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Chapter 1

Once a year, Mrs Judith Potts liked to ‘beat the bounds’ of her property. It was something her village had done when she’d been growing up on the Isle of Wight, and she’d been delighted when she’d arrived at Oxford University to discover that her college, Somerville, conducted the same ceremony. It involved finding a large stick, and then using it to beat the ground that marked the perimeter of the land that was owned. It was carried out, of course, to check that no neighbours had encroached during the previous year, but, for Judith, it was also an exercise in psychological geography. It was her saying, ‘This is my world. Within this area I feel safe.’

She always chose the day of the autumn equinox for the ritual. It was, she felt, the perfect time to check that everything in her life was in order before she hunkered down for the long months of winter.

As she hunted for a branch in the little copse of trees to the side of her house, she marvelled at how very unremarkable the weather was. It wasn’t warm, it wasn’t cold, there was only the gentlest of breezes tugging at the leaves on the trees, and the sky was a uniform grey. It was mild – that was the word, Judith realised. She hated the word mild. It hadn’t even been cold enough for her to put on her woollen cloak.

She loved wearing her cloak, especially on the day she beat the bounds. Wearing it while swishing her stick about the place – ideally in a storm-tossed wind – made her feel like D’Artagnan or Edmond Dantès. The fact that she was a pleasingly plump seventy-nine-year-old woman didn’t get in the way of her self-image as a swashbuckling hero.

Some years, Judith looked for something nice and whippy to attack the various weeds and nettlebeds she let grow around her garden, but this year she was delighted to find a thicker branch on the ground. It had a real heft to it, and, as she picked it up, she noted how very gnarled and knotty it was. Yes, she thought, it would do very well indeed. She could do some damage with this.

She took the stick up her little driveway, pausing only briefly to retrieve the cut-glass tumbler of whisky she’d earlier placed on the wonky bird table. Then, with her stick in one hand and a full glass of whisky in the other, she started to tap on the ground around the edge of her land – or as much of it as she could reach. The laurel hedge along the side of her house was now well over three times her height and joyously out of control, she noted with satisfaction. Next, she picked her way over a pile of wrecked pallets that she only remembered existed once a year – on this very day – and, as she did every year, she vowed that she’d get someone around to remove them while also knowing that she wouldn’t ever get around to it.

Then, Judith stepped onto the thick grass of her lawn and smiled in satisfaction. It had been over a year since she’d lit a colossal bonfire in her garden, and it was still possible to see evidence of its existence. A large circle of grass in the middle of the lawn was far more lush than the surrounding area. She took a ruminative slug of her whisky and let the stick drag behind her as she made her way towards the river at the bottom of her garden.

She considered how things had changed since she’d let Becks and Suzie into her life and they’d started catching killers together. While she knew she was far happier now than she’d been before, there was still the smallest part of her – barely the size of an aniseed pip – that felt uncomfortable letting them get so close. Showing people her true self made her feel itchy, and she didn’t quite know what to do with this feeling of discomfort. The truth was, she enjoyed solving crimes with her friends just as much as she enjoyed closing the door on the world and sitting in bed with rounds of buttered toast and a good crossword.

Judith held her left hand up so she could look at her wedding ring. It was all very well larking about the place catching killers, but only she understood the true meaning of the gold-coloured band. It represented who she really was.

Judith downed a good slurp of whisky, letting the warm glow spread through her and chase away the chill that had crept in. The answer, she told herself, was not to think about the past. Instead, she took her big stick to a particularly lush bed of nettles that bordered the bluebell wood. After a few minutes of hearty decapitations, she felt much better, and was able to continue her journey without any further qualms.

She moved along the riverbank, tapping her stick along the old bricks of her boathouse, and then approached the walled vegetable garden that had a blackberry bush spilling over the top of it with the sort of vigour that would have given the prince from Sleeping Beauty pause. She then lost quite a few minutes plucking the gorgeous berries from the canes and interspersing her mouthfuls of blackberries with the last dregs of her whisky. This was more like it, she told herself. Life was for pleasure, and there was nothing more pleasurable than fresh fruit from the vine.

