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‘Are you hungry?’ asked Conrad. ‘The reason I ask is that I am definitely getting peckish.’ He looked up at Lulu, who was holding the tiller of her narrowboat, The Lark, as it phut-phut-phutted its way along the Kennet and Avon Canal, heading towards Bath.


Conrad was sitting on the metal seat at the stern, the cold December wind ruffling his fur. He was a good-looking cat, of that there was no question. The right side of his head was mainly black with an uneven white patch around the nose and mouth, and the left side was brown and white. His eyes were a vibrant green and his mouth seemed to form a sly smile, as if he’d just heard something that amused him. His front legs and chest were white, his body and tail were thick stripes of black and brown and his rear legs had white socks. He was a typical calico cat in many respects, but it was his ability to talk that set him apart from all other cats.


Lulu had been shocked the first time Conrad had spoken to her, after he’d jumped onto The Lark at her mooring in Little Venice – so shocked that she’d thought she was either dreaming or losing her mind. Neither was the case. Conrad really could talk, but he had made it clear from the outset that he would only talk to her. Lulu had no idea why Conrad had chosen her, but no one else who came across him received anything more communicative than a ‘meow’ or, if he was in a particularly good mood, a throaty purr.


‘I think lunch would be a very good idea,’ said Lulu. She was wearing a heavy sheepskin jacket over a thick pullover, blue jeans tucked into Caterpillar boots, and wool fingerless gloves, but she was still feeling the cold. It had taken The Lark just over a week to travel the eighty-odd miles from Reading. It was a picturesque journey with almost a hundred locks to be opened and closed along the way. Dealing with locks single-handedly in the winter was challenging, but not over difficult, and Lulu had become adept at opening and closing the gates, opening the sluices and using the centre line to keep The Lark in the middle of the chamber as the water rose or fell. Truth be told, operating the locks kept her warm, while standing next to the tiller meant she had no choice but to face the bitter wind that blew along the canal.


She took her iPhone from her jacket pocket and used her left hand to scroll through the app she was using to keep track of their journey. ‘There’s a cafe about a mile ahead of us,’ she said.


‘Is it cat friendly?’ asked Conrad.


‘There’s a terrace at the side of the canal, so I assume so,’ said Lulu, putting the phone back into her pocket.


‘So where are we?’ asked Conrad, narrowing his eyes against the wind.


‘We’re coming up to Bradford-on-Avon,’ said Lulu. ‘It’s about nine miles from Bath.’


Bath was their ultimate destination, and Lulu hoped to get there before dark. The Lark’s top speed was about four miles an hour, but generally Lulu kept to about three miles an hour, even slower whenever she passed moored boats. Considerate boaters always slowed down to pass moored boats; there was nothing worse than being tossed up and down by the wake of a speeding narrowboat.


The canal was clear, so she didn’t have to slow down as they headed towards the cafe. They passed a couple of boats coming the other way, and like her the owners were well wrapped up against the winter wind. The first owner was a middle-aged man with a flat cap and a red and white scarf wrapped around his neck. He gave a cheery wave and shouted hello as he went by. Five minutes later they passed a compact narrowboat that couldn’t have been more than thirty feet long, about half the length of The Lark. The boat was in lovely condition, dark blue with brass portholes and a roof decked out with brightly painted planters filled with small conifers. The boater was, like Lulu, a woman in her sixties, wrapped up against the cold with a padded coat and a white fleece beanie pulled low over her ears. She was holding the tiller with her right hand and had a steaming mug of something hot in her left. The woman raised her mug in salute, and Lulu waved.


A young boy on a bicycle passed by on the towpath, travelling at probably three times The Lark’s pace. Narrowboats weren’t built for speed, and it wasn’t unusual for Lulu to be overtaken by joggers or even fast walkers. Like most boaters, she appreciated the journey as much as the arrival. Getting to wherever she was going was half the fun. Probably more than half, to be honest – although on this occasion she was very much looking forward to spending Christmas in Bath with her goddaughter, Amanda, and her family.


Conrad jumped up onto the roof of The Lark. ‘Is that it?’ he asked, gazing ahead.


Lulu narrowed her eyes as she peered into the wind. ‘Yes, I think so,’ she said. There was a stone building at the side of the canal with a roofed terrace. Three narrowboats were moored close by. ‘You have such good eyesight.’


‘Actually, humans have better long vision than cats,’ said Conrad. ‘Everything gets a bit blurry for me beyond about twenty feet, but you humans can see clearly up to more than two hundred feet.’


‘So how did you see the cafe?’


‘I can smell the food,’ said Conrad.


‘Ah yes, of course,’ said Lulu. ‘Didn’t you tell me that your sense of smell is fifteen times better than mine?’


‘Fourteen,’ said Conrad. ‘Cats have more than two hundred million odour sensors in their noses; humans have just five million.’


‘And how does the food smell?’ asked Lulu, easing back on the throttle.


‘Pretty good,’ said Conrad.


Lulu went slowly past the moored narrowboats before pulling in and reversing back. She put the engine to idle, grabbed the stern line, stepped off onto the towpath and used the line to gently ease The Lark into place. Then she secured the line, tied the bow and centre lines and climbed back onto the rear deck to kill the engine.


‘You always make that look so easy,’ said Conrad.


‘It’s the advantage of opposable thumbs,’ said Lulu. The cafe overlooked The Lark, so she didn’t bother locking up. Conrad jumped up onto her shoulders and Lulu stepped back onto the towpath.


‘I am so hungry,’ said Conrad.


‘Yes, you said.’


The Lock Inn was a beautiful stone cottage with an outdoor terrace under a roof made from plastic sheeting. Lulu peered through a window and saw that most of the tables inside were occupied. A decorated Christmas tree with flashing fairy lights stood in the corner of the room. There were only two men out on the terrace, and they were standing up to leave. The terrace was shielded from the wind, so Lulu decided she would sit outside.


‘Lovely day for it,’ said one of the men. He was in his fifties with a bushy grey beard and a captain’s hat that made Lulu think of Captain Birdseye.


‘It is, yes.’


