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CHAPTER ONE
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It would be easy to forget I had agreed to become Audrey’s maid of honor. Except for the fact my mobile keeps pinging with reminders from her to ask how I’m coming on my maid of honor duties.

I have barely made a dent in the thick binder she gave me. To that end, however, I continue to remind her I was the one who found the baker to make her cat-themed wedding cake. In full disclosure, I had extricated myself from an agreement with my friend Cybbie’s cake-baking auntie in Bibury when I learned I could have our cake designed by none other than Khadija Boutarbouche. Khadija is not only a friend of my future mum-in-law but her work is also frequently on display in the posh patisserie at Harrods.

Audrey’s latest ping is a reminder we have to go dress shopping. “Have you heard of Bindy’s Bridal Outlet?” she asks. Oh dear. Just shoot me now. I can’t begin to fathom was sort of ghastly ensemble she has planned for me as the second most important person in her summer nuptials. Jon feels as if he has dodged a bullet in Munsey not asking him to be best man. Still early days, though.

We have our own wedding to plan and it sometimes feels as if the To-Do list multiplies whenever I take my eyes off of it. Only the other morning in bed did Jon mention we should start thinking about where we might like to live after we’re officially Mr. and Mrs. At least that’s what I think we were talking about. I tend to get distracted when the two of us are under the covers.

Our friends have no shortage of suggestions.

Ian, for instance, has bought the same house in Lynmouth where my beloved and I first met. I’m sure he’d let us have it for a song—or even outright give it to us as a wedding present—but there’s that pesky overhang of a murder having taken place there. I’d have to totally brick up the room and pretend it doesn’t exist.

My very exotic friend Elif wishes I lived closer and offers to ask her husband to give us a palace. Completely impractical, of course, but it has become our own Salmon Fishing in the Yemen insider joke. I’m also sure Prince Siraaj al-Masih prefers my interaction with his wife be strictly confined to email lest I influence her to do something modernly radical like get a job.

Clive’s son, Harry, hinted that one of his clients will soon be moving to Italy and his townhome in Belgravia will be available to let. Harry—who looks like Cary Grant—is much in demand in the menswear department at Harrods and his clientele includes the likes of Idris, Jude, RDJ. You get the picture. If we took him up on this, I wonder how many mornings we’d wake up to find a gaggle of snooperazzi outside the windows, not having gotten the memo it’s no longer the domicile of a celebrity.

Jon’s parents have even interjected themselves into the search and volunteered we could certainly avail ourselves of a wing at Oars Rest. Yes, an entire wing. A much better proposition than a semi-detached in Hackney which seems to be popular with edgy millennials. I would still, however, be sharing a common wall with my in-laws which doesn’t sound quite as grown-up as I want to be.

Thankfully, I still have lots of time to look. I am currently on a paid hiatus from Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe, my employers having generously given me three months off to plan my future life. This also gives me three months to decide whether I want to come back after our honeymoon and have my arch nemesis, Drayden, as my immediate boss.

The last time I had such an unstructured calendar was long before Jon. Long before Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe. Will I ever get used to this?

There’s another ping from Audrey, this one to announce—in capital letters no less—that she and Munsey have just booked a band to play for their wedding reception.

“I know it was really your job,” she breathlessly apologizes when I call her back, “but they sounded too good to be true and we felt like we couldn’t wait!”

This was my job? Seriously? It’s probably spelled out somewhere in the bowels of the binder I’m supposed to have read.

“They’re very hot and upcoming,” Audrey is rabbitting on. And if I’m really, really lucky, she adds, maybe they could even play our wedding.

“So what’s the name of this group?” I ask. “Anyone I’ve heard of?”

She proudly tells me that they call themselves Dewey and the Nosebleeds.

*****
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“If I didn’t know you better,” Cybbie says, “I’d swear you were making this up.”

