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			Prologue

			Harriet

			Death at the wedding – how tactless. Inconsiderate, to say the least. Impolite, certainly.

			Glorious flowers cascading in hues of gold and green over the arched doorway to the church; Rolls-­Royce carrying the bride and groom to the reception, purring as advertised; kisses and toasts: all to be expected.

			But this?

			Harriet looked at the body crumpled in the corner of the tree house. She could hear the chatter and laughter from the marquee, the clatter of glassware and the hum of the generator. She had sidled out to have a break from all the politeness and complicated tableware. The other guests at her table were pleasant, but she wanted a breather all the same. It wasn’t easy being back here.

			She knew the garden from childhood visits, before the rift. Knew the pathway through the trees to the farmland beyond. Knew the hiding places and the scratch of brambles as she’d crouched behind the piles of felled timber. She had sketched her memories of the landscape, the walled gardens and the raspberry canes. But she wouldn’t be painting this.

			

			She moved tentatively towards the man. He lay curled up on the wooden floor, his back towards her. She felt weirdly detached, distanced – refusing to acknowledge, even to herself, who it was.

			His suit was dark; his thick hair was dark too. His face was turned away – perhaps he’d simply come up here to sleep off too much booze. But she didn’t really think so. The heel of his shoe was worn and scuffed, the angle wrong somehow.

			She crouched behind him and reached to touch his arm. Suppose it was an asthma attack and he needed help? He’d had those as a child.

			Music from the festivities and sudden sounds of cheering contrasted with the stillness in the tree house. She knew before her fingers touched the fabric of his sleeve. She knew before she saw the grimace of his stilled face and the stickiness of his reddened shirt, the hilt of a knife embedded there.

			She reached for it, even though there was nothing to be done.

			Shouting came from below – someone yelling about where the toilets were. She felt cold and afraid, sick and vulnerable. She was the one with the biggest reason to kill him.

			What to do? Get out? Get help? No. She should run.

			She heard someone calling her name. They were climbing the stairs.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Clare

			Clare was confident that Anna would excel herself as a bridesmaid. Her daughter had been one before, five years ago, when she was only six. She had danced the night away, twirling across the dance floor with her dad and others. Clare had a lasting memory of David carrying their daughter in from the car, a flurry of petticoats in his arms. Anna was fast asleep, satin shoes grubbied and dangling, her face serene.

			This time, she was older. Poised. Last week, she had told her grandmother about their time in Italy, with precision, reeling off facts about the duomo in Florence.

			They had returned in good time for the wedding and were making a weekend of it. David was bringing Tom from home, after dropping off the dog with their friends. They were travelling separately; Clare’s responsibility was to deliver Anna to the house for Operation Bridesmaid.

			As they approached the mansion, Anna was wide-eyed, absorbing each detail. Ranks of trees lined the long drive and a sweeping curve of crunching gravel led to the front door, which was open as if in surprise.

			

			Clare had not expected the place to be quite so grand.

			Inside, they could see the spacious hall with chessboard floor tiles, an elegant table or two at its edges. The house felt solid: Queen Anne gracious with a smooth façade. Clare pressed the bell beside the large doorway and waited, not wanting to walk in unannounced.

			Anna was excited but composed, with no chatter. She knew that Susan, the bride’s mother, was an MP. Anna, now in Year 7, was regularly in touch with their own MP, expressing her and her classmates’ views on global warming, wildlife and anti-­slavery measures.

			Clare had briefed Anna that today Susan was off duty, acting as mother of the bride rather than a prominent MP and junior minister. Even so, she was nervous that Anna meant to make the most of the day in every way, asking Susan lots of questions.

			David had worked with Susan and said she had a reputation for being nice. Colleagues in the Home Office had found her brittle at first, yet more congenial over time. Clare wondered whether the new minister was just shy, beneath the necessary networking. Her husband gained Susan’s trust faster than most colleagues, due to his long-­standing friendship with her daughter. He and Jess had met years back, on a trekking holiday.

			David was the one sent in to raise trickier topics with the new boss, and there had been plenty of those. Susan had controversial views and no shortage of opponents. At times, there had even been concerns for her safety. Clare remembered that Susan’s family had been targeted too, and Jess was worried by it.

			

			Jess was great, energetic and always ready for a spot of football in the garden or a game of sardines, a favourite with Anna and Tom. And she had asked Anna to be one of her bridesmaids, which increased her popularity still further.

			Clare could hear chatter coming from inside, beyond the empty hall. Or not so empty, as there was a box of flower sprays here, a pile of shoes there, and just beside the door a wheelchair, folded and waiting.

			‘Anna . . . it must be Anna. Hello, darling.’ Susan swooped towards them in welcome. The mother of the bride and rising politician gleamed: her foundation had a glistening tint, her smile was glossy-­lipped. ‘And you must be Clare? A vicar, I hear. How exciting.’

			‘It’s lovely to meet you.’ Clare smiled. ‘And on such a happy day, too.’

			‘Well, so far, so good. Let’s hope everything stays that way. Anna, I think you know all about how to keep the bridesmaid show on the road, don’t you?’ Susan scarcely paused for breath. ‘I’ll take you upstairs to meet the others and get ready. Excuse me for stealing your daughter, Clare. Do make yourself at home – drinks are in the kitchen, through to your left.’

