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      The young woman was virtually naked, her modesty only partially redeemed by a white lace bra and a frilly blue garter that
         dug into the pale flesh of her right thigh. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.
      

      
      A pair of pants, snowy lace to match the bra, lay in a small, frothy heap on the pink carpet beside the bed where the woman
         lay, quite still, her legs apart, one clenched hand half concealing the small triangle of dark hair between her legs.
      

      
      But there was no hint of invitation in the wide blue eyes that bulged in pain and astonishment from her twisted face. Her
         small, pink tongue protruded from her blue-tinged lips. She had been attractive once, perhaps on the verge of beautiful. But
         death changes everything.
      

      
      A dark figure leaned over her and began to wind the flex from the bedside lamp around her pale neck, carefully, almost lovingly.
         Once the flex had been pulled tight enough to mark the tender flesh, the figure brushed a hand against the still-warm cheek
         and planted a chaste kiss on her forehead.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ a voice whispered, breaking the heavy silence of the small, neat bedroom. ‘I’m so sorry.’

       
   




       
      
      Chapter 1

      
      LOST PLAY PREMIERE FOR FESTIVAL

      
      
         One of the highlights of this year’s Neston Arts Festival will be a newly discovered play dating from the time of Queen Elizabeth
               I. The Fair Wife of Padua was penned by Ralph Strong, a Devon man who worked in Elizabethan London alongside the likes of William Shakespeare.

         The Fair Wife of Padua was lost for centuries until a manuscript was discovered by chance by a librarian cataloguing the library of ancient Talford
               Hall near Exeter. Lord Talford is said to be thrilled by the discovery and he and Lady Talford are looking forward to attending
               the play’s premiere at Tradington Hall on Saturday 13th August.

         The play will be performed by the Tradmouth Players (renowned for their annual outdoor Shakespeare performances in Tradmouth
               Memorial Park). A spokesperson for the Tradmouth Players described the play as ‘perhaps not as accomplished as Shakespeare
               but nevertheless a challenging and powerful tragedy’.

         Tickets for The Fair Wife of Padua are available from Neston Arts Festival Box Office.

         Neston Echo, 26th July

      

      
      The bride carried a small bouquet of sad flowers. Yesterday’s rusty rosebuds, slightly past their best, pulled from the reduced
         bucket that stood at the entrance to Huntings Supermarket. She held the blooms in front of her like a defensive shield as
         she gave her bridegroom a shy half-smile. It was two o’clock. Time to go in.
      

      
      Morbay’s registry office was tucked away at the rear of the Town  Hall. But despite this handicap, the staff did their best to make the place as welcoming and attractive as possible to those
         couples who chose to marry there and to those joyous or grieving souls who entered its portals to register the birth or the
         death of a loved one.
      

      
      Joyce Barnes, the motherly registrar, was adept at fitting her manner to the occasion; cooing with proud new fathers or giving
         unobtrusive sympathy to bereaved relatives. Over the years she had perfected the knack of joyful solemnity, so appropriate
         when she was pronouncing that a couple were bound together till death – or in some cases boredom – did them part.
      

      
      Joyce gave the young bride what she considered to be an encouraging smile. ‘Are you ready?’ She studied the girl. Thin with
         a slightly olive complexion and brown eyes. Straight brown hair scraped back into a ponytail. She wore a cream silk skirt,
         cut on the bias, which clung flatteringly to her slim hips and a little silk top, red to match her bouquet. In Joyce’s opinion
         she looked as though she could do with a good meal.
      

      
      ‘Are your witnesses here?’ Joyce asked, trying to sound cheerful even though she had a headache coming on.

      
      Two girls stepped forward. They were around the same age as the bride and one sported a dark ponytail, the other a fair. They
         were wearing jeans. But then Joyce had seen some sights at weddings over the years and she was hardly fazed by a glimpse of
         denim.
      

      
      The girl glanced at her bridegroom and smiled nervously as he took hold of her hand, raised it to his lips and kissed it,
         his eyes aglow with desire. He was a swarthy man, rather stocky and probably ten years her senior. But then, thought Joyce,
         love is frequently short sighted, if not blind. She thought of her own ex-husband and suppressed a shudder before forcing
         herself to smile.
      

      
      ‘If you’d like to come through …’

      
      She began to lead the way into the thickly carpeted marriage room, glancing back after a few seconds to make sure they were
         following.
      

      
      She caught the young bride’s eye and was about to smile but  something stopped her. What she saw wasn’t pre-nuptial nerves.
      

      
      It was fear.

      
      The joyous clamour of the bells fell silent.

      
      The tower captain glanced at the small electric clock on the wall. ‘Twenty minutes late.’

      
      ‘Probably the traffic,’ said the girl who’d been ringing the treble, a rosy-cheeked student in shorts and T-shirt. ‘Tourists,’
         she added in a tone usually reserved for the mention of vermin.
      

      
      The other ringers nodded in agreement, apart from the tall elderly man tying up the rope of the third bell. ‘She’ll be exercising
         her prerogative. Keeping him waiting. Starting as she means to go on.’
      

      
      All eyes focused on the red light bulb fixed to the tower wall. When the wedding car pulled up, the bulb would flash once
         and when the bride finally reached the church porch after her customary photo-call, the bulb would light up, a signal to the
         ringers to stop. There was a similar bulb next to the organ to cue the wedding march. An ingenious system that had never let
         them down yet.
      

      
      But today there was no flash of light. The ringers resumed their places and embarked on ten more minutes of fast Devon call
         changes, their eyes on the naked bulb, before deciding to take another break. Half an hour late now. This was getting ridiculous.
      

      
      The bells were rung from a wide balcony at the back of the church and the ringers drifted over to the wooden rail where they
         customarily congregated to watch the bride’s progress down the aisle.
      

      
      From their lofty vantage point they could see the congregation and they sensed an uneasy atmosphere down in the nave. Men
         in dark morning dress darted in and out of the church while women in large hats held hushed conversations. By tradition brides
         were supposed to be late. But not this late.
      

      
      With each minute that passed the volume of anxious chatter increased and the bellringers, in common with those down below,
         began to speculate amongst themselves, the breakdown of the wedding car being the favourite explanation. They saw the vicar
         in his snowy white surplice speaking to the anxious bridegroom in the front pew before hurrying outside. In this age of mobile
          phones, surely someone would have heard something by now.
      

      
      The hum of conversation grew louder still, filling the nave, drifting up to the bell tower. Where was she?

      
      ‘She’s stood him up. Jilted the poor sod at the altar,’ the elderly pessimist on the third bell said with inappropriate relish.

      
      The tower captain, an amiable man, gazed down at the bridegroom’s anxious face and felt a wave of sympathy for the young man’s
         public humiliation.
      

      
      ‘She’s here,’ the boy ringing the fourth bell hissed. At the age of sixteen the comings and going down in the church didn’t
         interest him. He had been texting his friends on his mobile phone whilst keeping an eye on the bulb.
      

