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‘Jaq!’ 

The call rang out across the pub and she homed in on Sarah, waving from amongst a huddle of work colleagues. 

Jaq threaded her way through the dense Thursday evening crowd, already regretting saying yes to this invitation. She’d been bemoaning her single state via text a few nights ago to Sarah, who was about to get married. 

Come to my work engagement party, she’d messaged. We have loads of nice looking single men.

She would know. She was marrying someone she worked with. Seeing her best friend marry made Jaq feel like she was missing out. 

One by one, everyone she knew at school had got hitched. But as long as Sarah had remained single, she’d been okay. Now she was the last in their friends’ group. 

She wasn’t usually influenced by social pressure, but she’d kicked into overdrive on this one. It proved her desperation that she’d agreed to go to this party and now it was too late to back out. 

‘Guys, this is Jaq, my best friend since primary school, and soon to be my maid-of-honour.’ 

‘Hi,’ Jaq said and waved to encompass the large gathering.

As to be expected from a marketing agency, they all looked trendy, half on the artistic side with colourful hair, tattoos and piercings, the other half in sharp suits, although they had all loosened their ties. They’d taken over an and area that included a booth where the artistic people had settled. The rest huddled around Sarah, who reeled off their names.

‘Don’t worry if you can’t remember them,’ a friendly woman with a nose piercing, who’d been introduced as Liz, said. ‘There’s far too many of us. I’m terrible with names as it is. I’ll probably have forgotten yours within the next five minutes.’

‘I think we all have that problem,’ Jaq said, although for her it was a lie. 

As a police officer, a detective in the serious crimes squad, she never forgot a name. Not that she was going to mention that, or her job. It put people off, especially prospective boyfriends.

‘Here, sit beside me.’ Liz squidged up along the frayed red velvet bench, forcing the man beside her to do the same. ‘This is Simon. He’s the best designer in our team, and going to stand in for Sarah while she’s on honeymoon.’

Simon gave her a polite, but not very interested, smile. That was okay. She’d already dismissed him as a potential boyfriend. He was good looking, dark eyes, long eyelashes, a mop of slightly overlong, wavy brown hair, but thin, far too thin. 

That either made him one of those men who was an obsessive runner or gay. In her experience, gay men were as fixated as women on their weight. This was further reinforced by the fact that he was nursing his pint. He was only a third of the way through, with another two pints lined up beside it, while the rest of the party were knocking their drinks back in style.

And another thing, it was hot in the pub, yet Simon was wearing a long-sleeved t-shirt. Only people with scars on their arms did that when everyone else had their sleeves rolled up and were dabbing at flushed, overheated faces.

In her line of work, Jaq had come across a lot of drug addicts. They were classic long sleeve wearers. That might not have been Simon’s issue, but it was another mark against him. She wanted someone law abiding, someone who had always been law-abiding. 

She had her standards, after all, even if she was desperate. And it was a strength to be able to cut people out immediately. After all, she didn’t have time to waste. Her work was too demanding to be distracted by an angsty love. 

She needed something clean and simple, someone who could support her as she would support them, somebody with whom she could have a meeting of minds. Somebody handsome that she could show off at parties would be a pleasant bonus.

‘So tell me, Jaq,’ Liz said, using that technique of repeating a person’s name to remember it. ‘What line of work are you in?’

Damn, straight off the bat. Jaq had her stock answer, though. 

‘I’m a civil servant.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Simon said, much to Jaq’s surprise.

People rarely bothered with a followup question. Civil servant sounded so boring most people just changed the subject.

‘You could be anything from a nurse to a Whitehall Mandarin,’ Simon continued, like an interrogator who wasn’t about to let anybody off the hook.

‘Nothing as exciting as a Whitehall Mandarin. Although I wouldn’t mind their salary.’

‘Wouldn’t we all?’ Liz said with a laugh.

