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      The ‘perfect murder’ is the one we never hear about.
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  Chapter One


  The idea to murder his wife did not come to Victor Smiley in a sudden flash. Few things ever came to Victor Smiley in a sudden flash. He was a man who always planned
  carefully. He thought everything through one step at a time.


  Bit by bit by bit.


  In fact, Victor never made any choice until he had carefully worked out every possible option. It used to drive his wife, Joan, bonkers. It drove her almost as bonkers as his snoring. She joked
  that one day he would have those words, bit by bit by bit, on his gravestone. She added that he would probably also die bit by bit by bit.


  Victor was forty-two, balding, diabetic, with a comb-over and a pot belly. Joan was forty, plump, with a double chin. When they had first met, Joan thought he was handsome and dashing. Victor
  had thought she was sex on legs.


  They lived in a semi in a quiet part of Brighton. The small house had a view across a built-up valley. They could see the green slopes of the South Downs hills rising on the far side. Most of
  their time these days, when they were at home together, they were arguing. When they weren’t arguing with each other, they argued with their neighbours.


  Victor had fallen out with all the neighbours they had ever had. It was one of the many things about him that drove Joan mad. She got mad at him several times a day, most days. Yesterday she was
  mad at him for buying a television so big it took up half their living room. He was even madder at her for spending a fortune on a new oven. Their old one was quite all right, in his opinion.


  Later that evening they had another row, because she wanted to put down a new kitchen floor. He was happy with the one they had. There were years of life left in it, he told her.


  Then, during the night, they had yet another row. This time it was because of his snoring. In the early days, Victor never used to snore. Now, almost every night she would wake him to tell him
  he was snoring. It was like sleeping with a sodding elephant, she’d say. More and more often she would have to go into the spare room, just to get some sleep. She would drag herself out of
  their bed, wrap herself in a blanket and crawl onto the hard single bed in there.


  They’d met at a jive dancing class at a church hall in Brighton when Victor was twenty-one. He was doing a course in computers at Brighton Tech and living with his widowed mother. Joan was
  working as a dispatch operator for a taxi company, and lived with her parents. A friend told Victor that dance classes were a great place to meet ‘tottie’. A girlfriend told Joan that
  dance classes were a great place to meet suitable men.


  Victor had seemed very suitable, if a little shy, and clumsy on the dance floor. ‘Two left feet, you’ve got!’ Joan teased him when he went over and chose her as his dance
  partner for the next set. Great tits you’ve got, and a stonking pair of legs, he thought to himself as he struggled to keep his stiffy from nudging into her.


  Joan thought he was funny, and sweet, and very handsome. He seemed to have a bit of a spark about him. In her view, he was a man who would go places. She ignored the opinion of her
  parents. Her father thought Victor looked lazy, and her mother said he had greedy eyes.


  Victor thought Joan was the loveliest creature he had ever set eyes on. She looked like a Page Three girl. When he was a teenager he used to stick photos of Page Three girls on his bedroom wall
  and lust over them. Of course, he assessed that she had child-bearing hips. He couldn’t believe his luck when she agreed to go on a date with him. Then later, when he met her parents for the
  first time, he studied her mother carefully. He had read somewhere that women always take after their mothers. Well, cor, wow! Well into her late forties, Joan’s mother was, in his view,
  still highly fanciable. So no worries there. Mother and daughter ticked all the boxes.


  On their wedding day, Joan imagined that in twenty years’ time Victor would be a high-powered businessman. She thought that they would have four children, two boys and two girls. They
  would live in a grand house with a swimming pool. Victor imagined that in twenty years’ time Joan would still be slim and gorgeous and they would still be having wild sex twice a day. He
  thought kids would be nice, so long as they did not interfere with their life too much, especially their sex life!


  Instead, Victor was stuck in a dead-end job, and they were stuck in the same modest house they had been in for nineteen years, and no children had come along. They lived alone with their ginger
  cat, Gregory. The cat did not like either of them.


  Joan did not like to face the reality that life might always be like this. They would both be unhappy. What kind of future would this be?


  They disagreed on just about everything. They even argued most nights on whether to have the bedroom window open or shut. Victor said he could not sleep in a room that was stuffy. Joan said she
  couldn’t sleep in a room where the air was cold.


  The worst thing of all for her was when they went to a restaurant. Going out on Saturday nights had long been a ritual for them, and Joan dreaded these evenings more and more. She always made
  sure they went with another couple, so they didn’t just sit and bicker at each other. However, these evenings always turned into slanging matches between Victor and Joan so, over the years,
  their friends dropped away. All except for Ted and Madge, who didn’t have any other friends themselves.


  At every restaurant, Victor would spend several long minutes reading the menu, then he would ask the waiter to explain each item in detail. After that he normally asked for something that was
  not listed. It was almost always the same thing each time: prawn cocktail followed by steak and chips. That was all he really liked to eat. Even if they went for Chinese, which Joan and Madge were
  keen on, or Indian, which Ted liked even more, Victor would still order his sodding prawn cocktail followed by steak and chips. He would make racist remarks under his breath if they couldn’t
  do it.


  ‘Got to have things you can’t get at home!’ he would say loudly. Then, with a wink at Ted, and nudging Madge with his elbow, he would add, ‘Shame they don’t have
  blow jobs on the menu, because I can’t get one of those at home, either!’


  Ted would guffaw and rub Madge’s thigh under the table. ‘We don’t have that problem, do we, love?’ he would say.


  Madge would go bright red and say proudly, ‘He’s a randy sod, is my Ted!’


  Joan would go bright red and apologize to the waiter. She would have liked to add, I’m sorry I am here with this fat, balding, smug little man with his horrible comb-over, and his loud
  suit and nasty tie. He was actually thin and quite handsome when I married him! Of course, she never dared.


  Instead, she would hiss at her husband, ‘Why can’t you try something else for a change? Be bold for once!’


  ‘Because that’s what I like,’ Victor would always reply. ‘Why risk having something I won’t like? I could be dead tomorrow.’


  Oh God, yes please! Joan would think to herself, more and more often.


  It was the same for Victor with books and with television. He only ever read detective stories, and only ever watched detective shows. Sherlock Holmes was his favourite. He had
  read every Sherlock Holmes story several times. He had seen every film and TV adaptation of his hero. Basil Rathbone was his favourite Sherlock Holmes actor. In Victor Smiley’s view, Basil
  Rathbone was The Man.


  Victor had strong views on everything, including driving. He would never talk and drive at the same time because, as he would tell Joan over and over, that was dangerous. ‘Slow
  down!’ she would tell him all the time when he drove. ‘Shut up, woman!’ he would reply. ‘How do you expect me to drive with you talking? That’s what’s
  dangerous!’


  Victor smoked cigars at home, but for some reason he did not consider smoking cigars dangerous. ‘Cigarettes, yes, but not cigars!’ he would state. He didn’t worry when Joan
  told him cigars made his breath smell like a dragon’s. In the early years, when they were in love, that had not mattered to her. She used to tell him then that he was a horny creature, and
  that she loved his smoky breath. In later years, it was worse on Sunday mornings when he had not shaved since Friday. She said it was like making love to a fire-eating porcupine.


  As for Victor, none of the pretty girls in Brighton’s Kitten Parlour ever complained about his breath. They were more than happy to give him all the blow jobs he could ever want. They
  would also tie him up and spank him, and tell him over and over he was a naughty, naughty boy.


  After each visit to the Parlour he would arrive home and crawl into bed beside his sleeping wife (who was putting on weight by the day), and read more detective stories. He would think about the
  websites on poisons he had visited during the day, and he would go to sleep every night dreaming of a happy future.