Once she’d had her fill, her lips still stained violet from the berries, Judith carried on around the boundary of her property. Her broken-down Jaguar had made it through another year on its flat tyres, half in and half out of the garage. The wooden seat of the swing she’d played on whenever she’d visited her great-aunt as a child was still hanging from one old rope. And the collapsed wall that separated her land from a nearby stream was still just as collapsed, although she was pleased to see that in the last year a buddleia had taken root at the top of the pile of rubble.

Throwing her stick into the Thames, Judith set off back towards her house, and was surprised to see an old Volvo estate car parked up. She’d not heard anyone arrive. There was also a woman standing by her front door.

‘Hello?’ Judith called out.

‘Oh, there you are,’ the woman said, turning to face Judith.

As she approached, Judith could see that the woman was in her mid-sixties, had straight brown hair and was incredibly thin. The jeans she was wearing were like drainpipes and her arms seemed like sticks in her loose white blouse. Judith was briefly put in mind of a praying mantis.

‘Can I help you?’ Judith asked.

‘I hope so,’ the woman said. ‘I’m Verity Beresford,’ she added, and paused, perhaps expecting Judith to know her name. ‘I’m sorry to call unannounced, but I’m worried about my husband. He vanished last night and didn’t come home. And he’s not answering his phone, it’s going straight through to voicemail. It’s not even ringing.’

Judith felt a little surge of adrenaline.

‘Does he often go away like this?’ she asked.

‘No, never! I mean, actually he goes away every week, but he always lets me know when he’ll be out. Him suddenly vanishing like this has never happened before.’

Judith looked at the panicking woman in front of her and knew she could only have one response.

‘Why don’t you come in?’ she said. ‘And let’s see if we can work out what’s happened to him together?’

Judith opened her front door and led Verity into the kitchen, where she clicked on the kettle.

‘It’s very kind of you to help,’ Verity said.

‘I’m not sure I’ll be any help.’

‘But of course you will. You’ve been the greatest help to the town. When Oliver hadn’t returned by this morning, you were the first person I thought of. Although that’s not quite true, I rang the police first.’

Judith scoffed, understanding Verity’s problem well. As she’d learned when her neighbour Stefan Dunwoody had gone missing a few years before, the police didn’t immediately treat the absence of an adult as being in any way suspicious. It had been deeply frustrating for Judith then, and she could see how frustrating it was for Verity now.

‘They fobbed you off,’ Judith said as she poured scalding water into a large brown teapot.

‘You’re right,’ Verity said. ‘They said they couldn’t take an interest for forty-eight hours and that most people turned up well within that time frame.’

‘But what makes you so sure he won’t?’

‘I was with him just before he went missing last night. We were on a boat trip on the Thames.’

‘How lovely.’

‘It was a rather special evening, as it happens. You know the Marlow Amateur Dramatic Society?’

‘I’m sorry, I’ve not been to one of their shows,’ Judith said, handing over the cup of tea.

‘Oh, don’t worry, there’s no reason why you should have. Especially if theatre’s not your thing. But the society was founded by Oliver – that’s my husband – back in the eighties. It’s very much been his life’s work. Anyway, it was a big celebration last night because Lizzie Jenkins was with us. Do you know her? The film star?’

Judith wasn’t aware that she’d ever seen one of Lizzie Jenkins’ films, but she knew she was considered something of an enfant terrible within the acting industry. She drank too much and broke up too many marriages.

‘I only know the name from the papers,’ Judith said.

‘She’s very good. But the thing is, she’s originally from Marlow, and she’d been part of MADS – that’s what we call the Marlow Amateur Dramatic Society – when she was younger.’

‘Lizzie Jenkins is from Marlow?’

‘She is,’ Verity said proudly, and Judith could see that the woman’s panic over her missing husband was in a battle with the thrill of celebrity, and was briefly coming second. ‘She’s come all the way from Hollywood just to thank Oliver for training her up when she was a teenager. You see, she credits Oliver with being the first person to fire up her enthusiasm for acting.’

‘So, you were all out on the boat together?’ Judith said to get the conversation back on track.

‘Oh – of course – yes, that’s right. Lizzie hired this rather grand pleasure cruiser – you know, one of those old things from the 1920s – called the Marlow Belle. It was all very glamorous. Not that Lizzie’s grand in any way. She’d got the Marlow Bar and Grill to provide the most wonderful spread, and Harrow and Hope had supplied their best sparkling wine. It was all rather special.’