Jaq used that to break eye contact with the too inquisitive Simon and change the direction of the conversation to Sarah’s wedding. Liz was happy to go along with that. She launched into how surprised she was that Sarah was marrying Aaron, who was in Sales. Jaq gathered from the friendly ribbing that the people in Sales were a different tribe. They were the suit wearing contingent of this group, and a not altogether popular one.

Aaron, though, was well liked. A crowd surrounded him as he regaled them with a story of how he messed up a drop kick in his latest rugby match. Sarah was clinging to his arm, laughing, which brought on a wave of irritated jealousy in Jaq.

Aaron was a great catch: tall, well built, blond, outgoing and earned plenty of money. Jaq was losing her best friend to that great hunk of muscle. Still, he was friendly enough, and she’d be able to relegate him to husband status and not have to see him very much once they were married.

Jaq took her pint glass, murmured something about catching up with Sarah and hurried back to her side.

‘So, how do I tell the singletons from the rest?’ Jaq said into Sarah’s ear. 

In her experience, not having a wedding ring was no indicator. Sarah looked around, weighing up the crowd. 

‘I’ll introduce you. Don’t bother with those three for a start,’ she said, pointing discreetly to three men, one so obviously camp he had to be gay, another rather nice looking Asian guy and Simon.

‘All gay?’

‘The first two, yes. Simon,’ Sarah shrugged. ‘Nobody knows.’

That was such a strange comment that it piqued Jaq’s curiosity.

‘What do you mean?’

‘He doesn’t seem interested in anyone, men or women. We all like him, and he will chat with whoever’s around. He’s also a hard worker and chips in on projects if we need him, but he keeps to himself.’

Jaq stepped sideways to give herself some room as she was constantly being jabbed in the back by some woman’s handbag. 

‘Keeps to himself? In what way?’ 

Jaq’s detective instincts always kicked in when she heard about oddballs. It made her wonder what they were up to.

‘Never having a partner, I guess, or interested in having one,’ Sarah said as she took a meditative sip of her beer and stared at Simon, currently chatting to a young blond guy with green highlights on the other side of Liz. 

‘And he socialises but only to a point. He’s always one of the first to leave. He’ll buy a round of drinks and then go, without touching all the pints that have stacked up before him.

‘We call it the Simon bonus. We just share his lot out with whoever’s still around. He’s the same at work. He leaves on time. I don’t think he’s ever been the last out of the office. 

‘And he doesn’t like one-to-ones. He’ll go out in a group, but if it dwindles, he leaves. I’ve never once seen him having lunch with just one other person. It’s a group or not at all.’

‘Huh, that is unusual.’ But since Jaq couldn’t find a criminal angle for that kind of behaviour, she lost interest. ‘Okay, so show me the best of what’s still available.’

‘Artistic or materialistic?’ Sarah said with a laugh as she waved a hand that encompassed the crowd.

‘What difference does it make?’ Jaq asked, but gave it some consideration as she looked Aaron up and down.

He was very well built, and good looking. His colleagues were similar, men who spent lunchtime at the gym. All with short crew cuts and their subtle signs of wealth, such as the name brand watches and the darker guy with the gold signet ring. 

‘I always thought I’d go for someone artistic like me,’ Sarah said as Aaron slipped his arm around her waist while still chatting with his mates. ‘But the sales guys earn commission, so while they have the same basic salary, they can more than double it in a good month.’

‘I didn’t know you were so materialistic,’ Jaq said, well aware that Sarah wasn’t attracted by the money.

‘Love at first sight,’ Sarah said as she leaned up and gave Aaron a peck on his cheek.

He turned around and gave her a much longer kiss on the lips that made all his male friends give a roar, half of approval, half a demand to stop. Jaq sympathised. It was cringy to watch such a loved up couple.

‘Talk to Rob,’ Aaron said, grinning at Jaq over Sarah’s shoulder. ‘He said you looked fit.’

It didn’t thrill Jaq to hear she’d been a part of the men’s conversation, but she supposed it was fair enough if they were also looking to meet someone.

