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            Chapter 1
      

         

         The studio lights beamed strongly down on the activity in the centre of the set, dressed to look like a modern kitchen.

         The man behind the workstation beat the mixture in a bowl with a vigorous action. He looked up from the task and winked at the audience he knew to be sitting, in the darkness beyond the cameras. He could hear a couple of gasps at the gesture, and a small ripple of laughter. Quite a few members of the audience had become fans of his, a side effect of fame that he hadn’t counted on until it happened and he hadn’t got used to it yet. But he could cope during the shows when they were ‘out there’ separated from him by broadcasting paraphernalia and technicians. He had no trouble with the badinage then, the jokey asides as he got on with what he did best. ‘Don’t be afraid to go for it,’ he said. ‘Vent your anger and spleen; give them a good beating.’ He narrowed his eyes in a suggestive manner and followed up with another wink. His reward came immediately; a few more gasps and noisier laughter from the faithful. He knew they’d be waiting outside when he left. One or two of them had already given him the glad-eye; definitely an aspect of celebrity that had come as a surprise; how naïve was that? ‘But be careful not to over-whip or they go runny,’ he continued. They weren’t all avid fans. Many of them were dedicated foodies and if they thought his cooking advice bad or ambiguous, the letters to the programme soon let him know it. He put down the fork and turned towards the back of the kitchen. ‘By now you should have it really hot, your oven, that is.’ A wave of raucous laughter greeted this sally. He turned back and acknowledged it with a grin; time to ease up on the innuendo and bring on the cheery boy-next-door. He moved along to the other end of the workstation. The camera followed him so the audience at home didn’t see his assistants moving in to remove the mixture from the set.

         He located the relevant camera and smiled into it. Goodness; he was still amazed at how natural all this had become in such a short space of time. Only this morning he had seen that one of the broadsheets described him as a household name. He liked that, Griff Madoc, North Wales farm boy made good. The smile was definitely wholesome now as he picked up some dried herbs from a bowl set on the worktop in front of him and let them fall back through his fingers. ‘So, that’s a double “O” recipe for you this morning, folks. Onion and oregano soufflé; just season to taste and if you serve that as a starter at your next dinner party your guests will definitely be saying, “ooh, yummy”. I can guarantee it because my recipes do —’ He leaned forward, cupping a hand behind one ear. ‘What do they do?’

         ‘SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES!’ came the enthusiastic and united response from the audience.

         ‘That’s right!’ Griff shouted back at them. ‘Of course,’ he added, leaning forward slightly, lowering his voice and entering into a conspiracy with everyone watching – those at home as well as the studio audience. His Welsh accent became a little more pronounced. ‘On this occasion it’ll be no good inviting that sort of guest who likes to be late. For a soufflé starter you’ve really got to have everyone sitting round the table ready to begin when it comes out of the oven. He straightened up and the smile opened again. ‘OK, so let’s just give you the ingredients again in case you didn’t get the chance to write them all down earlier and then I’ll quickly recap the method. After that…’ He beamed. ‘I’ve got some exciting news that I’ve been waiting weeks to tell you about.’

         In her home in Richmond, Detective Inspector Angela Costello ignored the gasp of eager anticipation from the studio audience and sat with her pen poised. She scribbled busily as the information flashed up on the screen. Her husband, Patrick, came into the room and placed a coffee on the little table beside her chair before sitting down and taking a sip from his own cup. ‘Hasn’t he produced a book?’ he asked. ‘I’m sure the recipe will be in that.’

         ‘Yes but it’s not out yet and I want to try this; it sounds delicious.’

         ‘Isn’t he the bloke that had that afternoon spot, Griff au gratin or something like that, a really naff title?’

         ‘That’s the one. He seems to have become very popular.’

         ‘Hence the move to prime-time television and a more upmarket title, I suppose. What is it now?’

         ‘Griff Madoc Cooks,’ replied Angela, abstractedly as she copied out the recipe.

         ‘And the use of herbs is his motif, isn’t it?’

         ‘Oh yes, very much so. He bangs on about herbs all the time. He even gets them into desserts.’

         ‘Ah! Is that where you got the recipe for those remarkable biscuits you did the other week?’

         ‘The lemon and basil ones? Yes.’

         ‘They went down a treat. I noticed Gary scoffed three of them.’

         Angela laughed. ‘He’s got a hearty appetite, that young man.’ Gary Houseman, a detective constable, worked with Angela and together they formed part of a homicide assessment team working within the Metropolitan Police. He was also the boyfriend of Patrick’s daughter, Madeleine. ‘Gosh, I hope nothing goes wrong,’ she continued. ‘Apparently this is a live show just for once. There’s some reason they want Griff on TV just now and there isn’t a recorded one ready to go after the last series. Some sort of big reveal, I gather. I wonder what it is? It can’t be about the book, we know about that already.’

         A gentle ‘ding’ recalled their attention back to the screen, where Griff could be seen opening an oven door and extracting a tray. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘I’ve just time to show you what I’ve got here.’ He grinned cheerily around as he put the tray down on the worktop. ‘And what have I got here?’ he called, his hand behind his ear again.

         The audience roared in unison ‘ONE YOU MADE EARLIER’ before bursting into spontaneous laughter.

         In the compact, well-ordered office of a restaurant near Knightsbridge, Marcel Lambret turned his face away from the screen and looked across at the only other occupant of the room. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you noticed all that nervousness has gone now?’

         ‘Oh yes; I think that amazes me more than anything. He’s always been rather shy. Did you know he’s even got a growing fan base — an actual fan base?’

         ‘You’re kidding!’ In spite of his name, Marcel’s accent and phraseology couldn’t have been anything but pure London.

         Pauline Madoc smiled across at him. ‘Oh yes, and from what he tells me, some of them want more than his autograph.’

         Marcel raised his eyebrows. ‘Griff never struck me as that type of guy.’

         Pauline laughed outright at this. ‘What type of guy, exactly?’