I have so needed the mental health break of a lunch date with her today. We’re both fond of Moritos because we can dine tapa-style and get to sample a little bit of everything. Between the salt cod croquetas, lamb meatball soup and crispy chickpeas with spiced pumpkin, I can justify my appetite on the fact that Jon is out of town this evening and won’t be cooking us dinner.

“So what kind of music are you going to have?” she asks me.

Truth be told, I haven’t thought of it. That it’s going to be a posh reception goes without saying. 

Cybbie opines that it’s hard to dance to a string quartet.

“Unless it’s a waltz,” I reply.

I can tell by her expression that waltzing is not in her wheelhouse of skill sets.

“So here’s a fun idea,” she says. Apparently there’s a warehouse in Soho where various bands from other cities come to London to test the waters for future gigs.

Before I realize what I’m saying, I agree to accompany her tonight. With Jon out of town—well, why not?

*****
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“Isn’t this amazing?” she shouts above the din.

My eardrums are already regretting that I agreed to this. 

It’s a venue which has seen better days and probably rents for dirt cheap. The reflection of nighttime streetlights filter through industrial windows caked in grease and dust. High ceilings above iron crossbeams emphasize what a vast and shadowy space this is, a thrumming echo chamber of bands past and present. And then there’s the makeshift stage across the room where everyone’s attention is drawn—a platform comprised of planks, pallets and wooden crates draped with a rabbits’ warren of cables and framed by a Stonehengian set-up of speakers.

“So when are they tearing this place down?” I ask Cybbie. She thinks I’m just being snobby about its grungy, dilapidated state which feels at odds with Soho’s reputation for trendiness. How could she have missed the scaffolding and temporary fencing outside the entrance? Although if a placard with the word CONDEMNED were displayed, the crowd tonight would probably think it was just the name of a new group.

Along with a wine of the boxed variety, we’re given a card with the names and contact information of the groups playing tonight. The Manic Mange. Virgin Vulvas. Andy and the Anarchists. Puce. Not to be judgmental but, by names alone, I can’t picture any of them providing elegant ambiance.

Cybbie is tugging me into the next set with a group from Robin Hood’s Bay called Measure for Measure. At least a Shakespearean reference might be promising.

We take our seats in metal folding chairs which scrape against a cement floor with stains that are either sweat, beer or—no, I don’t even want to imagine.

The lights flicker to signify the next act, and the members of the band emerge from the darkness with their instruments.

Next to me, Cybbie is suddenly gasping, her hand to her chest.

“Are you all right?’ I ask.

“OMG,” she replies. “That’s the man I’m going to marry!”

*****
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I love Cybbie to bits but, to be honest and for as long as I’ve known her, she falls truly, madly and deeply in love about every 10 days. I can’t fault her for being a romantic. I just wish that on occasion she could exhibit a smidge more common sense.

I’ve secretly been hoping that sparks would ignite between her and Stuart, who is the head of HR at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe. If he fell in love with Cybbie, Stuart might get over his unrequited puppy-dog crush on me. Stuart, however, has just recently taken off for a temporary life at sea aboard a windjammer. It is quite possibly the most un-Stuart thing he could have done but I suspect it’s so as to offer excuse why he can’t attend my wedding. With all the gobs of personal time off he has accrued, there’s no telling when he might ever return.

An even further stretch I’ve entertained would be to pair Cybbie up with our friend Ian. Whenever I mention this to Jon, he ends up convulsing with laughter. Ian is probably the most eligible and desirable bachelor on the planet as well as being impossibly rich. Jon reminds me Ian needs a smart, strong, accomplished woman in whom he could feel he has successfully met his match.

This, alas, is not Cybbie.

She is now craning her neck for a better look at her future boyfriend/lover/husband.

Just as a game to entertain myself, I try to figure out which of the lads onstage has captured her attention.

