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ONE

Failure to Lunch

At first Connolly thought he was crying; but after a few minutes she realized he just had a left eye that watered. The gesture of taking out a handkerchief and drying it was too automatic not to be habitual.

He was spare, rangy – one of those old men who are all bones and sinews, with blue-veined, knuckly hands and the deeply-lined face of a smoker. She supposed his age to be about seventy but she was aware she was not much good at judging ages and he could have been fifty-five for all she knew. She was also wary of old people in general: they were un-predictable, and frequently had no boundaries. Back home in Dublin you were always being seized by the arm by some owl one you barely knew, and subjected to an embarrassing catechism. It was one of the reasons she had come to London in the first place. Your man here had a very sharp and knowing eye. He looked as if he might say anything.

She was also wary of basements: she had entered his flat gingerly, but although it was gloomy and bare, it was tidy and, thank you Baby Jesus and the orphans, clean, with no worse smell than a faint whiff of stale tobacco. Actually, it wasn’t entirely a basement. Because the big old house on Cathnor Road was built into a slope, it was a basement at the back and the ground floor at the front; for the same reason, the flat upstairs was ground floor at the back and first floor at the front, with steps up to an imposing door with a portico over it. Above that the house had been divided into two more flats, one to each level, which had their entrance at the side.

Outside, despite being April, it was bitterly cold – the country still in the iron grip of a north wind coming directly down from the Arctic, so sharp you could have filleted sole with it. It wasn’t any too warm inside here, either. Your man was obviously the Spartan type. She kept her coat on, but she unbuttoned it and loosened her scarf – otherwise, as her mammy said, she wouldn’t feel the benefit when she went out again.

‘So, it’s about your neighbour upstairs, is it?’ she asked, having refused an offer of tea that sounded too perfunctory to be accepted. She took out her notebook and rested it on her knee. The flat was one long room, lit by a window at each end, the rear one subterranean, looking out on to a well. Both were barred – did Victorian servants have to be kept from escaping? A small kitchen at the rear end was divided off by a kitchen counter, at which a solitary stool indicated where the eating was done. On the counter was a twelve-inch TV, so ancient the instruction manual was probably in Latin.

The front end of the room contained a bed against the wall under the window, a single armchair in front of the gas fire, a Utility sideboard and a tall, narrow wardrobe. Through a partly-open door she could see the small, windowless bathroom. And that was it.

There seemed to be no possessions, papers, photos – nothing on display. Whatever – she checked her note – Mr Fitton owned, it was tidily stowed away. The bed, on which he sat, for want of anywhere else, was neatly made with a grey blanket and a single pillow, and he himself was clean and shaved, his hair neatly cut. There was something about this almost monastic spareness and order that was familiar. The solitary man, the ingrained tidiness – had he been a soldier? She had family back in Ireland who’d been in the army. Or, wait, a sailor – neatness enforced by the confined space on shipboard? Whatever. She recognized it from somewhere. It’d come to her, eventually.

‘What’s her name?’ Connolly asked, pencil poised.

‘Melanie. Melanie Hunter.’ He watched her write it down.

‘And when did you last see her?’

‘To speak to, not for a few days. But I heard her go out last night. She parks her car just outside my window. She went out about half seven. And I heard her come home later.’

‘What time would that be?’

‘Round about ha’pass ten. I was watching the ten o’clock news and they’d got on to the weather forecast.’

‘Did you see her?’

‘No, but I heard the car. And there it is,’ he concluded, with a jerk of his head. Through the bars you could see the green Polo parked on the paving where the front garden had once been.

‘Did you hear her go out again?’

‘No, but I might not hear her if she went out on foot. Probably would if she took the car.’

‘So what makes you think she’s missing? She could have gone out again this morning.’

He shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have thought anything about it if I hadn’t heard Marty up there.’

‘Marty? Is that her boyfriend?’

‘The dog,’ he said shortly, as if she should have known. She had noticed it, of course, when she came in – she liked dogs. It was a big mongrel, black with ginger linings, the colour of a Dobermann, but more like an Alsatian in its squareness and sturdiness and the density of its coat and tail. It had stood up politely when she entered but had not approached her, and now was lying on the floor at the end of the bed, chin on paws, looking rather depressed. Its ginger eyebrows twitched as the brown eyes moved from face to face, following the conversation, and when Mr Fitton spoke its name, the tail beat the ground twice, but it did not otherwise move.

‘Oh. I thought it was yours,’ she said. ‘Marty.’ She wrote it down.

‘First I heard him bark. That was unusual enough. Normally he’s quiet as a mouse. A good dog, that.’ He looked down, and the tail beat again. ‘But he gave a sort of wuff or two about eightish this morning. Then for the next couple of hours he was barking on and off. Then this afternoon he starts howling as well.’ Fitton shook his head. ‘I knew something must be wrong. I started wondering if she’d had an accident. Slipped in the shower or something, and he was trying to call for help. So I went up and knocked. There was no answer, but Marty started barking like mad, so I let myself in.’

‘You have a key?’ Connolly asked, trying not to sound interested.

But he gave her a canny look that said wanna make something of it? ‘Yeah, I got a key. She gave it me, years ago. I’ve waited in for workmen for her, taken in parcels, that sort of thing. Why not? She’s at work all day and I’m – not.’

There was the faintest hesitation before the last word, and Connolly wondered if he had been going to say ‘retired’ – which was what she expected – and why he had changed it.

‘Fine. So you went in?’

‘I called out, but there was no answer. Poor old Marty was frantic. He led me straight to the kitchen. Both his bowls were empty, and he’d done a pee on the floor. That was what was upsetting him most, I reckon. It worried me, because she was devoted to that dog. I looked into the other rooms, but I guessed she wasn’t there, or Marty would’ve led me straight to her. So I cleaned up the pee, took his bowls and his bag of biscuit and brought him down here with me. I couldn’t leave him alone. I took him out for a quick walk, just round the block. But she’s still not turned up. So I rang you lot.’ He met her eyes with a steady look she couldn’t quite interpret. ‘I didn’t want to get involved,’ he said. ‘But I knew something must’ve happened to her.’

Connolly found the look unsettling. She lapsed into automatic. ‘I understand you’re concerned about her, sir, but I think it’s a bit early to be talking about her being missing. I mean, it’s only Saturday afternoon, and you don’t know when she went out – it could be just a few hours, and she could be anywhere.’

That was as far as she got. ‘You’re not listening to me,’ he said. ‘A dog will hold its bladder all day rather than foul the house, so he must have been left alone longer than he could hold on. I reckon she must have gone straight back out last night. Meant to come back but was prevented. She’d never put Marty through that deliberately. If she was held up somewhere she’d’ve rung me. She knows I’ve got the key and I never mind seeing to him.’

‘Do you often look after him?’

‘No, not often, but now and then. If she was just going to be away just the one night she might ask me to take him out and feed him. If she was going away a long time – like, on holiday – she’d take him round her mum’s. They live out Ealing way.’

‘Have you spoken to them? They might know where she is.’

