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Chapter One

THE month was June. The day was Friday, and the time, according to Dina Richardson’s admittedly somewhat unreliable statement, was ten minutes to three when she was halted at the corner of Priest Street and River Street by someone calling her name. She turned round and screwed up her eyes against the sun in surprise.

“Why, Anneli, it’s you. Darling, I was just thinking about you. Where have you sprung from? How are you? Are you nervous?”

If the inhabitants of Skoga had not had twenty-five years in which to become used to this attractive constellation, then they would have had good reason to slow down and take a closer look at these two friends. Since childhood they had been opposites. While Dina was and always had been lively, talkative and full of joie de vivre and mischief, Anneli was quiet, self-absorbed and a dreamer. Accordingly, Dina had providently been equipped with brown curls, at present extremely short, a cheeky nose and laughing slanting eyes, while Anneli was slim and fragile, a classic beauty of romantic pallor, her very fair hair caught in a graceful chignon at the back of her head. To all appearances, however, they got on very well indeed with each other.

Anneli sighed briefly and said with a slight grimace: “I’ve been to the hairdresser’s. Mother thought it’d be better if I had it washed today because … because then the head-dress would be easier to fix on. And of course I’m nervous. Heavens above, what on earth am I letting myself in for? Summer wedding in Skoga church—it sounds lovely—do you remember how we used to dream about it when we were at school? You were always going to marry a lieutenant, and I was going to have a big, safe man who was at least six feet tall …”

She stopped with a treacherous catch in her voice, and Dina, who had always been afraid of sentiment, pointed out somewhat dryly: “And now you’ve nabbed the richest bachelor in the whole district. And all the girls are green with envy, and all the mums are furious, and tomorrow the whole town will be in church or crowding round outside to criticize you, so no stumbling or stuttering or blushing, but just look happy and thrilled and in love, for this is the WEDDING OF THE YEAR in this hole, and everyone already knows you’re going to wear a genuine lace veil that’s two hundred years old which once belonged to Joakim’s mother, and that there’ll be champagne for eighty people and you’re spending your honeymoon …”

“For heaven’s sake, stop! I’ve already told you, I am nervous. The funny thing is that it’s Daddy and I whose knees are wobbling most. Both Mother and Joakim seem to be enjoying the spectacle in some unnatural way.”

She thrust her arm under Dina’s and they walked on down River Street. Anneli’s white cotton dress stood out brightly against her friend’s red one, one girl carrying a white bag in her hand and the other a red umbrella.

“I’m just going to Falkman’s to look at my bouquet. Joakim’s orders. He says I’ve got to ‘approve’ it.”

“What on earth has he thought up, then?”

“Oh, roses, I suppose.”

Anneli sounded indifferent and absent, but a moment later she was waving her hand and smiling happily at someone behind a window.

“It’s Len. No, there. In the barber’s. He must be sprucing himself up for tomorrow too.”

They swung round the corner into Little Street, past the expensive new tobacconist’s and stopped at a shop window stuffed with carnations and green cucumbers.

Dina screwed up her impertinent nose.

“The way she does her window. No, I’m not coming in with you. I’m allergic to Fanny Falkman. I can’t stand her untidy hair or her endless talk. I’ll wait out here, but try to get her to understand that you’re in a hurry.”

And with that Dina nodded carelessly to her best friend and watched the white frock disappear into the florist’s shop.

A cloud covered the sun. It was thick and greyish black, and she congratulated herself on her foresight in bringing an umbrella.

At that moment she caught sight of Livia and Olivia Petren purposefully making straight for her. She hurriedly deliberated whether Fanny Falkman’s more businesslike chatter were not preferable to that of the Petren sisters, but she had not managed to make up her mind before they were there.

No one looking at them would believe that these two sixty-five-year-old ladies belonged to one of the best families in Skoga. Olivia, plump and bulging, was wearing a tight-fitting flowered artificial silk dress, its shiny surface billowing and surging at her every movement. Livia, thin and dry, had found in one of her wardrobes a lilac-coloured hat which had probably been created round about the time of Dina’s birth, and from under its brim her eyes peered, as inquisitive and shrewd as a squirrel’s. As usual, both of them talked at once.

“Well, well, good morning, good morning, dear Dina. How are your mother and father?”