They all look to be in their twenties and thirties with the requisite shaggy hair, band logo tee-shirts, grungy ripped jeans and pointy-toed boots. The only one who doesn’t fit this mode is obviously the manager introducing them—a tall, slender man in his forties who weaves feline-like amongst the musicians and their instruments. His jeans are black, his open-necked Oxford shirt is a crisp white and his tweed sport coat has patches on the elbows befitting a professor. What especially strikes me is his sharp, patrician nose on which are perched tinted wireframes. Although he is completely bald, his moustache and neatly trimmed goatee are pitch-black.

Maybe it’s just me but I’ve never understood goatees. To make a car analogy, they are the El Caminos of facial hair. Do I want a car or a truck? Do I want to be clean-shaven or have a beard? And so they opt for a tweener to make a bold and yet compromising statement. Which, in my opinion, would make more sense if there was a full head of hair to complement it.

And in that moment I glance at Cybbie and realize who she is giddily fixated on. 

Bespectacled bald guy with the goatee.

*****
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None of the bands impress me. This, however, doesn’t stop Cybbie from insisting we have more wine and stay around for the meet-and-greets. I can see through her as clear as glass. Especially since she hasn’t stopped yakking about the manager of Measure For Measure.  “He’s very Svengali, don’t you think?”

“I don’t believe that’s a compliment,” I tell her.

Cybbie insists a Svengali is someone who exerts a mesmerizing, hypnotic power over everyone he encounters. Thus far, the only person whose orbit he seems to have enchanted is Cybbie. Even the bandmates appear more interested in checking their mobiles after the set than fawning over his presence. “Did you notice he’s not wearing a ring?” she continues.

I point out that there a lot of men these days who choose not to wear rings.

“But you’re going to make Jon wear one, aren’t you?”

“I don’t make Jon do anything, Cybs.” But, of course, I know he will because we’ve already talked about it and he can’t wait.

Cybbie has fallen curiously silent next to me. All of which means she is probably planning their first date, where they’ll get married and the names of their five perfect children. I can only hope if they are all boys they won’t grow up as follicle-challenged as their father. 

For the record, I’ve met very few of Cybbie’s Mr. Rights, largely because—let’s be honest—they just don’t last that long. Maybe in a way that’s a good thing. If I were to become attached to any of them and then it didn’t work out, I’d always feel a bit badly for them and embarrassed if I subsequently ran into them at Sainsbury’s.

Cybbie is now tugging me along to join the meet-and-greets. And yet when we’re right on the perimeter, she suddenly shrinks back.

“I thought you wanted to say hello,” I remind her.

She swats my arm and tells me it’s bad form to appear too eager.

Svengali—for how else can I now think of him?—and his musicians are chatting it up with fans. Cybbie asks me twice if he’s looking in our direction.

“Actually,” I tell her—and this is the complete truth—“he’s headed this way.”

It’s the way he’s heading which is a bit off-putting and not unlike a shark who has just sensed fresh blood in the water.

Cybbie grabs my arm and asks if she has anything between her teeth.

“Yes,” I reply. Sometimes I just can’t resist teasing her.

He is gallantly extending his hand. “Ladies,” he greets us. “Have you enjoyed the evening?” His baritone voice is low, composed, a velvet murmur against the din around us. Behind his glasses, his dark eyes appear almost black—penetrating and missing nothing. He introduces himself as Chadlowe Vance but insists we call him Chad.

Cybbie takes this moment to spring back to life. “My best friend’s getting married,” she blurts out, “and she’s going to need a band!”

His gaze shifts to me. “Then you’ve certainly come to the right place to find what you want,” he assures me. Suffice it to say, his subtext is undisguised.

Cybbie can’t help how her voice comes out all a-sputter, no doubt causing him to question why he swanned our way to begin with. I can tell he’s trying to fabricate a graceful exit strategy. Over his shoulder I see an attractive blonde woman in a double-breasted dark suit and accompanied by a policeman talking to Svengali Chad’s band members. One of them points in our direction.