‘So you’re on The Lark?’


‘That’s right.’


‘You’re a long way from home.’ He had obviously seen ‘LITTLE VENICE’ on the sign on the side of The Lark.


‘Visiting friends,’ said Lulu.


The other man was a few years younger and could have well been Captain Birdseye’s son, though Lulu had long since stopped assuming relationships based on appearance. ‘Are you travelling alone?’ he asked.


‘Just me and Conrad,’ said Lulu. Conrad jumped down from her shoulders onto a green plastic chair.


‘Well, fair play to you,’ said Captain Birdseye. ‘My days of dealing with locks single-handed are well behind me.’ He gave her a salute. ‘Enjoy the rest of your day.’


‘You too,’ said Lulu, sitting down. The two men walked down to the towpath and climbed onto a green and red narrowboat with solar panels covering its roof. Lulu had never been a fan of solar panels on canal boats. She understood the advantages of having free electricity on tap, but they always looked so unsightly.


‘They spoil the appearance, don’t they?’ said Conrad.


‘Yes, they do,’ said Lulu. She frowned. ‘Did you just read my mind?’


Conrad chuckled. ‘I saw you looking at the roof of their boat, and your nose wrinkled just a little. So it was a straightforward deduction. Elementary, my dear Watson.’


‘So I’m Dr Watson to your Sherlock Holmes? I’m the one who was a detective, remember?’


‘A detective superintendent with the Metropolitan Police, no less.’


‘Indeed,’ said Lulu.


A young waitress appeared, wearing a Santa hat and carrying a tray. She began to clear the table where the two men had been sitting. ‘I’ll be with you in a moment,’ she said to Lulu in a soft Wiltshire accent. Conrad dropped down from the chair and curled up beneath it as the waitress began collecting the used plates and mugs. The men had left a newspaper behind.


‘Do you mind if I have a look at that?’ Lulu asked, pointing at it.


‘Not at all,’ said the waitress, handing her the paper. ‘And what can I get you to drink?’


‘A glass of Pinot Grigio would be lovely. And water for Conrad.’


The waitress frowned. ‘Conrad?’


‘I’m sorry – my companion,’ said Lulu, pointing at Conrad.


‘Oh! I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t see you there. Would tap water be okay?’


‘Actually, he’s quite partial to Evian. If you have it.’


‘We most definitely do,’ said the waitress. ‘I shall be right back.’


Lulu looked at the front page of the newspaper. It was the Wiltshire Times and the main headline was FEARS FOR MISSING SCHOOLGIRL. Beneath it was a photograph of a young girl, her hair in braids, holding a schoolbag to her chest. Lulu scanned the story. Ten-year-old Poppy Novak had vanished on her way home from school. She lived just under half a mile from the school and had left at four o’clock. When she hadn’t arrived by six o’clock, her worried parents had phoned the police. A full search of the area had found nothing, and police feared she had been abducted.


Conrad emerged from the under the chair. He looked up at the newspaper, then jumped up onto the chair next to Lulu to get a better look. ‘That’s awful,’ he said.


‘Yes, it is,’ said Lulu. ‘I always hated missing children cases. I couldn’t help fearing the worst, even though the vast majority turn up safe and sound in the end.’


‘Do a lot of children go missing?’


‘Oh, more than a hundred thousand children are reported missing every year in the UK,’ said Lulu. ‘But most are the result of confusion – basically, children not keeping their parents informed of their whereabouts. And sometimes younger children simply get lost and are found after a search. In cases of abduction, it’s often relatives who are involved. Mum and dad split up, one parent gets custody and the other parent takes matters into their own hands. Abduction by strangers is quite rare, thankfully.’


‘So do you think they’ll find her?’


Lulu looked at the masthead. The paper was a weekly and had been published two days earlier. ‘She’s probably been found already,’ she said.


‘Can you check?’


‘Can I check? Why?’


‘I’m worried.’


‘I suppose they probably have a website. Let me have a look.’ Lulu picked up her phone just as the waitress returned with a glass of wine and a bowl of water. She put the bowl down on the floor and the glass in front of Lulu.


Lulu thanked her and then showed her the paper. ‘Did this little girl ever turn up?’ she asked.


The waitress peered at the paper and shook her head. ‘That’s little Poppy. No. There was another search for her yesterday – I was one of the people looking. She only lives ten minutes from the school and she walks along the main road, so no one can understand how anybody managed to abduct her. Her parents were on TV last night. They’re in bits.’


‘Novak, that’s an unusual name, isn’t it? Though there was a film star many years ago called Kim Novak.’


‘I think her dad is from the Czech Republic. Her mum’s a local girl whose father used to run the Queen’s Head. That’s the pub down the road. He died a few years ago and the pub was sold.’


‘What do they think happened to the little girl?’ asked Lulu.


‘Nobody knows,’ said the waitress. ‘She seems to have vanished into thin air.’


‘I do hope they find her safely.’


‘We all do, but it’s been five days now, so people are starting to fear the worst.’ She handed a menu to Lulu. ‘Can I get you anything to eat?’


Lulu studied the menu and smiled. ‘Oh, fish and chips,’ she said. ‘I haven’t had fish and chips for ages.’


‘Garden or mushy peas?’


‘It has to be mushy, doesn’t it?’


‘And for Conrad?’


‘He can share my cod.’


‘I’ll bring a spare plate.’


‘You’re an angel, thank you.’


Conrad waited until the waitress had walked away before speaking. ‘Children don’t just disappear, do they?’ he said.


‘No, not really. Adults do. They just pack up and go if life gets too much for them. Teenagers sometimes run away, but they usually take their phones with them, so the police can track them down. But this little girl is only ten – and ten-year-olds don’t disappear of their own accord.’


‘So somebody has taken her?’


‘If the police haven’t been able to find her within twenty-four hours of her having gone missing, then that’s the assumption.’


‘That’s terrible. Do you think you can help?’


‘Me?’


‘You were a superintendent. A detective superintendent.’


‘That was a long time ago. And Wiltshire has a perfectly good police force. They’ll be doing whatever needs to be done.’


