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For Ed x



‘Nobody can give you freedom. Nobody can give you equality or justice or anything. If you’re a man, you take it.’



Malcolm X

			

PROLOGUE




‘It’s a fact that over two-and-a-half thousand left-handed people are killed every year from using asymmetrical equipment designed for right-handed people.’



Dominic delivered his intellectual offering in his usual manner, with his head bowed, his eyes focused on the floor, his arms held at his sides, rigid and still.



Alice smiled. ‘That is interesting, if a little negative, but since I am only using scissors, I do not think I am likely to be in any danger.’ Nonetheless, she replaced the scissors in the drawer and sought an alternative pair. Not finding any, she resorted to folding the paper and tearing carefully along the folds. The slightly jagged edges of the name tags were sufficient.



She selected Dominic’s name from the pile, scribbled a return date on the paper and turned to the trolley behind her, seeking the titles she had previously organised.



‘If you were a starfish, you would be less likely to die from cutting your hand, because you could regenerate one.’ Dominic continued the conversation, all the while avoiding eye contact but showing interest in her actions. 



‘I can’t see a starfish being able to work here, though.’ Alice was attempting to end the topic of conversation, but as usual her flippancy was not recognised as humour. Dominic was not a nuisance, but his conversations had a tendency to develop into a realm beyond the norm if he was given the opportunity. ‘Perhaps it would be easier if I were multi-dexterous like Leonardo da Vinci.’



Alice turned away from the trolley and bound three books together with an elastic band, tucking Dominic’s name tag underneath.



‘I think you mean ambidextrous.’ Dominic’s voice adopted an authoritative tone. ‘Leonardo da Vinci could draw with one hand and write with the other. You are sinistrous, because you tend towards the left. In some societies, you would be considered a bad omen.’ Dominic paused briefly whilst he contemplated the notion. ‘I do not think you are a bad omen. I think you are a good person.’



There was the sound of a soft chuckle being emitted discreetly from the mezzanine over-looking the reception desk. Alice flushed, aware that her conversation with Dominic was being overheard.



‘That is a comforting thought.’ She ended the possibly endless conversation and resumed her usual efficient mode. ‘You won’t be able to extend the loan for the first book because it has been reserved by another customer, so I’ve written the return date for you.’



She proffered the pile of books by leaning over the counter, and waited for him to cautiously step forward and retrieve them. Dominic returned to his original position in front of the counter and stood cradling the books in his arms. He had begun to rock slowly on his feet, which Alice understood as a symptom of his impending awkwardness.



She smiled reassuringly towards his bowed head. ‘I will see you next week, Dominic. Enjoy your reading. I’ve got to close the library now, but I will have some more titles ready for when I next see you.’



Dominic, head still bowed, raised a hand towards the upper mezzanine in the library. ‘Bye, Elijah’.



‘Goodbye, Dominic, see you soon,’ a man’s voice called softly from the local history section of the library as Dominic retreated towards the exit.



Soon after, there was the sound of a scraping chair, a jingle of keys, then footsteps descending from the stairs adjacent to the desk where Alice was logging off the computer. Elijah, a tall, well presented man in his early fifties, paused by the desk as he put on his jacket.



‘He’s a sweet boy. You get on well with him.’ He beckoned his head towards the door where Dominic had exited.



‘Yes, he is.’ Alice smiled shyly, embarrassed he had heard her being referred to as a possible ill omen. ‘He’s a walking encyclopaedia!’ 



Elijah nodded without answering, his notebook clasped between his teeth as he returned his pen to the inner pocket of his tan leather jacket. ‘Oh well. You need to close, and I must not overstay my welcome.’ He headed to the exit.



Alice watched him as he went out of the door. Her eyes clung to his retreating back, admiring the broad shoulders and toned limbs, willing the power to pull him back. Then she heaved a long, heavy sigh and went to lock the doors behind him.



Elijah Johnson left the library shortly after 6pm on the evening of April 10. He paused outside the door, noting that the sky had blackened since he had arrived four hours previously, and wished he had brought the car. The four-mile walk along the canal towards the town had seemed a good idea when it had been bright and warm, but now the threat of impending rain dampened his spirits as well as the air. 



