was the first to react, crying out ‘Geoffrey!’ as she dropped to his side. Marcus, Debbie and Jeremy rose from their chairs in horror.

Sophia called out to the room, ‘Someone phone for an ambulance!’

Debbie was finally stung into action, and she pulled out her phone, jabbing at the screen in panic. As she did so, Suzie started to head down the stairs to help, but Jeremy stepped across to block her path.

‘You can’t come down here, it’s for council officers only.’

Suzie had the briefest impulse to push Jeremy to the side, but she could see that Debbie was already talking to the emergency services, and she realised her time could be used more profitably elsewhere. She headed back up the steps, pulling out her mobile and pressing speed dial as she went. It started ringing as she pushed through the door that led into the little corridor outside the debating chamber.

‘Judith,’ she said as the call was answered, ‘it’s me, Suzie.’

‘Hello,’ Judith said from the other end of the line. ‘How are you?’

‘Oh, good, thanks for asking. Much better than the Mayor of Marlow.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Well, there’s no easy way to say this, but he’s just died. I think it’s possible he’s been murdered.’






Chapter 2

Tanika Malik was reading her daughter Shanti a bedtime story when her mobile started ringing from elsewhere in the house.

‘Shamil,’ she called out, ‘can you get that?’

Tanika turned back to her daughter, who was sitting on her lap. She smelled of biscuits, soap and fresh laundry, and Tanika knew that these moments were the happiest of her life, even if the story her daughter insisted they read – about a forgetful fireman called Sam – was one that she’d read a hundred times before. No, a thousand times before. Knowing the words off by heart at least allowed Tanika to concentrate on Shanti rather than having to look down at the page.

Shamil appeared at the door, Tanika’s phone in his hand. She could tell from the look on his face that it was work. Tanika’s stomach clenched. She’d recently started a new role at the police station which meant she was ‘on call’ twenty-four hours a day, even when she was technically off shift.

Hoping her smile didn’t falter, she turned back to Shanti.

‘Daddy wants to finish the story with you,’ she said.

‘Daddy!’ Shanti said, only now noticing Shamil in the doorway.

‘What are we reading?’ Shamil said as he came over, handing his wife’s phone to her as she got up and left the room – although Tanika stole a last moment in the doorway. Her husband was by all accounts pretty useless. He didn’t have a regular job, instead believing he’d one day be a hot-shot DJ, and he wasn’t the most punctual and reliable partner with whom to raise a daughter. And there was no point expecting him to do the laundry, or remember to get the car to the garage for its MOT, but Tanika knew that his love for her was eclipsed only by his love for their daughter. And although it broke her heart to be wrenched away from Shanti’s bedtime routine – once again – she knew that it didn’t break Shanti’s, and that’s what mattered. It was all that mattered. And bringing murderers to justice – that was the other thing that mattered.

Tanika slipped along the corridor to answer the call.

Just under twenty minutes later, she drove up to the Marlow town council building and pulled up next to an ambulance and two police cars that had already arrived. As she got out of her car, she noted that Suzie Harris’s dog-walking van was also parked nearby.

Tanika’s eyes narrowed as a young detective constable called Antonia approached her.

‘Thanks for getting here so quickly, boss,’ she said.

‘Tell me Suzie Harris isn’t here,’ Tanika said.

‘Suzie Harris?’

‘Looks like a small mountain, and dresses like she’s about to climb one.’

‘Oh, Suzie Harris! You mean, one of the key witnesses.’

‘She witnessed the death?’

‘She did, although you need to know, the other witnesses are saying the victim was poisoned. It’s why I called for you. We could well be dealing with a murder.’

‘Is she on her own?’

‘Who?’

‘Suzie Harris?’

‘Of course. Or she was when Mr Lushington died. She’s got two friends with her at the moment. For support.’

‘“For support”,’ Tanika grumbled to herself as she headed over to the main door.

