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Chapter 1

If there were any justice in this world, the man in the yellow jacket wouldn’t have been allowed to live.

The landlady of the Intemperate Frog wanted to kill him. His boots had left a trail of mud across the carpet of the saloon bar. His yellow jacket was exactly the same colour as her aunt’s canary. She didn’t like the aunt and she didn’t like this customer, though not for the same reason.

The man pushed his way into the line of people along the bar. Mrs Angram delayed serving him for as long as she decently could. While he waited, he leant right across the bar and waved a rolled ten-pound note, held vertically between the first and second fingers of his right hand, to and fro like a pendulum.

Tick-tock, Mrs Angram thought, tick-bloody-tock. Aloud she said: ‘Yes?’

‘A large whisky. Famous Grouse.’

‘No Famous Grouse.’

‘What?’ The man sighed. ‘All right. Bell’s.’

The yellow jacket was one of those quilted affairs that buttoned up almost to the chin. They had been fashionable a few years earlier, the sort of thing that teenagers bought. The man’s hat, on the other hand, was a traditional cloth cap with a beige and black check. Round, steel-rimmed glasses flashed between the collar of the coat and the brim of the cap. Obviously a tourist, Mrs Angram thought. It was only September and already the tourists were getting thin on the ground. She could do without this one.

She gave him his glass and he dropped the ten-pound note on the bar, a practice that Mrs Angram never failed to find insulting. It implied that the customer was afraid of catching a contagious disease from the person serving him.

As she opened the till, she glanced at the clock. It was exactly eight-thirty. The time stuck in her memory because it set off a series of calculations: three hours from now, all the customers would have gone and she could sit down for a cup of tea and a sandwich that she would be too tired to eat; five hours from now, if she were lucky, she would be in bed. She turned round and dropped a handful of change on the counter.

‘If you ever come here again,’ she said, ‘you’ll find a doormat by the door.’

‘Yes. Have you got a phone?’

‘Over there. Just beyond the dartboard.’

The man in the yellow jacket was around for perhaps half an hour. Mrs Angram watched him – not continuously but every now and then; the traffic at the bar was approaching what Jack called its Saturday evening peak, which Mrs Angram thought of as more like a molehill. First the man went to the phone and made a few short calls – more than one, at any rate; she saw his fingers moving on the dial. In the middle of the first call one of those inexplicable lulls settled over the bar: suddenly almost everyone seemed to stop talking and start drinking. The only sound was the soft thud of a dart hitting the board and the man talking on the telephone.

‘Just tell him Oz called, okay? Oz Finwood.’

The tide of noise flooded back. Three customers tried simultaneously to attract Mrs Angram’s attention. A little later the man left the phone and demanded another double whisky. Mrs Angram had recently learned that in the licensed trade you see the human race in simplified terms: people buying drinks, people drinking them, and the drink affecting them. You can separate the casual drinker from the hardened, the solitary from the gregarious, and the gentle from the violent. This man was used to pubs; he drank alone; and – with or without drink – there was nothing gentle about him.

Sometimes the crowd cleared and she glimpsed him standing by the uncurtained window and staring either at the blackness of the night or the reflection of his own face. Inside it was warm but he kept on his coat and cap.

Her husband came into the bar to help with the serving. His cheeks were flushed and that silly RAF moustache of his badly needed a trim. God, he looked a wreck. The last three months had aged him by as many years. And her, for that matter. When dreams come true, there is nothing to stop them from turning into nightmares.

The Angrams carried on a disjointed conversation between customers. These days when they talked, which wasn’t often, their conversations were always variations on the same theme. Mrs Angram slammed the drawer into the till and fired the opening shot.

‘You wouldn’t believe that carpet was new last week, would you?’

‘Bit of mud, that’s all. Only superficial. It’s a filthy night.’

‘Superficial? You try hoovering it then. Have you done the VAT?’

‘Don’t fuss, Mary. I’ll save it till morning when I’m fresh.’

‘My feet are killing me. We’ll need another barrel of Best soon. It’s all villagers tonight, apart from that bloke by the window. And none of them wants bar meals.’

‘It takes a while for something like this to get established.’