“Are they still in Italy? Well, that is a pity, now, isn’t it …”

“Just now, with the wedding and everything. Yes, we’ve had an invitation. Dear little Anneli has worked for so long in our office, so I suppose she thought …”

“Olivia means that she was employed in our brother’s office. We have nothing at all to do with Sebastian’s office or his affairs. No, that we cannot say, even if he did once take it over from dearest Papa—but naturally it was kind of the Stroms and Anneli to remember us on their big day …”

“I think it’s going to rain,” said Dina hopefully. “Perhaps I’d …”

“Oh dear. Yes, you’d better mind that hat, Livia. But let’s move off the steps and stand in the entrance for a while. It’ll probably only be a shower. There was one like this yesterday, such a heavy one it knocked all our lupins flat, but it didn’t last for more than five or six minutes …”

Dina put up her smart umbrella and smiled politely, but she stayed on the pavement in full view of the entrance of the florist’s shop, and as the rain pattered on the red silk and her feet got wetter and wetter, she glanced impatiently and expectantly at the shop door. Wasn’t Anneli ever coming? And wasn’t there any way of stopping these two old girls talking?

“Oh my goodness, what a lovely bride she’ll be. Mrs. Persson is making the wedding dress, and I can tell you, it’s going to be wonderful, but of course there are eighteen yards of material in the skirt …”

“But it’s a shame old Doctor Hammar didn’t live to see this day.” Livia shook the lilac-coloured hat sadly. “But one must admit she couldn’t have had a nicer stepfather, and she needed one too, for that poor muddled Gretel Hammar could never have looked after either herself or the girl. And won’t they look handsome walking up the aisle …”

“Oh, yes.” Olivia rapturously clapped her stubby hands together. “You can easily see that his mother was of the English nobility …”

“I was talking about Edward Strom,” said Livia sternly. “As the father of the bride, he’ll be the one to lead her to the altar.”

“But there he’ll be relieved by the bridegroom, won’t he?” Olivia tittered, as if she had suggested something improper. “You know, when he picks up that monocle of his and fixes it in his eye, it makes me shiver, for then he looks like … he really looks like … can you guess, Dina?”

She leaned forward confidentially and whispered her question with flushed cheeks. And Dina, who in common with the three thousand other inhabitants of Skoga was well aware of Olivia Petren’s secret passion, at once decided to be a little friendly and accommodating.

“It couldn’t be …?” she whispered back. “It couldn’t possibly be … Lord Peter Wimsey?”

Olivia clucked blissfully, and she became even more enraptured when the object of her admiration appeared on the corner by the tobacconist’s. He seemed to be in a hurry, but all the same he stepped politely up to greet the little group in the entrance.

Dina Richardson looked at him thoughtfully and noted again as she had so often done during the last six months that she did not know what she really thought about Joakim Cruse.

He was not bad-looking. Perhaps he was a shade too thin. His hair had an unmistakable red tinge; in addition it was cut in that idiotic way which had once been modern and relatively suited to young boys, but which was hardly appropriate to a man of thirty-five. But his light grey summer suit was faultlessly cut, as was his pale blue striped waistcoat (Joakim always wore a waistcoat, whatever the weather or the temperature), and even without his monocle he gave an impression of self-assurance and elegance.

Sometimes he’s silly, thought Dina, as he is now, standing in the rain kissing those two old dears’ hands, and sometimes I wonder if he’s all there, and yet … and yet …

“Yes,” she said aloud in reply to Joakim’s appeal. “Yes, she’s in Falkman’s. I think she’d be pleased if you went to fetch her. She must have got stuck in there.”

He bowed three times, once for each of them, walked the short stretch to the florist’s steps and opened the door. They heard the doorbell tinkle as he was swallowed up in the dim foliage of the shop.

Suddenly it stopped raining as swiftly as it had begun. Livia said goodbye abruptly and hurtled on towards the market. Olivia, who would have very much liked to remain and discuss the interesting Mr. Cruse, followed her reluctantly. Dina Richardson put down her umbrella and decided to tell Anneli that she was not going to wait any longer.

It was cool and dark in the shop, and there was a smell of earth, vegetables, carnations and roses. Fanny Falkman, large and black-haired, was standing behind the counter at the far end of the shop. In front of the counter stood Joakim, and when he saw Dina, he turned towards her and uttered three short words, which in their simplicity were quite unbelievable.

“She isn’t here.”

Dina stared stupidly and repeated his words.

“Isn’t … isn’t she here?”

Almost impatiently, he shrugged his shoulders.

“Mrs. Falkman says she hasn’t even been in here.”

Dina was seized by a peculiar sense of unreality. Her eyes darkened.

“But … but that’s impossible,” she mumbled. “I saw her vanish through the door. And I’ve been waiting outside all the time …”

It was almost frighteningly quiet. The three people in the shop seemed to be holding their breath.

Then Dina made a helpless gesture, and although she did not understand why Anneli should want to play such a game of hide and seek, she made a tentative suggestion.

“She must … she must have gone out another way. Is there … is there a back door?”

Her heart sank as she looked at the florist, whose eyes were serious and implacable, holding no promise of such an easy solution to the problem.

“To get to the back door,” Fanny Falkman said slowly, “you have to walk straight through the storeroom. And I’ve been in there for the last sixty minutes.”
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