			Susan swept Anna off, and Clare lingered in the hall. One wall held a mosaic of photos – she saw a youthful David in a couple of group pictures. It made her smile to see him. He was wearing a posh jacket and held a glass up in a toast. Jess’s twenty-­first, perhaps? He was a few years older than Jess and her contemporaries, but they had definitely met by then. He had taken extended leave from work to travel in Nepal, and she had joined a trek he was on, making it round the Anna­purna trail. With others from that group they had completed another Himalayan trip, and gone climbing in Wales. They had been friends ever since, and Jess was now a friend of Clare and the children too.

			

			There were several pictures of Jess – with a pony, jumping an alarmingly substantial fence at full stretch; at graduation, scroll in hand and mortarboard at a jaunty angle. There was one of her as a child with Fabian, her brother: both mud-­splattered and grinning. Another of them standing on deck, with the outline of Cromwell’s castle on Tresco behind them. Tall, sporty siblings, Jess with her trademark high blonde ponytail, they looked ready to sail the world. Clare wondered how the bride would do her hair today. She thought Susan might prefer an elaborate style.

			There were photos of family holidays throughout the years, taken in a variety of exotic, and probably very expensive, destinations. This must be Jim – with the same blue eyes as his son. In later photos, Jim was in a wheelchair, Susan leaning in towards him, with champagne flutes in their hands. Clare reckoned that one was taken at Glyndebourne, and was that ornate interior the Orient Express?

			‘I see you’re getting to know us,’ a voice behind her said, making her start. ‘I’m Jim, Susan’s husband. Jess’s dad. Welcome to Greenwood House.’

			Clare felt self-­conscious that she’d been caught examining the photos so closely, but didn’t miss a beat in exchanging pleasantries. Church life included plenty of those. Jim’s handshake was strong. He invited her to take a look at the other family photos arranged on a table beneath a painting of horses grazing. Was that a Stubbs? Whatever next. Perhaps a Picasso in the downstairs loo.

			

			Jim wheeled himself over to show Clare a picture of David at a summer barbecue, croquet mallet in hand. She couldn’t believe how young he looked, even though he was older than Jess. Next to that photo, she saw a delicate charcoal sketch of Jess, captured in teenage absorption, reading in a window seat.

			‘This is so lovely,’ Clare commented, pointing towards the sketch. ‘There’s such a peace about it.’

			‘That was done by Jess’s cousin, Harriet. She’s quite a successful portrait artist now,’ Jim said, briefly indicating a photo of a girl with her back to the camera, sketching a landscape view. He turned away from the pictures and gestured towards the far side of the hallway. ‘Let’s go through to the garden and get some air.’

			Clare followed her host as he propelled himself through a set of double doors into an expanse of drawing room with William Morris wallpaper, and out to the terrace beyond. Below them lay a sloping garden, with a collection of marquees and a man carrying a tray in the distance. Scents of lavender and rosemary greeted them.

			‘So, you snapped up young David,’ Jim continued. ‘He never seemed the religious type to me – does he still support Man U? Terrible waste.’

			Clare wasn’t sure whether it was her husband’s choice of wife, football team or faith that Jim deemed unsatisfactory. In any case, she assured him that Man U was indeed still David’s team, but that their son had the sense to be a Chelsea fan.

			‘You’ll meet our vicar,’ Jim continued. Clare wondered if he’d even heard her reply. ‘Decent woman. Does a lot in the village. Her husband was army. Now, I’m not one for God-­botherers, but I must admit, I like her.’

			

			Clare was spared from having to make a tactful response to this, as Anna appeared with a couple of smaller and energetically squeaking bridesmaids. On their heads were circlets of flowers, and their purple silk dresses rustled as they moved.

			‘Well, you look very fine, young ladies. Give us a twirl,’ Jim greeted them.

			One of the younger girls obliged, briefly, then they led Clare out of the room with them, as if to take her upstairs, before changing their minds and scurrying away. She was not sorry to leave Jim; there was something unsettling about the father of the bride.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Clare explored the garden and grounds while Anna was having her hair tended to by a stylist wielding straighteners. She’d looked very capable, like she’d marshal wayward bridesmaids without any trouble.

			She noticed a red-­haired man standing just beyond the terrace, beside a well-­manicured hedge. He gave a small wave of hello and Clare walked over to greet him.

			‘Hi, I’m Rufus Winslade.’

			Clare thought how clean-­cut he looked, and eager to greet her, like a dog on point. He was wearing a sharp suit with a yellow patterned tie.

			‘Hello, I’m Clare. My daughter is a bridesmaid, and very excited about it. They’re all busy getting ready, and I’m busy making myself scarce.’ She shot him a conspiratorial grin.

			‘My girlfriend is a bridesmaid too. Athena and I are long-­standing friends of the family, as well as being politically connected.’

			‘How lovely,’ Clare said, immediately aware of how insincere she sounded. ‘So, do you work with Susan?’

			This youth, with his focused stare, seemed scarcely old enough to be a ‘long-­standing’ anything. Rufus proceeded to explain that it was Athena who worked for Susan, as a special adviser. She had known Jess at university, and initially worked for Susan on a summer internship, before becoming her parliamentary assistant and then landing the special-­adviser post, once Susan was appointed a Home Office minister.