‘I told you it was a mistake – choosing such a stupid name, I mean. There’s nothing worse than a joke that isn’t funny. What was wrong with the Crown?’

‘There’s a million Crowns,’ Jack Angram said. ‘There’s only one Intemperate Frog. We’ve been into all that.’

‘I know. “It’ll attract the carriage trade,” you said. “The big spenders. The yuppies with weekend cottages. We can build up the hotel and restaurant side.” My God. All you’ve done is frighten off half the locals.’

‘It’s early days yet.’ Engines were revving outside. ‘Hear that? We’re going to be busy.’

‘You know something? I wish we were back in London. With no overdraft and a thirty-five hour working week. It seems like heaven.’

Jack Angram moved away to serve the man with the yellow jacket, who wanted another large whisky. Mrs Angram scowled at them both. The outside door opened and she forgot her irritation entirely; fear takes precedence over most other emotions.

A group of youths with leather jackets and long, tangled hair shouldered their way across the bar. Each carried a crash helmet. Crash helmets reminded Mrs Angram of medieval weaponry – one of the less sophisticated varieties, like maces or balls and chains.

‘Five pints of Special.’

Not exactly carriage trade. They hadn’t bothered to close the door. Cold air and menace seeped into the bar. Several of the regulars – and God knew there were few enough of those – started draining drinks and buttoning coats.

The man in the yellow jacket collected his drink and edged away from the teenage bikers. He drank his third whisky more quickly than he had drunk the first two. As he left the pub, he waved goodbye to her.

The wave was so unexpected that Mrs Angram was too surprised to wave back. She wished she could leave herself, that she were just a visitor here with a nice, cosy holiday cottage waiting for her. No doubt at the end of the week the man had a sensible job to go back to, a decent home in a city with proper shops and perhaps a family.

People with children don’t have time for dreams that turn into nightmares. Mrs Angram envied him.


Chapter 2

Eleanor lay back and smiled at William Dougal. She writhed and drew up her legs. She was still smiling at him, inviting a response.

Dougal frowned in mock-disapproval. She laughed. It was one of those unbelievably hot September afternoons that fool you into believing that summer isn’t really over.

‘We’ll soon be home,’ he said. ‘Your home.’

The alteration in her position had made one thing quite clear. Eleanor needed her nappy changed. It wasn’t going to be one of those straightforward jobs, either. This one would involve an entire change of clothes. Possibly the pushchair would have to be hosed down with disinfectant.

A lot depended on when it had happened. They had been out for nearly an hour. Dougal knew from experience that a freshly dirty nappy was relatively easy to deal with. The serious problems developed later; and the longer you left them the more serious they became. They sprang from a combination of two factors – the tendency to harden and the tendency to penetrate – and you could never be sure in advance which tendency would get the upper hand. And there were other factors, of course, like diet, mobility and the precise position of the nappy. As with sub-atomic physics, so with children: only the unpredictable was predictable.

Dougal swung the pushchair into Gladstone Gardens with a jolt that made Eleanor gurgle with delight. The road was straight and gave an impression of symmetry. Each side reflected the other: first the Volvos and the BMWs that lined the kerbs; then the lime trees that shaded the pavements and dropped sticky globules on to the roofs of the cars; and lastly the houses themselves, semi-detached late-Victorian villas, each with its own tiny driveway.

The houses must have been designed by a conservatively-minded architect: they were unusually simple for their date. Perhaps it had been cheaper to build them that way. Their depth was far greater than their width. The lack of ornamentation emphasized the boxlike simplicity of their shape. On the ground floors the brick had been coated with stucco, moulded to represent dressed stone, and the first floors were faced with grey bricks, which had weathered unevenly to give a dappled effect.

Celia’s house was halfway down the road. A beech hedge shielded the front of it from the pavement. Dougal didn’t see the Jaguar until he turned into the drive: Celia had a visitor. He was furious because his time here was so precious. He was also a little afraid. It didn’t take much to resuscitate the fear that had been with him, on and off, for the last eighteen months. People don’t make business calls on Sunday afternoons, even in the public relations industry, or at least not without warning.

The car was black and brand new. Jaguars, Dougal thought, are predators and they tend to be driven by men. Manoeuvring the pushchair between it and the gatepost wasn’t easy. He resisted the temptation to see what effect the pushchair would have on the paintwork of the car.