         Marcel shrugged. ‘You know… he’s solid; a great bloke, but I’d never think of him as particularly attractive, having women going after him and all that.’

         ‘He was attractive enough for me to marry him.’

         ‘Oh, yes, sorry, I didn’t mean, yes, of course, but then you were still —’ Marcel stopped abruptly and blushed to the roots of his hair.

         ‘Still more-or-less kids when we married, yes. And if you’re not careful, you’re going to need a large shovel to dig yourself out of that hole you’re working yourself into,’ replied Pauline serenely.

         Marcel, still bright red, grinned. ‘You know what I mean. That’s popstar stuff isn’t it, having fans and all that?’

         ‘Not bad,’ conceded Pauline. ‘Six out of ten for a reasonable recovery; it’s true Griff isn’t your typical babe-magnet, but I don’t think his fans are babes. They’re mainly housewives or women who soon will be, looking for someone with a boyish smile but who’s safe and dependable.’

         ‘Griff,’ said Marcel.

         ‘Griff,’ repeated Pauline.

         They turned their attention back to the screen.

         Griff had now forked some of the soufflé out of the bowl and tasted it. ‘Mmmmmm,’ he said, a blissful expression on his face as he kissed his fingers. ‘To die for.’ He looked into the camera and his accent became a little more pronounced. ‘That reminds me. I’ll have to get cousin Dai over to share it.’ The rhyme/joke earned another burst of laughter, but Griff quickly got back on track. ‘This dish, with a nice hearty salad, makes a wonderful light meal. Now don’t forget, when you’re making a salad, what gives it an added zing?’

         ‘A SPRINKLING OF HERBS, GRIFF,’ came the answer, right on cue.

         ‘That’s right,’ replied a smiling Griff. ‘I usually put mine on just before I dress the salad, but you can make herbs part of the dressing itself.’

         He put down the fork and picked up a book that had been lying flat on the surface. In their living room, Angela and Patrick watched as a camera panned close in to reveal a picture of Griff’s smiling face beaming out over a trug full of herbs against the background of the kitchen set. The camera remained steady on the cover so that everyone could read the title ‘A Dish of Herbs’. ‘Right, now for the exciting news; you all know I’ve got my first recipe book coming out soon, and it will contain a section on growing your own herbs? Well, to launch the book, I’m inviting you all to come and…’ He paused. ‘Look round my herb garden.’ A gasp of excitement, some cheers and a great deal of loud handclapping rose up from the audience. Griff Madoc beamed in delight, stepped back, and held out his hands as if warding off a frenzied mob of fans. ‘Ooh, that’s got you all going, hasn’t it? No, I don’t mean the one at my house.’ A collective, sorrowful ‘aaaaah’ ran around the audience and Griff’s face took on a mock-contrite expression. ‘Sorry to let you all down, but you won’t be disappointed when I tell you where I’ve been bedding out recently.’ He paused and it was barely a second before one or two mock-scandalised ‘oohs’ could be heard in the audience. ‘Oh look, you really are so naughty, you people. I mean, where I’ve been bedding out my HERBS recently. I’ve found a lovely little plot, not too far from here, in Chelsea in fact. Yes! You guessed it. I’m going to be at The Chelsea Flower Show!’ This news was greeted by a loud burst of spontaneous, excited applause and several more cheers. Once the noise died down Griff spoke again. He maintained a calm air. It was important not to get them going again because he wanted to give full attention to plugging his book as the credits rolled. ‘You know how I’m always pointing out how pretty herbs can be. Well, now you’ll be able to see for yourselves. I’m having a very exciting time at the moment. I’ve enlisted the help of one of my compatriots, Gareth Morgan. Gareth’s got a lot of experience in garden design and he’s working with me in planning it all out. It won’t be just herbs, though; I’m going to include some of my favourite flowers and it’s going to look lovely. Who’d have thought it,’ he said, modest now, as he gazed into the camera. ‘When I was a little boy, growing up on the farm, it was my job to look after the herbs. Very proud of them I was. I didn’t let anyone else touch them. And look where that early experience has led me.’

         In his living room not far from the university campus in Usk, South Wales, one of the tutors turned off his television and stood staring questioningly at the blank screen.

         ‘Farm boy?’ he queried aloud in the empty room. ‘Farm toddler, maybe, before you were taken south.’ He smiled. ‘Still it makes for good publicity, doesn’t it?’ The telephone rang and he picked up the receiver. ‘Hello?’

         ‘Alwyn, it’s me. I’ve just been watching television and seen that, that… Griff Madoc!’ He spat out the name. ‘Fancy changing the family name from Maddox to Madoc, ridiculous. He’s a celebrity chef.’

         Alwyn Maddox’s heart sank, the bottom seemed to disappear from his stomach as he felt the familiar fear he always experienced on hearing this voice. Ever since that… programme had first appeared on the television, he’d known this day would come. He took a deep breath to allow his voice to sound normal. He couldn’t afford to let his fear show. ‘Hi, Dad,’ he replied. ‘Yes, I heard something about it recently,’ he hedged, glossing over the truth. ‘Perhaps it’s not our one,’ he ventured, without much hope.

         His pessimism wasn’t disappointed. ‘Oh it’s our one, all right!’ his father assured him. ‘Of course, he’s got a lot of that mother of his in him but he’s also very like your grandfather at the same age so I thought I’d give that “goggle” thing a try.’ In spite of everything, Alwyn couldn’t resist a smile. His father regarded the internet as some sort of sleeping giant. ‘I just typed his name and all sorts of information came up about him. All the other details fit, too. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before, but you know me and computers.’ Alwyn recognised the animation in his father’s voice. He hadn’t heard that tone in a long time; the old man was completely galvanised. ‘He even mentioned Gareth Morgan, that wouldn’t be your old mate, would it, son?’

         Alwyn came out with an outright lie this time. ‘I’m not sure, Dad. There must be loads of Gareth Morgans around.’

         ‘There can’t be too many in horticulture, though. This is a real stroke of luck. This is our chance, Alwyn. Your granddad can’t have too many more years left and we need to get ourselves sorted. Come up this weekend and we’ll put our heads together about this.’

