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Chapter 1

After the excitement of the previous summer, Mrs Judith Potts spent the winter returning to the more solitary rhythms of life. She woke late, watched a bit of telly, played clock patience, went for walks when the mood took her – which wasn’t in truth all that often – and made sure she set aside time each day to compile her cryptic crosswords for the newspapers.

When the Christmas lights went up in the High Street, she found herself, as she did every year, quietly absenting herself from the festivities. It wasn’t that she was opposed to Christmas. Far from it. It was more that she felt it belonged to other people, mostly parents with young children and families hell-bent on enforced jollity.

But if Christmas was a bit of a chore, and the time between Christmas and New Year’s Day a baffling week of non-existence, Judith knew January belonged to her. It was almost her favourite month. No one asked her to do anything in January. Or go anywhere. She could fully recharge her batteries and take stock.

And go wild swimming, of course.

Judith didn’t let the fact that it was winter deter her from her near-daily dips in the River Thames. At this time of year, her swims were of necessity brief, but she never missed the chance to commune with nature, and she loved the zingy feeling her skin had for the rest of the day. She especially loved to swim when she had a problem to work through, which was why she was in the Thames on this particular January morning.

She was trying to solve a mystery.

It had started that morning, when she’d picked up that week’s copy of the Marlow Free Press. Seeing as it was the beginning of the year, the paper was even more bereft of news than usual – the lead story concerned the shock closure of a local postbox – but it was the cryptic crossword that Judith looked forward to the most. It never took her long to solve, but there was a clarity to the clueing she found hugely satisfying. That morning’s effort had been no different. However, once she’d finished and looked at the completed grid, she’d had an instinct that something was ‘off’ about her answers. There was something her subconscious was trying to tell her, but she couldn’t quite work out what it was. Judith hated loose ends. All puzzles had to be solved as far as she was concerned, which was why she’d decided to have a good think about it on her morning swim.

And it was because she was thinking about the crossword rather than her surroundings that she mistakenly got into a fight with a swan.

She hadn’t meant to, as she’d recount to her two friends Becks and Suzie later that day. It wasn’t even her fault as far as she could tell. It was all the fault of a dead duck she’d found floating upside down in the middle of the river, although it hadn’t initially looked like a duck at all. She’d thought she was swimming towards a couple of orange-coloured twigs that were sticking out of the water. But as Judith got closer, she’d finally seen the white body, neck and head of the duck submerged underwater and she’d splashed in a panic over to the side of the river to get away.

In doing so, she inadvertently swam in between a mother swan and her cygnets. As it was January, the cygnets were almost fully grown, but their mother still reared and hissed, her wingspan now wider than Judith was tall. Judith briefly wondered if she could get in between the span of the wings and grab the swan by the neck to take her down. But, like nearly everyone raised in the UK, she knew that a swan ‘can break your arm’, and she also guessed there’d be something unedifying about a completely naked seventy-eight-year-old woman wrestling with a swan.

Because that was the other problem. As was always the case when she went for a swim from the boathouse at the bottom of her garden, Judith wasn’t wearing a swimming costume. Of course she wasn’t. They were damp, dank things that clung to your body and ruined the true feeling of freedom swimming gave you.

The swan’s head shot forward with a terrifying hiss and Judith realised she’d have to get out of the water, and fast. At least she knew she was at a bend in the river where few people ever stopped.

Unfortunately, it was precisely because it was such a remote location that it held such happy memories for Ian Barnes. Ian had grown up in Marlow, had moved away some years ago, but had wanted to bring his wife Mandie and their two young children back to show them some of his favourite haunts from his childhood. This included the delightful spot on the river where he’d spent so many happy days birdwatching.

It was just as Ian was pointing out the exact tree stump where he’d once seen not one but two kingfishers, that a naked seventy-eight-year-old woman climbed out of the river right in front of him and his family, ran a few paces along the bank – her body oscillating wondrously – before throwing off a flamboyant salute as she jumped back into the river, her legs tucked up under her so she could ‘bomb’ back into the water with a massive splash.

As she resurfaced, Judith let out a joyous ‘Ha!’ She had of course been mortified to find herself naked so near other people, but she’d decided to style it out by waving at the family and jumping back into the river, so they’d really have something to talk about. It was her gift to them.

Judith couldn’t stop grinning as she allowed the current to carry her downstream, all thoughts of the Marlow Free Press crossword long forgotten. She kept replaying the look on the poor family’s face. Their mild-mannered horror would keep her tickled for months.

However, it was because of the incident with the dead duck and the very-much-alive swan that Judith returned to the boathouse at the bottom of her garden far sooner than normal. This meant that once she put on her grey woollen cape and swished back to her Arts and Crafts mansion, she arrived just in time to hear the house phone ringing. She grabbed the handset up and a gruff male voice asked her if she was Mrs Judith Potts.

‘Speaking,’ she said.

‘My name’s Sir Peter Bailey,’ the man said in the sort of voice that told men to go over the top in battle. ‘We’ve not met before, but I’d like to ask a favour. You see, I’m getting married tomorrow.’