The front door was at the side, set in a pillared porch that deserved to be attached to a house twice the size of Celia’s. Dougal rang the bell and strained to hear what was going on inside. Eleanor, perhaps sensing that she no longer had the whole of his attention, began to cry.

The upper half of the door was glazed. Celia took shape on the other side of the stained glass – except she didn’t take shape at all; the stained glass and the fact that she was moving towards it turned her into a fluid but abstract mosaic. The porch was out of the sun and Dougal felt cold.

When she opened the door he saw that she was smiling. The smile wasn’t directed at him but at the visitor who was somewhere in the house. She looked at Eleanor first, and then glanced up at Dougal.

‘You’ve got a visitor,’ he said.

‘No. You have. It’s your boss.’ The smile broadened and she lowered her voice. ‘Not at all what I expected.’

‘You mean he’s not a chain-smoker in a dirty raincoat?’ Dougal said. ‘Appearances can be deceptive.’

He bent down to lift the pushchair up the steps into the hall. He knew that someone was standing in the doorway of the sitting room, and knew that his words must have been overheard. Eleanor smiled at him through her tears. Sunshine and rain: but where’s the rainbow and the pot of gold?

‘That’s something we all need to remember,’ James Hanbury said, ‘especially in our line of work.’

Hanbury was wearing a suit of unbleached linen and the Guards tie. The suit was baggy, which helped to conceal the fact that he had recently put on weight. The streaks of grey in the dark hair made you realize how youthful his face was.

‘I was just about to make some tea,’ Celia said. ‘Indian or China, James?’

James?

‘Oh, China please.’ Hanbury made it sound as if he had been longing for someone to offer him China tea for most of his adult life. ‘Just as it comes. No milk or lemon.’

Dougal lifted Eleanor out of the pushchair. ‘She needs her nappy changed.’

‘The bag’s in the sitting room,’ Celia said over her shoulder as she went into the kitchen.

Hanbury stood back to allow Dougal to enter the room first. ‘Isn’t she lovely?’ he murmured. ‘What’s her name?’

Eleanor looked unsmilingly at Hanbury and then up at the ceiling.

‘Eleanor Rose Prentisse,’ Dougal said, giving the last word an emphasis he hadn’t intended. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘Something’s come up.’

‘I work part-time,’ Dougal said, ‘Tuesday, Wednesdays and Thursdays. Other hours by arrangement. Prior arrangement. And never on Sundays.’

‘I know. On Sundays you see Eleanor. And Celia, of course. Isn’t Celia charming? I can’t understand why we haven’t met before.’

They hadn’t met before because Dougal had done his best to make sure that they didn’t. He laid Eleanor on the hearthrug and unpacked the nappy bag. Method was crucial in these matters. Spread out the changing mat. Place paper handkerchiefs within easy reach. Select a complete set of fresh clothes. Separate the slimy Baby Wipes from the roll and have them ready for use. Unfold a clean disposable nappy. Find the pot of cream and remove its lid, in case Eleanor’s bottom needed soothing.

All this took time. Meanwhile Eleanor herself rolled on to her tummy and waved her arms and legs as if she were investigating the possibility of swimming on dry land. Inch by inch she moved backwards.

‘Are you – ah – going to do it here?’ Hanbury said, staring at the brown stain on Eleanor’s Babygro.

‘Yes. Where else?’

Hanbury moved away to the window and looked at the Jaguar instead.

‘New car?’ Dougal said.

‘Eh? Oh yes. I took delivery yesterday. Look, I know this isn’t the best of times—’

‘After I’ve changed Eleanor,’ Dougal said, ‘I get her tea ready. Then she eats it, which isn’t a pleasant sight. Then we dandle her on our knees to help her digestion. At half-past six she has her bath. When she’s in bed, Celia and I have supper. How did you know I was here?’

‘Well, I phoned your flat in Kilburn but there was no answer. I would have phoned you here but Celia’s ex-directory. So I thought I’d take a chance and pop down myself.’

It really was urgent. It was significant that Hanbury had come himself, rather than despatched a hireling. And it must also be significant, Dougal realized, that Hanbury wanted him.