         Unable, as always, to resist, Alwyn agreed to the visit and put the phone down with a heavy heart. He knew what would follow; he’d be steamrollered into fanning the flames of his dad’s obsession with the family farm and the inheritance. Goodness knows what he’d want him to do. As a general rule, he tried to give his father a wide berth. He’d never shared with him the fact that he’d come across his cousin when they were both students. He’d come down to South Wales to help Gareth Morgan with a landscaping contract one summer, and saw Griff around the town. He’d been struck by the family likeness and discreetly asked about him. He didn’t make himself known to Griff, though, being aware of the consequences that would follow, but that was how he knew where they’d settled, and about the slight name change. The only person in the town who knew of their relationship was Pauline. He’d met her at that time as well, they’d even dated for a little while, but he found her a bit too flighty and it didn’t last long. Funny to think she’d gone on to marry Griff. She’d found it strange that Alwyn didn’t want to have anything to do with his cousin, and he knew she didn’t really believe what he told her about his father’s hatred of that branch of the family, but she kept his secret, for which he was grateful. He went into his kitchen to make himself a cup of tea. As the depressing effects of the telephone call faded, he found himself thinking of his old friend, Gareth, with pleasure. That email he’d received from him recently brought back lots of memories, good times from their shared college days. Gareth had mentioned that he was in line for a nice designing job and had even hinted that if Alwyn was free, maybe he’d like to be part of it. He didn’t go into any details but now Alwyn found himself wondering about it. Being involved in the Chelsea Flower Show wouldn’t look at all bad on the CV, and he was due a short sabbatical. In any case, he and Gareth hadn’t met in ages, and it would be good to catch up. By the time he’d scrolled through his contacts looking for Gareth’s number, he was whistling and feeling almost cheerful.

         In the studio, the cookery programme was fast approaching the finishing credits. The camera lingered for several seconds on the book held in Griff’s hands. ‘Yes, I knew the value of herbs from a very young age. I would never have guessed they’d make me famous one day, but here’s the proof.’ He kept the book still. ‘Don’t forget to look out for it in the shops: A Dish of Herbs. You saw it here first, folks; so, until next week, when I’ll be sharing another wonderful recipe with you. BYE FOR NOW.’ The credits rolled across the screen over a shot of Griff waving with one hand and holding his book in the other, accompanied by yet more cheering and clapping from the audience.

         Patrick leaned over and turned the television off. ‘I can see why he’s been brought to an evening slot.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ agreed Angela. ‘He’s a real showman, but I suppose that’s what they need for the ratings. He’s rather a dish, don’t you think?’

         Patrick treated her to a quizzical look. ‘I don’t have a “dish” meter for men.’

         Angela grinned. ‘Take it from me, Paddy, he’s hot.’ He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Not as hot as you though, darling,’ she added.

         He grinned. ‘That’s all right, then.’

         At the studio, Griff hurried to his dressing room where he found his agent, Neville Ingram, waiting. ‘Hi, Neville, did you catch all the show?’

         ‘Yes, I got here just at the beginning; another good one, Griff, well done.’

         ‘Thanks, but that’s the first and last time I do it live. We had a couple of very scary moments. A cookery programme live — what was I thinking?’

         ‘Worth it though, to get in the plug about Chelsea Flower Show. That audience reaction was gold dust. And you didn’t come across as tense or scared. From where I was it looked like a very smooth operation. You’ve certainly learnt how to handle an audience.’

         Griff smiled and winked at the other man. ‘I tell you what I nearly didn’t handle. There was definitely a bad egg in that mixture I was convinced the smell would reach the audience.’

         ‘Really? I’ll mention it to the producer.’ Just at that moment the door opened and a twenty-something woman carrying a clipboard came into the room. Neville recognised Tricia, one of the floor assistants on the programme.

         ‘Hi there, babes,’ said Griff, slipping off his chef’s coat and hanging it up. ‘Any —’ He stopped.

         ‘Hello,’ replied Tricia. She turned to Neville. ‘Sorry to disturb you.’

         ‘Not at all,’ replied Neville. He wondered what Griff had been about to say. He’d noticed Tricia before, in fact he knew her from somewhere and each time he saw her, he became tormented with not being able to remember where. He also had the impression she appeared in Griff’s dressing room a little more often than her job warranted and wondered if she had an agenda with his client.

         ‘Just a couple of things, Griff,’ Tricia said, handing him some sheets of paper.

         ‘Yes?’ replied Griff, folding them up and putting them in his briefcase.

         ‘That’s your call sheet for next week. Rob wants to touch base with you about the book promotion, you know, working it into the programme, especially in the run up to the Chelsea Flower Show.’

         ‘Oh yes; is he going up to the bar?’

         ‘Yes, that’s what he said to tell you. He’ll see you up there when he’s finished sorting the team out. About twenty minutes he said.’

         ‘Perfect,’ answered Griff, combing his hair into place from where the chef’s cap had flattened it. ‘Are you going as well?’

         ‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘See you up there, Griff.’ Tricia smiled and nodded at Neville and left the room.

         Neville felt that a signal of some sort had passed between Griff and Tricia. He saw that she had handed him two sheets of paper and wondered if one of the pages contained a message and that was why they’d disappeared into his briefcase so quickly. Normally he’d leave the schedule in view where Neville could peruse it. He decided to test the water and opted for the most obvious explanation. ‘I think Tricia might have a bit of a crush on you, Griff,’ he said.

         Griff turned a big smile on him, beaming his disbelief. ‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘Tricia has a boyfriend and she’s very happy with him; nice lad, works in studio B.’

         Neville tried another tack. ‘Can I have a look at the schedule, Griff?’

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Neville,’ said Griff, reaching over to his briefcase. ‘I put it straight in here, didn’t I?’ He riffled in the case, pulled out a page and handed it to his manager.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Neville, taking it. He noted the way Griff separated the two pages and only extracted one of them, a smooth operation but Neville had caught it. He glanced over the sheet. ‘At first sight it doesn’t look like it’s going to interfere with any of the interviews we’ve got set up for you in the next week, but I’ll get back to you when I’ve checked, properly, at the office.’