‘Him,’ Sarah said as she pointed to the man with the signet ring. 

She also rolled her eyes, a warning to Jaq, but as Rob was making his way towards them, Jaq closed the gap, and said, ‘Fancy getting some air?’

‘Do you smoke?’ he asked as he took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and started pushing his way through the crowd towards the doors.

‘I don’t,’ Jaq said, as they got outside and joined the people standing about, pint in one hand, cigarette in the other. 

Since the indoor smoking ban had come into force, the smokers were now relegated to huddling outside. Fine on a comfortable spring day, but not great throughout the wet and windy winter.

‘I started when I was thirteen,’ Rob said, flicking the bottom of his pack till a cigarette rose sufficiently to grab it between his lips. ‘If there was one thing I could tell myself if I went back in time, it would be to leave the cigs alone.’

‘So you’ve tried to give up?’ 

Jaq’s father was a smoker, so she was used to it, although she would have preferred that a potential life partner not be a smoker.

‘Hundreds of times,’ Rob said, and Jaq decided he had a nice voice, despite the cockney twang. 

Maybe this evening hadn’t been a complete waste of time after all.




      [image: ]Simon stepped out of the pub with a sense of relief. Liz was getting a little too friendly the drunker she got. It made things awkward. 

Sarah’s friend, maid-of-honour or whatever, was also odd. She was attractive, straight brown hair tied back off her face but with a fringe that framed and softened the look that was Japanese in style. And she was fit. There were toned muscles under her draped grey dress. But the way she looked at him was unsettling. 

It felt like she was seeing too much, reminiscent of the police. That brought up all sorts of memories he tried to keep buried. Now he looked around. Time to go home, but which was the best route? 

Walk across Tower Bridge and then to the Docklands Light Rail, he decided, after a moment’s reflection. The whole route was plastered with CCTV because up to the Docklands it was a prime area for socialising and tourists. If nothing else, the London Mayor was keen to keep tourists safe. 

Simon had bought his flat with two criteria: proximity to public transport and crime levels. The online crime map was a really useful tool for working out the safest places to live.

His flat had a low crime rating thanks to two factors. One, the high numbers of CCTV cameras lining the surrounding roads. Two, the large police station three blocks away. Criminals avoided police stations. There were far too many officers frequenting the local shops, pubs and cafes or just roaming about.

It suited Simon, though, because he had to be careful about everything. About where he lived, about what he did and how he interacted with people. His history meant certain jobs were entirely out of the question, no teaching jobs, no customer facing jobs, no job where he might land up alone with one other person.

Fortunately, he was good at art, and a charity had got him access to a design course. So an open plan office job at a large advertising agency was a good fit. But even there he kept his distance, which extended to turning down an offer of promotion to manager. 

He wasn’t good with people. That was one reason. He also struggled to read and managers had a lot more paperwork, although he probably could have found a workaround for that. The clincher was that managers had one-to-one meetings with their staff and he wasn’t willing to risk that.

Now, as Simon set off into the twilight, he took a deep breath of cool air. He enjoyed walking. Maybe because he’d been a prisoner in his own home until the age of fourteen. The walk across Tower Bridge, with the stiff wind blowing down the Thames, blew out all his stress. 

It was always a superb view and out of habit, he stopped at the midpoint of the bridge and looked downriver. The Thames was a deep, rippling green with a pale blue line where it met the sky. Above that, the sky was tending towards inky with regular dabs of almost translucent fluffy clouds picked out in a burnt orange as the last rays of the sun hit them. It was too dark to take a photo, but he committed the range of colours to memory. 

He liked the sky. It was big and wide and open and it brought peace with it. He never tired of looking up, and spent much of his free time painting the sky in all its wide variety. 

He took a final deep, satisfied breath and carried on to catch his train. It was just a single line and ten stops before he got home. Then a walk along a well lit, heavily surveilled road to his flat. 