‘Congratulations,’ Judith said, noticing that the fire in the grate was still glowing. Her skin was puckered with goosebumps, her feet were cold on the parquet, so she went and sat down in her favourite wingback and let the embers warm her.

‘The thing is, I’m having a drinks party this afternoon as a small celebration, and I’d like you to come.’

Judith was puzzled. Sir Peter was the head of one of the most pre-eminent families in Marlow, why the sudden invitation?

‘Nothing too formal,’ he continued. ‘Lounge suits, dresses, that sort of thing. It’s just a few drinks if I’m honest. Two for two thirty. And wrap up warm. The forecast is for clear skies, but it will still be cold. You know where I live?’

Judith knew where Sir Peter lived. Everyone in Marlow did. But she felt mildly irritated that he presumed she’d drop everything at a moment’s notice. She already had plans for that afternoon. She was going to have toasted crumpets in front of the fire with some blackberry jam she’d bought from the Saturday food market. And perhaps a tot or two of home-made sloe gin she kept under the sink in the kitchen for special occasions. In fact, why on earth would she want to give all that up to go to a party?

‘That’s very kind of you, but why are you inviting me?’

‘It’s quite simple. I thought the day before my wedding would be a chance to thank some of the key people in Marlow. You know, the Rotary, the parish council, that sort of thing. And I was impressed with how you helped the town last summer.’

‘Oh, I see. You know about that?’

‘Everyone knows how you helped the police solve those horrific murders.’

‘I hope you don’t expect anyone to be murdered,’ Judith said with a chortle.

‘What?’ Sir Peter asked. ‘Of course not. Why would you say that?’

Judith was intrigued. She could tell that her comment had rattled Sir Peter for some reason.

‘It was just a joke,’ she said.

‘Well, it was in very bad taste.’

‘It’s only bad taste if someone’s killed.’

‘No one’s frightened for their life here. I really don’t understand why you’d suggest they were. Do you want to come to the party or not?’

No one’s frightened for their life? Judith thought to herself. What an odd thing to say. Why was Sir Peter suddenly so flustered? Judith decided that her crumpets and sloe gin would have to wait for another day.

‘I’d be delighted to come to the party,’ she said.

‘Good,’ Sir Peter said gruffly. ‘See you this afternoon.’

Once she’d finished the call, Judith dialled the number for Becks Starling.

‘Judith, hold on,’ Becks said as she answered. ‘Colin, stir the roux, would you? How are you?’ she said back into the phone. ‘Sorry, can’t chat long, we’re out this afternoon.’ Before Judith could explain why she’d rung, Becks was overtaken by events. ‘Sam, why do you want a box of matches – there’s no reason to want matches, what are you doing? Oh God,’ she said back into the phone. ‘I’m sorry, it’s Chloe on call waiting. She spent the night at her boyfriend’s house. I need to take this. Anything could have happened.’

Becks hung up and Judith realised she’d not spoken, not even once. Judith smiled to herself. Becks was married to the vicar of Marlow, a very nice man called Colin – with all the positive and negative connotations of that word, ‘nice’. Despite having made it her life’s work to be the perfect Home Counties housewife and mother, Becks had allowed herself to be pulled into Judith’s orbit the year before when a gunman had started killing people in Marlow. Since then, they’d become firm friends, even if Becks still worried that Judith was exactly the sort of free spirit her mother had always warned her about. As for Judith, she could see how much energy Becks put into servicing the needs of her family and community, and she just wished her friend spent a tenth of her talents on meeting her own needs. But Becks would never change, Judith knew. It was partly why she enjoyed her company so much.

Judith dialled another number. After a couple of rings, Suzie Harris came on the line.

‘Well, if it isn’t the famous Judith Potts,’ Suzie said in what Judith felt was a slightly stagey voice.

Suzie was a solidly comfortable fifty-year-old woman, and the third member of Judith’s gang.

‘Apologies for ringing out of the blue,’ Judith said, ‘but I think I’ve just had a very strange conversation.’

‘Then tell us all about it.’

‘What do you mean, “tell us”?’

‘You’re “on air”, caller. So, you’d better keep it clean,’ Suzie added with a knowing chuckle.

Judith’s blood ran cold.

Following her brush with fame the year before, Suzie had managed to bag herself a mid-morning slot presenting on the community radio station, Marlow FM. Suzie would play records, take phone calls to discuss the burning issues of the day, and use every opportunity to promote her dog-walking and dog-sitting business in a way that broke pretty much all broadcasting rules. But then, as Suzie put it, she was a single mother – even though her daughters had long flown the nest – and she’d always hustled to make ends meet. She wasn’t going to pass up the chance for free advertising.

‘You’re broadcasting this?’ Judith asked.

‘Always happy to take a call from you, Judith.’ There was a slightly possessive tone to Suzie’s words that made Judith pause. Suzie was far too taken with her recently minted celebrity status as far as she was concerned, but that was a matter for another time.

‘Really, Suzie, I shouldn’t have my calls to you broadcast to the whole town, but what time does your show finish?’

‘I’m handing over to Karen Hird and her Lunchtime Boys at one.’