         ‘No problem,’ answered Griff, standing up and slipping into his jacket. ‘Are you coming upstairs?’

         ‘No, I’d better get back. I’ve got a few things to finish up and I want them done by this evening.’

         ‘OK, I’ll walk along to the lift with you.’ The two men left the office together. All the way down the corridor, Neville couldn’t shake off the feeling that Griff, though apparently his usual cheery self, was constrained in some way. He felt satisfied that Griff couldn’t possibly know about him and Pauline. Pauline was adamant that he had no idea, and she should know. In any case, they’d decided to ease up a little for a few weeks, to get the Chelsea Flower Show and the book-launch out of the way first. They all had just a bit too much going on to cope with their affair just now.

         Griff and Neville had gone their separate ways and Neville was halfway down to the ground floor in the lift when it came to him.

         He suddenly remembered from where he knew Tricia. She was the niece of Luke Prentice. Luke operated in the same line of business as Neville: artist representation. In fact, since they handled the same type of person in many cases, Neville regarded him as one of his main rivals. Neville stepped out of the lift at the ground floor and made his way across the foyer with a worried frown on his face. Griff earned Neville a great deal of money, and with the forthcoming book that income didn’t look to diminish in the near future. A shudder passed through him. He knew he wouldn’t be able to dismiss the suspicion that Griff might be looking for a new manager. The thought caused him grave disquiet. He took out his mobile phone and scrolled through his contacts looking for Pauline’s name. They had agreed only to make contact in an emergency but, he thought, this constituted one. In any case, there was no danger that Griff would overhear this call.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
      

         

         After watching Griff’s programme, Pauline Madoc took a cup of coffee and walked through the packed restaurant to the front door. She found this time of the evening pleasant, and was glad to see a vacant pavement table that she could sit at while she drank, and watch the passers-by in Knightsbridge, just a few yards away. While she was doing this her phone, which she’d left in the restaurant’s office, rang. Marcel came through to the street with it in his hand. ‘Call for you,’ he said, handing it to her.

         ‘Who is it?’ she asked.

         ‘Neville Ingram,’ he said, noting her sudden movement, which she quickly suppressed. He saw the colour fly into her cheeks; no chance of controlling that.

         Recovering herself, she feigned annoyance with a half-hearted frown. ‘More book-launch stuff, I expect. Sometimes I think he regards me as Griff’s secretary, not his wife.’

         Marcel handed her the phone and retreated back into the restaurant. He stationed himself right at the back where he had a good view of her, but knew he couldn’t easily be seen.

         Pauline’s show of irritation had disappeared. She relaxed back into the chair as she spoke into the phone. She smiled, pulled at a lock of hair and twirled it round her fingers, and the expression on her face bore no resemblance to that of a woman engaged in a business call.

         Marcel nodded to himself. Once or twice he’d caught Griff standing in this very spot watching Pauline in the street talking into her telephone. He hadn’t taken much notice of Pauline on those occasions; he’d been struck by the look on Griff’s face. Now he knew why. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the head waiter looking at him with a curious expression and he turned and went back into the kitchen.

         Outside on the pavement, Pauline didn’t try to hide her delight in the call. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to ease off, like we’d agreed,’ she admonished. ‘What we’ve got is just too strong.’

         ‘Yes,’ agreed her lover. ‘But we must be very careful.’

         ‘Oh I know, I know, but I had a little bet with myself that you’d crack and call me.’ She gave a tinkling laugh.

         ‘And I did, didn’t I?’ replied Neville, playing the game. He wanted to move the conversation past the sweet nothings, but Pauline wasn’t an easy person to deflect. ‘The thing is —’

         ‘You know, I’ve wanted you more than ever since we agreed to cool it for a bit. I suppose that’s psychological, isn’t it?’

         ‘One of the immutable laws of the universe,’ agreed Neville. ‘Pauline, I —’

         ‘Part of my reason for not coming to the studio today was because I couldn’t trust myself if I saw you. I hope you realise that.’

         ‘Pauline, you’re so sweet.’ Pauline was taking a sip of her coffee just at this point, so she made no immediate answering declaration of love. Neville took the opportunity and ploughed on. ‘Pauline, I’ve got a slight concern about Griff.’

         ‘Griff? What’s to be concerned about? Griff’s an open book, the North Wales farm boyo, the town wimp who married the local beauty-queen going places. He did very well for himself. You don’t have to be concerned about Griff.’

         ‘Yes, darling.’ Neville knew the history as it stood and was also completely familiar with Pauline’s version of it. Since beginning their affair, he’d come to realise that she either couldn’t see – or chose to ignore – the discrepancies between the two accounts. ‘What I mean is, has he said anything to you about me?’

         The tinkling laugh came again. ‘Relax, Neville, there’s no way he knows about you and me.’

         Neville stifled a burst of impatience. ‘I don’t mean “us” specifically, Pauline. Has he said anything to you about, maybe, looking for fresh representation?’

         That gave her pause. A short silence followed while she considered this. ‘No way,’ she said, finally. ‘He wouldn’t even think something like that without discussing it with me first.’

         Neville released a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘Because he was very new to all the big bucks and fame and fortune when I took him on and —’

         ‘You’re not going for the loyalty ticket are you?’ asked Pauline. ‘As in, he can’t possibly dump the wonderful, supportive man who nursed his early career and guided the innocent through the pitfalls of media attention and all that. That won’t wash, Neville. He’s not that stupid.’

         ‘You didn’t let me finish, darling. I was about to say that he might have forgotten or been so overwhelmed by everything at the beginning that he didn’t realise he’s actually locked in to me for another five years.’

         ‘You’re joking!’

         ‘Ah, didn’t you read the contract properly either, then?’

