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Prologue

Mrs Judith Potts looked at the woman standing outside her front door and didn’t say a word. She didn’t dare say a word. Her heart was racing. Her thoughts were in freefall. The woman, for her part, stared straight back at her, refusing to back down.

‘Who are you?’ Judith eventually managed.

‘You know who I am,’ the woman said. ‘You killed my father.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘You’re Judith Potts, aren’t you? Philippos Demetriou’s wife.’

‘Philippos died forty-nine years ago.’

‘So you admit it?’

‘I don’t know what you’re asking me to admit.’

‘Ha!’ the woman said, tossing her head back. ‘Grandma Sofia was right about you.’

The woman pushed past Judith and entered the house.

‘You can’t go in there!’ Judith called out before scurrying after the intruder, her sense of panic now almost completely overwhelming her. Only an hour ago, she’d managed to catch a killer. This was supposed to be her night of celebration. How dare this stranger barge into her house like this?

‘What’s this?’ the younger woman said, pointing to the photographs of suspects and various index cards of clues and evidence that were pinned to the wall behind Judith’s desk. ‘Are you planning another murder?’

Judith strode over and started to pull down the crime-scene photos that had been her constant companion for the last few weeks: Oliver Beresford’s dead body; the pistol that had been used to kill him; the Marlow Belle boat and, of course, headshots of all of the suspects in the case.

‘I don’t know who you are,’ she said as she stuffed the printouts into the bin. ‘Or what you’re talking about. But I’d like you to leave at once.’

‘My name is Eleni Paphides, daughter of Michaela Paphides and Philippos Demetriou.’

‘You’re Michaela’s daughter?’ Judith said before she could stop herself.

‘I am,’ Eleni said proudly. Judith’s legs buckled and she slumped into the chair by her desk, the dam on her memories bursting: the times Philippos had told her that he could be trusted; that she was being paranoid; that she couldn’t smell the scent of another woman’s perfume on his clothes.

‘W-when were you born?’ she stammered.

‘Seven months after you killed my father.’

‘Please stop saying that.’

‘You made him go out in a storm.’

‘I tried to stop him.’

‘So now you admit it?’

‘The forecast was atrocious, everyone in the village knew it. But he wouldn’t be told. He was too proud. I begged him to stay.’

‘And you told the police you went to the church to pray for his safe return.’

‘You’ve got to slow down. How do you know all of this? It happened before you were born.’

‘Admit it. You didn’t go to the church after my father left on his boat. You never went to the church. That’s what my mother says. You weren’t a believer.’

In an act of sheer will, Judith forced herself to look properly at the woman who was standing in front of her. In the shape of Eleni’s jaw, and her brow and thick hair, Judith could see her ex-husband Philippos so clearly. Even in how she stood, her broad shoulders thrown back. But her eyes? They were her mother’s. The olive-green eyes of Michaela Paphides. The prettiest girl in the village. The girl who Philippos had been supposed to marry.

Judith would never forget the first time Philippos had taken her back to his village on Corfu. How she’d baked in the midday sun as she’d met his parents and wider family, all of them barely concealing their discomfort at meeting Philippos’s English wife. But he’d been impervious to his family’s disapproval. That had always been Philippos’s strongest suit. His self-confidence. How he expected everyone to be swept along by his exuberance. But Judith knew to her cost, his enthusiasms had been those of a child. He soon lost interest and wanted something new. And he got angry when he didn’t get it.

‘You went out on my father’s boat that day,’ Eleni said.

‘I went through all of this with the police.’

Eleni took a step towards Judith and clenched her fists.

‘You went out on his boat and you killed him,’ she said. ‘You then swam back to shore to make it look like he died at sea.’

‘No, I’m not having this,’ Judith said, rising from her chair. She had to stop the conversation before it went any further. ‘You can’t come in here and make wild accusations – you could be anybody.’

‘You know I am who I say I am.’

‘Can you prove what you’re saying?’