  Victor’s first job had been with a firm near Brighton that made paints for the car repair industry. Cyanide, a deadly poison, was one of the chemicals that were used in
  this process. One night, when he was working late, he had stolen a bottle of cyanide. For years he kept it hidden among the cans of weed-killer and other bits and pieces in his garden shed.


  Recently, as he got more and more fed up with Joan, he would sit in his shed and stare at that bottle. He would dream of using it on her.


  So it was that the idea to murder his wife evolved not over days, not over weeks, not even over months, but over a couple of years. However, there was something he did not know. During those
  same two years, Joan had begun planning to murder him.


  
     
  


  Chapter Two


  The signs had all been there, if Victor had cared to notice. They were stacking up, bit by bit by bit.


  Their marriage had started to turn sour when Joan failed to produce a child. They tried for some years, and that part of it had been fun. Then they started on a round of seeing doctors. The
  problem, they were told, was that Victor had a low sperm count and Joan had hostile mucus. Each blamed the other. Joan taunted Victor that he wasn’t really a man. She sneered that real men
  had dicks that worked properly. He taunted her back, telling her that real women did not need sixty-five million sperms because one would be enough.


  They made love less and less often until they finally stopped making love at all, except on Sunday mornings, and then not every week.


  Victor looked for relief at the Kitten Parlour. Joan found a lover. When her lover wasn’t around, she binged on chocolate and cream cakes. Sometimes she got drunk on Special Offer
  white wine that she brought home from work.


  The first clue Victor might have picked up about Joan having a new man in her life was her new hairstyle. At first, he didn’t even notice when she changed her hairstyle. Since she’d
  started putting on weight, he’d started looking at her less.


  He was sitting in front of the telly, beer can in his hand, with the cat looking at him sourly from across the room. He was watching Miss Marple in Murder at the Vicarage. Joan came in
  and sat down. She was reading one of the trashy romantic novels she liked. For a good half-hour, Victor thought there was something different about his wife’s appearance, but could not put a
  finger on what it was.


  Then it clicked! Her long brown hair, which she had worn at the same length and in the same style since their wedding nineteen years ago, had gone. It was cut short in a modern, razored style.
  Victor told her she looked butch. Joan replied that he was out of touch, that this was the modern fashion.


  The second clue, which he also missed (until he got the credit card statement at the end of the month), was that she started buying new underwear. It was expensive, silky underwear. Then she
  started buying all kinds of new clothes. He began spotting the items every month on their credit card statement. Or, more correctly, his credit card statement, as it was all paid for with
  his money. Her part-time job at a supermarket checkout till didn’t pay a lot. He moaned at her about her spending. She replied that she had decided to work for charities, because she
  needed to put something back into the world. She needed to look smart for the meetings, she told him.


  There were endless meetings, night after night. Doing good for the world, she told him. Helping deprived people. It meant that more and more often she stayed out late. She left him with ready
  meals to stick in the microwave, while he watched his detective shows and his sport. That suited him fine. What did not suit him fine were the bills.


  She was spending more than he earned, and he had to dip into his savings. That was not his long-term plan at all. He had in mind something far better to do with his savings than buy Joan new
  clothes. Far, far better!


  Joan told him it was good for a couple to have separate interests. She petted his head lovingly, told him he could enjoy his television shows while she went out to help save the world.


  At first it all worked well. Apart from her spending. Victor was the IT manager at Stanley Smith & Sons, the ninth-largest makers of egg boxes in England. Now that Joan was busy in the
  evenings, he could leave the office and go to the Font and Firkin for a couple of leisurely pints of Harveys. He could step outside with the other smokers, and puff and chat away to his
  heart’s content.


  Twice a week, when he was drunk enough not to feel shy, he would pop along to the Kitten Parlour just off Silwood Street for a bit of rumpy-pumpy. Then he would head home. While waiting for the
  ping of the microwave he would check his blood sugar level and give himself his evening jab of insulin. He would watch a rerun of Morse, or a Poirot, and feel content.


  There was one special girl at the Kitten Parlour he was growing sweet on. Her name was Kamila. She had a tangle of blonde hair and a slender body. She told him she had run away to Brighton to
  escape from her boyfriend, Kaspar, who beat her up. In the tiny room with the pink bedspread and the price list on the wall (hand jobs, blow jobs, full sex, kissing extra), and the porno movies
  playing on the little square television, he listened to her tales. One night, as he lay next to her after their ten minutes of rumpy-pumpy, he told her he would like to help her.


  Kamila told Victor she liked him. He made her feel safe, and she liked the way he was so manly. That made him feel good. Joan never told him he was manly.


  He wanted to give Kamila more money, to help her start a new life in Brighton. He wanted to keep her safe from her bully boyfriend, Kaspar.


  He planned a new life for Kamila, with himself.


  Before Kamila started on each blow job, she told him that a new life with him would be her idea of paradise. So each time he gave her a bigger and bigger tip afterwards.


  That was making his money worries even worse. He was already stretched to keep up the mortgage payments on the house. His overdraft was going up because of the housekeeping money Joan demanded.
  She was spending so much these days on sexy underwear and new clothes and her fancy hairdresser. It had been all right until recently because his bank manager had been helpful to him. He had been
  helpful ever since Victor had bumped into him one day in the Kitten Parlour. Now he had left, and the new manager told him he was sorry but, with the credit crunch, that was it. No more money.


  The choice came to this: fewer visits to the Kitten Parlour and no more big tips for Kamila. Or, stop Joan spending money.


  It was a no-brainer.


  He cancelled their joint credit card without telling her. That night she came home and shouted at him, telling him the card had been declined in Boots and she had never been so embarrassed in
  her life. She called him a big, fat, lazy turd. She told him her dad and mum had been right and she should have listened to them!


  Victor ignored her ranting. He was watching Agatha Christie’s Sparkling Cyanide on television. He wondered what it would be like to give Joan a glass of cyanide. To watch her
  collapse and die on the floor in agony, the way the actress on television was doing now.


  Little did he know that Joan was thinking exactly the same thing. About him.


  
     
  


  Chapter Three


  Don Baxter drove a taxi, so his wife never knew where he was. That was just as well, as much of the time these past months Don had been in bed, screwing Joan. He screwed her
  during the day and, often, at night too. They met in a small flat in Brighton that belonged to a mate who was working on an oil rig in the Emirates.


  He made Joan feel young again.


  Don’s wife had gone off sex after their second daughter was born. That was twelve years ago. With Joan, he’d made up for lost time. He reckoned he’d now had twelve years’
  worth of sex with her in the past three months. He couldn’t get enough of Joan, and nor could she get enough of him. He liked her plump body. He liked her big boobs. He told her he
  liked that she was ripe.


  Don was a big man, in every way. Joan used to smirk, thinking about him when she was lying in bed next to Victor. She would dream of tomorrow and being with him again. Don had been a
  boxer, then a bricklayer, before becoming a cabbie. He worked out, pumping iron, keeping his six-pack stomach tight and his biceps hard. Not the only part of him that was hard, she thought
  wickedly.


  Don had never met Victor, but he never missed a chance to say something bad about him. The worst thing was the way Victor earned his money. He hated cruelty to animals. Don told Joan that the
  company Victor worked for made egg boxes for the battery chicken industry. Battery chicken farming was immoral, he said, and that made Victor a bad man.


  Joan loved so much about Don. She admired that he had moral principles. This was something Victor lacked. She loved that Don thought outside the box. The egg box!