			

			‘Perhaps you two know my husband, David Brakespear?’ Clare offered. ‘He’s worked with Susan at the Home Office, and possibly with Athena, too.’

			Rufus’s enthusiasm to make her acquaintance intensified. Clare tried to be generous, but ambition dripped off him.

			‘I’m keen to be involved in Susan’s change programme and I want to help her move forward on her agenda effectively,’ he proffered. ‘Priorities, planning and performance: that’s what I deliver. As your husband does, too, I am sure. Targets and tech. We must be clear and transparent, focused and forceful—’

			Clare was saved from any further slogans by the arrival of a rotund chocolate Labrador, which came bounding down the path. The dog greeted her with energetic tail-­wagging and backside-­wiggling. She bent down to stroke its soft brown fur, pleasantly warm from the summer sun. She wanted to make this moment last, to delay having to stand up and engage in conversation with Rufus again. Unfortunately, the dog meandered off, realising no treats were available, so the matter was taken out of her hands.

			‘Your husband’s work is famous, of course,’ he said, rather intensely.

			Clare doubted this, but listened patiently as Rufus carried on his flattery of David. She was amused as he commented that David’s achievements were recognised chiefly by those ‘in the know’. A group that encompassed Rufus, clearly.

			

			‘I look forward to connecting with your husband later,’ Rufus continued. ‘We can discuss how I might sharpen up Susan’s effectiveness in delivering strategic momentum.’

			‘Oh, are you working for her, too?’ Clare asked, mildly.

			‘Yes, though currently in an unofficial capacity. But obviously we talk often. The plan is for me to become part of the team once Susan has a Cabinet portfolio.’

			‘That sounds interesting,’ Clare said, wondering whose plan this might be, and suspecting that it would be news to Susan. ‘What is it that you do now?’

			‘Fingers in various pies. Some consultancy roles, investment advice and political strategy work, mainly,’ Rufus breezed back.

			Clare concluded that he probably wasn’t doing very much at all and was dead set on landing a paid role alongside Athena as one of Susan’s growing tribe of special advisers.

			What made these advisers quite so special was often elusive.

			Eventually, Clare escaped Rufus and his deluge of self-­promotion, as he spotted Jim on the terrace with a newly arrived couple and set off to investigate.

			She snuck away, following the garden path between blocks of low-­cut privet, and walked through a brickwork archway into a walled garden with an inviting range of glasshouses and sheds.

			The tubby dog was there, heading down the path in front of her, nose to the ground. The vegetable rows were laid out precisely and the apple trees looked plump and rounded, their branches curved upward as if playing cat’s cradle. The dog lingered at a bench.

			

			An orange dress emblazoned with aquamarine swirls stood out against the greens of the garden. The large woman wearing it also sported a trailing scarf with tasselled fringes of aquamarine and gold. She was laughing heartily, absorbed in conversation with a bearded younger man. He was dressed casually, with heavy work boots on his feet. Clare saw he held a broom; perhaps he’d been giving the pathways one last sweep before the festivities began.

			As Clare joined them, the woman greeted her vivaciously.

			‘What fun to be here! I’m Celeste, and this gorgeous chap is Martin. He’s looking after Greenwood’s gardens for Susan and Jim, these days.’

			Martin smiled too, his brown eyes warm, and murmured a gentle-­voiced greeting.

			‘I’ve not been here for years,’ Celeste continued. ‘And it’s such a thrill to be back. Martin is all grown up, now – love the beard, Martin – but I remember him when he was just a little boy. He and my daughter, Harriet, were thick as thieves, back then. Do you remember those pony races with Harriet and Jess?’

			‘I do, Mrs Zetland. It was great having Harriet here. We missed her, after . . .’ Martin trailed off, stuttering to a pause.

			‘Darling Martin, don’t worry. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.’ She turned to address Clare more directly. ‘It’s marvellous to be back here, and so kind of Susan and Jim to invite me. I’m Jess’s aunt, but I haven’t seen her for years. Family problems, you see, but let’s not dwell on those.’

			‘Family issues can be so difficult,’ Clare offered, curious to know more. Her words went unheard, Celeste being well into her stride.

			‘Anyway, after that unhappy episode, I’ve carried on. And – do you know, darlings – I’ve been OK. And I still am. Still sculpting – that’s what I do – and I’m still travelling. There’s so much to see and to enjoy. And it’s just fabulous to be here again. And fabulous to see you, Martin.’ Celeste reached her arms out expansively, as if ready to dance with the garden. ‘And now Jess is grown up, too. The last time I saw her, she was a teenager mucking out stables and making eyes at you, Martin – and now she’s a doctor, getting married!’

			

			‘Yes, and – speaking of the wedding – I’d better get myself ready; I can’t go dressed like this.’ Martin grinned as he indicated his clothes and excused himself.

			Celeste hugged him warmly, then leaned forward to Clare, conspiratorially. ‘Now, enough about me. Tell me all about you.’

			Clare immediately liked this woman and her zest for the day ahead. Celeste looked thrilled when Clare explained her connection to the family, and Anna’s bridesmaid duties.