He zipped his jacket to the collar and dug his hands deep into his jean pockets as he ventured away from the public library towards the town. He paused for a moment on the main bridge, noting the crocuses were beginning to bloom on the canal banks. The hint of pinks and purples, together with the yellow daffodils, brightened the otherwise murky palette of the canal. Soon the willow trees would cascade green ribbons overhanging the bright blues of the rowing boats, as the influx of tourists arrived for their Easter holidays.



Hythe was a pretty town, in Elijah’s view. It was not the most modern of towns, and lacked department stores or outlets of designer brands. But for many, the old-fashioned high street with the traditional pub, butcher, baker, and stationer’s, were reminiscent of the days when communities flourished as a united population.



Elijah’s musings were interrupted by an excited cocker spaniel sniffing at his heels. He smiled at the dog’s owner, dismissing her need to apologise, and petted the dog for several seconds before making his way to the small supermarket near the square. 



He bought chicken liver pate, a wholemeal baguette made with French yeast, and a bottle of pale ale for a quick tea when he got home. As he made his way to the checkout, he smiled at a couple he recognised from the leisure club, and exchanged quick pleasantries before remembering he needed porridge oats, so excused himself to search the next aisle. The checkout was fast, and he left the shop within ten minutes of entering.



As he made his way to the bus stop, Elijah considered whether he should have bought something for Mischa. She was not due to visit today, but if she changed her mind, it would be nice to have something to offer. His pace faltered a little as he pondered whether to go back to the shop, but then continued ahead. If Mischa did turn up, he had enough to share; if not, a takeaway would be a nice treat.



He boarded the bus and automatically headed towards the twin seats by the emergency exit door. Elijah always favoured this seat, as other passengers tended to sit at the front or the back before the middle seats were taken, so his bus journeys were usually a brief respite with peace and anonymity. He was surprised when another passenger stood beside his seat and looked straight at him.



Elijah looked up with a polite smile, whilst attempting to predict the person’s intentions. The face was unrecognisable due to the large hood that shadowed their features, creating an unformed shape. The bus had begun to move, yet the person continued to stand before Elijah, one hand resting on the back of the seat, the other arm holding onto the safety bar. Elijah shifted his weight towards the far side to allow more room for his fellow passenger, expecting them to sit down. There was no response. He began to feel uneasy. 



‘Do you want to sit down?’ The awkwardness of the situation meant that decorum was less warranted, so Elijah now directly addressed the person next to him. The features underneath the hood were angular – a thin long nose; a prominent chin. The face was small, but male or female, he couldn’t be sure. The mouth was set. The eyes were intent and fixed on him with evident hostility.



He flashed a look towards the passengers seated in front of him. A young woman was occupied with her baby in the pushchair before her, an older woman fussed with her shopping bags. A youth oblivious to his surroundings was nodding his head to the sound emitting from his earphones. No-one was behind him. No-one was looking in his direction. Elijah’s unease was quickly escalating into panic.



Their exchange had been only a few seconds, yet it seemed a prolonged time before the other passenger sat down. The person’s body slid onto the seat so that their weight pressed against Elijah. Then they moved so that their elbows dug into Elijah’s flesh, and he glanced down. Beside him, the passenger had retrieved an object from their pocket. It was small enough to be concealed in their hand. Their fingers were clasped around it, but then their hand uncurled to reveal the silver point and serrated edge. 



The knife was turned towards his ribs.



Elijah’s mouth had gone dry, his prayer was barely audible. ‘Please, no!’



*



CHAPTER ONE
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‘So, winding your neck in, eh?’



Detective Sergeant Peters addressed Detective Inspector Wallace Hammond in a discourteous manner, but it was absent of any malicious intent. 



Hammond eyed his colleague with a resigned air and watched the man walk across the open-plan office, but said nothing in response. Instead, he turned back to his computer screen and continued scrolling through the CCTV videos of an exit route used by a white Audi A3 at the weekend. The suspicion was that the car used during a violent burglary had been stolen, changed to false plates, and since been destroyed. But it was necessary to check where the information could lead, and Hammond had been the obvious choice of team member for the task.



For the last three years, his expertise as a Detective Inspector had been somewhat ignored in preference for the younger, more enthusiastic and computer-literate detectives. Bit by bit Hammond’s responsibilities had dwindled, until now here he was doing the more menial tasks normally delegated to those of a lower rank. Hammond was not despondent, though. With only four weeks to go until his sixty-first birthday, he was looking forward to retirement, hence the jibes from his colleagues.