‘I haven’t got the number. But if I had, I wouldn’t go blurting it out to them that something’s wrong. I keep telling you, she wouldn’t’ve left the dog like that. Something’s happened to her.’

‘It’s nice that she has you to worry about her,’ Connolly said placatingly.

‘She’s a nice girl,’ he said. ‘Smart, too. She’s a palaeontologist. Works down the Nat His Mu.’

‘The what now?’

‘Natural History Museum. Down Kensington. Always called it the Nat His Mu when I was a kid. Yeah, she’s smart, Mel. Got a degree. Not that that always means anything, but she’s smart all right. But she never looks down on you. Always polite and friendly. Not like her boyfriend.’

‘You don’t like him?’

‘It’s not me has to like him, is it?’ He paused a beat, then added, as if it were justification, ‘He’s an estate agent.’

Connolly almost smiled, but realized he meant it. ‘That’s bad, is it?’

‘I reckon there’s something shady about him.’ He made the ‘money’ gesture with his forefinger and thumb. ‘On the make. He came down here once, trying to persuade me to sell this flat. Said he had a buyer interested. I know what his game was. Wanted to buy it himself, knock it back through with Mel’s, turn it into a maisonette.’

He gestured towards the oddest feature of the room, the staircase that went up behind the kitchen wall and ended at the ceiling. When the house was a house, it would have been the servants’ access to ‘upstairs’. Now it was being used to store the only personal items in view – a small collection of books. It hadn’t occurred to her before, but stairs made a good bookcase. She could see some of the titles from here. Dickens, Shakespeare, Graham Greene, Hemingway. Hold me back! And what was that big fat one, looked like a textbook? Con-something. Constitutional history? Ah, yes, Your 100 Best Acts of Parliament. Janey Mack! That lot was so dry you could use ’em to mop up oil spills.

‘Be worth a fortune, a maisonette,’ he went on, ‘price of houses round here. But he tries to make out that mine’s not worth anything. “Needs too much doing to it,” he says, like he’d be doing me a favour, taking it off my hands.’ He made a sardonic sound. ‘I know what it’s worth, thank you very much, Mister Smarmy. The parking spaces alone are worth a mint.’ He jerked a thumb towards the front window. ‘I bought all three when I had the chance, years ago. And that was before residents’ parking. I rent ’em out. Seventy quid a week, each.’

Connolly wasn’t sure this was getting them anywhere. She tapped her pad with her pencil. ‘This boyfriend – have you got his name and address?’

‘Name’s Scott. Scott Hibbert.’

‘Address?’

‘He lives upstairs. They live together.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realize.’

‘Been here two years. Don’t know what she sees in him. He’s not that good-looking. I suppose he’s got money in his pocket. Maybe she just likes to have someone to take her out, buy her meals. Women are funny: go for real creeps rather’n be on their own. What’s wrong with your own company?’

He seemed actually to be asking her, and she reflected that it was the opposite to what she was usually asked – which was, from the aunties and neighbours back home, when are you getting married, why haven’t you got a boyfriend? But the first rule of interviewing was don’t get sidetracked into responding. Ve vill ask ze qvestions.

‘Where was the boyfriend last night, so?’

‘I don’t know. Mel told me he was going away for the weekend, when I saw her Thursday morning. I was outside having a smoke when she was leaving for work. I said, “Never mind, nearly the weekend,” and she said, “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. Scott’s going away and I’ve got it all to myself.” Something like that. Said she was going to lie on the sofa and watch soppy films all weekend.’

‘She didn’t say where he was going?’

‘No.’

‘Only, she might have gone to join him,’ Connolly said, thinking aloud.

He drew an audible breath. ‘I’ve told you,’ he said with suppressed energy, ‘she would never have left the dog.’

‘Right,’ said Connolly. She was finding being with him in this confined space unsettling. She wanted to be out of here. ‘I don’t suppose you have his mobile number? No. Well,’ she concluded, standing up, ‘I’ll make a report about it, but unless it’s a minor, there’s not much we can do at this early stage.’

She didn’t add that it also needed a more involved person than the downstairs neighbour to report someone missing. Mr Fitton plainly felt himself to be Melanie’s gateway guardian, but that was not how the law saw it; but she didn’t want to rile him any more with the suggestion. There was a sort of gleam deep in his eyes that made her nervous. Old geezer or not, he had a sort of wiry strength about him that required cautious handling.

Nobody liked missing persons cases. Most of them were just a waste of time: the subject turned up in due course with a perfectly reasonable excuse, or a perfectly excusable reason – or, on the odd and more entertaining occasion, with the guilty look of a dog with feathers round its mouth. Then they cursed the reporting party for making them ‘look a fool’. Such was human nature, the police often got it in the neck for ‘interfering’, and came in for a helping of bile. There’s always so much to go around.

The exceptions, when the missing person really was missing, were even less likeable: time-consuming hard work, often unresolved; and when there was a resolution, it was hardly ever a pleasant one.

It was the quiet time of a non-match Saturday afternoon when she got back to the station, and she found her boss, Detective Inspector Slider, propping up the doorway of the charge room talking to his boss, Detective Superintendent Fred ‘The Syrup’ Porson. Connolly, a latecomer to Shepherd’s Bush nick, had assumed that the sobriquet was ironic, since Porson was noticeably, almost startlingly, bald. It had had to be explained to her that when his dear wife had died, he had abandoned the rug: a hairpiece so unconvincing – so said Slider’s bagman and friend, Detective Sergeant Atherton – it was not so much an imitation as an elaborate postiche. Connolly had had to have that one explained to her as well. She had not been impressed. Atherton, she opined, might be a bit of a ride, but he’d want to ease up on the gags. He was so smart you’d want to slap him.

It was not Porson’s weekend on, but as he was not a golfer, he didn’t have much to do outside the Job since his wife died. His only daughter was married and lived in Swindon so he didn’t see much of her, and he often found himself turning up, faintly surprised, at the shop when he should be elsewhere, like a cat returning to its former home. Slider was leaning comfortably, arms crossed, but Porson, who never stood still, was fidgeting about in front of him like a partnerless man dancing the schottische.

They both looked relieved at the interruption of Connolly’s arrival.

‘Hullo,’ Slider said cordially. ‘How was it?’

‘What’s this? Been out on a case?’ Porson enquired eagerly.

Connolly explained and Porson deflated gently like a balloon on the day after the party. ‘Nothing in that. Ten to one she turns up before long.’

‘Yes, sir. But he was very insistent she wouldn’t have left the dog. Said she was pure dotey about it.’

‘Not much of a dog lover if she keeps a big dog in an upstairs flat,’ Porson complained.

‘It’s actually the garden flat, sir,’ Connolly said, uncertain if she should be correcting the Big Cheese.

‘Still leaves it alone all day when she’s at work,’ Porson pointed out triumphantly.

‘Maybe she’d asked someone to take care of it, and they forgot,’ said Slider, making peace. But Connolly could see he had taken the point. There was a slight thoughtful frown between his brows.