‘Back at my hotel, of course.’

‘Get out of my house,’ Judith blurted. She had to stop Eleni from talking. ‘Leave at once or I’ll call the police.’

A sly smile slipped onto Eleni’s face.

‘You won’t do that. We both know you won’t. But I’ll go. It’s a lot for an old woman to take in. I’m staying at the Tollgate. I’ll confirm my identity any time of your choosing. But come and see me soon. If you don’t, I’ll take all of the evidence I’ve got to the police.’

Eleni left and Judith realised she’d stopped breathing.

She didn’t doubt for one moment that Eleni was who she said she was – Judith’s words to her had just been a delaying tactic to get her out of her house. But what on earth had Eleni meant when she’d said she had evidence that Judith had been on the boat that day? It wasn’t possible. The Corfu police had tried every trick in the book to prove that she had been behind her husband’s death. Even though, when his body had washed up two days after the storm, there’d been no evidence of foul play. As the coroner later reported, he’d died from drowning. It was the same when the police eventually recovered his boat. It was found smashed to pieces in a nearby cove and all of the physical evidence confirmed that he’d gone out to sea on his own, got caught in a storm, and then drowned when the boat sank.

Judith went over to her drinks cabinet and poured herself a small glass of whisky. Her hand was shaking and she stiffened the drink with another splash before she downed it in one.

She glanced at the gold ring she wore on her wedding finger. She’d continued wearing it every day since Philippos’s death. It was the symbol of the choice she’d made that day, and she knew she’d never take it off.




Chapter 1

Suzie Harris was in her kitchen, keeping an eye on the television in the corner of the room while she put a fresh bowl of dog food down on the floor.

‘Any second now,’ she said to her Doberman Pinscher, Emma, who skittered across the linoleum and started to wolf down her breakfast.

Suzie was a dog-walker who had a sideline presenting a phone-in programme about pets once a week on the hyper-local radio station Marlow FM. But the night before, along with her friends Judith and Becks, she’d helped catch a killer, and she was convinced it would make the local TV news. It had been so dramatic. So thrilling. As the weather update finished, she turned the volume up on her remote control.

‘Here we go,’ she said to Emma, as the picture cut to a fresh-faced news anchor sitting behind a desk.

‘This morning’s top story,’ the woman said. ‘In a further development in the “cash for questions” scandal, Lord Harleyford has announced he’s giving up his seat in the House of Lords.’

‘What?’ Suzie asked the screen.

‘This follows days of speculation following accusations in the press that Lord Harleyford has been selling access to government ministers. An accusation he strenuously denies.’

Suzie grabbed up her phone and pressed a speed-dial number, as the picture on the screen cut to a ruddy-faced man in his sixties standing in front of the Houses of Parliament.

‘I’m an innocent man,’ the man said in an upper-class drawl that oozed self-confidence. ‘And I welcome the government inquiry that I know will clear my name. In the meantime, I have to protect my family from the constant intrusion of the press. It’s for this reason that I’ve decided to resign my seat in the House of Lords with immediate effect.’

‘We’re not top story!’ Suzie bellowed into her phone when the call was answered.

‘Good morning, Suzie,’ Becks Starling said with a smile.

Becks was the wife of the vicar of Marlow, and she was well used to her friend’s passion.

‘They’re leading with that stupid Lord Harleyford story.’

‘But he’s just resigned, hasn’t he?’

‘So what?’ Suzie said indignantly. ‘Who cares what a lord gets up to? Last night we actually caught a real-life killer!’

‘I’m not sure the press will have had time to pick up on our story just yet.’

‘All he’s done,’ Suzie said, wafting her hand in the general direction of the TV, ‘is get involved in corruption. Just like happens every day. But how many times have three women caught a killer in the middle of a performance of The Importance of Being Earnest?’

‘I agree it was dramatic,’ Becks said tolerantly. ‘Oh, hold on, I’ve got a text message.’