There had been a time when the thought of retiring had repelled Hammond, particularly after his divorce from Lyn, when the thought of having nothing to occupy his mind or his time was frightening. He had heard of former colleagues turning to gardening as an outlet for their energy, but Hammond had enough difficulty just distinguishing a weed from a wild flower. Recently he had seen a former police commissioner feature in British Bake Off, having switched careers to become a pâtissier. Whilst Hammond enjoyed the occasional choux bun, his enjoyment was purely in the consumption rather than the creation.



He sighed, his fingers hovering over the computer mouse. Was that the Audi he was looking for? He leaned closer to the screen, satisfied that the marks on the car were identical to the description he had been given. The image was not clear, but he logged it and printed what he could as a reference for the team debrief later that afternoon.



The sound of a banging door at the other end of the office interrupted his concentration and caused him to look up, seeking the source of the noise. The detectives standing by the water dispenser were engaged in conversation. Their heads were bent, eyes focused on the floor, their hands occasionally gesticulating. Hammond studied them, remembering that he had once been the same; a conscientious and purposeful detective. Investigations would often bring despair more than relief, but occasionally resulted in justice or, at the very least, a sense of closure. Where there were unanswered questions or lack of evidence to support the truth, though, the frustration and anguish were insurmountable.



Hammond had been a police officer for over 40 years, during which time he had witnessed every human condition imaginable, and that had meant sacrifices in his personal as well as his working life. He could never have been anything other than a police officer, but over the years the responsibility had weighed him down so much that he had felt ground down, gradually losing the energy or the drive to continue the relentless fight against law-breakers. 



Crime solving was rarely black and white, good versus bad; over the years he had learnt that even the most decent, good-natured people could break the law, sometimes for their own survival. One year earlier, Hammond had aided in the arrest of a pensioner who had stabbed an armed burglar he had confronted in his home. The 78-year-old had been asleep with his wife when he heard noises, and was forced to retreat into his kitchen when he was confronted by one of the intruders who was armed with a screwdriver. Following a struggle in the kitchen, the burglar sustained a fatal stab wound to his chest. The scenario had felt unjust to everyone involved.



The wife, who had suffered from dementia and had, until that fateful night, been cared for by her husband, had been moved to social care where she died soon after. The aftermath had been widely reported in the media. Public opinion had been extreme, with confusion over which party was the victim. Some were in defence of the homeowner who had felt the need to protect himself and his wife, but many were angered by the violence used against the intruder. 



It had been necessary to investigate with objectivity, but Hammond and his colleagues had struggled with their own consciences, and ultimately it was the jury that had decided to find the homeowner not guilty of murder with intent. But the damage had been done, and there were more victims than just the murdered man. The homeowner had gained a criminal record, lost his security and his wife, and it had been necessary for him to relocate due to threats against him from the intruder’s friends and family. 



If anyone had predicted how Hammond would spend his later life, he would have been aghast. Once he had been a fair-haired, idealistic young officer, happily married with a beautiful son, a lovely home, and the respect of his colleagues. Now he was no more than a grey-haired, divorced, lonely shell of a man, living in a cramped, dingy flat, enjoying the occasional visit from his son, but was disillusioned with his work, and ending his career amongst people he hardly knew.



Hammond had no expectation of anything else. He was resigned to fading out of his working life quietly and unnoticed, but still there was a glimmer of hope that something better was waiting for him following retirement. That there would be surprising and decisive events yet to happen.



His reverie was creating another headache, and he searched his wallet for the foil tray of paracetamol he now carried as a matter of course. Peering at computer screens didn’t help. Eye strain was expected at his age, but the headaches were getting worse and occurring daily. He massaged the back of his neck whilst gathering the printed notes, then headed off to the debriefing room.



*



Hammond accepted his son’s dinner invitation for the weekend with a mixture of pleasure and dread. Any opportunity to see Paul was always welcomed, but it was inevitable that Paul would be accompanied by his wife, Bettina – a woman whom Hammond despised. He did not consider himself to be a judgemental man, but in this instance, he was openly discriminate against the woman who had moulded his son into a replica of herself.