Conrad sighed. ‘I hope so.’
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Lulu paid for their lunch and walked back to The Lark with Conrad at her heels. ‘That was lovely,’ he said. ‘Absolutely delicious. Thank you.’


‘You’re quite welcome,’ said Lulu.


‘I always feel bad that I can’t pay,’ said Conrad. ‘But you know, I have nowhere to keep a wallet.’


‘And no opposable thumbs,’ said Lulu. ‘Anyway, I think the days of males being expected to pay are well gone.’


‘I understand that,’ said Conrad. ‘But I feel we should at least go Dutch.’


‘I’ve never understood where that expression comes from.’


‘It goes back to the seventeenth century, when England and the Netherlands were fighting over trade routes. The English always accused the Dutch of being stingy, and “going Dutch” came to mean that each person would pay his or her own expenses during a date.’


‘You are a very knowledgeable cat,’ said Lulu.


‘It has been said.’ 


They reached The Lark and Lulu climbed on board. Conrad followed her, and as always, she marvelled at how smoothly he moved. He seemed to glide through the air as if he were weightless, landing on the rear deck without making a sound. He sat on the metal seat at the back of the deck and she pressed the button to start the engine. It kicked into life, and a cloud of black smoke belched out over the water. Lulu jumped back onto the towpath, undid the three lines and then pushed the prow away from the bank before jumping onto the stern and grabbing the tiller. She eased The Lark into the middle of the canal, then increased the throttle.


Conrad jumped up onto the roof and sat facing forward, the wind ruffling his fur. ‘Where will we moor?’ he asked.


‘Unfortunately we can’t moor in the city centre. The council put a stop to it.’


‘Why on earth would they do that?’


‘I suppose not everyone appreciates narrowboats,’ said Lulu. ‘There’s a note on their website that says we can moor on the Widcombe Lock flight and enter the city centre on foot.’


‘Is it far?’


‘Not really.’


Conrad turned his head to look at her. ‘And what, pray tell, is the Widcome Lock flight?’


‘It’s a set of locks that takes the Kennet and Avon Canal down sixty feet to join the River Avon in Bath. It’s about nine miles from here. So if we’re lucky, we’ll be there in three hours and we’ll get to Amanda’s house before six.’


‘And Amanda is your goddaughter, you said?’


Lulu nodded. ‘Her mother was a great friend.’


‘Was?’


‘She passed away about sixteen years ago, when Amanda was a teenager. Well, she was nineteen, at university, so almost out of her teens. Her father was always busy so Amanda used to come and stay with me and Simon during her breaks.’


‘And was Amanda’s mum a police officer, like you?’


Lulu shook her head. ‘She was a lawyer. For a few years she was a member of the London Policing Board. That’s how I met her, and we just clicked. Michelle, her name was. Michelle Taylor. We became good friends, and when Amanda was born Michelle asked me to be her godmother. That was almost thirty-five years ago.’


‘What does a godmother do, actually?’


‘That’s a very good question. Basically, they’re to act as stand-in parents if anything happens to the real parents. They’re supposed to take an interest in the child’s upbringing and personal development, and if the worst comes to the worst they can claim legal guardianship. That was never an issue with Amanda. Her father is still alive. But he and Amanda were never very close, and he remarried.’ Lulu forced a smile. ‘Several times, actually. I think maybe he was looking for someone to replace Michelle, but she really was one of a kind. Irreplaceable. Anyway, Amanda married over ten years ago and she moved to Bath. She has a daughter of her own now. Olivia. Lovely little girl. Her husband Donald is a professor at the university there.’


‘And we’re going to stay with them?’


‘We are. They have a lovely house in the centre of Bath.’


Another narrowboat was coming towards them, so Lulu steered over to the right and slowed the engine. The oncoming boat did the same. The boater was a young woman in her thirties, wrapped up in a padded jacket with what looked like a colourful Peruvian chullo on her head. Made with llama wool and with long earflaps, it looked like the perfect headwear for a canal in winter, and Lulu made a mental note to keep an eye out for one. The woman waved and Lulu waved back.


‘I love your hat!’ Lulu shouted.


‘Thank you!’ the woman shouted back. ‘I love your cat! Wanna trade?’


‘Oh, my goodness me, no!’ shouted Lulu.


The woman laughed and waved again. Her boat was called Moorning Sunshine, which was a nice pun. The dentist who had sold The Lark to Lulu had given it that name because he had bought the narrowboat as a lark. Lulu loved the name and had never even considered changing it.


Most of the journey to Bath was through open countryside, passing through the villages of Limpley Stoke, Claverton and Bathampton. If they had been touring, Lulu would probably have stopped off to walk around at least one of the villages, but she was on a deadline, and in three hours she passed over two aqueducts and two swing bridges and reached Bath Top Lock.


There was no wait to use the locks; being so close to Christmas, there were few travellers on the canal. The only narrowboats Lulu saw as she went through lock 13 and lock 12 were moored at the canalside. There was another boat heading east through lock 11, a trim 50-footer driven by a bearded young man wearing a parka with a fur-lined hood. His boat was called Mary Jane, and the strong smell of cannabis emanating from the vessel suggested the name was drug-related. The Mary Jane had reached the lock first and the man was dealing with it single-handed, so Lulu moored The Lark and went to help him.


‘Thank you!’ he called over from the other side of the canal as she went to work on her side of the lock, inserting her steel windlass and using all her weight to turn it.


‘No problem, happy to help,’ she replied.


‘I’ll return the favour,’ he said.


The lock quickly filled up. They opened the gates and the young man drove through. He moored the Mary Jane as Lulu drove into the lock, then hurried over to the gate on his side and pushed it closed. Lulu stepped off The Lark, keeping hold of the centre line, and pushed her gate closed.


‘Oh, you have a cat,’ said the man, spotting Conrad for the first time.


‘He’s Conrad,’ said Lulu. ‘And I’m Lulu.’


‘Pleased to meet you,’ said the man, raising his hand in greeting. ‘I’m Tim.’


‘Pleased to meet you, too,’ said Lulu.