			‘Oh, you’re the vicar!’ Celeste enthused. ‘Susan told me all about you. Isn’t your husband a spook or something?’

			Clare was quick to agree that she was indeed a vicar, but assured Celeste that David was nothing as exciting as a spook. He was simply a civil servant who had covered security policy from time to time.

			Celeste was not so easily convinced, raising her eyebrows, archly. ‘It’s the dull ones you need to watch, darling. Didn’t George Smiley tell his wife he worked for the coal board?’

			Discovering a shared enthusiasm for thrillers and detective novels, they strolled from the walled garden across the lawn to explore the marquees, discussing how Agatha Christie might have used this setting, and enjoying the relaxed ambiance.

			

			A van was being unloaded, and a generator hummed. A drum kit and amplifying equipment were being taken into a side entrance of one of the tents. Perhaps the music would be modern, but the rhythms of a wedding always felt traditional to Clare.

			‘I feel so glad to have met you,’ Celeste said, grasping Clare’s arm with both hands and gazing into her eyes. ‘I just know you’ll understand. It’s wonderful to be here, but I feel nervous about today too. There’s someone who I think may have been invited and he reminds me of the worst time in my life . . .’ Her voice trailed off and for a second she looked lost to her memories, her eyes vacant and faraway. Then she shuddered theatrically and rearranged her face in a smile. ‘Anyway. Darling, pray for me, won’t you, in case he does come? We’ll all need it.’

			Clare assured Celeste that she would do so, and the moment of intensity passed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			An affronted cat stalked across the landing. Clothing was draped over the bannisters, and Taylor Swift’s voice blared from a speaker, singing angrily about ‘Bad Blood’.

			‘Clare!’ called Jess. Her hair was pinned up and she was wearing a tightly belted silk dressing gown. No ponytail then, Clare thought. ‘Come and have a drink! Doesn’t your Anna look gorgeous!’

			Jess was as much of a live wire as ever. She introduced Clare to a number of people around the room, finally gesturing to a woman in a beaded dress, who was one of her senior bridesmaids. ‘This is Suki, Ahmed’s sister. She teaches at a big school in London,’ Jess explained.

			Suki greeted Clare warmly and remarked how well Anna had been doing at keeping an eye on the little ones, who were currently hunting the cat.

			Clare wondered how Suki navigated her relationship with Susan, who had been at loggerheads with the teaching profession during her time as minister for schools. Now, obviously, wasn’t the time to ask.

			Jess was animated, almost manic in her movements, passing glasses around, picking up clothes and moving cards and photos from place to place in the room. Her face had an edge to it, her cheeks drawn in.

			

			‘What a crazy day! I’m so glad you’re here, Clare. At least it’s not raining.’

			‘Well, you’re marrying Ahmed, not the weather.’ Clare smiled. ‘And you look so well on it.’

			‘Mum’s happy it’s a church wedding, and Ahmed has been so brilliant about everything. I want to enjoy it, but I have to admit I’ll also be relieved when it’s over.’ Jess shifted her phone from the dressing table into her pocket. ‘Suki, your family are coping with enough today. I’m going to recruit Clare to help with my lot. She’s a vicar, so she has to be nice. Clare, can you chat with my diva aunt, please? You’re so good with everyone. She’s one for drama, and we don’t need any more of that.’

			‘Of course. And every wedding has a bit of drama,’ soothed Clare, sitting herself down next to Suki on the window seat and not mentioning that she had already met the enthusiastic Celeste.

			‘Ahmed and I have plenty of our own aunt issues,’ commented Suki. ‘They’ll love you, Jess, don’t worry, but royalty wouldn’t be good enough for Ahmed.’

			Jess’s face tightened further, and then she laughed in a staccato tinkle. ‘I know! I’m one lucky woman. Sorry, guys, I just need to sort something out next door.’ And, with that sudden about-­face, she was gone.

			‘She’s so tense,’ murmured Suki. ‘I hope she can relax a bit.’

			Clare agreed. Jess seemed brittle, overplaying the happy-­bride role, which was strange when she was normally so at ease. But then, it was a big day, with aunts to navigate, and Clare knew a lot of people went a bit peculiar under ­wedding-­day strain.

			

			 

			All the bridesmaids were frocked up and looking relaxed. Suki was tapping at her phone, while also having the finishing touches put to her elegant hairstyle. She was chatting to a cheerful young woman who Clare learned was Athena, girlfriend of Rufus the Ruthless, as she had privately named the self-­promoting young man. Athena was friendly, complimenting Clare on her scarlet-­flowered dress, asking after David and their journey, and mentioning how much she enjoyed working with him.

			Then Susan appeared in the doorway and announced that Athena was needed in the bedroom for a moment, as ‘something had come up’. The sharpness in her voice made Trixie and Tinky lift their heads from the ranks of nail-­varnish bottles they were assembling. Susan pushed a smile towards them and began complimenting them on their grown-­up looks, moving effortlessly into the politician’s conversational skillset.

			Anna watched, alert to Susan’s shifting behaviour.

			Clare joined in the chat, discussing the imminence of the bridesmaid photos and how lovely a setting the garden would be for them. Susan apologised for the disappearance of the cat, who had proved disappointingly resistant to the prospect of a manicure or fur-­styling, despite Trixie and Tinky’s most persuasive efforts. They considered the possibility of kittens.