He lived on the top floor, deliberately, because he got better views of the sky from up there. The building was old though and didn’t have a lift. When he was tired like today and drained from having to interact with people, the four stories seemed exhausting.

Once through his front door, his motion sensitive automatic recording system kicked in. He checked it to make sure nobody had come in while he was away. Nobody ever had, but it was best to be careful. Nobody, aside from him, had ever been in the flat. He’d even had it decorated before moving in so that he wouldn’t have to share the space with anybody else.

Simon made himself a cup of tea, adding in his usual two lumps of crystallised ginger and settled on his sofa with a sigh of relief. It was good to be home. He took a first tentative sip while he examined his latest, nearly complete, cloud painting on the easel across the room, mentally filling in what still had to be done: mostly highlights to the fluffy edges of the clouds.

His mind drifted on, thinking about the work gathering, and Liz, who’d been extra chatty. He quite liked her as a colleague. She had a clean, no nonsense drawing style that was well suited to advertising. 

Then he considered that woman. It took him a moment to recall her name, but it finally came to him, Jaq. Maybe it was because it was a strange name for a woman that it had stuck. 

The other option was that he was attracted to her. That made him nervous. But he was human, after all, and in his thirties, so it was normal to be attracted to a woman. He had to keep reminding himself of that. 

Being fascinated by a woman wasn’t an unhealthy perversion. All the same, it was just as well he wouldn’t be seeing her again. It was best to steer clear of any temptation that left him in a turmoil of desire and equally powerful nauseous revulsion.
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‘All right people,’ Detective Chief Inspector Morris shouted over the hubbub of the office. ‘We have a missing person.’ 

‘Oh great,’ Jaq said as she put down the bag that she’d been shoving her glasses and phone into before heading home. ‘It always happens at the end of the day on the weekend shift.’

‘This is Elizabeth Chadwick,’ DCI Morris said, swiping left on the smart board so that a large photo of a woman with a pierced nose appeared. ‘She has been missing for 38 hours. Uniforms haven’t been able to find her, so they’ve handed everything over to us. We’ve got some catching up to do. Divide into your usual three teams.’

The unit swung into well-oiled action as each team took over a particular section of the search.

‘Our usual, friends and known associates,’ Darren Jones, Jaq’s senior partner, said as the two of them opened the case file on their computers. ‘But let’s catch up on all the details first.’

‘Elizabeth Chadwick?’ Jaq examined the photograph and personal details of the missing woman again. ‘She looks familiar.’

‘Do you know her, Burnham?’ 

Darren was a damn good detective and might have been her ideal life partner from that point of view, though sadly, happily married. Besides, too old and not her physical type. Hating herself for it, Jaq couldn’t get past the extensive acne scaring, the wonky nose, and the almost translucent ginger hair that he kept to a short buzz cut.

Jaq scanned the missing person’s information again and spotted the place of work, London Marketing.

‘Of course!’ she said, snapping her fingers. ‘Liz.’

‘So you do know her.’

‘I met her on Thursday at a pub. She’s a colleague of Sarah’s.’

‘Ah. Not too close of a connection that you’d have to be off the case, but make sure to put it in the case notes.’

‘Shit,’ Jaq said and shook her head. ‘She seemed like a nice woman.’

‘Let’s hope we find her then.’ Darren swiped through the pages of information the uniformed police had already gathered. ‘It’s 38 hours since she disappeared. That’s not good. Her mother reported her missing. They live together and Liz went out on Saturday evening to see her boyfriend but didn’t turn up. Team one will be looking more thoroughly into him. Her mother only realised that she wasn’t home when she got up on this morning. Uniforms have already checked all the hospitals between the pub and home. CCTV, though, shows her coming this way.’

‘This way?’ Jaq scanned the document until she got to the same place as him. ‘Towards our station? Do you think she was being followed?’

‘It doesn’t look like it on the CCTV. But if she felt like she was being followed, then heading towards a police station is a good move. And we know some stalkers are really good at avoiding cameras.’

