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  Chapter One




  Curiously enough it was not a murder but a missing-person report that caused me to be assigned to the disappearance of Eunice Bailey.




  A new enquiry was something of a relief, because we’d been coping with yet another reorganization and change of name. The boy superintendents at New Scotland Yard – that powerhouse

  of buzzwords – had obviously been busy. They’d decided that we were now to be called the Homicide and Serious Crime Command. I wondered just how many meetings and conferences had taken

  place in order to arrive at this breathtaking decision. And how many cups of coffee and fancy biscuits the Police Fund had paid for as a result. To say nothing of the overtime incurred by those

  lesser ranks still entitled to claim it.




  The outcome of all this administrative upheaval was that I was now a part of one of four teams of investigators overseen by a detective superintendent. Above him was Detective Chief

  Superintendent Alan Cleaver, and even higher up, our beloved commander. The good bit, however, was that we were doing exactly the same job as before, and in the same place. And I had

  retained the services of Detective Sergeant Dave Poole, my black bag carrier.




  Perhaps I should explain that. It’s not the bag that’s black, it’s Dave Poole.




  Dave is something of a character. For a start, he’s married to a gorgeous white girl called Madeleine, a principal dancer with the Royal Ballet, and he has a good degree in English from

  London University. And that makes him very useful in a police force that, these days, is obsessed with putting everything down in writing. In quintuplicate.




  ‘Ah, Mr Brock.’ The commander entered my office – in itself unusual – waving a piece of paper. That was not unusual; the commander loves bits of paper.




  ‘Good morning, sir,’ I said rising to my feet.




  The commander, unable to concentrate on two things at the same time, ignored my greeting. ‘I’ve received a report from West End Central police station.’




  ‘Really, sir?’ Funny how the commander never calls it a nick, like the rest of us do. ‘Something interesting, is it?’




  ‘It emanates from a jeweller in the West End.’ The commander peered at his piece of paper. ‘It seems that a Mrs Eunice Bailey took her wedding ring there to have it enlarged.

  And she’s not been back to collect it.’




  ‘Is that it, sir?’ I queried.




  ‘That’s all, Mr Brock. I want you to look into it.’




  ‘But surely it’s a missing-person enquiry, sir.’




  ‘Indeed it is.’ The commander spoke as though I was somewhat slow at catching on, which I wasn’t; but I was very quick at avoiding grief. ‘It’s possible that there

  are felonious undertones.’




  ‘What particular felonious undertone did you have in mind, sir?’ I asked, risking a reproof for sarcasm. But I needn’t have worried.




  ‘That’s for you to discover, Mr Brock.’ The commander handed me the piece of paper, reluctantly, I thought. He hates parting with paper. ‘The details of the jeweller are

  on there.’ And with that, he left me to it.




  I don’t really know how this enquiry finished up with me. There is an entire department at New Scotland Yard that maintains an index of missing persons. And persons go missing every day.

  In their hundreds. Most are fed up with their wives or husbands or children. Or their jobs or their in-laws. And there are a dozen other reasons that could cause them to take off. How on earth the

  commander read some felonious aspect into this particular missing person was a mystery to me. But if I knew how a commander’s mind worked, I’d probably be a commander myself.




  I put my head round the door of the sergeants’ office and beckoned to Dave Poole. ‘We’re going to the West End, Dave.’




  ‘Oh, how nice, guv. Sex club, is it?’




  ‘No, a jeweller’s.’




  Hiding his disappointment, Dave put on his jacket and grabbed a vehicle logbook and a set of car keys.




  ‘You’ll never find anywhere to park a car, not since the Mayor’s reduced London’s traffic congestion, Dave,’ I said. ‘We’ll go on the

  Underground.’




  A mistake. It was a stiflingly hot day, and I resented the convention that required senior CID officers to wear a tie and a jacket.




  We walked to Westminster Tube station and eventually a train arrived.




  ‘We’ll have to change at Victoria to get a train to Green Park, guv.’ Dave was jammed up against a young girl wearing shorts and the top half of a bikini, and who was avidly

  reading an Italian guidebook to London. Between Dave and me was a Swedish boy with a backpack that looked as though it contained all his worldly possessions, and took up the space of three other

  passengers.




  At Victoria, we fought our way through countless itinerant musicians, a heaving mass of humanity, and sundry beggars, to the Victoria Line train for Green Park, and once again found ourselves

  sandwiched between tourists. God knows why these people want to come to London. I’d’ve thought that backpacking through Afghanistan was preferable any day.