      
      Sure enough the light was flashing. The wedding car had arrived. The ringers rushed to their ropes and the happy clamour of
         the bells began again. First an octave. Then the bells began to swap their places, creating elaborate and rapidly changing
         music. The light had gone out now. Soon it would come on again and the bells would fall silent until it was time to ring the
         happy couple out of church.
      

      
      Five full minutes passed and there had been no signal for the ringers to stop. But then some photographers took their time.

      
      Suddenly a figure in white appeared at the church door. But it wasn’t the bride who was entering to the accompaniment of the
         bells but the vicar, in his snowy surplice, supporting the arm of a middle-aged man. The confused and impatient organist,
         spotting the flash of white out of the corner of his eye, embarked on the first few notes of Wagner’s wedding march. But he
         stopped suddenly as he realised his mistake, as did the bells.
      

      
      The vicar was shouting to make himself heard over the din of voices, clapping his hands like a schoolteacher trying to calm
         an unruly class. ‘Please, ladies and gentlemen. If I can just have your attention …’
      

      
      The bellringers, sensing excitement, rushed over to their rail and leaned over to get a better view as the congregation fell
         silent
      

      
      The vicar’s voice was shaking as he began to speak. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a tragic accident.’

       
      
      But he was interrupted by the middle-aged man next to him – the man most of the congregation recognised as the bride’s father.
         ‘Kirsten’s dead,’ he shouted, his voice unsteady as tears streamed down his face. ‘Some bastard’s killed my little girl.’
      

      
      He sank to his knees and let out a primitive wail of grief as the bride’s mother issued a piercing scream.

      
      Detective Inspector Wesley Peterson stood at the bedroom door and watched the forensic team going about their work. He avoided
         looking at the contorted face of the young woman lying on the bed. She was only wearing a bra and a ridiculous pale blue
         garter and Wesley fought a strong urge to cover her up; to at least give her some dignity in death. But his training had taught
         him that contaminating a crime scene is a cardinal sin. She would lie there to be examined and photographed, her nakedness
         exposed to a group of complete strangers until they were satisfied that her silent corpse could safely be taken to the mortuary
         in a discreet black van.
      

      
      All he had learned about her so far was that she had been identified as Kirsten Harbourn, aged twenty-three. And that her
         father had found her body.
      

      
      He looked around the room where she’d died. A feminine room – pink and frills. An ivory silk wedding dress with a full skirt
         hung against the wardrobe door like a hooked parachute and an elaborate tiara sat in the middle of the white dressing table
         next to a wispy veil. A CD player stood on a matching chest of drawers, a glowing red LED suggested that the victim hadn’t
         switched it off before her death. Perhaps she had died to a musical accompaniment. Wesley found the thought macabre.
      

      
      He turned and made his way down the hallway, careful to walk only on the metal plates placed there to protect any footprints
         the young bride’s killer may have left, invisible to the naked eye but potentially detectable with the SOCO’s box of magic
         tricks. Detective Chief Inspector Gerry Heffernan hovered in the open doorway, his large frame blocking the light from outside.
      

      
      ‘So what do you think?’ Heffernan asked anxiously. Wesley had noticed that his Liverpool accent seemed to deepen in times
         of stress. And he certainly looked more stressed than normal.
      

       
      
      Wesley thought for a few moments. ‘Looks sexual.’

      
      ‘That’s all we need, some sex maniac on the loose.’ He scratched his head. ‘When we get back to the station we’ll draw up
         a list of all the sex offenders on our patch – especially any who’ve attacked women in their own homes. But there’s so many
         ruddy tourists around at this time of year it could be someone from London … or Manchester … or Aberdeen … or Timbuk ruddy
         tu.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps there’ll be DNA,’ said Wesley optimistically. ‘Has Colin arrived yet?’

      
      Heffernan shook his head. Dr Colin Bowman, the pathologist, was in the middle of a postmortem but he’d promised to be there
         as soon as possible.
      

      
      ‘Her father found her, is that right?’ Wesley asked. He had only just arrived at the murder scene, having been enjoying a
         quiet Saturday at home with his wife, Pam, and the children. His sister, Maritia, who was staying with them for a couple of
         weeks while she helped to decorate the house she would be moving into when she married in a month’s time, had left first thing
         that morning armed with a wallpaper scraper and a pot of white gloss paint, so he and Pam had been experiencing a rare interlude
         of domestic peace. Pam had said nothing when he’d been called out. But the expression on her face had said it all.
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about, does it? Finding your own daughter dead like that.’ Heffernan shuddered. His own daughter,
         Rosie, was around the dead woman’s age. Somehow it made it personal.
      

      
      ‘I expect he’s in a hell of a state. Have the rest of the family been told?’

      
      ‘The rest of the family and all their friends and acquaintances.’ He hesitated. ‘She was getting married today. Everyone was
         dressed up in their finery waiting for her in Stoke Raphael church, looking forward to cracking open the champagne. When she
         didn’t turn up, everyone assumed she’d changed her mind.’
      

      
      Wesley shook his head, lost for words. The thought of all that joy and anticipation turned suddenly to grief was almost too
         much to bear.
      

       
      
      ‘As soon as he found her, her dad called the police on his mobile then he got the wedding car to rush him over to the church.
         Well, he had to break the news, I suppose. Couldn’t leave them all sitting there.’
      

      
      ‘No, don’t suppose he could,’ Wesley said quietly. He stepped outside into the sunshine. He needed some fresh air. He noticed
         the house name on a rustic wooden plaque to the right of the front door. Honey Cottage. A pretty name for a pretty place.
         But now it would always hold sinister connotations. The papers would call it ‘the Honey Cottage murder’. They would love the
         juxtaposition of the sweet and the horrific.
      

      
      He turned to his boss. ‘If she was getting ready for her wedding, why wasn’t anyone with her?’

      
      Heffernan shrugged. ‘She went to the hairdresser’s in Neston at nine this morning with her mum and her bridesmaid, Marion
         Blunning. Marion’s dad’s just had a suspected heart attack so she went off to see him in hospital.’
      

      
      ‘And her mum?’

      
      ‘She dropped her off here at eleven o’clock. Kirsten asked her to go to the hotel where they were holding the reception to
         check that everything was in order before going on to the church. She said she’d be fine getting ready by herself. Her dad
         was picking her up in the wedding car at twelve thirty and when he arrived he found her … Well you’ve seen how he found her.’
      

      
      ‘So she must have died between eleven when her mum left and twelve thirty when her father found her. How did her killer get
         in?’
      

      
      ‘The door was unlocked. He probably just walked in on her while she was getting dressed.’

      
      ‘Lucky timing.’

      
      ‘Maybe he’d been watching the house. She didn’t draw the curtains.’

      
      ‘She probably didn’t think she needed to.’ Wesley looked round. ‘It’s hardly overlooked, is it?’

