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About the Book

When designer Arabella Webster disappears the day before her first showing at London Fashion Week, her daughter Joanna can’t help but fear the worst. The latest collection from Arabella Designs is the culmination of years of hard work and the financial future of the company depends on it being a success – there’s no way Arabella would do anything to jeopardise it. So where is she?

But as Joanna attempts to discover what lies behind her mother’s mysterious disappearance it seems this is the least of her problems – it soon becomes apparent that the woman she has idolised all her life has been hiding a dark secret that will change everything. And as the revelations come to a head it is looking less and less likely that Arabella will return . . .




‘She sleeps and as her eyelids droop

A veil of innocence descends.

Misleading mask! – so free from sin

That none would guess the truth within.

‘She sighs and with each gentle breath

Her lips seem to be smiling.

Beguiling smile! – that seems sincere

On waking’s but a false veneer.

‘She turns with movements like a child.

A hand outstretched for comfort.

By day that hand will seize and take

All within reach for its owner’s sake.

‘At dawn that innocence will go

With that first flutter of her lids.

On waking – if she’d but retain

The look that does not search for gain.’






One

Early morning, Monday 13 September

‘Well! Here we are at last. Isn’t it wonderful? Aren’t we going to be happy? Thank God we’ve sorted out everything at last.

‘I knew this was the only way, you see. After all the argument . . . When you rejected me – Christ! You’ve no idea how much that hurt. I couldn’t believe it at first. How could you do that to me? Jesus, I was spaced out for weeks . . .

‘I never stopped missing you, though. Funny, isn’t it, how you build pictures in your mind? Imagining all sorts of nice things happening: being together, having long talks, laughing at the same things . . . then you get so disappointed when it doesn’t happen.

‘It was like that with me. Always painting pictures of our life together. And always disappointed when it didn’t happen. Like when you said “No”.

‘Oh, Jesus Christ, there’s so much I want to say to you. Things I want to tell you. You do know I love you, though, don’t you? Love you more than anyone in the world . . .

‘This is the moment I’ve longed for, for such a long time. And there’s no turning back now, is there? We’re together at last and that’s how I hope it will always be.

‘Just you and me.’

The first flicker of unease slid into Joanna Knight’s mind at a quarter to nine when she realised Arabella hadn’t turned up for work. As she was renowned for her punctuality that was odd for a start. She normally arrived at eight-thirty sharp. By nine o’clock Joanna’s unease had become concern. Yet she kept thinking her mother would surely come flying into the showroom at any second, blonde hair skimming her shoulders, hot blue eyes blazing with enthusiasm, her glossily painted mouth curved in a teasing smile. ‘You know I’m never late, darling. The traffic was terrible,’ she’d say.

So why was her mobile phone switched off?

By that point the fashion correspondent and film crew from B-Sky-B were getting restless. Further offers of coffee didn’t pacify them.

‘Do you think she’ll be here soon?’ Dominica asked. ‘We do have to interview another designer this morning. We can’t wait much longer.’

It was the eve of London Fashion Week and Dominica Shepherd, one-time model turned TV presenter, was getting edgy.

‘I know she’s on her way,’ Joanna replied, still sure at this point that it was true. ‘Let me call her housekeeper to check what time she left home.’

While Dominica and the crew hovered restlessly, Joanna rushed back to her desk and grabbed the phone. Melosa answered after several rings.

‘Mrs Webster she left as usual,’ she told Joanna in her halting English. ‘She take Louise to school. Like she always.’

‘What time did they leave, Melosa?’

‘When they always . . . at a quarter after eight.’

‘Thanks.’ Joanna replaced the receiver slowly. That wasn’t good news. Every morning, like clockwork, Arabella left her Kensington flat at eight-fifteen, dropping off Louise at her day school on the way and then driving straight to work in Pimlico Road, arriving on the dot of eight-thirty.

Her couture business Arabella Designs occupied what had previously been a corner shop with accommodation on two floors above it. There was an exclusive atmosphere about the place now. Glass swing doors led into a comfortably sized salon with changing rooms, and a large window in which today three evening dresses were displayed overlooked the street. Workrooms and offices were on the upper floors where twenty seamstresses and a PA-cum-secretary worked, and where Joanna, dealing with public relations, also had a tiny office.

She glanced at her wrist watch. It was nine-fifteen. Not earth-shatteringly late by normal standards, but very late by Arabella’s.

Joanna closed her office door with her foot while she made her next call to Rutlands. No point in letting everyone hear what was happening.