In the silence that followed, Suzie glared back at the TV screen. Lord Harleyford was still reading from his prepared statement.

‘Pompous arse,’ Suzie muttered as her phone chimed loudly in her ear. ‘Wait up,’ she said to Becks. ‘I’ve got a text as well.’

‘If it’s the same as the one I just got,’ Becks said, ‘I think you’ll like it.’

[image: Paragraph break image]

At the same time that Becks and Suzie were receiving their texts, Judith was sitting in her nightie and dressing gown by the dying embers of her fire, fast asleep.

She’d had a terrible night.

She’d drunk a few more whiskies than planned while having a long bath, but she’d not been able to stop her thoughts from spinning. When she’d got into bed and turned the lights off, her heart had started pounding again as the darkness of the room engulfed her. So she’d turned the lights back on and tried breathing exercises to calm herself. She’d not been sure what a breathing exercise was, but she’d figured that slow breaths in and out would probably cover most bases. She’d then become so desperate that she’d even got the tube of magnesium cream that Becks had given her for her birthday and rubbed it into her feet and ankles. It had made no difference.

And as much as she couldn’t stop thinking about Eleni and the past, her thoughts also kept reaching for the little suitcase she kept in the box room. It was something she hadn’t dared tell Becks and Suzie about when they’d cleared – and then burned – her vast archive of old newspapers after they’d caught the mayor of Marlow’s killer a few years before. But then, if her collection of old newspapers had been the secret that she’d kept from the outside world, the case in the box room was the secret she kept even from herself. In truth, she hadn’t thought about it in years, so deep was the memory buried. But Eleni’s arrival had forced her to think about it and what it contained.

By 3 a.m., Judith had admitted defeat and got up. Even two rounds of toast dripping with butter and honey and washed down with a large cup of tea hadn’t improved her mood. So she’d gone to her card table and turned her attention to the thousand-piece jigsaw of Burgh Island in Devon that had been sitting there untouched since the start of the Beresford case. But she still hadn’t been able to settle, just as she’d known she wouldn’t, and she’d cursed the fact that it was November. The house was thick with cold, outside it was dark, and there was nothing to do except wait for the day to start.

‘How dare she!’ Judith had grumbled to her cat, Daniel, for the hundredth time, as she stabbed the dying embers of the fire with an iron and felt a kinship with the sparks that flew up. She was burning just as furiously. But what could she actually do with all of this energy? She could have phoned Becks and Suzie and asked for their advice, but that would have involved telling them about Eleni, and Judith had known that would prompt questions she didn’t want to answer. So she’d taken a copy of Puzzler magazine over to her favourite wingback and turned to a logic puzzle. She’d normally have written the answers into the grid as fast as she could read the questions, but she’d found that she couldn’t concentrate or even make sense of them.

When the doorbell rang, Judith woke with a start and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was nearly 10 a.m. For a few seconds she couldn’t work out what she was doing in an arm-chair wearing her nightie and dressing gown, a copy of Puzzler magazine spilled on the floor by her feet. And then, with a stab of horror, she remembered Eleni’s visit the night before.

The doorbell rang again and Judith’s panic sharpened into fury. If Eleni thought she could intimidate her by coming back to her house, then she had another thing coming.

Judith lifted herself out of her chair and, ignoring the sharp stab of pain in her left knee, strode to her front door, unlocked it and threw it open.

‘Now what?’ she asked.

Detective Inspector Tanika Malik was standing outside in a dark blue puffer jacket that came down to her knees, her breath misting in the morning air. Seeing Judith’s dressing gown and wild hair, she realised she’d caught her friend at a bad time.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I should have rung ahead.’

‘Yes, you should,’ Judith said as she turned and walked back into her house, leaving the door open. Why had Tanika turned up now? Had Eleni already handed all of her evidence in to the police? Was Tanika here to arrest her?

