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  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 


  The Murder Room


  Where Criminal Minds Meet


  themurderroom.com





  Missing from Her Home


  Anthony Gilbert


  [image: ]





  Contents


  Cover


  The Murder Room Introduction


  Title page


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Outro


  By Anthony Gilbert


  About the author


  Copyright page





  Chapter One


  THE CHILD WAS REPORTED MISSING at 7:35 on Friday, the fourteenth. Her description, supplied by her mother, read: Nine years and ten months, tall for her
  age, gray eyes, fair complexion, nose small, mouth somewhat large (but shaped like an angels, insisted Mrs. Toni), long brown hair fastened with an ornamental clip, wearing a pale blue dress
  and a dark blue blazer, knee-length white stockings, brown shoes. No distinguishing marks, no scars.


  Cant be above half a million kids in the Greater London area alone answering to that description, observed Sergeant Garrick, who happened to be the duty officer when the
  distraught mother descended like a whirlwind on the orderly station. According to her, no boy friends. Yes, I know shes young, but Mumma Toni comes from Italy, wherever Angelas
  father came from, and they mature early there.


  Everyone who knew Angela Toni agreed that she was pretty, lively, well mannered and docile within reasonable limits. True, she seemed rather more devoted to Mumma than was normal, but then she
  was a foreigner. Teachers praised her in a conservative way, never likely to set the Thames on fire, they said, but, as Arthur Crook was to observe later, plenty of people prefer Londons
  river the way it is. A pleasure to have in the class, got on all right with everyone. Only some of her schoolmates appeared to have reservations. She was a funny kid, they said, meaning there was a
  quality of remoteness from themselves and their interests, but they always came back to the fact that Mumma was a foreigner, which could explain anything.


  But if young Angela was just another kid to the neighborhood, everyone knew the mother and no one wanted to come up against her twice. Her forebears had presumably carried daggers in their
  stockings. Mumma carried hers in her voice. People who had come up against her had actually been known to turn off a main road into a side turning sooner than encounter her again. Short and stolid,
  always dressed in black: black skirt, black jumper, black shawl, eyes and hair to match and teeth as white as newly erected tombstonesif there were many like her about we could start queuing
  up for the dole, one of the dental registrars at St. Richards had been heard to remark. Anyone else in that getup would have suggested a funeral, but not Mumma. It came of being a wop, they agreed.
  The dark clothes only emphasized the vividness of her personality.


  She was an indefatigable workerif there ever had been a Puppa Toni no one knew anything about him, and it would be surprising if the Saxon child had had an Italian father, so Mumma had to
  provide for both of themone of her jobs was to take the morning papers around the wards of St. Richards, the local general hospital. In she would come, as soon as breakfast was over, bowed
  down by the bundle of daily papers so that sometimes she actually seemed to waddle across the floor. But it would have been a fast duck that could have kept pace with her. Someone in Mens
  Surgical had once called out, This way, duck, and the name stuck. Here comes Mumma Duck, they said.


  She had her own ritual for delivering the papers. At the first bed in Womens General she would pause to beam at the young mother anxiously affixing her eyelashes for the day. And
  what for you? Mumma would demand, rolling her little black eyes till sometimes it seemed she must roll them out of their sockets. A nice dish of macaroniha! And she
  would produce the Record and the Daily News. The next bed held a gaunt patient recently retired from a lifetime of teaching. Here Mumma changed her tactics. For you, she
  would say in reverential tones, the spaghetti Bolognese, and she would whip out a copy of the Times, like a conjurer whipping a rabbit out of a hat. It was believed that Miss
  Adams was the only patient on the ward who had ever asked for the Times.


  Now and again Mumma would shake her head. No spaghetti on the market this morning, she would declare. No spaghetti for you. Her arms waved like trees in a wind; her
  voice would have done her credit at the Wailing Wall. Then, with a brisk change of tone, You take the Post instead?