Porson’s had drawn together like sheep huddling from the rain. ‘Waste of bloody time. The dog that barked in the night? Or didn’t bark, or whatever it was.’

But Connolly, encouraged by the fact that Slider evidently trusted her instincts, made bold to say, ‘I just got the feeling there was something in it, sir. This Mr Fitton – there was something about him. I’m not sure what it was, but . . .’

‘Wait a minute,’ Porson said, suddenly interested. ‘Fitton, you say? Not Ronnie Fitton?’

Connolly glanced at her pad. ‘Fitton, Ronald. That’s right, sir.’

‘Come with me,’ said Porson.

When the record was brought up on the computer screen, Connolly recognized the face of her interviewee, despite the accretion of years. In fact, he’d had all the same lines when the mugshot was taken, they’d just got deeper; and his hair, though longer and bushier then, had been grey already. The intense eyes were the same. He’d been quite a looker, in the lean, craggy, Harrison Ford sort of mould.

‘Fitton, Ronald Dean,’ Porson said. ‘Recognize him now?’

‘I think it’s the same man, sir,’ said Connolly.

But Porson was talking to Slider.

‘I don’t know that I do,’ he said.

‘Maybe it was before your time. He was quite a cause celeb at the time. Got sacks o’ love letters from daft women.’ Porson shook his head in wonder. ‘One bit o’ fame and they’re all over you like a certifiable disease, never mind what you’ve done.’

‘What did he do, sir?’ Connolly asked.

‘Murdered his wife,’ Porson said. He looked at her, as if to judge her reaction. Connolly got the idea he was enjoying himself, and remained sturdily unmoved. ‘Caught her in bed doing the horizontal tango with the bloke next door and whacked her on the head. She died in hospital a couple of hours later. Funny thing, he never touched the bloke. Just threw his clothes out the window and told him to hop it. Bloke ran out in the road starkers and nearly got run over; white van swerved to avoid him and went into a lamp post.’

‘I remember the case now,’ Slider said. ‘It was before my time, but I remember reading about it.’

‘Couldn’t miss it, with details like that.’ He rubbed his hands with relish. ‘White van man turned out to have a load of stolen plant in the back, so they got him at the same time. Then Fitton’s ripped the leg off a chair to hit her with. You wouldn’t’ve thought it to look at him – stringy sort of bloke. The tabloids were burbling about madmen having the strength of ten.’

‘But he went down, didn’t he?’

‘Oh yes. Funny, though, he could’ve got off with a lighter sentence – he was respectable, got no previous, never been in trouble, he only hit her the once, and there was provocation. And like I said he never touched the bloke. Only, he wouldn’t express any remorse. Said she had it coming and he’d do it again in the same circs. Said adulterous women deserved to die. That didn’t go down well with the women jurors. And prosecuting counsel was Georgie Higgins – remember him?’

‘Wrath of God Higgins? Yes, he was quite a character.’

‘Anyway, he thundered on about taking justice into your own hands and judgement is mine sez the lord and let him who is without doo-dah stow the first throne and so on. That all went down a treat with the beak, who happened to be old Freeling, who was so High Church God called him sir. Freeling gives Fitton one last chance to say he’s sorry, and Fitton not only refuses but comes out with he’s an atheist, so Freeling goes purple and jugs him as hard as he can. You could see he was itching to slip on the black cap, if only they hadn’t gone and abolished hanging.’

‘So he got life?’

‘Yes, and then he buggered up his parole by getting into a fight with another prisoner and putting him in the san.’ He stroked his nose reflectively.

Now Connolly had placed that monk-like spareness and tidiness: not a soldier or sailor but a long-sentence con. ‘Nice class of a character you had me visiting,’ she muttered.

‘Well, apart from that he was a model prisoner. And there was provocation,’ Porson said. ‘The other con had it in for him, apparently, and he had form for starting barneys. So,’ he reflected, ‘Fitton’s back on our ground, is he? And a young lady he’s interested in’s gone missing.’

Oh, right, Connolly thought. Now she’s a missing person. That’s what happened when bosses came in on their days off. What Mr Porson needed was a hobby. She glanced at Slider and saw the same thought in his face.

‘Too early to say that, sir,’ Slider said mildly.

‘It’s the early bird that gathers the moss,’ Porson retorted. ‘If it goes bad, the press’ll be all over us for not jumping to it right away. You know what they’re like. They love a damson in distress.’

Slider barely blinked. He was used to Porson’s hit-or-miss use of language, and the old boy was sharp as a tack and a good boss. A bit of Bush in the boss was worth bearing for the sake of the strand in hand.

‘But we’ve got no reason to think she is missing,’ he said. He anticipated Porson’s next words: ‘And Ronnie Fitton would hardly call us in and draw attention to himself if he had done something to her.’

‘Hmph,’ Porson said.

‘It’s not even twenty-four hours yet. And nobody close to her has reported her missing.’

‘As you say,’ Porson said, and took himself off as if tiring of the subject; but he turned at the end of the corridor to say, ‘I just hope it doesn’t come back and bite you in the arse.’

Connolly caught Slider’s momentary stricken look, and when Porson had gone said indignantly, ‘The meaner! That was below the belt, guv.’

But Slider did not let his firm criticize senior officers – not in front of him, anyway. ‘Haven’t you got a report to write up? And if you’re short of something to do, I’ve got some photocopying.’

Slider was not on the following day. He was celebrating a Sunday off by sitting on the sofa, nominally reading the papers and watching little George while Joanna practised in the kitchen, but in reality conducting frequent essential checks on the inside of his eyelids, when the telephone rang.

It was Atherton, obscenely breezy. ‘Your supposed missing person just got missinger.’

‘That’s not even a word,’ Slider rebuked him with dignity. ‘And what are you telling me for?’

‘I thought you’d like to know. The boyfriend just reported she’s gone walkabout. We haven’t told him Fitton already reported it, just in case.’

‘In case what?’

‘Well, Mr Porson thinks Fitton did it.’

‘That doesn’t mean he didn’t.’

‘What a volte face! Yesterday you wouldn’t admit there was an it for him to have done. Connolly said you had to bite your cheeks at the suggestion.’

‘In any case, the boyfriend must know by now that Fitton spoke to us, because Fitton has the dog and he’d have had to go to him to get it back.’

‘That’s a point. He didn’t mention the dog. All right, you go back to sleep. I’ll handle everything. And if I need help, I can always pop upstairs and ask Mr Porson.’

Slider sat up. ‘Bloody Nora, what’s he doing there?’

‘There’s no way to answer that without laying myself open to disciplinary action.’

‘And what do you mean, he didn’t mention the dog?’

‘Do you want me to read you the interview transcript?’ Atherton enquired sweetly.

‘No, no. You win. I’ll come in,’ Slider said, sighing like a whale with relationship problems. ‘Connolly felt there was something to it. That girl’s developing good instincts.’

‘But you did the right thing,’ said Atherton. ‘Couldn’t go on Fitton’s say-so. And we still don’t know she’s missing, for the matter of that – only that she’s not at home. She may just have done a runner, and from the look of the boyfriend, who would blame her?’