‘Yeah.’ 

Jaq worked her way through the rest of the information, friend and family contacts. This would involve more door-to-door questioning, although local constables had already started on that and handed over copies of their notes. After looking through those, Jaq consulted their lists of known local offenders and colleagues’ addresses. ‘Oh, look here,’ she said a couple of hours later, tapping an address on the screen. ‘That’s Jasmine Road too, really close to where Liz was last seen.’

‘And who is it?’

‘One of her colleagues. Simon White. I met him on Thursday too. He’s a bit odd.’

‘Odd how?’ Darren said, his fingers already tapping through his tablet, calling up the crime database for information on Simon White.

‘Nothing I could put my finger on exactly.’

‘A bit of a creep?’

‘More like… hyper vigilant, not willing to just let things drop. He was also sitting next to Liz on Thursday, although he left a couple of hours before the party ended.’

‘Worth a visit,’ Darren said, and slipped his tablet into his work bag. ‘Nothing comes up about him on an initial search, but it’s worth checking out for now.’

‘Yeah, let’s go. I’ll notify the team, who will be questioning the rest of the work colleagues, so we don’t duplicate. I’ll get Amber to dig deeper into this Simon White in the meantime.’




      [image: ]The doorbell shocked Simon into wakefulness and he realised he’d dozed off. His iPad was lying on the dining table, the show he was watching still running. He reached to press pause, his hand shaking, as the doorbell rang again. 

His already pounding heart lurched as he noted it was nine pm. It was far too late for a delivery, especially on a Sunday. Not that he was expecting one, but deliveries were the only reason for anybody to be at his door.

The bell sounded again, insistent, buzzing one, two, three times. Maybe there was a fire. But the smoke detectors–

The bell again. He hurried to the door. He should have checked the answerphone, but he was so thrown by being rushed that he just wrenched the door open.

His breath caught. Police! Two plainclothes cops in the front, two in uniforms standing behind them.

‘Simon White?’ the female officer asked. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Burnham, Violent Crimes Squad,’ she said, flashing her badge. 

She waved her warrant card too quickly for him to read it. Not that his brain could process anything. Weirdly enough, she seemed familiar, although Simon couldn’t think why.

‘Yes?’ 

He could barely speak. His heart rate surged, and he clutched the side of the door tighter to prevent his hand from shaking.

‘We’d like to ask you a few questions, if that’s alright, sir?’

‘A… about what?’

‘Mr White, you know Elizabeth Chadwick, don’t you?’

‘Liz?’ Simon was trying to understand and to get himself under control. ‘What’s happened to Liz?’

‘Why would anything happen to Ms Chadwick?’ the male officer said, a big bruiser of a man with the off kilter nose of a boxer.

‘Why else would you be here?’ Simon said with difficulty, because his mouth had dried up.

‘I’m afraid Ms Chadwick has disappeared–’

The female detective’s lips kept moving and Simon knew she was still speaking, but he couldn’t take it in. Dear God, what was happening?

‘– so we’d appreciate it if you’d let us in to check your house.’

Simon blinked at her, on the verge of panic but trying not to show it. She smiled back, a blank, professional, we’re waiting, kind of smile.

‘I know you,’ he muttered, trying to drag his fragmented mind back into order.

‘Yes, I’m D.I. Jaq Burnham,’ she said, emphasising the Jaq. ‘We met at Sarah’s engagement party. Now, will you let us take a look around, or will I need to get a warrant?’

Simon hesitated for a split second, but Liz was missing and he’d do whatever it took to help the police find her. So he stepped to the left, pulling the door open as he did and waved them in.

‘Thank you,’ D.I. Burnham said, and the detectives stepped inside while the uniforms took up position on either side of his door. ‘While we’re looking, would you mind answering a few questions?’

This wasn’t the first time in his life that police had arrived at Simon’s home, although the last time he’d been a lot younger, in his father’s house, and he’d hidden away as they’d stormed in. Weirdly, even though this was a lot more low key, it felt as traumatic. 