They walked to the other gates and opened the sluices to let the water out. Lulu kept hold of the line as the water level dropped, keeping The Lark in the middle of the chamber.


‘Why don’t you climb on board? I’ll open the gates to let you out,’ said Tim.


‘Are you sure?’ asked Lulu. It would mean more work for him, but it would be easier for her to control The Lark with the engine rather than the line.


‘Go ahead, we’ve done the hard work.’


‘Thank you so much,’ said Lulu. The Lark had only dropped a few feet, so she was able to step down onto the roof. She hurried along to the stern and down to the rear deck. She pressed the button to start the engine and eased the throttle forward a fraction to keep the back of the boat clear of the gate, and in particular to keep it off the cill, a protruding concrete ledge below the uphill lock. The quickest way to sink a narrowboat was to catch the stern on the cill – it would definitely ruin your day.


The Lark continued to drop as water poured out of the sluices. Lulu used small changes of the throttle to keep the boat steady. Operating the throttle – or speed lever, as some boaters called it – was so simple that a child could do it. In fact, Lulu often saw children at the tiller, though usually under the watchful eye of an adult. All you had to do was push forward to go forward and pull back for reverse. Pulling the throttle lever to one side put the boat in neutral. Simple it might be, but it still required concentration and a deft touch to keep The Lark centred.


When all the water had poured out of the sluices, Tim pushed open one gate, hurried around and carefully crossed the lock on the closed gates, then pushed the second gate open.


‘Thank you so much!’ called Lulu. ‘You’re a gentleman!’


Tim laughed and gave her an exaggerated bow as she pushed the throttle forward and eased The Lark out of the lock.


‘What a nice man,’ said Conrad as they drove away from the lock.


‘Canal people are generally good people,’ said Lulu.


‘Why is that, do you think?’


‘That’s a very good question,’ said Lulu.


A middle-aged couple in matching Barbour waterproof jackets were heading towards them along the towpath, arm in arm, so Lulu didn’t reply until they had passed by.


‘I think it’s because the pace of life is so much gentler on the canals,’ she said. ‘The top speed of a narrowboat is four miles an hour, but you spend most of your time at walking pace or even slower. There’s no rushing. You simply can’t hurry – it takes as long as it takes.’


‘So you think that calms people down?’


‘Partly. But I think it also means people who are in a rush – and that’s probably most of the world these days – tend to avoid the canals.’


‘Well, I prefer it that way,’ said Conrad.


Lulu smiled. ‘And so do I.’


There were boats moored on either side of the canal, but she spotted a gap on the left and eased back on the throttle. A narrowboat has no brakes, just forward and reverse, and it can be tricky to get the hang of manoeuvring in and out of tight places. Lulu had had more than enough practice and it took her only a few minutes to ease The Lark into the gap, even though there was only a yard or two of extra space fore and aft. She put the engine in neutral, then jumped off with the stern line. In less than a minute she had secured The Lark with three lines.


‘Nicely done,’ said Conrad as she climbed back onto The Lark.


‘You should have seen me the first time I drove her out of Little Venice,’ said Lulu. ‘I was all over the canal, I really was.’


‘Well, you’re an expert now, that’s for sure.’


‘Why, thank you,’ said Lulu. She went down into the cabin. It was just before six o’clock and the walk to Amanda’s house would take them about half an hour. She could call for a taxi, but Bath was a lovely city and she was looking forward to a walk after several hours at the tiller. She took a quick shower, changed into a clean pullover and trousers and put on just enough make-up to add some colour to her face. Conrad sat on her bunk licking his front legs as she applied the last of the make-up. It was dark outside and Lulu had switched the lights on.


‘You cats have it so easy,’ Lulu said.


He looked up from his ablutions. ‘How so?’


‘Well, look at you. No showering, no having to choose what to wear, no make-up needed. Just a few licks and you’re good to go.’


‘And I always look good.’


Lulu laughed. ‘Yes, you do.’


‘You look good, too.’


‘Thank you.’ She opened a cupboard and took out a Harrods carrier bag containing the Christmas presents she’d brought for Amanda, Donald and Olivia, then picked up the backpack in which she had packed enough clothes for her stay, including a pretty Karen Millen dress that she planned to wear on Christmas Day. She smiled at Conrad. ‘You get to travel light, too. No clean underwear, no washbag, nothing to carry.’


‘Just my good self.’


‘Yes. Your good self.’ Lulu nodded at her backpack. ‘But I need pyjamas, underwear, and a couple of dresses.’ She grinned. ‘So, off we go.’
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Lulu pulled on her sheepskin jacket and brown wool gloves with the fingers cut off. They went out onto the rear deck and she locked the door. After Conrad had jumped up onto her shoulders, she stepped carefully off The Lark.


A man and woman were standing on the rear deck of the adjacent boat, drinking from cans of lager and smoking small cigars. They had placed a small electric lantern on the roof of their boat. They were in their mid-fifties and wearing matching North Face fleeces. ‘I love your cat,’ said the woman, waving her can of lager. ‘How long did it take to learn to do that?’


‘I picked it up quite quickly,’ said Lulu.


‘No, I meant . . .’ The woman giggled and didn’t finish the sentence.


‘Merry Christmas!’ called her companion, waving his cigar in the air.


‘Four more days to go,’ said Lulu.


‘We’re leaving tomorrow, so you have a great Christmas.’


‘I will do, thank you,’ said Lulu. ‘You too.’


She left the towpath and headed down a steep track towards the city. There was a metal handrail down the middle, and Lulu kept her right hand on it as she walked. A young couple were coming towards her, students maybe, in their late teens. The boy had his arm around the girl’s shoulders and kept sniffing her long blonde hair. He saw Conrad first and his face broke into a cheerful grin. He whispered into the girl’s ear and she looked up and smiled. ‘Oh, that is so cool,’ she said.


They stopped walking. Lulu thought it would be rude to just walk by, so she stopped too.


‘Can I stroke him?’ the girl asked. She had a Liverpool accent, so almost certainly a student, Lulu decided.