‘This is Joanna Knight,’ she explained when she got through to the small private school. ‘Has Louise Webster been dropped off with you this morning?’

‘Yes,’ replied the school secretary in surprise. ‘Mrs Webster was one of the first mothers to arrive, but then she usually is.’

Next Joanna rang Equus in the Brompton Road.

‘Is Arabella Webster there, please?’

There was a momentary pause while the receptionist looked at the appointments book. ‘She’s not booked in for today. Is that her daughter? Thought I recognised your voice. Your mother had a shampoo and blow-dry yesterday so I don’t expect we’ll see her for another couple of days.’

Joanna pressed the mouse on her desk, flicking up the details of Arabella’s personal file on her screen. Dentist . . . doctor (she was having treatment for hypertension) . . . osteopath . . . health club . . . chiropodist . . . where was Joanna supposed to start?

At that moment her office door opened and a bone-thin, brittle-looking woman in her early-forties shot in from her own office diagonally across the landing. Eleanor was Arabella’s PA and showroom manager.

‘What’s happening?’ she asked urgently. ‘Is Arabella all right? Why isn’t she here?’ Her sharp white jaw glinted like exposed bone against the black of her dyed hair. She glared at Joanna as if she was responsible for her mother’s absence.

‘I don’t know,’ Joanna replied, dashing past her and running down the flight of narrow stairs to the ground floor. The grey and white showroom, furnished only with a rail holding a couple of dozen garments, several modern chairs and a low glass-topped table on which stood an arrangement of white flowers, was dazzlingly bright under the television lights. Suddenly they were switched off.

‘It’s getting too bloody hot in here,’ she heard one of the crew grumble as she picked her way across the cables that snaked over the grey carpet.

‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to go,’ Dominica said regretfully. She glanced at her gold wrist watch. ‘We’re running late and we’ve got to get to Fulham. This is a helluva week . . .’

It took the crew much less time to pack up and go than it had to set up.

‘Fuck!’ Joanna said to herself as she raced back upstairs. She’d worked so hard to get that TV interview and now she wondered if they’d bother covering the actual show. There was nothing so fickle as the media. As she reached the landing she heard Eleanor’s voice. The door to her office was open and she was talking to someone on the phone.

‘. . . Arabella’s new collection is absolutely revolutionary! A complete departure from anything she’s done before, using leather, metal, feathers, tiny mirrors and silk imported from China. This is the first time she’s put on a big show during London Fashion Week and there’s been a massive response to the invitations.’

Here Eleanor’s voice dropped confidingly and Joanna strained to hear what she was saying.

‘Of course she dresses a lot of very famous women: pop stars, Hollywood actresses and certain members of the royal family. They love her designs, especially for foreign tours such as . . .’

Joanna frowned. Arabella never mentioned the royals to the media. It was a very sensitive issue. Great offence could be caused if they thought you were taking advantage of their patronage. She was on the point of interrupting Eleanor’s flow, because apart from anything else talking to journalists was her job, when Rosie McDowell, the head seamstress and workroom manageress, who’d been with Arabella from the beginning, came down the stairs from the workroom.

‘Is your ma here yet?’ she asked anxiously.

Joanna shook her head.

Pink and plump like a full-blown example of her name, Rosie regarded Joanna with motherly concern. ‘There’s a problem with the black and gold evening dress. I’ve got to ask her if she’s planning to put beaded shoulder straps on it or black satin rouleau ones?’

They’d all been working for weeks now, getting the collection ready for Friday’s show, and pressure was mounting. Everything had to be perfect. Arabella liked to check every stitch and no one, not even Rosie, dared make final decisions or adjustments without her express permission.

Arabella was now nearly an hour and a half late and Joanna was developing a splitting headache. ‘I’m really worried. God, I hope she hasn’t had an accident!’

‘Maybe someone else wanted to interview her, sudden like? Perhaps for the radio?’ Rosie suggested helpfully.

Joanna shook her head. ‘Sky was one of the most important interviews of the week. She’d never have let them down if she could have helped it.’

Joanna Knight had never intended to be her mother’s PR. When she’d left boarding school, with nine GCSEs and four ‘A’ levels, including an A* for art, Arabella had sent her off with a group of friends to travel around the world during her gap year. That had been great and Joanna had really enjoyed touring around India and Thailand, eventually ending up in Australia and New Zealand.

Back in London, living in an attic flat in Pimlico, she was all geared up to start a three-year course at St Martin’s School of Art, where she considered herself lucky to have been accepted. It was all she’d ever really wanted to do, but her mother suddenly decided she had other plans for her. And somehow, because no one ever refused Arabella anything, she ended up getting what she wanted.