      
      The cottage where Kirsten Harbourn had encountered death stood on the edge of the hamlet of Lower Weekbury, three miles out
         of Neston. A small whitewashed building with a fringe of neat  brown thatch. A cottage from a picture postcard, adjacent to the grounds of Tradington Hall. Lower Weekbury had no church,
         no village shop, and its one and only pub had shut in the 1960s. Once, its small dwellings had housed farm workers but now
         a few were occupied by commuters who worked in nearby towns and the remainder were second homes or holiday lets.
      

      
      ‘Was she renting this place or …?’

      
      Heffernan shook his head. ‘No. They’d bought it, her and her fiancé.’

      
      ‘Did he live here with her?’

      
      ‘No. He lives with his parents at Garbenford – halfway between Neston and Tradmouth. She’d been staying at the cottage while
         they had some building work done. Kitchen extension apparently. They’ve had the place rewired, a new bathroom and they’ve
         decorated from top to bottom.’
      

      
      Wesley raised his eyebrows. ‘Pity she didn’t live to enjoy it. You’d think she’d have wanted to get married from her mother’s
         house.’
      

      
      Heffernan shrugged. No doubt she had her reasons.

      
      ‘Know anything about the fiancé?’

      
      ‘Not a thing. But no doubt we’ll find out.’

      
      ‘I wonder where he was between eleven and when he turned up at the church.’

      
      Gerry Heffernan scratched his head. ‘I wonder.’

      
      Maritia Peterson, Wesley’s only sister, was the house guest from heaven rather than the other place. She entertained the kids,
         helped to clear up their mess and cooked the occasional meal. And she spent a great deal of time out of the house, redecorating
         the old vicarage in the village of Belsham where her fiancé, Mark – Belsham’s new vicar – was already living under rather
         chaotic conditions. She was hardly a young woman who got in the way. But this didn’t stop her sister-in-law, Pam, finding
         the presence of another adult in the house a strain after a hard day’s teaching.
      

      
      When Wesley had received the phone call early on a Saturday afternoon summoning him to deal with someone who’d been  thoughtless enough to die in suspicious circumstances, she had experienced a pang of resentment. And when Maritia had returned
         from the vicarage to get changed, Pam had left her to entertain the children. She felt restless, discontented with her lot
         but she wasn’t sure why. She had told Maritia that she had to go out, not saying where to, and left her holding the babies.
      

      
      Pam had been brought up in a household quite unlike that of the churchgoing Petersons from Trinidad. She had been raised by
         a feckless mother who taught sociology at a local college – a woman with an eclectic taste in men, alcohol and the occasional
         illegal substance – and she wasn’t altogether comfortable with the Petersons’ brand of Christian virtue. Usually she tried
         hard, for Wesley’s sake, but today she felt the strain. She had to get out of the house. And the first person she thought
         of was Neil Watson.
      

      
      As she drove towards Neston, she gripped the steering wheel, concentrating on the slow-moving traffic stuck behind a parade
         of caravans and coaches. It was Saturday at the start of the holiday season. Wesley should be home on a sunny Saturday. Home
         with her and the children. But he was at work again. Sometimes she imagined that he arranged with a network of tame criminals
         for their offences to take place outside normal office hours just to spite her.
      

      
      Neil was working at Tradington Hall and she knew that the fact it was the weekend meant nothing to him. In his own way, she
         supposed, Neil was as work-obsessed as Wesley. But archaeologists, unlike police officers, are rarely called out after midnight
         to view some stinking corpse. If Wesley had stuck to his original choice of career, she might not have had to put up with
         the ruined meals and the worry. And the constant, tiny voice in the very back of her mind telling her that somehow the job
         was more important to him than she was.
      

      
      She turned the car into the drive of Tradington Hall and took her foot off the accelerator. She had been there many times
         before. When she had studied English at university she had attended a creative writing course there. And she had seen many
         plays, good, bad and indifferent, in its intimate theatre. The hall itself was a substantial stone house, arranged around
         three sides of a large  rectangular courtyard. If dated from the late fourteenth century and the guidebooks boasted that it was one of the most important
         examples of medieval domestic architecture in the south-west, if not the entire country. To Pam it had always looked pretty
         impressive.
      

      
      In the 1950s Tradington Hall had become a centre for the arts, internationally renowned. And over the years the demands on
         its delicate medieval fabric were such that more space was needed. New art studios were to be built near the old stables and,
         as was normal at such an historically sensitive site, Neil’s team had been asked to conduct an excavation before the construction
         began.
      

      
      She left the car in the public car park and walked up the drive until she reached the stables which now served as recording
         studios. At the side of the stables she could see a tall wire fence, erected to prevent members of the public from stumbling
         into deep trenches, breaking limbs and suing the trust that owned the hall for obscene sums of money. Pam stood behind the
         fence watching as three figures – two women, one young, one middle aged, and a long-haired man – knelt in the deepest trench,
         absorbed in their task of scraping at the red earth.
      

      
      She called out, ‘Neil,’ and the man looked up.

      
      He grinned. ‘What brings you here?’ He straightened himself up, put his trowel down carefully beside a bucket full of soil
         and climbed out of the trench. When he reached Pam he kissed her cheek. Then he took a step back and looked at her. ‘What’s
         the matter?’
      

      
      ‘Nothing. Why should anything be the matter? How’s it going?’

      
      ‘We’ve got a bit of medieval pottery and some building debris from when a section of the hall’s west wing was demolished in
         the eighteenth century. A couple of very nice clay pipes – quite early. And an Anglo-Saxon brooch – not sure how that got
         there. Is this a social call or …’
      

      
      ‘Wesley’s working. There’s been another murder.’ She was aware of the mounting anger in her voice. She’d told herself time
         and time again that it wasn’t his fault if he had to follow the dictates of his work. But then he didn’t have to field Michael’s
         constant questions about the whereabouts of Daddy.
      

      
      ‘That’s police work for you,’ said Neil. ‘When I come across  human remains at least nobody expects me to find the culprit.’ He smiled and put a comforting hand on her arm. ‘Fancy a cup
         of tea? The café in the hall’s open.’
      

      
      ‘That’s just what I need. How are you, anyway?’

      
      ‘Fine.’ He hesitated for a second. ‘But I had a call from Hannah last night. She can’t come over next weekend. Her father’s
         been taken ill.’
      

      
      Pam made the appropriate noises of regret, suppressing a vague feeling of relief. It was really none of her business if Neil
         embarked on a relationship with some woman he’d met a few months back when he was on a dig over on the other side of the Atlantic
         in Virginia.
      

      
      When they reached the main house Neil stopped to study the huge notice board in the entrance hall. A section was dedicated
         to advertising the various courses the centre offered. But the lion’s share of the available space advertised the forthcoming
         Neston Arts Festival.
      

      
      Pam scanned the notice board and one thing in particular caught her eye. A poster the colour of fresh blood advertising a
         new play. The Fair Wife of Padua. Well, not a new play exactly. She had read about it in the local paper. It was an Elizabethan play, written by one of Shakespeare’s
         contemporaries and lost for centuries until a copy turned up in some dusty archive. Quite a story. Perhaps she should make
         the effort to buy tickets.
      