Bettina was the opposite of what a woman represented to Hammond. She had no grace, no respect or empathy for the less fortunate. As well as being – at 51 years of age – some 19 years Paul’s senior, Bettina was a right-wing extremist, arrogant, and obstinate beyond reason. Neither did she possess any physical feminine attributes. It was a mystery what Paul had ever seen in the former tutor of Gender Studies, yet the pair had been married just over two years, and he had not given any impression of being anything other than content. 



Hammond had replied to his son’s emailed invitation as he was about to leave the office, but as he drove the short journey home, his mind was preoccupied with the thought of seeing Paul again and how he would be able to tolerate the presence of his daughter-in-law.



Hammond stopped at the traffic lights and watched a young woman crossing the road. She was not pretty, but attractive, casually dressed, with loose blonde hair resting on her shoulders. There was nothing remarkable about her, but Hammond appraised her as the kind of girl he would have wanted for Paul. You couldn’t tell much about a person from seeing them cross the road, but she looked mild-mannered and amiable, and he imagined her having a name like Amelia.



Lost in his fantasy now, ‘Amelia Hammond’ sounded good. He would have toasted her at his son’s wedding: ‘To my new daughter, Amelia!’ She would look good next to Lyn in the family photos, being of similar height and build. But he had only been told of his son’s nuptials by text message and a link to a Facebook page. He hadn’t been there to pin the corsage on his son’s lapel, and had not been given the opportunity to shake his son’s hand before the walk down the aisle. Instead, he had looked aghast at the images shared on social media of the frumpy, aging bride, dressed in a neutral trouser suit, looming over the slighter build of Paul. 



The toot of a horn behind him alerted Hammond that the traffic lights had changed to green, and he raised a hand of apology in the rear-view mirror to the driver behind him, and accelerated right to Folkestone.



*



At 7am the following morning, Hammond arrived at the office with an almond croissant and a large Americano from Costa. It was a treat that needed to be savoured in peace and quiet. The office, with only the hypnotic hum of computers, was a viable environment for breakfast before it filled with the daily activity – unlike his flat, which was surrounded by the din of the latest construction projects. In preparation for Brexit, the roads were being widened, resurfaced, and remodelled. The prediction of a no-deal meant that the capacity for lorries travelling to Europe would be exhausted, hence the urgency for lorry parks to be provided around the South East. Consequently, £29million pounds paid by the taxpayer was rewarded with constant disruption to commuters and Kent residents.



The whole Brexit topic was shut away in the back of Hammond’s mind. Like the majority of British voters, he was embarrassed by the political impasse. As he had waited in traffic on the way into work that morning, he listened to a news report that, in the early hours, EU leaders had agreed a ‘Flextension’ until Halloween, prolonging Britain’s exit from the European Union even further.



Hammond had scoffed, imagining Bettina’s reaction. He wondered if it was worth mentioning when he saw her that he had signed the petition to revoke Article 50 for a second referendum. There was no expectation that the petition would fulfil its objective, but just knowing he had signed it would make her hackles rise! He had enjoyed the fantasy of antagonising her so much that he had forgotten his usual annoyance at the congestion, and instead been content to sit grinning in the traffic queue.



The coffee was lukewarm but enjoyable whilst Hammond logged on to his emails. He was pleasantly surprised to see he had a message from Lois Dunn, now a Detective Inspector, having transferred to the Metropolitan Police one year previously. She had always been interested in climbing the ladder and had thoroughly deserved promotion. For several years, Dunn had worked under him as his Detective Sergeant and, despite their regular disagreements, they had worked as a good team.



Hammond was genuinely pleased she intended to attend his retirement party in a week’s time. It would be good to catch up. He scanned his inbox, replying to the most urgent messages, whilst brushing croissant crumbs from the keyboard. The last mouthful had just been swallowed when the phone rang. It was Reception.



‘We have someone here that needs to speak to someone regarding a missing person.’ 



‘There are no officers downstairs that can deal with it?’



‘I need supervisory oversight. The initial assessment indicated a possible risk.’



‘I’ll come down.’



Wallace replaced the phone and wondered aloud what he was doing. Missing people were not investigated by the Major Incident and Serious Crime Team, unless there was credible reason to suppose a crime had been committed. But he needed a project and, if all ended well, it would help to leave his career, believing he had achieved some success. 