Cybbie is rabbiting on about how much she loved, loved, loved the band’s arrangements when the woman in the suit approaches and taps him on the shoulder.

“Mr. Vance?”

“Professor Vance,” he testily corrects her.

She shows her badge and introduces herself as D.I. Carys Selby from the Metropolitan Police.

He flashes her a smile which I assume he intends to be charming. “Not breaking any noise ordinances, are we, Detective?”

It amuses me that his charm offensive doesn’t seem to work.

“I understand a Ms. Sierra Clifford is the bookkeeper for your band?”

He laughs at this. “Yes, but she doesn’t go on gigs with us.”

D.I. Selby’s face is impassive. “I’m afraid she won’t be going anywhere, Professor Vance. Ms. Clifford is dead.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Left to her own devices, I’m pretty sure Cybbie wishes she could will her shoes to magically sprout roots and leave her rooted to the floor until her new love interest returns. 

“Just 15 more minutes,” she insists.

“Is this human minutes?’ I ask, “or washing machine minutes?”

Cybbie is confident he’ll be right back.

“And how do you know he hasn’t been charged, booked and carted off to gaol?”

Her eyes narrow. “You really don’t like him, do you?”

“I don’t even know him. For that matter, neither do you.”

She ignores this and defends he can’t possibly be guilty of anything. “He’s an academic. You heard that, right?”

I gently remind her that a lot of people in the music business refer to themselves as ‘Professor’ and perhaps have no credentials whatsoever.

Cybbie’s not convinced. “Ha! Name one!”

Which I can easily do. “Harold Hill in The Music Man.” And a con artist, to boot. I leave this last part off.

Exasperated with me, she flounces off toward the Measure For Measure musicians but not before extracting a promise I absolutely won’t led Chad get away if he comes back. With any luck, I think, maybe someone new will attract her attention. I, meanwhile, have to wait for her since the two of us rode together.

She’s happily grinning when she finally rejoins me. I’m probably smiling, too, since Chad Vance seems to have disappeared into the ether and I’m absolved from having to keep him entertained. 

I tell her we should get going since Jon has promised to call before I go to bed and I am already anticipating some sexy pillow-talk.

“Good news,” she breathlessly declares.

“And that would be what?”

“Well, his mates say that Chad and the bookkeeper dated for a while but he’s not seeing anyone now.”

“Especially not the bookkeeper,” I murmur under my breath.

“Huh?

“Nothing. Come on, let’s go. It’s been a long day...”

*****
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Jon is unapologetic in his laughter when I tell him about Cybbie’s latest crush.

“What happened to what’s-his-face? The last one?” he asks.

He has purposely made a point not to learn any of their names because, as he explains it, it’s just one less thing to forget when the relationship goes south. Which, sadly, all of them have. He does, however, feel as if I’m maybe being a bit judgmental about the band manager based solely on his looks.

I archly defend I’m not judgmental in the least.

“Like you weren’t at Lynmouth?” he teases.

All right, he’s got me there. I still remember the early impressions I drew about Audrey and Munsey and Clive. Even Jon, for that matter. Hottie that he was—and very much still is—I hadn’t ruled him out as the murderer of our landlady. Truth be told, my affections might have strayed to Ian if the enigmatic Mr. Tapping had proven to be felonious.

“So what is it about this chappie that rubs you the wrong way, luv?”

For starters, I cite that he’s older than Cybbie by at least ten years.

“Maybe a mature man is just what she needs,” he matter of factly counters. “Solid. Grounded. Fiscally responsible.”

“Not if he’s Fagin-esque.”

There’s a pause at his end. “Is that even a proper word?”

“You know the kind I mean. Don’t pretend you don’t.”

“You mean Dickens-esque with scruffy orphans hanging onto his dirty coattails?” Before I can reply, he reminds me that the earlier description I gave was Svengali.

“Yes, well, there’s just something shady about him.”