      
      If Wesley didn’t prefer the company of the wicked or the dead.

      
      An incident room had been set up at Tradmouth Police Station. A large bright room on the first floor next to the main CID
         office. Two pictures of Kirsten Harbourn were already pinned to the notice board – one showing her alive and smiling, standing
         on the quay-side at Tradmouth against the background of tall yachts’ masts, the other showing her lying dead, her pretty features
         contorted. It was an image Wesley Peterson found offensive. But this was a murder investigation and squeamishness wasn’t going
         to help them catch her killer.
      

      
      When Wesley reached the station he longed to sit down and collect his thoughts, but Gerry Heffernan had called a meeting of  the investigation team. Once it was over and tasks had been assigned, he summoned Wesley to his office. Wesley could guess
         why. Heffernan was a man who liked to throw ideas around.
      

      
      When Wesley opened the office door the chief inspector was sitting with his feet up on the desk. His shoes needed heeling
         but then that was probably the last thing on his mind.
      

      
      ‘So what have we got, Wes?’ he said as Wesley took a seat.

      
      ‘So far? Not much. Deceased is a twenty-three-year-old woman called Kirsten Harbourn who was due to marry a …’ He looked down
         at a sheet of paper in his hand. ‘Peter Creston at one o’clock today at Stoke Raphael church. She went to the hairdresser’s
         with her mother and her bridesmaid first thing this morning, then the bridesmaid left to visit her father in hospital and
         her mother went off to see to some last-minute arrangements at the hotel. The dead woman was left alone in the cottage at
         eleven when her mum dropped her off and she was due to be picked up by her dad in the wedding car at twelve thirty.’
      

      
      ‘That’s unusual, isn’t it? A bride getting ready on her own. Usually you get all the female relatives buzzing round like wasps
         at a picnic.’
      

      
      ‘It seems she insisted. She told her mother to go to the hotel to check that everything was just so for the reception. It
         sounds as if she was a perfectionist – or perhaps it was just a manifestation of pre-wedding nerves.’
      

      
      ‘The door was unlocked. No sign of forced entry. Opportunist attacker, do you think?’

      
      Wesley shrugged. ‘Too early to say. But it’s possible. In all the excitement she might have been a bit careless with her security.
         Or she might have known her attacker. Perhaps she was expecting him or her. Maybe that’s why she got her mum out of the way.’
      

      
      ‘It’s possible. But I reckon some passing sex maniac saw her through the window in her posh wedding underwear and her blue
         garter. He tries the door and finds his luck’s in. Strangles her with the flex from the bedside lamp.’
      

      
      ‘Was she raped?’

      
      ‘It looks likely. Colin’ll be able to tell us for certain at the postmortem.’

       
      
      ‘Which is when?

      
      ‘Tomorrow morning. First thing.’

      
      ‘No Sunday morning lie in then.’

      
      Heffernan’s chubby face turned bright red. ‘Well I …’

      
      ‘Something the matter?’

      
      The chief inspector shook his head. ‘I’m just going out tonight, that’s all.’

      
      Wesley watched his face. He was keeping something back. Which, for a man who was normally so transparent, was unusual. Perhaps
         it was a woman, Wesley thought. Maybe Gerry Heffernan had got himself a date. He hoped his guess was right. His boss was a
         widower who had been without the love of a good woman – or any kind of woman come to that – for much too long. And Gerry wasn’t
         one of nature’s bachelors.
      

      
      Heffernan’s phone rang and he picked it up. From his martyred expression, Wesley guessed that it was Chief Superintendent
         Nutter on the other end of the line, wanting to be apprised of the latest developments, such as they were. Wesley tiptoed
         out of the door into the main CID office, where he spotted DS Rachel Tracey.
      

      
      Rachel had just picked up her shoulderbag. She looked up, flicked her fair hair off her face and gave Wesley a shy smile.
         ‘I’m going to see the dead girl’s mother. I’m taking Trish with me.’
      

      
      ‘I take it her husband’ll be there too.’

      
      ‘Apparently not. They’re divorced. He’s at home being consoled by his new wife. I’ll pay him a call after I’ve seen the mother.
         She’s gone to the hotel where the reception was to be held, would you believe.’
      

      
      Wesley raised his eyebrows. ‘Really?’

      
      Rachel shrugged. ‘It was going to be a big wedding by all accounts. I suppose there’s a lot to see to. Perhaps she wants to
         keep busy to take her mind off things. They say it sometimes helps.’
      

      
      Wesley looked down at her desk. Beside a pile of witness reports was something that looked like a playscript. ‘Taken up acting
         again?’ He couldn’t resist asking.
      

      
      Her cheeks turned an attractive shade of pink. ‘It’s only a small part. A maidservant. My mum’s been helping with the costumes
          for the Neston Festival and she persuaded me. I used to be in the divisional amateur dramatic society and …’
      

      
      ‘What’s the play?’

      
      ‘An Elizabethan tragedy. Someone found the manuscript in a library somewhere. Never been performed before – well not for a
         few hundred years. It’s called The Fair Wife of Padua. We’re doing it in modern dress.’
      

      
      ‘Any good?’

      
      She pulled a face. ‘Not really my cup of tea. Reminds me too much of work.’

      
      Wesley waited for her to explain but DC Trish Walton had returned from the ladies and was standing in the office doorway,
         watching Rachel expectantly.
      

      
      ‘I’d better go,’ Rachel said. ‘You and the boss are going to talk to the bridegroom, is that right?’

      
      Wesley nodded.

      
      ‘Good luck.’

      
      He watched her leave the room with Trish and felt a fresh pang of guilt that he wasn’t at home with Pam.

      
      Joyce Barnes was glad to get out of the office. In the warmer months, Saturday was always a busy day for weddings and it took
         a great effort of will on her part not to let it feel like a conveyor belt. She looked at her watch. The next happy couple
         were booked for three thirty so she just had time to go to Huntings and buy some milk.
      

      
      She wanted to get home early that evening. Soak in the bath and choose something appropriate to wear. Something not too revealing.
         Something that made her look younger than her years. She wished she could lose weight but, however hard she fought, the biscuits
         and chocolates were always victorious. She blamed her ex-husband, of course. In fact she blamed him for most of the things
         that were wrong in her life – it was always handy to have a ready-made scapegoat. If he hadn’t left her for a girl twenty
         years his junior, she wouldn’t have sought comfort in food. She would still be as sylph-like as the day she had married him.
         And then there was her mother, of course. She had to be looked after. Life used to be so simple.
      

       
      
      All these things were going through her mind as she walked the three hundred yards to the supermarket, those and a hundred
         other practical thoughts. Should she buy a small turkey joint for Sunday lunch tomorrow? Mother particularly liked turkey.
         Did she need potatoes? Or margarine. Was her stock of bread in the freezer running low? She ought to have checked that morning.
         She ought to start making lists to avoid impulse buys.
      

      
      Preoccupied as she was, she almost didn’t see the man on the other side of the busy road. If the car hadn’t sounded its horn
         at a wobbling cyclist, she wouldn’t have looked in that direction.
      