  Finally, we emerged in Piccadilly, to daylight and London’s diesel-laden air.




  A suave fellow in a tailcoat greeted us as we entered the impressive premises that housed the jeweller’s establishment. His very demeanour and appearance indicated to my

  practised eye that the merchandise would be highly priced.




  ‘May I help you, sir?’ The tailcoated one glanced suspiciously at Dave.




  ‘We’re police officers and we need to see the manager,’ I said, waving my warrant card at him.




  ‘Of course, sir.’ Tailcoat seemed relieved that we weren’t clients. I suppose he didn’t fancy having us mixing with minor foreign royalty, rich illegal immigrants, Z-list

  soap stars, and footballers’ wives. ‘This way.’




  Our leader piloted us across the thickly carpeted shop floor and up a flight of stairs, before knocking deferentially at a heavy oaken door.




  The manager was, I suppose, in his mid-fifties, and was dressed in a Savile Row suit that must have cost more than I earned in a fortnight. He introduced himself as Giles Fancourt.




  ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Harry Brock of Scotland Yard,’ I said, having decided not to trot out Homicide and Serious Crime Command every time I introduced myself.

  ‘And this is Detective Sergeant Poole.’




  ‘And what can I do for you, gentlemen?’ With a flourish of his hand, Fancourt indicated two expensive chairs with which his beautifully appointed office was furnished. I imagined

  them to be genuine antiques, but Dave later told me that they were reproduction Chippendales. He knows about things like that.




  ‘I understand that you made a report to the police at West End Central police station regarding a Mrs Eunice Bailey, Mr Fancourt.’




  ‘Ah yes. Mrs Bailey.’ Fancourt leaned back in his high-backed leather executive chair and steepled his fingers. ‘Let me see now . . . ’ He shot forward and took a file

  from a desk drawer, and then glanced at a calendar. ‘It was a month ago, Mr Brock. On the seventeenth of May to be precise.’ I got the impression that Mr Fancourt was always precise.

  ‘Mrs Bailey brought us her wedding ring. To cut a long story short, she complained that it was too tight on her finger, and enquired if we could remove it and enlarge it. One of our

  technicians – he’s been with us for over twenty years – cut the ring from her finger and assured madam that an enlargement would not be a problem.’




  ‘Is this technician here today?’ asked Dave.




  ‘Er, yes, of course.’




  Dave glanced at me. ‘D’you think we should have a word, sir?’ He always called me ‘sir’ in the presence of civilians. Whenever he called me ‘sir’ in

  private, it meant something entirely different.




  ‘Yes, good idea.’ I glanced at Fancourt. ‘Is that possible?’ I asked.




  ‘Indeed.’ Fancourt pressed down a switch on his intercom. ‘Celia, get hold of Higgins from the workshop for me, and ask him to come to my office.’ He paused.

  ‘Immediately.’




  We waited for at least ten minutes for the man Higgins to appear. I suppose he was a valuable asset to the firm and therefore secure from interference from above. Or comments about his

  tardiness.




  ‘You wanted me, Mr Fancourt?’ He had wispy hair covering an otherwise bald pate, and wore wire-framed spectacles with thick lenses.




  ‘These gentlemen are police officers, Higgins. Tell them what you know about Mrs Bailey and her wedding ring.’




  Higgins sniffed and sought inspiration from a John Constable print that adorned the wall behind the manager’s head. ‘Yeah, she said it was too tight, and wanted it enlarged. I had to

  cut it off of her finger – bit delicate that – and told her we could do the work.’




  ‘Anything else, Mr Higgins?’ asked Dave.




  ‘Only that she asked if we could do it in a hurry. She said she never liked going around without having it on, being a married woman and that. Quite fussed about it, she was. In fact she

  was so touchy about it that she asked if I could do the work there and then. Well, that wasn’t on, but I said I could do it in two days and I’d give her a call when it was ready. I

  suppose I took pity on her, mainly because she was quite a stunner. Soft touch for a pretty woman, me.’




  Fancourt coughed affectedly at what he doubtless regarded as a sexist remark, but was ignored by the three of us.




  ‘When you say she was a stunner, Mr Higgins, just what did she look like?’




  ‘Thirty-five, she must’ve been. Lovely figure. And she had long blonde hair in one of them ponytails. Miniskirt and nice legs. And not short of a quid or two, neither.’ Higgins

  chuckled and wiped his hands on his brown overall coat. ‘There, how’s that? Reckon I ought to be in your job.’