‘Where did you go?’ Judith asked.

‘We went from Marlow to Maidenhead Lock and back again.’

‘And your husband was on the boat?’

‘Oh yes, he was on the boat. That’s something else I should mention. Oliver’s rather larger than life – in all respects. He’s a big presence, if you know what I mean, and his voice is so loud you always know when he’s around. But the thing is, when we got back to Marlow and we were all leaving, I wasn’t sure I saw Oliver get off. I mean, he must have been there – I’m pretty sure that Duncan said he saw him head into town ahead of us. Duncan is the technical director of the MADS. I was puzzled that Oliver would slip off like that, but I must admit, I also wasn’t paying all that much attention. We’d been drinking sparkling wine for a few hours by this point, and it was so exciting chatting to Lizzie about her life in Hollywood. I must confess I was a bit giddy. Although I was very definitely cross when everyone said their goodbyes and I realised that Oliver had already left. If nothing else, it was rude to Lizzie. She seemed disappointed that he’d gone without saying goodbye. So I went home to find out what was up with him, but he wasn’t there.’

‘What time was this?’

‘I don’t know exactly. We got back to Marlow a bit after six. Maybe six thirty? I was home by seven or seven thirty.’

‘And when did you last see your husband for definite?’

‘That’s what I found surprising. I don’t remember seeing him at all on the return leg of the boat trip. He gave a speech – toasting Lizzie’s success – as we left Marlow. And I remember him as we went down to Maidenhead. We were all milling about, drinking, and chatting, inside the boat and on deck, but I can’t recall seeing him after we’d turned around and started to head back.’

‘Could he have got off the boat at Maidenhead?’

‘I don’t see how. We stayed in the middle of the river the whole time, and the boat didn’t stop at a jetty or anything like that. He didn’t get off.’

‘How very curious. Then what about the locks?’

‘There’s only one lock between Maidenhead and Marlow, and he didn’t get off then – I’m sure of it. There’s a little reception area at the back of the boat, and we were all on it when we came back through the lock. Thinking about it, I can remember seeing everyone else, but I don’t remember seeing Oliver. Not that that’s what’s puzzling. It’s the fact that he didn’t come home afterwards. That’s what’s got me so spooked. I mean, who just disappears like that? And doesn’t reply to any of the phone calls and texts and emails I’ve been sending him through the night.’

‘Yes, that is somewhat odd, isn’t it? But can I ask, why did you come to me?’

The question seemed to catch Verity by surprise, and she didn’t immediately reply.

‘You suspect something’s happened to him, don’t you?’ Judith offered. ‘Something quite bad.’

‘No, of course not,’ Verity said.

Judith took a sip of her tea and considered the woman standing in front of her. Verity’s nerves seemed real enough, but she couldn’t help feeling that there was something a touch staged about their encounter. It was Verity’s manner, almost as if she were playing the part of a panicked wife. It would make sense, Judith thought to herself. After all, Verity was into amateur dramatics, wasn’t she? Was this another role for her?

A ringtone started trilling from Verity’s back pocket. She pulled out her phone and frowned as she looked at the screen.

‘Is that him?’ Judith asked.

‘No,’ Verity said, ‘it’s Sally Boulton.’

‘Who’s she?’

‘An old friend. She played a few small parts in MADS productions back in the day. I wonder what she wants?’

Verity took the call.

‘Sally, how are you?’ she asked. After listening for a few seconds, she exhaled sharply and started mumbling, ‘No, no, no,’ over and over. And then the phone fell from her hand and clattered to the floor.

‘What is it?’ Judith asked.

‘It’s Oliver. His body’s been found.’

And then Judith saw the moment it hit Verity.

‘He’s dead.’








Chapter 2

Verity’s friend Sally had found Oliver’s body on a bend in the river, halfway between Marlow and the neighbouring village of Bourne End. Judith knew that the quickest way to get there was along the river, so she helped Verity down her garden, into the boathouse, and onto her punt. Verity didn’t resist. It was as if she were sleepwalking, Judith thought, which was entirely understandable, considering the circumstances.