      
      When she spotted him, she stared across the road, hoping he wouldn’t see her. Was it him? Surely it couldn’t be. Surely he’d
         have better things to do than to be emerging from Starbucks all on his own.
      

      
      It was his wedding day.

      
      But as the man disappeared from sight, Joyce hurried on and forgot all about the solitary bridegroom. She had a lot to do.
         And that evening she had a date.
      

      
      Rachel Tracey had never been inside the Stoke Raphael Country Hotel before. In fact she knew very little about the place apart
         from the fact that it was part of the exclusive Carte Blanche Hotel Group … and cost an arm and a leg. Once a grand Victorian
         house built on the banks of the River Trad just outside the pretty village of Stoke Raphael, she was sure that it was a wonderful
         place to hold a wedding reception, if your budget ran to it.
      

      
      ‘I’d like to hold my reception here,’ Trish Walton announced wistfully. ‘Just imagine … the guests could wander down to the
         river with glasses of champagne.’
      

      
      Rachel looked at her, surprised. As far as she knew there hadn’t been anyone serious in Trish’s life since her ill-advised
         fling with DC Steve Carstairs. ‘I didn’t know you were …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I’m not. Just saying, that’s all. If the day ever comes, I’d like somewhere classy like this.’

      
      Rachel said nothing. The thought of marriage sometimes depressed her.

      
      ‘Let’s find Mrs Harbourn, shall we? Although I can’t think what  she’s doing here. Her daughter’s just been murdered, for heaven’s sake.’
      

      
      Trish followed her to the reception desk and they were directed to the Neston Suite. Mrs Harbourn was there, they were told
         by the puzzled young man on reception. She was seeing to arrangements, whatever that meant.
      

      
      The Neston Suite was well signposted. Rachel and Trish strolled down thickly carpeted corridors until they reached a pair
         of grand polished wood doors.
      

      
      Rachel hesitated for a moment before pushing them open and stepping into a large function room filled with round tables. Each
         table was set with snowy linen and shining cutlery and had a vase of blood-red roses in its centre.
      

      
      On a white draped table in the middle of the room stood a three-tiered wedding cake, decorated with roses formed from red
         icing. Rachel recalled something she’d read at school – a novel by Charles Dickens. A bitter old woman called Miss Haversham
         had presided over a deserted wedding table with a festering cake. There was the same atmosphere of despair and abandonment
         here … minus the cobwebs and dust.
      

      
      At the far end of the room was a long table, festooned with garlands of flowers. The top table. At this table a solitary woman
         sat, her head bowed. She had taken off her wide-brimmed hat, an expensive creation in red, and now it lay beside her on the
         white linen cloth. Rachel saw that she was crying.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Harbourn?’ she said gently as she made her way towards the top table.

      
      The woman looked up. Tears mixed with mascara marked her face but her expression was blank.

      
      ‘Mrs Harbourn?’

      
      The woman whispered a barely audible ‘Yes’.

      
      ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Rachel Tracey, Tradmouth CID and this is Detective Constable Trish Walton. Do you feel up to talking
         or would you like …?’
      

      
      The woman stared at them for a few moments as though she hadn’t quite understood, then she gave a resigned nod. She was a
         thin woman, quite small with straight, honey-blond hair. Her choice  of cream suit with red accessories did nothing for her complexion. But then neither did pain and tears.
      

      
      ‘I’m so sorry about your daughter,’ Rachel began as she sat down next to Mrs Harbourn. Trish sat at Rachel’s side, pulling
         her chair out so that she could see the woman’s face before taking out her notebook.
      

      
      ‘Are you sure you should be here?’ Rachel asked gently.

      
      Mrs Harbourn twisted a white linen napkin in her hands. It was damp with tears. ‘I need to see to everything. I planned all
         this so I need to … I had to tell the harpist she wouldn’t be needed and cancel the band for tonight … and the horse and carriage
         and …’ She suddenly looked Rachel in the eye. ‘I’ve got to keep busy. If I stop I’ll … What do you think I should do with
         the cake? I can’t waste it. Do you think I should send everyone a piece …?’
      

      
      Rachel put a comforting hand on her arm. ‘I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time to think about all that. There’s no hurry, is
         there?’
      

      
      ‘I wanted to do everything properly, you see. I only had a registry office do. I wanted Kirsten to have …’

      
      ‘I’m so sorry.’ Rachel bowed her head for a few moments. ‘Have you seen a doctor? Maybe he could give you something to …’

      
      ‘No,’ she snapped. ‘I can’t think of that now. There’s too much to do.’

      
      ‘Of course.’ She glanced at Trish who was looking on sympathetically. ‘Do you mind talking about Kirsten?’

      
      Mrs Harbourn shook her head. ‘She was a lovely girl. So beautiful. She could have been a model if she’d wanted. She was the
         best daughter you could wish for.’
      

      
      ‘Where did she work?’

      
      Mrs Harbourn waved her hand as if shooing away a fly. ‘A place in Morbay. A language college.’

      
      ‘And she hadn’t lived at home for a while?’

      
      ‘She moved out when they bought the cottage. They were doing it up. She’s got such good taste. She likes … liked the best
         …’ A shadow passed across her face.
      

      
      ‘And her fiancé. Tell me about him?’

      
      ‘Peter’s such a nice boy. He’s an accountant. His father’s a doctor,  you know. A consultant.’ She positively glowed with pride. It was as though she had forgotten temporarily that Kirsten was
         dead.
      

      
      ‘How did Peter and Kirsten get on?’

      
      ‘They were made for each other,’ she said with a sentimental smile.

      
      ‘So no problems?’

      
      Mrs Harbourn shook her head. ‘None at all.’

      
      ‘Mrs Harbourn … or would you rather we called you Theresa?’ The woman nodded, hardly aware of the question.

      
      ‘Theresa, can you think of anybody who might have a grudge against your daughter? Or anyone who was bothering her … an old
         boyfriend perhaps? Did she ever mention anything …?’
      

      
      Theresa Harbourn shifted in her seat. ‘There was an ex-boyfriend who wouldn’t take no for an answer. But that was a while
         ago – at least a year. And besides, I think he moved away from Devon.’
      

      
      ‘What was his name?’

      
      She frowned in concentration. ‘I can’t remember. She never brought him home.’

      
      ‘Anyone else? Anyone she’s mentioned? Someone at work perhaps?’

      
      Another shake of the head. They were getting nowhere. The killer was probably an opportunist sex attacker who’d let things
         get out of hand. Or perhaps he’d derived as much pleasure from the killing as from the assault. Rachel shuddered at the thought.
      

      
      ‘Would you like us to take you home?’ Rachel asked, reluctant to leave the woman there in that room prepared for joy and celebration
         which was such a stark and painful contrast to the reality.
      

      
      ‘No thank you. I want to stay here.’

      
      ‘Is there anyone who …?’

      
      ‘Kirsten was my only child, Sergeant Tracey. And my husband walked out on me for a blonde tart five years ago.’ She hesitated.
         ‘My sister’s down from Manchester for the wedding. She wanted to come here with me but I told her I’d rather be on my own.
         I’ll call her when I’m ready.’ She looked Rachel in the eye. ‘I want to be doing something useful. I want to keep busy.’
      

      
      Rachel realised that Theresa Harbourn was a woman who wasn’t going to give in. She’d do things her own way.

       
      
      ‘As long as you’re sure there’s nothing we can do.’

      
      ‘You can let me see her.’

      
      Rachel put a hand on her arm. ‘Of course. I’ll arrange that for you,’ she said, hoping the sight of her dead daughter wouldn’t
         bring the capable façade crashing down.
      

      
      Rachel and Trish made their way down the carpeted corridors in silence, neither felt like speaking. All the effort, all the
         love, that had gone into preparing for Kirsten Harbourn’s big day had come to nothing.
      

      
      When they reached Reception, Rachel noticed a young man standing beside the desk. He wore the staff uniform, black trousers,
         blue shirt and blue and black checked waistcoat, and he was staring at them nervously.
      

      
      As Rachel looked in his direction he turned and hurried away, like a hunted animal fleeing its pursuers. Something seemed
         to have alarmed him, and Rachel wondered fleetingly whether it was the sight of two policewomen.
      

      
      Or perhaps she was imagining things.

      
      ‘If you weren’t married, Wes, would you ever think of trying one of these introduction agencies?’ Gerry Heffernan asked as
         they drove towards Neston.
      

      
      The question took Wesley by surprise and he fought the temptation to take his eyes off the road and look at his companion’s
         face.
      

      
      ‘It’s not something I’ve ever thought about. Why? Are you thinking of trying your luck?’

      
      There was no answer.

      
      ‘Wonder how Rachel and Trish are getting on with the dead girl’s parents?’

      
      ‘Rather them than me.’

      
      Wesley said nothing. Rachel had a gift for family liaison work. She possessed the right blend of sympathy and common sense
         and if he were ever to face a tragedy in his life, Rachel was the type of person he’d want around. There had been times when
         he’d longed for her company even when things were going smoothly, he acknowledged with a nag of guilt. Although he’d always
         been  careful to avoid situations which might lead to temptation. He was a married man with two young children after all.
      

      
      ‘I think this is it,’ Heffernan said, pointing to a large, stucco house set back from the main road from Tradmouth to Neston.
         It was a big house, probably built in the 1920s or 1930s and inspired by Lutyens’ grand arts and crafts designs. An overgrown
         cottage with en suite bathrooms and all modern conveniences. Wesley turned the car into the wide drive and the tyres crunched
         noisily on the gravel to announce their arrival.
      

      
      As Wesley pressed the doorbell, he noticed all the downstairs curtains had been closed. A sign of respect, perhaps. Or maybe
         the occupants of the house were preparing for a wave of press intrusion.
      

      
      The middle-aged woman who answered the door looked at them suspiciously, as if all her worst fears were about to be realised.
         But when the two policemen introduced themselves, her expression softened and she stood aside to let them in.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Creston?’

      
      The woman nodded. ‘It’s been such a shock,’ she said. ‘And Peter’s in a terrible state. I mean, what do you say?’ She looked
         from one man to the other as if for guidance.
      

      
      Rowena Creston was slightly plump and this seemed to make her look younger than her years. She had unruly brown hair and a
         pleasant face. If Wesley went on first impressions, he would have said that she was a straightforward, likeable woman. But
         experience had taught him never to make such instant judgements.
      

      
      She led them into a large, comfortable living room; a room with a low, beamed ceiling that gave it an air of cottage cosiness,
         despite the generous amount of floor space.
      

      
      A tall, slim man with greying hair was sitting on the sofa with a mug in his hand. Like his wife, Dr Jeffrey Creston had changed
         out of his wedding finery and was now dressed in an open-necked polo shirt and beige trousers.
      

      
      ‘These gentlemen are from the police, darling.’

      
      Dr Creston stood up and extended his hand, his facial expression appropriately grave. ‘A terrible business. My son’s upstairs.
          He’s devastated of course. I know you’ll have to question him but I don’t know whether he’s up to it yet. I’ve given him
         something for the shock, I’m afraid. I thought it best.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, sir,’ said Wesley. He glanced at Heffernan who gave him a barely discernible nod. It would be up to him to do
         the talking.
      

      
      ‘Please sit down. Will you have some tea?’

      
      Wesley and Heffernan answered in the affirmative and Rowena Creston hurried out. She looked more shocked than grief-stricken.
         But then it wasn’t her child who’d died.
      

      
      Wesley made small talk for five minutes or so, asking about the family casually, putting Creston at his ease. He learned that
         the bereaved bridegroom, Peter, worked as an accountant in Morbay and that he had a younger brother and sister. But the subject
         of Kirsten Harbourn couldn’t be avoided for ever.
      

      
      ‘How long had Kirsten and Peter known each other?’

      
      Creston thought for a few moments. ‘Not that long. Eighteen months, something like that.’

      
      ‘What was she like?’

      
      At that moment Rowena Creston returned with a tray. She looked at her husband. ‘I suppose she was a nice enough girl …’

      
      There was a ‘but’ there somewhere. Wesley looked her in the eye and awaited the revelation.

      
      ‘But I didn’t really feel she had much in common with Peter, don’t you agree, Jeff? Not that we ever said anything …’

      
      ‘What do you mean exactly?’

      
      Rowena looked embarrassed. ‘Well, they came from different backgrounds … had different interests.’

      
      Wesley took a sip of tea. ‘That doesn’t always mean they’re incompatible.’

      
      ‘Oh no. I’m sure … I just mean that we didn’t think Peter’s choice was ideal. I’m sure she was a very nice girl. And she worked
         very hard on the cottage and …’ Her voice trailed off. The mention of the cottage had brought home the reality.
      

      
      ‘It was going to be a big wedding.’ Gerry Heffernan spoke at last. ‘Big posh do. Her mum’s idea or hers?’

      
      Rowena gave him a bitter smile. ‘Now I don’t want you to  think I’m a snob but I thought there was something a bit vulgar about the whole thing. Peter wanted a nice discreet church
         wedding. All the usual trimmings but nothing too elaborate. But by the time Theresa got her hands on the arrangements, it
         was becoming more like a royal wedding in Westminster Abbey. Everything had to be just so – flowers, cake, horse and carriage
         to take them from the church to the reception, expensive gifts for the guests. The whole thing just escalated. Do you know
         they even booked a harpist to play during the reception and there was to be another big buffet tonight with a dance band and
         goodness knows what else.’
      

      
      Jeffrey Creston put a hand on his wife’s knee. ‘Now, now, dear. That was hardly Kirsten’s fault.’ He looked at Wesley. ‘I
         had the impression that Theresa was trying to squeeze every penny she could out of her ex-husband. He was paying for it all.
         When we offered to contribute she said that it was his duty to pay for his own daughter’s wedding … especially since he’d
         abandoned her for some cheap tart. Her words not mine.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Wesley, glancing at his boss. It certainly made sense. And Kirsten hadn’t been able to resist going along with
         it. After all, it was her big day.
      