Still, he did as ordered. Now that they were here, his best bet, and Liz’s, was to get this over with as quickly as possible.

‘Can you tell me, please, when was the last time you saw Ms Chadwick?’

‘Thursday night, at the party.’ Simon glanced out of his front door to the balcony that ran the length of the block of flats. Neighbours had appeared, some peeking through a crack in their front door, others more blatantly standing outside, watching the show.

‘You haven’t seen her since?’ DI Burnham said as she crooked her finger to indicate he should follow her into the flat.

‘No. I haven’t seen her.’

Her partner, in the meantime, had headed to his closed bedroom door.

‘What is this room?’ he asked.

‘Bedroom,’ Simon said.

‘Would you open the door for us please, sir?’ the man said.

It felt to Simon like a worse intrusion being asked to open his house himself, like a victim slapping his own face. But he did as asked and pushed open the door.

‘What about you?’ Burnham carried on, as Simon stood aside to let the big cop enter his room. ‘What did you do after you left the party?’ 

‘I came straight home.’

‘Can anybody corroborate that?’ Burnham said as she took a pair of bright blue latex gloves out of a sealed pack and pulled them on. 

‘I have a home security system,’ Simon barely managed to whisper. This was getting worse and worse. ‘It will have time stamps.’

‘A home security system?’ D.I. Burnham paused, the second latex glove only half on. She looked like she thought this was a distinctly odd thing to have. ‘How about the rest of the weekend?’

‘I’ve been home.’

‘All weekend?’

‘Yes.’

‘You never went out.’

‘No.’

‘Alright, please open this door for me too,’ Burnham said, indicating the bathroom.

Simon did as ordered and tried to pull himself together at the same time. He’d been so shocked he’d done everything so far without thinking. But now he was regretting his capitulation. 

He belatedly remembered the advice Rat Face had given everyone at the young offender’s institution. Rat Face because he had a rather prominent set of front teeth, although Simon had always thought he looked more like a mouse with his big, round glasses. He’d been the local genius because, unlike most of them, he could read and write really well and spent his life with his nose in a book.

He’d always told them that whether they were innocent or guilty, they should say as little as possible to the police and block whatever they were trying to do.

‘Because they’ll just try to fit you up. They decide who’s guilty first, and then they find the evidence that proves it. Or they plant it,’ he’d added ominously.

‘Thank you for your co-operation. Now please wait out here with these officers,’ Burnham said, pointing at two uniforms. 

Simon blinked at her, realising he’d zoned out. She waited till he nodded agreement before she went in for a closer examination of his bathroom. It was too late for him to stop her. So, against everything Rat Face had warned him about, he remained in the doorway, watching, just in case they tried to plant something on him.


      [image: ]Jaq was struck by the thought that Simon White was more nervous than most. He’d turned white as a sheet when he’d seen cops at his door, but that was to be expected. It was rarely a good sign for anyone.

But he had yet to calm down. His tightly clasped hands were shaking, and he looked unfocused. He looked so petrified he couldn’t even concentrate as his eyes darted from her to Darren and back again.

‘Any luck?’ Darren asked as Jaq went back to digging through the laundry basket.

Jaq shook her head. 

‘Have you found his security system?’

‘Yeah, it’s hooked up to his computer. We’ll see if we can take his computer with us. Aside from that, no woman, but I suppose that was too much to ask for. No signs of anybody at all or a struggle. The place is immaculate.’

That was true, Jaq thought, as her gaze swept over a modern, open plan flat. A kitchen ran along the right-hand side wall to halfway, dining table to the left, sitting room at the far end with floor to ceiling industrial style windows. The rest was warm wood panelling, mid-century wood and olive green velvet furniture and a set of three massive paintings of cloud streaked skies. 

‘It looks like it’s straight out of a magazine. Maybe he is gay,’ Jaq said, glancing back into the bedroom and running her eye over the perfectly made bed.