‘I would have called first,’ Tanika said, following her friend into the sitting room, ‘but I needed to see you as soon as possible.’

‘I suppose you’re here about the Oliver Beresford case?’ Judith asked, hoping she didn’t sound on edge.

‘I’m sorry to say that I’m not.’

Judith grabbed hold of the mantelpiece to steady herself.

‘Are you all right?’ Tanika asked.

‘Of course.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘But if you’re not here about him, then why are you here?’

‘I’ve caught you at a bad time, haven’t I?’

Seeing the concern on Tanika’s face, Judith realised that she needed to pull herself together. Whatever was about to happen, she couldn’t do anything about it now.

‘No, it’s me who should apologise,’ she said. ‘I didn’t get a wink of sleep.’

‘I can imagine,’ Tanika said. ‘Your performance last night was spectacular. And such a privilege for me to see you solve the case in front of my eyes. Not that it hasn’t caused a few problems … but that’s not why I’m here. You see, there’s been a murder.’

Judith’s eyes widened.

‘Not Eleni Paphides?’

‘Eleni who?’ Tanika asked, confused. ‘Who are you talking about?’

‘Eleni’s not involved?’

‘I’ve not heard that name before. Who is she?’

‘It doesn’t matter, tell me about the murder.’

‘Do you know the footballer Gary Wise?’

‘No, I can’t say I’ve heard of him.’

‘Well, you’re going to be hearing quite a lot more of him. Last night, he went into the woods behind his house and was shot dead – a single bullet through the heart.’




Chapter 2

Tanika saw that her news didn’t seem to register with Judith.

‘Which is pretty extraordinary if you ask me,’ she continued. ‘Considering you caught a killer just last night. And now there’s been another murder. I know you’ll want to hear all of the gruesome details.’

‘Actually,’ Judith said, ‘I’m not sure that I do.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Can it wait?’

‘Are you ill?’

‘Not ill. Just tired. Do you mind if we take a rain check on this Gary chap?’

‘No, there’s something else, there has to be. Is it that Eleni woman you mentioned? Who is she?’

‘Really, Tanika,’ Judith said, letting her irritation bubble over. ‘You can’t expect me to help you solve every murder that comes along.’

‘But you can’t help yourself!’ Tanika said, refusing to believe what her friend was telling her. ‘All puzzles have to be solved – that’s what you always tell me. And your interest has to be piqued by Gary Wise. He’s such a famous person.’

‘Honestly, I’ve never heard of him.’

‘You must have done. He played for Arsenal and England.’

‘It will perhaps come as no surprise to you that I don’t really follow the football. Now, thank you for coming round, but I need to get on with my day. As I’m sure you do.’

‘No, no, no, I’m not having this. I refuse to believe you’re turning your back on a murder.’

‘But that’s exactly what I’m doing. Turning my back on it.’

Judith went over to her card table, picked up an unplaced piece of her jigsaw puzzle and made a great play of trying to find where it should go.

‘OK,’ Tanika said, ignoring her friend’s dumbshow. ‘Then how about if I tell you that Mr Wise was shot just after eleven o’clock last night? Would that interest you?’

‘All I’m interested in is finding the other wheel of this sea tractor,’ Judith said without looking up.

‘And that the only other person in the house at the time of his death was his wife, Bethany. She’s badly shaken up. Which is hardly surprising, when you think about it. Someone killing your husband in the woods behind your house? It makes you shudder. No?’ Tanika asked to see if she’d caught Judith’s attention.

She hadn’t.

‘What else?’ she mused. ‘Whoever killed him very possibly took his mobile phone as well. We’ve not been able to find it. And then, when we were attending the scene this morning, his house phone rang.’

Judith continued to make a show of checking over her jigsaw pieces instead of listening to Tanika.

‘Aren’t you at least going to ask me who called?’ Tanika asked.

‘No.’

‘You’re really making this hard for me. You’re not the only one who’s been up all night. I’ve only just left the scene and wanted to brief you myself.’