  Don liked his booze and one night Joan came home a little drunk. She told Victor it was disgusting that he made his living out of supplying a trade that was cruel to animals. She demanded to
  know what he was going to do about it.


  ‘I am not the moral keeper of the nation,’ Victor replied. ‘If I stopped, someone else would make them.’ Besides, he went on to tell her, people were losing their jobs
  all over the country at the moment, with all the cutbacks. This was not a good time to start looking for new work.


  As her love for Don grew, Joan began to hate weekends more and more, especially Sundays. She knew Don was at home with his wife and kids, while she was stuck at home alone with Victor. She
  couldn’t find a way to make the weekends pass faster, but she did at least find a way to really irritate Victor! She bought the DVD of the film Chicken Run, about a hen that escaped
  from a brutal battery farm. She would interrupt Victor’s detective show or football game, and play it on the TV.


  Each time she played it, Victor got more angry.


  So she played it more and more.


  
     
  


  Chapter Four


  These past couple of years, Victor had hated Sundays every bit as much as Joan did, because it meant he could not see Kamila. He would spend some of the day pottering around in
  the garden, or with his vegetables in the greenhouse. Or he would sit in his shed, staring at his dusty bottle of cyanide. Killing time. In his mind, he was killing Joan. For him, the only good
  thing about Sundays was that at least he had Mondays to look forward to.


  On this particular Monday morning, in February, Victor got up as usual at half past six. Joan was still asleep. He showered and shaved, humming The Dam Busters tune to himself. The theme
  from the old war film was his favourite piece of music, and he always hummed it when he was in a good mood.


  On Monday mornings, these days, he was always in a good mood.


  He carefully applied roll-on on his armpits and sprayed cologne all over his flabby white body. He adjusted his comb-over, and put on fresh underpants, his best suit and smartest tie.


  He knew that for some reason The Dam Busters always annoyed Joan more than any other tune. This made him hum it even more loudly as he brought her a cup of tea in bed and switched on the
  television for her. Then he told her she would have to cut down. No more spending. They had to make ends meet. He left for work before Joan was awake enough to argue back. He was still humming.


  The Stanley Smith factory was a two-storey building on an industrial estate in the north of Brighton. Victor greeted a few of his colleagues when he arrived, then poured
  himself a coffee and stole a biscuit from a packet someone had left out. He trotted along happily to his little office.


  Alone in there, quietly and without Joan’s knowledge, he used some of the last of his savings to buy a life insurance policy for her. It would produce a nice cash sum on her death. Enough
  to pay off his debts, with plenty left over for a new life.


  A very nice new life indeed, with Kamila!


  Although Victor Smiley’s business card said ‘IT Manager’, that was a grander title than the job deserved. He was the costings clerk and the payroll clerk. He
  produced the monthly accounts. Much of the time he didn’t actually have anything to do at all. Most of the egg box production was done by machines. Most of the people who worked for the
  company were here to look after those machines. No one noticed that he had plenty of spare time in his job, because he was always careful to look busy.


  Of course, Victor Smiley really was very busy indeed. He was spending most of his days learning about stuff on the Internet. Stuff that was connected to his plans. Stuff like case histories of
  frauds on life insurance companies.


  It quickly became clear to Victor that life insurance companies were not stupid. If a husband took out a big policy on his wife, and his wife died a few weeks later, the insurance company would
  investigate. Most people who had tried that kind of scam ended up on trial for murder.


  Victor realized it would be smart to wait, however hard that might be. He would have to be patient. He decided that he would wait a year before killing Joan. Kamila was going to have to be
  patient too. The big plus was that this would give him plenty of time to think and plan.


  One whole year to plan the perfect murder.


  So every day, after he had dealt with any urgent business to do with his job, Victor would search websites, typing the words perfect murder into Google.


  Then he moved on and began Googling poisons.


  Then, detecting poisons.


  Everything he wanted was right there, normally just one click of his mouse away. He made careful notes, building up a file. Finally, he had a long list of rules that needed to be kept, to commit
  a perfect murder. There were fifty-two rules in all. These were some of them:


  
    
      Rule One: Don’t have a criminal record.


      Rule Two: Don’t have a motive that is clear for all to see.


      Rule Three: Plan carefully.


      Rule Four: Bloodstains are hard to remove completely. Avoid.


      Rule Five: Poisons can be found in post-mortems. Avoid.


      Rule Six: Suffocation with a plastic bag is clean and quick. No mess.


      Rule Seven: Get rid of the body.


      Rule Eight: Don’t tell anyone. Ever!


      Rule Nine: Remember that thousands of people go missing every year.


      Rule Ten: Be ready to deny anything. No body, no proof.


      Rule Eleven: Act as if you are missing her.


      Rule Twelve: Don’t appear with your new lover too quickly after the murder.

    

  


  Victor was eagerly looking forward to ticking each box when the time came. The plan was taking shape nicely inside his head. He began to write it down, bit by bit by bit. Each
  time he read it over he hummed proudly to himself. It was a good plan. Genius!


  He named it Plan A.


  Then one day, without any warning, his boss came into his office. His boss was the son of the founder of the Stanley Smith factory. He was the & Son of Stanley Smith & Son. Rodney
  Smith was a big, unpleasant tosser, who drove a gold Porsche. According to office gossip he was screwing his secretary. Smith told him that he was sorry but sales were down, costs were up, savings
  had to be found. Victor would have to go. He was being made redundant.


  He would get severance pay based on the time he had worked for the company. He would get one and a half weeks’ pay for each of the sixteen years he had served. That worked out at six
  months’ pay.


  Victor was so shocked that after work he drank five pints at the Font and Firkin, as well as four whisky chasers. He had intended to keep the news a secret from Joan but, arriving home blind
  drunk, he blurted it out.


  That night, Joan screamed at him in rage, and told him how useless he was.


  At his desk the next morning, Victor had a bad hangover. He worked out how many visits to the Kitten Parlour he could make with six months’ pay and the remains of his
  savings. He realized it would be a lot more visits, and more tips for Kamila, if he did not have to pay housekeeping money.


  To save his money, Joan was going to have to go more quickly than he had planned. There was no option. There simply was not enough time for Plan A. He was going to have to go with Plan B.


  The only problem was, he didn’t yet have a Plan B.


  But Joan did.


  
     
  


  Chapter Five


  The solution came to Victor that night.


  As happened most nights now, he was woken at about 2 a.m. by Joan hitting him on the chest and hissing, ‘Stop snoring!’


  At 4 a.m. Joan woke him again, climbing out of bed and saying, ‘God, Victor, you are worse than ever! What do you keep up your nose and down your throat? Trumpets?’


  He mumbled a sleepy apology. He heard her leave the room and slam the bedroom door behind her. Then he heard the slam of the door to the spare bedroom. All of a sudden, he was wide awake with
  excitement. He had an idea.


  Joan was always moaning about the little spare room where she went to sleep when his snoring kept her awake at night. It was grotty, she said, and she was right. The walls were the colour of
  sludge and the thin curtains had moth holes in them. It was the one room they had never bothered to do up after they bought the house. To begin with, they had planned it to be their first
  child’s bedroom. But they’d had no children, of course. So it still had the old single bed which the previous owners of the house had left behind. It was a sad little room.


  Every few weeks, Joan would have a go at Victor about it, telling him it was high time to do up the room. She said he should make it look nice in case they ever had an overnight guest. He could
  at least make it nice for her to sleep in when she couldn’t stay in their room because of his snoring. This had been going on for years and years.


  Now he thought he had the answer to two problems at once! Making the room nice for Joan, and giving him his Plan B!