My beloved finds this amusing and cuts to the chase. “It’s the goatee, isn’t it?”

Am I that much of a facial hair snob he’s now calling me on it?

“It works for a lot of celebrities,” he continues, and proceeds to name a few. 

“But none of them are hairless as a billiard ball,” I argue. Only villains fall into that category. Ming the Merciless in Flash Gordon, Dr. Evil in Austin Powers, Lord Voldemort in Harry Potter.

“Some women find baldies sexy.”

I assert I am definitely not one of them. Nor would I ever have thought Cybbie would find baldness + goatee compelling, either. I also point out that a murder investigation just doesn’t bode well for the start of a relationship. Jon and I, of course, are the rare exception to this.

“You only said the bookkeeper was dead. Why do you assume foul play?”

“Why else would there be a detective inspector and a policeman? If it was a death from natural causes, why would the police be involved?”

“A story for another day,” he replies with a deep sigh. “Shouldn’t you be resting up for tomorrow?”

Tomorrow will indeed be full from start to finish, the bulk of which will be shopping with Jon’s mum for my bridal dress and then a late lunch at the very posh Clos Maggiore in Covent Garden. I’ve not yet been but the reviews are spectacular. Analise has booked us a table in the conservatory which is a riot of twinkly fairy lights and canopies of cherry blossoms. On summer nights, the glass roof fully retracts to reveal a brilliant starscape. Little wonder it has become a popular place for proposals and special occasions.

He is now asking me whether we’ve sussed out what shops we’re going to hit. I’m completely in her hands, I tell him. Pretty sure, though, that Bindy’s Bridal Outlet won’t be on the list.

Although I’ve budgeted for the dress I plan to wear on my wedding day, Jon has made no secret his mum wants to buy it for me. “She’s always wanted a daughter,” he proudly tells me. 

Unspoken is my own desire for always wanting a mother who wasn’t forever swanning off—and subsequently vanishing completely—into the seduction of bright shiny objects which had nothing to do with parenthood. 

In contrast, Analise and Geoffrey welcomed me to the Tapping fold from our very first meeting. Not only will they be the best in-laws anyone could ever hope for but I suspect they’ll be amazingly doting grandparents as well. Our children may even decide they like the grans better than the two of us.

“Can’t wait to hear how it goes,” he says in preface to signing off for the night. Knowing I’ll have had a full lunch, he offers to pick up takeaway on his way home. “What shall it be then? Chinese? Indian curry? Fish and chips?”

I opt for the curry which almost always is nearly as good as what he makes for the two of us from scratch.

“By the by,” he asks, “what are you wearing?”

“Tomorrow or right this instant?”

“Right this instant.”

“Not a stitch,” I blithely lie.

He chuckles. “Great minds run in the same dizzy circles...”

*****
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Sleep doesn’t come easily. I’m sure tectonic plates move faster than the sheep I’m trying to count jumping over meadowland fences. 

Perhaps some of it is anticipation about shopping for the most important day of my life. Some of it is angst about Cybbie rushing into something stupid. Some of it is a pesky earache which has to have come from listening to an evening of really bad and really loud bands.

I decide to turn on the telly and channel-surf to see if there’s anything about any local murders. Alas, either it was a minor story or I’ve already missed it. The same with surfing the internet. Not sure if I’m relieved or disappointed. In honesty, disappointed because I’d really like to serve up something to Cybbie to make her rethink her lust-at-first-sight wonky choices.

For the second time this evening I turn off the light and settle in under my down comforter, missing Jon’s arms around me more than anything.

My mobile pings and my heart leaps that it’s Jon who’s not able to sleep, either, and wants to tease me with some sexy banter. I accept the call before I have the wits to check who it is.

“Oh, good, you’re up!” Audrey says with a squeal. “Are you free to go look at dresses tomorrow?”