Hearing the frustration in Tanika’s voice, Judith realised that she wasn’t being fair. She put her jigsaw piece down and looked at her friend properly.

‘No, of course,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just crabby because I’m tired.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll finish saying my bit and then I’ll get off to the station. The call came in from a journalist at the Daily Mirror. She explained that she covered her paper’s crime beat. Yesterday, Mr Wise rang her out of the blue. Said there was something he needed to tell her. Something “important” – that was the word she used. It was “important” that he tell her something. The journalist – her name is Mary Pert – tried to get him to tell her what it was, but Mr Wise refused to explain, only saying that he’d speak to her tomorrow. Which would have been today, but he was shot last night. Although, I suppose the whole thing could just be a coincidence.’

Judith couldn’t help but smile at her friend’s final, desperate attempt to snag her attention. As they both knew, when it came to murder, Judith didn’t believe in coincidences.

‘Nice try,’ she said.

There was the sound of footsteps in the hallway and Becks Starling and Suzie Harris bustled in. Or rather, Becks bustled in, Suzie galumphed.

‘Is it true, there’s been a murder?’ Suzie asked.

‘It’s like Piccadilly Circus in here,’ Judith grumbled.

‘Oh good,’ Tanika said. ‘You got my texts.’

‘Is it connected to Oliver Beresford?’ Becks asked.

‘I don’t think so, seeing as Mr Beresford’s killer made a full confession last night.’

‘Oh, that’s brilliant!’ Becks said.

‘You see, Judith?’ Tanika said. ‘This is what I was expecting. A bit of excitement.’

‘What’s up with Judith?’ Suzie asked.

‘She’s tired.’

‘I can understand,’ Becks said, going to stand by her friend’s side. ‘Last night would have taken it out of anyone.’

‘That’s not why I’m tired,’ Judith said.

‘Oh?’ Suzie asked. ‘Then why?’

Judith realised she’d said too much.

‘I need to get dressed,’ she said, and then headed for the oak staircase.

As she went upstairs, she heard Tanika tell her friends that the footballer Gary Wise had been shot, and then Suzie and Becks deluged her with a series of follow-up questions. Judith was glad to leave them all behind as she entered her bedroom and closed the door behind her. This room had always been her refuge; the place she felt safe. She went over to the mantelpiece and picked up an old letter opener. Turning it over in her hands, she looked back at her four-poster bed and considered what the little knife meant to her. She hoped she wouldn’t be forced to use it. But if she was, she knew she’d need some kind of way of communicating with Becks and Suzie. They’d need to know what she was doing. She’d have to have a good think about how she could best do that. She put the knife back down on the mantel.

While she had her shower and got dressed, Judith tried to formulate a plan for dealing with Eleni. Surely, after forty-nine years, it was impossible that there could be any actual proof that anything untoward had happened to Philippos on the day he’d died. Eleni hadn’t even been alive at the time for heaven’s sake. No, she concluded, for some reason or other, Eleni was trying to stir up trouble. In which case, Judith decided, the best thing would be to ignore her.

Having made her decision, Judith felt ready to face the day. She left the bedroom and headed downstairs. Becks and Suzie were still in the sitting room. Judith paused before entering and couldn’t help but smile. Becks was twittering about, picking up old plates and glasses and tidying them into a stack, while Suzie was sitting solidly by the fire, in the eye of Becks’s storm, reading an old copy of the Marlow Free Press.

‘You could help a bit,’ Becks said to Suzie.

‘I am helping,’ Suzie said.

‘No, you’re not, you’re just sitting there.’

‘This is me helping – I’m staying out of your way because you’ll tell me I’m tidying up all wrong.’

‘You make me sound like a monster.’

‘You have views on stacking.’

‘I wouldn’t go that far. You can’t stack one glass inside another – that’s all.’

‘And …?’ Suzie asked, raising an eyebrow.