‘Good. When you finish, do you want to go to a party?’






Chapter 2

To the east of Marlow, the River Thames bulges around a small island that has a lock on one side and a frothing weir on the other. In the calm water beyond lie some of the town’s smartest properties.

Sir Peter Bailey’s house, White Lodge, was perhaps the grandest of the lot. It was a three-storey Georgian mansion in cream stucco, a grass tennis court on one side, a white-painted glass orangery on the other with an Elizabethan–style knot garden in front of it. On the riverside, the mown stripes of lawn looked even sharper, even more precise, than anything the neighbours were able to muster. As for Sir Peter’s boat moored at the bottom of the garden, it was a sleek motor launch finished in polished wood that he’d imported from Venice.

Everything about the property oozed money, and Suzie didn’t quite know where to park her clapped-out dog-walking van when she and Judith arrived. Luckily for them, a fresh-faced teenager in a high-viz jacket indicated that they should park in the field next door to the garden.

‘Bloody hell,’ Suzie said as they climbed out of her van. ‘Imagine having car parking attendants for your party?’

It was one of those January days that was fresh and sunny, with cotton wool clouds in a bright blue sky, and as Judith and Suzie entered the garden, they could see a hundred or so smartly dressed people chatting and laughing by a gleaming marquee.

‘I reckon I could get my house in that marquee two times over,’ Suzie said. ‘Are you sure they won’t mind you bringing me?’

‘Of course not.’

‘I’m not exactly dressed for a party.’

Suzie was an oak of a woman, with ruddy cheeks and a booming voice. She was wearing a bright red puffa jacket over a faded aquamarine Aertex T-shirt, old jeans with dried mud around the ankles, and an old pair of walking boots.

‘I think you look just perfect,’ Judith said.

‘OK, then I’ll blame you if anyone complains. Now, where are the canapés?’

As Suzie asked the question, a young waiter came over with a tray of champagne. She and Judith each took a glass, although Suzie also took a second glass.

‘For my friend,’ she said to the waiter, indicating an imaginary friend some way away.

‘Well, isn’t this lovely,’ Judith said, sipping her champagne and taking in the view.

‘Sure is,’ Suzie said, downing the first of her two glasses. ‘Bloody hell, the bubbles get up your nose. I don’t know why people drink this stuff. So, where’s this Sir Peter who invited you?’

‘I can’t see him. But you’ll know it when you do. He looks like a major general, all moustache and barking voice.’

‘Judith?’ a delighted voice said, before adding ‘Suzie?’ a touch more carefully.

Becks Starling swished over, and Judith thought she wouldn’t see a lovelier sight all day. Becks always looked glossy – with perfect blonde hair and manicured nails – but today Judith’s friend positively glowed with good health. She was wearing an elegant cream-coloured halter-necked dress with a dark blue cashmere shrug over her shoulders. And Judith’s eye was immediately drawn to what looked like a brand-new sapphire ring on her hand. If it was real, it was expensive.

‘You look beautiful,’ Judith said.

‘You think so?’ Becks said, blushing. ‘Really?’

‘You always look beautiful, but you look particularly pretty today.’

Becks was embarrassed in an instant and did what she always did after receiving a compliment – she apologised.

‘I’m sorry about our phone call earlier on,’ she said. ‘I was so distracted with the kids running around and Colin getting in the way. And I had to get ready for the party. Why were you ringing?’

‘Just to invite you to this,’ Judith said. ‘So, no damage done. You’re already here.’

‘I’m Colin’s plus one. He’s marrying the bride and groom tomorrow. He’s over there,’ Becks said, pointing at her husband over by the marquee. As was usual, Colin was wearing a dark suit with white dog collar, but as was not usual, he was chatting to a woman who was wearing a figure-hugging dress entirely made of gold sequins. Every curve of her body shimmered in the bright sunlight.

They all heard Colin laugh, and even at a distance, the three friends could detect a desperate, almost fawning, quality to it.

Becks’ brow furrowed.

‘Aye aye,’ Suzie said. ‘Prawn tempura at three o’clock.’

Suzie had explained to Judith on the way to the party that eating sufficient numbers of canapés at a party was at least a two-person job. You had to have one person facing the party – which she’d deemed Judith’s job – while the second member of the team stood almost back-to-back to the first, making sure they clocked every waiter as they arrived from the kitchens. For Sir Peter’s party, the caterers had a smaller tent that contained the kitchen and plating-up area, so Suzie had kept herself facing in that direction since arriving.

As a waiter passed on the way to the main marquee, Suzie plucked two large tempura prawns from his platter.

‘Ta!’ she called after the waiter as he carried on his way.

‘I didn’t know you knew the Bailey family?’ Becks said to her friends.

‘I don’t,’ Suzie said, while juggling a hot battered prawn in her mouth.

‘Nor do I,’ Judith said, before explaining how she was only attending because she’d had such an odd conversation with Sir Peter that morning.

‘You can’t possibly think someone’s going to be murdered?’ Becks asked, appalled.

‘Of course not. But my mention of murders definitely spooked him. Something’s up, you mark my words. By the way, have you seen Sir Peter anywhere?’