‘If you’re trying to comfort me you must think things are bad.’

‘Not yet, they’re not,’ Atherton said significantly.

Joanna was used to such interruptions but she was human. She only said, ‘It’s a pity I’ve already put the beef in,’ but combined with the scent of it on the air, it was enough to break a man’s heart.

‘You and Dad will enjoy it, anyway,’ he said. His father shared the house with them, a very nice arrangement for babysitting, and for relieving him of anxiety about the old man living alone. ‘I probably won’t be gone very long.’

‘Why have you got to go in, anyway? Just for a missing person?’

‘There’s an ex-murderer involved.’

‘Ex, or axe?’

‘Ex as in former.’

‘Can you be a former murderer? Surely what’s done is done.’

‘You quibble like Atherton. Anyway, Mr Porson’s gone all unnecessary over it, so I want to make sure everything’s in place, just in case it turns out to be anything.’

‘You’d sooner do it yourself than inherit someone else’s mess,’ she summarized.

‘Wouldn’t you?’

She kissed him. ‘Go, with my blessing. Cold roast beef’s almost better than hot, anyway.’

He kissed her back. ‘You’re a very wonderful woman,’ he said.

‘I said “almost”,’ she reminded him.

Slider was not a tall man, and Scott Hibbert was, and since he didn’t like being loomed over, he freely admitted that he started off with a prejudice against the man. Hibbert was both tall and big, but going a little bit to softness around the jaw and middle. He was not bad looking, in an obvious, fleshy sort of way, except that his mouth was too small, which Slider thought made him look weak and a bit petulant. He was wearing jeans and an expensive leather jacket, and shoes, not trainers (one plus point), which were well polished (two plus points); but the jeans had been ironed with a crease (minus a point). His carefully-cut hair was dressed with a little fan of spikes at the front like Keanu Reeves, and his chin was designer-stubbled (minus too many points to count).

Having privately indulged his prejudices for a satisfying few seconds, Slider dismissed them firmly, and prepared to interview Hibbert with a completely receptive mind.

‘So, Mr Hibbert, tell me when you last saw Miss Hunter.’

‘I already told the other guy everything,’ he complained.

Guy. Another minus – no, no, no. Concentrate. ‘I’m sorry, but I really would like you to tell me again, in your own words,’ said Slider.

Hibbert looked uneasy, and kept crossing and recrossing his legs, and though he was not sweating, his skin looked damp. He licked his lips. ‘Look, shouldn’t you be doing something?’ he asked querulously. ‘Like, I mean, looking for her or something?’

‘I assure you the other officer will already have put things in train for a general alert. I need to hear your story so that we can refine the search. You last saw her when?’

‘Like I said, Friday morning, before we went off to work,’ he said, frowning. ‘We usually walk to the tube together, but I was taking my car in because I was going down to the West Country later, so I offered to drop her off at the station. But she said no, she’d rather walk.’ His left leg was jiggling all on its own, and he sniffed and wiped the end of his nose on the back of his hand. Slider found these unstudied gestures reassuring. Stillness and composure in witnesses were what worried him. ‘She was a bit pissed off with me, if you want the truth,’ Hibbert added in a blurty sort of way. ‘I was going away for the weekend and she was narked about it.’

‘Because?’

‘I was going to this wedding in the West Country – my mate Dave – we were at school together – and she didn’t want me to go.’

‘Why not? Wasn’t she invited?’

‘Oh, she was invited and everything. Of course she was. Except there was this stag thing on the Friday night that was men only. She didn’t want to go to the hen night because she didn’t really know Julie, that Dave’s marrying, and anyway she’d already got this thing arranged for Friday night with some of her girl friends. I said, so come down on Saturday, then, but she wouldn’t. She said she hates weddings anyway, and she never really liked Dave. Well, she can’t stand him if you want to know the truth. I mean, they’ve only met a couple of times and it ended in a stand-up row both times, and she said she never wanted to see him again. I suppose he’s a bit blokeish for her, but he’s a laugh, and he’s my best mate. There’s some of her friends I don’t like. Well, that’s all right – she has her friends and I have mine, why not? We don’t have to do everything together. And I couldn’t let old Dave down, not on his wedding day, could I?’

Slider guessed he was hearing the essence of the row that had been. Hibbert was justifying himself to him. He nodded neutrally.

‘When I first told her about it, she said it was all right, I should go on my own and she didn’t mind,’ he went on. ‘But Friday morning she was really narky about it, kept saying things about me and Dave getting drunk together. Well, what’s a stag night for? And everybody gets drunk at weddings. I said you won’t have to see us, so what’s the problem? And she said wild horses wouldn’t drag her there. We had a bit of a barney and she storms off to the bathroom. So then I cool down a bit and when she comes out I say d’you wanna lift to the station, babes, and she gives me a look and says no, she’ll walk. And she did.’

‘She works at the Natural History Museum? And where do you work?’

‘Hatter and Ruck – you know, the estate agents? – in Knightsbridge.’

Posh, Slider thought. ‘So you could have dropped her off at work, instead of just offering a lift to the station? You’d go right past it.’

He looked uneasy, and shifted to another buttock. ‘I wasn’t going in to the office first thing, I was going to look at a house in Hendon. I don’t normally take the car in when I’m just in the office because parking’s a nightmare up there.’

‘And that was the last time you saw her?’

He nodded, looked stricken at the reminder, and found yet another buttock to shift to. How many did he have in there?

‘Or spoke to her?’

‘No, I rang her Friday evening, while she was out with her mates. I rang her up to make peace, if you want to know, but she was all right again by then. She’d got over and it and just said have a good time and everything and I’ll see you Sunday. She’s like that – she never stays mad for long.’

‘And that was the last time you spoke to her?’

He nodded.

‘Did you go home after work on Friday?’

‘No, I went straight down to the West Country.’

He kept saying the West Country. Slider thought that odd. ‘Where, exactly?’

‘Salisbury,’ he said. ‘Dave lives in Salisbury.’

‘And what time did you eventually get home?’

‘I was supposed to come back Sunday night – there was a lot of us from the same school and we were going to get together Sunday lunchtime – but I was missing Mel, so I called it off. Well, we’d been talking and drinking all Saturday afternoon and evening, so I reckoned we’d said everything anyway. I didn’t sleep very well Saturday night so I got up really early Sunday morning and left. I was back home, what, about ten? She wasn’t there, and I knew right away something was up.’

‘How?’ Slider asked.

Hibbert stared in perplexity at the question.

‘How did you know something was wrong?’

‘I don’t know,’ he said. Now he was still, thinking about it: buttocks at rest at last; even the lone break-dancing knee had stopped and held its breath. He scowled with the effort of analysis, and Slider got the impression he was not very bright; and yet, of course, it is easy enough to fake being dumber than you are. It’s the opposite that’s impossible.

‘I dunno,’ he said at last. ‘It just felt wrong, as if no one had been there.’ He thought some more. ‘Oh, for one thing, the answer-machine wasn’t on. If she’d gone out, she’d have put it on. And she’d have left me a note to say where she was going. She always leaves a note.’