         ‘I didn’t read any of it. But I must admit I’m not surprised if Griff just signed without really thinking about it. Normally he’s very cautious about business matters, but he was so excited by being taken up by the television company and all that was going on at the time.’ Pauline shook her head. ‘But this is all academic. I’m sure he’s got no plans to change his manager. He seems to be completely happy with you.’

         ‘That’s good. I’d hate things to become unpleasant. Tell me I’m just being a prat.’

         She laughed. ‘You’re just being a prat. Anyway, what on earth made you ask that?’

         Neville told her about Tricia at the studio and she laughed even more. ‘Cariad, she’s probably just sweet on him, poor deluded woman. I expect, if the other page contained anything, it was a request for an autograph or something like that.’

         Neville allowed himself to be reassured. ‘You’re probably right,’ he said. ‘I asked him if Tricia had a bit of a crush on him but he dismissed the notion.’

         ‘It wouldn’t do her any good if she had. He’s got several women throwing themselves at him now, but he’d determined to win some sort of prize for being a faithful husband. It’s me who plays away.’

         ‘And aren’t I glad of that,’ quipped Neville with a leering chuckle. His apprehension now completely laid to rest, he allowed himself to be led back to sweet nothings.

          
      

         ‘I thought, rhubarb,’ suggested the tutor from Usk.

         The only other man in the room, seated opposite, looked up at him and nodded as he considered this. ‘Hold that thought, Alwyn,’ he said. He thought some more. ‘OK, this is a herb garden but you want to include rhubarb. I’m not quite sure where you’re coming from.’

         ‘What I’m thinking is, Griff Madoc’s thing is herbs and he’s keen to show how beautiful they can be as well as wholesome. And with herbs, you mostly eat the leaves, don’t you, So it would be good to strike a, not a discordant note as such but…’

         ‘Ah! Yes, I see what you trying to do. Keeping to a culinary theme but showing another side to Mother Nature. With rhubarb you eat the stalk but give the leaves a wide berth, they might just kill you.’ Gareth Morgan nodded slowly as he considered the proposition. ‘Yes, yes, yes, I like it. We’ll have a couple of tubs of rhubarb showing another side to what plants can do for you. As well as that, they’re not particularly pretty, are they? Just big floppy leaves. They’ll prove a contrast.’

         ‘Exactly!’

         Gareth made a note on his plan. ‘That’s sorted, then.’

         Alwyn nodded, made a corresponding note on his own pad and tried to relax, tried to smile at his friend with nonchalance. His suggestion for using something poisonous had been taken on board without even a hint of suspicion. He let out a slow breath of relief.

         Gareth gathered together his papers, stashed them in his briefcase and turned to smile at his friend. ‘I’m really glad you got in touch with me when you did. Apart from the fact that I’d missed the last two reunions, so it was nice to catch up, I felt a bit overwhelmed with this commission.’

         ‘Why; because Griff Madoc is a celebrity?’

         Gareth gave a sheepish smile. ‘Daft, isn’t it?’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ replied Alwyn. ‘I suppose meeting someone famous can be a bit daunting, especially if you consider there’s a lot riding on this garden.’

         Gareth nodded. ‘He’s very popular, so I expect there’ll be crowds coming to see it and of course, he’s linking it with the publication of his first recipe book.’

         ‘A Dish of Herbs,’ quoted Alwyn. Gareth opened his eyes wide at his friend. ‘I’ve done a bit of homework,’ he explained.

         ‘You always were very thorough in your research,’ said Gareth. ‘It’s handy, this sabbatical you’re on at the moment, just when I needed someone to help me.’

         ‘It’s timely,’ agreed Alwyn. He fell silent and gazed into the middle distance.

         The pause suddenly felt slightly awkward, and after a moment or two Gareth slapped his knees. ‘OK, this won’t get our garden growing, will it? Let’s get on. We can go and take a look at one or two suppliers before we finish for today.’

         ‘When do we get into the grounds to check out the site?’ asked Alwyn.

         ‘Nearer the time; I’ll let you know as soon as I find out. By the way,’ Gareth beamed at his old university friend. ‘It’s not all wellies and gardening gloves, you know. I hope you’ve brought your best suit with you.’ Alwyn raised his eyebrows and looked a question. ‘The thing is,’ said Gareth, ‘The Chelsea Flower Show is part of the London social calendar and lots of companies take the opportunity to do some of their corporate work there, you know, high-class hospitality.’

         ‘I know the sort of thing,’ agreed Alwyn with a nod.

         ‘That being so, Griff is going to have his book-launch at the Royal Hospital, and we’re involved with that as well, the floral decorations.’

         ‘The Royal Hospital? Ah yes, of course, the flower show is held in the grounds of the hospital. It sounds like fun, though,’ he said with enthusiasm. The two men got their jackets from their hangers and picked up their briefcases.

         ‘It should be a good occasion,’ agreed Gareth. ‘Have you ever watched his programme?’

         ‘Once or twice,’ replied Alwyn, as they left the room.

          
      

         Griff liked getting back to his restaurant the day after a recording and hummed a little tune as he parked his car in his usual spot the following morning and made his way along the pavement. He’d turn the corner any moment and see the pavement tables and chairs already set out in the, still-cool early sunshine. His mobile phone rang and he took it from his pocket. ‘Hello?’

         ‘It’s me,’ said Marcel. ‘Are you on your way in?’

         ‘I’ve just parked the car. I’ll be with you in two minutes,’ replied Griff.

         ‘I’ve just looked out the window and seen your little friend. She went past here in the direction of where you normally park.’

         Griff’s heart sank and he stopped. ‘Oh no. After that last “do” I thought things would improve.’

         ‘Maybe they have,’ suggested Marcel. ‘Maybe, after that little bout of counselling she agreed to, she’s only come round to tell you that she’s over you and she’s going off to get a life.’

         ‘I can but hope,’ replied Griff. A step on the pavement ahead of him caused him to look up. ‘I’ll see you in a few moments, Marcel,’ he added, finishing the call.

         He drew to a stop in front of the woman facing him. ‘Good morning, Della. I haven’t seen you in a while.’