  ‘Have you finished with Higgins, Chief Inspector?’ asked Fancourt, obviously keen to get the technician out of his office.




  ‘For the moment, Mr Fancourt, yes,’ I said, and waited until Higgins had been dismissed from the presence. ‘Your concern was that Mrs Bailey did not return to collect her ring,

  was it?’




  ‘Yes. Given that she was so anxious to have the work done quickly, it seemed strange that she did not return to collect it. You see, Chief Inspector, Mrs Bailey is a valued client. On

  every other occasion that she has had work done, or purchased some item that we were obliged to order or have made, she has always returned promptly to collect it.’




  ‘Presumably you were worried about the cost.’




  Fancourt appeared to be affronted by this remark. ‘Certainly not, Mr Brock. Our only interest is the satisfaction of our customers, and when it was brought to my attention that Mrs Bailey

  had not returned, I was somewhat concerned that she might have met with an accident. We attempted to contact her at the telephone number we held for her, but there was never any answer.’




  ‘Did you leave a message?’




  ‘No, I’m afraid not. The telephone just rang and rang. I can only assume that Mrs Bailey had not invested in an answering machine, either that or it was not switched on. In the

  circumstances, I thought that the only proper course of action was to inform the police.’




  ‘Quite right,’ I said, only sorry that Mrs Bailey hadn’t taken her damned wedding ring into a jeweller’s establishment in another constabulary area. ‘Perhaps

  you’d let me have the number you were ringing.’




  Fancourt opened a book and copied out the telephone number on to a slip of paper that bore the name of the jeweller, and a logo of some sort. ‘There you are,’ he said.




  ‘I suppose there can be no mistake,’ I suggested, pleased that it was not a mobile number. Mobile numbers are more difficult to trace. ‘I was wondering if the number had

  somehow been recorded inaccurately. Even by Mrs Bailey,’ I added hurriedly, as a frown descended on the manager’s face.




  ‘Certainly not,’ said Fancourt sharply. ‘As I said, we had her telephone number on record, and that’s the one she gave this time.’




  ‘Was it an expensive ring?’ Dave asked.




  ‘Not when set against some of the stock we hold, no.’ Fancourt swept a hand across his desk. ‘Four or five hundred pounds at most. Chased platinum, I believe.’




  Not expensive, eh? When I married my now ex-wife Helga, I’d had to borrow fifteen quid to buy a wedding ring for her. As it turned out it was not a wise investment.




  I met Helga Büchner, a twenty-one-year-old German physiotherapist, when I underwent a course of treatment at Westminster Hospital. I’d injured my shoulder after a punch-up with a

  group of yobs in Whitehall when I was a PC. It was a whirlwind romance and we married shortly afterwards, despite advice from my mates at the nick. Particularly the women police. But perhaps they

  were jealous. The women police, I mean, vain bastard that I am.




  And indeed they were right, because it all fell apart when Helga insisted on working after our son was born. When Robert was four she’d left him with a neighbour, and he fell in her pond

  and drowned. It was the start of a long period of acrimony that led to an ‘open’ marriage, and finally divorce.




  ‘Thank you, Mr Fancourt. We’ll let you know of any developments.’




  ‘Do you want to take possession of the ring as evidence, Chief Inspector?’




  ‘Evidence of what?’ asked Dave.




  Fancourt dithered. ‘Well, isn’t that what you usually do?’




  Perhaps he was hoping that the police would also pay for the enlargement. I was almost tempted, just to annoy the commander.




  ‘No, we’ll leave it with you,’ I said.




  ‘Do a subscriber check on that number, Dave, and we’ll take it from there,’ I said, as we made our way back to our office at Curtis Green.




  Curtis Green is an office block off Whitehall. Before the Metropolitan Police was conned into moving to an unsuitable, and now overflowing, glass and concrete pile in Victoria Street, it was

  called New Scotland Yard North. But being here has its advantages; not many people – including the police – know where it is.




  ‘That phone number goes out to an address in Coburn Street, Holland Park, guv,’ said Dave, after spending a few minutes on the telephone in the incident room. ‘The

  subscriber’s a Martin Bailey, and he lives at number fifteen.’




  ‘Are we up and running on this one, sir?’ asked Colin Wilberforce. Colin is the incident-room manager, and very good at the job he is, too. My main fear is that he’s so good he

  may be promoted and whisked away. His impeccable administration ensures that every detail of an enquiry is carefully tabulated on the computer of which he appears to be a master. And to be on the

  safe side, he also records the salient points in a book. Using a pen. I like old-fashioned methods.