There’d been a storm earlier in the week, so the river was running high and fast, and Judith used her punting pole as a rudder, allowing the weight of the water to push them along. First, they passed the ancient tower of Bisham Abbey before Marlow revealed itself. All Saints’ Church was the focal point for the town, its spire reaching high into the sky, and, this morning, the town was particularly full of life. A youth team were getting a rowing boat into the water by the suspension bridge; a group of young men and women were running to and from little cones in Higginson Park; and there were clutches of people strolling along the Thames Path, feeding the ducks, chatting and letting their dogs run pell-mell. Judith couldn’t help but contrast their joy with the grief that Verity was carrying. It felt almost mythic to Judith. All around her was vibrant life, but here she was, like Charon, piloting a lonely traveller towards death.

Once the town was behind them, they entered a landscape of fields on one side and, on the other, a wooded hill, that was peppered with pretty houses. Verity remained oblivious and Judith punted in silence.

About ten minutes later, as she steered around a wide bend, she could see a number of people in a clump by the riverbank. They were standing around a dark shape that could well have been a body. It looked as though it had washed up on one of the little beaches that were created by the cows in the fields coming down to the river to drink. As she got closer, Judith steered her punt into a bed of reeds just before the little beach and then thrust her pole deep into the mud to keep the boat from drifting off.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ she asked Verity.

Verity looked up, still uncomprehending, but she nodded.

‘OK,’ Judith said.

Judith stepped onto land and helped Verity up after her. As they approached the group of people, a friendly faced middle-aged woman wearing a dark-blue gilet and polka-dotted wellies came over.

‘I’m so sorry,’ the woman said.

This must be Sally Boulton, Judith guessed.

‘It’s definitely Oliver?’ Verity asked.

‘We’ve rung the police – and the ambulance – but I knew I had to call you. I had to be the first person to tell you.’

Verity brushed past her friend and carried on towards the slope that led down to the body. Judith followed.

There was a man lying on his front, half in and half out of the water, his arms at his side, his head turned to face them. Judith could see that he had white hair, looked like he was in his sixties, and had a huge stomach that pushed his lower back and bottom into the air. Verity dropped to her knees by the body, and Judith went to her side and very carefully lowered herself to the mud so she could offer her some support. And inspect the body more closely.

In the distance there was the sound of approaching sirens.

Judith could see that Oliver was wearing beige cotton trousers with a blue-and-white striped shirt that was stained a deep russet around the midriff. By putting her arm around Verity’s shoulder, she was able to lean forward and take an even closer look. There was a hole in the cloth on the side of the body and she could see that the skin under it was darker – bruised.

Oliver had been shot.

On closer inspection, Judith could make out a second bloom of washed-out blood that seemed to be centred in the middle of Oliver’s shoulder blades. There was another hole in the fabric that looked like it might have come from a bullet. He’d been shot twice, she realised. Which rather ruled out the wounds being self-inflicted. After all, it was very unlikely that someone who’d just shot themself would then be able to shoot themself a second time.

Oliver hadn’t done this to himself. He’d been murdered.

Judith flashed a glance at Verity. Had she known that this was what had happened to her husband? And if she had, why would she have wanted to enlist her help to find him?

Judith returned her attention to the body and saw that Oliver was wearing a watch on his left wrist. The hands on the dial were set to just after six o’clock. The fact that the second hand wasn’t moving suggested to Judith that Oliver’s body had gone into the river shortly after 6 p.m. the night before. Assuming that the watch had stopped when Oliver had gone into the river, of course.

Next she noticed there were deep cuts and bruising on the insides of his wrist and forearm around the watch strap.

‘We should get you away from here,’ Judith said, turning towards Verity, which allowed her to peer over Oliver’s back towards his other arm. His right wrist and forearm were similarly marked. He’d been in a fight of some sort before he died, Judith surmised. Or maybe the wounds had been administered post-mortem? Although, looking back down at the hand nearest to her, she could see there was something embedded in one of the cuts across his palm. It looked like the thinnest slither of dark red wood.

It was amazing what you could discover while comforting a grieving widow, Judith thought to herself. But before she could inspect the body any further, two police cars and an ambulance started bumping across the field and pulled up by the onlookers.

First out of the lead police car was an efficient-looking woman in a smart grey suit, her glossy black hair tied up in a tight ponytail. Her name was Detective Inspector Tanika Malik. She led her officers towards the river at speed, crisply telling her team to secure the scene, move the onlookers on and establish a perimeter, but she slowed to a stop as she saw Judith kneeling by the dead body.