‘Well, plates have to go together at the bottom of the pile, and you can only put something on top if it’s smaller than what’s below. That’s it.’

‘And …?’

‘And you have to make sure you always use two hands when you – oh God, I am a monster, aren’t I?’

‘No – not a bit of it. You’re just you, which is why you’re tidying up. And I’m me. Which is why I’m sitting here.’

‘Where’s Tanika?’ Judith asked to announce her presence.

‘She’s gone back to the station,’ Suzie said. ‘But she’s left instructions. We’re to go to Gary Wise’s house in Hurley village. We’re to see if we can talk to his wife as soon as possible.’

‘“As soon as possible”?’ Judith asked.

‘Those were her words,’ Becks said. ‘Which I don’t need to tell you isn’t like her at all. In fact, it’s borderline suspicious if you ask me. I wonder what’s changed?’

‘What does it matter?’ Suzie said, heaving herself out of the armchair. ‘She said we should go and talk to the victim’s wife, so let’s go and talk to her. What do you say, Judith?’

‘I think that’s a splendid idea,’ Judith said, trying to access an enthusiasm for the case she wasn’t feeling. ‘Although, can I ask you both a question first? How are you getting on with your crosswords?’

‘What’s that?’ Becks asked as she took her perfect tower of neat plates and mugs through to the kitchen.

‘Are either of you doing cryptic crosswords at the moment?’

‘Hang on,’ Suzie said. ‘We’ve got a dead body to investigate and you’re asking about crosswords?’

‘It’s a simple question. Have either of you been doing any cryptic crosswords? For example, the one I set in the Marlow Free Press?’

‘What are you like?’ Suzie said as Becks came out of the kitchen.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Becks said. ‘I know they’re important to you, but they’re just gobbledygook to me.’

‘Judith, can we focus on what matters here?’ Suzie said. ‘Someone’s been murdered. We’ve got a killer to catch.’




Chapter 3

Suzie drove her battered van through the jumble of brick and flint buildings in Hurley village, past the ancient Olde Bell Inn, and parked up by a crumbling brick wall. Once she and her friends got out, they headed towards a little path that led in between a clutch of houses. To their left was an old wooden lychgate, a faded brass plaque screwed to the side announcing that this was the entrance to Hurley Manor House.

‘OK, so this is it,’ Judith said as she pushed through the gate and then stopped to take in the view.

In front of her there was a wide lawn that was mown into regimental stripes. A white gravel driveway led from the gate, with olive trees in terracotta pots standing to attention on either side. Then, at the end of the drive, two enormous SUVs with blacked-out windows were parked outside one of the finest Elizabethan manor houses Judith had ever seen. It had diamond-shaped leaded windows, an ancient wisteria growing across its frontage and a riot of chimneys on top that twisted high into the sky.

‘A footballer lives here?’ Becks asked, amazed.

‘It’s the address Tanika gave us,’ Suzie said, before heading towards the house. As she got nearer, she looked about herself, at the manicured grandeur, and made her decision.

‘Nah, it’s not for me,’ she pronounced.

‘Are you serious?’ Becks said with a laugh.

‘Look at those windows! Imagine the draughts! And I reckon fifteen chimneys is about fifteen chimneys too many. You give me my modern house with double glazing and a nice combi boiler any day.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Becks said, thinking of her draughty vicarage. ‘There’s nothing like a home with all mod cons. But I’d still move to a house like this in a heartbeat.’

‘But would you bring Colin and the kids with you?’

‘Suzie!’ Becks exclaimed as they arrived at the oak front door.

Suzie pulled on a metal chain that was hanging to its side and a bell rang distantly from within the house.

As they waited, Suzie said, ‘So what do the pair of you know about Gary Wise?’

‘I know he was a footballer,’ Becks said.

‘He was a central defender. But he was one of those guys who was always in the tabloids. You know, he’d be pictured falling out of nightclubs. And he kept getting into fights on the pitch.’

‘He was violent?’