      
      ‘So … er …’ Rowena blushed. ‘Was it … sexual?’

      
      ‘We’re keeping an open mind at the moment, Mrs Creston. Where was your son between eleven and twelve thirty?’

      
      Rowena shook her head as though she couldn’t quite believe Wesley had the audacity to ask the question. ‘Here of course. Getting
         ready for his wedding. Where else would he be?’
      

      
      ‘And you can verify that? You were both here too?’

      
      ‘Of course. And James, Peter’s brother. He was to be his best man. And our daughter Julia.’

      
      ‘Nobody left the house until it was time to go to the church?’

      
      ‘That’s right, Inspector.’ She hesitated. ‘Well, Julia popped out for a short time … there was a problem with the men’s suits
         and she had to go to the outfitters.’
      

      
      Jeffrey Creston raised a hand. ‘And I went to Balwell to get some petrol. Must have been around half eleven.’

      
      ‘You’ve got the receipt, I take it?’ Heffernan growled.

       
      
      Creston looked rather shocked. ‘I think so. It’s probably in my trouser pocket. I went out before I got changed into my morning
         suit. Do you want me to get it or …?’
      

      
      ‘If it’s not too much trouble, sir,’ said Wesley. He didn’t think for one moment that it would be of any help but it would
         do no harm to be thorough.
      

      
      The receipt was produced. The petrol station was in Balwell, in the opposite direction to the murder scene on the road to
         Tradmouth. He returned it to Creston and thanked him.
      

      
      ‘Is it possible to have a word with Peter?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Rowena. ‘He’s asleep. Jeff gave him something to calm him down and …’

      
      ‘Are you a GP, Dr Creston?’

      
      ‘No. Actually I’m a gynaecologist.’

      
      Gerry Heffernan raised an eyebrow as a risqué joke he’d once heard about that particular occupation popped unbidden into his
         mind. But a glance at Rowena Creston’s face made his thoughts return to the matter in hand.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps if we could speak to your other son, James. And your daughter.’

      
      ‘Julia’s out. She was rather upset so she went to see a friend. And James is returning the morning suits to the hire shop
         in Tradmouth, then he’s going for a run. He wanted something to do.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. It’s sometimes best to keep busy,’ said Wesley as he stood up. The three younger Crestons would keep for another day.

      
      Marion Blunning was worried about her father. Even though the doctors at Tradmouth Hospital had said there was nothing to
         worry about as long as he took it easy – that it had just been a warning – she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe them.
         Her dad had never known a day’s illness in his life and seeing him weakened and vulnerable in a hospital bed had come as a
         terrible shock to her and her mother.
      

      
      But now she had something much worse to deal with. Kirsten, her best friend, was dead. Murdered on her wedding day. She kept
         closing her eyes tight, hoping, praying, that when she opened them again, the nightmare would be gone.
      

       
      
      But it was there with her, like a weight on her heart. Even when she’d taken off the dark red bridesmaid’s dress, stained
         with tears – the dress she’d forever associate with death – and put on her everyday clothes, the pain hadn’t diminished.
      

      
      As she walked into the lobby of the Stoke Raphael Country Hotel, she caught sight of herself in the gilded mirror that hung
         opposite the reception desk. Her brown hair was scraped back into a ponytail and her glasses had slipped down to the end of
         her nose. She had always been aware of the fact that she was Kirsten Harbourn’s plain friend – her foil; the one who served
         to emphasise her beauty – but she had never resented it. Kirsten had confided in her. Juicy secrets. Kirsten had trusted her.
         And when Kirsten had hooked Peter Creston, she had been asked to be her bridesmaid.
      

      
      But now she would never see Kirsten again. Never be her confidante. Never be unofficial aunty to her babies. There would
         be no babies because there was no Kirsten any more.
      

      
      Through a blur of unshed tears, Marion tried to make out the signs to the Neston Suite. Theresa needed her to help sort things
         out. To take the wedding presents back to the house in her car. She was to meet her there, in the room where the cake should
         have been cut and the champagne drunk. The room that was now filled with mourning silence. She had to pull herself together.
         She was needed.
      

      
      She took off her glasses and wiped her eyes. She would be no help to anyone if she gave in to emotion. She sniffed and stood
         up straight. It was time to face Theresa. Time to be strong.
      

      
      As she walked down the wide corridor, the thick carpet deadening the sound of her footsteps, she saw a young man coming towards
         her. A member of the hotel’s staff in the characteristic blue shirt and blue and black waistcoat. His sandy hair had been
         tamed with a layer of gel and the freckles stood out on his long face.
      

      
      Marion stopped suddenly. ‘What are you doing here?’

      
      The young man grinned. But there was no mirth in his eyes. Only fear. ‘I work here. Why?’

      
      ‘Since when?’

       
      
      ‘Since last week.’ There was defiance in his voice.

      
      ‘Since you found out the reception was going to be here. She’s dead. But I suppose you know that.’

      
      The young man’s pale blue eyes narrowed and he clenched his fist.

      
      ‘I’ve heard that she was raped and strangled.’ Marion took a step backward, not taking her eyes off his.

      
      ‘How would I know?’ he mumbled, avoiding her gaze.

      
      ‘You’re lying. You couldn’t have her so you made sure nobody else could.’

      
      Marion’s words struck home. He put his face close to hers. She could smell garlic on his breath.

      
      ‘Shut up, will you? Someone’ll hear … get the wrong idea.’

      
      ‘I don’t care. You killed her. She wouldn’t have you so you just took what you wanted.’

      
      ‘You’re wrong. I’ve been here all day. Since eight thirty. I can prove it. Ask anyone.’

      
      Marion hesitated, no longer so sure of herself. ‘I’m going to tell the police what you’ve been doing.’

      
      ‘I haven’t done anything. They’ll think you’re mad. You’ll be charged with wasting their time.’

      
      The fear in his eyes belied the confidence of his words. He was scared. He pushed past Marion and hurried down the corridor,
         pushing open the swing doors violently and disappearing round the corner.
      

      
      Marion was aware that she was shaking and she took a deep breath. She didn’t trust Stuart Richter. He was mad. And mad people
         are dangerous.
      

      
      Edward Baring – known to most of his acquaintances as Big Eddie – lived in constant fear of skeletons.

      
      He dreaded the sight of bones, ever since he’d accidentally disturbed the last resting place of a World War Two airman who’d
         crashed not far from Plymouth. Nobody had been aware of the presence of the wrecked plane and the powers-that-be had seemed
         rather grateful that he had brought it to their attention. But that hadn’t made him feel any better.
      

       
      
      He hadn’t helped himself to any souvenirs that time. It had seemed wrong to rob a corpse. Besides, it was doubtful whether
         the long dead pilot would have been carrying anything of value that would have helped Eddie to overcome his scruples.
      