‘Darling,’ she’d said one weekend, having invited Joanna to her flat for Sunday lunch, ‘d’you know what I’d like, more than anything else in the world?’ Her expression was wistful.

‘What’s that, Mummy?’ Joanna had been nineteen at the time, and believed that her mother already had everything a woman could possibly want.

Arabella, slim and tanned, golden and sexy, reached out and took Joanna’s hand, ignoring her bitten nails and slightly plump fingers. ‘More than anything in the world, sweetheart, I’d like you to work with me in the business. We’re going places, you know, darling. The company’s growing. I want to build it up so that I become as famous a name as Coco Chanel. I know we have a long way to go and the first thing I’m going to need is someone to invest in me. Have faith in my talents, so I can become a big player on the fashion scene.’

Joanna sat looking less than soignée in her slightly grubby T-shirt and baggy trousers and stared at Arabella, too astonished to speak.

‘Me?’ she croaked, alarmed. Why should her mother want her involved in such a glamorous lifestyle? High fashion wasn’t Joanna’s scene at all. She’d always done everything Arabella wanted, usually for the sake of peace, but she was the ugly duckling of the family, the budding artist, not caring how she looked in case she lost street cred among her peer group – and here was her mother asking her to become a part of the fashion industry? ‘But I’m going to St Martin’s.’ She reached for her wine glass and took a gulp.

Arabella set such store by beauty. It was what her business was all about, of course. Making women of all ages look as beautiful as possible. She was a beauty snob, in fact. Plain people didn’t interest her. That was why Joanna was secretly sure her mother favoured her half-sister Louise, nine years old and fine-boned, with blonde tendrils of hair flowing wispily around her heart-shaped face. Her bright blue eyes were fringed with black lashes. Her lips always looked as if she’d just been eating raspberries. Louise should be the one eventually to join Arabella in the business. Not Joanna. She’d taken after her father, Jeremy Knight; tall and strong-looking, with capable hands. She never bothered with make-up although acknowledging that her eyes, grey like Dad’s, were quite nice and that her dark hair, cut short more for convenience than style, was all right.

‘I can’t, Mummy,’ she said childishly, aghast at the prospect. ‘I’d never fit in.’

Arabella frowned at being opposed. ‘Of course you’d fit in,’ she said almost crossly. ‘You’re my daughter. Who else would I want to do my PR? You’re so good with people and I’ll soon teach you the ropes.’

Although they were alone because Louise was spending the weekend with her father, Eric Webster, Arabella leaned closer across the dining table and lowered her voice confidingly.

‘I need someone I can trust, my darling. You and Louise will inherit the business eventually, in any case. So why not become a part of it sooner rather than later?’ She squeezed Joanna’s hand, giggling like an excited young girl now. ‘We’ll have such fun! Seeing you every day will be heaven. I can hardly wait.’

‘But I don’t know a thing about PR. I’ve always wanted to go to art school. It’s what I want to do,’ she’d argued rebelliously.

Arabella drew away, lifting her long mane of blonde hair off the back of her neck with both hands and then letting it drop to one shoulder. ‘And who pays the rent of your flat?’ Her tone was cold. ‘If it weren’t for me you wouldn’t be able to afford one room in Earl’s Court on the pocket money your father gives you.’

Joanna flushed, knowing it was true.

‘I don’t know why I should go on subsidising you if you’re going to be so unsupportive of me. And what happens when you leave art school? The world is full of impoverished artists. Am I supposed to go on financing your lifestyle then? Look, sweetie,’ Arabella continued, changing tack, ‘I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t genuinely believe you’d be wonderful at the job. I’d so like to have you near to me. All those years when you were away at boarding school were . . . well, I missed you.’

‘You had Louise.’

‘She’s just a baby. We’re on the same wavelength, darling . . .’

In the end, of course, Joanna had given way. Just like everyone else did where Arabella was concerned. Before she knew it she’d been enrolled on computer and business studies courses, had gone on to work in an established PR firm to gain experience, and then eighteen months ago had arrived to start work at Arabella Designs.

On the desk in her new office she found a bouquet of pink roses, with a card on which was scrawled: ‘Welcome, my darling. I’m so happy you’re here. Fondest love. Mummy’.

It was now twelve-thirty. After a chaotic morning the place was suddenly quiet, the showroom deserted. The ladies who shopped had become the ladies who lunched. There were few passers-by in Pimlico Road to admire the dresses in the window. Even the workroom was quiet as the girls stopped for sandwiches and coffee and a glance at the Sun or Mirror, knowing they’d be working late again tonight. Eleanor had gone to bank some cheques. There was still no word from Arabella.