As she passed the ambulance, Tanika caught a glimpse of Suzie off to one side talking nineteen to the dozen with Judith Potts and Becks Starling.

‘I’m not talking to you,’ Tanika called out to the women as she swept onwards to the building.

‘I’m a witness!’ Suzie said to the police officer’s retreating back, but Tanika didn’t break step as she vanished inside.

‘Pleased to see you, too,’ Judith said, folding her arms.

Judith Potts was in her late seventies and her eyes sparkled with intelligence – although, this evening, they also sparkled from the quick snifter of whisky she’d had earlier that evening.

‘I can see why she’s cross,’ Becks offered.

Becks Starling was the wife of the vicar of All Saints’ Church, and was, by some distance, the most timid of the three friends.

‘You can?’ Judith asked.

‘We’re like bad pennies,’ Becks explained. ‘Always turning up when there’s a murder.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Suzie said. ‘I’m not a bad penny. And I didn’t just “turn up”, I was there when he died. No one’s had a worse evening than me.’

‘I think,’ Judith said as diplomatically as possible, ‘Geoffrey would say he’d had a worse evening.’

‘But how am I going to get my building plans approved now? I bet the committee won’t be able to sit for months. Not without a chairman.’

‘Come on,’ Judith said as she headed over to the building.

‘Where are we going?’ Becks asked.

‘If Tanika won’t tell us what’s going on, we’ll do the next best thing,’ she said as she cupped her hands against the glass of a window that looked into the main debating chamber.

‘She won’t be happy,’ Becks said.

‘She’s never happy,’ Suzie remarked and joined Judith at the window. ‘Or she isn’t with us, anyway.’

‘I don’t think we should be spying on her,’ Becks offered, continuing to hang back.

‘Suit yourself,’ Suzie said as she cupped her hands to the glass.

Inside, Judith and Suzie could see that Tanika was talking to a police photographer while two paramedics were zipping the mayor’s corpse into a black body bag.

‘And you’re sure Geoffrey was poisoned?’ Judith asked her friend.

‘He took a sip of his coffee and keeled over, stone-cold dead.’

‘The poison was in his coffee? Did you see who made it?’

‘I think he made it himself,’ Suzie said as she tried to remember. ‘You see that hatch over there?’ She indicated the serving hatch on the opposite side of the room. ‘He put one of those coffee capsules into that Nespresso machine. Not that I was watching all that closely. I didn’t expect him to die.’

‘Did the others also make coffees from the same machine?’ Judith asked.

‘I don’t think so. Marcus was the first person to arrive and he made himself a cup of tea from that silver urn. He then moved away. As for Jeremy, he didn’t go anywhere near the coffee machine – but Debbie did!’ Suzie said excitedly as she remembered. ‘She turned down a cup of tea when she first got there, but after Geoffrey had made himself his cup, she went over to the Nespresso machine and made herself a coffee. Uh-oh, we’ve been rumbled,’ Suzie added, and stepped away from the window.

Through the glass, Judith saw Tanika stride up the stairs to the little gallery and head out of the room. A few seconds later, the door to the council building opened and Tanika strode out.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked sharply.

‘Us?’ Judith asked in mock innocence.

‘Yes, you.’

‘We weren’t doing anything.’

‘You were looking through the window.’

From her position a little way away, Becks held up her hand to get Tanika’s attention.

‘I wasn’t,’ she said.

‘It’s important we inspect the scene of the crime,’ Judith said imperiously.

‘You think so?’ Tanika said, shifting her weight onto her hip.

‘In case you miss something, as I’m afraid you have.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You’ve missed something.’

‘Now this I’d like to see. You stand outside the building and think you can tell me I’ve missed something?’

‘Like the sugar bowl.’

‘What sugar bowl?’

‘Exactly!’ Judith said, now really very pleased with herself. ‘Where is it?’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘Do you agree that Geoffrey was poisoned?’

‘It’s how the scene’s so far presenting.’

