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About the Author

Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is married, with two sons, and she and her husband, who also worked for the Foreign Office, are now permanently based in Oxfordshire.


Ann Granger is the author of four hugely popular crime series: the Mitchell and Markby novels; the Fran Varady series, the Cambell and Carter crime novels and the Victorian mysteries featuring Scotland Yard’s Inspector Benjamin Ross and his wife Lizzie.


Praise for Ann Granger


‘You’ll soon be addicted’ Woman & Home


‘This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’ Scotsman


‘Ann Granger has brought the traditional English village crime story up to date, in setting, sophistication and every other aspect of fiction writing . . .  sheer, unadulterated bliss’ Birmingham Post


‘A clever and lively book’ Margaret Yorke




‘A good feel for understated humour, a nice ear for dialogue’ The Times


‘A good old-fashioned whodunit with an up-to-date flavour that will leave you satisfied but hoping for more’ Prima


‘A stylish entertainment’ Oxford Times


‘The story just gets more complex, mysterious and chilling’ Good Book Guide


‘For once a murder novel which displays a gentle touch and a dash of wit’ Northern Echo


‘The plot is neat and ingenious, the characters rounded and touchingly credible, and the writing of this darkly humorous but humane and generous novel fluent, supple and a pleasure to read’ Ham & High
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About the Book


When Meredith Mitchell agreed to stay with her actress cousin Eve in the run-up to Eve’s daughter’s wedding she anticipated a degree of drama.  But she hardly expected it to include murder, blackmail and unrequited love.  Or to involve a certain Chief Inspector Markby, a middle-aged divorcee with an emotional history as unfortunate as her own.


A material witness to the only case of murder the Cotswold village of Westerfield has ever seen, Meredith also finds herself acting as mother-confessor to the bride-to-be, who is clearly not telling the whole truth about her involvement with the dead man.  Steering a path between her duty to the police and loyalty to her cousin’s family is not easy, even for someone with Meredith’s considerable diplomatic skills.  And especially as her personal enquiries into events in Westerfield start to disinter past feelings Meredith would far rather leave buried – and to provoke new ones she’s not at all sure she can cope with . . .






To John




One

The lift was out of order again. Weary from a busy day, crushed from the homeward journey in a crowded tram and dusty from walking along the sun-drenched street, Meredith Mitchell glared at it resentfully. Not that it was unheard-of for it to be out of action, nor surprising. The lift was a museum piece, composed of ornate cast-iron bars like a monkey house in some Victorian collector’s private zoo. The bars burst at the top into metal acanthus leaves and the winding gear, proudly displayed in full visibility, resembled something from a Boy’s Own annual. Affixed to one metal acanthus stalk and stamped with German words, a metal disc indicated that the lift had been installed at the height of the Austro-Hungarian empire. Some wit had obtained, probably on a trip across the border to Vienna, a picture postcard reproduction of a portrait of Franz Josef and sticky-taped it up inside. There it remained, treated by the elderly Croat janitor with the kind of reverence normally reserved for holy pictures. Meredith grimaced at the old emperor with his blue military-style coat, brass buttons and walrus moustaches. Today Franz Josef had the lift all to his imperial self.

She picked up her briefcase and set off to climb the  gentle curve of the stone steps, hugging the stairwell wearily. Despite chipped paint, cobwebs in the arches and an air of slowly sinking into dust, the apartment block still had a fin-de-siècle elegance about it: the staircase up which Meredith now toiled to the third floor was wide enough to accommodate crinolines. But the heating seldom worked well, the plumbing was erratic, there were rats in the cellars and sometimes one took a wrong turning and arrived on the higher floors. Meredith had once walked out of the flat late at night and found a rat washing his whiskers on her doorstep. Nevertheless she liked this building and did not envy other members of the consular staff their more modern flats in soulless concrete blocks out in the wilderness of the new suburbs. It put things in perspective; it tipped the visitor a wink both conspiratorial and slightly malicious, like that of a faded old boulevardier who had not lost all his dash. Time, after all, takes care of all our aspirations, one way or another.