Feeling too keyed up to eat, Joanna fetched herself a bottle of water from the fridge in the galley kitchen and wondered what to do next. After the tension of the morning, during which she’d contemplated phoning the local hospitals to see if her mother had been in an accident, the sudden silence unnerved her. She longed to phone her boyfriend, Freddie, with whom she was now living, but he worked as a pupil barrister and was in court all day today so she decided to phone her father. Jeremy and Arabella hadn’t communicated since she’d walked out on him after four years of marriage, but he and Joanna had stayed close and she loved her stepmother, Victoria, a warm-hearted, domesticated woman who made huge fragrant casseroles and baked her own bread.

She tapped in the number of Metropolitan magazine and asked to be put through to the advertising department.

‘Hello?’ It was wonderful to hear Jeremy’s rich and reassuring voice.

‘Hi, Daddy, it’s me. Listen, I’m worried about Ma. She hasn’t turned up for work and I don’t know what to do. I’ve checked all over the place but there’s not a sign of her. She’s already missed a vital TV interview, and she’s supposed to be doing another with the Daily Telegraph this afternoon. I don’t know what else to do.’

‘She can’t have gone far, Jo,’ he said calmly. ‘This is her big week, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. People have been ringing all morning, wanting to talk to her. What the hell can I say? Apart from she’s busy, she’s tied up at the moment, she’s out, she’s with an important client . . . I’m running out of excuses,’ Joanna added desperately.

‘Well, don’t panic, darling,’ he said comfortingly. ‘Could she have gone to the site of the show? It’s being held in the grounds of the Natural History Museum, isn’t it? Maybe she’s got carried away discussing the arrangements? You know what she’s like better than I do now but I’m sure she’s still a perfectionist. If the catwalk’s three inches too short she’ll insist on its being rebuilt.’

‘But I don’t understand why her mobile has been switched off all day. I’ve phoned the model agency, Cartier, Jimmy Choo, the make-up people, everyone who’s involved, and no one has heard from her.’

‘Mmmm.’ Jeremy was silent for a moment, deep in thought. ‘If it had been anyone else . . .’

‘Exactly!’

‘Have you phoned the local hospitals to see if she’s been admitted to the casualty department?’

‘No.’ Joanna spoke in a small, terrified voice. ‘I thought about it but then I figured we’d have been told if anything had happened.’

‘I’ll do it now, love. Try not to worry. I’m sure there must be a perfectly simple explanation. People don’t just vanish like this and you know your mother – she’s a born survivor. I’ll get back to you in a few minutes.’

Joanna leaned back in her swivel seat, exhausted and now tormented by visions of her mother lying injured or in a coma, suffering from a stroke or a heart attack, maybe even . . .

Eleanor returned from the bank, breathless and flustered. ‘Have you heard anything? Has she arrived?’

Joanna shook her head. ‘Are you sure she didn’t leave a message on your desk, or even in the workroom, explaining why she couldn’t come in today?’

Eleanor looked distressed, her bony hands working nervously. ‘Of course she didn’t. I’m terribly worried about her, Joanna. She’s been working so hard, getting this collection ready. She’s under enormous strain . . . but she always tells me where she’s going, what she’s doing, who she’s seeing . . .’ Her eyes brimmed and she added abruptly, ‘I always know where to find her. And as her so-called publicity agent, you should too.’

Joanna flushed, feeling like a scolded schoolgirl. The phone on her desk burst unnervingly into life. She grabbed the receiver.

‘Arabella Designs. Can I help you?’ she said automatically.

‘It’s me, Jo . . .’

‘Oh, Dad!’

Jeremy’s voice sounded carefully measured. ‘No news, which is good. I’ve been on to the casualty departments of all the main London hospitals but no one of your mother’s description has been admitted.’

‘Thank God for that.’ Joanna felt a surge of relief. ‘So what should I do now?’

‘My advice would be to wait until later on today to see what happens. If she hasn’t turned up by the late afternoon, I think you should tell the police. Report her as missing.’

‘Missing?’ Joanna repeated, stunned. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Eleanor’s horrified expression as she stood listening to their conversation. ‘What do I say, Dad? I thought you could only report small children who went missing right away? Don’t you have to wait at least forty-eight hours if it’s an adult?’

‘Not necessarily. This is an important week for your mother, isn’t it?’

‘The most important week of her career.’

‘Then I think you should do something about it if you haven’t heard from her by five o’clock.’

‘OK.’ She was filled with anguish and anger in equal measure. How dare Arabella put them all through this worry when they were already stressed? What the hell was she playing at?

It was two o’clock. Joanna glanced at the day’s schedule and realised tonight was the big reception at Lancaster House to launch London Fashion Week, hosted by the Prime Minister and his wife. Vivienne Westwood, Catherine Walker, Amanda Wakeley – they’d all be there; the guest list read like the Who’s Who of the fashion world. Arabella had been ecstatic when she’d received her invitation and her excitement had been almost touching, like a young girl’s, as she’d planned what to wear. What a wonderful photo opportunity it was going to be, too, Joanna thought worriedly. It would be really disappointing if she failed to turn up in time.

At four o’clock pandemonium broke out in the workroom as the seamstresses started squabbling. Snatches of conversation filtered down the staircase to the offices from the floor above.

‘We’ll never be finished at this rate . . .’

‘What did Arabella say we were to do with these silk roses?’

‘I don’t know. She ought to be bloody here, instead of leaving it all to us . . .’

‘. . . just get on with it!’

‘How the hell can I get on . . .’

‘Don’t you talk to me like that!’

‘But doesn’t anybody know where she is?’

Raised voices replaced the usual soft whirr of the sewing machines. A door slammed. Then there was silence. Rosie will sort them out, Joanna reflected hopefully. She was fully aware that many of the workroom girls disliked Arabella because she could be sweet one moment then capricious and exacting the next, so no one quite knew where they stood. But all of them were anxious to keep their jobs in a business that was dependent on the whim of clients’ tastes. Top designers with a celebrity clientele went bankrupt with shocking regularity. It happened again and again just as they, and everyone else, thought they were financially established. Arabella always managed to keep the business afloat somehow but only just, and no one felt very secure in their job.

A few minutes later Eleanor put her head round Joanna’s door. ‘Everything’s under control now,’ she announced. ‘I know Arabella would have wanted them to keep working, so I’ve told the girls what to do. They were making such a fuss about trimmings and Rosie has no control over them. Anyway, everything’s underway now so when Arabella gets here she’ll have nothing to worry about.’

Joanna knew she ought to be thankful that Eleanor had taken the initiative, but she was worried. In Arabella’s absence, it was Rosie’s job to be in charge of the workroom. To interfere was to undermine her authority.

When Joanna had come to work for her mother eighteen months ago Eleanor had been deeply affronted. She made it obvious she considered it to be sheer nepotism, and at every opportunity had tried to put Joanna down.

At that moment the phone started to ring again.

‘Excuse me,’ said Joanna, politely and pointedly.

Eleanor departed, looking crestfallen.

Joanna grabbed the receiver and suddenly a wave of relief swept over her as she heard a dear familiar voice.

‘Oh, Freddie! I’m so glad you rang. I think something awful may have happened . . .’

‘Babe! What is it?’

‘Ma hasn’t turned up for work and no one knows where she is. I’m really worried, Freddie. I just don’t know what to do.’

‘That’s not like her, is it? Have you checked everywhere?’

‘Yes, and Daddy has been on to all the hospitals. It’s as if she’s completely vanished.’ A tear rolled down her face and plopped on to her shirt. She rubbed at the stain fiercely.

‘Oh, Jo darling, what an absolute nightmare.’ He paused as if deliberating. ‘Could she have gone to see any of her family? Perhaps someone’s been taken ill and she had to rush off . . .’

‘You know she doesn’t have any family now. Both her parents died years ago and she’s an only child.’

‘And this is her big week, isn’t it?’

‘Tell me about it. I’ve been fending off the media all day.’

‘Shit! What a bummer. God, I wish there was something I could do. The court adjourned early today but I’ve got to go back to Chambers and God knows when I’ll finish tonight.’

‘OK,’ she said wistfully. ‘I’ll ring you if I have any news.’

‘Try not to worry, babe. Knowing Arabella, I’m sure she’s all right . . .’

The other phone started to ring. ‘I’ve got to go, Freddie. See you tonight.’ Calls were coming in thick and fast from journalists who’d suddenly realised they had a deadline to catch. ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ Joanna swore as she grabbed the receiver again and again. She’d already fixed up newspaper, magazine, radio and television interviews for Arabella for the next four days, and blanket coverage of her show. What the hell was she supposed to say to everyone if her mother failed to turn up?

At four-thirty she put through another call to Melosa, partly to make sure she’d collected Louise from Rutlands but also to ask, one more time, if she’d heard from her employer.

‘She no call me,’ Melosa said nervously. ‘What happen, Jo? Where she gone?’

‘I don’t know. Listen, Melosa, don’t say anything to Louise. I don’t want her upset. If she asks for her mother, just say she’s busy at work. I’ll come over now and see Louise before she goes to bed. This isn’t your evening off, is it?’

‘No. I stay here.’

Thank God for that! ‘OK, Melosa. That’s fine. I’ll see you shortly.’

Joanna made one last call before she left the office.

‘Dad? There’s been no news. Nothing.’

‘Have you told the police?’

‘Not yet. I thought I’d do it now. Go in person and take a photograph of Ma with me.’

‘Good idea. Is there anything I can do, Jo?’

Some unknown terror inside her was fast taking shape, being brought to a head by the decision she’d made. ‘Nothing, Dad,’ she replied, forcing herself to sound calm.

‘Take care, sweetheart. Keep me posted.’

‘Yup. ’Bye, Dad.’

Late afternoon, Monday 13 September

When Joanna arrived at Belgravia police station the officer on the front desk listened as she burbled nervously, and then, after taking down her name, asked her to wait a moment while he fetched someone who could take down all the details.

Joanna sat on a hard bench in the entrance hall, with the unreal feeling that she was taking part in an episode of The Bill. The more she thought about Arabella’s not showing up today, the more incredulous she felt. Her mother had been planning this week for years. To have her own show, attended by the fashion world was all she’d ever wanted. She’d married Jeremy Knight when she’d been seventeen, after a whirlwind love-at-first-sight romance, and Joanna had been born ten months later. For a while, in spite of living in a small studio flat in Fulham, they were deliriously happy. Sometimes they stayed in bed all day, making love, listening to music and reading aloud to each other. Jeremy had charm, good looks and a romantic disposition, but at only twenty-two himself, he was not yet earning much at J. Walter Thompson, although his future in advertising looked promising.

At first Arabella, with no family of her own, hadn’t cared. She’d bought cheap fruit and vegetables from the barrows in the North End Road, where the stallholders knocked a few pence off because she was so fresh and pretty with long blonde hair and a willowy figure. She was always friendly and smiling, too, and they were soon calling her Bella and shouting, ‘Mornin’, love,’ when she appeared, carrying her baby in one arm and holding her shopping basket on the other.

Storm clouds were gathering, though. At first Jeremy tried to ignore her growing discontent and dissatisfaction when she couldn’t have all she wanted. They had fights over getting a car, going on holiday, getting a bigger flat. Nobody could live on sex and air, she screamed. So he got a job with another agency, where he earned a bit more money, but still she wasn’t satisfied. Her love for beautiful clothes was becoming a passion and as they couldn’t afford the sort of dresses she yearned for, Jeremy bought her a sewing machine and suggested she start making her own.

Without realising it, he’d started her on a career that had taken her to the top, and within four years of being married, deprived himself of a wife. One day, Arabella upped and left, taking Joanna with her. Women had started admiring what she was wearing and so, capitalising on her own stunning appearance, she started dressmaking for others. Soon she had to take on two seamstresses and move to a bigger flat. By word of mouth her business grew; someone offered to back her so she could expand even more; within a few years she’d taken on Rosie McDowell to manage the workroom staff and Eleanor Andrews to organise the showroom and secretarial side.

Joanna lived with her mother until she was eighteen, being left almost entirely in the care of a live-in nanny until she was nine and then sent to boarding school. When she’d been twelve, she’d been shocked by her mother’s unexpected second marriage to a professor of history, Eric Webster, by whom she’d had Louise, now nine. This marriage hadn’t lasted either. Arabella had left Eric, amidst much acrimony, three years ago. Joanna had to admit that her mother had never been predictable, and that today might just be another example of her waywardness.

‘Would you like to come this way, Miss?’

Joanna looked up. A tall, beefy uniformed policeman with sandy hair and an earnest expression stood looking down at her.

‘Detective Sergeant Chambers will see you now, Miss.’

‘Thank you.’ She followed him along a corridor and into an interview room. A minute later she was joined by a young man in a grey suit, dark blue shirt and striped tie. He looked tired and harassed, and as he took the seat on the opposite side of the table he let out a deep sigh.

‘Miss Knight?’

Joanna nodded.

‘I gather you wish to report a missing person.’ Chambers drew a note pad towards him and a ballpoint from the outside breast pocket of his jacket.

Trying to be brief, she gave him all Arabella’s details. ‘I hope,’ she said, suddenly wondering if she’d been right to come to this place where serious crimes were being dealt with day and night, ‘I’m not making a fuss over nothing, but it’s so unlike my mother to go missing, especially at a time like this.’ She’d already told him about Arabella’s fashion business.

‘Do you know if she took her passport with her? And what credit cards she usually carried?’

‘I’ve no idea, but I can find out,’ Joanne replied.

Chambers pursed his full lips and doodled on the pad. ‘How is her health?’

Joanna looked up sharply. ‘She’s very well. Actually she does suffer from hypertension but the doctor has given her medication for that and she’s fine otherwise.’

‘Any other problems?’

‘No. She’s very active . . . after all she’s only forty? . . . nearly forty-one.’

‘What about depression? Does she suffer from that?’

The question took Joanna aback. ‘No, that’s the last thing she suffers from. She’s extremely up-beat and enthusiastic. Has a wonderful life, really,’ she added, thinking that if her mother worked hard by day, she also played hard by night.

‘Can you give me the name of her doctor, please? We have to check on these things, you know.’

Joanna flushed, appalled at the inference behind his question. ‘She certainly hasn’t committed suicide,’ she retorted hotly. ‘That’s the last thing that could have happened.’

Chambers scribbled on unperturbed. Then he glanced at her again, his eyes looking heavy as if he needed a good night’s sleep. ‘Has she any enemies?’

‘I don’t think so . . . no, I’m sure she hasn’t.’

‘Has she ever mentioned being stalked? Getting anonymous letters? Mysterious phone calls?’

‘What is this?’ Joanna burst out indignantly. ‘My mother may have had an accident, lost her memory or . . .’ Her voice faded away and she found herself regretting the fact that Freddie had been unable to come to the police station with her.

‘These are routine questions, Miss Knight. We have to eliminate everything that’s of no consequence. You have a different name from your mother. Does that mean she’s re-married?’

Joanna nodded. ‘Her first husband was Jeremy Knight, and her second Professor Eric Webster.’

‘And she lives with the Professor now?’

‘They’re divorced,’ Joanna replied succinctly.

‘Just one more question. Who is the last person to have seen her this morning?’

‘A teacher at Rutlands, the day school my half-sister goes to.’

Joanna hailed a taxi to take her to Emperor’s Gate, where Arabella had bought a maisonette for herself and Louise when she’d left Eric. It was on the first and second floors of a house in the widest part of the cul-de-sac, overlooking a triangle of trees and grass surrounded by heavy wrought-iron railings. This was an old-fashioned, genteel part of Kensington, set apart from the commercial hustle and bustle of the Cromwell Road, and at first Joanna had been surprised by her mother’s choice. Surely she’d have preferred a smart pad in Mayfair or a mews house in Knightsbridge?

But when she went to see it she realised the large Edwardian rooms, with their high ceilings and long windows, made a perfect setting for Arabella. Here, away from Louise’s father, she could create a stylish backdrop for herself. Here she could entertain in the way she liked, informally but grandly, placing enormous silk cushions on the floor for guests to lounge on by the light of dozens of white candles, while waiters handed round succulent morsels and topped up everyone’s champagne glasses.

Louise had finished her supper and was watching television when Joanna arrived.

‘Hi, Jo!’ she shouted in greeting, flinging herself affectionately into her half-sister’s arms. ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’

Joanna hugged her back, seeing her mother as she must have looked when she’d been a child.

‘Hello, Bunny. What have you been up to today?’

‘The usual things.’ Louise giggled. ‘And I made a pussy cat for Mummy.’

‘A pussy cat?’

Louise showed off her attempt at pottery. ‘It’s been fired,’ she announced proudly.

Joanna cradled it carefully in the palm of her hand. ‘It’s beautiful. I love its fur.’

‘Our teacher showed me how to make it look like hair. You make the marks in the clay with a pin.’

‘That’s really clever.’

Louise beamed at her praise.

‘Where is Mummy?’

Joanna’s heart contracted, dreading this moment, afraid she might convey her own anxiety to this trusting child.

‘Mummy’s really tied up with work,’ she replied with as much conviction as she could muster.

‘Can I phone her?’

‘Well,’ Joanna glanced at her wrist watch, ‘the phones will have been switched over to the answering service at this hour, so there’s no point. Never mind, I expect she’ll be back much later, although you may be asleep by then.’ God, how can I lie to her like this? she wondered. ‘Why don’t you go and have your bath? Mummy wants me to look out some papers for her.’

As soon as Louise left the room, Joanna hurried to the desk where Arabella kept her passport in a drawer. It was still there, valid until 2003. A quick search among her designer handbags in her bedroom closet failed to yield any credit cards though. But that was not surprising. Her mother never left home without them.

‘Can you stay for a bit?’ Louise asked, coming into the room glowing and scrubbed in her pyjamas.

Impulsively, Joanna put her arms around the little girl and kissed her warm cheek. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

‘Would you like some coffee?’ It could have been Arabella, the society hostess, talking.

‘No, thanks, Bunny. I’m almost drowning in it as it is. By the way,’ her voice was a study in casualness, ‘did Mummy say if she was going anywhere special after she’d dropped you off this morning?’

Louise’s face lit up. ‘Yes. I wanted to go and see Daddy, too, but she said I had to go to school.’

Joanna looked at her, stunned. ‘Your daddy?’

‘Yes.’ Louise gave her deliciously rich, throaty giggle. ‘Not your daddy!’

Christ! Why hadn’t Joanna thought of that before . . . except that it was so unlikely. ‘But . . . why was she going to see him?’ Arabella and Eric hadn’t talked for months, except through their solicitors.

‘About money, I think.’ The child’s expression was comically knowing. ‘You know. He doesn’t give us enough. Mummy’s always having to ask.’

Joanna sat in incredulous silence. It had never occurred to her that her mother might have gone to see Eric. She always got Melosa to make the arrangements when Louise spent a weekend with him, or else Eleanor.

‘You’re absolutely certain about this, sweetheart? Where was she going to see him?’

Louise looked surprised. ‘At our old home, of course.’

‘Are you sure?’

Louise nodded. ‘Daddy never goes out in the morning. I told her to give him my love. I’m spending the weekend with him, you know,’ she added in a grown-up voice.

‘Right.’ Joanna felt bewildered. So – if Arabella had visited Eric this morning, where had she been for the rest of the day?

‘I’d better be going,’ she said, rising.

‘Can’t you stay any longer, Jo?’

‘I would really like to, Bunny, but there’s still so much work to do for the show on Friday.’

Louise hopped from one foot to the other as she went with Joanna to the door. ‘Mummy says I can see the show. Will there be lots and lots of people there? Are Mummy’s clothes wonderful? Are they all glittery, like a Christmas tree?’

Joanna stooped to give her a kiss. ‘They’re dreamy.’

‘Cool!’

After hurrying along Emperor’s Gate, Joanna turned right into Cromwell Road. The bright amber light of a taxi for hire shone in the darkness. She hailed it, telling the driver to take her to Warwick Square.

Reaching for her mobile which always seemed to end up at the bottom of her capacious bag, she dialled Eric Webster’s number.

He answered immediately.

‘Eric? This is Joanna. I believe my mother came to see you this morning?’

His voice was brittle. ‘Yes, she did.’

‘What time was this?’

‘What do you mean . . . what time? Why do you want to know?’ He sounded outraged.

‘Because she hasn’t been in to work today. Louise told me she intended to drop in to see you on her way.’

‘So? If you know that, why are you asking me?’

Joanna’s lips tightened. Eric was being as obnoxious as usual. A mean-spirited man whom her mother had married for one reason only – his late aunt had left him a beautiful house, filled with antiques, and six million pounds. Memories of miserable school holidays when she’d lived with her mother and him came flooding back. He’d never liked Joanna or been kind to her and was always sarcastic about her school reports. Once she even overheard him telling her mother that it was a pity her daughter was stupid as well as plain.

She took a deep breath, confident enough to stand up to him now. ‘Because I want to know if she told you where she was going after she left you.’

‘Since when has Arabella ever told me what she was doing?’

‘How did she seem this morning?’

‘What the hell is this interrogation for?’ he snapped furiously. ‘Stop bothering me, Joanna. I have better things to do than talk to you.’ There was a click. He’d put the phone down on her.

‘Fuck you!’ she swore angrily. She heard the taxi driver chuckling.

‘Fallen out with your boyfriend, have you?’ he asked in a friendly fashion, glancing over his shoulder through the opening in the glass screen.

‘No, my boyfriend’s a god! I was talking to my ex-stepfather,’ she replied with a grin.

‘A god, eh? Have you told him that?’

‘Of course I have.’

‘He’s a lucky feller then. Wish my missus would call me a god!’

‘She probably thinks it.’

‘D’you reckon? Could have fooled me, mate. She’ll be out playing Bingo while I’m driving around all night, trying to make a living.’ But he sounded as if he didn’t really mind.
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