Celia came in with the tea. In Hanbury’s honour they had cups and saucers rather than the usual mugs. Hanbury purred with pleasure over his Lapsang. Dougal dropped out of the conversation while he changed Eleanor’s nappy; it proved to be a job that needed concentration. Hanbury did most of the talking. He said nothing that was particularly charming or witty – and nothing that Dougal could reasonably take offence at. And yet Celia seemed charmed and amused, and Dougal felt offended.

With the second cup of tea, Hanbury returned to business. This time he chose to do it by a roundabout route.

‘I’m terribly sorry to barge in like this,’ he said to Celia. ‘You don’t mind if I borrow William for an hour or two? I’ve got a client breathing down my neck. It could be quite a big job – and lucrative, too, for what that’s worth.’

‘It’s usually worth quite a lot to William,’ Celia said. ‘Anyway, I can’t mind lending him to you because he isn’t mine to lend.’

‘A figure of speech,’ Hanbury said. ‘Perhaps I should be asking Eleanor.’

‘Why not discuss it with me?’ Dougal said.

‘You need the money,’ Celia said. ‘Sometimes you’ve got to put work first. I’ll look after Eleanor. If you hurry, you’ll be back in time to bath her.’

‘It shouldn’t take long,’ Hanbury said. ‘And financially you won’t regret it, I can promise you that.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ Dougal said. ‘All right. If you both insist.’

As they were leaving, he lingered in the hall while Hanbury unlocked the Jaguar.

‘There’s something I want to talk to you about,’ he said to Celia.

‘About Eleanor?’

‘What else is there to talk about?’

When they had gone, Celia left the washing-up and sat on the sofa with Eleanor. The last of the afternoon sunshine streamed through the big window that overlooked the road.

She found it very difficult to sit there doing nothing; she was out of practice. Eleanor was in a grizzly mood: maybe it was teeth, or maybe she missed her father. Celia hoped it was teeth. The house around her felt huge and empty. Four bedrooms for one person and a baby seemed excessive. The trouble was, Celia decided, she had only been here for three weeks: the house didn’t feel like home. Give it time.

The week before she had been interviewed for one of the Sunday colour supplements. They had been doing an article on successful women, which had struck her at the time as one of life’s little ironies. The interviewer had been frankly envious of Celia – the house, Eleanor, her job, and – above all – the money that went with it. There is nothing like someone telling you how happy you must be to make you realize the flaws in your existence.

Eleanor was sucking the arm of the sofa; a trail of dribble marked her progress. Celia lacked the energy to do anything about it. How on earth had William met James Hanbury? She recognized the type, of course: one of those devious charmers who think they are God’s gift to women; there were plenty of them in journalism and public relations.

The washing-up was waiting; the unread Sunday papers were a reproach; and, worst of all, Eleanor needed all the stimulation she could get. Instead, Celia wondered whether people ever really changed; what this mysterious job entailed; and what William wanted to say to her. Without Eleanor, of course, life would have been so much easier for both of them. On the other hand, without Eleanor, life would be intolerable.

The phone rang. She lunged for it, nearly knocking Eleanor off the sofa. But it wasn’t William.

‘Is that Mrs Prentisse?’

‘Actually it’s Ms,’ Celia said.

‘This is Valerie Blackstick.’

‘Oh good – I was going to phone you this evening. Everything okay for tomorrow?’

‘Yes. I just wanted to confirm that there would be no domestic duties whatever. And also the Agency should have made it clear that I prefer to go to vegetarian, non-smoking homes.’

‘Certainly non-smoking,’ Celia said, ‘and about ninety-five per cent vegetarian. Will that do you?’

‘Very well. We’ll have to see how the six-week trial goes. I’ll be there at two-thirty, as arranged.’

‘Good,’ Celia said, suspecting the trial had already begun. ‘I’ll see you then.’

She put down the phone. Eleanor grabbed the cord and pulled the handset off the table. Celia managed to prevent Eleanor from toppling after it. Eleanor resented this and started to cry again.

This time, Celila thought, it really sounds serious. What should she do? Suppose Eleanor wasn’t just teething or missing William? Suppose she were dying?

‘It’s a bit delicate,’ Hanbury said. ‘That’s why I thought of you.’

Dougal, who was rolling a cigarette on his lap, said nothing. Silence was often an effective tactic with Hanbury. In this job, ‘delicate’ was a threatening euphemism that could mean ‘against the law’ or even ‘physically dangerous’.

The Jaguar crossed Kew Green and joined the stream of traffic that was inching its way over Kew Bridge. The fine weather had brought people out of their houses and on to the roads.

‘The client,’ Hanbury went on, ‘requires special consideration. Discretion is even more important than usual. In fact this case may not go through the books.’

‘That’s illegal, isn’t it?’ Dougal said.

‘It’s more a matter of bending the rules on humanitarian grounds.’

‘Why the secrecy?’

‘Well – ah – have you ever met Victoria Yarpole?’

‘No. I’ve heard of her, of course.’

‘The chairman’s daughter,’ Hanbury said. ‘His only child. Absolutely charming. A free spirit, you might say. Winston is perhaps a mite over-protective with her. After all, I believe she is over thirty.’

‘So she’s got a problem and she doesn’t want Daddy to hear about it. Is that it?’

‘More or less. Except it isn’t really her problem. Though it might be if her father found out about it. You see?’

‘No,’ Dougal said. ‘I don’t.’

Hanbury sighed. Dougal stared at Chiswick High Road. Winston Yarpole was more than the chairman of Custodemus: he was also the founder and the majority stockholder. Hanbury had bought into the business last year. Dougal didn’t know how much Hanbury’s stake amounted to but he carried a lot of clout in the company, and the division he ran had more than doubled in size. Victoria Yarpole was another stock-owning director. Eventually, of course, she would inherit her father’s controlling share. Another point was that Hanbury was a widower.

‘Winston Yarpole feels his daughter is contantly being pursued by – ah – fortune-hunters.’ Hanbury hesitated. ‘Victoria is a healthy young woman – naturally she has boyfriends. At present there is one in particular. She phoned me this afternoon to ask if I would look into him. She’d rather her father doesn’t know – I mean, there’s no point in upsetting him unnecessarily. Yarpole’s a Roman Catholic, quite apart from anything else. And this chap is the next best thing to divorced.’

‘Before we go any further, I’m not breaking the law. Okay?’

‘Of course not. The very idea! But that reminds me: I haven’t mentioned remuneration, have I? I was thinking of the overtime rate for the duration of the job. In cash. Plus your normal salary on the appropriate days. How does that sound?’

It sounded illegal, but only just, and also remarkably generous. ‘It sounds promising,’ Dougal said.

‘You may need a car – you can take one from the pool tomorrow. And I assure you that no one is going to be quibbling about expenses.’

‘I don’t know,’ Dougal said. ‘This is such a delicate case, isn’t it? And if Yarpole gets to hear about it, my position might be a little delicate too.’

‘Nonsense. He won’t. And even if he did—’

‘I do a lot of travelling – for the job, I mean.’ Dougal thought about those weekly journeys between Kilburn and Kew. ‘Wouldn’t it be cost-effective if you gave me a company car on a permanent basis?’

‘Possibly. Oh, all right. For old times’ sake.’

Hanbury’s capitulation was too swift and too complete. It worried Dougal.

‘What’s the boyfriend been up to?’ he said. ‘Got another woman? Drugs? Or do you just want him vetted?’

‘Nothing like that. Or not as far as I know. By the way, you still do freelance editorial work, don’t you?’

‘A certain amount. I’ve cut down since I started working for you.’

‘Have you ever worked for a firm called Gasset and Lode?’

‘Once or twice.’

‘Good. Did you know we do their security?’

Dougal shook his head.

‘The boyfriend works there, I gather. In fact he’s their publishing director. You might even know him. His name’s Oswald Finwood. The problem is, he’s disappeared.’


Chapter 3

‘I can’t understand it.’ Victoria Yarpole ran her fingers through her long, yellow hair. ‘It’s so out of character. I feel bereft – betrayed. I just don’t believe it’s happened.’

She paced the length of the sitting room and back. Once she stumbled and nearly fell. It was a big room so the walk took some time. Dougal and Hanbury, standing near the fireplace, preserved a respectful silence in the face of such obvious grief. Above the fireplace hung a round, convex mirror in a Second Empire frame. Dougal toyed with the notion that their hostess, who was thinner than most, had bought it to make herself feel fatter.

The exercise seemed to calm her. When she returned to the hearthrug she noticed Dougal, apparently for the first time. She raised her eyebrows and looked down at him. He was a good six inches smaller than she.

‘James, who is this?’ Her voice was incongruously high-pitched, with the suggestion of a lisp. ‘I thought you’d be handling the case personally.’

‘So I shall. William will be assisting me. He’s one of my most experienced operatives. And he has inside knowledge of the publishing world.’

‘You know Oswald?’ In just such a manner would Victoria Yarpole’s royal namesake have asked if he had known Albert.

‘Only by reputation,’ Dougal lied. ‘But I’ve met Josephine Jones, the editorial director at Gasset and Lode, and a couple of the other editors.’

‘They’re all jealous of him, you know. The Jones woman wanted his job, but they appointed him from outside.’

‘I can vouch for William’s discretion,’ Hanbury said, ‘from personal experience.’

Yes, Dougal thought, you can do that all right.

‘I think I might possibly have a drink. Would you like one?’

She managed to imply that she had magnanimously broken the rule of a lifetime solely for the sake of her guests. Dougal had observed that people who smelt of alcohol often employed this tactic.

‘Let me get them,’ Hanbury said. ‘You must conserve your strength.’

Victoria Yarpole sank on to the sofa in front of the fire. The springs creaked. She might be skinny, but height and heavy bones ensured that she would never be a featherweight. She extended her legs along the sofa and passed a hand with long, red fingernails across her forehead.

‘What can I get you?’ Hanbury asked.

‘Whisky – The Famous Grouse. I keep it for Oswald.’

Hanbury and Dougal had the same. While she waited for her drink, she sighed on the sofa – so totally absorbed in her distress that she might have been alone. Only the very rich or the very upset, Dougal thought, can afford to take their emotions so seriously in public. She was wearing what looked like a pair of pyjamas made out of black velvet. Her feet were bare. On her arms were gold bracelets and around her neck a thick gold torque twisted like a hangman’s nose. The overall effect, though undeniably eye-catching, was barbaric rather than beautiful: it was as though Boadicea had voyaged forward in time to the late twentieth century and now, stripped of her royal responsibilities, resided in a spacious first-floor flat in Bayswater.

Dougal remained on his feet since no one had told him to sit down. It was Hanbury who eventually waved him to a chair.

‘As yet,’ Hanbury murmured, ‘William knows nothing beyond the simple fact that Mr Finwood has apparently disappeared. Shall I brief him now? You can correct me and amplify as I go.’

‘Whatever you think best, James. As long as you find him.’

Hanbury coughed. ‘Well, the situation is this. Ms Yarpole and Mr Finwood planned to take a week’s holiday, beginning today. They were to stay at a country cottage—’

‘I love the country,’ Victoria Yarpole said. ‘I hate London. Oswald is the reverse. He was doing it for me.’

‘I’m sure he was,’ Hanbury said. ‘The cottage is in Powys, just over the border from England.’

‘Such a curious name: it’s called Sheba’s Tump, can you believe? I adore these quaint old survivals.’

‘Yesterday was Winston Yarpole’s seventy-fifth birthday. He had a small celebration at home in Wimbledon – just family and one or two close friends. Ms Yarpole was there. Mr Finwood wasn’t invited—’

‘Daddy can be so silly. It will be quite different when he actually meets Oswald. You’ll see.’

‘So Mr Finwood went down to the cottage yesterday—’

‘He had some work to do, I think – or he might have had to meet an author who lives nearby. The point is, James, he was going to phone me at nine o’clock in the evening, but he didn’t. Anyone who knows him will tell you how strange that is. If Oswald says he’ll do something, that’s it: it’s done. I wish to God I’d gone down there last night.’

‘You couldn’t phone him yourself?’ Dougal said.

Victoria Yarpole looked surprised, as if the sofa she was sitting on had made a contribution to the conversation. ‘How could I?’ she demanded. ‘The cottage isn’t on the phone.’

‘So you drove down this morning,’ Hanbury went on, ‘as arranged. Mr Finwood’s car was in the garage, and his luggage was in the house. He had made up a bed but there was no sign that he’d slept there. Have I got the details right?’

‘You can imagine how I felt.’ Victoria Yarpole put down her empty glass and picked up a small jade cat that was sitting on the same table. ‘I did what anyone would do – I went straight to the police. The nearest town is Kington – I went there. And, do you know, they practically told me I was wasting their time. They kept wanting to know what my status was.’

She put the head of the cat in her mouth and sucked it as though it were a lollipop, a consolation prize for the vicissitudes of life. Dougal watched, fascinated.

‘Something like sixty thousand people go missing every year,’ Hanbury explained. ‘The police can’t follow up every case. They just haven’t the manpower, I’m afraid.’

Victoria Yarpole snatched the cat away from her mouth. ‘Well, they should have. As far as I could see, the main reason for their lack of cooperation was the fact that Oswald and I aren’t married. How puritanical can you get?’

‘It is a difficulty – technically I mean: it’s much easier to get answers if you’re representing a spouse in these cases.’

‘The spouse in this case is loathsome Lesley. That’s what Oswald calls her, you know. Not that she’ll be a spouse much longer.’

The venom was unmistakable. Dougal glanced at their hostess, who was fondling the little jade cat. Naked malice is relatively uncommon; usually it is decently clothed in hypocrisy.

Hanbury said gently: ‘Does Mr Finwood ever see – ah – his ex-wife?’

‘He wouldn’t if you paid him. She’s a little bitch by all accounts. The only way he communicates with her is through their lawyers.’

Dougal cleared his throat. ‘This cottage – how did you get in? Was it locked?’

‘Yes, but I had a key. Oswald gave it to me before he left.’

‘So it was he who rented it?’

‘He didn’t rent it – it belongs to a friend.’

‘Do you know who?’

She shook her head. ‘What does it matter? Oswald’s vanished: he’s probably in danger; that’s what matters.’

‘In danger? Do you know of any reason why he might be in danger?’

Victoria Yarpole shrugged. ‘Plenty of people are envious of his success, professionally, I mean. I told you that.’

Dougal knew that modern publishing was a cutthroat business but kidnapping seemed an unusually extreme expression of professional rivalry.

‘It would be useful to have a photograph of him.’

‘I don’t have any – not yet.’ She must have realized that this sounded strange in view of the closeness of their relationship. ‘I’ve got three rolls of film waiting to be developed. One hundred and eight shots of Oswald. I just haven’t had time to develop them.’

‘That’s a pity,’ Dougal said.

She stared at him for a second. Then: ‘For God’s sake, let’s have another drink.’

‘Would you get them, William?’ Hanbury said.

They waited in silence while Dougal collected the glasses. The drinks table was just behind the sofa. He was out of sight, out of mind.

‘If my father hears about this, he’ll be furious,’ Victoria Yarpole said.

‘My dear, you mustn’t worry about that.’

‘But I do. If he knew that Oswald and I intended to spend a week together, he’d—’

‘There’s no reason why he should. And I’m sure we’ll find there’s some perfectly straightforward explanation.’ Hanbury leant forward and patted her hand. ‘You can rely on me. You know that.’

‘Find him for me, James. Please find him.’

‘I don’t like it,’ Dougal said, half an hour later. ‘Why don’t you do it?’

‘You know the geography. You know the personalities. It’s quite safe. I’ve already talked to the man on duty.’

Hanbury put the Jaguar into drive and nosed down the street to the junction with Bayswater Road. He turned left, towards Marble Arch. Darkness had fallen while they were at the flat.

‘Finwood can’t be poor, you know,’ he said. ‘He gave her that jade cat. Must have cost a bob or two. I thought publishers worked for love, not money.’

Dougal ignored this. ‘Why me?’

‘You’re not a retired flatty, like most of the others. They’d handle it wrongly. Anyway, I can trust you.’

‘It’s not that you want a scapegoat if something goes wrong – if Yarpole finds out?’

‘Don’t be silly, William. If you’re involved, then I am too. Everyone knows I appointed you. And listen, all we have to do is go through the motions. It’s nothing to worry about.’
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