‘You know it’s funny,’ Becks said. ‘Now you mention it, I haven’t seen him since I got here.’

‘What if someone’s killed him?’ Suzie said with an excited spatter of batter, having only seconds before chosen to commit to her second prawn. ‘Sorry!’ she added, which was a mistake, as it meant she spattered even more prawn, this time over Becks’ cream dress.

‘Suzie!’ Becks said, stepping back in horror.

‘Sorry!’ Suzie said as she used her hand to wipe down Becks’ dress, in the process leaving a much larger oily smear on the fabric.

‘Oh God, I’ve made it worse!’ she said.

‘Please stop!’ Becks said, looking at her friend in frustration. ‘This dress was expensive.’

‘I’m so sorry, the prawn tempura’s a bit greasy. You’ll have to get that seen to,’ Suzie added, indicating the smear on the dress as though she were offering sage advice.

They all heard the roar of an engine as a battered Triumph sports car with a black fabric roof turned onto the driveway, fumes belching from the exhaust. It parked up by the house and a man who was wearing tan chinos and a purple floral shirt under a tweed jacket got out of the driver’s side and ran his hands through his long dark hair.

Even from a distance it was possible to see that the man was very handsome.

‘Hello, hello,’ Suzie said. ‘I like the look of our new guest. Who do you think he is?’






Chapter 3

As the car parked up, a man in his sixties with a bushy grey moustache and slicked down hair emerged from the house wearing a navy blazer and salmon-pink trousers. He had a glass of champagne in one hand and a cigarette in the other as he marched over to the younger man.

‘There he is,’ Becks said, indicating the man in the blazer. ‘That’s Sir Peter.’

They all heard Sir Peter call out, ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

The younger man laughed as though it was all of no concern and said that it was his home, he could come and go as he damn well pleased.

‘Now this is more like a proper wedding,’ Suzie said, appreciatively. ‘A punch-up.’

Over by the main group of guests, a woman peeled off and strode over to join the two men. She was wearing a black coat over a simple black dress, had choppy brown hair and rosy cheeks, and she was clearly agitated.

‘That’s Jenny Page,’ Becks whispered to her friends. ‘The bride-to-be. I’ve only met her a few times, but she’s very nice. Very straightforward …’

Becks trailed off as Jenny started remonstrating with the young man, Sir Peter now trying to calm her down, the whole party watching on, agog. Judith guessed that she was perhaps seeing why Sir Peter had been so peculiar during their phone call. There was serious discord within the Bailey family.

‘It’s my big day tomorrow, how could you do this to me?’ they all heard Jenny say to the younger man.

‘I’m not doing anything to anyone,’ he replied, still apparently unfussed.

‘Don’t you speak to my wife like that!’ Sir Peter barked.

‘You’re not married yet, Dad.’

‘You have to make everything about you, don’t you?’ Jenny sobbed. ‘You can’t bear to see anyone else happy.’

Jenny burst into tears and dashed inside.

Sir Peter closed the distance between himself and the younger man and started jabbing him in the chest as he continued to castigate him. And then, with a final stab, he turned on his heels and strode into the house.

Once Sir Peter had left the field of battle, the guests at the party did the only thing true-born Englishmen and Englishwomen could do. They went back to their small talk as though there hadn’t been any kind of disturbance at all. The nearby waiters all raised their trays and began circulating again.

‘Are we all just going to pretend that didn’t happen?’ Suzie asked.

Colin Starling came over and joined the women.

‘Hello everyone,’ he said. ‘I take it that’s the son, Tristram.’

‘Sir Peter has a son?’ Judith asked.

‘And a daughter, Rosanna. She’ll be here somewhere. They’re from Sir Peter’s first marriage. I’ve had quite a few meetings with Sir Peter and Jenny over the last few weeks, and I believe Tristram doesn’t approve of his father remarrying. I don’t know why I’m telling you that, it’s quite clear father and son don’t get on.’

‘Although I couldn’t help noticing you were getting on very well with that lady over there, darling,’ Becks said with a smile that only Colin didn’t realise was deadly.

‘Yes, that’s Miss Louise. She runs a local dance school.’

‘Miss Louise?’

Once again, Colin didn’t realise the danger he was in.

‘That’s how she introduced herself.’

Before Becks could ask any more questions, the young man sauntered over to the group. Up close, he really was very good-looking, Judith thought to herself. He was in his late thirties, with a strong jaw and sparkling blue eyes.

‘Sorry about the fracas,’ he said with a rueful grin. ‘Is there any champagne?’ he added with a twinkle to Becks, and Judith felt there was a flirty promise of mischief in the question.

‘I’m not sure Sir Peter would be too happy with that,’ Judith said in her most matronly manner.

‘Then how about we just add it to the long list of things he’s not happy with?’ the man said. ‘Tristram Bailey. I should have said. And I think I’ll go and find that drink. See you at the wedding tomorrow.’

Judith and her friends looked at each other, surprised by Tristram’s sangfroid after such a public bust-up.

‘Well, he seems very sure of himself,’ Judith said.