  Unable to sleep any more he put on his dressing gown and went into the kitchen. Quietly, not wanting to wake Joan, he made himself a cup of tea. He was so excited. Then he went up to his den,
  switched on his computer and logged on to the Internet. He entered the word cyanide into Google.


  As he had found before, there were hundreds and hundreds of web pages on cyanide poison. Tonight, he steadily narrowed down his search. He typed in cyanide vapour. Then cyanide
  gas. He read every word, greedily lapping it all up. The more he read, the more excited he became. Some things he read over several times because it was better to remember things than to write
  them down. That was Rule 52: Leave no tracks.


  This is what he remembered:


  
    
      The extent of poisoning caused by cyanide depends on the amount of cyanide a person is exposed to.


      Breathing cyanide gas causes the most harm.


      Cyanide gas is most dangerous in enclosed places where the gas will be trapped.


      To some people cyanide smells like bitter almonds.


      Cyanide is present in some paints, such as Prussian blue.

    

  


  Now he really smiled. Prussian blue had long been one of Joan’s favourite colours.


  
     
  


  Chapter Six


  Joan wondered what had come over Victor. That weekend, he didn’t watch his detective shows or potter around in his shed or his greenhouse. He spent the whole of Saturday
  and Sunday in the spare bedroom. He was busily decorating it for her.


  ‘For you, my angel!’ he told her. ‘You are quite right. This room has been in an awful state for far too long. Now I’m going to make it beautiful for you.’


  He would not let her in while he was at work. He wanted to surprise his angel, he told her. She could not go in until it was finished!


  Every now and then he came out coughing and spluttering. He had a breathing mask pushed up onto his forehead, and wore a white, hooded, paint-spattered boiler suit. It reminded her of the paper
  suits that she saw Scene of Crime Officers wear at murder scenes on the TV news.


  ‘It’s your favourite colour!’ he told her.


  ‘Prussian blue?’


  He beamed at her. ‘How did you guess? Have you peeped?’


  She simply pointed at him. ‘It’s splashed all over you!’ she said with a scowl.


  ‘I’m putting up new blinds too,’ he told her.


  ‘They’ll probably fall down,’ she replied. ‘Everything you put up usually falls down after a short while.’ Just like your tiny weeny dick, she nearly
  added.


  Victor did not react to her rudeness. It no longer mattered. After a few nights sleeping in the spare room with the windows shut, she wouldn’t be saying anything rude to him ever
  again.


  They would find the cyanide in her at the post-mortem, of course. But the makers of the paint would be blamed. They would be in trouble for making a rogue batch of Prussian blue with too much
  cyanide in it. He just had to make sure no one ever found the tins he used, but getting rid of them would be easy.


  On Sunday night, when he had finished, he left the spare-bedroom window wide open. He told Joan it was to let the paint dry. She would be able to start using the room from Monday night onwards,
  whenever he snored. And blimey, was he planning to snore tomorrow night! He would snore like he’d never snored before. He would snore for England!


  Joan watched Victor drive off to work the next day in his usual cheery Monday morning mood. He was even more cheery than usual, she thought, despite the fact that this was the
  start of his last week at work.


  She had too much on her mind to dwell on this. She busied herself with the household chores. Later it would be time to catch the bus for her afternoon shift at the supermarket. She needed to put
  on a good show of normality, so she gathered all Victor’s dirty underwear from the laundry basket to do a wash. She was a little surprised that his boiler suit was not in there. She hunted
  everywhere, wondering where he might have left it, but she could not find it.


  Never mind, she thought, with a wicked smile. With her plan, he wouldn’t need it again. Not where he was going ...


  
     
  


  Chapter Seven


  Every human being has a weak spot. Victor’s was his diabetes, Joan knew. Too much sugar and he would fall sound asleep. Then he would snore like an elephant, keeping her
  awake all night. Her plan was simple. All she needed to do was to swap the insulin in his needle for sugar and he would go into a deep sleep. A very deep sleep.


  While he was asleep she would inject some more sugar. Then some more still.


  Until he stopped snoring. Until he stopped breathing.


  She had it planned, to sweet perfection.


  On this Monday evening of his last week at work, Victor arrived home and opened the front door with his latch key. He was surprised by what he found. His wife was stark naked,
  except for a black lace bra and a matching thong, and she was standing in red high-heeled shoes. She reeked of perfume.


  ‘Aren’t you cold?’ he said. It was mid-February.


  ‘I thought you might like a blow job, my darling husband!’ she said.


  ‘Actually, not really,’ he replied. He did not add that he’d just had one at the Kitten Parlour. ‘I think I’d prefer a beer. You look cold. You’ve got goose
  pimples.’


  ‘I can warm you up, my darling,’ she replied.


  ‘I’m warm,’ he said. ‘But I’m worried about you.’


  She brushed up sexily against him, and pressed her fingers against his crotch. ‘Let’s go to bed, my angel,’ she said.


  ‘Thanks, but Poirot’s on at nine o’clock.’


  ‘We can record it.’


  ‘I’d rather watch it now.’


  She kissed him. ‘Tell me, my angel, if you were to be hanged in the morning, what would your last meal be?’


  He thought for a moment, then answered, ‘Prawn cocktail, rib-eye steak, mushrooms, tomatoes, chips and peas. Followed by hot chocolate pudding with hot chocolate sauce. Why?’


  ‘Well, that’s a coincidence!’ she said. ‘Guess what’s for supper?’


  ‘Don’t tell me you have all that?’


  ‘For my darling Victor, nothing less would be good enough!’


  Joan thought that the hot chocolate pudding with hot chocolate sauce would mask the amount of sugar.


  Victor wondered if she had been drinking. Maybe she had been taking drugs. Or perhaps she wanted a car of her own instead of having to share his?


  In your dreams! he thought.


  Soon after finishing the meal he fell asleep on the sofa, with Poirot busily solving a crime in front of him.


  She texted Don, as planned.


  Twenty minutes later, Don arrived at the Smileys’ front door. But the frown on his face was not part of their plan.


  ‘There’s a problem,’ he said.


  
     
  


  Chapter Eight


  ‘I’ve just been watching CSI,’ Don said, removing Joan’s arms from around his neck.


  ‘I like CSI,’ she said. She liked it because Victor did not. It was too modern for his taste.


  ‘Yep, well, you wouldn’t have liked this one tonight. It was about diabetics. Right?’


  Something about the way he said it made her shiver. ‘Tell me.’


  ‘Several diabetics have been murdered by people giving them overdoses. In some cases they give too much insulin, in others they give too much sugar. They have new forensic ways of testing.
  We can’t risk it! We’re going to have to get rid of the body.’


  ‘No!’ she said. ‘That’s not the plan! We agreed I would call the doctor in the morning, after he’s nice and cold. That’s the plan.’


  ‘It doesn’t work any more,’ Don replied. ‘They’ll know he’s had a massive sugar overdose.’


  ‘I could tell them he’s been depressed since losing his job. I could forge a suicide note,’ she added helpfully.


  ‘Too dangerous.’


  ‘No one will know!’ Joan replied. ‘How will they know?’


  ‘Handwriting experts!’ Don hissed. He looked down at Victor and was startled to see his eyes struggling to open. Hastily, he stepped back, out of sight.


  ‘But where would we put the body?’ she said.


  ‘Did you say something about a blow job?’ Victor slurred.


  ‘A blow job, my darling husband? Coming up!’ Joan said. ‘Just wait two minutes for the blow job of your life, my darling!’