‘Well, that’s good to hear – you believe it’s murder for once. But just because the victim drank from his coffee cup and then died, it doesn’t mean the poison was in his coffee. What if it was in the milk? Although that seems unlikely, seeing as Suzie says Marcus made himself a cup of tea, which no doubt had milk from the same source in it. So if the milk wasn’t poisoned, what else might have been? And that’s when I noticed two sugar lumps on the saucer to one of the cups that’s still on the table. Which is odd, to say the least. Because as far as I can tell, there’s no bowl of sugar cubes on the table. And I can’t see one on the floor where it might have been knocked over, either.’

Tanika took a moment to remind herself that Judith’s manner could be infuriating, but she was rarely – if ever – wrong. She sighed, and then said with a weary smile, ‘You can’t help yourself, can you?’

‘If by that you mean what I think you mean, then thank you.’

‘So, here we are again, ladies. You’re planning to investigate, aren’t you? All three of you. Just to get it out there in the open.’

‘Oh no,’ Becks said. ‘It was pure coincidence we could help with the murders last time. And the time before. This murder’s none of our business.’

‘None of our business?’ Suzie said, outraged.

‘Well, you know what I mean,’ Becks said, not wanting to start a fight. ‘We all got pulled into those first murders very much against our will, didn’t we?’

‘And I can’t help noticing that here, once again, you are,’ Tanika said.

‘I didn’t know Geoffrey was about to die, did I?’ Suzie said. ‘I was here to try and bribe him into looking on my planning application favourably.’ Suzie only belatedly remembered she was talking to a police officer. ‘I mean, not “bribe” – that would be illegal,’ she added in a rush, ‘I wanted to see how he operated, that’s all. Get a sense of what made him tick.’

‘But I know how this goes,’ Tanika said. ‘Now that the three of you are here, you’ll be wanting to investigate whether I agree to it or not. So here’s what I think we should do. Tomorrow morning, I want you to come to Maidenhead Police Station where I’ll officially hire you as civilian advisers for the case.’

The three friends were stunned.

‘You won’t try to stop us?’ Judith asked.

‘I’ve brought you in before, I can do it again.’

‘But that was against your detective inspector’s wishes.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about that. This time I know the detective inspector will approve.’

‘Has he forgiven us for last time?’ Becks asked hopefully.

‘Hardly. If anything, DI Hoskins dislikes you even more. But it doesn’t much matter what he thinks,’ Tanika said with a sly grin.

‘Why?’ Suzie asked. ‘Has he been moved on? Or – I know! – did a sting operation catch him with his hands in the till?’

‘Oh no, he still works at the station. But he’s no longer superior to me.’

‘How can that be?’ Becks asked.

‘I agreed to be fast-tracked, I took my exams – I’m now a detective inspector.’

Judith and her friends were briefly speechless, and then Becks came over and gave Tanika a big hug as Judith and Suzie started to call out their congratulations.

‘But this is simply the most marvellous news!’ Judith said, summing up the feelings of them all.

‘It is,’ Tanika agreed with a bashful smile that also managed to radiate deep pride.

‘Your father must be so proud of you.’

‘He now wants to know when I’m going to be a superintendent, but you’re right, he’s proud.’

‘Of course he is.’

‘Well, this is a turn up for the books,’ Suzie said with a chuckle. ‘The old gang back together again.’

‘Indeed,’ Tanika agreed. ‘Although you promise you’ll do as I say? It’s still pretty unorthodox, hiring civilian advisers, even if I know it’s the right thing to do.’

‘Don’t worry, you can trust us,’ Judith said as she rootled in her handbag for her little tin of boiled sweets. Pulling it out, she popped the lid and offered it to her friends. ‘I think this is cause for a celebration. Travel sweet?’

As the four women reached into the tin to choose their sweet, Judith found herself thinking of the four musketeers touching swords before embarking on a mission.

‘One for all?’ she asked.

‘And all for one,’ her three friends said.