‘Even if she was still mad at you?’

‘But she wasn’t any more. When I spoke to her Friday night she was all right again.’

‘Anything else?’ Slider prompted. Hibbert looked puzzled by the question, having apparently gone off on another train of thought. ‘Anything else you noticed that made you think something was wrong?’ He was going after the dog, absence of, but what he got was quite unexpected.

Hibbert’s face cleared. He looked as though he’d just got the last answer in the jackpot pub quiz. ‘Her handbag was there.’

‘Her handbag?’ Slider said, trying not to sound like Edith Evans.

‘Yeah, her handbag,’ he said excitedly. ‘With her purse and phone and everything in it. But not her door keys.’

‘Excuse me,’ Slider said. ‘I have to make a phone call.’


TWO

Deep-Pan, Crisp and Even

Joanna was resigned. ‘I’m not surprised,’ she said. ‘I know once they get hold of you, they won’t let you go. That place is a black hole.’

Even over the phone, he thought he could smell the roast beef and Yorkshire. ‘It’s not that,’ he said. ‘The case just turned into a case. The girl’s handbag is in the flat.’

‘Her handbag, singular? Tell me any woman of that age who only has one.’

‘The handbag she was using, I mean. With her gubbins in it. So it’s looking more like foul play, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh dear. Well, keep the chin up. There may be an explanation you haven’t thought of, and she’ll come wandering in looking surprised.’

‘I’ll settle for that. See you later.’

Atherton drew up just short of the house and craned his head to look. ‘No press. Thank God. Amazing no one’s spilled the beans yet. Now, where’s that key?’ He felt in his pocket for the key ring Slider had received from Scott Hibbert.

He was hampered by the seat belt and Connolly only watched him struggle for a millisecond before saying, ‘Undo the belt, you looper. And don’t bother, because I have me own.’ She dangled it before his eyes. ‘I got it off Mr Fitton before I left.’

‘How did you manage that?’

‘He volunteered. Gave it me and said, “I won’t be needing this any more.”’

‘Did he, indeed?’

‘Ah, cool the head, it doesn’t mean anything. Sure, he’d know we’d check on him as soon as I got back, and find his record, and then we’d want the key offa him anyhow.’

‘Yes, but saying he wouldn’t need the key any more suggests he knows she’s dead.’

‘Well I know it, so why not?’

‘You don’t know any such thing. It’s still odds-on she’ll walk back in any minute. They usually do. And don’t forget she took her keys with her. Why would she do that if she wasn’t coming back?’

‘Don’t you forget she left her mobile. She’d grab that before her keys, every time.’

Atherton yawned ostentatiously. ‘Well, if there is anything in it, we’ve got the prime suspect under wraps back at the factory, so relax.’

‘Scott Hibbert? He didn’t do it. He’s just a big gom.’

‘I take it “gom” is not an expression of approval.’

‘Why do you talk like that?’ Connolly cried in frustration.

Atherton smiled, satisfied now he had goaded her. ‘Why don’t you like him?’

‘What’s to like? He’s like a big transport-caff fry-up. Everything right there on the plate, and none of it very appetizing. I like a bit of subtlety.’

Atherton slapped his chest. ‘Right there,’ he addressed the invisible audience. ‘She stepped right into my heart, folks. Subtlety, c’est moi.’

Connolly gave him a look so cold it could have hosted the Ice Capades. ‘What are we looking for up there?’

He became sensible. ‘Firstly, anything that suggests she was doing a runner – empty spaces in the wardrobe and so on. Secondly, signs of a struggle, anything that might have been used as a weapon, signs of blood. Also signs of hasty cleaning up. Someone who’s just killed someone is usually in too much of a panic to clean properly, which is lucky for us. And always, of course, anything that strikes you as anomalous.’

‘As a what now?’

‘Odd. Out of place. Wrong. Peculiar.’

‘Why didn’t you say so in the first place?’

Atherton, having done this so often in Slider’s company, used his nose first, as Slider would have, and noticed that the flat had a cold smell about it, as if no one had been there for a while. It occupied a big area in square-footage, but the conversion was an old one, and clumsily done, so the space was not well used. On either side of a large, wasted entrance hall there was a sitting room and a bedroom, both with bay windows on to the front, with a slice cut off at the back to make a bathroom and kitchen, side by side. It all needed modernizing; and a cleverer architect (or indeed, given when it was done, any architect at all) could have made a much nicer flat out of it. If recombined with the basement (as Fitton had said Hibbert had been plotting) it would make a very glamorous maisonette, with a big kitchen/breakfast-room downstairs, and living room, two beds and modern bathroom upstairs. With the big rooms, high ceilings, mouldings and so on, it would fetch a stone fortune in up-and-coming Shepherd’s Bush; so it wouldn’t be wonderful if Hibbert, who was in the business after all, had spotted the potential.

Leaving aside the property-developing crying-shame it represented, Atherton noted that the furniture was modern but cheap, and that the place was ordinarily tidy. In the bedroom, the bed had been made, in that the duvet had been pulled up, but it hadn’t been straightened or smoothed. There was a built-in wardrobe with sliding doors and a free-standing one so stuffed with clothes the doors wouldn’t close at all. An exercise bike in the corner had clothes heaped over its saddle, and there were more clothes dumped on a wicker armchair – it would be fun trying to work out what she had been wearing, should the need arise. But there were no used plates or mugs or dirty clothes strewn around, and the floor was clear and the carpet clean. The sitting room was tidier, with only a newspaper, a novel (Laurie Graham, At Sea, face down and opened at page 64) and an emery board lying around to show occupation. And the handbag, large and tan leather, which was on the sofa, at the end nearest the door.

Connolly gestured to the remote, lying on the coffee table next to the emery board. ‘She coulda been sitting here, doing her nails and watching the TV. See, the TV’s not been turned off at the switch – it’s on standby.’

‘Ninety per cent of people habitually turn off the TV with the remote,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t mean she was interrupted.’

In the bathroom he observed that the inside of the shower and the bath were dry, as were both bath towels, stretched out on a double towel-rail, and the bath mat, hanging over the side of the bath. But there were drops of water still in the basin, and the hand towel was crumpled and damp inside the creases.

‘Which accords with no one having showered in here since Friday,’ he said. ‘Sonny Boy says he came home at ten this morning. So he didn’t shower, but did at least wash his hands. Probably after he went to the loo. There are droplets round the loo bowl as well.’

‘To much information,’ Connolly said, making a face.

‘Water droplets, from the flush. Don’t be sensitive. Got that torch?’ he asked.

The bathroom was fully tiled, and there was tile-patterned acrylic flooring, but both were old, chipped here and there, the grouting discoloured and breaking. Atherton went over everything with the torch, looking sidelong to catch any smearing or marks, shone the torch down the plug holes and under the rim of the toilet (‘Rather you than me,’ Connolly said) and then did the same in the kitchen – equally old and shabby, but clean and tidy, with the last lot of washing-up (cereal bowls and mugs and a small plate – Friday’s breakfast?) clean and very dry in the dish rack.