‘Not you,’ Tanika said in disbelief.

Judith smiled an apology that both women knew wasn’t remotely sincere.








Chapter 3

While Tanika and her team worked the scene, Judith made sure that she joined the other witnesses so she wouldn’t get in the way. It also allowed her to phone her two friends, Becks Starling and Suzie Harris.

‘Bloody hell,’ Suzie said as soon as she arrived, taking in the shocking view of the dead body.

‘The poor man, just lying there like that,’ Becks said once Judith had explained how she’d ended up at the scene.

‘Hold on,’ Suzie said. ‘His wife came to see you because her husband hadn’t come home?’

Suzie was a local dog-walker, and she found almost nothing alarming, least of all the revelation that under the polished exteriors of so many people, there lay black hearts capable of committing murder.

‘She did,’ Judith said.

‘Then she’s the killer,’ Suzie said, her feet planted four square on the ground as she gave her ruling.

‘Yes, I was wondering that myself,’ Judith said. ‘It’s all rather coincidental, isn’t it? She comes to get help and claims she’s upset by her husband’s absence. Then, when his body’s later found, she can rely on me to say that she was desperately trying to find him, which rather implies she didn’t know he was dead.’

‘I can’t believe you’d think that so quickly,’ Becks said, appalled by her friends’ cynicism. Becks was the wife of Marlow’s vicar, and of the three of them, she found their brushes with murder the most challenging. ‘She was worried her husband had disappeared, of course she’d come to you.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Suzie said. ‘Most women I know, if their husbands didn’t come home for the night, they’d be opening the champagne.’

‘I do think Suzie has a point,’ Judith said. ‘At the very least, it’s odd that her thoughts turned so quickly to wrongdoing that she felt the need to get me involved.’

‘I suppose so,’ Becks conceded. ‘And the thing is, I knew Oliver Beresford a bit and I could imagine him having any number of enemies. He was something of a force of nature,’ she added with a shudder. ‘Some would even say tyrannical.’

‘Was this through the church?’ Judith asked.

‘It was. For reasons I don’t fully understand, Oliver’s always been in charge of the Christmas nativity play. But he’s just not suited to it. At one point, he made Joseph cry for forgetting his lines. And, now I think about it, last year he pushed the angel Gabriel off the stage altogether. He didn’t mean to – or that’s what he said. Apparently he only meant to move him to the correct position, but it was still awful.’

‘He sounds horrible,’ Suzie said.

‘I must say I didn’t warm to him. I found him too abrasive.’

‘Now that’s interesting,’ Judith said. ‘So we’ve got an abrasive man who’s been shot dead, and a wife who was very quick to presume foul play.’

‘Maybe you should stay away from her,’ Suzie said.

‘What’s that?’ Judith asked.

‘Maybe you should try and avoid hanging around a woman who could be a killer.’

‘What makes you suddenly so worried about my safety?’

‘Me?’ Suzie said – but a touch guiltily, as though she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. ‘Nothing.’

‘You’re looking at me funnily.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Judith. Why would I be looking at you funnily?’

‘Because you are. Like there’s something you’re trying not to say.’

Suzie shrugged as if to say she had no idea what Judith was talking about, and then offered no further explanation. Judith and Becks shared a glance, both of them picking up on their friend’s sudden awkwardness.

‘Have I told you Chloe’s coming home?’ Becks said to change the subject.

‘She is?’ Suzie asked.

Chloe was in her second year at Exeter University reading theology, a fact that both Becks and her husband Colin still couldn’t quite believe.

‘All the students come home in the middle of term for a reading week.’

‘How wonderful,’ Judith said.

‘She’s bringing her boyfriend with her. They’re going to spend a week studying together.’

‘Yeah,’ Suzie said with a grin. ‘Right.’

Becks also smiled, although more coyly.

‘I’m just happy that she’s happy,’ she said.

‘And how’s Sam?’ Judith asked.