In the distance, the bells of All Saints’ Church rang out across the town to mark 3 p.m. Judith turned and looked in the direction of the church across the river and saw a large motorboat drive past the bottom of the garden. She was just thinking ‘what a horrible monstrosity’, when they all heard an almighty crash from inside the house, and the sound of glass smashing.

The whole party stopped to look in the direction of the house, and Jenny appeared at an upstairs balcony, also drawn by the noise.

‘What was that?’ she asked the guests below.

Tristram turned on his heels and headed straight for the house. After a few moments of indecision, Judith took off after him – followed by Suzie, Becks, Colin and half a dozen other guests.

‘Do you know what that was?’ Judith called ahead to Tristram.

Tristram didn’t reply as he went through a door into the house.

‘Sounded … monumental,’ Judith said to her friends as they entered through the same door and found themselves in a stone–flagged boot room. Tristram had already entered the main hallway, so she carried on through to join him, followed by her friends and the other guests.

As they arrived in the hallway, Jenny ran down the staircase from upstairs.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘We need to find Father,’ Tristram said as he started opening doors that led from the main hallway – to the sitting room, a second drawing room, a kitchen – and the other guests also started to spread through the house.

‘Isn’t he in the garden with you?’ Jenny asked Tristram.

‘I thought he was with you.’

‘Did you hear where that noise came from?’ Judith asked Jenny, wanting to help narrow down the search.

‘I don’t know,’ Jenny said. ‘But it definitely came from downstairs somewhere.’

‘Dad?’ Tristram called out, but there was no answer. ‘Where are you? Dad? Oh God,’ he said darkly, an idea occurring to him as he walked out of the hallway.

Everyone followed Tristram down a corridor that ended in an ancient wooden door with rusting hinges. He grabbed the hoop of iron that passed for its handle and turned it, but the door didn’t open.

‘Dad?’ he called through the door. ‘Are you there?’

There was no reply.

‘What’s in there?’ Judith asked.

‘Dad’s study.’

Tristram turned the handle again and pushed hard at the door with his shoulder.

It didn’t budge.

‘Someone’s locked the door.’

‘Is there a key?’ Judith asked.

She could see Tristram was beginning to panic as he strode back along the corridor towards the kitchen. As he disappeared, a flustered-looking woman who Judith hadn’t seen before ran up to them. She had straight dark hair and was wearing a bright red military coat that had gold braid on the cuffs and collar.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

The woman’s manner was brusque, no nonsense, and, like her coat, a touch military.

‘We don’t know,’ Jenny said. ‘But there was that loud crash and now we can’t find Peter.’

‘Yes, I heard it,’ the woman said in agreement, which Judith found odd. Of course the woman had heard the noise. They’d all heard it.

‘Sorry, who are you?’ Judith asked.

‘Rosanna,’ the woman said, surprised by the question. ‘Rosanna Bailey.’

Tristram reappeared from the kitchen holding a fire extinguisher.

‘Tristram?’ Rosanna said. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Step back,’ he said.

Everyone gave Tristram space as he stood in front of the door and thumped the heavy fire extinguisher into the wood just above the handle. The door barely moved. Tristram pulled the fire extinguisher back and really smashed it into the door, and this time there was the sound of wood splitting, although the door still didn’t budge. He pulled the fire extinguisher back a third time, bashed it into the wood even harder. There was the sound of wood cracking, and the door swung open a few inches.

Tristram pushed into the room, followed by the others, and they all saw that a large mahogany cabinet had fallen away from the wall and was lying flat on the floor.

A pair of legs encased in salmon–pink trousers was sticking out from under it.

‘Oh God, Peter!’ Jenny called out as she ran to the cabinet. ‘We need to get this up!’

Everyone rushed to the cabinet, lining up around it, and, with a great heave, they were just able to lift it back up so it was standing vertically again. They could all see the body of Sir Peter lying among shards of glass and various pieces of laboratory equipment that had fallen off the shelves of the cabinet.

There was a slick of blood across his face, his right arm was twisted grotesquely under his body, and his left arm was thrown out to the side, a couple of his fingers bent at a horrifying angle.

He wasn’t breathing.

Jenny dropped to her knees at Sir Peter’s side and tried to find a pulse in his neck.

‘Peter, no! Peter!’ she cried.

‘Careful of that glass,’ Colin offered somewhat redundantly, but Jenny wasn’t listening as she kept desperately trying to find a pulse in her fiancé’s neck and wrist.

‘Jenny, you need to get up at once,’ Becks said, indicating that Colin should go to the woman.

‘Everyone, clear the room,’ Judith called out. ‘And someone ring the police!’

At the mention of the police, the group came back to life. Becks and Colin peeled a weeping Jenny away from the body, and the room cleared. Judith stayed behind to have a quick poke around. The room seemed like a typical man’s study, but what she particularly noted was that there was nowhere a person could have been hiding. Sir Peter had been on his own in the room when the cabinet fell onto him.