*****
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My decline is entirely legitimate but it doesn’t make me feel any better to tell Audrey I already have something else on my calendar. She reminds me—a little bit testily—that her big day is going to be here before we know it. 

I beg off for the day after. “And then maybe lunch?” I suggest. “My treat?”

Thankfully, she’s amenable to this and says she’s been wanting to try the all-you-can-eat Great House of Falafel. Sure. Swell. She asks if I’d mind if Munsey joined us because he’s been wanting to try it, too. 

I am, of course, committed to it still being my treat.

What a study in contrasts, I think, between Audrey’s choice and where I’ll be tomorrow afternoon with Analise. Is it any surprise which one I’m more looking forward to?

I find myself gravitating back to my laptop, inspired by a new plan to reverse-engineer some of my curiosity. What if I simply do a search on Chadlowe Vance?

My curiosity is rewarded rather quickly.

The Vances are a sixth-generation family which hails from Robin Hood’s Bay, a quaint village in North Yorkshire with a longstanding reputation for high seas piracy and rum smuggling. Contrary to what one might think, the dashing outlaw of English folklore and green tights has no connection to the locale other than the appropriation of his name.

Cybbie’s new Mr. Right holds a degree in Theatre Arts with an emphasis on playwriting as well as a doctorate in Rabbinic Studies. All right, so the insistence to call him ‘Professor’ may have been justified. Where his affinity for the music scene fits in is anyone’s guess.

A gallery of headshots reveals only one in his twenties with a crazy head of Afro-inspired hair. Begs the question of whether he deliberately shaved it off or it all fell out of its own accord.

He has one child, a daughter at university in America.

It’s the name of her mother, though, which causes my jaw to drop.

Sierra Clifford.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Come morning, I’m so tempted to ring up Cybbie and tell her what I discovered. Isn’t that what besties are for?

Two things curb my enthusiasm, though. Even if I’m on hiatus, it’s still a workday for her and, once we get to talking, I don’t want to make her late for the office. Not that Cybbie has ever really cared about this. The time she spends behind the receptionist desk at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe is largely just a stop-gap between shopping, partying and husband-hunting. 

Secondly—and assuming she and Chad pursue a relationship—she really needs to hear his past straight from the horse’s mouth. She already knows I’m not keen on him and would likely perceive anything intentionally useful and truthful I say to be a monkey-wrench in her plans for a happily ever after. 

One can only hope it burns out as quickly as all of her previous infatuations and I’ll never have to say anything at all. And so instead I focus on what I’m going to wear for my shopping/lunch date with Analise.

As comfortable as I am with my future in-laws, I do admit to some intimidation with Jon’s mum. Had she lived in the time of Mucha, her classic looks would have made her his favorite model. She makes the simplest outfits not only look effortless but also mega-glam. I go through at least fourteen changes before I finally settle on a cold-shoulder chiffon dress in lilac with a muted dragonfly pattern. Even as I go out the door, I’m certain it’s completely wrong and want to hurl myself back into the bowels of my wardrobe and never come out.

*****
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“What a beautiful dress,” she compliments me when I step into the waiting Bentley. Her driver, Terry, is at our disposal all day and it’s clear Analise has been looking forward to yet another opportunity to get to know me better.

She’s a vision in a dove grey Chanel suit with matching pumps. I’m already stressing that my own ensemble is completely wrong and yet she is generous in her praise of how lovely I look. “I thought we’d start at Claudette,” she recommends. “Unless you have somewhere else in mind...?”

“No, no, Claudette would be lovely,” I breezily respond as if the name familiarly trips off my tongue like a seasoned shopper. Which, clearly, I’m not.

The magnificent gates and gardens of Kensington Palace soon glide by the window just before we turn down a tree-lined street that’s a charming mix of Victorian and Edwardian architecture. There’s no signage outside the tall and narrow building of white stucco which houses the dressmaker’s shop but Terry knows exactly where to deliver us.
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