			After a while, Clare excused herself, giving Anna a kiss and saying she would see her at the church with Dad and Tom. She knew that her daughter wouldn’t have missed the tone of anxious energy in Susan, and murmured to her that everyone gets a bit uptight at weddings, to which Anna responded, in a world-­weary tone, ‘I know that, Mum. It’s fine.’

			

			Clare made her farewells, telling Susan she would see her at the service and wishing her well. Susan’s dress was regal, a deeper purple than the bridesmaids’, with lilac feathers at the cuffs. No doubt a fantastical hat would join the ensemble. Clare had been careful to say that she looked wonderful.

			As Clare walked towards the stairs, a woman carrying hairbrushes passed her and pushed open another door on the landing. Clare caught sight of Jess, phone in hand, waving it towards a startled Athena.

			‘Can you believe it?’ The bride’s face was stricken, and her arms were moving jerkily, brandishing the phone as if she was about to hurl it at someone. ‘Can you believe it?’ she snarled again. ‘I wish he was dead.’

			Athena was nodding as if to placate Jess, while also waving the confused hairdresser away.

			The hairdresser backed out and closed the door. She smiled wryly at Clare, who had halted, shocked by the scene.

			‘Always drama at a wedding, isn’t there?’ the young hairdresser commented, in the tone of one who had seen it all before, then she headed towards the room where the bridesmaids were waiting, to check on them instead.

			Yes, there’s always drama at a wedding, Clare thought, but not generally death threats from a murderous bride. Well, not until after the speeches, anyway.

			Who had disturbed Jess to such a degree? Surely not Ahmed, on their wedding day. Athena would certainly be putting her social and political skills to good use, getting Jess into bridal mode again.

			

			Downstairs, the brown Labrador thumped his tail on the floor and lumbered to his feet to greet Clare.

			‘All OK up there?’ Jim asked, as he manoeuvred his wheelchair from the open sitting-­room door and came towards her.

			‘There’s lots of hairdressing happening,’ Clare said. ‘And some happy young bridesmaids. Although Tinky and Trixie are sad that the cat wasn’t keen on having its claws painted.’ Least said, soonest mended; Clare thought it would be better if Jim didn’t hear about any upsets.

			Jim breathed in deeply and looked worried for a moment. ‘All I want is a happy day for Jess, without any politicos stirring up trouble for Susan.’

			‘Of course, and everything looks so well prepared. I met . . . Martin, was it? Tidying up in the garden. And the marquees look great. This is such a beautiful setting and it’s so con­venient having the hotel next door. I think many of the guests are booked in there. We’re staying and it’s lovely.’ She knew she was chattering on, but she could tell appearances mattered to this family and she wanted to make Jim feel better.

			‘Thank you, Clare.’ Jim looked at her, steadily. ‘I think you understand how much this means to me – having Jess happy, Susan able to enjoy the day, and everyone here. I don’t want anyone to spoil the occasion.’

			‘Well, weddings can make us all a bit tense,’ Clare replied. ‘But I’m sure we’ll have a brilliant day.’

			Conscious that she might win a ‘Blandness of Britain’ award, Clare retreated towards the open front door. ‘I’ll head off to the church. I’m meeting David there; he’s bringing our son, Tom. David’s looking forward to meeting you again, Jim. Thanks for everything. See you later.’

			

			She left, wondering why Jim’s words made her feel so uneasy. She hoped no one would cause trouble today.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Clare found her husband and son in the churchyard, exploring and waiting for things to get going. Her children were familiar with churchyards. Aged nine, Tom already had years of experience making Easter gardens in them and hunting for chocolate eggs, or playing hide-­and-­seek with his elder sister amongst the headstones.

			As they strolled on the grassy pathways, Tom told Clare in some detail about his school friend, Angus, who got to carry a dagger at a wedding. David had clearly heard all about this exciting weaponry in the car, but nodded appreciatively as the story was recounted.

			Tom reliably informed her it was called a dirk, and it was Scottish. Angus had also had to wear a kilt, though, which Tom regarded as embarrassing. But a dagger in your sock was undeniably cool.

			Clearly her son was unconcerned about being less involved in the wedding than Anna with her bridesmaid duties, but he felt disappointed that there would be no daggers for him or anyone else today.

			Clare noticed the clusters of new arrivals in the car park that the church shared with the neighbouring hotel: some hatted women, and one or two men in morning suits. Groups of younger men and women were now chatting animatedly by the lychgate, their clothing bright in the sunshine. One younger woman in a darker green dress stood a little apart, watching everyone, then checking the contents of her bag. Clare also spotted Celeste, the chatty woman she had met in the garden, still resplendent in her swirl of kingfisher colours.

			

			Celeste linked arms with the woman in green and headed up the path towards the church porch. Ahead of the women walked Ahmed and his best man, presumably.

			‘David, mate, great to see you,’ Ahmed called. The tall, bespectacled groom looked smart in his formal morning suit, complete with white carnation in the buttonhole. ‘This is Gwyn, my best man.’

			‘Good to meet you. And, Ahmed, it’s your big day!’ David said. ‘Congrats. How are you doing?’