She also found herself running her eye over the old metal lock on the door that had ripped through the doorframe. She closed the door to check that the lock did indeed match up with the damage to the frame. It fitted perfectly. The door had been fully locked when Tristram had broken through it – although Judith found herself surprised at how easily the door moved. The wood looked hundreds of years old, the hinges were thick with rust, and since when did an old door close so smoothly? She looked at the hinges and saw that they were glistening.

Someone had recently oiled the hinges.

Judith peered at one of the hinges more closely. There was an odd smell, she thought to herself. Something that wasn’t quite right. What was it?

Suzie returned.

‘Are you investigating?’ she said in a stage whisper that could have started an avalanche in a neighbouring valley.

‘I don’t know,’ Judith said.

‘Becks and Colin have taken Jenny upstairs, and I’ve made everyone else go outside the front of the house to wait for the police. What’s up with the door?’

‘It’s the hinges. I think they’ve been oiled. And there’s an odd smell.’

Susie put her nose to the nearest hinge and sniffed.

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I recognise that smell. What is it?’

‘So, it’s not just me?’ Judith asked.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ Suzie said as she ran her finger down the oily hinge and licked her finger.

‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘It’s olive oil.’

‘That’s it!’ Judith agreed in realisation. ‘That’s exactly what I could smell. Olives. Who’d oil a door hinge with olive oil?’






Chapter 4

Everyone at the party, from the catering staff to the guests, milled on the driveway at the front of the house waiting for the police. The only people who weren’t present were Jenny, Becks and Colin. They remained inside White Lodge, upstairs.

‘Maybe oiling door hinges with olive oil is what posh people do,’ Suzie said to Judith. ‘WD-40 isn’t good enough for them.’

Judith smiled, but she was looking at the crowd and trying to work out what she felt about Sir Peter’s death. She could see Rosanna Bailey standing at the edge of the group, a few friends consoling her. Judith couldn’t help observing how easy it was to pick her out of the crowd. Nearly everyone else at the party had chosen muted colours for their outfits and her pillar-box red coat stood out like a beacon. Noticing Rosanna made Judith think of Tristram, and she tried to find him in the crowd. She couldn’t locate him.

‘Can you see Tristram anywhere?’ she asked Suzie.

‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘Wonder where he’s got to. By the way, did you see the way he looked at Becks?’

‘I did.’

‘Because you’re right, she looks great today, doesn’t she? And our Mr Tristram Bailey very definitely noticed her when he came over and talked to us.’

‘Maybe it was that new sapphire ring she has on her hand. I imagine it cost a pretty penny or two.’

‘What sapphire ring?’

‘Didn’t you notice? You should have a look. It’s rather splendid, baguette-cut, and set in lovely old gold. I suppose Colin must have bought it for her.’

‘You reckon he bought her a really nice ring?’

The women shared a glance, both knowing how unlikely that sounded.

Two police cars and an ambulance turned into the driveway, lights flashing, and stopped in a crunch of gravel by the house. As they pulled up, Becks came out of the house and headed towards the vehicles.

Judith and Suzie saw a woman get out of the lead car and they turned to each other and smiled.

‘Well, that’s a turn-up for the books,’ Suzie said.

‘How very gratifying,’ Judith said. ‘Shall we?’

‘Yeah. I reckon so.’

The two women walked towards the police car and caught up with Becks just as she reached Detective Sergeant Tanika Malik.

‘We really must stop meeting like this,’ Judith said.

‘What are the three of you doing here?’ Tanika asked, surprised.

Tanika was in her early forties, had straight hair tied up in a tight ponytail, and was wearing a charcoal grey suit. She’d been the Acting Senior Investigating Officer of the murders in Marlow the summer before and had only solved the case when she’d co-opted Judith and her friends into helping her.

‘It’s a complete coincidence,’ Becks explained, awkwardly. ‘But when I saw the police arrive, I thought I’d come out and tell you that the man who died, Sir Peter Bailey, was about to marry a woman called Jenny Page. Colin and I have taken her upstairs to her bedroom. She’s in a bad way. If you need to speak to her, that’s where she is. In fact, I should go back to her – if that’s OK?’

‘You’re with Sir Peter’s fiancée?’ Tanika asked.

‘I am.’

‘Thanks, that’s very good of you. Can you tell her we’ll come and talk to her once we’ve secured the scene? But only when she’s ready.’

‘I will,’ Becks said, and returned to the house.

Tanika looked at Judith and Suzie and could see the devil in their eyes.

‘Are you really saying your presence here is a coincidence?’ she asked.

‘Well, it’s funny you should say that,’ Judith said. ‘It’s not entirely a coincidence. But I’ll fill you in once you’ve processed the body. In the meantime, I think it would be helpful if you treated the death as suspicious.’

‘What makes you say that?’

Before Judith could answer, an ashen-faced Tristram came over and joined the women.

‘You’ll want to talk to me,’ he said to Tanika. ‘I’m Tristram Bailey. Dad’s son. I mean, Sir Peter’s son. The man who …’

Tristram failed to finish the sentence. He looked utterly broken.

‘Come on,’ Tanika said, her professional manner allowing her to be both consoling and practical at the same time. ‘It’s cold out here. Let’s get you inside and you can fill me in on what happened.’