‘Of course,’ said Lulu. ‘He always loves to be petted by a pretty girl.’


The girl reached up and stroked Conrad’s neck, and he purred happily. ‘I love his colours,’ she said. ‘What do they call that? Tortoiseshell?’


‘I always say he’s a calico cat,’ said Lulu. ‘People say that calico is an Americanism, but for me a calico has a three-colour coat with white, black and red-orange. Tortoiseshells lack the white and have a black and orange mottled coat. But there is a lot of discussion about that.’


‘How did you teach him to sit on your shoulders?’ asked the boy. He had a broad Yorkshire accent that immediately made Lulu think of a Hovis advert.


‘Oh, he just decided to do that himself,’ said Lulu.


‘You didn’t train him?’


‘Oh no. Conrad isn’t the sort of cat you can train.’ She smiled. ‘Actually, I don’t think most cats can be trained. Or at least, they don’t allow themselves to be trained.’


‘Our family dog can do all sorts of tricks,’ said the boy. ‘He can stand up on his back legs and turn all the way around. And my dad taught him to do press-ups. How cool is that?’


‘Very cool,’ said Lulu, though actually she didn’t think that a dog doing tricks was the least bit cool. She said goodbye and continued along the track.


‘Good grief,’ said Conrad, once they were out of earshot.


‘I didn’t think you’d be impressed by the idea of a dog doing press-ups.’


‘Training is all about dominance, that’s the thing,’ said Conrad. ‘A dog will do pretty much whatever you tell it to do, especially if there is food involved.’


‘Because they’re pack animals,’ said Lulu.


‘Because they have a need to be told what to do,’ said Conrad. ‘It’s almost as if they have no free will.’ He shuddered. ‘I’m glad I’m not a dog.’


‘Me too,’ said Lulu. ‘If nothing else, you’d be a lot heavier.’


Lulu loved the way people reacted to seeing that Conrad was riding on her shoulders. Usually it was surprise; eyes would widen and jaws would drop, often followed by a smile. People generally weren’t shy about commenting, more often than not with a simple ‘Lovely cat’ or ‘How wonderful’. She had never put Conrad on the scales, but she assumed he weighed between three and four kilograms, though when he was wrapped around her neck he felt almost weightless. Sometimes she would feel his warm breath on her ear, and occasionally he would shift position slightly, but most of the time he was as comfortable and reassuring as a warm scarf.


The only negative reactions tended to come from dogs – and their owners. Most dogs simply didn’t notice that Conrad was on her shoulders, but the few that did would usually erupt into frantic barking and start pulling at their leads. Conrad took such outbursts in his stride and merely stared disdainfully down at them. The owners of the dogs rarely apologized for the barking, and more often than not they would glare at Lulu as if she was somehow the one at fault. Lulu always reacted the same way – with a smile. Rarely did she receive a smile in return, but when she did, it always gave her a good feeling. During her years as a police officer, she’d often found that smiling and showing respect would defuse a potentially volatile situation, although that didn’t mean she ever let her guard down. ‘Expect the best, but prepare for the worst’ was the advice she’d been given by a grizzled sergeant by the name of Jimmy McLeod when she’d first started walking a beat, and she’d pretty much lived by it ever since.


They walked alongside a busy road and over a stone bridge that crossed the River Avon. The street lights were reflected in the water, giving it a fairy tale feel. To the right Lulu could see a weir in the distance, illuminated by floodlights. It was Pulteney Weir, built in the late Middle Ages to prevent the river from flooding Bath.


‘This is a lovely city,’ said Conrad.


‘It is,’ said Lulu. ‘The Romans built baths and a temple here in AD 60, but the hot springs were known long before that. There’s a beautiful abbey and most of the architecture is Georgian, using the local Bath stone. Wait until you see Amanda’s house – it’s quite something.’


‘It reminds me of Oxford.’


‘They’re both very pretty cities,’ said Lulu. ‘We could visit the Roman baths while we’re here.’


‘I’m not a big fan of baths,’ said Conrad.


‘Why is it that cats don’t like water? Dogs seem to love it.’


‘Dogs are dogs,’ said Conrad. ‘They love chasing after sticks, too. I’ve never understood the point of that. I can tell you that the main reason we cats don’t like water – other than for drinking – is because of what it does to our fur. Wet fur is uncomfortable and it takes for ever to dry. And wet fur is heavy; it makes moving around really difficult. So we try to avoid it wherever possible. But dripping taps, they’re fun. I could spend all day watching a dripping tap.’


Lulu chuckled. ‘You’re funny.’


They walked past terraces of townhouses, all built from the local beige Bath stone. Lulu doubted they had changed much over the past couple of centuries. Like Little Venice, her home in London, most of the buildings here were probably listed and changes weren’t allowed. It didn’t require much imagination to picture Beau Brummell and his Regency dandies swanning around in perfumed wigs, frock coats and silk stockings.


They reached the Circus, a ring of four-storey townhouses with rows of tall chimneys. The ring formed the intersection of three roads, and a lawn and towering plane trees occupied its centre. Several tourists were wandering around, taking selfies.


‘Oh, well, now this is impressive,’ said Conrad, looking around.


‘Isn’t it?’ said Lulu. ‘And can you believe – it was built in the late 1750s, early 1760s.’


‘The houses look as good as new,’ said Conrad.


Leaving the Circus via Brock Street, they walked along to the Royal Crescent, where Amanda lived. Like the Circus, the Crescent was an architectural spectacle: a 500-foot curved terrace of stone townhouses fifty feet tall, with striking columns and dormer windows in their slate roofs. The Crescent faced a large, well-manicured lawn, and beyond it was a sprawling park where dozens more tourists were taking photographs.


There were several dog walkers out, on the lawn and in the park, many of them following their charges with plastic bags in hand. Conrad chuckled. ‘That always amuses me,’ he said.


‘What, exactly?’


‘Well, suppose aliens arrived from another planet and saw human beings walking behind dogs, collecting their waste. Who would they assume was the dominant species?’


Lulu chuckled. ‘You do have a point.’


‘I do, don’t I?’