They all popped sweets into their mouths and Judith bit down on hers with a satisfying crunch.






Chapter 3

The next day it was a cold and fresh spring morning, and the town was abuzz with the news that Geoffrey had been murdered. In all the coffee shops, and from the Methodist Hall to the rowing club, it was the only topic anyone could talk about. For many, their shock was accompanied by a sharp sense of loss. Geoffrey had been a Marlow man since birth, and his years of service and unflappable good cheer had meant he’d touched the lives of thousands. Within hours, piles of fresh flowers and messages of thanks were being left by the door of the council building and there was a steady stream of people going into All Saints’ church to light a candle in his memory.

Judith, Becks and Suzie presented themselves at the reception of Maidenhead Police Station at 9 a.m. The somewhat bemused desk sergeant agreed that there were indeed three lanyards waiting for them, although it was hard to tell who was more surprised by this fact – him, or Judith and her friends. Having issued them with their passes, he pressed a button and a door beyond the desk opened.

Going through, the women found themselves in a stairwell that led upstairs. They’d been in the police station before – they’d even once been allowed to help Tanika semi-officially – but they’d always known they were outsiders who’d been brought in as a last resort. They had no idea how their arrival at the beginning of the case would be greeted. Or rather, having got to know some of Tanika’s colleagues, they had a very good idea how they would be greeted, and they weren’t looking forward to it one bit.

Once they arrived at the first floor, the three friends paused by a set of double doors. Judith straightened her hair, and then she pointed to a bit of green that was stuck in between Suzie’s teeth.

‘Thanks,’ Suzie said as she used a dirty fingernail to scrape at her tooth.

‘Gosh,’ Becks said, but didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t need to. Her friends were thinking similarly.

‘You know what I do when I feel out of my depth?’ Judith said to no one in particular. ‘I just keep swimming. Come on, ladies. Chin up, shoulders back.’

Judith pushed the double doors open and led her friends into the incident room. There were half a dozen plain-clothed officers working at desks, a large whiteboard on a side wall with information stuck to it, and glass walls at the end that led to other offices, one of which Tanika occupied. She saw Judith and her friends arrive and came into the main room.

‘OK everyone,’ she called out to get her team’s attention. ‘Listen up. These are our civilian advisers for the case. Some of you may recognise them from the Dunwoody case a few years ago, when I’d like to remind you they were able to make key contributions. And as you also know, I used them on an informal basis following the murder of Sir Peter Bailey last year. Again, their help proved invaluable, so this time I’m getting them in from the start. Let me introduce them. First, we’ve got Suzie Harris. She was present when Mr Lushington died. She’s a dog-walker, so she knows everyone in Marlow.’

‘And radio presenter,’ Suzie added.

‘What’s that?’

‘I’ve also got a Sunday evening radio show on Marlow FM. It’s called Pets’ Corner with Suzie Harris.’

‘OK—’

‘And some of you may recognise me from Paul Merchant versus the Cowboys.’

Tanika’s team were looking at Suzie blankly.

‘It was on ITV2 a few months ago – just before Catchphrase’s Catchiest Moments.’

‘But if Suzie knows everyone in Marlow,’ Tanika said, trying to wrest back control, ‘so does Becks Starling here.’

‘I don’t, you know,’ Becks said before wincing as Judith dug an elbow into her ribs to stay quiet.

‘She’s the wife of the vicar of All Saints’ Church, and there’s nothing about the internal workings of Marlow she doesn’t understand.’

‘I wouldn’t say that, either,’ Becks said. ‘Really, I know nothing.’

‘Which leaves only Judith Potts,’ Tanika said, trying not to sound exasperated as she bulldozed on. ‘She’s a professional crossword setter, never takes no for an answer – in fact, she quite often doesn’t take yes for an answer – and has one of the sharpest minds I’ve ever encountered.’

Judith glowed from the compliment.