‘A big fat nothing,’ Connolly concluded, sounding slightly disappointed.

‘If she was abducted, she went without a struggle,’ Atherton said, ‘and if she was killed here, it was very quick and clean. Or Hibbert’s a better housekeeper than he looks. Or –’ he gave Connolly a look – ‘she walked out of her own accord and will shortly come prancing back through the door demanding to know what we’re doing here.’

Connolly studied him. ‘You don’t think that any more. You’re starting to think there’s something in it.’

‘Not really. Except for the mobile. You’ve got me worried about the mobile.’

‘Hah!’

‘Only a bit,’ he equivocated. ‘If she was just popping down the offy for a packet of fags she might not grab it along with her keys.’

‘But then she’d have taken her purse.’

‘Not if she took a tenner out of it.’

‘But then she’d have come back.’

He shrugged. ‘I just think, on balance, given her age and sex, she’d have been more likely to have taken her mobile, and that that constitutes an anomaly. Unfortunately, the only one. If we’d found signs of a struggle or clean-up we could have got a forensic team in, but as it stands there’s no evidence to justify it. But we’d better take the handbag back with us. Might be all sorts of goodies in it, besides the phone. Run and get an evidence bag, will you?’

On her way back from the car, when she got to the foot of the steps, Fitton appeared suddenly round the side of the house, where his own front door was, and stood looking at her.

‘You came back, then,’ he said. ‘Decided there was something in it after all.’

‘Well,’ she said, wondering what it was right to say to him.

He examined her expression in a way that made her shiver. He was too noticing. ‘You know about me,’ he said flatly, his mouth making a downturn that was more sad than sour.

‘How—?’

‘I can tell from the way you’re looking at me. Like I’m a mad dog that might bite.’

‘No,’ she protested. ‘It’s not like—’

‘Didn’t take long,’ he said. ‘Knew it wouldn’t.’ He poked his forehead with a finger and thumb. ‘Branded for life.’

‘It’s just standard procedure,’ she said helplessly, not understanding why she wanted to protect his feelings. ‘Our Super recognized your name. But it doesn’t mean—’

‘Just remember I called it in,’ he said. ‘Benefit of the doubt. All right?’

‘It’s all in writing,’ she said. The dog, Marty, padded round from the side of the house – Fitton must have left the door open – and came up behind him, shoving its head up peremptorily under his hand. He caressed it automatically, and the tail swung.

‘You’ve still got her dog, so,’ Connolly said, and cursed herself for the stupid remark.

He jerked his head towards the upstairs flat. ‘He never asked about him. Dipstick probably doesn’t even remember he exists. I’ll keep him till somebody takes him away.’ He started to turn away, the dog sticking close to his side, then looked back to say, ‘Benefit of the doubt. Remember.’

‘I’ll remember the dog likes you,’ she said to his retreating back. What an eejitty thing to say. God, she was a thick! She scurried up the steps before she did anything else to embarrass herself.

Swilley was going to see the parents. She had often drawn the short straw in these cases because (a) she was a woman and (b) she was regarded as unflappable. It was better for bad news to be delivered by someone with an air of calm. But since having a child of her own she had liked this task less and less.

Joining the Job at a time when women had to prove themselves not just as good as men, but the same as men, she had early grown a shell against taunts, insults, slights, come-ons and filthy jokes. She had been helped by being tall, blonde, athletic, and beautiful in a sort of wide-mouthed, small-nosed, Baywatch way, which rendered most of her tormentors tongue-tied if she actually faced them one-to-one. She was also blessed with an iron head and concrete stomach, which meant she could match them pint for pint and curry for curry; and she was deceptively strong, was a blue-belt in judo, had twenty-twenty vision, and was a crack shot.

Joining Slider’s firm had been wonderful for her, because he thought she was a good detective and treated her as one, and at least had the decency to appear not to notice her gender. After one early, disastrous mistake she had made it an iron rule not to go out or get involved with any of her colleagues. After a time they had stopped trying and written her off as frigid and probably a lesbian, which she had borne patiently; and eventually had accepted her as one of them, an honorary bloke. Her nickname, Norma, was a tribute to her machismo, and she had worn it with pride. It had been hard won.

So for years she had maintained an icy virginity at work and a wonderfully patient, amazingly understanding secret boyfriend at home; but eventually Tony had grown restless. He disapproved of her refusal to go for promotion. Well, the money would have been nice, but she did not want to have to go through that whole process of training a new lot of resentful males to accept her for herself. The very prospect exhausted her. Also, patient though he was, Tony was still all man, and he didn’t like the fact that she kept him secret, as if she was ashamed of him. Not ashamed of him, she told him, but of them. But in the end she had to give him something, and the price of being allowed to go on being her was first marriage, and then the baby.

She was very happy being married, and Tony had reverted to being patient, adaptable, and helpful to a saintly degree when her job prevented her doing wifely and motherly things; and she adored little Ashley and wondered how they had ever lived without her. But she paid with whole new layers of sensitivity towards lovers, married people, parents, the bereaved; and new layers of fear that the things she saw happening daily to the anonymous victims of crime might happen to her own small family. She had become vulnerable; she had lost her ice. She hoped she had not also lost her edge.

But she approached the present task with resignation. There were lots of things in the Job you didn’t necessarily relish – smelly houses, vomiting drunks, decomposing corpses, road accidents – but you did them just the same.

Melanie Hunter’s parents weren’t called Hunter – she had them down as Wiseman, Ian and Rachel, so either the mum had remarried, or Melanie had changed her name for some reason. They lived in a nice part of Ealing, typical suburbia, Edwardian semis on a street edged with those trees that went into pink blossom like screwed up tissue paper in spring. Of course, they were bare now, the freezing weather having held everything back. Most of the houses had turned their gardens into hardstanding for cars, but where they still had front gardens, they were neatly kept, with clipped privet hedges, and hard-pruned sticks that would be roses later, and oblongs and squares of bare, weeded earth that would be flower beds, showing only the blunt green noses of bulbs.

The faint, watery sun had broken through, and even though it did nothing to mitigate the biting cold, it gave an air of festivity to the street. As it was Sunday, there were cars parked before most of the houses, kids were trundling about on bikes and scooters, and one brave or barmy man was washing his motor with a hose with a foaming sponge attachment. All very Mrs Norman Normal – as were all lives until the meteor of chance hit them, the hurtling rock from the sky crashed at random through their roof.

In the front garden of the Wisemans’ house, there was a girl of about eleven or twelve, in a cropped top and skinny jeans that exposed her belly button (why the hell wasn’t she freezing? Kids these days! Swilley thought), picking the sugar-pink varnish from her nails with all the destructive boredom of Sunday afternoon. She eyed Swilley with intense interest, scanning her from her pull-on woolly hat down through her camel wool wrap-around coat to her long boots.

‘Hello,’ Swilley said. ‘Are your mum and dad Mr and Mrs Wiseman?’

She nodded.

‘Are they in?’

