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Inspector Zhang
climbed out of the taxi and held the door open for his wife. “It’s
lovely,” said Mrs Zhang. “As pretty as the picture in the
brochure.” They were standing outside The Mallard Hotel in
Harrogate. They had taken the train up from London and caught the
taxi at the station. The driver was a man in his sixties with a
flat cap and an accent that Inspector Zhang had great trouble
understanding. The driver went to the boot and took out their
suitcases, pocketed Inspector Zhang’s ten pound note and drove
off.

“I can’t
believe we’re really here,” said Inspector Zhang. The hotel was
built of local Yorkshire stone and covered with ivy; two
three-storey wings either side of a columned entrance.

“It’s like a
dream, isn’t it?” said his wife. Inspector Zhang nodded in
agreement. The hotel was truly beautiful and unlike anything in
their native Singapore.

“It is
the best birthday present ever,” said Inspector Zhang. “I can’t
believe you arranged it all without me knowing. I didn’t realise
what a secretive wife I have.”

“I wanted
to do something special for you,” said Mrs Zhang, “something you
would never forget.”

Inspector Zhang
smiled at her. “Well you’ve achieved your objective,” he said.

“Oh my
goodness, what’s that?” said Mrs Zhang, pointing to the
driveway.

Inspector
Zhang turned to look. There was a white painted outline of a body
on the Tarmac. He chuckled. “It’s a mystery writers’ convention,”
he said. ‘It’s a joke.”

“I’m not
sure the outline of a
dead body is a laughing matter,” said Mrs Zhang.

“I doubt
that there are many real murders here in Harrogate,” said Inspector
Zhang, picking up their cases. They walked up the stairs to the
reception where an efficient young woman in a black suit checked
them in. On the opposite side of the room three tables had been
lined up and several young women were standing behind them wearing
black t-shirts with the words “Harrogate Mystery Writers’
Convention”.

On the
walls were posters of best-selling mystery writers, and Inspector
Zhang recognised many of the names including Val McDermid, Peter
Robinson, and Jo Nesbo. The convention was a coming together of
some of the best mystery writers in the world and Inspector Zhang
had always dreamed of one day attending. His wife had booked
Business Class tickets on Singapore Airlines, hotels in London and
Harrogate, and gotten him tickets to the convention without once
letting slip what she had done. She had presented the tickets to
him on his birthday a week earlier and he had almost fallen off his
chair at the breakfast table. He looked over at his wife and for
the thousandth time felt the urge to hug her and tell her how much
he loved her. She caught him smiling at her. “What?” she
said.

“I just want to
thank you for the best birthday present I have ever been given,” he
said.

She
blushed and averted her eyes. He was about to take her in his arms
when the receptionist handed him his room key and pointed at the
staircase. Inspector Zhang thanked her, slid the key into his
pocket and picked up the suitcases. “I should register now, before
we go up,” he said, and he carried the cases over to a table above
which was a large poster that read “Welcome To The Harrogate
Mystery Writers’ Convention”. A blonde woman with lipstick
Inspector Zhang thought was a little too red took the tickets from
him, asked them to sign their names on a list on a clipboard, and
handed over two nametags and two large black carrier bags. “The
nametags allow you admittance to all our events,” she said. “Except
for the murder mystery lunch tomorrow.”

“Oh that’s all
right, we have tickets for that,” said Mrs Zhang.

Inspector Zhang
gave the nametags and the bags to his wife, picked up the cases and
together they went upstairs. Their room was in the left wing of the
hotel, overlooking the lawns at the front. Inspector Zhang put down
the cases and looked around the room thoughtfully. ‘It is quaint,’
he said. “Just as I imagined.”

“It’s
lovely,” said Mrs Zhang. She put the two carrier bags on the bed
and went through to the bathroom. “Oh my goodness, come and look at
this,” she said. Inspector Zhang joined her in the large, airy
bathroom. Against the wall was a massive cast iron bath with clawed
legs and above it, hanging from the ceiling, was a large shower
head the size of a dinner plate. A shower curtain hung from a
stainless steel rail. It could be drawn all the way around the bath
to stop water spraying over the tiled floor. “Have you ever seen a
bath like that?” said Mrs Zhang. “It must be a hundred years
old.”

“It is a
copy, I’m sure,” said Inspector Zhang. “But it is
impressive.”

Mrs Zhang went
back into the bedroom and emptied one of the carrier bags. There
were half a dozen books, a brochure for the convention, a map of
Harrogate, a bar of chocolate, and a pair of black handcuffs.” She
laughed and held up the handcuffs. “What on earth are these
for?”

“They’re
handcuffs.”

“I can see
that,” she said. “Why are they giving us handcuffs?”

Inspector
Zhang took them from her and examined a small label on one of the
cuffs. “It’s a promotional device,” he said, “publicising a book.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Held To Ransom by Sean Hyde. I didn’t
realise he had a new book out.”
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