‘He was the kind of player who went into tackles studs up.’

‘And that’s a bad thing?’

‘You really don’t know anything about football, do you?’ Suzie said, before noticing that Judith looked distracted. ‘You all right there, Judith?’

It took Judith a short while to register that Suzie was talking to her.

‘Me?’ she said. ‘I’m fine, don’t you worry about me.’

The door creaked open to reveal a man in his fifties wearing a tweed jacket and brown corduroy trousers. His face was angular, his skin was sallow and his thinning hair was combed over his head to hide his balding pate. He looked, Judith decided, like any of the very many disappointed headteachers who’d had to deal with her as a teenager.

‘Can I help you?’ the man asked with a condescending tone.

Suzie pulled her civilian adviser warrant card and lanyard from her bum bag and held it up, making sure that her finger casually rested across the expiry date.

‘Detective Inspector Tanika Malik sent us,’ she said.

‘Are you the family liaison officers?’

‘Something like that,’ Suzie said. ‘Is Mrs Wise in?’

‘You’d better follow me,’ the man said, and then turned and led the three friends down a dark, oak-panelled hallway that had oil paintings in gilt frames on either side. He then pushed open a door that led into a modern extension.

‘Wow,’ Becks said as she took in the vast room.

Every surface seemed to be made of white marble. There was a chandelier hanging over a glass table that could easily have seated twenty people. And, behind a huge kitchen island, there was a wall of appliances that included, as far as Becks could tell, four ovens.

The air was thick with the scent of flowers and Judith counted three different vases that were full of beautiful bouquets. The owners of the house liked the finer things in life, she noted.

A woman was sitting at the dining table wearing a white fluffy dressing gown over a pink velour tracksuit. She looked over as the women entered, her eyes red-rimmed.

‘What is it now?’ she asked.

‘These women have been sent by the police,’ the man said.

‘We’re sorry to intrude,’ Becks said, going to the woman. ‘I’m the wife of the vicar of Marlow,’ she added, knowing the information would further burnish their credentials.

‘Bethany,’ the woman said. ‘Bethany Wise.’ As she said her surname, a sob caught in her throat and Becks put her hand on Bethany’s in support.

From the doorway, Judith and Suzie could see that Becks had ‘done her thing’ and went over and introduced themselves. Once they’d done so, the man, who was still hovering in the doorway, coughed discreetly.

‘Do you want me to stay any longer?’ he asked.

Bethany looked over as though she’d completely forgotten he was standing there.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘No,’ she added. ‘I’ll be fine. I mean, it’s hardly gonna get any worse, is it?’

‘No, I suppose not,’ the man said. ‘I promise I’ll keep my phone by my side this time. You ring me any time. Anything I can do to help, just let me know.’

With a bob of his head, he turned and left.

‘He seems nice,’ Becks said.

‘He’s all right,’ Bethany conceded.

‘Is he a relative?’ Suzie asked with a smile that she hoped hid the fact that she was getting down to business.

‘God no, there’s no one with a silver spoon up their arse in my family. That guy’s Harry Asquith. He’s been writing Gary’s autobiography. You know, coming to the house every day.’

‘He came today?’ Suzie asked, surprised. ‘Even after what happened?’

‘He didn’t know what had happened,’ Bethany said, and then the women saw the moment that her thoughts once again swamped her.

‘Yes, we’re so very sorry for your loss,’ Becks said.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Bethany said. ‘I’m just numb. You know? Like they’ve injected me with something.’

‘What happened?’ Suzie asked.

‘That’s the thing – nothing. That’s what I can’t get my head around. We were here on our own. Watching the telly. I went to bed about ten o’clock, maybe a bit after. Gary said he wanted to look at his socials, so I left him downstairs. And that’s the last time I saw him …’

The women gave Bethany time to gather herself.

‘How was he last night?’ Becks asked.