‘Mum is,’ the girl said, and then, in a burst of confidence: ‘She won’t buy anything. She never buys anything at the door.’

‘That’s all right, cos I’m not selling. Can I have a word with her? It’s important.’

The girl twisted her head over her shoulder without removing her eyes from Swilley’s face and yelled through the half-open front door, ‘Mu-u-um! There’s a lady wants you.’

Oh, ever so much a lady, Swilley thought.

‘Are you a social worker?’ the girl asked abruptly. ‘She’s not my real mum, she’s my stepmum. I like your colour lipstick. What’s it called? Do you like vodka?’

A woman appeared behind her, saving Swilley from answering. She was middle aged and ordinary, dressed in slacks, a cotton jumper and an unattractive big, thick, chunky cardigan. She had her glasses in one hand and a biro in the other, and a look between wariness and embryo annoyance on a face that held the remains of prettiness behind the soft plumpness of middle-aged marriage. ‘Yes?’ she said.

‘Mrs Wiseman? I wonder if I could come in and have a word with you,’ Swilley said, and showed her warrant card. The woman looked immediately put out and flustered, but the child’s eyes opened so wide Swilley was afraid she’d see her brain.

‘You’re the cops,’ she breathed. ‘Are you going to arrest Mum?’

‘Bethany!’ the woman rebuked automatically, but her worried eyes were searching Swilley’s face. ‘Is it Ian? Is it an accident?’

‘No, nothing like that. It may be nothing at all. Can I come in?’ Swilley said. The man two doors down had ceased wiping his car’s roof and was staring with his mouth ajar and the hose soaking his feet, ha ha.

‘Oh, yes. Yes, come on through.’

Bethany slipped in before Mrs Wiseman shut the door firmly behind Swilley. ‘Come in the lounge,’ she said. Swilley followed her, and as she turned with a question in her face, made a quick sideways gesture of the eyes towards the child, which fortunately the woman was compos mentis enough to catch and interpret. ‘Bethany, go out in the back garden and play,’ she said, sharply enough to be obeyed.

‘Play?’ the girl complained. ‘What am I, a kid? I don’t play.’

‘And shut the back door after you. Don’t let all the heat out.’

The girl extracted herself by unwilling inches, leaving Swilley alone with her mother in a knocked-through lounge decorated and furnished in exactly the sort of middle-income, suburban taste Swilley would have expected.

‘Would you like to sit down?’ Mrs Wiseman said automatically.

Swilley saw she had been doing some sort of paperwork on the coffee table in front of the sofa, and took an armchair.

Mrs Wiseman sat in the chair opposite, looked enquiringly at Swilley, and then suddenly something seemed to come over her. She swayed, gripped the arm of the chair, and said almost in a whisper, ‘Oh my God, it’s Melanie, isn’t it? Something’s happened to Melanie!’

She stared at Swilley, white with some awful foreknowledge, and Swilley thought perhaps it was there, latent, in every mother’s mind, an instinct born at the moment of conception: the fear that one day some stranger would come and tell you your child had been taken from you. She felt horribly impressed, and a little queasy.

‘It’s probably nothing to worry about,’ Swilley said, though Mrs Wiseman’s certainty had communicated itself to her, now. ‘It’s just that Melanie’s not at home, and her boyfriend doesn’t know where she is. Have you heard from her lately?’

‘I spoke to her – Friday,’ Mrs Wiseman said. ‘She rang me from work. She rings me two or three times a week, just for a chat.’

‘You’re close, then?’ said Swilley.

‘Always have been,’ she said, but with some reservation in her voice Swilley didn’t understand.

‘Did she tell you anything about her plans for the weekend?’

‘She said she was going out for a drink with friends on Friday evening. It was her best friend Kiera’s birthday, and they were meeting some others at the Princess Vic.’

‘And what about the rest of the weekend?’

‘She said she hadn’t any plans. Scott – her boyfriend?’

Swilley nodded.

‘He was going away for the weekend, so she said she was just going to relax. I asked her to come for Sunday lunch but she said she had some work to catch up on. She’s a palaeontologist, you know,’ she added with a huge pride that carried the touch of bewilderment of any parent whose child surpasses them by such a length. ‘She works at the Natural History Museum. They think the world of her there. I don’t know where she gets her brains from,’ she added with a little affected laugh. ‘It can’t be me. I was never even in the sixth form.’

‘From her father, perhaps?’ Swilley suggested, wanting to keep her talking.

A shadow passed over Mrs Wiseman’s face: it looked to Swilley almost like wariness. ‘Her father’s dead,’ she said abruptly.

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘He was killed in the Greenford rail crash,’ she said, as though that ended the topic for good and all. That had been – Swilley counted – eleven years ago: it had been in all the papers, of course. Rail crashes were so thankfully rare, they were all remembered, catalogued in the public mind for ever by their location: Potters Bar, Hatfield, Southall . . . Greenford had had an unusually high number of fatalities. ‘Ian’s my second husband,’ Mrs Wiseman concluded.

‘Of course,’ Swilley said. ‘That accounts for why Melanie has a different surname. And Bethany is . . .?’

‘She’s Ian’s, from his first wife. He was a widower too.’

‘So has Melanie any brothers or sisters?’

‘No, I just had the one. Why do you ask?’

‘I’m wondering if there was anyone she might have gone to visit, that’s all. Any aunts, cousins?’

‘Not that she’d go and visit. I’ve got a sister, but we’re not close, and Melanie never cared that much for her cousins.’

‘What about your husband’s family?’

‘You mean Ian’s? Oh, she would never go to them,’ she said firmly.

‘Does she not get on with her stepfather?’

‘They’re all right, they get on OK, but they’re not what I’d call close. She doesn’t think of him as her stepfather, anyway, just my husband. No reason why she should. She was practically grown up by the time I married, and I told her from the beginning, I’m not marrying him for you, I’m marrying him for me.’

Some history there, Swilley thought, making a mental note. Smoothly she went on, ‘What about her boyfriend, Scott? Is everything all right between them?’

‘Oh yes,’ she said with enthusiasm. ‘He’s a lovely boy – just the sort of man I always wanted for her. Steady, nice manners, a good job. Very polite to me and Ian. And they’re mad about each other, no doubt about that.’

‘But he went away for the weekend without her,’ Swilley suggested. ‘Did she mind that?’

‘Oh no,’ she said quickly. ‘You mustn’t think that. You see, Scott’s got this friend from school, they go way back, but he’s not Melanie’s sort at all. Loud, and – well, what I’d call vulgar. Tells dirty jokes; and the way he is with women . . .! Always leering, and making coarse remarks, you know. Melanie can’t stand him, but of course Scott’s fond of him, knowing him all his life – in and out of each other’s houses when they were kids. Well, Dave, this friend, was getting married so of course Scott had to go, but there was no need for Melanie to put herself through that. Scott understands. It was all quite amicable. She told me on Friday she was quite happy to stay home, and Scott would enjoy himself more if he went on his own. But . . .’ She faltered, remembering what she had happily forgotten for a few moments. ‘You’re saying he doesn’t know where she is?’