  She hurried into the kitchen and pulled on her yellow rubber gloves. Then she dashed into the garage where Victor’s tools were hanging neatly from their hooks. She selected a medium-weight
  claw hammer and hurried back into the lounge. Holding the hammer behind her back, she said, ‘Would you like your blow job now, my darling?’


  Victor nodded. ‘Yerrrr.’


  Before Don even noticed what she was holding, Joan brought the hammer down hard on the side of Victor’s forehead. She had never hit anyone on the side of the forehead with a claw hammer
  before, so she did not know quite what to expect.


  Looking at him as soon as she had hit him, she thought that she would not need to hit quite so hard another time. Her stomach heaved and shockwaves pulsed through her. She took one more look at
  him, then ran into the kitchen and threw up in the sink.


  She went back and peered at him. Neither man had moved. Don stood still, his eyes wide open, his mouth open even more.


  ‘Bloody hell,’ he gasped.


  Victor lay still, with his skull cracked open like a broken coconut, blood spurting in all directions. His eyeballs bulged, unseeing, from their sockets. His tongue had shot out and stayed out.
  An orange and grey goo of brains leaked through his shattered temple.


  Don said, ‘I think he’s brown bread.’


  Joan had heard cockney rhyming slang in gangster films. She knew what brown bread meant. It meant dead.


  She said nothing.


  There was hair and blood on the end of the hammer. She stared at it, as if she had just performed some conjuring trick. Now I have a clean hammer. Abracadabra! Now I have blood and hair on
  it!


  Now she had a dead husband.


  A dead husband leaking blood and brains onto the sofa.


  Leaking forensic evidence.


  She put the hammer down on the floor and started shaking wildly, as she began to realize just what she had done.


  She looked at Don in desperation. He was staring at Victor, wide-eyed, his mouth still open, shaking his head from side to side. ‘Oh God,’ he said. ‘Oh Jesus.’ Then he
  looked back at her.


  She had no idea what was going through his mind.


  ‘Why – why did you have to hit him so hard?’ he asked.


  ‘You’d have hit him softer, would you?’


  After some moments, Don said, ‘This is probably not the time for an argument.’


  
     
  


  Chapter Nine


  In the utility room off the kitchen, Joan had a big chest freezer squeezed in next to the washing machine and the tumble dryer. Victor had got angry when she’d bought the
  freezer. He told her it was a waste of money and where the hell were they going to put it?


  Joan had replied that it would pay for itself because of all the sell-by-date bargains she could buy in her supermarket. Now she stood over it, with the lid open and icy vapour rising. She was
  pulling out all those bargains she had been piling into it for the past year.


  Out came a packet of lamb cutlets with a Special Offer! sticker. Then came a big bag of frozen peas and a huge tub of Wall’s vanilla ice cream. There were three chocolate
  cheesecakes that she had been planning to eat by herself. She thought they were too good to share with Victor! She handed each item to Don, who placed them on the floor.


  Every few moments she would peer out of the window. They had drawn the curtains and blinds on all the other windows downstairs, just in case anyone happened to peer in. However, the blind on
  this window had fallen down months ago. Lazy Victor had never bothered to put it back up again.


  She could see the lights of the houses in the valley below and the dark outline of the Downs in the distance. She could see the stars and the rising moon. It was almost a full moon. In the light
  from it she could see the little greenhouse in the garden. She thought for a moment about the tomatoes Victor had planted. He was never going to see them, or eat them. Victor wasn’t even
  going to see daylight ever again.


  For a moment, just for a tiny moment, she had a choking feeling in her throat. Victor wasn’t so bad, she thought to herself. Not really so bad, was he? He had good points, didn’t
  he?


  Don’s voice cut harshly through her thoughts. ‘Come on, keep it coming, nearly done!’


  She stooped over, reached down to the bottom and pulled up a frozen sponge cake in its box. Then some Special Reduction pork chops.


  ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘That’s it.’


  Then she peered in, nervously, all her thoughts in turmoil. What if he did not fit?


  Five minutes later, Don and Joan had removed all Victor’s clothes. They also took off his watch and his wedding band.


  ‘No point letting anything go to waste,’ Joan had said.


  Then they struggled to carry his fat, blubbery body through the kitchen and into the tiny utility room. They left a trail of blood spots and brain-fluid droplets as they went.


  It was lucky Don was strong because Joan felt she had no strength left in her. With some pushing and shoving, they got Victor up over the lip of the freezer. Then, to her relief, he slid down
  easily to the bottom. She just needed to arrange his arms and legs so they would not obstruct the lid. All the time, Joan avoided looking at his bulging eyes. In fact, she avoided looking at any
  part of him.


  She couldn’t help glimpsing his tiny penis, though. That’s the bit of you I’ll be missing least of all, she thought. Then she began to pile the frozen foods back in on
  top of him.


  ‘Hope he doesn’t wake up feeling hungry,’ Don said, as he finally slammed the lid down.


  Joan looked at him in shock. ‘You don’t think—?’


  He laid his big, meaty hand on her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. ‘He’s dead, don’t worry. He’s as dead as dead gets.’


  They spent the rest of the evening cleaning. They scrubbed the downstairs carpets and the kitchen floor. They had to scrub the livingroom walls too, because they found spots of
  blood and brain fluid there as well. There were more on the ceiling and on one of the lampshades. A spot of blood was even on the television screen.


  ‘Hope Poirot doesn’t notice this one,’ Don said, wiping the tiny fleck from the screen.


  Joan did not smile.


  
     
  


  Chapter Ten


  Shortly before midnight, exhausted from cleaning, and shaking from too much coffee, Don had to go home. He would be back first thing in the morning, he said.


  Joan stayed downstairs for a long time. She stared at the dents in the armchair cushions where Victor had been sitting when she’d hit him. The house was silent. The air felt heavy, as if
  it was pushing down on her. She could hear the occasional tick of the fridge. But she didn’t dare go into the kitchen on her own, not tonight, not while it was dark.


  Eventually, she went upstairs. The bathroom smelled of Victor’s colognes and aftershaves. The bedroom smelled of him too, but not so strongly. There were a couple of strands of his hair in
  the basin. That was another thing that annoyed her about him. He was always leaving hairs in the basin, the lazy bugger. He could never be bothered to remove them. She scooped them up now with a
  tissue. It was the last time she would have to do that, she thought with some small joy, as she dropped them into the pedal bin. The lid shut with a loud clang that startled her.


  God, I’m jumpy, she thought. Hardly surprising.


  She drew the bathroom curtain, then went through into the bedroom and closed the curtains there. She hoped none of the nosy neighbours were looking out of their windows. They would think it odd
  that it was after two in the morning and she was closing the bedroom curtains. She and Victor were normally in bed by eleven.


  She took off all her clothes and put them in a black bin liner, as Don had instructed. He was going to take them to the municipal tip in the morning. He would also take Victor’s clothes
  and the hammer, which he had put into the bottom tray of his toolbox.


  After pulling on her nightdress, she swallowed two aspirins. She removed Victor’s striped pyjamas from his side of the bed and put them on the floor. Then she climbed into the empty bed,
  which smelled of Victor, and switched the light off. She switched it back on again at once. The darkness scared her tonight. So much was buzzing in her head. There was a list of things she had to
  do tomorrow, which she had worked out with Don.


  She stared at the blank television screen on the shelf just beyond the end of the bed. She looked at Victor’s brown leather slippers on the floor and at the Agatha Christie novel on his
  bedside table. She listened to the silence of the night. It seemed so loud. She heard a faint, tinny ringing in her ears. The distant wail of a siren from a police car, or an ambulance, or perhaps
  a fire engine. Then the screech of two cats fighting. One of them was probably Gregory, she thought. She watched her bedside clock.