The previous year, Becks’ son Sam had surprised no one by getting what his parents felt had been wilfully eccentric results in his A-levels. An A*, a C and an E. Sam’s view was that it was cool that his results spelled ‘ACE’, and that was all that mattered. In lieu of anyone – the school, Sam, his friends or even his parents – knowing what he could do with such a mixed bag of grades, he’d decided to take a gap year. The fact that he then hadn’t applied to any university when the time came around was something he’d tried to finesse by going to Africa with a charitable organisation.

‘Sam’s doing fine, I think,’ Becks said. ‘He’s in a village in Namibia, building a well that, as far as I can tell, no one in the village has asked for. But I suppose it keeps him out of trouble, so it could be worse.’

‘Aye aye,’ Suzie muttered as Tanika headed over to join them. ‘Talking of trouble …’

‘It’s not my fault this time,’ Judith said, wanting to get her defence in first as Tanika stopped in front of the women.

‘And yet here you are,’ Tanika said. ‘Here you all are.’

‘I didn’t know that a woman would knock on my door this morning. And that we’d find her husband dead only a short while later.’

‘And Becks and Suzie?’

‘I’m allowed to ask my friends along for moral support when I’ve had a shock.’

‘Are you pretending this was a shock for you?’

‘It’s always a shock seeing a dead body. Especially when they’ve been shot. He did die from his bullet wounds, didn’t he?’

‘Forensics will be able to establish the precise cause of death in due course. Although you’re right, he appears to have been shot twice. One bullet went into his side, and another seems to have gone into his heart.’

‘Ouch,’ Suzie said.

‘Indeed. Ouch.’

‘How’s Verity doing?’ Judith asked.

‘Not too well,’ Tanika conceded.

‘Has she told you she’s not seen her husband since last night?’ Judith asked.

‘She has.’

‘Do you believe her?’

‘At this stage, I’m just trying to collect as much information as possible.’

‘She told me she’d been on a boat with the film actor Lizzie Jenkins, until some time after 6 p.m.’

‘No way!’ Suzie said.

‘Is that so surprising?’ Judith asked.

‘Lizzie Jenkins is a murder suspect?’

‘Now let’s not get ahead of ourselves, ladies,’ Tanika said. ‘I’m happy to admit that this is very definitely a possible murder that needs investigating, but we can’t presume any of the facts in advance.’

‘Do you know who else was on the boat?’ Judith asked.

‘Verity’s putting together a list. I didn’t want to press her so soon after the event.’

‘Then do you know whose boat it was?’ Judith asked.

Tanika could see that an idea had occurred to Judith. She narrowed her eyes. ‘Why are you asking?’

‘I saw there were splinters of wood in the cuts on Oliver’s hand. They were dark red. If the boat they were on has any paintwork on it the same colour, then that might help prove that there was some kind of a tussle on the boat and that’s where he died. Before his body was tipped into the river – or fell into it.’

‘Yes, I’ll admit I was wondering the same thing. And since you’re asking, the boat was hired from a man called Lance Goodman.’

Suzie shifted her weight on to one hip.

‘Lance Goodman?’ she said with a level of sass that could only be described as ‘peak’.

‘You know him?’ Tanika asked.

‘Hmm,’ Suzie said, as though she was considering whether she knew the answer herself. She didn’t say any more on the subject, and the women realised that Suzie wasn’t going to offer any further explanations.

‘Well, look,’ Tanika said, wanting to make her position clear. ‘We’ll have to take your witness statement, Judith, seeing as you were with the deceased’s wife when she found his body. And just so you know, I may yet ask the three of you to help with the case. But it’s very important you understand that you don’t have the automatic right to be involved.’

‘Even though I am already involved?’ Judith asked. ‘And Becks knows the deceased well.’

‘I don’t—’

‘She couldn’t wait to tell us he was a tyrant. And we can all see that Suzie knows Lance Goodman.’

The women looked at Suzie so she could confirm what Judith had said, but she was gazing off into the distance as though she were considering a battlefield that contained the bodies of everyone she’d slain.

They all saw Suzie come to a decision, and then she set off towards the reeds where Judith had jammed her punt.

‘Come on,’ she said.

‘Where are you going?’ Tanika asked.

‘I don’t have to tell you.’

‘You’re going to talk to Lance, aren’t you?’

‘I’m a citizen of this country, I can talk to anyone I like.’

‘Especially when you’re tied up here, processing the scene,’ Judith said to Tanika with a twinkle before heading over to join her friend.