Lulu looked out over the lawn. ‘The really interesting thing about this is the ha-ha.’


‘The what now?’


‘The ha-ha. You can’t really see it from here, which is of course the whole point.’


‘You’ve lost me,’ said Conrad.


Lulu pointed down the lawn. ‘There’s a vertical barrier there with a masonry wall, with quite a drop. But because the lawn slopes, you can’t see it from here. It stops vehicles coming up across the lawn. And livestock. It’s also referred to as a sunk fence or a deer wall.’


‘And why is it called a ha-ha?’


‘Apparently because that’s what people usually say when they first see it.’


Conrad snorted. ‘I’m not sure if I believe you or not.’


‘Cross my heart,’ said Lulu. She began peering at the numbers on the front doors they passed. ‘Here we are,’ she said eventually, stopping outside a house with a large Christmas wreath hanging on the front door. Fake snow had been sprayed on the inside of the windows. There were old-fashioned coach lights either side of the door, casting pools of light on the steps.


‘Very festive,’ said Conrad.


Lulu walked up to the front door and pressed the bell. After thirty seconds it was opened by Amanda, her dyed blonde hair held up with a white plastic clip. She was wearing a blue dress with large white flowers that looked as if it might be a Ted Baker, and there was a slim gold Cartier watch on her left wrist. She smiled when she saw Lulu, then her eyes widened as she noticed Conrad.


‘There’s a cat wrapped around your neck,’ said Amanda. ‘Is that the latest fashion in London?’


‘This is Conrad, my plus one,’ said Lulu.


‘Well, he’s very welcome,’ said Amanda, pulling the door open wider. ‘As are you.’


Lulu stepped across the threshold and air-kissed Amanda on both cheeks. Amanda closed the door and took the Harrods carrier bag from her. Conrad jumped down, making almost no sound as he landed on the carpet.


‘Those are your Christmas presents,’ said Lulu, nodding at the Harrods bag.


‘Oh, you shouldn’t have,’ said Amanda. ‘I’ll put them under the tree.’


Amanda took the bag and led Lulu through to a large sitting room overlooking the park. There was a real, towering Christmas tree in one corner, festooned in tinsel and baubles, with wrapped presents stacked around the base. Eleven-year-old Olivia was sitting on a low leather sofa and she shrieked with excitement as they came in. ‘Aunty Lulu!’


‘Hello, Olivia. You look lovely.’


Olivia was wearing a blue denim dress and had her long chestnut hair pulled back in a ponytail. She was tall and thin, gangly like a newborn foal as she jumped up and hurried over to hug Lulu. ‘I’m so glad you’re here for Christmas.’


‘Me too,’ said Lulu. She kissed Olivia on the top of her head. ‘It’s so lovely to see you again. No school today?’


‘It’s the last day, but Mummy and Daddy said I didn’t have to go.’ She stopped hugging Lulu when she spotted Conrad standing nearby. ‘Oh, there’s a cat!’ she exclaimed.


‘That’s Conrad,’ said Lulu.


Olivia stepped away from Lulu, staring at Conrad. ‘Is he your cat?’


‘I rather think that I’m his human,’ said Lulu.


‘Is he staying? Can he sleep on my bed?’


‘Oh, you’d have to ask Conrad.’


Olivia knelt down in front of Conrad. ‘Conrad, would you like to sleep on my bed tonight?’ she asked solemnly.


Conrad looked at her with his shining green eyes and meowed.


‘That’s a yes, Olivia,’ said Lulu.


Olivia clapped her hands together excitedly. ‘He talks!’


Lulu smiled. ‘Yes, he does. But only to people he likes.’


‘He likes me?’


‘Oh, I’m sure he does.’


‘Meow,’ said Conrad.


‘And there you have it, from the cat’s mouth,’ said Lulu.


Amanda had taken the wrapped gifts from the Harrods bag and was placing them around the foot of the Christmas tree. Red, green and blue fairy lights flashed on and off, and at the top of the tree was an antique fairy that Lulu knew was an heirloom that had been in Amanda’s family for generations.


She took off her backpack. ‘Where shall I put this?’


‘Just drop it by the sofa,’ said Amanda. ‘I’ll show you your room later. Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘Oh, I’d love one,’ said Lulu. She glanced around. ‘Is Donald here?’


‘He’s at the university,’ said Amanda. ‘There were some faculty meetings he couldn’t get out of, but he should be here any moment.’ She took Lulu down the hall and into a large kitchen with French windows that looked over a lawn with a swing set and slide. There was a kitchen island with four stools, and Amanda waved for Lulu to take a seat. As Lulu slid onto a stool, Amanda pulled open the door of a large stainless-steel fridge. ‘I said tea, but it is wine o’clock,’ she said. There was a lovely smell coming from the oven. Lulu didn’t have Conrad’s super-sensitive sense of smell, but she could definitely discern lamb and cauliflower cheese.


‘It is indeed,’ said Lulu.


‘Are you still a fan of Pinot Grigio?’


‘I am.’


Amanda pulled a bottle from the fridge, took out a corkscrew and two glasses and sat down opposite Lulu. She deftly extracted the cork and poured large measures into the glasses. Before either of them had a chance to drink, Donald appeared in the doorway, wearing a tweed jacket and brown corduroy trousers and carrying a battered leather briefcase.


‘Well, look what the cat dragged in,’ he said. ‘Literally. I’ve just met Conrad entertaining Olivia.’ He came over to the island, set his briefcase on the floor and gave Lulu a hug and a quick air kiss. ‘So good to see you again. How long has it been?’ He was five years older than Amanda and a couple of inches taller, with receding hair that he cut short. He had reading glasses hanging on a chain around his neck.


‘Almost two years,’ said Lulu.


‘And you really did sail your boat here?’


Amanda raised the wine bottle and he nodded, so she hopped off her stool to fetch him a glass.


‘Well, you drive a narrowboat rather than sail it, but yes. It’s been quite a trip.’


‘Doesn’t it get cold at night?’ asked Donald.


‘Oh no, there’s a multi-fuel stove and The Lark has its own central heating system. And I have a lovely quilt. It’s quite snug.’