She arrived before her own front door, panting slightly and beginning to perspire on the airless landing. Marija, the cleaner, had been today and polished up the brass letterbox which still read ‘Briefe’ in worn Gothic script. Not that any modern postman troubled himself to haul his bag of letters up here. All post was left in numbered metal boxes affixed to the wall downstairs in the entry. Other people’s post, that was. Meredith’s personal post, when she received any, arrived courtesy of the Outward Bag Room in London, in a canvas sack with the diplomatic mail delivered by the regular courier. But the truth was she rarely received any personal letters.

People at home don’t forget you after you’ve  worked abroad for a number of years but keeping in touch becomes more and more of an effort. At least that was what Meredith told herself. Lives diverged and with less and less in common you drifted apart. Both Meredith’s parents were dead. She had no brothers or sisters. She kept up an intermittent correspondence with a couple of old schoolfriends – one of them hadn’t written last Christmas, only sent a card and next Christmas probably even the card wouldn’t make an appearance – but they were both married with growing families and rightly realized that Meredith wouldn’t be interested in the minutiae of their family lives. Her one close relative, a cousin, was the only one who did not come into this category. Eve Owens led an eventful life in which domestic events tended to be overshadowed by happenings in what she called ‘the business’. The two of them did manage to keep in touch, just. Whether that was a good thing was another matter.

A letter had arrived today, filling Meredith with pleasure and unease. Reading Eve’s news was always unsettling. It stirred old, half-buried memories better left undisturbed. Toby Smythe, the vice-consul, who always got to the personal mail first, had brought it in to Meredith with a meaningful, ‘Here you are!’ which was explained by the fact that Eve had thoughtlessly written her name and address on the back and Toby had read it. Unasked questions had radiated from him but the steely look in Meredith’s eye stopped him putting them to her – for the time being. She had taken it with a crisp thank you and had not opened it, even after he had reluctantly taken himself off. She put it on her desk and sat looking at it before stuffing it  hurriedly in her pocket, still unopened. It reminded her of its presence now, as she rummaged for her key, rubbing stiffly against her fingers and crackling.

‘You wait a bit!’ said Meredith silently to the letter. She let herself into the flat. Marija had left but an odour of wax polish lingered. Meredith dropped her bag, hung up her coat and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. As was typical in flats of this age, the living rooms were enormous and the kitchen a tiny marble-floored galley where the cook had sweated, hardly able to turn round, while the family had sat and shouted at one another from either end of their vast drawing room. Meredith fiddled about, taking her time, concocting a peanut-butter sandwich she didn’t want. She finally carried letter, tea and sandwich through to the spacious lounge and put the tray down on the obtrusively modern wooden furniture which officialdom decreed should be supplied for her. The moment she had been putting off had arrived. She sat down in the last of the evening sun and, after a mistrustful stare at the smooth ivory surface of the envelope, opened it.

No wonder it was so stiff. It contained a letter and a card. The card, it was soon apparent, was a tastefully engraved wedding invitation. For a moment, Meredith thought Eve proposed taking the plunge for the fourth time but quick scrutiny revealed that the bride-to-be was Sara, Eve’s daughter and Meredith’s godchild.

A fresh wave of remorse enveloped her with a distant memory of a chilly church and a wailing baby. There, in memory’s eye, stood Eve looking young, pretty and charmingly maternal. Beside her stood Mike, the proud father – he had been so proud of his baby  daughter. Another couple had also been godparents besides Meredith but she had quite forgotten their names. She had been a very young godmother and the occasion had weighed on her shoulders. She had felt a dreadful responsibility. She had also been a prey to guilt, a guilt which made her want to hate Eve, whom she really loved. She had been locked in that particular kind of adolescent purgatory with sentiments which frightened her, which she did not understand, which exhilarated and made her miserable at the same time.