  2.59 a.m.


  Then 3.00 a.m.


  Then 3.01 a.m.


  She turned on the television. There was a medium she recognized, talking to a studio audience. ‘I have someone with me called Mary,’ he said. ‘Is there anyone here who has
  recently lost someone called Mary?’


  Normally, she liked these shows. But tonight it made her uneasy.


  She switched channels. Big Brother. Two young men and a fat blonde girl were sitting in a giant ashtray, smoking. She listened to their chatter for some minutes, then switched channels
  again. An old movie was playing. Glenn Close was in her house. Suddenly, a black, gloved fist smashed a window and opened the door from the inside.


  She hastily switched channels once more. Then looked at the clock again.


  3.14


  She needed to pee. All that damned coffee! She got out of bed, padded out of the room and into the bathroom. She peed, then went to the basin to rinse her hands.


  And froze.


  Two long, black strands of Victor’s hair were lying there.


  
     
  


  Chapter Eleven


  ‘You imagined it!’ Don said when he came round at nine o’clock in the morning.


  ‘No, Don, I did not,’ Joan said. Her hands were shaking so much she could hardly open the tin of cat food. ‘I did not imagine it!’


  ‘Of course you did. Your nerves are all shot to hell!’


  Her eyes felt raw from lack of sleep. There was a tight band across her scalp. ‘I did not imagine it! I looked in the pedal bin and the hairs I took out were still there, in the
  tissue.’


  She scraped the stinky cat food out of the can into Gregory’s bowl and put it on the floor. As usual, the cat glared at the bowl, and then at her, as if suspecting poison.


  ‘You must have missed them, love,’ Don said. ‘We were both tired!’ He put his arms around her and hugged her tightly. Then he nuzzled her ear. ‘Let’s go to
  bed, I’m feeling really horny.’


  She pushed him away. ‘I did not miss those hairs. And we can’t go to bed. I have to go to the police, like you told me. And I have to go to work. You said we have to act
  normal.’


  ‘Yeah, normal! So let’s go to bed. That would be normal.’


  ‘Not with Victor in the freezer, no way!’


  ‘Come on, angel. We did this so we could be together.’


  She looked at him. ‘I can’t. It wouldn’t be right. I don’t feel in the mood. Okay?’


  They stared at each other in silence.


  ‘It’s all right for you, Don. You went home to your little wifey. I had to stay here alone with my husband in the bloody freezer.’


  ‘Yeah, right, so?’


  ‘So?’ she repeated, her anger rising. ‘So? Is that all you can bloody say?’


  ‘I love you,’ he said.


  ‘I love you too. We – we just have to—’


  ‘To what?’


  She shook her head. Tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘You have to help me, Don.’


  ‘We have to stay calm.’


  ‘I AM BLOODY CALM!’ she yelled.


  He raised his big hands and stood there in front of her. A big tall guy, in his brown leather jacket over a white T-shirt, jeans and suede boots, he was all manly. ‘Okay,’ he said.
  ‘Okay!’


  ‘It’s not okay!’


  ‘So, we have to make it okay. Right?’ He held her in his arms again.


  ‘Right,’ she whispered. ‘The plan. We have to stick to the plan.’


  ‘We’ll stick to the plan,’ he said. ‘So you mustn’t get freaked out by two hairs you missed in your basin. Deal?’


  ‘Deal,’ she agreed glumly.


  Half an hour later, Joan drove to Brighton Police Station. Victor’s purple Vauxhall Astra convertible had been an eBay bargain three years ago. She parked at a meter and
  went in through the front door. There was a second door marked IN, with a short queue on the far side of it.


  She joined the queue, and as she waited she read some of the notices on the walls. One was headed MISSING PERSONS. There were several photographs, close-ups of faces, with the same
  wording at the bottom of each one:


  
    
      IF YOU HAVE SEEN THIS PERSON PLEASE CONTACT YOUR NEAREST POLICE STATION.

    

  


  Joan didn’t recognize any of them. She read another notice, warning about alcohol abuse, and another about drugs. Finally, she reached the front desk. A woman in her
  thirties, wearing a white shirt and a black tie, asked if she could help her.


  Joan was glad the woman could not see her knees. They were trembling. ‘I want to report a missing person,’ she said.


  ‘All right,’ the woman said. ‘Can you give me some details?’


  ‘Victor … my husband. He didn’t come home last night. I’m worried because … he … this … he … this is very unusual … I mean …
  not unusual … I mean … he has never in his life not come home … in the evening … after work.’ Joan felt her face burning. She was stumbling over the words. She
  felt hot and confused. ‘He doesn’t … you know … I mean … he always does … come home … my husband.’


  There was a brief silence. Suddenly, in this silence, all Joan could think about were the two hairs in the washbasin.


  ‘I see,’ the woman said. ‘And you are?’ She picked up a pen.


  ‘His wife,’ Joan said, dumbly, her voice trembling. She could feel sweat trickling down her neck.


  ‘Your name?’ the woman said patiently.


  ‘Yes, yes. I’m Joan. Mrs … er … Mrs Smiley.’


  The woman wrote this down. ‘If you could step aside and wait for a moment, I’ll get an officer to come and take down some details.’


  Joan stepped aside. The woman went over to the phone. One of her colleagues attended to the next person in the queue behind Joan. A young girl, who looked spaced out, reported she had lost her
  mobile phone.


  Joan took some deep breaths, trying to calm down. She watched several more people in turn step up to the counter. But she wasn’t listening to them. She was trying to rehearse what Don had
  told her to say.


  ‘Mrs Smiley?’


  Joan turned at the sound of her name, and saw a tubby young woman with short fair hair. She was wearing a black uniform waistcoat over a white shirt and black trousers. The officer was peering
  at the people in the room.


  Joan raised a hand. ‘Yes, that’s me.’


  The officer had a radio sticking out of her breast pocket. A badge on one side of her chest bore a police crest with the words BRIGHTON AND HOVE. A badge on the other side said
  COMMUNITY SUPPORT. ‘Would you come this way, please?’ she said.


  Joan followed her through the door, along a corridor and into a cramped, windowless room. There was only a metal table with chairs either side of it. ‘I’m PCSO Watts,’ she said
  politely, but very seriously.


  ‘Nice to meet you,’ Joan replied. She was now drenched in sweat.


  The Police Community Support Officer asked her to sit down. Then PCSO Watts sat on the other side of the table. She opened a large notebook with a printed form on it. ‘Your husband is
  missing, is that right, Mrs Smiley?’


  Joan nodded.


  PCSO Watts picked up a biro. ‘Right, let’s start with his name.’


  ‘Victor Joseph Smiley,’ she said.


  The officer wrote this down, very slowly. ‘And his age?’


  ‘Forty-three.’


  ‘You are worried because he did not come home last night, is that correct?’


  Joan nodded. She did not like the way the officer was looking at her, studying her face intently. It felt as if she was looking right through her. ‘It’s very unusual,’ Joan
  said. ‘I mean, more than unusual, if you see what I mean?’


  The officer frowned. ‘I’m afraid I don’t, no.’


  ‘Victor’s never done this before. Not come home. Not ever in all the time we’ve been married.’


  ‘Which is how long?’


  ‘Nineteen and a half years,’ Joan replied. She could have added, three weeks, four days, sixteen hours and seven minutes too long.


  For the next quarter of an hour Joan felt she was on trial. The officer fired one question after another at her. Had Joan contacted any of their friends? Yes, Ted and Madge,
  but they had not seen him or heard from him. What about Victor’s relatives? All he had was a sister, in Melbourne.