Amanda poured wine for Donald and all three of them clinked glasses.


‘Dinner smells good,’ said Donald. ‘Are we going to eat here or in the dining room?’


‘We have a guest,’ said Amanda. ‘So the dining room, of course.’


‘Guests plural,’ said Donald. ‘Don’t forget Conrad.’ He sipped his wine. ‘So, are you okay?’ he asked Amanda.


Amanda nodded. ‘Yes, fine.’


There was an uncertainty in her voice that Lulu found unsettling. Perhaps they had been arguing, or something had happened to upset Amanda? But Lulu was a guest and in no position to pry. ‘I thought the universities had closed for the holidays?’ she said.


‘Oh, they have, but once the pesky students are out of the way it gives the vice-chancellor a chance to get busy with faculty business. Today’s meeting was about increasing our quota of foreign students, because obviously they pay more. But I’m an academic, Lulu, not a salesman. If I’d wanted to be a salesman and live on commission, I’d be out selling solar panels or life assurance.’ He took a sip of wine that rapidly turned into a gulp. Amanda was also gulping down her wine. Lulu kept a smile on her face, but she could tell that something was definitely wrong.
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Dinner was delicious, that was the only word for it. The lamb was succulent and perfectly cooked, the roast potatoes had been basted in goose fat, the cauliflower cheese was the best that Lulu had ever eaten, and the carrots had been freshly picked from the vegetable patch before being boiled and bathed in butter. Amanda had made her own mint jelly using mint from the garden. There was chocolate mousse for dessert, and again it was delicious.


The dining room overlooked the rear garden, which was now illuminated with small Japanese pagoda lights. The table had eight seats, but there was only Lulu, Amanda, Donald and Olivia for dinner. Conrad was lying on a wooden trunk under the window, apparently sleeping.


They had finished off the bottle of Pinot Grigio, and Donald had opened another.


‘Would you like a port to finish off?’ asked Donald.


‘Oh no, I’m fine with wine,’ said Lulu. She grinned. ‘Listen to me, I’m a poet.’


‘And you didn’t know it,’ said Donald.


They both laughed. Amanda also laughed, but Lulu could tell that something was still troubling her.


‘Amanda, that was fabulous,’ said Lulu.


‘Thank you. I must admit the potatoes were a rehearsal for Christmas Day.’


‘They were perfect. And your mint jelly, that was amazing.’


‘I have to confess, it’s a Jamie Oliver recipe.’


‘Well, hats off to Jamie,’ said Lulu.


Olivia yawned, and Amanda smiled at her. ‘Time for bed, young lady,’ she said. ‘Go upstairs and clean your teeth and I’ll come up and say goodnight.’


‘Can I take Conrad with me?’


Amanda looked over at Lulu. ‘Is that okay?’


‘Of course,’ said Lulu.


Olivia reached out her arms and scooped up Conrad. He lay against her with his head resting on her shoulder as she carried him out of the room.


‘I never had you down as a cat person,’ said Donald.


‘I don’t think I was, until I met Conrad,’ said Lulu.


‘Have you had him since he was a kitten?’


‘No, he walked into my life fully grown and introduced himself.’


‘So he was a stray?’ said Donald.


‘I guess you could say that,’ said Lulu. ‘He just jumped onto my boat in Little Venice and never left.’


Amanda looked at her watch. ‘Would you mind if we watch the news, Lulu?’


‘Of course not,’ said Lulu.


‘Amanda, really?’ said Donald.


Amanda’s eyes hardened. ‘I want to watch the news.’


Donald held up his hands in surrender. ‘Fine. Right. The news it is.’ He picked up his glass and the bottle, then waved Lulu to the door. ‘We shall retire to the sitting room, m’lady.’


Lulu smiled, but she felt a little uneasy. Amanda was clearly tense, and Donald was also agitated. Something was wrong, but neither Amanda nor Donald seemed to want to address it. She picked up her glass and followed Amanda across the hall to the sitting room. There were two blood-red Chesterfield sofas at right angles to each other across a brass and glass coffee table. Amanda sat down on one of the sofas and picked up the remote. The television was above the fireplace. Amanda pointed the remote at the television and it clicked on.


Lulu sat down on the other sofa and sipped her wine. Amanda was staring at the screen as she clicked through the channels. Donald joined her on the sofa and put the wine bottle on the coffee table.


‘Is everything okay?’ Lulu asked.


Amanda didn’t seem to hear her as she continued to flick through the channels.


Donald smiled awkwardly. ‘Everything’s fine,’ he said, but without conviction. He took another sip of wine.


Amanda found what she was looking for and sat back, still holding the remote. There was a news programme on the screen, presented by a young woman with hair that didn’t move and a rigid forehead that suggested Botox injections. The newsreader was talking about the local hospital unveiling an expanded maternity outpatient facility. A short film of a pregnant woman being examined by a nurse replaced the newsreader.


‘How do you get on for electricity on your boat?’ Donald asked.


He was clearly just trying to make conversation, Lulu realized, hoping to distract her from his wife’s unusual behaviour. ‘Oh, I have batteries, and the engine keeps them charged. And like I said, the stove heats the boat and provides hot water. So the electricity just powers the lights and the fridge,’ she babbled. She was fairly sure that Donald wasn’t really listening to her.


The newsreader was back on the screen. Amanda boosted the volume and Lulu realized that the woman was talking about Poppy Novak, the girl who had gone missing in Bradford-on-Avon.


Amanda was leaning forward, gripping the remote with both hands. Donald gritted his teeth as he stared at the screen; then he shuddered and drained his glass.


The broadcast cut to footage of a police press conference. A man and woman sat at a table, holding hands. Behind them was a photograph of a young girl, the same picture Lulu had seen on the front page of the Wiltshire Times. The woman was sweating profusely and kept dabbing at her forehead with a handkerchief. She was talking to a group of assembled journalists, tearfully describing what had happened to her daughter: Poppy had been walking home from school, as she did every day, but had never arrived. Mrs Novak went on to talk about Poppy’s interests, her hobbies, how she was doing at school. She kept using Poppy’s name. She would have been told to do that, Lulu knew, to make it as personal as possible. Whoever had taken Poppy needed to be reminded that she was a real person, a living, breathing human being, not just a victim.


At another table to the left of the Novaks was a man in his thirties with brown hair swept back from a broad forehead. He was wearing a grey suit with a cream shirt and a dark blue tie. There was a sign in front of him – ‘DI SIMON KEMP’. The fact that he was a DI, a detective inspector, meant that he was probably the SIO, the senior investigating officer.


Mrs Novak finished speaking and looked tearfully into the camera.


‘Please,’ said Mr Novak. ‘Just give us back our daughter. Poppy doesn’t deserve this. She’s a child. She doesn’t have a bad bone in her body.’ Tears were welling up in his eyes and he looked down at the table as he blinked them away. He was in his late thirties, a big, strong man with bulging forearms that strained at his jacket. It was probably an old jacket, one he hadn’t worn for a while, but he’d have been told that the public would have more sympathy for a man who looked presentable. He began to cry and his wife put her arm around him, tears running down her cheeks.


DI Kemp then announced that he would be taking questions and there was a flurry of them, all asking for more details of the investigation. It was clear from his replies that he had nothing to add and that the police were no nearer to finding the missing girl.


Then the segment was over and the newsreader began talking about the weather. Amanda muted the sound and put the remote down on the coffee table. She drained her wine glass and then refilled it with a shaking hand.


‘Amanda, whatever’s wrong?’ asked Lulu.


Amanda forced a smile. ‘I’m fine. Really.’


‘Well, you’re clearly not fine. You’re close to tears and your hands keep shaking. If you’re not feeling well then you really need to see a doctor.’


‘I’m not ill, Lulu.’


‘So what’s wrong? Or is it something you don’t want to share with me? If it is, just tell me and I’ll mind my own business. I only have your best interests at heart.’


A tear trickled from Amanda’s eye and she dabbed at it with the back of her hand. ‘I’m okay. Really.’


‘Maybe we should tell her,’ said Donald quietly.


‘No!’ snapped Amanda, turning to glare at him.


‘Lulu used to be a police officer. A detective. She might be able to help.’


‘They said no police,’ hissed Amanda. ‘They specifically said no police.’


‘Lulu is retired, so strictly speaking she isn’t police,’ said Donald.


He reached over to take Amanda’s hand but she snatched it away. Tears were falling from both her eyes now. She leaned towards a box of tissues on the coffee table, pulled one out and dabbed her cheeks with it. ‘We can’t,’ she sniffed. ‘They said no police.’


‘Has something happened?’ asked Lulu.


‘I’m going to tell her, Amanda. We need to know what to do.’


‘They’ve told us what we need to do,’ hissed Amanda. ‘We send them the money, that’s what we need to do.’


‘Send who money?’ asked Lulu.


‘We’ve received a ransom demand,’ said Donald. ‘The kidnappers want fifty thousand pounds from us.’


Lulu frowned. ‘Oh my goodness. Who’s been kidnapped?’


‘Well, that’s where it starts to get a bit crazy,’ said Donald. ‘No one has actually been kidnapped. Yet.’


‘Yes, they have,’ said Amanda. She pointed at the television. ‘That poor little girl.’


‘Okay, she has been kidnapped. But she has nothing to do with us.’


Lulu’s frown deepened. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand. The kidnappers want you to pay a ransom for Poppy Novak?’


Donald shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Look, it’s better if I show you the ransom note.’


‘You mustn’t!’ said Amanda. ‘All we need to do is pay the damned money and that will be the end of it.’


‘And what if it isn’t? What if we pay and they ask again? And again?’


‘They won’t. They said this was a one-time thing. Like an insurance policy.’


‘Amanda, darling. You pay an insurance premium every year. That’s how insurance works.’ Donald flashed Lulu a tight smile. ‘You’ll understand more when I show you the letter.’


He got up from the sofa and left the room.


‘Amanda, I’m so sorry if I’ve upset you,’ said Lulu. ‘That wasn’t my intention.’


Amanda sighed. ‘It’s not your fault. I did suggest to Donald that we cancel your visit, but that seemed unfair after you’d come all this way.’


‘It wouldn’t have been a problem. We’re not Mary and Joseph, desperate for a bed. We can always stay on The Lark. That’s the beauty of a narrowboat. Home is wherever you moor your boat. In fact, we can go back tonight, it isn’t a problem.’


‘No, of course you’re not doing that,’ Amanda said. She dabbed at her tears again. ‘We invited you here for Christmas and I’ve no intention of going back on that. We’ve so been looking forward to having you. I’m not going to let anyone or anything spoil that.’


‘Only if you’re sure, Amanda.’


Amanda nodded tearfully. ‘I’m sure.’


Donald returned with a large white envelope. He tried to pass it to Lulu as he sat down, but she shook her head and held up her hands. ‘Fingerprints,’ she said. ‘The fewer people who touch it, the better.’


‘We’ve both touched it,’ said Amanda.


‘That’s okay, but I should wear gloves.’


‘Gloves?’ repeated Donald.


‘Latex would be best. But any gloves will do. Just so I don’t handle it with my bare hands.’


‘I have some Marigolds in the kitchen,’ said Amanda.


‘Perfect,’ said Lulu.


‘I’ll get them,’ said Amanda. She stood up and left the room, still dabbing at her eyes.


Donald placed the envelope on the coffee table and Lulu peered at it. The letter was addressed to Mr and Mrs Balfour, and the names and the address were typed – printed out, Lulu thought, rather than typed on a typewriter. There were two stamps, and the postmarks were dated four days previously.


‘When did it arrive?’ asked Lulu.


‘This morning.’


‘First-class stamps, but they were franked four days ago.’


‘The post here is appalling,’ said Donald. ‘Has been for years. They’re understaffed, I think. We used to have a regular postie, a lovely chap called Eric, but he retired and since then we’ve had a succession of people, none of whom appear to be local. Most of them seem more interested in playing on their phones than delivering letters.’
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