  ‘Not yet, Colin, but you might as well put down the few details we have, just in case it develops. Dave’ll give you the pars.’ Policemen tend to talk in shorthand, and

  ‘pars’ is a contraction of ‘particulars’, and that encompasses just about everything capable of being written down. ‘In the meantime,’ I said, turning back to

  Dave, ‘we’ll sally forth and knock on the door of fifteen Coburn Street, Holland Park.’




  Dave looked glum, and took a banana from his nylon excuse for a briefcase. Madeleine has told him that they’re good for him – bananas, not briefcases – and who am I to

  argue?




  The white-painted house where the Baileys lived rose three floors above a basement, and was in pristine condition.




  We rang the bell and hammered on the door. There was no reply. We went to the house next door.




  The woman who answered had yet to reach her thirtieth birthday, was black and gorgeous. Her colourful dress reached the ground, and was matched by a sort of turban wrapped around her head.




  ‘Yes?’ She looked at us with suspicion. I didn’t blame her. Given the state of unchecked lawlessness in London, she was right to do so. Even so chic an area as Holland Park was

  not beyond the reach of villains of all assorted shapes and sizes.




  ‘We’re police officers, madam,’ I said.




  ‘Oh!’ The woman gazed appraisingly at Dave, and Dave gazed back. As I’ve already mentioned, Dave is black. What I haven’t mentioned is that he’s six foot tall and

  handsome, and he too has yet to celebrate his thirtieth birthday. ‘How do I know that?’ she asked.




  Wise woman. Dave and I produced our warrant cards, and she inspected them closely. ‘Would you like to come in?’ she enquired.




  We stepped into the hall and waited while the woman closed the door.




  ‘I’m Gladys Damjuma,’ the woman announced, ‘and I have diplomatic privilege. My husband is on the staff of our high commission.’ Presumably Mrs Damjuma thought we

  were chasing up unpaid parking tickets.




  I didn’t ask which high commission; it was of no interest, and we could always find out if we needed to. That’s what the Diplomatic List is for.




  ‘It’s not actually you we wanted to see,’ said Dave with a disarming smile.




  ‘It’s not?’ Mrs Damjuma seemed a little disappointed at that.




  ‘We were wondering if you could tell us anything about your neighbours Mr and Mrs Bailey.’




  ‘Oh, Martin and Eunice. Very nice people. Come and have a cup of tea.’ Without waiting for a response, Mrs Damjuma opened the door of her elegant sitting room and ushered us in.

  Within seconds, a large black woman in a flowery apron appeared and took Mrs Damjuma’s order for tea.




  ‘Now then, what is it you want to know?’ Gladys Damjuma smiled sweetly at Dave, and I began to feel left out of the conversation.




  ‘When did you last see Mrs Bailey?’ asked Dave.




  ‘About two weeks ago, I suppose. I can’t really remember. Most times we only talk if we happen to bump into each other when we’re coming out or going in, but every now and then

  we stop for a long chat. Once or twice, Eunice has popped in for a cup of tea. We did have dinner with them one evening, though. That was about a month ago, maybe two.’ Mrs Damjuma looked

  vague. ‘Why? What’s Eunice done?’




  ‘Nothing, as far as we know.’




  ‘Then what is it all about?’




  As briefly as possible, Dave explained about the ring that Eunice Bailey had wanted enlarged, and had failed to collect. ‘The jeweller was afraid that she might have forgotten about

  it.’




  It was a masterpiece of understatement designed to allay the true reason for our interest: that someone might have topped Eunice. It was fortunate that Mrs Damjuma didn’t seem at all

  surprised that this matter should have been followed up by a DCI from Scotland Yard.




  ‘She’s a very attractive woman, you know.’




  ‘So we’ve heard,’ continued Dave. ‘We’d like to have a word with her husband, but there was no answer when we knocked at the Baileys’ door.’




  ‘He works, you know.’




  ‘Really?’ Dave sounded surprised. Perhaps he imagined that anyone with the money needed to live in Holland Park wouldn’t have to work.




  ‘Oh yes.’ Mrs Damjuma looked up as the tea was brought in. ‘Put it there,’ she said tersely, waving an imperious hand at a small table near her chair. She spent a minute

  or two pouring tea into bone-china cups and handing them round. ‘He’s a very busy man. He’s very often at his office until quite late at night.’




  ‘Where is his office, Mrs Damjuma?’ Dave asked.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘D’you know what he does for a living?’