  The officer wrote each answer down, painfully slowly.


  Joan did her best to talk about Victor in a way she thought any loving wife would talk about her husband. He was the perfect man in every way. She adored him. He adored her. They had never spent
  a single day apart in all the years they had been married. Of course, they had their ups and downs, like any couple. She said that he was feeling very low after being made redundant. Very, very
  low.


  But he had never, ever, not come home. Until last night.


  Even after Joan said all this, PCSO Watts asked if this had ever happened before. Joan told her again that it had not. She repeated that he had been feeling low after being told he was being
  made redundant.


  PCSO Watts was kind and full of sympathy. ‘Have you tried phoning his mobile number?’ she asked.


  Joan went white for an instant. She felt her stomach churn like a cement mixer. The officer went in and out of focus. That stupid fool, Don! Why the hell didn’t he tell me to do that?
  How could I have been so stupid not to have thought of it?


  ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I try all the time. I keep phoning and phoning him.’


  ‘Are you worried about the effect that losing his job might have had on him and on his pride?’ PCSO Watts asked.


  ‘He is a proud man,’ Joan said. Well, she thought, that was better than saying he was an arrogant tosser.


  ‘Do you have a photograph of him we could circulate?’ Juliet Watts asked.


  ‘I could find one,’ she said.


  ‘That would be very helpful.’


  ‘I’ll drop one in.’


  ‘Look,’ the officer said, ‘I know this might be difficult for you, but is it possible that Victor is having an affair?’


  Joan shook her head. ‘No. He loves me. We are very close. We are very, very close.’


  ‘So, you are worried about his state of mind after losing his job?’


  ‘I am very worried,’ Joan said. Don had told her to focus on this. Don had told her to try to make the police think he might have killed himself. ‘Victor is such a proud man.
  He came home in tears and sobbed his heart out the day he heard the news.’


  That was a big fib, of course. He’d come home blind drunk, telling her he’d just told his boss where to stick his job!


  ‘Are you worried that he might have killed himself, Mrs Smiley?’


  ‘Yes.’


  As she drove away from the police station, Joan was pleased with herself. She thought she had come across rather well as the desperate, sad wife of a missing person.


  PCSO Juliet Watts had a different opinion. ‘Not happy about this person,’ she wrote in her report.


  
     
  


  Chapter Twelve


  Yes, Joan thought, she did feel pleased with herself. She decided she had handled herself well. She had given a great performance. PCSO Watts had believed her. That was
  important. It was also important that the officer said she was marking Victor down as High Risk.


  Success!


  She could not wait to tell Don.


  She had to act normally first, so she did her afternoon shift, as usual, at the supermarket. But her mind was not on it and she kept making mistakes. Then at six o’clock, on the dot, she
  left and drove home. Not having to wait for the bus was a luxury in itself.


  When she turned into her road, the sight of a white van in her driveway sent a bolt of fear through her. The van was backed right up against the garage door.


  Joan parked in the street, hurried to the door and let herself in. Don was standing in the hall, in grimy jeans and a filthy T-shirt. Sweat was pouring off him. He was so covered in grey dust he
  looked like a ghost. ‘How did it go?’ he asked.


  ‘What’s the van? Whose is it?’ she blurted anxiously.


  ‘Calm down, love. Don’t I get a kiss?’


  Ignoring him, she repeated anxiously, ‘Whose van is it?’ As she asked she was looking at the hall table, to see if Victor’s mobile phone was there.


  ‘Relax! I borrowed the van from a mate. I’ll show you what I used it for in a moment. So?’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So, how did it go at the cop shop?’


  ‘It was a breeze!’


  ‘See, you’re a star!’ He hugged her and tried to kiss her on the lips, but she turned her face, so he kissed her cheek instead. Then she pulled away from him.


  ‘You’re all sweaty,’ she said.


  ‘I’ve been working, while you’ve been acting the star!’


  She did not feel like a star. She felt in need of a drink. She wanted a glass of wine. After that, she thought she would want another, and another.


  Then she would probably want one more.


  ‘I need to phone Victor,’ she said.


  ‘You’d get a shock if he answered!’


  ‘That’s not funny. The police officer asked if I’d phoned him. We should have thought of the phone. That was stupid. Why didn’t you think of it?’


  He shrugged and shook his head. ‘Dunno. Slipped my mind.’


  ‘Great,’ she said bitterly. ‘What else didn’t we think of? You had it all under control, you told me. You had it all planned. The perfect murder!’


  ‘I did,’ he nodded. ‘That was before we knew about the sugar, and before you hit him.’


  ‘You should have found out about the sugar sooner,’ she said.


  ‘Yeah, well, now we have to deal with things as they are. Don’t worry, I have it all worked out.’


  She took her mobile phone from her bag and dialled Victor’s number. His Nokia, on the hall table, rang six times then stopped. She listened, and moments later she heard his voice
  message.


  ‘Hello, this is Victor Smiley. I’m sorry I can’t take your call at the moment. I’m not available. Please leave me a message and I’ll call you
  back.’


  It was strange hearing his voice. It made her feel all tingly, in a bad way. Feeling very self-conscious, Joan said, ‘Hello, Victor dear. Where are you? Please call me. I am so worried
  about you, and I’m missing you. Love you!’


  ‘Liar!’ Don said when she hung up. ‘You don’t love him!’


  Her face was burning, as if it was on fire. ‘You can’t lie to a dead person, can you?’


  ‘We need to hide his phone,’ Don said. ‘Remind me to take it later and ditch it somewhere. You shouldn’t have left that message. That was stupid. That was really
  stupid.’


  ‘It would have been even more stupid not to.’


  ‘It was stupid,’ he repeated. ‘You’re panicking. We mustn’t panic.’


  ‘I need a drink,’ she said.


  Don insisted they went to the garage first. They had work to do, he said.


  She followed him through the door that led from the hall to the garage. It was draughty in there and the concrete floor was cold under her feet. The air was so thick with dust
  she could barely see. It prickled her throat and she coughed.


  Normally, they parked the Astra in here at night, but there would be no room now. In the centre of the garage there was a hole that Don had been digging. It was about six feet long and three
  feet wide. Concrete rubble and earth were scattered either side of it. Stacked against the far wall were several sacks of ready-mixed concrete, a pick-axe, two garden spades and several more
  tools.


  ‘There we are,’ Don said proudly. ‘I’ve been busy today. I’m a one-man VDT.’


  ‘VDT?’ she said. ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Victor Disposal Team!’


  ‘That’s not funny,’ she said.


  ‘Come on, love. You’re the one who wanted to do away with him. You asked me to help you. I’m helping you.’


  She looked down into the grave. It was about two feet deep. ‘It’s too shallow,’ she said.


  ‘I’m not finished. We’re going to put him down a good six feet. Don’t want the smell to start getting out when he decomposes.’


  Victor was the man she used to love and sleep with. Joan’s stomach suddenly churned at the thought of him rotting. ‘You’re not – you’re not serious? You’re
  going to bury Victor here?’


  ‘Too right.’


  ‘In my garage?’


  ‘It’s perfect! I used to be a bricklayer, remember? I can do a perfect concrete screed. No one will ever know.’


  ‘What about me?’ she said. ‘I will know.’


  Then the front doorbell rang.


  Both of them froze, looking at each other. ‘Who’s that?’ Don said.


  ‘I dunno.’ Joan raised a finger to her lips for him to keep quiet. She went out into the hall, closing the internal garage door behind her. She coughed again from the dust. As she
  went near the front door, the bell rang again.