They had made a charming, outwardly united trio, the pretty wife and mother, a beautiful baby, and the proud young father and husband. Standing directly opposite to them, Meredith, pressed against a pillar, skulking behind the high carved stone font, had wanted to die, sink through the uneven slabs which floored the ancient church, sink straight down to the crypt beneath and join the dead who were beyond all fleshly torment. She had believed then she must be the wickedest person in the world. The vicar intoned the question to the godparents, ‘Dost thou, in the name of this child, renounce the devil and all his works, the vain pomp and glory of this world, with all covetous desires of the same, and the carnal desires of the flesh, so that thou wilt not follow, nor be led by them?’ Despite her every effort to prevent it, her gaze had been dragged up and she had met Mike’s eye across the font and felt that everything in her heart must be branded on her forehead for them all to read.

‘Response!’ the vicar had prompted testily.

Meekly she had mumbled, ‘I renounce them all . . .’ and to this day did not understand why an immediate bolt of lightning had not struck her dead, right there on  the worn stone slabs. Even now, sitting here with Eve’s letter and the card in her hand, she seemed to smell the candle grease, the earthy dampness which lurks around old stones, the dust in the hassocks. She could hear in her mind the splash of water, the rustle of the priest’s wide-sleeved surplice, a surprised little squeak from the infant in the crook of his arm.

Sometimes, Meredith reflected later, you grow out of adolescent confusion and sometimes it just matures into confusion on an adult scale, and then there is no other way to deal with it than to run away. No other way out. In due course, Meredith had set out on a wandering existence. Posting to posting, country to country. She was British consul here, thirty-five years old, good at her job. Meredith, said everyone, is a career woman. She was also a fugitive.

Fate, however, has a nasty way of hanging on to your coat-tails. Here was that squawling infant, grown to womanhood and about to marry. Malicious fate must have been waiting for this day, sneering at Meredith and doing a ghostly triumphant little dance in the corner of the lounge as it watched her read. And it was, undeniably, a nasty shock to think how quickly the years had flown by.

‘Cripes,’ Meredith muttered. ‘How old is she?’ She did some rapid sums on her fingers. Nineteen. ‘Blast, I never sent her an eighteenth birthday present. When do they celebrate coming-of-age now? Eighteen or twenty-one? I’ll have to give a splendid wedding present. Who on earth is she marrying?’

Inspection of the card announced this to be one Jonathan Lazenby. As for wedding present, Eve would have to be consulted. The last thing Meredith  remembered sending her god-daughter was a Beano annual. She began to read the letter.

‘You will try and come, won’t you, Merry?’ Eve’s sprawling handwriting swooped back and forth across the page, occasionally falling off the edge altogether, leaving words curiously truncated. ‘We’re such a small family. No proper relatives at all and the Lazenbys will probably turn up in force. It’s just a little family wedding, you see, and it will embarrass Sara if our side of the church is empty. She’s being married in our little local church which is more or less disused and has to be opened up specially. I do hope it doesn’t smell of damp hassocks. It’s got nice stained glass and should look good in the wedding photos. I’ve lost touch with all Mike’s family. I should have kept in with them, I suppose, for Sara’s sake, but I didn’t after the way things turned out. PLEASE DO COME!’

‘The way things turned out,’ Meredith repeated. She sat for a few minutes, the letter in her hand, in a world grown still. A bluebottle colliding with the window-pane recalled her to the present. The fly lay on its back, buzzing uselessly. She got up, shovelled it up on Eve’s letter and dropped it out of the window. A burst of warm, late afternoon air gusted in, bearing on it the sound of trams clanking a block away. She suddenly found herself filled with an overwhelming nostalgia for England and a home which was not something she carried on her back like a snail: a dim, beckoning impression of a world of double-decker buses, chintz covers, summer rain pattering against window-panes and toasted tea-cakes.

Why not accept? She had more than enough leave due to her and did need a rest. It would be nice to see  Mike’s daughter married. Mike would have liked it, too. How would it be possible to stand in church and not remember that other service, the questions and the responses? How not to think of Mike? Because she still did, more often than was good for her and certainly more often than was any use. She pushed the invitation back into the envelope. A decision could wait. Not for long because the wedding was not that far away, but it could still wait for a week until her reply went into the next UK-bound sack. It had been a long day, she felt sticky and dusty and her indecision clung to her with a multitude of other, unresolved feelings. She went into the bathroom and turned on the taps to wash the whole lot away.