  ‘I think it’s something to do with property, but I’m not really sure.’ Again our hostess smiled at Dave.




  ‘When you say he gets home quite late, how late is that?’




  ‘Sometimes eight or nine. Even when he and Eunice invited us to dinner, he was late getting home. Eunice said it often happens. But when he did arrive, he was very interested in us, and

  was very keen to know what Bimbola did at the high commission.’




  ‘Bimbola is your husband, I presume,’ I said, determined not to let Dave hog the entire exchange.




  ‘Yes, he’s first secretary there.’




  I wondered why Martin Bailey was so interested in Bimbola Damjuma’s job, and it crossed my suspicious mind that maybe he saw a business opportunity in cultivating the first secretary. But

  I was straying from the reason for our visit.




  ‘Have you seen Mr Bailey lately, Mrs Damjuma?’ I asked.




  ‘Oh yes. The day before yesterday. I was standing on the doorstep, waving goodbye to Bim, when Martin’s chauffeur arrived in the Rolls-Royce. That was about nine

  o’clock.’




  ‘Does Mr Bailey have a domestic staff?’




  ‘I think he has a woman who does the cleaning in the mornings, but there’s no one else that I know of. When we went in there for dinner, Eunice had done the cooking and she served

  it. If I had a Rolls-Royce, I’d have a butler and maids. Lots of maids.’




  So, Martin Bailey was not only rich, he was mean too. A not uncommon combination. That would certainly explain why the door wasn’t answered, and why Giles Fancourt got no answer when he

  telephoned. It looked as though Bailey was so stingy he wouldn’t even lash out on an answering machine.




  ‘Thank you for your help, Mrs Damjuma, and for the tea.’ Dave and I stood up to leave.




  ‘Do you want me to tell Martin that you’re looking for him?’




  ‘No thanks. We’ll catch up with him sometime. It’s not really very urgent.’ However, I was under no illusion that Mrs Damjuma would not beetle into Martin Bailey the

  moment she spotted him coming home. Which was a pity; I usually like to interview people without any forewarning. It tends to catch them on the hop if they’re guilty of something. Not that I

  thought that Martin Bailey was likely to be a suspect for anything.




  But in the event, we got to Bailey before Mrs Damjuma did.




  





  Chapter Two




  There was nothing else for it. If Martin Bailey worked late, then we must work even later. Dave Poole was not pleased, mainly because his

  ballet-dancing wife had a rare night off from swanning about in Swan Lake or whatever. But, as William Gilbert wrote, a policeman’s lot is not a happy one.




  One or two discreet lights were on in the Baileys’ house when we drew into the kerb at nine o’clock. And this time we were in luck.




  I rang the bell on the entryphone and an ethereal voice demanded to know who we were.




  ‘Police,’ I said.




  ‘Hold your identification up to the CCTV camera,’ said the voice. Obviously a resident who realized that crime was not confined to the poorer parts of London. If it ever was.




  I hadn’t noticed the camera when we’d called earlier, but now spotted it high up in the corner of the porch. I duly showed it my warrant card.




  There was a buzz and several clicks, and a man of about forty-five opened the door. He was six foot tall with brown wavy hair, and was dressed in designer chinos, a tan shirt and brown loafers.

  All were of good quality and certainly hadn’t been purchased from a high-street chain store.




  ‘I’m Detective Chief Inspector Harry Brock of Scotland Yard, and this is Detective Sergeant Poole. Mr Martin Bailey, is it?’




  ‘Yes. What can I do for you?’




  ‘It’s about your wife, sir,’ I said.




  ‘Really? You’d better come in.’




  We followed Bailey into a spacious sitting room, predominantly white in decor, and furnished with expensive leather armchairs and a couple of chesterfields. All the trappings of wealth were

  there: a huge flat-screen plasma television, a state-of-the-art sound system – that was playing some sort of jazz – and several pieces of what Dave later assured me were genuine

  antiques.




  ‘Do take a seat, gentlemen.’ Bailey crossed to the sound system and turned it off.




  ‘Stan Kenton?’ queried Dave.




  ‘Yes.’ Bailey looked surprised. ‘I’d’ve thought you were too young to know about him. Are you a fan of his?’




  ‘No,’ said Dave. ‘I can’t abide modern jazz.’




  ‘Oh.’ Bailey stood in front of us, threateningly almost. ‘Tell me, why are the police taking an interest in my wife? Incidentally, would you care for a drink?’




  ‘No, thank you, sir.’ I was ill disposed to drink with anyone who was not beyond suspicion, and so far I had no grounds for thinking that Bailey was lily white. But I’ve been a

  detective for long enough to have developed an unhealthy cynicism. My current girlfriend, Gail Sutton, accuses me of being unable to see the good in anybody. I explained about Eunice Bailey’s

  visit to the jeweller, and Mr Fancourt’s concern that she had not returned to collect her wedding ring.




  ‘Really?’ Bailey expressed surprise. ‘I didn’t know anything about that. She never mentioned it.’




  ‘The manager told me that he telephoned several times, but there was no answer. And it seems that your answering machine was not switched on.’




  ‘I won’t have one of those damned things in the house. If people want to get hold of me badly enough, they’ll find a way.’ Bailey turned to a tantalus on a side table and

  poured himself a large whisky. He added soda from an old-fashioned siphon – I hadn’t seen one of those in ages – and finally sat down opposite us. ‘She’s left me,

  Chief Inspector,’ he said, and took a sip of his Scotch. ‘It was inevitable. We just didn’t get on any longer.’ He sounded resigned about the whole business.




  ‘When did this happen, sir?’




  ‘About a month ago, I suppose.’ Bailey smoothed a hand over the knee of his chinos.




  ‘D’you know where she went?’




  ‘America, I believe. That’s where she said she was going.’




  ‘Anywhere in particular in America?’




  ‘She didn’t say. Perhaps she hadn’t decided.’




  ‘Have you heard from her since she left?’




  ‘Not a word.’




  ‘You’ve no idea where she is, then,’ I said.




  ‘No, and I’m not greatly interested. She was costing me a lot of money. Dressmaker’s bills, expensive holidays that lasted for weeks.’ Bailey sighed. ‘Whatever else

  she was lacking, she certainly knew how to spend my money. I think shopaholic is the best way to describe her.’




  ‘Seems odd, going without her wedding ring,’ observed Dave.




  Bailey scoffed. ‘In view of the fact that she’d left me, she probably thought she wouldn’t be needing it any more, Sergeant,’ he said, as though the reason for his absent

  wife’s failure to collect her ring was blindingly obvious. ‘But I don’t see why any of this should interest you chaps.’




  ‘Did her departure come as a surprise, Mr Bailey?’ I asked, ignoring his veiled question.




  ‘Not really, no. We’d been getting on each other’s nerves for quite a long time before that.’ Bailey relaxed slightly. ‘I spend most of my waking hours working, but

  Eunice was, well, a party girl, I suppose is what you’d call her. She liked going out to dinner, visiting friends, nightclubbing, and all that sort of thing. But when I did get home, I was

  too damned tired to do anything but collapse in front of that.’ He waved a hand at the television.




  ‘What is your line of work, Mr Bailey?’ asked Dave.




  Bailey frowned, as though it was none of our business what he did, but then he relented. ‘Property, mainly. Buying and selling.’




  ‘So you’re a property developer.’ Dave liked to button up what he saw as loose ends.




  ‘I suppose you could call it that, but that’s not everything. I dabble in all sorts of things. I’m an entrepreneur, really. It’s the way to make money in this world,

  young man.’




  Looking round the elegant room in which we were sitting, it seemed that Bailey had been pretty successful at it.




  I took back the questioning. ‘You said just now that your wife went on expensive holidays, Mr Bailey, but you also said that you were too tired to do anything. Does that mean that

  she—’




  ‘Exactly so,’ Bailey interrupted. ‘She went on her own. I’m not much of a one for holidays. The thought of just sitting in a deckchair watching the sea when I could be in

  London making money doesn’t appeal. But Eunice’s idea of fun consisted of disporting herself in her bikini on some hot beach.’




  ‘When you say your wife went on her own, did you mean that? Or did she have a female friend she went with?’ I’d said ‘female’, but that wasn’t what I’d

  had in mind. And from his amused glance, Bailey knew I was fishing to see if there were other men in Eunice Bailey’s life.




  ‘I’ve really no idea, Chief Inspector, but if she was with a man, I’d’ve thought he’d’ve picked up the tab, wouldn’t you? Unless he was some sort of

  fortune-hunter.’ Bailey stood up and glanced at the Rolex watch on his wrist. ‘Now, gentlemen, unless you have any more questions, I do have quite a lot of work to get

  through.’




  ‘If you hear from your wife, perhaps you’d let us know, sir.’ I smiled apologetically. ‘My boss plays merry hell if I can’t produce a result. Even for an enquiry

  that has an innocent explanation.’ I handed him one of my cards.




  Bailey laughed. ‘Yes, I do understand,’ he said. ‘When I started out, some thirty years ago, I had a boss who always wanted results. I was working in a candle factory

  then.’




  ‘And you’ve been burning it at both ends ever since,’ observed Dave drily.




  Bailey laughed loudly. ‘You’re not just a pretty face, are you, Sergeant?’ he said.




  ‘There is one other thing, sir,’ I said. ‘Do you have a photograph of your wife that might assist us in tracing her?’




  ‘I think I’ve got one somewhere. Just a minute.’ Bailey went into the next room and I heard him opening and closing drawers. He returned clutching a framed studio-portrait

  photograph of an attractive blonde in her mid-thirties. ‘There you are, Chief Inspector, and you can keep it as far as I’m concerned.’




  ‘D’you not want the frame, sir?’ asked Dave.




  ‘No,’ said Bailey vehemently. ‘You can throw the bloody thing away when you’ve finished with it, and the photograph.’




  And that, as far as I was concerned, was that. I sent Dave home and told him that the next day would be early enough to work out what to do next. And I’d already decided that there was

  nothing else that could be done. Oh boy, how wrong can you be?




  At nine o’clock the following morning, Dave appeared in my office with two cups of coffee. He sat down in my ancient armchair and threw me a Silk Cut.




  ‘I’m trying to quit, Dave,’ I said before lighting it. I’ve been attempting to give up smoking ever since a master at my school in Croydon caught me having a quick drag

  behind the bike sheds and told me a horror story about his brother who’d died of lung cancer. But I just don’t have the willpower. And Dave’s no help either. Even the

  Commissioner’s diktat that smoking is forbidden in all police buildings didn’t help me to curb the habit. Not that anyone takes any notice of that.




  ‘So what do we do about Mrs Bailey’s wedding ring, guv?’ Dave asked.




  ‘I don’t see what else there is to do. She suddenly decides to leave her husband and go to America. Happens all the time, and I should think that being married to a workaholic like

  Martin Bailey is enough to drive any woman nuts. And these things happen suddenly: a blazing row and that’s it. Bang! And off she goes. It’s probably been brewing for a long time. In

  fact, Bailey said as much.’




  ‘So NFA, d’you reckon, guv?’




  ‘Unfortunately, Dave, “no further action” is something the commander will have to authorize. I don’t know how or why we got lumbered with the bloody job in the first

  place. It’s a missing-person enquiry, plain and simple. Well, in my view, it’s not even that now. And it’s certainly not something we should be dealing with anyway.’




  Dave chuckled. ‘I reckon the guv’nor at West End Central thought he’d offload it on us, guv, and saw an easy mark in the boss.’




  That, of course, was a strong possibility. It was our misfortune that our illustrious commander was not really a detective at all. But someone in the quaintly styled Human Resources Directorate

  – we used to call it ‘personnel’ – obviously thought it was a great idea to foist him on us. And at the stroke of a pen, a commander who had spent his entire professional

  life in the Uniform Branch, curbing rebellious football hooligans and buggering up the traffic, became a CID officer. It had happened before, but many of those other ‘sidewaysed’

  officers just sat behind their desks, enjoyed the ride, and let the lads get on with it. Regrettably, our boss thought he was a detective, and interfered.




  Waiting until ten o’clock – the commander never appears before then, and never stays after six – I picked up my notes and made my way to his office.




  ‘Mr Brock?’ The commander took off his half-moon spectacles and gazed at me over a pile of files.




  ‘The matter of Eunice Bailey’s wedding ring, sir.’




  ‘What about it?’




  ‘It was a report from West End Central nick, sir, and—’




  ‘Yes, yes, I know that. So what have you done?’




  ‘We visited the jeweller’s and obtained the phone number she’d given them. We also got a description from the technician who dealt with her. He reckoned she was in her

  mid-thirties, with a good figure, and long blonde hair. We traced the phone number, and last night we interviewed her husband at his house in Coburn Street, Holland Park—’




  ‘Holland Park, eh?’ This clearly impressed the commander. ‘And she was there, I suppose. Did she say why she hadn’t collected her ring?’




  ‘She wasn’t there, sir. According to her husband, she left him a month ago, and told him she intended going to America. It seems that their marriage is over.’




  ‘Whereabouts in the States, Mr Brock?’




  ‘Mr Bailey has no idea, sir. He merely said she’d gone to America and that, of course, could mean the USA or Canada, or even South America.’




  ‘There’s no need to split hairs, Mr Brock,’ snapped the commander irritably. He was obviously riled that he’d jumped too quickly to a conclusion, and that I’d

  pointed it out. He hated being trumped.




  ‘We obtained a photograph of her from her husband, sir.’ I handed him one of the prints we’d had copied from the original. ‘As you can see, sir, she’s a very

  attractive woman.’




  ‘In that case, Mr Brock, her details had better be circulated to Interpol. And perhaps we can seek the assistance of the press. Whet their appetite, perhaps. I can see from this photograph

  that, as you say, she is an attractive woman. Missing socialite, perhaps, that sort of thing?’




  ‘But why pursue it, sir?’




  ‘Because until we can satisfy ourselves that she is alive, she could be a murder victim.’




  ‘But shouldn’t we wait until we find a body?’ I was appalled that the commander was making such a big thing of Mrs Bailey and her wedding ring. In my early days as a CID

  officer, wiser heads than mine said that a detective should try to make a molehill out of a mountain, not the other way round. But in those days, the bosses were real hard-nosed detectives, not the

  cardboard version that was sitting opposite me now.




  ‘See to it, Mr Brock. Those are my directions.’ The commander replaced his glasses on the end of his nose and pulled yet another file out of his pile.




  ‘Very good, sir,’ I said, but waited until I was outside his office before swearing volubly.




  ‘All wrapped up, guv?’ asked Dave, when I returned to my own office.




  ‘No, it bloody well isn’t,’ I said, and repeated what the commander had said.




  ‘Leave it to me, guv, I’ll sort it.’ Dave picked up the few bits of paper that comprised the great wedding-ring mystery and retreated to the incident room.




  The upshot was that Dave passed what little information we had about Eunice Bailey to the United Kingdom’s National Central Bureau of Interpol. They weren’t too impressed,

  apparently, and, according to Dave, muttered a bit about the need to circulate the information at all. But eventually, and reluctantly, they agreed to send it to the NCB in the United States, via

  Interpol headquarters in Lyon. And that, of course, is in France. A result, I knew from previous experience, would take forever and a day. If one was forthcoming at all.




  In the meantime, I spoke to the head of news in our own Press Department. It’s probably got a much more fanciful name now, courtesy of the funny names and total confusion squad at the

  Yard. The head of news, however, was not much taken with the idea either, and suggested that he could only circulate information if we could give him any. To which he added that the media

  wouldn’t be too interested in Mrs Bailey’s wedding ring anyway.




  I recounted this depressing response to Dave.




  ‘There’s an easy way round that, guv.’




  ‘And that is?’




  ‘Fat Danny.’




  Fat Danny, a thoroughly odious creep, was the crime reporter of the worst tabloid in Fleet Street, a reputation for which there is much competition. Overweight, with a pudding face that was

  permanently greasy, Danny had a tendency to wave his podgy little hands about the whole time he was talking. He had acquired the distinction – envied by several other crime reporters –

  of being able not only to sniff out the most salacious of crimes, but also to track down the officers investigating it. He was the perfect man for our missing person.




  ‘Give him a bell, Dave, and set up a meet at the Red Lion ASAP.’




  ‘Mr Brock, how are you?’ Fat Danny was already ensconced in the corner of the downstairs bar of the Red Lion in Derby Gate when Dave and I arrived.




  ‘No better for seeing you, Danny,’ I said. ‘And as you’re buying, I’ll have a pint of best bitter. And so will Dave.’




  ‘Mr Poole tells me you’ve got something for me,’ said Danny, once he had bought each of us a drink. He extracted a notebook from the inner recesses of his creased jacket and

  looked hopeful.




  ‘Only on the understanding that this is non-attributable,’ I cautioned.




  Danny spread his podgy little hands. ‘You know me, Mr Brock.’




  ‘That’s what my guv’nor’s worried about,’ put in Dave.




  I explained about Eunice Bailey and her wedding ring, and gave Danny a brief background sketch of Martin Bailey, his occupation, and the palatial house in which he lived.




  ‘Personally, I don’t think there’s anything in it, Danny,’ I continued, ‘but my guv’nor’s got this bee in his bonnet that some major crime’s been

  committed.’




  ‘I’ve got an editor like that,’ said Danny mournfully. ‘We all have our cross to bear. Anyway, if you give me this Bailey’s address and phone number, I’ll see

  what I can do.’ He ran his tongue round his lips and glanced dreamily at the ceiling. ‘Beautiful rich socialite missing.’ He was already formulating the headline. ‘Got to be

  something there.’
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