         The woman, a pale-faced brunette in her forties, running to fat, smiled tentatively up at him. ‘You know why that is, don’t you, Griff?’

         ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘It’s not as if I took out a court injunction to keep you away from here.’

         ‘No — but you would have if I hadn’t accepted to go to see a counsellor, like I’ve got some sort of problem,’ she replied.

         ‘Della, you forced your way into my kitchen, demanded I have sex with you, and when I refused, you attacked me.’

         A winsome smiled etched itself across Della’s face. ‘I wasn’t attacking you. I was only trying to help you with your clothes. I know you want me too, Griff. And I really want you; you know how much.’

         ‘I don’t want you, Della. You’re a total nuisance to me.’ Griff had stopped being polite to this woman quite some time ago. ‘And if you try anything like that again I will have you arrested.’

         ‘God will forgive you, Griff.’

         Griff’s brow creased. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I know all about you. I know that in the last year you’ve been going back to church again. That’s why you don’t want to be unfaithful to Pauline. I’ve been going to church too. I light a candle each day for our love to be consummated.’

         ‘You’re deluding yourself. I am never going to do any “consummating” with you.’ Griff had no doubt that his words were wasted on Della. Her response proved him right.

         ‘God will forgive you if you do, but in any case, it wouldn’t really be adultery, not you and me, we’re meant to be.’

         Griff made a move to get past her. ‘I’m going into my restaurant, Della,’ he said in a firm voice. ‘I’ve got to go over the books with Marcel and check the supplies. And we’re going to interview a new waiter.’ His attempt to ignore the subject, to show her he was fully occupied and intent on going about his business, backfired on him.

         She beamed as if her birthday and Christmas has both come at once. ‘You see, you’re telling me what you’re up to. You’re involving me in your life. I know you care about me really, deep down.’

         ‘No! No I don’t, Della.’ Griff stopped at he reached the restaurant door. ‘Look, I’m here now. You’re not to try and follow me, or I’ll call the police.’

         ‘You were wonderful on the telly yest —’ Her words were cut off as Griff went into the restaurant and slammed the door shut behind him.

          
      

         Madeleine Costello put her knife and fork down neatly on the empty plate and leaned back from the table. ‘That was absolutely delicious, Angie,’ she said.

         ‘I second that,’ said her father, Patrick. He turned to Angela and grinned. ‘You’ve got the job.’

         Angela laughed. ‘The only time I’ve ever made soufflé before, it came out of the oven and immediately went as flat as a pancake.’

         ‘You’ve been watching Griff whatshisname again, haven’t you?’ asked Madeleine.

         ‘I have,’ replied her stepmother. ‘I’ve got really into his programme. I’m even cooking with a bit of a Welsh accent these days.’

         Madeleine studied Angela for a moment. ‘You’re winding me up.’

         Angela laughed. ‘Yes, I am. But you must admit, his sing-song-y voice is quite attractive.’

         ‘Talking of attractive young men,’ said Patrick to Madeleine. ‘Where’s your one tonight?’

         ‘We’re meeting up later. He had a couple of things to do in his flat and then we’re off to a gig.’

         ‘Oh really, anyone I’m likely to have heard of?’ asked Patrick. ‘Oh, no scrub that. I’m sure it’s someone I won’t know.’

         Madeleine laughed. ‘To be honest, I don’t even know the name. Gary’s keen on this band, and he comes with me to stuff I like, so…’

         ‘Fair enough.’ Patrick nodded. ‘I, on the other hand, plan a scintillating evening — not — of sorting out some old books. Father Martin has begun his yearly trawl for items for the summer bazaar.’

         ‘What, all those in the cupboard on the landing? It’s about time they had a new home,’ answered Madeleine. ‘Mind you, I took one out the other day when I had nothing to read. It turned out to be modern poetry.’

         ‘I was very into it at one time.’ He looked across at Angela. ‘Do you remember me reading poetry to you on some of our early dates, darling?’

         Angela was amused to see Madeleine blink and redden slightly at the image of her father in a romantic setting. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I remember you being quite coy and not using the rude word in a Philip Larkin poem. I thought it was very sweet of you.’

         Patrick nodded. ‘Yes, that was right at the beginning of our courtship. My favourite at the time was Stevie Smith.’

         ‘Ah yes, the “not waving but drowning” poem, very poignant.’

         ‘That’s in there; I read that one,’ said Madeleine. ‘You’re right, it’s a lovely poem. Anyway, I’ve finished with it and I’ll stick it back for you, Dad. If clearing out dusty old books is on the agenda for tonight I’m rather glad I’ve got something on even if it’s Gary’s choice of music and not mine.’

         ‘Whereas we,’ said Patrick with a smug grin as he spooned another helping of soufflé out of the dish, ‘will get more of this.’

         Madeleine smiled. ‘Well done, Herbal Griff. I haven’t watched him myself, but I read in the paper that he’s got a garden at the Chelsea Flower Show this year. Are you going?’ She looked from Patrick to Angela.

         Angela paused. ‘You know, the thought never even entered my head. But it’s probably too late to get leave now.’

         ‘Why, when does it open?’

         ‘In a couple of weeks.’

         ‘Not far off, then. Never mind, you can watch it on the telly.’ With that, she got up and left the room.

         ‘I expect that’s the closest I’ll get,’ agreed Angela to Madeleine’s retreating back. After a few moments she became aware of a silence in the room and looked at Patrick to find him studying her with an amused but quizzical expression. ‘What?’ she asked.

         ‘I’m trying to picture you as a food groupie.’

         Angela let out a guffaw. ‘That’ll be the day! And I think the word you’re looking for is “foodie”.’

         ‘Ah! Yes.’

         ‘But in any case I wouldn’t be that. I’d be a Griff groupie.’

         ‘That’s even harder to imagine,’ replied Patrick, standing up. ‘Can’t you fall for a popstar like everyone else?’