Tanika introduced her team to Judith and her friends, and the women picked up on a range of emotions from the police officers. Most were sceptical, amused even – which didn’t bother the women one jot, that’s exactly how most police officers had always treated them – but there was one man who looked particularly sour. His name was Detective Sergeant Brendan Perry. He was in his fifties and he had the manner of someone who wanted to be somewhere else.

‘They’re officially working on the case?’ he asked Tanika.

‘In an advisory capacity.’

‘But they’ll get full access to the files?’

‘They’ve had full access before.’

‘They can interview witnesses?’

‘We’ll see about that,’ Tanika said, not wanting to back down in front of her team, but also agreeing that having the women out and about interviewing witnesses was perhaps a step too far.

During the introductions, Judith had drifted over to the whiteboard and was looking at the crime scene photos.

‘Anyone find the bowl of sugar?’ she asked.

‘What’s that?’ DS Perry asked.

‘At the scene. A sugar bowl?’

Tanika could already feel the tentative coalition of support among her team start to fracture.

‘I’ll take that as a no,’ Judith said. ‘Then what about the post-mortem? Has it been carried out yet?’

‘It has,’ Tanika said, relieved to get onto safer ground. ‘It says Mr Lushington died after ingesting aconite. And the labs say aconite was also found in the residue of coffee they found in his cup.’

‘And what’s aconite when it’s at home?’ Suzie asked.

‘It’s a plant,’ Judith said, ‘sometimes referred to as the Queen of Poisons. It also goes by the name of monkshood, wolfsbane and leopard’s bane. In Greek mythology, it’s what grew out of the ground when Hercules dragged the threeheaded Cerberus out of Hades. And it’s what Juliet drinks to kill herself at the end of Romeo and Juliet, now I’m thinking about it. And what the witches brew in Macbeth as well – where it’s called “tooth of wolf” – Shakespeare really had a thing for aconite.’

‘How do you know all that?’ DS Perry asked.

‘When you’ve set crosswords for as long as I have, you pick up all sorts of arcane information. Like the fact that leopard’s bane is an anagram of “adorable pens”, which I’ve always found rather charming.’

‘But why is it called the Queen of Poisons?’ Suzie asked.

‘Because it’s just about the most poisonous plant there is,’ Judith replied.

‘OK,’ Tanika said, realising that, far from getting the conversation back on track, she’d allowed Judith once again to derail it. ‘We’ve got an interview room we’ve set aside for the three of you. Let’s set you up there.’

‘But what about sugar?’ Judith said, not moving from her spot. ‘You said the post-mortem found Geoffrey had ingested aconite. Was there any sugar in his system?’

‘As it happens,’ Tanika said, ‘there was. And before you ask, sugar was also found in the dregs of the coffee in his cup.’

‘Which makes it a bit of a mystery, doesn’t it?’ Judith said triumphantly. ‘Since no bowls of sugar were found at the murder scene, where did the sugar in his coffee come from?’

‘Antonia,’ Tanika said, turning to the young officer whom the women had met the night before. ‘Could you go back to the murder scene and have another look? See if you can find a sugar bowl, or sachets of sugar – or any traces of the stuff anywhere.’

‘Yes, boss,’ Antonia said as she started to get her things together to leave.

‘Happy now?’ Tanika asked Judith as a peace offering.

‘Oh no,’ Judith said with a smile. ‘I won’t be happy until we’ve got Geoffrey’s killer behind bars. Come on, ladies,’ she added before heading to the main door.

‘Where are you going?’ Tanika asked.

‘Yes, where are we going?’ Becks asked as she and Suzie caught up with their friend.

‘To my house,’ Judith said. ‘That’s where we’ll be working.’

‘But I’ve got a spare office for you here,’ Tanika said.

‘Oh no, that won’t do at all. The three of us live in Marlow, we’re not coming all this way every day when we’ve got a perfectly good base in my house. Don’t worry, we’ll be in touch when we need you,’ she said before heading off – Suzie and Becks trotting to keep up with her.