  So she would proceed from bed to bed. This job accomplished, she would scuttle back to the confectioner and news agent for whom she worked and put in the rest of the morning there. In the
  afternoon she lent a hand at the newly opened betting shop in the High Street.


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


  As for Signor Toni, the mention of his name made Mumma shout with laughter; her whole sturdy frame quivered. You know what he does? she would demand. He collect the rubbish,
  the garbage, and one day they carry him away with the rest. And good riddance. She would clap her hands and grin. No one dared question her about Angelas father. Everyone knows that
  these Eyties use a stiletto as you or I would use a pair of eyebrow tweezers.


  Her daughter Angela was the center of her world. They lived in a couple of rooms in Derwent Street, where they played the radio loudly, too loudly to please some of the other tenants, who would
  bang indignantly on the wall. Cant you keep this radio down? the landlady would implore. And Mumma, genuinely scandalized, would demand, But if we cannot be happy when
  the sun shines, when may we be happy? If it was only when the sun shone, retorted the harassed landlady, it wouldnt matter. But that thing of yours goes on every
  blessed minute youre in the house.


  Because they secretly feared her or were compassionate and knew that foreigners cant help being what they are, no one pressed his objections to the limit, though one acid spinster who
  occupied a downstairs room for some time remarked that a murder could take place and youd never hear the victims dying screams.


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


  On Friday evening Mumma worked late helping to clean out the betting shop. Every Friday at midday she would nip around the corner and leave money and a note for Angel to buy two portions of rock
  salmon and three of chips, always the same. Others might prefer skate, but for Mumma it had to be rock salmon or nothing. Don Billing, who kept the fish shop, always saved her a double portion; he
  said it was as much as his life was worth not to. On Friday, the fourteenth, she followed her normal routine, but when she came back to Derwent Street the rooms were dark, there was no sign of
  Angel, though money and note had disappeared. Mumma fell into transports of alarm. It was her secret fear that one day some appalling fate would overtake her darling, who had, as most people
  correctly surmised, been born without the blessing of her Church, though mother and daughter invariably attended the ten oclock Mass at Our Lady of the Redemption, after which, if the
  weather was propitious, they would go out for the day. If it was wet they stayed at home and the radio did overtime.


  When she found no trace of her darling, Mumma bustled around to the fish shop, where there was still an appreciable queue. As she thrust past them without ceremony, a newcomer to the
  neighborhood caught her by the arm. Here, thats the end of the queue, he said, and muttered something to his neighbor about these wops not knowing their place. But before Mumma
  could explode, Don leaned forward to call out, What is it, Mumma?


  My daughter, my Angel, she has been here?


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


  Some hopes, muttered someone else impatiently.


  Two of rock salmon, three of chips, same as always. Whats up, Mumma?


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


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


  A sort of hiss of warning ran through the waiting line, all of whom knew Mumma by reputation, if not in person. Without an instants hesitation Mumma snatched the womans packet of
  hot chips from her hands and flung it full in the sneering, insinuating face. The woman jumped back with a scream of pain. Youre mad, you should be locked up, she
  spluttered.


  So now I am madI am mad and my daughter is a bad girl. I tell you . . . Here she employed an epithet that would have made even Arthur Crook blanch, if hed been
  bilingualand if no one in the crowd could translate it accurately either, most of them could make a pretty good guess.


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


  Here, what about my chips? the woman whined.


  You and your chips, screamed Mumma. They are all there, isnt it? Answer mehave I taken one, even one?


  Theyre all dirty, the woman protested. Theyve been on the floor, you cant expect me to eat them.


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


  They were red-hot, youyou madwoman.


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


  Someone touched the womans arm. Take my tip and get out while youre all in one piece, she was advised.


  Don Billing looked worried. Theres one thing, Mumma. She was brought here in a car.