         ‘They’re all too young, these days, just like policemen,’ she answered, following him into the kitchen.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
      

         

         The news report on the preparations for the Chelsea Flower Show brought to the screen a very attractive overview of the event. Patrick and Angela Costello, settling down for an evening at home, drank their after-dinner coffee in silence as cameras panned around the site and led the viewers up one avenue and down another to show a small army of workers bedding out plants, arranging shrubs, taming creepers, arranging trellises, examining pristine lawns for flaws and inspecting the clarity of the water in a variety of ponds. Hopeful first-time exhibitors spoke excitedly of what they wished to achieve, and old hands explained how they were incorporating the things they’d learned from their previous experience alongside new enthusiasm for this year’s designs.

         ‘When does it actually start?’ asked Patrick.

         ‘Next Tuesday.’

         ‘I worked there one year when I was a student, just clearing tables and washing up in one of the restaurants. I didn’t think of it from a police perspective, but looking back I remember it being very crowded. It could be a bit of a policing nightmare.’

         ‘It’s probably worse now.’

         ‘I’m sure. Oh look, they’re interviewing Griff Madoc.’

         The camera moved in to a close-up of the TV chef’s head. ‘…The people who watch my programme know what a great advocate I am of herbs in cooking. And we’re all used to buying our herbs dried and crushed in little bottles and packets from the supermarket. But not everyone knows just how pretty they can look when they’re in flower, and that’s what I want to show with my garden.’

         Patrick looked across at Angela. ‘He must be right. I’ve never really thought about herbs having flowers. You brought a couple of pots of basil with you when you moved in, I remember, but I can’t recall any blooms.’

         ‘Nor do I; they’d probably finished before I bought them and I’m not known for my green fingers, so that would have been it. Oh, those look a bit odd. Isn’t that rhubarb?’

         ‘Oh really? Since when has that been a herb?’ Patrick turned back to the screen to see what she was looking at just as Griff Madoc answered the question.

         ‘…We’ve decided on something different here,’ he said, standing by a pot from which some large, floppy leaves protruded. ‘It’s important to know that not everything growing in the ground is good for you. This is rhubarb, of course, and unlike herbs, the leaves can be poisonous. Which is why we’re setting them up here on these pedestals out of reach of any children…’

         ‘Goodness,’ said Patrick. ‘I wonder if that’s wise.’

         ‘The public only go to look and admire,’ said Angela. ‘In any case, there’s bound to be a warning notice on the pot. Griff wouldn’t do anything daft.’ After a few moments Angela became aware of a silence in the room. She dragged her eyes away from the screen to find Patrick studying her with amusement. ‘What?’ she asked.

         ‘I’m still collecting evidence about you being smitten with this man.’

         Angela laughed. ‘Once a detective… Mr Costello. I admit, I think he’s attractive. I suppose I like Celts.’

         ‘Celts?’

         ‘I had a Scottish boyfriend before I met you; then there’s you. And Griff’s Welsh.’

         ‘You just need to find a Cornishman, a Manxman and a Breton and you’ve got the full set.’

         Angela laughed and leaned in to him. ‘I’m happy with what I’ve got,’ she said.

          
      

         A television in a hotel room near the Bayswater Road was tuned in to the same programme and being watched with professional interest. The camera pulled away from Griff Madoc’s smiling face and moved out across his nearly-completed herb garden, passing over the two men in the background who were moving a couple more pots of rhubarb into position on their pedestals.

         ‘Hey!’

         Neville Ingram nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound. ‘What’s the matter?’ he cried out in alarm, looking towards the en-suite bathroom. He had been leaning back on his pillows but now jerked upright and looked toward the sound of the other voice. Pauline stood in the doorway, staring at the screen.

         ‘Can you play that back?’ she asked, coming and sitting on her side of the bed.

         ‘No, this is a live transmission. What on earth did you call out like that for?’

         ‘Perhaps I can get it on I-Player later,’ she said. She looked at him. ‘I thought I recognised someone on the screen.’

         Neville gave a small ironic smile. ‘Yes, your husband.’

         She made a face at him. ‘Funnee,’ she said. ‘I thought I saw someone else I used to know but I’m probably mistaken. Talking of my husband, I suppose I’d better get back to him.’

         ‘That’ll be the third time you’ve got home before him this week.’

         ‘I’m just protecting my investment. He was already doing well in the restaurant but now there’s the TV series and the book. You’d be amazed at how much he’s making.’

         ‘No I wouldn’t; I am his manager, remember.’

         Pauline laughed. ‘Oh yes, I keep forgetting.’

         Neville paused. He knew he wasn’t the first lover Pauline had taken since she’d exchanged vows with Griff, and from what he could gather she gave little support to her husband. He wondered what ‘investment’ she thought she’d made in the marriage. He had the wisdom not to pursue this line of thinking. ‘You’d get a hefty whack in alimony if you divorced,’ he said.

         ‘Ha! Divorce? I’ve got no guarantee of alimony, not the way the courts work these days. And in any case, the man’s a born-again Catholic. He’d never agree to a divorce.’

         Neville nodded. Pauline considered him for a moment before speaking again. ‘That would bother a lot of women but it suits me down to the ground.’

         Neville smiled at her. ‘Of course; the status quo works in your favour.’

         ‘You’d better believe it. He’s the goose that lays the golden eggs, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘And we’re both doing very nicely out of him.’ Neville remained silent. ‘Don’t tell me you’re shocked, Nev. You’ve always know I’m a lady with her eye on the main chance. We’re two of a kind, you and me.’

         ‘I’m not shocked,’ replied Neville. ‘And you’re right; we are both doing well on the back of Griff’s success.’

         ‘You were worried a little while ago that he was looking for a different manager.’

         ‘I’m still not completely reassured about that but I think, from Griff’s point of view, with everything that’s going on, this wouldn’t be a good time to jump ship.’

         Pauline leaned over and kissed him gently on the lips. ‘I’m telling you, cariad, you’ve got nothing to worry about. He wouldn’t make a decision like that on his own. He’d discuss it with me,’ she smiled and leaned for another kiss. ‘And you know what I’d say about that, don’t you?’