      
      He held his metal detector out in front of him, his big, bearded face a study in concentration as he adjusted his headphones
         and listened for tell-tale bleeps.
      

      
      The farmer who’d given him permission to search his meadow – provided he was given a share of any spoils – had watched his
         progress for a while but had been swiftly disillusioned when Eddie had only turned up some barbed wire and a rusty nail. Eddie
         had been glad when he’d decided to go. He hated being watched.
      

      
      He made his way up and down the field methodically like an old-fashioned sower of seed, sweeping his metal detector back and
         forth over the rough pasture. He would cover every inch. If he wasn’t thorough he might miss something. And that something
         could be the gold torque or the hoard of Saxon coins that would make him his fortune.
      

      
      Half an hour, five nails, four sections of barbed wire, a horseshoe and a Victorian penny later, Big Eddie was just starting
         to wonder if he had exhausted the field’s possibilities when his instrument gave a loud and definite signal.
      

      
      He bent down stiffly and began to dig with the trowel he carried. It was probably another nail but it was worth checking.

      
      He dug down and down into the rich earth. He had a good feeling about this.

      
      Then the trowel touched something hard. He looked down. Something white. He began to dig faster, using his hands. Then he
         saw it.
      

      
      The thin bones lay, pale against the red-brown earth. A ribcage. Eddie’s heart began to pound and he looked around nervously
         before bending to examine what he had found. Something had made that signal. Something metal.
      

      
      He brushed the earth away with trembling fingers and the sun caught a glint of metal. Something was lodged firmly in the ribcage.
         Something that glowed, untarnished by years in the soil. Gold.
      

   




       
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
         The Playwright, Ralph Strong was born in the parish of Upper Cudleigh in 1561, three years before his more famous contemporary,
               William Shakespeare. The younger son of a prosperous yeoman farmer, he went to London to seek employment with a company of
               actors when he was in his late teens. He joined Lord Rutland’s men and he probably began by playing women’s parts. By the
               age of twenty-five he had become an established actor and took many leading roles. The Fair Wife of Padua is, however, his only known full-length play and it was probably written in 1590, shortly before his death. He died at the
               age of twenty-nine, stabbed during a drunken quarrel with a fellow actor in a Southwark tavern.

         From the programme notes for the Neston Arts Festival production of The Fair Wife of Padua.

      

      
      Detective Chief Inspector Gerry Heffernan examined his appearance in the small, cracked mirror that hung on the inside of
         his office door. He was a realist, aware of his shortcomings … and this expanding waistline.
      

      
      He had a good view of the CID office from his window. Wesley had gone home, doing as he was told for once. In fact the office
         was empty. It was Saturday night and he’d told everyone to make themselves scarce because they had to make an early start
         in the morning. But he didn’t intend to practise what he preached. Not tonight.
      

      
      He hurried over to his desk, opened the drawer and took out a glossy brochure. ‘Want to find that perfect partner? Too busy
         to  find friendship and good company? The Fidelis Bureau offers discreet introductions for mature professional people.’
      

      
      He shoved the brochure back in the drawer and looked at his watch. Seven o’clock. It was now or never.

      
      His daughter, Rosie, was home for the summer, playing second violin in an orchestra engaged to take part in the Neston Arts
         Festival. She would be home from a rehearsal at eight and would find the house empty and she’d have no idea where her father
         had gone. The thought gave him a thrill of mischief, like a teenager who was staying out late without permission.
      

      
      He was due to meet the lady at the bandstand in the Memorial Park. She would be carrying a copy of the Tradmouth Gazette. This little touch appealed to him. A little romantic, a little cloak and dagger. It had been so long since he had done anything
         like this and he almost felt like a schoolboy again, in spite of being the senior investigating officer on a murder case.
         All of a sudden his thoughts turned to the dead bride. The postmortem would be carried out the next morning but he tried to
         put it from his mind as he tripped down the path, weaving through the throng of strolling tourists.
      

      
      He looked around. He had been told that he could find a picture of his date on the Fidelis Bureau’s website but, being a technophobe,
         he hadn’t yet mastered the art of ‘surfing the net’. At work he usually relied on Wesley – or in his absence, one of the younger
         officers – to help him get to grips with e-mails and the like. But on this occasion embarrassment had rendered him helpless.
         There was no way he wanted anyone to know about this new enterprise.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the small park near the waterfront was crowded with people. A brass band was playing on the bandstand, music
         from the shows, and they had attracted quite an audience. They had just launched into the title tune from Oklahoma when he spotted a plump, pleasant-faced woman, carrying a copy of the Tradmouth Gazette in front of her like a shield. This must be her. This must be Joyce Barnes.
      

      
      His heart began to beat faster and he smoothed his hair. This was it. As he walked towards her he felt a sudden wave of  cowardice engulfing him, This was worse than facing an armed psychopathic murderer with a down on the police. But he fought
         the temptation to turn and flee and fixed a smile on his face.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, love. Is it Joyce?’

      
      For a split second the woman looked as terrified as he felt. But then she smiled. ‘Yes. That’s right. Gerry?’

      
      The ice had cracked a little, if not yet broken. And as they walked across the park towards the Tradmouth Castle Hotel for
         their pre-arranged bar meal, there was a rapid thaw. Joyce turned out to be a friendly woman, easy to talk to. And by the
         time they reached the hotel entrance, they were exchanging snippets of their lives. He was a widower, she a divorcee; he was
         a detective chief inspector in Tradmouth, she a registrar in Morbay recording the town’s births, marriages and deaths.
      

      
      The evening passed quickly, and more pleasantly than Gerry Heffernan had dared to hope. At ten twenty he saw Joyce to her
         car and he felt his cheeks burning as he asked if he could meet her again. This was teenage stuff. He was out of practice
         and he felt as clumsy as any spotty, gangling adolescent. But Joyce made it easy for him. She just said yes. They would meet
         next Saturday. Same time. Same place. They exchanged telephone numbers, although when she asked him for his e-mail address,
         he became rather flustered and she let the matter drop.
      

      
      There had been no physical contact, not even the lightest of pecks on the cheek, but Gerry Heffernan felt elated as he walked
         towards the police station on a cushion of high hopes and reinvigorated youth. It was half past ten. He’d just check that
         nothing new had come in before heading for home and lying to Rosie about where he’d been.
      

      
      The night duty sergeant opened the front door for him and he made his way up the stairs, two at a time. All he needed to make
         a perfect end to a perfect evening was a freshly faxed report from Forensics saying that DNA matching one of their local sex
         offenders had been found at the scene of Kirsten Harbourn’s murder. A swift arrest would follow and all would be well in the
         world.
      

      
      As he expected, his luck didn’t stretch that far. But there was  a message on his desk. A Marion Blunning had called. She was to have been the dead woman’s bridesmaid. And she wanted to
         speak to whoever was in charge of the case.
      

      
      Gerry Heffernan looked at his watch. Ten to eleven already. He would call Marion Blunning in the morning.
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