Tanika put her hand on Tristram’s elbow and steered him towards the house.

Suzie and Judith realised they were at a bit of a loose end, and Tanika had been right when she’d said it was cold. Since the sun had gone down, all the warmth of the day had been replaced by an icy chill.

‘It’s bloody freezing out here,’ Suzie said.

‘Then I suggest we go inside,’ Judith said, looking over at two police officers as they explained to the guests how they were going to be taking their statements.

‘We can’t interfere. Tanika would kill us.’

‘Interfere?’ Judith said in mock outrage. ‘Interfering is for amateurs.’

Suzie laughed.

‘We investigate.’

‘OK,’ Suzie said. ‘Then what are we investigating?’

‘Sir Peter’s kitchen.’

‘Why? What are we looking for?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? A bottle of recently used olive oil.’

[image: ]

Once inside the study, Tanika took a moment to look at the room where the body of Sir Peter Bailey lay. There was a mess of papers on an old desk, and an ashtray and empty wine glass next to a faded armchair which stood beside a stone fireplace that was full of ash. Behind the desk there were a couple of old, framed X-ray pictures of human ribcages. She wondered why.

There was a bright flash as one of her officers photographed Sir Peter’s body, and Tanika went over to make a visual inspection. Crouching down, she saw that he was lying in a mess of old science equipment and smashed glass flasks, beakers, and jars. There was an old oscilloscope, bent metal stands and Bunsen burner; and valves that were attached to pieces of electrical circuitry. In among the mess there were little yellowed labels in faded ink with words like ‘Litmus Papers’, ‘Barium Sulphate’ and ‘Aluminium Hydroxide’ written on them. There were also smears of various coloured powders on the carpet where the contents of the various smashed glasses had tipped.

Tanika guessed that the science equipment was perhaps connected to the X-rays on the wall behind the desk.

As for the body, Tanika saw that Sir Peter’s hands, neck and head were cut where the glass lab equipment had crushed into his body when the cabinet fell onto him. There was also dried blood across his face and matted in his dark hair. There’d been significant blunt force trauma. It was no surprise, she thought to herself, as she looked at the wooden cabinet. It was almost twice as tall as her, at least fifteen feet wide and made from jet black mahogany wood. The ornamental carvings along the top of it – and the scrapes and marks on it from many decades of use – made it look like the sort of fixture you’d maybe find in a church or school. She wouldn’t be surprised if it weighed a tonne.

Considering its significant bulk, she found herself wondering how it had fallen over. The cabinet sat so very squarely on the floor; it was hard to imagine it toppling over under any circumstances. It was a shame the guests had felt the need to lift it back up, she thought. It was understandable, of course, but it meant the scene had already been tampered with before she and her team had even arrived.

Tanika went over to look out of the large picture windows. There were thick curtains either side that smelled of dust and smoke. Outside, below the window, she could see a bed of shrubs in the darkness. As for the windows themselves, they were metal-framed, a bit rusty in places, and the locks and catches had been painted over many times. A quick inspection showed Tanika that none of them had been opened for years.

Tanika remembered what Judith had said to her. She knew that Judith could be infuriating sometimes, eccentric always, but she wasn’t prone to flights of fancy when it came to the matter of murder. If she said Sir Peter’s death was suspicious, then it was worth using that as a starting hypothesis.

She turned to the nearest officer.

‘Can you see if you can find the key to the door? I see someone had to smash through it to get to the body.’

‘I think we’ve already got it,’ he said, and held up an evidence bag with an old iron key in it. ‘It was in the deceased’s trouser pocket.’

‘It was the deceased who locked the door?’

‘And by all accounts he was on his own in here when the rest of the party broke through the door.’

‘Then can you speak to the family? See if there are any other keys to this room?’

‘Sure thing.’

Tanika looked from the dead body to the cabinet that had crushed him. What on earth had happened here?






Chapter 5

‘Right,’ Suzie said, rubbing her hands together as she and Judith entered the house’s kitchen, ‘so we’re looking for a bottle of olive oil?’

‘Indeed. One that’s been used recently,’ Judith said as she started to open the cupboards and poke around. ‘But don’t touch it if you find it.’

‘Of course!’ Suzie said appreciatively. ‘In case it has fingerprints on it.’

Suzie went over to the windowsill where there was an old-fashioned Roberts radio. Turning it on, she started to twist the dial to retune it.

‘What are you doing?’ Judith asked.

‘Increasing Marlow FM’s reach, one listener at a time.’

When the radio started playing a song by Bucks Fizz, Suzie announced, ‘Ah there we are,’ and then she turned the radio off. ‘That’ll get the family listening the next time they turn this on.’

‘Do you always retune radios to Marlow FM?’

‘Whenever I can.’

‘Oh,’ Becks said as she entered the room. ‘What are you two doing in here?’

‘Looking for olive oil,’ Suzie said, as though this explained everything.

‘OK,’ Becks said, baffled by her friends. ‘I’m just getting some water for Jenny.’