Darren gave a cynical laugh and said, ‘My Brenda would kill to have a place decorated like this, although hers would be fuller of knick knacks. I wish she’d be more minimalist.’

Jaq laughed. She was all too familiar with Darren’s wife’s passion for interior decorating.

Now she headed for the kitchen to look through the cupboards. It could be very revealing to see what a suspect had in the cupboards. Kitchens were often used as hiding spaces for all sorts of things, from drugs to keys and weapons. Often mixed in with something innocuous, like the flour or the sugar. 

Simon White’s kitchen was as minimalist as the rest of the flat. He had a small stack of plates, minimal cutlery, and barely any food. Milk and bread in the fridge and a box of tea in the cupboard above the kettle, along with four packets of dried fruit, one apple, one pear, one mango and a half-empty bag of crystallised ginger. All too small to hide anything else in it. There was no flour, sugar, bags of pasta, cans of sauce or any of the detritus of most people’s kitchens.

‘This makes it look like he doesn’t live here at all,’ Jaq said, and might have added more, but her phone went off. 

‘Yes, Amber?’

‘Boss, I think I may have found something weird.’

‘Ok, just a sec.’ 

Jaq pushed Darren into the bedroom, closed the door behind them and switched the phone to speaker.

‘This Simon White, you asked me to look into… It all looked pretty normal, no criminal convictions, not even the proverbial parking ticket. But it looks like your man may have changed his name as part of the witness protection programme.’

‘Really? When?’ Jaq asked, looking at Darren with the sort of, what do we have here expression.

‘Hard to tell, but there are no records of him from around fifteen years ago. Nothing obvious, although Simon White is a pretty common name.’

‘Okay, thanks, keep digging and let me know if you turn anything else up.’

‘Will do,’ Amber said, and the phone clicked off.

‘Well, what do you think of that?’ Jaq said and cocked her head at Darren. 

‘Tenuous, people land up in witness protection for many reasons and I’m guessing he’s in his thirties, so if he changed his name so long ago, it was probably because of something that happened when he was a kid.’

‘What though?’ Jaq said as she took in the minimalist bedroom, with another pair of sky paintings and the same floor to ceiling windows. ‘If it was a sexual offence, it might be relevant.’

‘It isn’t much to go on,’ Darren said. ‘Liz Chadwick was last seen near his house. He might have a record and he’s a colleague of the missing woman.’

‘He’s super nervous and his flat is unnaturally clean.’

‘Some people are just neat freaks.’

‘I think we should take him in, just in case.’ Police were unfair and harsh, but there was a reason for it, mostly because they were trying to protect the weak and the vulnerable or to get justice. Sometimes that prevented them from showing compassion for potential suspects. ‘We need to keep him where we can see him and where he can’t do any damage limitations or just vanish on us.’

‘It will have to be voluntary. If you can convince him to come to the station, I’ll go along with it.’

‘Alright,’ Jaq said and went back to Simon. ‘Mr White, we’d like you to come down to the station to answer some questions. We’d also appreciate if you let us take your security recordings and all your unwashed clothes for forensic analysis.’

It was a long shot. Without a warrant, Simon White was within his rights to tell her to go to hell and chuck the lot of them out.

He looked up, pale and shaky. 

‘I didn’t do anything. You’re wasting your time and Liz’s looking into me.’

‘All the same, sir.’

Simon White stared at her, it seemed in a blank, thoughts flickering across his face. She held her breath, waiting for him to tell her to go to hell. 

But in the end he seemed to crumple, shrugged and said, ‘Do whatever you want.’

‘Thank you. This way, sir.’ 

Keeping it polite never hurt. Sometimes it really annoyed Jaq to have to do it when she had just arrested someone she knew damn well to be guilty, but that wasn’t the case here. So she was keeping her expressions neutral. She didn’t want to give Simon White any sign of whether she thought him innocent or guilty.
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