‘That’s what the Detective Inspector wanted to know. But he was normal. You know? And I keep going over what I could have missed, but I can’t think of anything.’

‘Are you sure? Did he get any phone calls or texts?’

‘Not that I saw, and we were sitting together on the sofa. I reckon I would have seen.’

‘It really didn’t feel any different to any other evening?’

‘It was just a normal Tuesday night.’

‘So what happened after you went upstairs?’ Suzie asked.

‘I got ready for bed. And I was in my dressing room when I heard this bang. It came from outside and I sort of knew it was a gunshot straightaway. I went to the window and saw a light in the woods. We own the woodland at the back of the property. It looked like a torch. Maybe on a phone. Whatever it was, the person who was holding it was moving fast. And the thing is, I knew something bad had happened, I just knew it. It was like a sixth sense. So I went downstairs to tell Gary about it, but I couldn’t find him. It was freaking me out. Gary’s family are all in Leeds, so I rang Harry to ask him to come over.’

‘The man who was here just now?’ Suzie asked.

‘He lives in Marlow. It’s one of the reasons we chose him to write Gary’s autobiography. He’s local.’

‘What time did he get here?’ Judith asked.

‘He didn’t answer his phone, it went straight to voicemail. Not that it’s a surprise he didn’t pick up. It was late.’

‘If the wife of my boss rang me at 11 p.m., I’d answer,’ Suzie said.

‘The point is, I was on my own, so I rang the police. Said I thought I’d heard a gunshot and that there was an intruder in the woods at the back of the house. Gary’s what the police call a “High Profile Individual”. They take security more seriously.’

‘They do?’ Suzie asked, impressed.

‘He’s had his fair share of stalkers and loonies over the years, sending him stuff through the post and hanging around the training ground. Anyway, a police constable arrived about twenty minutes later and she didn’t hang about. She went and looked in the woods for herself. And that’s when … she found him. I’ll never forget that moment. When she told me.’

‘I can’t imagine how tough that must have been for you,’ Becks said.

Bethany looked at Becks, entirely lost.

‘There’s no point asking me what happened next,’ she said. ‘The rest of the evening’s a blur.’

‘Then can I ask something?’ Suzie asked. ‘Who do you think did it?’

‘I’ve no idea. Everyone liked Gary.’

‘You said he had stalkers?’

‘Gary used to joke that you’re not really famous unless you’ve got a stalker. But he’s not had anyone crazy go after him for years. Our lives turned around when he left Arsenal and he came back to Wycombe Wanderers. He’s stopped drinking. He doesn’t go to clubs or hang out with any of the bad lads. He’s a changed man now.’

‘He is?’ Suzie asked, raising an eyebrow. ‘That’s not the impression the papers give.’

‘Vermin! That’s all the papers are. Gutter rats. Always looking for an angle to paint Gary in a bad light. Following him around. Trying to catch him out. Just because he used to be a bit wild back in the day. But that was before he met me.’

Bethany stared defiantly at the women, daring them to disagree with her. Even Suzie got the message and kept quiet.

‘Then can I ask something else?’ Becks asked. ‘Did you or your husband have anything to do with Oliver Beresford or the Marlow Amateur Dramatic Society?’

‘Who?’ Bethany said, surprised by the question, until she realised why Becks had asked it. ‘That’s the guy who died on that Marlow Belle boat, isn’t it? The Detective Inspector asked me that as well. The answer’s no. I’ll be honest, when you’re a professional footballer, you train twenty-four-seven during the season, and the weeks Gary gets off every year, we go somewhere far away and very hot. We don’t really know anyone in town. That’s partly why we hired Harry Asquith. We thought he’d be able to add local colour to Gary’s story.’

‘And how well did he get on with Gary?’ Suzie asked.

‘You reckon Harry could be involved?’ Bethany asked, unable to take the question seriously. ‘You saw what he was like with me. And he was the same with Gary. He’s one of those guys who’ll do whatever you say because you’re paying him.’
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