‘She wasn’t there when he got home this morning, and she hadn’t left him a note, so he was worried.’ She didn’t mention the dog or the handbag: no point in upsetting the woman yet. ‘I just thought, if they’d had a row, she might have walked out on him – to teach him a lesson, sort of thing . . .’

‘Well, she was all right with him when I spoke to her on Friday,’ Mrs Wiseman said, frowning, ‘but of course they might have quarrelled since then. I wouldn’t know. But if they’d quarrelled that bad, why wouldn’t she ring me, and come over here?’

‘Could be many reasons,’ Swilley said inventively. ‘If she knows how much you like him, she might not want to admit to you they’d had a row. So, can you think of anyone else she’d go to? This friend Kiera, for instance – can you give me a contact number or address for her?’

‘Yes, I’ve got that somewhere. She might go to Kiera – they’re very close. And she’s got lots of other friends. I don’t know who they are, really, but Kiera could tell you. There’s one she works with, Simone, at the museum – she talks about her sometimes. She gets things from me for her – for Simone. Cosmetics and perfume. I sell cosmetics from home,’ she added, casting a glance at the paperwork. ‘I’ve always been in Product Demonstration, you see, ever since I left school. Started off at the Ideal Home. I’ve done all the big shows. I used to sell Tupperware, when I was married the first time, but cosmetics and fashion jewellery pay better – and you meet a nicer class of person.’ She looked at Swilley with professional interest. ‘I see you take care of your skin. I could let you have some nice things, if you’re interested. It’s a good discount. And they’re all quality products, top names.’

It was odd, Swilley thought, given the dread she had exhibited at first, how difficult she seemed to find it to keep that at the front of her mind. Perhaps it was a defence mechanism – think about anything except that something might have happened to Melanie. Or perhaps there was something even worse she was trying to keep at bay – something she didn’t want Swilley to discover.

She let her yatter on about her products for a bit while she thought about it, and then went about taking her leave. She got the address and phone number of Kiera, and of Scott’s parents in Salisbury because she really seemed to want to give them; and she asked for and received a very good photograph of Melanie, taken the year before, which she had been looking at, sandwiched between heavy glass with a silver foot on a chiffonier across the room. It was quite a formal picture, of a very pretty young woman sitting on a stool with her hands in her lap, smiling at the camera. She had thick tawny-blonde hair, artfully highlighted, hanging in a bob to her shoulders, regular features and very nice teeth. Swilley could see the resemblance to her mother, but she had better cheekbones and a more interesting nose.

‘It was a studio portrait,’ Mrs Wiseman said proudly. ‘She had a whole session last year – Scott paid. It was her birthday present. He’s got a friend who’s a photographer so he got a discount. He says when they get married they’ll get a really good deal.’

‘Are they going to get married?’ Swilley asked.

‘Well, eventually, of course, but they haven’t any plans just at present. But I hope it will be soon. She doesn’t want to leave it too long to have children. And Scott will make a lovely father. It was him insisted she give this picture to me – he knew I’d like it. Always so thoughtful – such a nice boy. I think he’d get married tomorrow but Melanie’s hesitating – you know what girls are like these days. Don’t want to give up their freedom. But Scott was hinting about next year the last time I saw him. He doesn’t want them to have kids without being married, which is just the way it should be.’

She was smiling now, and Swilley mentally shook her head at this degree of self-hypnosis. Far be it from her to shatter the protective bubble. Maybe Melanie would turn up before she need look her fears in the face.

At the door she asked, ‘By the way, what does your husband do?’

‘Ian? He’s a teacher at Elthorne Manor – PE and sports. He’s out at the moment – Sunday League down the Rec.’

But the new subject had done it. The smileyness drained from her face and the dread was back in the eyes.

‘You’ll find her, won’t you?’ she asked in a husk of a voice. ‘She’ll be all right? Only, it’s not like her just to go out like that, and not say anything.’

‘I’m sure there’s a logical explanation,’ Swilley said hearteningly, and made her escape. She was sure there was a logical explanation, but that didn’t necessarily mean it would be good news.

As she was getting into her car, a silver Ford Galaxy pulled up on to the Wiseman hardstanding and a man in a tracksuit got out, pulling a sports bag after him. He was of medium height, well built about the shoulders, with very dark hair and a tanned, hard face that missed being handsome by some small, inexplicable degree. He stood for a moment staring at Swilley, scowling, his head up as if ready to take affront. She wondered if he had seen her coming out of his house as he drove up. She hastened to get into her car, not wanting to talk to him, especially as he did not seem in a good mood. Let Mrs W explain all – she had had enough for one day.

When a young woman is murdered, there is always one photograph the press latches on to. It is splashed over every paper and news bulletin all through the investigation, at the arrest, during the trial, and on sentencing. It defines the case, and sometimes even the age, so that forever after that person, who would have lived out her life in obscurity, is as instantly, iconically recognized by millions as Marilyn Monroe with her skirt blowing up, or Princess Di looking up from under her fringe. It was as if, Slider thought, their fate had been decided at the instant the photographer’s finger had pressed the button. From that moment, they moved as inevitably towards their doom as a package on a conveyor belt.

Slider had always found old photographs unsettling, and he’d had a bad feeling from the moment Swilley returned with the studio portrait of Melanie Hunter. He knew they would use it, because it was clearer than the snapshot Hibbert had given them from his wallet; and he knew the media would love it, because she looked pretty and smiley and good, a nice girl with a good school record and a fine career ahead of her. How much more saleable of newspapers than a grim-looking, shaven-headed kid with a string of ASBOs.

He was afraid that from now on that studio portrait, taken with pleasure in mind, would go together with the words ‘The Melanie Hunter Murder’ like gammon and spinach – or, nowadays, like hamburger and fries. He felt horribly, guiltily, as though they had sealed her fate by taking over that photograph. He had no hope now that she would wander back home or they would find her alive, and he felt ashamed of his defeatism.

An urgent phone call to Swilley from Atherton had diverted her on her way back from Ealing and she had arrived with a stack of pizza boxes, so they had all had lunch after all – rather belated but better than nothing. Connolly had made Slider a proper cup of tea to go with his, but he had eaten absently, looking at Melanie Hunter’s picture in-between reading the reports from Connolly, Atherton and Swilley and trying not to fear the worst.

They had done all they could by way of circulating the picture and description to police and hospitals and the usual agencies, and ringing anyone she might have visited or telephoned, while outside the thin sun had dipped out of contention through a red sky, and the icy cold had returned like a marauder, as if it had been hanging around in the shadows all day just waiting for its chance.

There was no news of Melanie Hunter, either good or bad, by the time Slider called it a day and went home to a cold beef supper, which he could not taste through the dust and ashes of his certainty that she was a goner. And too many people now knew she was missing for it not to get to the press, and there would be all the parade and palaver that the media so loved, the questions and appeals and endlessly repeated factlets about her last known movements, all presided over by the photo – the photo – the photo; until eventually the sad, crumpled, discarded body would be found, and they’d have a murder investigation on their hands. Sometimes he hated his job.
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