 

‘I don’t like weddings,’ said Alan Markby firmly. He peered up at a hanging basket. ‘The heat’s affecting this thing. I’d better move it.’

‘Bit late,’ said Paul, his brother-in-law, turning the steaks on the barbecue. ‘I’m afraid the lobelia’s pretty well smoked by now. Keep away, you kidsl’

Laura, Markby’s sister, uncoiled from a deckchair and organized her brood into a corner where they sat with cans of coke and, Markby noticed resignedly, hideous red ice lollies on sticks which dripped faster than small mouths could eat them and were peppering the flagstones of his patio with violent scarlet patches. He wondered why he had asked them over to ruin his Sunday afternoon. Bad conscience, he thought.

Laura, veiled behind outsize sunglasses, turned up her face to the sun. Fair-complexioned, her blonde hair was turning to a Scandinavian whiteness as the English summer progressed, and she was nicely tanned. She  was displaying long, shapely legs and Markby thought with some humour that he had never seen anyone who looked less like a successful solicitor in a reputable and old-established county firm.

‘Here we go!’ announced Paul. ‘Steaks for us, hamburgers for kids, sausages for those who want them.’

As they ate, conversation turned again to the wedding invitation pinned up on the larder door in Markby’s kitchen.

‘It’s flattering to be asked to give the bride away,’ said Laura coaxingly. ‘Especially when her mother’s the famous Eve Owens.’

‘It’s only flattering if you’re an old family friend. I knew Robert Freeman slightly. I played golf with him and had a few drinks with him. But he wasn’t Sara’s father, only stepfather number two, and he’s been dead eighteen months. I’ve met Sara two or possibly three times. She dresses like a visitant from outer space, bounces about like an untrained puppy and saves whales. Eve Owens I’ve met about the same number of times, and I’m hardly a fan of those films of hers. The last time I saw her, on screen or off, was at poor old Bob Freeman’s funeral when she looked stunning in black and was surrounded by photographers. I don’t say she wasn’t decently grieving but when she let fall a single rose into the open grave, flashlights went off in all directions. The whole thing was grotesque and this wedding is going to be on a par with it. Paparazzi pushing each other out of the way trying to snap the bride’s glamorous mother and yours truly in a top hat trying to look as if he knew what he was doing there.’ Markby raised a haunted face from his steak. ‘God, they’ll call me “Eve Owens’ latest escort!” ’

‘You should be so lucky.’

‘Got a bit of newspaper I can stick down under those kids? They are making a bit of a mess of your patio, Alan,’ observed Paul amiably.

‘For chrissake, it looks as if they’ve slaughtered a pig. Whatnot’s dropped his hamburger – the grease will leave a mark.’

‘His name is Matthew! Alan – you ought to know your own nephew’s name!’

A diversion followed whilst the children were cocooned in newspaper, too late to save the damage.

‘You can’t refuse to give the bride away, Alan. It would be churlish.’

‘I don’t like weddings. I’ve never liked weddings. I didn’t like my own much and that was a portent if ever there was one.’

‘You ought to get married again. You’re forty-two. You ought to have a family.’

‘No thanks,’ said Markby, staring morosely at grease sinking into his flagstones. ‘As for marriage, once was enough. Matthew, stop popping the fuchsia heads, if you don’t mind.’

‘It makes them open up.’

‘They’ll open up by themselves, thanks. Can’t I turn down this wedding thing? Why has she asked me? She rang me up and said Robert would have liked it. Pure rubbish. He wouldn’t even have thought of it!’

‘If he was alive, he wouldn’t have to. He’d give his stepdaughter away himself.’

Markby surrendered. ‘All right, I’ll do it. But it’s a mistake, I feel it in my bones!’

‘Mum, Vicky’s picked all those red and purple flowers . . .’
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