Tanika looked at Becks.

‘I think they’re both brilliant woman,’ Becks said. ‘But I wish they weren’t so … What’s the word I’m looking for?’

‘Mercurial?’ Tanika offered.

‘That’s right. They’re mercurial, aren’t they? It’s all quite exhausting at times.’

‘Go on,’ Tanika said kindly. ‘Go and join them.’

‘You don’t mind?’

‘Oh, I mind, I mind a lot. But I couldn’t stop them even if I tried. Any more than you could. And they’re right. I have to work the scene here. Having eyes on Lance could be useful.’

‘Thanks,’ Becks said as she turned and ran to catch up with her friends.

As Tanika watched the three women start to bicker about how they could best get onto Judith’s punt, she couldn’t help but smile. The women were often infuriating, always refused to follow orders, and seemed to cause as many problems as they solved, but she knew that when it came to catching killers, no one was better. If anyone could work out how Oliver Beresford had wound up with two bullets in him, it would be Judith, Suzie and Becks.








Chapter 4

Lance Goodman’s boatyard had been in his family for over a hundred years, and it didn’t look as though much had changed in that time. In fact, it wouldn’t have been out of place in a Wild West movie, with its weather-stained clapboard buildings, rotting jetty and piles of broken equipment, tatty ropes and old boats. And just to the side, there was a little river that fed into the Thames, in which some truly ancient boats were sitting, semi-submerged.

The only exception was a gleaming cruiser that was proudly moored in front of the main workshop. The Marlow Belle was a gorgeous wooden vessel that was polished to a bright sheen, with an enclosed driving position at the front, brass-rimmed portholes down the side, and a large viewing area at the back. Unlike everything else that was nearby, it looked in perfect condition.

As Judith tied up her punt and helped her friends onto the jetty, she saw the Marlow Belle and was put in mind of the sort of boats that might have ferried impecunious Brits from Portsmouth to Dinard in France in the 1920s. Its lines and design were so elegant, it was so obviously built for pleasure – although she also couldn’t help noticing that the deck at the back was only a foot or so above the water and was painted a deep red.

Judith leaned over from the jetty so she could better see the deck, but Suzie grabbed at her arm.

‘What are you doing?’ Judith asked.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ Suzie said. ‘I thought you were about to fall into the water.’

‘Why on earth would you think that?’

‘You looked like you were about to go over.’

‘I don’t understand you today, Suzie Harris. First you’re saying I can’t consort with murderers, and now you’re suggesting I can’t look at a boat without falling into the Thames.’

Suzie had the good grace to look embarrassed, and Becks did what she always did when local squalls picked up – she tried to pour oil on troubled waters.

‘Do you think that’s the boat they used?’ she asked.

Before Judith could answer, a door slammed nearby and they saw a man emerge from a dark green canal boat that was moored in the inlet to the side of the main building. He was holding a large silver-backed insulation board in his hands and, as he approached, Judith noted that he wasn’t very tall – perhaps only as tall as her – but he made up for it in muscle. In fact, as the man put the insulation down and she could see his figure under his tight T-shirt, he appeared to be made entirely of muscle.

He let out a groan when he saw the women waiting for him.

‘That’s Lance Goodman,’ Suzie said, just as disappointed with him as he seemed to be with them.

Lance picked up a rag, wiped his hands and headed over. As he got nearer, Judith could see that he was in his fifties, hadn’t shaved for a couple of days and he had a suspicious air about him, as though he was already expecting three middle-aged women to give him trouble. But then, from the way Suzie was looking, Judith could see that trouble was indeed brewing.

‘Suzie,’ he said by way of opening.

‘Lance,’ Suzie replied.

Despite his suspicious demeanour, Judith could see that Lance had sparkling eyes of the clearest blue. And thick eyelashes. Up close, he was actually rather attractive, she realised. Like a pocket Paul Newman.

‘My name’s Judith Potts,’ she said.

‘And I’m Becks Starling,’ Becks said. ‘Do you mind us asking you a few questions about last night?’

Lance looked at the women, nonplussed.

‘What do you want to know?’ he asked.

‘Well, for starters, did you really have Lizzie Jenkins with you? You met her?’

‘Might have done. Why are you asking?’