Within minutes, Hammond was seated next to a dark-haired woman in her early forties. She was well groomed and had taken time to look attractive, despite her obvious distress. She had introduced herself as Mischa Taylor, whose 54-year-old partner, Elijah Johnson, had not returned home since the previous evening.



Hammond glanced at the photograph Mischa had taken recently on her phone camera of the two of them posing in front of the London Eye. Elijah Johnson looked like a healthy, middle-aged man with a good head of greying hair, a wide nose, deep-set dark eyes, and a square jaw. He was of average height with a strong-looking physique. With no particularly distinguishing features, he could easily blend into a crowd without being noticed. The notes taken during the initial assessment stated there had been no contact from Elijah and no obvious reason for his absence, but Hammond wanted as much information as possible, and Mischa obliged, despite having to repeat what she had explained to the previous officer.



‘On the days when I don’t stay over, Elijah always phones me in the evening. Last night, when I hadn’t heard from him, I called him. There was no answer. I tried about five or six times, and again this morning. It’s not usual for him to ignore any missed calls. So, I went to his place this morning. I knew then he hadn’t been home, because the dog had not been fed and the water bowl was almost empty. That’s not normal. Elijah treats that dog as if it were his child.’



Hammond nodded reassuringly whilst scribbling notes. It was not essential to write down what she said, but he found it offered the impression of being proactive and gave the concerned party a sense that they were being taken seriously.



‘When was the last time you spoke to Elijah?’



‘Yesterday, around midday.’



‘Did he say what his plans were for the remainder of the day?’



Mischa nodded. ‘He was feeling positive. The weather was good in the morning, and he said he wanted to walk into Hythe town to the library.’



‘Was this normal for Elijah?’



‘Yes, he enjoys being outdoors and he goes to the library often. He likes to use the computer there.’



Hammond fixed his gaze on Mischa.



‘You say Elijah was feeling positive. Would this suggest that some days he is not so positive? Does he struggle with negative emotions occasionally?’



Mischa paused. She seemed unsure how to answer, then she responded firmly, ‘Elijah is not depressed. Occasionally he loses hope since he lost his job, but generally, he is emotionally stable and does not have financial worries. He has a steady income writing trivia quiz questions, but otherwise I earn enough for both of us.’ 



Suddenly Mischa leaned forward and looked at Hammond with an earnest expression.



‘I know this suggests that Elijah has orchestrated his disappearance somehow, but you need to believe me, this is completely unlike him. That is why I am here. I know that something has gone terribly wrong. I’ve checked Accident and Emergency wards, tried his contacts, and his ex-wife. I’ve considered all the reasons why he has not returned home, and not one explains why he has not contacted me.’



Hammond approached his next question with care. ‘Is there a chance that Elijah has kept anything from you?’



Mischa shook her head but did not respond. 



‘You told the Constable earlier that you and Elijah have been partners for one-and-a-half years. Can you describe your relationship with him?’ 



Mischa met Hammond’s gaze as she responded. ‘Both of us are divorcees; neither of us is interested in marriage, but our relationship is intimate and exclusive. We sleep together regularly but both of us enjoy our own company, so I don’t stay overnight at his place often, nor he at mine. We trust and respect each other and we talk every day. I did consider the possibility that Elijah might have gone off with another woman or something like that, but even if he did, he would have arranged for Charlie to be fed. But that poor dog was dehydrated and hungry this morning, which Elijah would never allow.’



Hammond put his notes to the side and contemplated the woman beside him. He had seen false displays of anxiety many times, but Mischa was displaying utter confusion as well as distress, which convinced him she was genuine. He attempted to comfort her.



‘It is less than twenty-four hours, so it is possible that Elijah has taken ill and was not able to contact you. However, I promise I will investigate all avenues of enquiry as a matter of priority, and we will stay in contact with you. Are there any dependants that need to be taken care of?’



Mischa shook her head. ‘Just Charlie, his dog, but I’ll keep him with me for the time being.’ Her voice broke a little, hinting at the emotion that threatened to overwhelm her, but she regained her composure quickly. ‘I won’t go to work today, or at least until I have an idea what is happening.’



Hammond agreed to meet Mischa later that morning at Elijah’s home, then he escorted her back to Reception before heading back upstairs to the office. He knocked at the door of Superintendent Brian Morris, who was struggling with a stuck drawer in the filing cabinet.



Quickly Hammond debriefed his commanding officer. 



‘The girlfriend said that Elijah has not been absent without notice before. I’ve done a run-down of his last known movements, but need to check with the library, cover his route to and from the town, and consider whether there were any diversions that his girlfriend was unaware of. There is an ex-wife, with whom I was told he shares an amiable relationship, so I will arrange to talk with her also.’



Morris nodded. ‘Is there any chance that he had another woman on the side?’



Hammond shook his head. ‘Nothing to suggest that, but we won’t know for sure until we check his electronic communications or search his property. We’ve been given a list of his usual contacts, mainly from the town leisure club, such as his squash partners.’



Morris listened without speaking. His confidence in Hammond was evident. ‘What is your feeling about this?’



Hammond inhaled deeply and considered his response before speaking. ‘Personally, I agree there is a suggestion of risk. I don’t want to wait and see what comes up. I would rather pursue any enquiries that I can. It doesn’t seem as if Elijah just took some time out.’



‘Although he is a divorcee who recently lost his job,’ Morris pointed out. ‘It could suggest he had reason to despair.’



Hammond smiled wryly. ‘So says one divorcee to another!’ He had meant it with light humour, but noticed Morris flinch slightly.



Then the senior officer smiled. ‘Well, I guess in some cases divorce can be a cause for celebration. I guess we will know more once you’ve checked his personal effects.’



Hammond turned to leave but was called back.



‘I can’t offer resources at this point, so you are on your own for the time being. As soon as we know that there is a potential crime worth investigating, we’ll reconsider the next course of action.’




CHAPTER TWO
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In an age where the majority of social interaction was effected through digital communication and 90 percent of the UK’s population used the internet on a regular basis, Wallace Hammond was curious why Elijah Johnson regularly used a computer at a public library instead of using a personal computer within the private confines of his own home. He wondered whether an explanation would be offered during the search of Elijah’s home and possessions, so headed there as his first point of call. 



Elijah’s home was a two-bedroom bungalow nestled in the middle of a quiet cul-de-sac, situated between the neighbouring towns of Hythe and New Romney. As Hammond approached, he could see Mischa waiting in a white Smart car parked on the kerb outside Elijah’s front garden. He beckoned to her as he drew up alongside, but deliberately parked further along the road. It was better to conduct his initial search with discretion. No doubt the neighbours would be aware something was up before long.



Hammond strode up to the door where Mischa now stood, and accepted the keys from her hand.



‘If I may, I’d look to take a quick look by myself, and then perhaps you can tell me if anything looks out of the ordinary.’



Mischa agreed to wait, and returned to her car where a Jack Russell terrier was yapping at the passenger window. 



As Hammond entered the bungalow, he observed a winter coat hanging on the coat peg inside the entrance porch. He checked the pockets. A collection of unused dog waste disposal bags, a packet of travel tissues, and an opened tube of cough sweets were the only contents. A pair of rubber boots, size 9, were on the mat underneath. Hammond checked their soles; dry and relatively clean. He ventured through the interior porch door and paused between two doorways, one leading to the kitchen on his left.



Every time he entered another person’s property, he had a guilty sense that he was trespassing, despite knowing it was a general practice in police work. Hammond had always felt uncomfortable with the task of searching through another’s personal belongings. He shook the feeling off, telling himself he was not intruding but merely doing a preliminary check, and ventured further into the home.



The walls were painted off-white. The beige carpet lacked sufficient padded comfort underfoot. Wooden framed pictures of coastal landscapes and brightly coloured botanical prints decorated the walls in sporadic order. Hammond noted that not all were at eye level, causing him to stretch or bend to look at the images before he ran his hand gently at the back of each frame. They appeared to be reproduction prints by the same artist, signed with their initials in black on the bottom right of each picture. There was no other décor other than a yucca plant placed in a basket-style pot in the hallway.



The kitchen was small and basic, measuring about three by five metres, with a back door that led to the garden. Two usable sideboards ran along the opposing sides of the room. They were uncluttered but lacked workable space, partly due to the placement of a combination microwave, a twin toaster, and a kettle taking up most of the sideboard. Above them was a row of cupboards. Hammond checked in each one. The plates were mismatched – some plain, some with floral designs. He counted eight dinner plates and contemplated whether Elijah had enjoyed entertaining. Next, he checked the glassware; four wine glasses, the rest were tumblers. The washing machine had a few items awaiting a wash: socks, pants, jeans, and a few t-shirts. The oven seemed well used, the freezer well stocked. Under the sink were cleaning detergents and stacks of tinned dog food, a packet of canine flea treatment, and a small first aid kit.