Tanika looked at her team and could see how sceptical they all were.

‘Get back to work,’ she said before heading back to her office.

Once there, she sat down at her desk and put her head in her hands. She’d worked so hard to become a detective inspector. It had involved the most incredible sacrifices. By hiring Judith, Suzie and Becks, had she just put her career in jeopardy?






Chapter 4

Judith’s house was a gorgeous Arts and Crafts mansion that sat on the River Thames on the outskirts of Marlow. She shared her home with a barely tame Bengal cat called Daniel, floor-to-ceiling bookcases jammed full of reference books, and an old Blüthner grand piano that she only played late at night if she’d had a few too many drinks. A layer of dust covered every surface, the fireplace was almost never swept out, and discarded clothes and old crockery lay in piles.

Living on her own was bliss for Judith. On the whole. At a surface level, it was certainly true: she set crosswords for the national newspapers, swam most days in the Thames that flowed past the bottom of her garden, and she broadly did what she wanted when she wanted, without reference to anyone else, least of all, any man. But at a deeper level, there was a tragedy she always carried with her. Her abusive husband had died many decades ago, and she’d found herself starting to hoard all of the local and national newspapers soon afterwards. Before too long, she’d found that all publications, from parish magazines to council-issued newsletters, had to be saved. And when the piles of paper had threatened to overwhelm her, she’d decided to convert a couple of rooms to the side of her house into an archive, and then hid the whole thing behind lock and key. She’d been forced to reveal her secret archive to Becks and Suzie when they’d started investigating the murder of her neighbour, and she’d even half-cleared one of the rooms since then so they could use it as a makeshift incident room. However, there was no way she was getting rid of the rest of her archive. It meant too much to her, even if she couldn’t quite articulate what that meaning was. But she’d no more get rid of it than she’d get rid of a limb. It was part of who she was.

On this particular morning, as Judith led her two friends to the locked door in the corner of her sitting room, the sun shone brightly through the mullioned windows, and golden daffodils could be seen outside poking through the thick grass of the lawn.

‘I think if Tanika wants to work at the police station, we should work at the police station,’ Becks said for the hundredth time.

Her friends ignored her for the hundredth time as Judith took the key from around her neck and opened the padlock.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve had a clear-out?’ Suzie asked as Judith pushed the door open and entered the first of her two archive rooms.

In the further half of the room, there were still towers of ancient newspapers that reached up to the ceiling, and other mounds of papers where some of the towers had long ago toppled.

‘I see the answer’s no,’ Becks said, before letting out an almighty sneeze. ‘Sorry!’ she said as she pulled a hankie from her handbag and held it to her nose.

The area of the room nearest to the women had three fold-out garden chairs in front of a large map of Marlow that was pinned to the wall.

‘So how do you want to do this?’ Suzie asked.

‘How about I write the names of everyone who was at the meeting last night on paper and we can stick them up on the wall one by one,’ Judith said. ‘We can discuss them as we go.’

‘Have you got any spare paper?’ Suzie asked as she indicated the many thousands of newspapers elsewhere in the room.

‘Very funny,’ Judith said, picking up a pile of unused index cards. ‘So, the victim was Geoffrey Lushington. How about you make yourself useful, Suzie. Can you give us a quick rundown of how he was last night?’

Judith wrote ‘Geoffrey Lushington – victim’ on an index card and pinned it to the wall next to the map. She then stuck a pin in the map where the town council had their office, picked up a nearby ball of red wool and strung the wool between the two pins.

‘Sure,’ Suzie said. ‘He was basically how he always is. Upbeat, you know? I dog-sat for him, back in the day. He had this gorgeous spaniel called Monty. Wouldn’t do what he was told, completely untrainable, I loved him. But Geoffrey was always friendly, nothing was too much bother. He didn’t even mind when I failed to turn up to look after Monty, which happened a few times. In fact, now I’m thinking about it, he ended up dog-sitting for me a few times.’