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


  Well, said Don, looking as if he expected a packet of flaming chips in his own troubled face, just thought Id mention it. I mean, it was late for her, six-thirty, and
  then I happened to look up and there she was, getting out of a car.


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


  Well, no, but then the chap wouldnt be allowed to park here, theres a double yellow line.


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


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


  A young constable came forward, but she brushed him aside. Give me the sergeant, she declared, and if there is anyone bigger than the sergeant, then I see him. I
  want, she reiterated, every damn copper on the station.


  Tell me whats wrong, Mrs. Toni, the sergeant urged. He was a married man himself, with two daughters, one of them no older than Angela. He knew that nothing except concern
  for her beloved child could have wrought this change in Mumma. Its not Angela, is it?


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


  Youre never in this sort of a stew just on your own account, the sergeant said shrewdly.


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


  How can we know till you tell us? There hasnt been an accident?


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


  Disappeared, you mean? Now, Mumma, calm down. We cant help you unless we have your story. If you wont tell us well have to guess, and the odds are we could guess
  wrong. What time was this when she went to Billings?


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


  There could be a reason for that. Its a wet night.


  It was not wet at half past five when she go to the shop, the rain start at six. Do you take me for a fool? I am a citizen, you are here to protect me and mine, sofind my Angel for
  me. She looked as though she expected him to wave a wand and produce the missing child from thin air.


  You mean, she bought the fish and didnt bring it home.


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


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


  She would be home when her Mumma comes in. Like a clock is my Angel. I leave my work, I take off my apron, I exchange my shoes She went through a vigorous mime of untying an
  apron, kicking off a pair of shoes, donning another pair. I come back, and what do I find? No light, no Angel, no fish. And you speak to me of an accident.


  Its not likely, Mrs. Toni, I mean in that case we should have been notified. Everyone round here knows Angela. Youre sure she didnt leave you a note?


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


  Im sure she does, Sergeant Garrick agreed, thinking chaps in Vietnam must feel something like this, never knowing where the next bombs going to burst. But say,
  just for the sake of argument, she went round to a friend . . .


  The bomb exploded, nearly blowing him off his feet. On a Friday? My Angel? On another night perhaps, but never Friday. Friday is pay night. Friday is like the Jewish Sabbath, Friday is
  for the family. Fridays my Angel fetches the fish, afterwards perhaps we go to the pictures or later I tell the cardsoh no, my Angel would never visit a friend on a Friday.


  Rum lot these wops, thought the constable, who was listening with all his ears. The Virgin Mary on the one hand and the cards on the other. Wouldnt like her on my back, he thought.


  But there is more, Mumma was insisting. She caught the young constables eye. So you have nothing to do but listen to what does not concern you? I pay from my rates to
  support aa young bull . . .


  Get back to those reports, Constable, said Sergeant Garrick hurriedly, hoping the super wouldnt take it into his head to visit the nick this evening. In her present mood
  Mumma was perfectly capable of giving him a black eye if she didnt like his attitude. Now, Mrs. Toni, we want to do everything we can for you, but you must help us, thats the
  only way we can help Angela. You say there is something else?


  It is a lie, vociferated Mumma scornfully. My Angelshe is not that kind of a girl.


  What have you been hearing?


  They say she is seen coming out of a car.


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


  Whose car?


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


  I will. Butis there anyone you can think of who might have given her a liftbecause it was a wet night, I mean? He stroked his chin nervously, wondering if twenty
  seconds hence hed have a chin left to stroke.


  My Angel is a good girlshe was named for the Blessed Virgin. Angela Maryshe does not go around riding in strange cars.


  Now, dont fly off the handle, Mumma, Garrick besought her. Its the way I told you, we cant help you if we dont know as much as you do. Now, so
  far as you know, has Angel ever accepted a lift before?