A small square dining table, large enough for four places, was positioned by the window facing the road at the front. Hammond glanced at the pair of cork dinner mats – one was more worn than the other.



He re-entered the hallway to the living room, which was minimalistic but comfortable. A tan three-piece leather sofa was placed against the north wall, opposite a small television on a corner unit. There was a Panasonic old-style hi-fi supporting stacks of music cds, ranging from jazz, seventies to eighties pop classics, and soft rock. Hammond studied several books on the low bookshelf beside the window. The majority of titles were based on sport or sporting legends, but also wildlife photography, a complete works of Shakespeare, a biography of David Bowie, several art history books, a well-thumbed copy of the Encyclopaedia Britannia, Whitaker’s Almanac, Kobbe’s Complete Book of Opera, Greek Mythology, and several titles based on British history.



Three framed photographs were displayed on the mantelpiece: a Jack Russell, presumably Charlie, running towards the photographer holding a tennis ball in its mouth; another of Mischa in a garden, smiling at the camera; the third showed Mischa and Elijah cuddled together, her head against his shoulder, looking directly at the camera. They looked happy.



He checked for any photo albums. Not finding any, he looked through the drawer of the corner unit. There was a packet of new AA batteries, television cables, and the television remote. Hammond looked for any signs of a computer. There were none, and no router. He checked the wall sockets. There was no landline connected to the phone socket. Evidently Elijah was modern enough to prefer a mobile phone, even if he did not have Wi-Fi.



The main bedroom next door was then examined. The bed had been used recently. Two empty suitcases were propped upright at the back of the built-in wardrobe, partially concealed by the ten shirts, varying in colours and patterns, a few jackets, several pairs of jeans, and formal plain trousers – all size 28 inch waist, ranging from navy to black. Several shoes, all in size 9, ranged from formal black leather to canvas summer plimsolls.



The first drawer of the chest of drawers contained a box of assorted cuff-links and a plain gold wedding ring. A valid passport was found on top of a small collection of birthday cards. Hammond flicked through the passport, taking a note of the number and expiry date before replacing and examining the greetings cards addressed to Elijah which were piled underneath. Hammond opened them all, making a note of the names. A card with the picture of a Jack Russell sleeping was signed from Mischa with all her love; another, with photographs of sailing boats, had been signed ‘Love Sue’. A crude cartoon of a buxom woman in tennis gear had been signed by several people. Hammond took a photo of the signatures and replaced the items in the drawer.



He checked the remaining contents – t-shirts and jumpers, underwear and socks, then ran his hand underneath each drawer base and peered behind the unit. There was nothing concealed.



Hammond surveyed the room carefully. The room had the basic essentials, but it lacked any hint of the personality of the individual who slept there. There may have been the intention to leave without a trace, or it could be indicative of a man who had yet to identify his own style.



Checking the spare room and bathroom, Hammond noted both toothbrushes in the cabinet and a comb, then checked the plughole in the bath and shower, and extracted hairs before putting them into an evidence bag. He repeated his inspection in each room, taking photographs using his mobile phone, then ventured into the back garden which consisted of a small patio, a square of lawn, and a washing line. He peered into the dustbins; they were full, suggesting constant usage. A quick examination of the lawn and patio showed no evidence of any disturbance in the ground.



Hammond identified the garage key from the fob Mischa had provided, and let himself in. The red Dacia Logan parked inside was clean, the doors locked. Hammond glanced in the windows. The car looked empty. The shelves on the far wall of the garage housed jars of screws and washers, the usual DIY equipment, and several Haynes Manuals. Hammond rifled through them, more out of self-interest than anything, and was bemused to find between the manuals for a Ford Escort and a Vauxhall Zafira that there was a Captain Scarlet Spectrum Agents Manual. He chuckled, resisting the temptation to read through it, and surveyed above him. Various lengths of rope, neatly wound and tied together, were stored beside a pile of folded plastic sheets on a board balancing between two rafters. A man’s Apollo Enduro bike was hanging from the hooks screwed into the rafters.
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