         After a long moment Neville spoke. ‘You’re very sure of him.’

         ‘Of course, with good reason; he would be nothing without me. I told you before. He was the town wimp, a total nerd. None of the other girls would look twice at him. I could have had any boy I wanted.’ Her eyes took on a dreamy expression. ‘My goodness, it caused tongues to wag when we were seen together.’ Her face hardened. ‘He would never have got where he is today without me.’

         ‘Town wimp marries local beauty queen,’ said Neville, who could recognise a cue when he heard one. He looked into her eyes with what he hoped she would take as appreciation – but in reality, he wondered how she managed to maintain this delusion about her influence in Griff’s life and what she thought he owed her. Even if she was right about the beginning of the story, she didn’t seem to realise that Griff had moved on a long way from that shy, spotty teenager.

         ‘That’s right.’ A far-away look appeared in Pauline’s eyes as she continued her trip down memory lane. ‘Do you know why I went out with him?’

         Neville had often wondered this, but he knew where Pauline’s boundaries lay and to voice this thought would be to cross one of them. ‘No, you’ve never told me,’ he said.

         ‘A dare! Would you believe? I did it for a dare.’ She let out a burst of laughter, an unexpectedly harsh sound.

         Neville managed not to wince. ‘But you must have fallen for him.’

         Pauline looked at Neville and raised her eyebrows. ‘Must I?’ she said with a smirk.

         ‘Yes, well, you married him.’ In spite of his willingness to be the lover of a married woman, Neville also maintained a traditional attitude to male-female relationships.

         ‘He was the only one with a plan,’ she said. ‘The rest of the local boys had no ambition. All the same, they were, going nowhere.’

         Neville found he disapproved of this blanket condemnation of an entire Welsh town’s young men, but thought it best not to let on. He knew what she wanted to hear. ‘So you made him what he is today, did you?’

         ‘I did, cariad, and he knows it.’ She leaned back and looked at him. ‘You’re happy with the way things are, aren’t you?’

         ‘Oh yes, this suits me,’ replied Neville. ‘I just wonder about you… and him, at times.’

         A flash of uncertainly raced briefly across her face. Neville shivered as her mask of complacency fractured, but the look was gone in a moment. ‘We’ve been married in name only for a while now, so I suppose I’d better put that right. I don’t want him getting suspicious. I’ll even cook dinner tomorrow night, play the good little wife.’

         Neville grinned. ‘That’ll take all your acting skills. So, I expect the next time we meet it’ll be at the book-launch at the Chelsea Flower Show.’

         ‘Yes and we’ll be very polite and formal and keep our hands off each other, just like we should.’

         Neville smiled. ‘We’ll be on our best behaviour.’

          
      

         The book-launch for A Dish of Herbs took place in the Great Hall of the Royal Hospital, Chelsea, affording all the guests the chance to take in the famous flower show in the grounds as well. The television company that produced his cookery show had decided to film the guests wandering around Griff’s herb garden and incorporate it into his next cookery programme so the viewers could see exactly what he’d been talking about for weeks.

         A warm spring sun slowly descended from its noon high, beaming down on them. Griff’s area, currently the focus of a great deal of activity, presented a very attractive sight. Even though somewhat obscured by all the paraphernalia of an outside broadcast, the visitors to the show could nevertheless see that Gareth Morgan and Alwyn Maddox had done a highly competent job. Tricia scurried around with clipboard in hand and a frenzied look on her face. The planned five minutes of film had so far taken days to plan, and the crew had arrived on site before eight o’clock that morning.

         ‘OK, ready again,’ said Tricia, finally. ‘Stand on your spot, Griff, that’s it. All right, go.’

         Griff smiled into the camera. ‘Well, I promised you a look round my garden, so here we are…’ Griff moved to one side, thus affording the future audience at home a clear view of his plot. ‘I told you, didn’t I? — herbs make very pretty flowers.’ Griff gently touched a bright yellow bloom. ‘I wonder how many of you recognise this as dill. As you can see, it’s absolutely beautiful. It would make a very attractive addition to a bouquet.’

         Griff continued moving slowly around the small space, looking back and smiling at the camera and introducing the different herbs in his mellifluous accent.

         Behind the camera a sizeable gathering of people watched him, waiting for the broadcast to finish so they could start on the book-launch. A delicious buffet and several magnums of champagne awaited them.

         Finally, after several takes, the director declared himself happy with the footage and the guests were allowed to move towards the hospital building and the food and drink.

         Neville, his hand holding his wife Melanie’s elbow, guided her along the path. Oblivious to the marvellous façade of the Royal Hospital ahead of him, he gazed all around in an agitated manner, his fears about Griff seeking alternative representation surfacing once more. He thought he’d seen his business rival, Luke Prentice, and wondered if he’d been invited to the same event, which would be a worrying development. He tried to tell himself that Luke might happen to be at the flower show on behalf of another of his clients and had just wandered over to Griff’s garden to have a look at what was going on. The man couldn’t be seen now, at any rate, and Neville let out a small, tense breath and turned his attention to his wife. ‘It’s a good turn-out,’ he said.

         ‘Yes,’ agreed Melanie, somewhat distracted. Her eyes were fixed on Pauline Madoc, tottering along in front of her in very high heels and a very short skirt. A rather large Gucci handbag slapped against her spray-tanned legs as she walked. Melanie had to hand it to Pauline – she certainly had style. She fought down a sudden spurt of anger. It was important to maintain control. She’d been wondering who Neville’s latest might be, and now she knew. She could tell from the way they didn’t make eye-contact. And she recognised a certain quality about the restraint they showed towards each other. She’d had plenty of practice in this art of detecting Neville’s clandestine affairs. She slowed a little so as to be out of earshot and Neville, with a questioning look, hung back with her until most of the other book-launch guests had passed them. ‘Are you out of your tiny mind?’ she said in a fierce whisper. ‘She’s your most prestigious client’s wife.’
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