This didn’t surprise Judith or Becks. Suzie had always been a bit of an engine of chaos, and they could well imagine how her clients might end up doing her work for her, while also no doubt still paying her.

‘That chimes with my dealings with him,’ Becks said. ‘He always made an effort to talk to me at all those awful events I have to attend. Not that they’re awful!’ Becks added, fearful she’d let the side down. ‘But they can be a bit “samey”, and most dignitaries only want to talk to Colin, seeing as he’s the vicar. I’m just his “plus one”.’

‘You’re nobody’s “plus one”,’ Judith said.

‘Thank you. But Geoffrey wasn’t like that with me at all. He always wanted to know how I was. And ever since he threw that reception for us, he’s been more interested in me than Colin.’

‘Yes, that’s my memory of him as well,’ Judith said. ‘It’s rare to meet a man who’s prepared to treat you like you’re actually a useful member of society. He wasn’t threatened by women at all, was he.’

‘Which makes it all the more peculiar that he was killed,’ Becks said. ‘Whoever would want to kill a man that lovely?’

‘Good point,’ Judith said. ‘It makes me think we should really focus on the “why” of it.’ Judith wrote ‘WHY?’ in big letters on Geoffrey’s index card. ‘Seeing as he was such a good man, why did he have to die? Do either of you know what he did for a living?’

‘He was a publisher of some sort,’ Suzie said. ‘His house was covered in books, anyway. They were everywhere.’

‘What about family?’

‘I don’t think there were any kids,’ Suzie said. ‘But he was married. Back in the day.’

‘What happened to his wife?’

‘She died, I think. Some time ago.’

‘Just to ask the question,’ Judith said, ‘his death couldn’t have been suicide, could it?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Becks said. ‘He was far too kind to do something so horrendous in public. He’d have worried how it would have affected everyone else who was there. Which reminds me, Suzie, what were you doing at the meeting last night?’

‘Me? Oh, not much,’ Suzie said as though it wasn’t worth mentioning.

‘But you said something to Tanika about how you were trying to bribe Geoffrey,’ Judith said. ‘What was that about?’

‘I did, didn’t I,’ Suzie said as she realised she’d have to come clean. ‘OK, so if you must know, I wanted to see how planning applications are treated. Maybe even get an idea of how I should apply to make sure my request got through.’

‘What planning application?’ Judith asked, surprised.

‘Just a small thing.’

‘But you’ve finished your building work,’ Becks said. ‘The front of your house looks wonderful.’

‘Thanks. But when we had one of those breaks in filming, the TV show’s architect and I got talking. He was saying about this craze in Japan, and he reckoned someone should start emulating it here.’

‘What craze?’

‘You promise you won’t tell anyone? I’m not having someone else get wind of the idea and set it up before me.’

‘Of course not,’ Judith said.

‘OK. Ready? The answer’s … a pod hotel.’

‘A pod what?’ Judith asked.

‘You know, those pod hotels you get in Japan. Where you basically sleep in a cigar tube.’

‘You can’t possibly mean you want to build one in Marlow.’

‘Marlow’s perfect!’

‘But where are you going to build it? You don’t own any land you could build a hotel on.’

‘I own a garden,’ Suzie said a touch defensively. ‘And it wouldn’t be a full hotel at first. You can buy the units standalone, so I was looking to put sixteen pods in as a start. And the thing is, it’s a bit of a legal grey area. My architect friend said you don’t need planning permission if whatever you’re building is lower than the height of a standard fence.’

‘No, I’m sorry














OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE N
QUEE
POISENS

ROBERT THORDGOOD

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES






OEBPS/images/9780008567323_Cover.jpg
A MARLOW MURPER CLUB MYSTERY

“ UUUUUUUUUUUUUUU 'S WRITING’
l‘.’

CRIME MONTHLY

ROBERT THOROGOOD

THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER





