



  [image: cover]






  




  Anthony Gilbert and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




  themurderroom.com










  Missing from Her Home




  Anthony Gilbert




  [image: ]










  Contents




  Cover




  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Outro




  By Anthony Gilbert




  About the author




  Copyright page










  Chapter One




  THE CHILD WAS REPORTED MISSING at 7:35 on Friday, the fourteenth. Her description, supplied by her mother, read: Nine years and ten months, tall for her

  age, gray eyes, fair complexion, nose small, mouth somewhat large (but shaped like an angel’s, insisted Mrs. Toni), long brown hair fastened with an ornamental clip, wearing a pale blue dress

  and a dark blue blazer, knee-length white stockings, brown shoes. No distinguishing marks, no scars.




  “Can’t be above half a million kids in the Greater London area alone answering to that description,” observed Sergeant Garrick, who happened to be the duty officer when the

  distraught mother descended like a whirlwind on the orderly station. “According to her, no boy friends. Yes, I know she’s young, but Mumma Toni comes from Italy, wherever Angela’s

  father came from, and they mature early there.”




  Everyone who knew Angela Toni agreed that she was pretty, lively, well mannered and docile within reasonable limits. True, she seemed rather more devoted to Mumma than was normal, but then she

  was a foreigner. Teachers praised her in a conservative way, never likely to set the Thames on fire, they said, but, as Arthur Crook was to observe later, plenty of people prefer London’s

  river the way it is. A pleasure to have in the class, got on all right with everyone. Only some of her schoolmates appeared to have reservations. She was a funny kid, they said, meaning there was a

  quality of remoteness from themselves and their interests, but they always came back to the fact that Mumma was a foreigner, which could explain anything.




  But if young Angela was just another kid to the neighborhood, everyone knew the mother and no one wanted to come up against her twice. Her forebears had presumably carried daggers in their

  stockings. Mumma carried hers in her voice. People who had come up against her had actually been known to turn off a main road into a side turning sooner than encounter her again. Short and stolid,

  always dressed in black: black skirt, black jumper, black shawl, eyes and hair to match and teeth as white as newly erected tombstones—if there were many like her about we could start queuing

  up for the dole, one of the dental registrars at St. Richards had been heard to remark. Anyone else in that getup would have suggested a funeral, but not Mumma. It came of being a wop, they agreed.

  The dark clothes only emphasized the vividness of her personality.




  She was an indefatigable worker—if there ever had been a Puppa Toni no one knew anything about him, and it would be surprising if the Saxon child had had an Italian father, so Mumma had to

  provide for both of them—one of her jobs was to take the morning papers around the wards of St. Richards, the local general hospital. In she would come, as soon as breakfast was over, bowed

  down by the bundle of daily papers so that sometimes she actually seemed to waddle across the floor. But it would have been a fast duck that could have kept pace with her. Someone in Men’s

  Surgical had once called out, “This way, duck,” and the name stuck. “Here comes Mumma Duck,” they said.




  She had her own ritual for delivering the papers. At the first bed in Women’s General she would pause to beam at the young mother anxiously affixing her eyelashes for the day. “And

  what for you?” Mumma would demand, rolling her little black eyes till sometimes it seemed she must roll them out of their sockets. “A nice dish of macaroni—ha!” And she

  would produce the Record and the Daily News. The next bed held a gaunt patient recently retired from a lifetime of teaching. Here Mumma changed her tactics. “For you,” she

  would say in reverential tones, “the spaghetti Bolognese,” and she would whip out a copy of the Times, like a conjurer whipping a rabbit out of a hat. It was believed that Miss

  Adams was the only patient on the ward who had ever asked for the Times.




  Now and again Mumma would shake her head. “No spaghetti on the market this morning,” she would declare. “No spaghetti for you.” Her arms waved like trees in a wind; her

  voice would have done her credit at the Wailing Wall. Then, with a brisk change of tone, “You take the Post instead?”




  So she would proceed from bed to bed. This job accomplished, she would scuttle back to the confectioner and news agent for whom she worked and put in the rest of the morning there. In the

  afternoon she lent a hand at the newly opened betting shop in the High Street.




  “In my country,” she would boast, “we have the lottery every day, every day.”




  As for Signor Toni, the mention of his name made Mumma shout with laughter; her whole sturdy frame quivered. “You know what he does?” she would demand. “He collect the rubbish,

  the garbage, and one day they carry him away with the rest. And good riddance.” She would clap her hands and grin. No one dared question her about Angela’s father. Everyone knows that

  these Eyties use a stiletto as you or I would use a pair of eyebrow tweezers.




  Her daughter Angela was the center of her world. They lived in a couple of rooms in Derwent Street, where they played the radio loudly, too loudly to please some of the other tenants, who would

  bang indignantly on the wall. “Can’t you keep this radio down?” the landlady would implore. And Mumma, genuinely scandalized, would demand, “But if we cannot be happy when

  the sun shines, when may we be happy?” “If it was only when the sun shone,” retorted the harassed landlady, “it wouldn’t matter. But that thing of yours goes on every

  blessed minute you’re in the house.”




  Because they secretly feared her or were compassionate and knew that foreigners can’t help being what they are, no one pressed his objections to the limit, though one acid spinster who

  occupied a downstairs room for some time remarked that a murder could take place and you’d never hear the victim’s dying screams.




  Mumma roared with laughter when she heard that. “I do you a favor—yes?” It was no good trying to get the better of Mumma, you might as well save your breath and call it a

  day.




  On Friday evening Mumma worked late helping to clean out the betting shop. Every Friday at midday she would nip around the corner and leave money and a note for Angel to buy two portions of rock

  salmon and three of chips, always the same. Others might prefer skate, but for Mumma it had to be rock salmon or nothing. Don Billing, who kept the fish shop, always saved her a double portion; he

  said it was as much as his life was worth not to. On Friday, the fourteenth, she followed her normal routine, but when she came back to Derwent Street the rooms were dark, there was no sign of

  Angel, though money and note had disappeared. Mumma fell into transports of alarm. It was her secret fear that one day some appalling fate would overtake her darling, who had, as most people

  correctly surmised, been born without the blessing of her Church, though mother and daughter invariably attended the ten o’clock Mass at Our Lady of the Redemption, after which, if the

  weather was propitious, they would go out for the day. If it was wet they stayed at home and the radio did overtime.




  When she found no trace of her darling, Mumma bustled around to the fish shop, where there was still an appreciable queue. As she thrust past them without ceremony, a newcomer to the

  neighborhood caught her by the arm. “Here, that’s the end of the queue,” he said, and muttered something to his neighbor about these wops not knowing their place. But before Mumma

  could explode, Don leaned forward to call out, “What is it, Mumma?”




  “My daughter, my Angel, she has been here?”




  “That’s right. About an hour ago. Bit later than usual, but being such a wet night she might have waited for the rain to blow over.”




  “Some hopes,” muttered someone else impatiently.




  “Two of rock salmon, three of chips, same as always. What’s up, Mumma?”




  “She is not there,” cried Mumma. “My Angel is not there.”




  A woman who had just been served, and who had strong views about the invasion of her precious country by anyone not in possession of a British passport and a white skin, sniggered and said,

  “Keeping herself warm somewhere else, maybe.”




  A sort of hiss of warning ran through the waiting line, all of whom knew Mumma by reputation, if not in person. Without an instant’s hesitation Mumma snatched the woman’s packet of

  hot chips from her hands and flung it full in the sneering, insinuating face. The woman jumped back with a scream of pain. “You’re mad, you should be locked up,” she

  spluttered.




  “So now I am mad—I am mad and my daughter is a bad girl. I tell you . . .” Here she employed an epithet that would have made even Arthur Crook blanch, if he’d been

  bilingual—and if no one in the crowd could translate it accurately either, most of them could make a pretty good guess.




  “Best be getting home, lady,” Billing advised the outraged customer.




  “Here, what about my chips?” the woman whined.




  “You and your chips,” screamed Mumma. “They are all there, isn’t it? Answer me—have I taken one, even one?”




  “They’re all dirty,” the woman protested. “They’ve been on the floor, you can’t expect me to eat them.”




  “Why not?” Mumma demanded. “You spew the dirt out of your mouth, you can also take it in.”




  “They were red-hot, you—you madwoman.”




  “So now you accuse Mr. Billing because he does not sell you cold chips.”




  Someone touched the woman’s arm. “Take my tip and get out while you’re all in one piece,” she was advised.




  Don Billing looked worried. “There’s one thing, Mumma. She was brought here in a car.”




  “My Angel in a car? Never. Never in this world would she do such a thing. She has been warned . . .”




  “Well,” said Don, looking as if he expected a packet of flaming chips in his own troubled face, “just thought I’d mention it. I mean, it was late for her, six-thirty, and

  then I happened to look up and there she was, getting out of a car.”




  “And perhaps you see her getting back into the car?” suggested Mumma scornfully.




  “Well, no, but then the chap wouldn’t be allowed to park here, there’s a double yellow line.”




  “You and your yellow lines. Next time you will tell me she descended in a chariot of fire.” Without waiting for a reply she turned on her heel and marched out of the shop.




  Sergeant Garrick was the duty sergeant that evening. He recognized Mumma at once—well, everyone knew her, but not this dynamo of a woman who looked as though she had never smiled in her

  life.




  A young constable came forward, but she brushed him aside. “Give me the sergeant,” she declared, “and if there is anyone bigger than the sergeant, then I see him. I

  want,” she reiterated, “every damn copper on the station.”




  “Tell me what’s wrong, Mrs. Toni,” the sergeant urged. He was a married man himself, with two daughters, one of them no older than Angela. He knew that nothing except concern

  for her beloved child could have wrought this change in Mumma. “It’s not Angela, is it?”




  Up came her head, brown leathery skin, black darting eyes like stones. “Why you say that? What you know?”




  “You’re never in this sort of a stew just on your own account,” the sergeant said shrewdly.




  “You have news,” she accused him furiously. “You know and you tell me nothing.”




  “How can we know till you tell us? There hasn’t been an accident?”




  “An accident? You should tell me. My Angel, she went for the fish to Mr. Billing as always, and—she is gone.”




  “Disappeared, you mean? Now, Mumma, calm down. We can’t help you unless we have your story. If you won’t tell us we’ll have to guess, and the odds are we could guess

  wrong. What time was this when she went to Billing’s?”




  “He says half past six, though always my Angel go before six o’clock. Half past five they unlock the door and my Angel is waiting. But today he tells me half past six.”




  “There could be a reason for that. It’s a wet night.”




  “It was not wet at half past five when she go to the shop, the rain start at six. Do you take me for a fool? I am a citizen, you are here to protect me and mine, so—find my Angel for

  me.” She looked as though she expected him to wave a wand and produce the missing child from thin air.




  “You mean, she bought the fish and didn’t bring it home.”




  Mumma looked as if she were about to blow up. “I say it—I say it—I say it. She bought the fish, she did not come home.”




  “She could have gone to see a friend. That does happen.”




  “She would be home when her Mumma comes in. Like a clock is my Angel. I leave my work, I take off my apron, I exchange my shoes—” She went through a vigorous mime of untying an

  apron, kicking off a pair of shoes, donning another pair. “I come back, and what do I find? No light, no Angel, no fish. And you speak to me of an accident.”




  “It’s not likely, Mrs. Toni, I mean in that case we should have been notified. Everyone round here knows Angela. You’re sure she didn’t leave you a note?”




  “It is a fine thing when a girl leaves a note for her Mumma. If she has something to say she say it to her face.”




  “I’m sure she does,” Sergeant Garrick agreed, thinking chaps in Vietnam must feel something like this, never knowing where the next bomb’s going to burst. “But say,

  just for the sake of argument, she went round to a friend . . .”




  The bomb exploded, nearly blowing him off his feet. “On a Friday? My Angel? On another night perhaps, but never Friday. Friday is pay night. Friday is like the Jewish Sabbath, Friday is

  for the family. Fridays my Angel fetches the fish, afterwards perhaps we go to the pictures or later I tell the cards—oh no, my Angel would never visit a friend on a Friday.”




  Rum lot these wops, thought the constable, who was listening with all his ears. The Virgin Mary on the one hand and the cards on the other. Wouldn’t like her on my back, he thought.




  “But there is more,” Mumma was insisting. She caught the young constable’s eye. “So you have nothing to do but listen to what does not concern you? I pay from my rates to

  support a—a young bull . . .”




  “Get back to those reports, Constable,” said Sergeant Garrick hurriedly, hoping the super wouldn’t take it into his head to visit the nick this evening. In her present mood

  Mumma was perfectly capable of giving him a black eye if she didn’t like his attitude. “Now, Mrs. Toni, we want to do everything we can for you, but you must help us, that’s the

  only way we can help Angela. You say there is something else?”




  “It is a lie,” vociferated Mumma scornfully. “My Angel—she is not that kind of a girl.”




  “What have you been hearing?”




  “They say she is seen coming out of a car.”




  Garrick stiffened. Up till now he had been prepared to regard the girl’s absence as a prank; the mention of the car changed all that.




  “Whose car?”




  “How should I know? It is only what that Billing says. Ask him.”




  “I will. But—is there anyone you can think of who might have given her a lift—because it was a wet night, I mean?” He stroked his chin nervously, wondering if twenty

  seconds hence he’d have a chin left to stroke.




  “My Angel is a good girl—she was named for the Blessed Virgin. Angela Mary—she does not go around riding in strange cars.”




  “Now, don’t fly off the handle, Mumma,” Garrick besought her. “It’s the way I told you, we can’t help you if we don’t know as much as you do. Now, so

  far as you know, has Angel ever accepted a lift before?”




  “Never. Never she would. It is some other girl . . .”




  “There aren’t many girls like your Angela about, and Don Billing—well, there’s not much point him saying he saw her get out of a car if it’s not true. Maybe someone

  gave her a lift, seeing it was so wet . . .” Only that didn’t make sense and he knew it. Chaps who intended harm to little girls didn’t meekly drive them where they wanted to go

  and then wait around chancing recognition. Unless it was someone a bit more skilled than most who was out to win her confidence. But even so, it seemed to him unlikely. She might come out of the

  shop with someone she knew. And clearly he hadn’t given her a lift and then waited to run her home.




  “I’ll have another word with Don Billing,” he promised Mumma. “Could be there’s something he didn’t remember right off.”




  “I come with you,” declared Mumma instantly.




  “You get right home, Mumma, and you wait. You don’t want your girl to come back and find the place in darkness. You went to the hospital?”




  “Hospitals?” sneered Mumma. “You think I let them have my Angela . . .”




  “Well, she could have slipped and sprained her ankle or hit her head and—you don’t have a phone, Mumma?” He put the question delicately. You never could be sure with

  these adoring Mums, they could turn into hellcats under your very eyes, and he only had two, like most people, and wanted to keep the use of them as long as possible.




  “A stranger in my home?” cried Mumma indignantly. “A machine to call me, like a doorbell, come here, go there, answer me, now listen. We are private people, Mr. Garrick . .

  .”




  “What I’m driving at,” explained the sergeant patiently, aware that the typewriter behind him was moving with incredible slowness, and knowing that young coppers are no

  different from any other young chaps who don’t mind seeing a stripe torn off a superior, “is, it might be she couldn’t let you know.”




  “If someone has her in care they have feet—no? They can bring a message, they have hands, they can write a letter. If they don’t know the address they know their way to the

  NICK”—she invested the word with more venom than the ancient fathers employed when describing hell—“they have bowels, do they not?”




  “It’s to be hoped so,” murmured the sergeant faintly.




  “They know how a mother would feel . . .” Even though they are Protestants, her voice implied. She might be a foreigner and sojourner on British soil, and her morals might be

  impugned behind her back, though never, unless the speaker was hungry for the churchyard, in her presence, but she never disguised the fact that she considered she lived in a heathen land.




  “Forrester,” said the sergeant, “get Mrs. Toni a cup of tea. You come and sit down for a minute, Mumma, I’ll just get in touch with the hospital. You see, if she was

  hurt, she might not be able to explain right away who she was—a knock on the head gets you muddled, it’s only an idea, but . . .”




  Mumma collapsed like a pricked balloon. “Not my Angel,” she whispered.




  “Well, I don’t suppose so. I said it was only an idea. If she was there, either you’d have heard or we should. Everyone knows Angela”—that wasn’t altogether

  true; what he meant was that everyone knew Angela’s mother and most of them would sooner have faced the atom bomb than run up against her in one of her moods—“but we mustn’t

  leave any stone unturned. Here’s your tea, Mumma. Now you drink that . . .” No one brought him tea at that rate, he reflected.




  “Sugar’s in the saucer,” murmured the young constable.




  But the hospital couldn’t help. No little girl, conscious or unconscious, had been brought in that evening as the result of an accident. He even made them ring Casualty, but with the same

  result.




  When Mrs. Toni had finished her tea, he said they’d run her home in a car, a nasty wet night, and she must be tired, but Mumma shook her solid dark head. “You want for that Mrs.

  Leonard to see me come back with a policeman? Never have we had any shame. And it is not I who cannot walk or speak.”




  On the way back to Derwent Street, Mumma stopped at a florist’s shop and yelled for the proprietor. He came, heady with indignation, till he saw who his visitor was. Mumma, not deigning to

  explain her situation, bought a bunch of anemones, purple and rose and white with black beseeching hearts. When she reached home she dumped them into a vase that she set in front of the statue of

  the Blessed Virgin, who was as much an inmate of the home as herself and her daughter. Kneeling down she recited a few decades of the rosary at top speed.




  “You remember,” she harangued the plaster figure, scrambling to her feet, “you not the only one to be worried over your Child.” But when she went to cut bread and pour a

  glass of wine she felt more reassured than before. The police might be a worthy body of men and even, on occasion, compassionate, but when all was said and done they weren’t mothers.




  “It’s enough to make you a bachelor for life,” young Forrester commented when Mumma had marched out like an avenging army. “Imagine having her for your

  mother-in-law.”




  “Personally, if I was in a jam,” was his sergeant’s unsympathetic rejoinder, “I’d sooner have Mumma on my side than the Lord Chief Justice.”










  Chapter Two




  DON BILLING WAS STILL dishing out fish-and-chips when the police arrived. He had been thinking about Angela Toni, so was less surprised than he might

  have been, though no one wants the rozzers turning up on his premises, particularly during working hours. Afterwards it occurred to him that it hadn’t once gone through his mind that they

  were here to buy their suppers.




  “Couldn’t have chosen a more convenient time, I suppose?” he suggested when they’d made their errand clear.




  “We’re like time and tide, we wait for no man.” That was Detective-Constable Dace, a small dark uncomfortable chap. “It’s about this kid who’s gone

  missing.”




  “Angel Toni?”




  “You’re not suggesting there could be more than one? Well, are you dead sure?”




  “That it was Mumma Toni’s girl? Take my Bible oath. I’ve had Mumma round, you know.”




  “So’s the sergeant.” They both grinned. “Probably put in for a couple of days’ sick leave.”




  “Nothing unusual about her tonight?” said the other officer. “The kid, I mean.”




  “Same as always. Two of rock salmon, three of chips. Bit later than usual, though. Lucky I’d put the rock salmon under the counter or it ’ud have gone.”




  “Dead sure about the car?”




  “Dead sure.”




  “Didn’t happen to see if she got back into it, I suppose.”




  “Listen, mate. No driver ’ud park outside without one of your lot giving him a parking ticket instanter.” It was funny how much Don felt he was involved. Another

  kid—well, they were up to all sorts of tricks, but this one was different. “Double yellow line,” he amplified to the police. “He’d have to park round the corner in

  Partridge Street, if he could find room. Friday’s a bad night—don’t ask me why. All roads, he couldn’t stop here.”




  Dace nodded. “Fair enough. Didn’t happen to notice the car?”




  “Well, not really. I’ll tell you one thing, though, it stopped almost under a light, it was a bright green. I remember thinking it looked like some sort of huge beetle.”




  “Not so big, then?”




  “Well, no. But bigger than a Mini. Could have been a Tiger-Moth, I suppose.” He brooded. “I wouldn’t stake my Aunt Fanny on it, though.”




  “Didn’t see the number?” Dace answered his own question. “No, of course not.”




  “I stopped taking car numbers when I was a kid,” Don assured him. “Well, I didn’t know I was going to be asked questions, did I?”




  “Did you see if the driver was a man or a woman?”




  “Oh, it was a chap, I did see that much. Youngish sort of chap, I’d say, but if you’re going to ask me if I’d recognize him again, the answer’s no.”




  “Don’t know much about it if you think anyone ’ud accept identification on no more than that,” said Dace heartily.




  “And anyhow I was pretty busy. Maggie, that’s the wife, she wasn’t there, got a cold and I told her to stop away, and the girl I’ve got to help—with the chips,

  see—well, she hardly knows her arse from her elbow.”




  “Shouldn’t have thought that mattered much, not here.”




  “Mind if I get back before my clientele starts breaking up the place?” suggested Don politely. “What folks did before they could buy fish fried, search me.”




  “I didn’t really expect anything different,” the sergeant acknowledged when he heard the report. “Wonder who her special pals are? Goes to school at

  Fair Street, I expect. That’s Miss Benson.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “Might be at home; anyway, see what you can find out. Might have noticed her going off with a chum or the

  girl might have said something . . .”




  “Catching at straws, aren’t you, Sarge?”




  “You should read your Bible, my lad. The Israelites made bricks with straw. Bricks are what you use to build houses with, in case you didn’t know.”




  “They should give us danger money,” Davis confided to his mate as they left the station.




  “Look on the bright side,” Dace advised him. “Fancy having Mumma for your station sergeant. It’s coming, you know, women bossing the nick. You should hear my wife on the

  subject. She was in the force herself before we were wed.”




  Miss Benson was at home, listening to a concert on B.B.C. 4, and not too pleased to find the law on her doorstep. It couldn’t be anything to do with her car, it hadn’t been out all

  day. When she heard what they’d come about, she reacted like everyone else.




  “Not Angela? You’re sure? There could be two children with the same name.”




  “There couldn’t be two mothers like Mrs. Toni.”




  “That’s true. Let me think. Angela was never one of our problem children. Some of these girls hang on to one another like limpets; keep one in and the other stops in, too, always

  going around together. Angela got on well enough with everyone, but with her it was always Mrs. Toni first. It worried me sometimes. I like a girl to be her mother’s confidante up to a point,

  but this one’s only nine years old, and there’s no escaping the fact that it’s not normal for the two generations to be too intimate. Mrs. Toni lives for that girl . .

  .”




  “If we don’t find her soon, someone else is likely to die for her, and the odds are it’ll be someone in uniform,” contributed Davis glumly.




  “The two most likely girls are Mary Hersey and Hilda Webb. They might be able to help you.” Her brow wrinkled. She wasn’t a young woman, and she had the authority to

  which they were accustomed, plus a manner that implied they also belonged to the human race, an attitude often sadly lacking in the upper reaches of the police force. “I suppose it’s

  inevitable this story will spread. Mind you, we’ve had trouble of a similar kind before, girls running wild and not going home, and occasionally it’s ended in tragedy, but I’d

  have staked my job”—they liked the way she said job and not position—“Angela Toni wasn’t like that.”




  “Chap seems to have let her off to go into the fryer’s,” Dace brooded, “but like they were saying, he could have been playing it cool.”




  “It doesn’t bear thinking of,” said Miss Benson with a sudden display of feeling. “Mind you, she probably knows a lot more about life than her mother would credit.

  She’s an intelligent girl, too intelligent, I’d have said, to be taken in by such an old trick. And,” she added with certainty, “if she were in any situation in which she

  could have communicated with her mother, she’d have done it, whatever had happened. I mean that—literally. Whatever had happened. And don’t suppose she’d have tried to pull

  the wool over Mumma’s eyes, because that’s something even the Angel on the Gate wouldn’t be able to do.”




  “They weren’t like that in my school,” confided Bill Davis to Trevor Dace as they returned to the car. “Let’s try the Webb kid first—their house is

  nearer.”




  Mrs. Webb was in, though Hilda wasn’t. Hilda had gone to the pictures. Werewolf in the Gloaming, or some such title.




  “Went with friends, did she?” asked Davis, wondering how a kid that age could be let in to see a picture that was surely marked X.




  “She’d hardly be going alone,” Mrs. Webb agreed. “Some sort of monster-from-outer-space thing, I understand. Why”—her expression changed in a

  trice—“what’s all this about? You haven’t come to tell me there’s been an accident?” In her crazy mother’s-mind eye she saw the cinema breaking into a

  flower of flame, heard smothered screams . . .




  “Not to your Hilda,” said the other policeman swiftly. “No one’s reported it, anyway. We were asking about a girl called Angela Toni, a chum of your daughter, or so we

  were given to understand.”




  “What’s happened to Angela?”




  “That’s what we’re trying to find out. She was seen at the fish shop as usual on a Friday night, but she never got home.”




  “Knocked down by a car, I daresay,” said Mrs. Webb, swiftly resorting to her original cool stance. “These new crossings, some genius may have thought them up, but you take my

  word for it, it was a man. May be all right for adults, but you’ve only got to see the young ones dodging over the road against the lights . . .”




  “Hospital hasn’t got any record,” Davis told her. “Well, thanks, madam. When your Hilda gets in, if she does know of any plan Angela had for tonight or if she saw her

  going back from school with anyone—it’s like the sergeant says, you have to catch at straws, and her mother’s fit to be tied.”




  “I don’t blame her,” agreed Mrs. Webb soberly. “There must be something pretty wrong, or Angela would be home. She’s a good girl, and it’s not her fault if

  she hasn’t got the usual number of parents to give her a settled background.”




  As if anyone wouldn’t back Mrs. Toni against a dozen ordinary parents, the two young men reflected. You didn’t need more than half an eye . . .




  “Where does this other girl live?” asked Dace as they returned to the car. “Trelawny Street. Wonder who gives these streets their names? They do it better in the States. First

  Street, Second Street . . .”




  “Okay, if you don’t want 515th Street, and find you’re at the start. Come to that— You’ll lose your license, chum, if you drive with your head over your

  shoulder,” he turned to yell at a passing motorist. “We’ve got a First Street down Knightsbridge way. Don’t ask me why. There’s no Second Street so far as I know. Left

  at the traffic lights and it’s the turning beyond the Methodist Chapel.”




  At Trelawny Street they got their first break. Here again they saw the mother. “Yes,” Rose Hersey agreed, “my daughter brought Angela home to tea. Poor thing, no proper home,

  that mother of hers out till all hours . . .”




  “Mrs. Toni works,” said Dace shortly.




  “If she had a husband—she should have thought of that, but of course these foreigners never do. Come over here and expect to enjoy all the privileges of the Welfare State, if you ask

  me, that’s why they come . . .”




  “Do you know when Angela left, Mrs. Hersey?” Dace asked ruthlessly cutting her short. They’d had trouble enough with race riots in Notting Hill, without importing them farther

  south.




  “Let me see—it was after the rain started—‘Didn’t you bring an umbrella?’ I said. But she hadn’t. I daresay she doesn’t even own such a

  thing.”




  “She couldn’t know when she went to school this morning that the weather was going to break,” Davis pointed out. “Even the Meteorological Office didn’t know that.

  Clear and fine, they said, and warm for the time of year.”




  “It’s nice to know the police have time to listen to the wireless,” Mrs. Hersey snapped. “Well, she ran off—what happened after that?”




  “We don’t know. That’s why we’re here, to see if you could help us.”




  Mrs. Hersey scowled. “I said to Mary, I said and I said, there are plenty of nice girls in your school you can make friends with and bring home, girls who can ask you back, it’ll

  only lead to trouble, picking up with a waif like that— Oh, I told her.”




  The door opened and Wilfrid Hersey came in, to stop abruptly at the sight of the police. “What’s going on? I saw the car at the door, but I didn’t believe . . .

  Rose?”




  “The police are making inquiries about that girl Mary brought home, she seems to have vanished. They appear to be under the impression we might have got her hidden here.”




  “Why should you want to do that, madam?” snapped Dace. His companion sighed. Trevor ’ud never get much beyond his present status, temper too quick. You had to learn to treat

  people the way bank clerks treat five-pound notes, nothing personal and fundamentally all alike.




  “If she was able to proceed under her own steam, she’d have been home long before this,” Davis insisted.




  Mr. Hersey said, “You mean, Angela’s gone missing? I say, that’s bad. Have you tried the hospital?”




  “That’s the first place we tried.”




  “What made you suppose she might be here?” Mrs. Hersey demanded.




  “The schoolmistress said she and your daughter were friends.”




  “Oh, Mary’s always been like that. You remember, Wilf, when she was a tiny, she was always bringing in birds with broken wings and stray kittens covered with fleas . . .”




  “We’re talking about a child,” her husband reminded her harshly. “And if Angela hadn’t wanted to come she could always have said no. Have the police no idea . .

  .”




  “She was seen getting out of a car at the fish shop, that would be about six-thirty.”




  “That’s right,” agreed Mrs. Hersey. “She spoke of getting some fried fish, and hoping the kind her mother likes wouldn’t be gone. Her mother’s a tartar all

  right . . .”




  “She got the fish—she arrived at the shop in a car . . .”




  “What?” Rose Hersey really seemed scandalized. “Well, that shows you.”




  “Shows you what?” Mr. Hersey inquired.




  “The sort of girl she is.”




  “It did occur to us that perhaps, seeing what a wet night it turned out to be, someone might have given her a lift. I suppose no one here can help us with that?”




  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rose demanded.




  “The officer’s only doing his job,” Mr. Hersey pointed out mildly. You could tell this sort of scene was nothing very new to him. The kind of husband who drifts down to the pub

  of an evening to get a bit of peace, and who could blame him? “He’s asking us if the girl could have been given a lift by anyone in this household, and of course the answer’s no.

  I wasn’t back till past seven myself.”




  “Seven?” snapped his wife. “You came in just a few minutes ago and don’t blame me if the dinner’s ruined.”




  “I won’t,” her husband promised. “But there’s no sense making the officers’ job more difficult than it’s bound to be, in any case. The process of

  elimination is a very important one. No”—he turned to the constables—“I didn’t see the girl tonight, I’ve been at the Parrot and Pipkin since soon after opening

  time. Had to see a man there about a dog.” His voice was solemn as the proverbial judge, but his eyes conveyed the wink he didn’t dare pass on.




  “I suppose that’s meant to be funny,” Rose Hersey jeered. “You know quite well there’s no question of our having a dog, messing up all the new covers that I made by

  hand to save the expense of a seamstress— Oh, not in here,” she added, seeing the young men’s eyes move tentatively over the furniture. “In the lounge.” Where

  you’ll never find yourself, her voice implied.




  “Where’s Mary?” Wilfrid Hersey asked, diplomatically forsaking the argument about an imaginary dog. “Perhaps she could help.”




  “I don’t want our daughter dragged into this affair. Policemen, indeed!”




  “I’ve often thought it might be useful to have a policeman in the family,” commented Mr. Hersey with another invisible wink. “If she’s lucky enough to attract one

  in due course. I’ll fetch Mary,” he added, “though I wouldn’t bank on her being able to tell you anything new. Now, Rose, just calm down and think how you’d be feeling

  if it was Mary who was missing.”




  “Are you comparing me with a woman like that Mrs. Toni?”




  “If you would, sir,” said Davis swiftly.




  Mary was a cheerful extrovert, pink-cheeked, blue-eyed, thrilled to the bone to see policemen on the premises, and making no secret of the fact.




  “Oo, Mummy, what on earth have you been doing?” she demanded. “Pinching from the supermarket? No, of course not, they don’t let you come home then, do they? You go

  straight off in a Black Maria.”




  “Mary,” said her father, before the outraged mother could speak, “we’re in trouble and we think you may be able to help us. It’s about Angela Toni.”




  The child’s face changed at once. “What’s happened to Angela?”




  “That’s what we don’t know. She left here—when?”




  “Oh, about a quarter past six, or it might have been half past. I know she said it was later than she thought, and she had to get the fish for their supper. They get it fried, with chips,

  from the shop in Makepeace Street, we never have ours from there . . .”




  “Your fish, young lady, is properly cooked,” scolded Mrs. Hersey.




  “I expect theirs is just as good,” muttered her mutinous daughter. “What’s happened? Didn’t she . . .”




  “Oh, she bought the fish all right, miss, but she never got home.”




  “You mean, she’s disappeared? How exciting!”




  “Well, hardly for her mother,” Mr. Hersey reminded her.




  “Oh, poor Mrs. Toni. It must be awful. Doesn’t anyone know?”




  “I always told you she wasn’t a suitable friend for you.”




  “I don’t know why,” flared Mary. “You don’t seem to mind Ben going about with that awful Freda Gale, and everyone knows what she’s like.”




  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I doubt whether you do. And you don’t want to start any silly ideas in these officers’ minds. Freda is a great deal

  older than you are . . .”




  “Her sister, Alice, is in my class at school. She says,” her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, “she says Freda has the Pill.”




  Mrs. Hersey began to chatter with such rage that she became incoherent. Even Mr. Hersey seemed to be put out. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand, Mary,” he

  said. “In any case, what Freda Gale does or doesn’t do is no concern of ours.”




  “Ben’s all mushy about her. Goodness, brothers!”




  “My son is not at home, Officer,” Rose assured them. “He has not been home all the evening.”




  Mr. Hersey nodded. “I agree.”




  “And just to put matters on a perfectly clear footing, he doesn’t have a car. He doesn’t even have a driving license.”




  “He does, you know,” piped up Mary. And just for a minute she had the floor. Even her mother was, like the famous greyhound, stopped in mid-career.
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