As Becks took a glass from a shelf and filled it with water, she saw Judith and Suzie hunting in cupboards, but she refused to be drawn. It didn’t matter what they were up to, she told herself, her duty was to Jenny. Jenny was the one who was grieving. Jenny was the one who needed support. And Becks carried on telling herself that she definitely wasn’t going to ask her friends what they were doing as she headed out of the room with the glass of water.

‘OK, you’ve got to tell me,’ she said, stopping in the doorway, ‘why are you looking for olive oil?’

Judith explained how the hinges on the study door had been lubricated with olive oil.

Becks understood the significance immediately.

‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘You should tell the police.’

‘I don’t think they’d be interested. Not yet anyway. But I’ve got a theory.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Suzie said, as she opened the door to a walk-in larder and saw floor-to-ceiling shelves stuffed full of tins of food, pasta, wine, and everything in between. ‘This is like that scene at the end of Close Encounters of the Third Kind,’ she announced before walking in, wide-eyed with wonder.

‘How’s Jenny?’ Judith asked.

‘Really shaky,’ Becks said. ‘Not making a whole lot of sense.’

‘I don’t suppose that’s surprising after what she’s been through. What does she think happened?’

‘Why are you asking?’ Becks asked.

‘I’m not sure her husband’s death was entirely accidental.’

‘You think someone did this to him?’

‘Did you see the size of that cabinet? There’s no way that fell over on its own. And why didn’t Sir Peter just step out of the way when it started to fall over?’

‘I see what you mean. But what’s this got to do with Jenny?’

‘She was in the house at the time. Unlike pretty much everyone else.’

‘You think she pushed the cabinet onto him?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

‘But we all saw her come out onto the balcony upstairs at the same time as we heard the crash.’

‘I know that’s how it looked. But how soon after the cabinet fell over did she appear?’

‘Almost instantly.’

‘Maybe that was long enough.’

‘Hold on. You think she pushed the cabinet onto her husband-to-be in the study downstairs, ran up the stairs and then appeared on the balcony a split second later?’

Judith frowned.

‘No, it doesn’t seem very likely, does it? Not when you put it like that.’

‘And why would Jenny have wanted to kill Sir Peter the day before she was due to marry him?’

‘Now that’s a very good question,’ Judith conceded.

‘Oh my God,’ Suzie said, as she returned from the walk-in larder. ‘It’s like Narnia in there. But no olive oil, I’m afraid.’

‘I’ve not found any either. And that’s pretty much all of the cupboards checked, as far as I can see.’

‘But that’s impossible,’ Becks said. ‘There’s no way a family like this would have no olive oil.’

‘Well, you’re wrong there,’ Suzie said. ‘We’ve checked, and they don’t.’

‘In that case, it just means you’ve been looking in the wrong place.’

‘How can this be the wrong place? It’s the kitchen!’

‘I bet you can work out where it is,’ Judith said slyly to Becks.

‘Good idea!’ Suzie said, instantly divining her friend’s strategy. ‘If anyone can find the olive oil in this house it’s you. You’re the most middle-class person I know.’

‘Thank you,’ Becks said, not realising that Suzie’s words weren’t entirely complimentary. ‘But I really don’t have the time. I’ve got to take this water to Jenny.’

‘I’m sure it won’t take you any time at all,’ Judith said.

‘You know these people,’ Suzie said with a mock sincerity that Becks didn’t pick up on. ‘You are these people.’

Becks was moved by her friends’ support.

‘That’s just about the kindest thing you’ve ever said to me. So let’s see.’

Becks took a moment to centre herself like a martial arts sensei. She then glanced down at the induction hob and ran her palm over the four cooking areas – and the fifth workstation. It didn’t give her anything, so she turned slowly on the spot – again apparently without inspiration – and then she surprised her friends by crouching down on her haunches, so her eyeline was at the height of the kitchen counter. Judith and Suzie could see a look of puzzlement cross her face as she looked at the white countertop before she snapped back up, strode over to the sink, and peered at its gleaming stainless-steel perfection. Next, she put her index finger to the plughole and pressed down. As she lifted her finger, she looked at what was now on the end of it and smiled.

‘You’re right,’ she said.

‘Wait, what?’ Suzie asked, amazed. ‘You know where they keep their olive oil?’

‘I do.’

‘How? You haven’t even opened a cupboard!’

Becks crossed to the far wall of the kitchen and indicated a little aluminium can with a spout on one side and a plunger on the other. It looked like an old-fashioned mister for spraying flowers, and this impression was made all the more credible by the way it was sitting on a shelf next to an old glass vase that had some sunflowers in it.

‘Their olive oil is in this can,’ she said, reaching for it.

‘Don’t touch it!’ Judith said, moving at speed to join her friend. ‘We need to check it for fingerprints.’

‘But how can you know?’ Suzie asked. ‘Seeing as there’s no label on it, and you can’t see what’s inside.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, it contains olive oil,’ Becks said.

‘But it looks like a watering can for those flowers.’

‘The flowers are dried; they don’t need watering.’

‘But how did you even begin to spot it from the other side of the room?’

‘I didn’t,’ Becks conceded. ‘Not at first at least. But I did spot the Corian worktops
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