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


  There arent many girls like your Angela about, and Don Billingwell, theres not much point him saying he saw her get out of a car if its not true. Maybe someone
  gave her a lift, seeing it was so wet . . . Only that didnt make sense and he knew it. Chaps who intended harm to little girls didnt meekly drive them where they wanted to go
  and then wait around chancing recognition. Unless it was someone a bit more skilled than most who was out to win her confidence. But even so, it seemed to him unlikely. She might come out of the
  shop with someone she knew. And clearly he hadnt given her a lift and then waited to run her home.


  Ill have another word with Don Billing, he promised Mumma. Could be theres something he didnt remember right off.


  I come with you, declared Mumma instantly.


  You get right home, Mumma, and you wait. You dont want your girl to come back and find the place in darkness. You went to the hospital?


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


  Well, she could have slipped and sprained her ankle or hit her head andyou dont have a phone, Mumma? He put the question delicately. You never could be sure with
  these adoring Mums, they could turn into hellcats under your very eyes, and he only had two, like most people, and wanted to keep the use of them as long as possible.


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


  What Im driving at, explained the sergeant patiently, aware that the typewriter behind him was moving with incredible slowness, and knowing that young coppers are no
  different from any other young chaps who dont mind seeing a stripe torn off a superior, is, it might be she couldnt let you know.


  If someone has her in care they have feetno? They can bring a message, they have hands, they can write a letter. If they dont know the address they know their way to the
  NICKshe invested the word with more venom than the ancient fathers employed when describing hellthey have bowels, do they not?


  Its to be hoped so, murmured the sergeant faintly.


  They know how a mother would feel . . . Even though they are Protestants, her voice implied. She might be a foreigner and sojourner on British soil, and her morals might be
  impugned behind her back, though never, unless the speaker was hungry for the churchyard, in her presence, but she never disguised the fact that she considered she lived in a heathen land.


  Forrester, said the sergeant, get Mrs. Toni a cup of tea. You come and sit down for a minute, Mumma, Ill just get in touch with the hospital. You see, if she was
  hurt, she might not be able to explain right away who she wasa knock on the head gets you muddled, its only an idea, but . . .


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


  Well, I dont suppose so. I said it was only an idea. If she was there, either youd have heard or we should. Everyone knows Angelathat wasnt altogether
  true; what he meant was that everyone knew Angelas mother and most of them would sooner have faced the atom bomb than run up against her in one of her moodsbut we mustnt
  leave any stone unturned. Heres your tea, Mumma. Now you drink that . . . No one brought him tea at that rate, he reflected.


  Sugars in the saucer, murmured the young constable.


  But the hospital couldnt help. No little girl, conscious or unconscious, had been brought in that evening as the result of an accident. He even made them ring Casualty, but with the same
  result.


  When Mrs. Toni had finished her tea, he said theyd run her home in a car, a nasty wet night, and she must be tired, but Mumma shook her solid dark head. You want for that Mrs.
  Leonard to see me come back with a policeman? Never have we had any shame. And it is not I who cannot walk or speak.


  On the way back to Derwent Street, Mumma stopped at a florists shop and yelled for the proprietor. He came, heady with indignation, till he saw who his visitor was. Mumma, not deigning to
  explain her situation, bought a bunch of anemones, purple and rose and white with black beseeching hearts. When she reached home she dumped them into a vase that she set in front of the statue of
  the Blessed Virgin, who was as much an inmate of the home as herself and her daughter. Kneeling down she recited a few decades of the rosary at top speed.


  You remember, she harangued the plaster figure, scrambling to her feet, you not the only one to be worried over your Child. But when she went to cut bread and pour a
  glass of wine she felt more reassured than before. The police might be a worthy body of men and even, on occasion, compassionate, but when all was said and done they werent mothers.


  Its enough to make you a bachelor for life, young Forrester commented when Mumma had marched out like an avenging army. Imagine having her for your
  mother-in-law.


  Personally, if I was in a jam, was his sergeants unsympathetic rejoinder, Id sooner have Mumma on my side than the Lord Chief Justice.
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