			‘All the better for knowing you’re here. And here’s my other best mate,’ Ahmed announced, high-­fiving Tom and smiling at Clare.

			They were interrupted by Celeste, who swooped in. ‘You must be Ahmed,’ she declared. ‘I’m Jess’s aunt, Celeste. And this is my daughter, Harriet.’

			‘Hi,’ said Harriet, adjusting the strap of her bag.

			‘Jess will be so pleased you’ve made it,’ Ahmed said, greeting them both and tugging at the neck of his shirt. ‘And I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Thank you so much for coming. I am delighted you’re here.’ He moved his glasses up his nose, betraying his nervousness.

			Clare wondered what the big deal was about attending the wedding of a cousin or niece, but maybe Ahmed was just being polite, and Celeste had certainly been tense about some aspects of returning to Greenwood. Presumably Ahmed knew about all that and was simply being kind. Clare also wondered if he knew how tense his bride was, and why.

			

			Other guests strolled up from the car park and gathered on the path to the church. Further introductions were made, and Ahmed’s mother joined them.

			‘I remember you.’ She beamed at David. ‘We heard from Ahmed what a good friend you’ve been to him, as well as to Jess. And you must be Thomas? I’m Fatima. We’ve heard all about your holiday adventures. Didn’t you take Ahmed and Jess to the Isles of Scilly with you? And you had cream teas on a different island every day?’

			The chat continued, with Clare and David standing back as Fatima and some other women collected around the groom and best man, with young Tom in the centre. Clare noticed how quiet Harriet was, remaining on the fringe of the group and repeatedly looking back towards the car park as if waiting for someone. She seemed very different from her effervescent mother.

			‘It’s Clare! Hello . . . Hello again, darling,’ announced Celeste. ‘Now, Harriet, there’s a secret about Clare – she’s a vicar! And her husband is a spy, but no one must know that either.’

			Clare smiled, said she was not on duty today, and left Celeste to carry on with the conversation and greetings as the flow of guests swelled. Gradually, the group moved towards the church, with Fatima exclaiming at the beauty of the flowers festooning the arched doorway, and Celeste organising and posing for photos there.

			

			Inside the porch, ushers had unboxed the orders of service and stood to greet them all. One was Rufus, the would-­be special adviser. He welcomed Clare vigorously and made a point of name-­checking David. Another usher was Martin, the bearded man she’d met in the garden who was multi-­tasking today. Clare noticed how warmly he and Celeste’s daughter Harriet greeted one another, and how his cheeks flushed as he spoke with her. Harriet seemed reserved, but she smiled at him and appeared to relax a little.

			Once they were seated, with Tom occupied by a book extracted from her bag and saved especially for the occasion, Clare updated David on the dramas of the day thus far, and her concerns about Jess.

			The nave was now filling up fast and Clare decided she’d better stop talking in case she was overheard. Music billowed from the organ, and Fiona, the vicar, gave the kneelers for the bride and groom a nudge with her foot to straighten them. A photographer bustled about rather officiously, Clare thought, relieved it was Fiona who would be corralling him, not her. She had too much experience of apparently biddable wedding photographers going rogue during the service and practically sticking their cameras up her nostrils or creeping up behind to lean on her shoulder and take a close-­up of the couple during their vows. It’s hard to look reverent when you’re being used as a tripod.

			Then there was Anna, visible in the church porch, her hand resting on Tinky’s arm – who now appeared rather overawed by the occasion. Anna was calm, taking proceedings in her stride, catching her mother’s eye and smiling. Tom turned to wave at his sister, then returned his attention to the dragons in his novel. Being allowed to read in church was a game changer and made for a much easier life with Tom. Clare had mem­ories of her son’s blood-­curdling howls from beneath the pew in his earlier years, stretched full length and ‘being a wolf’.

			

			Susan made her entrance with her feathered purple hat in place. Clare had been right about the stylish headgear. She was escorted towards her seat by a strikingly tall and smiling young man, who had to be Fabian, the travel-­writing brother. His curling blond hair gave him a leonine look as he scanned the congregation. She was surprised when Susan lingered at their pew, greeting David. And even more so when Susan smiled and leaned towards her.

			‘Clare, just a little request on the quiet. I do hope you don’t mind.’

			Tom’s unerring instinct for anything of a covert nature kicked into action. He looked up and stared.

			Fortunately, Susan did not notice. ‘Athena mentioned you saw that tricky moment up at the house earlier and I just wanted to reassure you that everything’s fine now. But, if you could keep an eye out for any difficulties, I’d be so grateful. Thank you, Clare.’

			Susan moved on with a benign smile in place, kissing the pregnant woman a few rows in front.

			‘What difficulties, Mum?’ asked Tom, all interest in his book gone. ‘What happened up at the house? Is Anna in trouble?’

			‘No, I think there was a zip issue or something,’ Clare improvised. ‘And everyone’s a bit nervous, I suppose. Super-­mum to the rescue, if we face zippergate.’

			Tom looked unconvinced, but perhaps realised he would only be fobbed off further, as he shrugged and went back to his book.

			

			‘You’ve been put on high alert, then,’ David murmured.

			‘So it seems, but I haven’t a clue what for.’

