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  PROLOGUE




  After replacing the phone on the side table in the hallway, Anneka Morton said farewell to the world, for an hour or so anyway. The multi-millionairess intended to relax in a bubble bath, making the most of her husband’s absence. The stiffness in her neck told her that she’d been burning the candle at both ends lately and for all the wrong reasons. If the long hours had involved champagne soirées, her complaints would have been more like dulled murmurings. However, the extra hours added to her already-hectic week were due to the pre-launch of a new product.




  Owning a mega-successful cosmetics business had its ups and downs. Don’t all businesses? She hoped the instructions she’d just given her personal assistant would clear her evening, if only for a few hours. Give me that at least, please? At age thirty-seven, she worked longer hours than most people her age did, but she was lost without the adrenaline rush that filled her when the pressure mounted. And no rush was bigger than the ones she had when a new product found its way out of her head and onto the marketplace.




  Enough. Switch off and relax, she told herself, stepping into her round Jacuzzi tub filled with lavender-scented bubbles. Settling into the water, she reached for her glass of champagne then took a few sips. “This is the life. Maybe one of these days I’ll be able to put my feet up and trust someone else to run the business for me.” She closed her eyes and imagined the devastation that could bring—she’d spent a lifetime building her brand name. Do I really have the courage to let a stranger get their mucky paws on it? The scare stories she’d heard at parties had been plenty to warn her of the pitfalls of such decisions. The question was: did she really have the staying power? The strength of will and inclination to continue to grow her business? More to the point, would her husband, Bradley, put up with the neglect she showed him? She suspected his eye might start to wander. After all, men adored being the centre of a woman’s affection.




  As the stress seeped away from her body, she closed her eyes and smiled as the image of her handsome husband filled her mind. Envisioning herself in his strong arms sent a thrill scampering along her spine. The last five years had been awesome and totally unexpected, an adrenaline-filled adventure all the way. From the moment they had laid eyes on each other on that plane—his plane—her heart had never recovered. He’d become part of her, under her skin and in every crevice of her soul. At the time, Brad had just launched a corporate travel business for executives. The first time she had ever used such a company to travel across Europe, visiting the many experts she employed, he had piloted the plane himself. Maybe it was his captain’s uniform that had initially set her heart fluttering. Whatever had caused her emotions to rocket into the stratosphere during that initial meeting, to this day they were inseparable, mostly.




  Things had drastically changed lately, though, because of the failure of Brad’s business. After refusing to give up on his dream, he was out there day and night, trying to find an investor for his new enterprise. If only the economy would recover enough to allow such extravagances as executive travel for company board members…‌She prayed for that day to come, for both their sakes.




  Stop it! You’re supposed to be relaxing. Listening to the Luther Vandross song emanating from the speaker system she and Brad had installed the previous month, Anneka watched the bubbles popping in her glass.




  •     •     •




  The two of them had no need to break in—they had a key to the house. And the stupid woman had forgotten to lock the gates again.




  “We should be quiet from here. I can hear the music playing upstairs. She’ll be up there, probably soaking in the bath.”




  The two masked figures, dressed from head-to-toe in black, ascended the stairs and followed the sound of the music along the thick-carpeted hallway.




  They halted outside the master bedroom.




  “We’ll surprise her. Make sure your gloves are pulled on tight. The last thing we want is to leave any kind of prints.” Bending down, the person in charge fiddled with the plastic bags covering his shoes, ensuring that the elastic was tight around his ankles. They had thought over the plan, thrashed out every trivial detail. The police would have a devil of a job finding and convicting them.




  “Nice house,” the second intruder whispered.




  “Quiet, you’ll give the game away. Are you ready?”




  “Yes. Let’s get this over with.”




  He gave the thumbs-up signal, and his accomplice returned the gesture.




  “Go,” he whispered and stormed into the room.




  The woman screamed, dropped her glass, and tried to reach for a towel the second she saw them.




  “Keep quiet, and you won’t get hurt,” the first intruder’s deep voice boomed above the sound of the music.




  “Please, please, don’t hurt me. I’ll give you anything you want. I have money, jewellery—anything and everything I have could be yours. Just don’t hurt me, I beg you.”




  “Shut up.”




  The woman shrank back and gathered the bubbles to hide her naked flesh.




  “Get out.” The intruder picked up a luxurious white towelling robe and threw it at the woman. The robe landed in the water, but the woman quickly scooped it out. She stood up carefully, holding the robe in front of her. She turned sideways to save part of her modesty, slipped into the garment, and started to step out of the bath. But she suddenly lost her footing and fell into the water, banging her head on the tap in the middle of the bath as she went down.




  For an instant, the two intruders stared at the still body covered by the bubbles, not really knowing what to do next. Realising they should do something to save the woman, they both rushed forward. Each of them grabbed a limp arm, and together, they lifted the woman, weighted down by the soaking-wet robe, out of the tub.




  Panic filled their next few decisions.




  “Is she dead?” the second intruder asked.




  “No, I don’t think so. Shit! What am I? A bloody doctor?”




  “Don’t snap at me. Do something!”




  The intruder felt for a pulse on the woman’s elegant, swanlike neck. “Nothing. Shit! What the fuck do we do now?”




  “Get rid of the body.”




  “What? Why would we even contemplate doing that?”




  The second intruder shrugged. “I don’t know. You fucking come up with a solution then.”




  Both of them stood and anxiously began pacing the room. Their gazes drifted down to the woman’s lifeless body every now and again. Finally, the leader formulated another plausible plan. But first, he needed two items from downstairs. “I’ll be right back.”




  He raced to the kitchen and removed one of the knives from the wooden knife block. Then he ran back into the hallway and rolled up the black and white rug that covered the marble floor.




  He dragged the heavy rug back up the stairs, wondering if he shouldn’t have brought the body down instead. However, the woman’s bleeding head would leave a trail throughout the house if they moved her first. This way, all the blood would remain inside the rug and in the bathroom. That should confuse the police. He dug deep and summoned up the extra muscle power to hoist the cumbersome carpet through the bedroom and eventually into the bathroom.




  “What the heck?”




  “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking. We’ll dump the body in the river. The light is fading, so no one will see us. We’ll wrap her up in the rug first and throw her in the boot of the car.”




  “Okay, makes sense. I suggest doing the same thing. Where does the knife come into it?”




  “We need to make sure she’s dead before we dump the body, idiot!”




  “You felt her pulse. Did you find one? No. Therefore, the bitch is dead. And don’t call me an idiot, you friggin’ prick!”




  “There’s no use arguing the toss around here. We should get this sorted and fuck off. The longer we stick around, the more chance there is of us being discovered here.” He bent over the body and aimed the knife at the woman’s chest. Pulling back the robe to expose her perfectly round breasts, he angled the knife over where he guessed the woman’s heart was. Eyes clenched shut, he forced the point of the blade into the woman’s flesh. For added certainty, he leaned over the knife and pushed it in farther. He felt the blade hit a bone before it continued its journey.




  “Jesus! Talk about overkill. Was that bloody necessary?” the second intruder made the sign of a cross and stared at the dark-red blood flowing swiftly from the wound as the first intruder withdrew the knife.




  “Yes, it was. Stop fucking questioning everything I do.” He unrolled the rug, instructed his associate to help him move the body, and threw the knife in alongside the corpse. Then they rolled up the carpet again.




  “How the hell are we going to get it down the stairs? She’s not fat, but the weight of the body and the rug combined isn’t going to be easy to shift.”




  “I’ve thought of that—another reason I enlisted the aid of the rug, in fact. We’ll slide it down. It’ll be easier to control, you’ll see. Trust me. I know what to do.”




  “Trust you! Well, that’s a laugh. If I had listened to my inner voice, I wouldn’t be involved in this shit in the first place, but your powers of persuasion got me into this shitty mess. I’ll regret that decision until the day I die.”




  “All right, wind your neck in. Less self-pity and more action. Once this is finished, we can go our separate ways if that’s what you want. I ain’t fucking bothered.”




  •     •     •




  Anneka Morton looked down at her body in horror, a cold chill settling around her trembling shoulders. “What are they doing? Why can’t I get up?”




  It hadn’t dawned on her that her life had just ended.




  “Why are they rolling me in a rug? “Hey, you! That rug cost over five thousand pounds. You can’t treat it like that—or me, for that matter! Stop!”




  She watched the two masked people heave the rug wrapping her body through her beautiful bedroom, then they halted at the top of the stairs. “What are they doing now?”




  The slightly smaller person placed one end of the rug at the top of the stairs and ran around to where the second person was standing.




  “Ease it down gently. Try and hold the seam closed. If that comes open, we’ve had it,” the taller one instructed.




  “Won’t the body come out? Maybe I should be in front of it, making sure it goes down slowly and intact.”




  “That makes sense. Go on then, what are you waiting for?”




  The smaller one ran down a few treads and gripped the rug.




  Anneka winced as she observed the rough way they were handling her rug—and her. She wanted to cry out in pain every time her body bounced down another step. The pair struggled to half-lift and half-drag her body to the double oak doors at the front of the house and out into the car, which was too dark for her to see what make or model it was. Unable to move, she felt glued to the spot. With fear? Three doors slammed, and the car drove off, kicking up the gravel in its haste.




  She paced the hallway for hours. Two hours later, a tired and dishevelled Brad came through the front door.




  “Oh, boy, am I glad you’re home,” Anneka said. She ran towards him, but he acted as if he couldn’t see her. Confused, she sat on the bottom step of the sweeping staircase and watched her husband. When he passed her and went upstairs, she followed him into the bedroom, where he collapsed on the bed and promptly fell asleep.




  “My poor, love, you must be exhausted from your trip. Aren’t you surprised I’m not around? Go in the bathroom. Quickly, see what those terrible people did to me.” She tried to shove her husband off the bed, but her hands disappeared into his body. Shocked, Anneka sat on the bed and sobbed for hours as the reality of the situation resolved in her mind, while her husband lay sleeping softly beside her, oblivious to what had occurred within the house during the past few hours.




  •     •     •




  The next morning, Brad woke with a start and shot off the bed. He ran into the bathroom and stopped dead in the doorway. His trembling hand swept over his face. Gulping at the sight of the blood on the bathroom floor, he bolted back into the bedroom and picked up the phone.




  “Police, please…‌my wife is missing, and there’s blood in my house.”




  He gave the woman his address and hung up. “Anneka, my love!” Tears streamed down his colourless cheeks. He looked stunned beyond words.




  “I’m here, Brad. I’ll always be here, sweetheart. Be brave, my love. I’ll be forever watching you.”




  CHAPTER ONE




  “Okay, guys, let’s stop congratulating each other and get on with solving the next case,” Detective Inspector Miranda Carr told her team jovially. She walked into her office and closed the door. Letting out a relieved sigh, she dropped into her chair. The love of her life, otherwise known as her fiancé, beamed at her from the framed picture she’d taken on holiday in Malta the previous year. Alan Rogers was her constant companion in coloured ink in the office and in the flesh at home. Miranda couldn’t wait until they turned their cohabitation status into marriage. With the wedding only a month away, she still had tons, no exaggeration, left to do.




  Alan was doing his best to help with organising the big day, but Miranda was such a control freak that she checked and double-checked every single detail to the point of driving him nuts. Numerous times, she had reprimanded herself, and she tried constantly to resist the temptation, only to fail miserably every time. Each day seemed to bring an extra problem, leaving her wondering why they hadn’t simply jumped in the damn car and hiked it up to Gretna Green to tie the knot. She cringed, imagining the screaming fit both their mothers would have if that scenario materialised. Miranda and Alan’s lives wouldn’t be worth living, for one thing.




  A knock on the door disrupted her daydream. She picked up some paperwork, wanting to give her visitor the impression that she was super busy. Her partner, Detective Sergeant Johnny Tomlin, poked his head around the door. “Do you have a spare few minutes for a chat?”




  Her brow creased, and she beckoned him in. “Any time, you know that. You look worried. What’s up?”




  “Nothing major. I just need a bit of advice. It’s kind of personal.”




  Miranda sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “Sounds ominous. Go on.”




  To Miranda’s trained eye, Johnny seemed a little agitated. He shuffled uncomfortably in his seat until he finally formed his sentence. “I’ve got problems.”




  Miranda smiled, encouraging him to continue, but remained silent.




  “You know the group of boys I’ve been kind of mentoring down at the community centre?”




  “Yes. Come on, Johnny, out with it.”




  “Well, two of them got arrested yesterday.”




  “Oh no, really? For what?”




  He rubbed a hand over the right side of his face. “Shoplifting.”




  “What? Why are you so glum about this? Don’t all kids chance their arm now and again at shoplifting sweets?” She remembered how tempted she had been during her rebellious teens.




  “Sweets! I bloody wish. They got caught nicking two bottles of whiskey.”




  “Jeez, that isn’t good. Did they tell you why?”




  “I questioned them until I was blue in the face. They finally broke down and told me it was some kind of dare given to them by an older boy. Not one of mine, I hasten to add.”




  “So they got arrested, and what? Were they let off with a caution, as it’s their first offence?”




  “Nope. The thing is, these two boys have been in bother with the law for a while now. I thought I was making some headway with them. Obviously, I was wrong about that.”




  “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Johnny. Kids are prone to veering off in all sorts of directions even under the most disciplined of parents. You’re doing a great job down at the centre. What does Jeff say about the incident?”




  “He’s as frustrated as me. We’ve been putting extra effort into spending more time with the two boys. To have them shit on us like this is utterly exasperating.”




  “Hey, stick with it, mate. If you give up on these kids, then what hope is there for them?”




  “You don’t realise what a bloody strain it is to keep them straight. Christ, if I’d behaved the way they do at that age, my dad would have thrashed the life out of me with my plimsoll.”




  Miranda chuckled. “Gosh, now there’s a word I haven’t heard in a long time. I do believe you’re showing your age.”




  “What? Twenty-eight? Give it a rest, boss.”




  Another knock sounded on the office door. “Enter,” Miranda called out.




  DC Craig Fulford joined them. “We’ve just had a strange call, ma’am. Thought you might like to check it out yourself.”




  Miranda raised an enquiring eyebrow and glanced down at her messy desk, laden with post and case files. “And you reckon that because you don’t think I’ve got anything better to do? Or because I’m the only one on this team capable of solving a major crime? Which is it, Craig?”




  “Umm…‌neither. I mean, I just thought you should know, ma’am,” the young man stuttered.




  When his cheeks deepened in colour, Miranda grimaced, embarrassed about teasing the DC. She held out her hand. “Do you have the address for me?”




  Fulford tutted and disappeared for a second or two. He returned and passed her a piece of paper. “Sorry, ma’am. It’s one of the very posh houses in Mill Hill. Uphill Road, actually.”




  “What’s the crime, Craig?”




  “The gentleman of the house states that his wife is missing and there’s a large pool of blood in the bathroom.”




  “That’s strange. And he has no idea where she could be?”




  Craig shrugged, and his mouth turned down at the sides. “He said she’s nowhere to be seen, ma’am.”




  Miranda glanced at her partner and smiled. “Can we discuss your issue on the way?”




  Johnny dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand. “No need. My problem will sort itself out in the next few days. Do you want to set off now?”




  “Might as well. There’s nothing urgent here, from what I can tell. The fresh air will do us both some good.”




  In the car, Miranda revisited the topic that was worrying her partner. “So, what are you going to do about the boys? Keep a closer eye on them?”




  “That would be a full-time job in itself. Jeff intends to separate the boys while they’re at the centre, but that won’t help when they aren’t under either his supervision or mine.”




  “Are these boys from foster homes? I know we shouldn’t use that as an excuse, of course.”




  “Yes, most of the boys down there are from foster homes. All they need is a good male role model in their lives, and I’m not talking about pop stars or footie stars, either. Most of those are on bloody drugs, from what I can tell.”




  Miranda quickly looked at him then back at the busy road ahead. “What? Footballers on drugs?”




  “No. The footballers are just spoilt tossers. Sorry, I was referring to most of the pop stars out there today. What kind of role models are they to these young kids?”




  “I understand. It must be frustrating for both you and the foster parents. That can’t be an easy load on anyone, especially if, like you, they have full-time careers.”




  “It’s definitely becoming more of a struggle. We’ll get there, though. What do you think about the case?”




  “I can’t even begin to hazard a guess. Let’s go into the house with a clear head and take it from there, yes?”




  “Okay with me. How are the wedding plans progressing?”




  “Umm…‌let’s avoid that subject, too, eh?”




  “That bad! Not sure why you’re even considering taking the plunge anyway. Live in sin—it’s the norm, isn’t it?”




  “Alan and I would have no qualms continuing to do that, but our parents are making our lives hell. They’ve started badgering us for grandchildren.”




  “No way! Does that mean you’ll be retiring from the force?”




  Miranda chortled. “Why? Would you be interested in the vacancy?”




  “Oh no, I didn’t mean that. I could never fill your shoes. No one could.”




  “I only wear size four, so you’d have a job. No, this is just our way of softening the blow for when we tell our parents that neither of us want children of our own.”




  “Don’t envy you that job. Do they have any idea you feel that way? All parents crave to be grandparents eventually.”




  Miranda shook her head and glanced sideways. “Nope. It’s all good fun, isn’t it? What about you and Francis? You’ve been dating for longer than Alan and me, haven’t you?”




  “No way, José! I think people are crazy even to consider tying the knot nowadays. Have you read the divorce statistics lately? Nope, I don’t intend ever being classed as a hen-pecked husband. I enjoy my freedom too much.”




  Miranda ignored the jibe about the divorce statistics and joked, “You mean you enjoy your shameless flirting with anything in a skirt and wearing a low top.”




  “Moi? It’s all harmless fun. Girls shouldn’t flaunt their wares if they don’t want us guys to letch over them.”




  “I’m not your mother, matey. You don’t have to try and cover my eyes with wool or justify your scandalous behaviour to me.”




  “Take the next right,” Johnny said, pointing ahead.




  “Thanks, I’ve got sat nav, remember? And stop bloody changing the subject like that.”




  •     •     •




  After a few more turnings, Johnny pointed at a large pair of gates set in a high white-walled entranceway. Miranda whistled. “Holy crap! What’s the betting this place has an indoor pool and a home cinema sitting in the cellar?”




  “I think that’s a given. Let’s see if we can get in.” He pressed a button on the intercom and leaned out of the window to announce them. The intercom buzzed, and the gates opened slowly to reveal a stunning home of brick and glass tucked behind a sweeping lawn ablaze with orange and red flowers. “Wow, Mum and Dad would go bananas over a garden like this.”




  “How’s their garden centre doing now?”




  “They’re slowly rebuilding after the fire. The insurance company took an eternity to sort a payment out. They are just getting to grips with restocking and restaffing the place. Thanks for asking.”




  “Did our lot ever catch the culprits who struck the match?”




  “Not yet. I’m just glad Dad had chosen to work late that night and was there to call the brigade quickly. Not that it prevented the fire from spreading.”




  “It could have been far worse. Big relief all round, I should imagine.”




  Miranda switched off the engine, and they both climbed out of the car. “This is truly amazing—or ‘amazeballs,’ as the kids of today would say.”




  “There has to be a lot of money invested within these walls.”




  Miranda agreed. When she rang the bell, she could tell how grand the house was by the number of times the chime echoed around the interior.




  Seconds later, a man dressed in a black suit and evening shirt opened the front door, sporting stubble on his wrinkle-free face.




  “Mr. Lawrence? I’m DI Miranda Carr, and this is my partner, DS Johnny Tomlin. All right if we come in?”




  The shell-shocked man stepped aside to let them into the huge marble-and-white hallway. “Have you found her?”




  “Your wife?” The man nodded. “Not yet. Is there somewhere we can have a chat?”




  “Don’t you want to see where it happened? To get the ball rolling in your investigation?”




  “If that’s what you would like, Mr. Lawrence. We can check it out for ourselves if you’d rather stay downstairs.”




  “No, I’ll show you.” He trudged up the staircase in front of the two detectives and led them into the bathroom; the scene of the crime.




  Miranda shook her head. By the amount of blood pooling on the chequered black-and-white bathroom tiles, she saw no point even considering the man’s wife was still alive. No one could survive losing that amount of blood. Seeing her partner’s grim expression told her he knew that they’d be looking for a corpse, too.




  “Call SOCO,” Miranda instructed Johnny. He left the room, and she could hear him speaking on his mobile in the main bedroom while she began asking Mr. Lawrence a few simple questions, fearing that the man might crumble if she started with the most awkward questions first. “Have you walked any further into the room at all?”




  “No. I saw the blood and backed out immediately to ring you…‌er…‌the police.”




  “And this is the only room that contains traces of any blood?”




  “Yes. Everywhere else is spotless, just the way it was when I left the house.”




  “Can you go through what happened, Mr. Lawrence?”




  “I’ve been away. I came back to find the house empty. I collapsed on the bed, fully clothed. I was that exhausted, as you can see, Inspector.” He ran a hand through his curls and messed them up even more.




  “Away? For what reason?”




  “Business, as in trying to summon up some through my contacts.”




  “I see.” Miranda raised an eyebrow. “Can you take down some notes, Sergeant?” she ordered her partner when he returned.




  Johnny withdrew his notebook from his jacket pocket and flipped over a couple of pages, prepared to jot down Mr. Lawrence’s replies as Miranda asked the questions.




  “How long have you been away, Mr. Lawrence?” Miranda asked.




  “Two days.”




  “Can you tell us where?”




  “Abroad, in Portugal.”




  “Okay, was your wife expecting you to return yesterday?”




  “No. I thought I would surprise her. That’s why I wasn’t overly concerned when she wasn’t here. I presumed she had gone out to dinner with friends or something.” He sat down heavily on the end of the bed, rested his elbows on his knees, and buried his head in his hands. “Why? Why would someone do this to my wife?”




  “That’s what I intend to find out, Mr. Lawrence. I’m going to have to ask you for a list of her friends and family members so we can begin our investigation. While you’re at it, you might also consider telling us about any people who might have some form of vendetta, either against you or your wife.”




  He glanced up at Miranda and frowned. “Good Lord, do you realise what you’re saying?”




  “What do you mean, Mr. Lawrence?”




  The man sighed, forcing a large breath of air from his lungs. “My wife is an international businesswoman with a product—or I should say ‘range of products’—that the most influential people in the cosmetic industry are envious of. That kind of notoriety comes with more negatives than positives, I can assure you.”




  “Well, I can certainly understand that, but we’ll still need to have a full list of names, the sooner the better.”




  He covered his eyes and shook his head. “All I want is my wife back. If you won’t get out there and look for her, then I will.” He launched himself off the bed, and Miranda quickly stood aside as he raced her way. He brushed past her and hurried out of the room.




  “Do you want me to go after him?” Johnny asked.




  “No. Let him blow off steam by himself for a moment or two. Shit! Our priority has to be to find this woman. Ring the station and organise a press conference ASAP, would you?” She lowered her voice to say the final part. “That’s the best start we can make without a body.”




  “Do you think we should call a member of his family to come and sit with him? He looks distraught. Is there a chance he might contemplate doing something silly?”




  “Good thinking. Let’s see if anyone lives close by.”




  The two detectives walked back down the grand staircase to find the man sitting at the granite island in the enormous kitchen.




  “Mr. Lawrence, we think you should have someone here with you. A family member or friend, perhaps,” Miranda said.




  “No! I don’t need any of them. I just want Anneka back.” He flew off the barstool, flung open the patio door, and bolted into the rear garden.




  “Touchy, ain’t he?” Johnny commented.




  “How would you react if Francis went missing? Let’s give him a bit of slack for a few days, eh?”




  “I suppose you’re right. I’ll ring the station.”




  Miranda nodded and cast her eye around the room. The whole room was white, except for the black granite tops. She spotted the stark combination as a theme running throughout the house. She searched a few of the cupboards, looking for a cup or mug to make the man a coffee, but couldn’t find any. Then she realised there wasn’t even a kettle in sight. How odd.




  Just then, Mr. Lawrence returned to the room. She smiled and held her arms out to the side. “I was trying to make you a coffee. You do drink coffee in this house, don’t you?”




  He moved to the floor-to-ceiling cupboards and pulled two mugs from one of the drawer units. Then he filled the mugs with instant coffee granules and sugar from the contents of another drawer. Miranda was puzzled by what the man did next. Taking the mugs, he placed them under the tap on the sink set into the island. She was just about to tell him that he’d made a mistake when she noticed steam rising from the cup.




  “There you go, Inspector.”




  “Wow, is that a magic tap?”




  “No. Not really. I think they’ve been around for a while. Anneka hated—I mean, hates clutter on the sides, so we invested in a tap that delivers boiling hot water ‘on tap,’ if you will.”




  “Amazing. Drink up. Coffee ails all problems, so I’m told.”




  “It might do, the question is, will it help bring my wife back?” He sat down at the long kitchen table and twisted his mug on the glass coaster.




  Miranda joined him, uncertain what to say next. Time was rapidly getting away from them, and it was urgent they get things moving. Nonetheless, she didn’t want to seem callous. Sometimes an inspector, or any serving officer, needed to push his or her compassionate side to the fore to deal with the relative’s grief.




  Johnny disturbed the awkward silence when he entered the kitchen a few minutes later. “Conference booked for four this afternoon, boss.”




  “Excellent. That’ll be our chance to ask the public for help to try and find your wife, Mr. Lawrence.”




  “I hope it goes well for you,” the man replied, seeming distracted.




  The two detectives glanced at each other and shrugged. “Just so it’s clear—we want you to attend the conference. A plea from you will certainly help.”




  He sat back in his chair, the rising panic evident. “I can’t. Not on national TV.”




  Miranda placed her hand on top of his, noting how much it was shaking. “I understand how hard all of this must be for you, but it would work in Anneka’s favour for you to attend. You needn’t speak. I can do all the talking for you, so there’s no problem in that respect. Even down to the plea, you could write out what you wanted to say. I’d be happy to relay that message on your behalf.”




  “Now? We really have to do this now? All I want is the safe return of my wife. Won’t we be wasting time? Shouldn’t you be out there, searching for her?”




  “I understand your frustration, Mr. Lawrence. Sorry, do you mind if I call you Brad?”




  “Go ahead. It’s my name,” he replied abruptly, then offered a brief smile as an apology for his dubious attitude.




  “Brad, in these types of cases, it’s important that we get as much background information as we can. Otherwise, if we go hell for leather, searching here, there, and everywhere, we’re sure to be pulled in the wrong direction. That’s sod’s law and a copper’s worst enemy, apart from the villains.” She tried the light-hearted approach to see if the man would open up more.




  “If you say so. Do you have a pad and pen?”




  Johnny withdrew his notebook, but Miranda shook her head. “We need something better than that.” She handed her partner the keys to the car. “My briefcase is in the boot. I think there’s a shorthand notebook inside.”




  “Okay.” Johnny started to walk out of the kitchen as crunching gravel in the driveway alerted them to a vehicle arriving.




  “That’s probably SOCO. Let them in, will you, Johnny?” After her partner had left the room, Miranda asked Brad, “Off the top of your head, do you think we should start looking in a certain direction first? Anyone with a recent grudge perhaps?”




  “Anneka is just about to launch a new skin-care range. It’s taken her two years of travelling back and forth to see the supplies abroad and to arrange everything. In that time, Inspector, my wife has probably crushed many toes and pissed off several people to get to this point. The launch is set to take place in a few days. Crap, I’ll have to cancel everything now—the venue, the press party, the launch party itself. Jesus, when am I going to get the chance to help look for Anneka with all that shit to do?”




  “Leave the search for us to carry out, Brad. One question, if I may? Why do you need to cancel everything if it’s all in place ready to go anyway?”




  “What? Are you crazy? I know very little about the business. I couldn’t carry on with a launch. Not only that, what about the fact that she’s missing? Can you imagine the furore that would evolve from that situation? People would probably draw straws to lynch me.”




  “Okay, I understand there are issues. Nevertheless, would you really want to see your wife’s hard work over the last few years go to waste like that? What will Anneka say if we find her and she discovers you called off the launch at the very last minute? There must be exorbitant cost implications to consider in all of this, too. Surely, your wife has staff who could deal with the launch for you? If that’s what you’re concerned about?”
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