‘Oliver Beresford’s body has just washed up,’ Judith said. ‘Someone shot him. Twice.’

Lance didn’t say anything; didn’t react at all.

‘Doesn’t that surprise you?’

Lance looked at Suzie.

‘This is a joke, right?’

‘No way,’ Suzie said.

‘It’s got nothing to do with me,’ Lance said, flashing a glance at the pleasure cruiser that was moored to the jetty.

‘Ah yes, I guessed as much,’ Judith said. ‘That’s the boat you took them out on.’

After a moment’s reflection, Lance nodded.

‘It’s something of a beauty,’ Judith offered.

‘She was a wreck when I got her. Used to do the route from here to Abingdon in Oxford and down to Chelsea in London. And she was one of the Little Ships at Dunkirk. When I found her, I couldn’t let her die. I’ve spent the last two years doing her up.’

‘She’s splendid,’ Judith said.

‘Why are you so interested?’

‘That’s a very good question,’ Judith conceded. ‘We’d like to know what happened last night, in an official capacity. You see, we’re with the police.’

‘We’re not—’ Becks interjected.

Judith dug her elbow into her friend’s ribs and finished the sentence for her: ‘—going to take up much of your time.’

Lance looked at the women and gathered his thoughts.

‘He’s really dead?’

‘He’s really dead,’ Suzie said.

‘That’s crazy. Someone like him.’

‘How do you mean “someone like him”?’ Becks asked.

‘He wasn’t the sort of guy you’d think would ever die. You know? I’ve seen him around town, and he’s always talking at the top of his voice. And dressing like a bloody lord – going down the high street in his stupid waistcoats. One time I think I saw him with a hat with a feather sticking out of it. It wasn’t a good look, a man his size.’

‘He was something of a popinjay?’ Judith asked.

‘No idea what one of those is, but he was vain, I’ll tell you that much. He wanted the world to look at him the whole time.’

‘You didn’t like him?’

‘I don’t think I’d ever spoken to him before a couple of weeks ago. I don’t have any opinion one way or another. I’m only saying he’s well known around Marlow. Like you,’ Lance added, looking at Judith.

‘I am?’ Judith asked, surprised as always that she had any kind of a reputation in the town.

‘So you’d not spoken to him before a few weeks ago?’ Suzie asked.

‘That’s right. He rang me out of the blue. Said he had a top secret request. He wanted to hire the Marlow Belle – that’s her name,’ Lance added proudly, indicating the cruiser.

‘He said it was a secret?’ Judith asked.

‘He wanted me to sign a form saying I wouldn’t tell anyone he was hiring the boat. I told him where to go with that. If he wanted me to keep my trap shut, all he had to do was ask and I’d give him my word. My word has always been my bond.’

Suzie laughed. Lance scowled at her, but didn’t say anything.

‘I don’t understand,’ Becks said. ‘Why did it have to be a secret?’

‘I found out why last night. First up, Oliver and his friends spent the afternoon getting the boat ready. Fresh food, wine in ice buckets, a projector and screen in the main cabin. They wanted to show old video footage of the Marlow Amateur Dramatic Society. God help me, but that’s who they were. Actor types. I got why they were so excited when the film star, Lizzie Jenkins, arrived.’

‘I still can’t believe she’s here in Marlow,’ Becks said. ‘What’s she like?’

Lance smiled at the memory.

‘The first thing she did was neck a glass of champagne. By the time she’d introduced herself to everyone, she was on her third glass and had lit up her second fag. I liked her. Nothing puts you at ease like meeting someone who’s not in control.’

‘You didn’t think she was in control?’ Becks asked.

‘Maybe that’s overselling it, but she didn’t stand on ceremony, let’s put it like that. We set off around three, got to Cookham Lock about fifty minutes later. Then it was plain sailing straight through to Maidenhead.’

‘What did everyone do on the journey?’

‘I couldn’t see much. The Marlow Belle’s driving position is at the front of the boat,’ Lance said, pointing at the glassed-off area. ‘But they were loud enough. Laughing, chatting, popping champagne, and in and out of each other’s cabins.’

‘Your boat has cabins?’ Judith said, impressed.

‘It was built for more than just day trips. Oliver wanted everyone to have the full experience, so everyone had their own cabin.’

‘Not that
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