			Clare looked forward. Fabian was a handsome man, attentive to his mother and now kissing his aunt Celeste on each cheek, then stooping to envelop his cousin, Harriet, in a long bear hug. It was nice to see happy reunions.

			A stillness came upon the church – the music stopped and the chatter calmed.

			Then Fiona’s clear clerical voice cut through the quiet, saying, ‘Would you please stand.’

			The procession began. Clare realised she was relieved, and slightly surprised, that Jess and her dad had entered the church. The wedding was on.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			A late arrival strolled from the car park towards the church. He could hear music coming from inside. Singing. All those cheerful voices, happy without him.

			He didn’t like any of them. Politicos. Out for themselves. Marriage – what a joke. Family – another joke, whatever people liked to pretend.

			Why he had been invited to this sham baffled him. He knew he wasn’t really welcome. Did they want to rub in how much he didn’t belong, and never had?

			Tristan had been in two minds about coming, but maybe a bit of light relief would be on offer: some family amusement, perhaps. He could always stir things up a bit. He toyed with the idea of entering the church, calling out an impediment or something. But he couldn’t be arsed. Actually, if truth be told, he felt uneasy about messing with a church service. Messing with God. It was probably better to keep his options open there.

			Looking around the churchyard, he noticed a grave with fresh flowers by the headstone – someone still remembered and honoured when they were thirty years gone. Tristan’s gaze travelled along the row. He was surprised by the familiarity of some of the surnames and the simple tributes – Remembered with love. He wondered what might be on his dad’s stone, or if he even had one. His dad’s service had been at a crem. And Tristan hadn’t gone. Why fake it? His dad was nothing to him.

			

			Tristan noticed a group heading up the path. A stooped older man, some women and younger people: bell-­ringers. He wanted to avoid them; he knew they would sit on the benches in the churchyard for a while before heading up in the tower to the ringing chamber, to ring out for the bride and groom. Martin’s grandad had been a ringer, he remembered that. Tower captain. He’d offered to teach Tristan to ring. He was probably long gone, so he didn’t need to worry about seeing him.

			Tristan did not want to meet any of them. Was it shyness he felt, or contempt of small talk? Either way, being recognised did not appeal.

			He headed off, threading through the graves to the far gate. He’d join the horses in the field beyond and sit by the river awhile. He’d done that as a kid.

			The river curved invitingly through the meadow, green banked. A couple of horses methodically cropped the grass nearby, with a rhythmic soundtrack of tearing turf and crunching jaws. Two others stood beneath a spreading oak. They stood head to tail, flicking flies off one another periodically, with lowered heads.

			It was getting warmer. Tristan took off his jacket and sat down. It was peaceful here by the water. He’d forgotten how much he liked this spot. He liked the clarity of the stream, the sight of reeds and stones on its bed and the patterns the current made on its surface. Harriet had once shown him sketches likening plaited hair to the flow of water. He’d been dismissive, told her how pretentious she was – but he remembered those drawings when sitting here. He’d been jealous of her talent, those intricate drawings sharp in his mind even to this day.

			

			He used to sit in the church sometimes too, with no one else around. No one marking him out as the interloper. In the quietness of the old stones, he had felt most at home. Welcomed, even.

			He’d had a heavy night. Maybe it was time to rest a bit. One of the horses moved across the grass to the others sheltering under the branches of the tree. There was a bit of a fracas, and it moved off again. It dipped its head and began to graze, tugging faster at the grass. He heard the hum of some distant traffic, some birdsong. He had some deals to clinch and scores to settle, but they could wait. He lay back on the sweet-­smelling grass and closed his eyes against the sunlight.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			‘Mum, someone’s dead in the field.’ Tom was pointing at the dark-­haired figure lying supine on the grass.

			After the service finished, Clare and Tom had made their way over to the meadow adjoining the churchyard. Tom wanted to explore, after being cooped up in church for the ceremony.

			‘Tom, get a grip. He’s asleep or sunbathing. Don’t disturb him.’

			But the figure moved, rolled over and raised his tousled head to stare at her, then abruptly shut his eyes again.

			Clare was greeted by a horse who strolled towards her, presenting his neck to be scratched. She gave it her full attention, wishing she had a carrot, or a Polo at least. It had been a while since she’d stroked a soft horse nose or ruffled a mane. She liked the smell and the huff of exhaled breath as the horse reached its head to nuzzle her.

			She paused as Tom accosted the stranger.

			‘Hi. I thought you were dead,’ Tom said to the man, who was now lying on his stomach, face averted.

			‘Not yet,’ said the man, his face buried in the grass. ‘Give it time.’

			‘What would you like on your gravestone?’

			

			‘Bastard. Sorry, probably shouldn’t swear in front of a kid your age.’

			Tom grinned. ‘Mum wouldn’t allow that word. The archdeacon would kill her. She swears sometimes too. But not if she thinks Anna or I can hear. And not in church. She works there – she’s a vicar. Once, the stonemason brought the permission form for signing after he’d already cut the words on a gravestone. It didn’t say a “B” word, but there was something else on it wrong. The archdeacon got very worked up about it. Do you like horses?’

			‘I like peace and quiet,’ he said, decidedly.

			‘I do. In Cornwall, Anna, that’s my sister, and I go riding every year. There’s a pony called Jasper that fell down a tin mine and survived. I usually ride Nugget – he has to have suncream on his nose because it’s pink and he could burn. Anna’s eleven. She’s too big for Nugget now, but I still ride him. I’m nine, but tall for my age. When I was little, I sat on Perran, but she went crazy. Mum lifted me off, and Perran galloped away across the field.’ Tom spun round to look behind him, as if following the action.

			‘I rode ponies here, years ago,’ the man countered. ‘The girls didn’t want me to, but I did.’

			Clare came closer, worried Tom might be annoying the stranger. ‘Hi. Sorry we disturbed your peace.’ She paused a little distance away, looking down at him.

			‘That’s OK. I should be getting going, anyway. Are you the vicar? For the wedding?’

			‘I’m Clare, Tom’s mum. We’re here for the wedding, but I’m not doing it – our parish is miles away, in Kent. We’re just having a break during the photos.’

			

			She sat and eased her feet from her shoes, pressing the grass down and enjoying the cool texture on her toes. Tom moved towards the stream, watching the flow of water and movement of the reeds. Spotting the twist of a fish, he rolled up his trousers to paddle.

			‘Your son asked what I wanted on my headstone. Cheerful kid.’

			‘I heard. He’s spent too much time in churchyards – sorry. He thought you were dead, too, not dozing. His cousins have watched Game of Thrones and told him about it: Red Wedding deaths, and all that.’

			The man sat up abruptly. ‘Do you hear confessions, then, Vicar? There are plenty of people here with lots to tell you, if so.’

			‘That’s not surprising. We all have things we regret; I know I do. Why do you ask? Is there something you want to talk about?’ She hoped he’d feel free to do so.

			‘There’s nothing to be said. But I like the church. The peace there. And by this river, too.’

			While Tom waded and poked at the bank and water’s depths with a stick, the two strangers sat together. At first they were quiet, but then Tristan began to talk. He told Clare something of his story: about feeling separate from his family but returning today; about not caring. He spoke about his father, now dead.

			The horses moved closer from beneath the trees. One ventured towards Tom and stooped to drink from the stream.

			While Clare listened, she was not afraid of this troubled man’s words or the strength of his feelings. She wanted him to be able to talk – to feel safe to do so.

			

			But then he stopped, just as suddenly as he had begun. He seemed unused to being so open. ‘Thanks, Vic. See you later – I’m off, now.’ He got to his feet and scooped up his jacket, briskly brushing down his trousers with his hands. ‘Don’t fall in,’ he called to Tom.

			Clare watched him go, then turned her attention to her son, relieved that there was a spare pair of trousers in the car for him. She prayed for the wounded young man, for his healing. He was ill at ease about returning to his family at Greenwood, that much was clear, and he was damaged – as well as being potentially damaging.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Thinking that politeness required a return to the guests assembled in the churchyard, Clare made her way back there from the peaceful meadow, while Tom loitered some way behind her.

			Coming through the gate, Clare saw Jess standing alone. The bride had pushed her veil back further, enjoying the sun on her face and a moment of relaxation after the service. Her white dress was an elegant sheath of draped silk, simple and close fitting, showing off her strong body. It cascaded behind her in layers of fabric, making up her train. She held her bouquet of golden and yellow flowers down by her side, at ease.

			The ceremony was over, and all was well. Clare was glad to see Jess looking so serene, taking a moment away from the throng. The photographer was still busy organising more photos of various family members and other groups in front of the church doorway as the bells rang out in celebration. Clare didn’t want to disturb the bride’s moment of peace, so paused beside a yew tree, unnoticed.

			Jess continued a little way further up the path while others were being summoned into position by the photographer. When she saw Tristan approaching, her demeanour changed: her body tightened, her bouquet was no longer held loosely by her side, but was gripped in front of her, as if in defence.

			

			‘Why are you here? You weren’t in the church.’ She seemed shocked to see him and spoke accusingly. Tristan joined her in standing beside one of the nearby graves, while Ahmed chatted with his ushers and some guests near the church porch. Clare wanted to hear what Jess and Tristan were saying, but also didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping.

			‘Charmed to see you, too, and in such finery, Jess.’ Tristan seemed to be teasing her, at least at first. ‘The bride amongst the corpses and headstones, like a gothic horror movie. Push the lids off their coffins, perhaps some skeletons will crawl out.’ Clare winced at this. ‘You look very lovely, Jess, and I’m only here to make sure our arrangement is still in place and to wish you a happy ever after and all that.’ Jess stood stock still, glaring at him.

			The photographer interrupted, calling for Jess to join the bridesmaids and some other guests who were waiting to pose in front of the floral archway and weathered stones. As she walked over, Ahmed took his opportunity, moving across to where his bride had been standing.

			‘Tristan, a word?’ The groom smiled pleasantly, raising his hand in greeting to some other guests. ‘Lovely to see you!’ he called to the distant group. He then turned his face to Tristan’s and leaned over, speaking in a low voice. ‘I hope there won’t be any problems today, Tristan. I want you to understand this: leave Jess alone. OK?’ Clare had never heard Ahmed sound so serious.

			‘Oooooh, aren’t you scary,’ declared Tristan, all
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