  She hurried up the stairs and into the room that Victor used as his den. She peered down through the window.


  Two police officers were standing outside her front door.


  
     
  


  Chapter Thirteen


  They were both male, wearing their black uniform waistcoats and police caps with chequered bands. She studied them for a moment and could see they were looking impatient. Then
  she hurried downstairs to tell Don to wait quietly in the garage. As she opened the front door, her nerves were jangling. ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, I – I was on the loo.’


  ‘Mrs Smiley?’ said the older of the two men, holding up his warrant card. ‘Sergeant Rose and PC Black from Brighton Police.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘hello.’ Then, quick as a flash, she added, ‘Have you got any news about Victor? Have you found my husband?’


  ‘No, I’m afraid not, madam. We presume you have not heard from him either?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘May we come in?’


  ‘Yes, yes, of course. Thank you, thank you for coming.’


  She moved so that they could come into the hall. Both men took their caps off. Sergeant Rose was in his forties. His hair was short and black, with some grey. He had a pleasant face and a brisk
  but friendly manner. His colleague was in his mid-twenties. He was tall and rather gangly, with short blond hair gelled into spikes.


  As she led them through into the lounge, she noticed Victor’s phone sitting on the hall table. For a moment she felt panic, then she realized they would not know it was his.


  She pointed at the settee and the two policemen sat down on it, holding their caps on their laps. She sat opposite them in an armchair and did her best to look sad.


  Sergeant Rose took out a notebook and the constable did the same. ‘Is that your van in the driveway, Mrs Smiley?’ the sergeant asked.


  ‘The – the white one?’ Joan said, as if there was a whole line of vans parked in the driveway, in a range of different colours.


  The two police officers exchanged a brief glance, which made Joan even more uneasy.


  ‘The white one, yes,’ Sergeant Rose said.


  ‘No – er – that’s not mine – ours – er – that’s the plumber’s van.’


  ‘Got a problem with your drains, have you?’ the constable asked.


  Joan felt herself breaking out in sweat. She remembered a TV show that Victor had watched, about the serial killer Dennis Nilsen. Nilsen murdered young men and chopped them up in his kitchen.
  Then he flushed parts of them down the sink and parts down the loo. He was caught when the drains became blocked and the plumbing firm found human remains in them.


  Rising panic tightened her throat so much that her voice came out as a squeak. ‘No. No, nothing like that! Just – er – new bathroom taps and a new shower. Victor and I are
  having a bathroom makeover.’


  The sergeant nodded. There was silence for a few moments. Then the constable said, ‘For a workman, your plumber’s very quiet.’


  ‘He is,’ Joan said. ‘Good as gold! You wouldn’t know he was here.’


  ‘Apart from the van outside,’ Sergeant Rose said.


  Joan nodded. ‘Yes, well, of course, apart from that!’


  There was another silence, longer and more awkward than the last one. Then Sergeant Rose said, ‘We’ve come round, Mrs Smiley, because we have some concerns about your
  husband.’


  ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’m very grateful.’ She took a handkerchief from her handbag and dabbed her eyes. ‘I feel so terrible,’ she said. ‘So
  terrible.’


  He glanced down at some writing in his notebook. ‘On the Missing Persons Report you stated that your husband is diabetic. Do you know if he had his medication with him?’


  ‘I – I would think so,’ she said. ‘He always had it with him.’


  ‘Have you checked whether he took it with him yesterday? Sunday evening was the last time you saw him, correct?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Sunday evening, that was the last time.’


  ‘Can you repeat the events of Sunday for me?’


  She felt the heat burning her face. Her body felt slippery with sweat. She needed to make sure she said the same thing to these officers as she had said to the officer at the police station.


  ‘I wasn’t feeling well. Victor was home. I went to bed early and left him downstairs watching television. In the morning, he was gone. At first, I thought he’d left for work
  early, but it was strange because he always brought me a cup of tea before he went.’


  ‘What was his state of mind after losing his job, Mrs Smiley?’ the constable asked.


  ‘Terrible. He was in shock. He’d given the best years of his life to those sods at that company. It destroyed him, being let go like that. He was a broken man. He just sat here
  weeping in this room, night after night.’


  Joan paused, feeling a little more confident. She was calming down and getting into her stride. ‘He told me several times in the past few weeks that he didn’t want to go on living.
  He couldn’t face not being wanted any more. He was broken, totally broken.’


  The sergeant frowned. ‘We went round to the premises of Stanley Smith & Son on the Hollingbury industrial estate this afternoon. That’s where your husband is, or was, employed,
  isn’t it?’


  She nodded, not liking the sound of this.


  ‘We talked to several of his colleagues, trying to find out the state of his mind. Everyone we spoke to said he seemed very happy.’ He looked down at his notes again. ‘One said
  that yesterday, the first day of his last week with the company, he was humming and smiling a lot. He was telling them he felt free for the first time in his life. He said that he was going to
  enjoy himself. He said that life was too short to spend all of it in an office.’


  ‘That’s my Victor,’ she said, pressing her eyelids tightly together. She was trying to make herself cry or at least squeeze out a couple of tears. ‘He was such a proud
  man.’


  ‘Was?’ said the constable, sharply.


  ‘What am I saying! See what a state I’m in! Is. Is. My darling Victor is such a proud man. He wouldn’t let those sods think they had won!’ She dabbed
  her eyes with her handkerchief. ‘Oh yes, he gave them all a good show, trying to let them think he didn’t care. But inside, he was broken. He just came home and wept and wept and wept.
  Please find him for me. Please find him. I’m terrified he might have gone and done something rash. My poor darling. My Victor. I couldn’t live without him.’


  ‘We’ll try our best,’ they promised as they left.


  At that moment, Victor’s phone began to warble. Joan closed the door, went to the table and picked it up. It was ringing and vibrating in her hand. Private Number showed on the
  display. She daren’t answer it, she realized. So she let it continue for several more rings until it stopped.


  Then she checked to see if the caller had left a message. But they hadn’t.


  
     
  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Downstairs, in the basement of the Kitten Parlour, was a rest room. It had comfy chairs and a television so that the girls could relax while they were waiting for clients.


  At seven o’clock in the evening, Kamila put down her mobile phone. She lit a cigarette, then took a sip of her coffee. She was worried about Victor. He hadn’t called or texted last
  night at all, nor all day today.


  He was constantly phoning, and leaving her text messages. He would usually send her two or three texts during the night, and he always called her from his office in the morning. This was not
  like him. Kamila badly needed to speak to him. Kaspar, her boyfriend, had found out she was in Brighton and he knew where she was living. He left threatening messages on her voicemail. Victor had
  promised to take care of her.


  She liked Victor. He was funny. He made her feel safe. The most important thing was that he was a very rich man! He would be able to get rid of Kaspar. He’d promised her that. He had
  contacts in high places. Kaspar would be history.


  Now he had vanished and she desperately hoped that it was not Victor who was history. She did not dare to leave a message, because Victor had told her never to do that.


  Nervously, she smoked her cigarette down to the butt. She was about to light another when the maid upstairs called her name on the intercom.


  ‘Kamila, you have a client!’


  She hurried up the stairs, hopeful that it might be Victor. It wasn’t, of course.


  
     
  


  Chapter Fifteen


  After the police left, Don drove off in the van. He couldn’t leave it in the driveway all evening or the neighbours would wonder about it, he said. He parked it a couple
  of streets away, then walked back. He was dressed in black and was barely visible in the darkness.


  At eleven o’clock, Joan came into the garage with about the tenth mug of coffee for him. By then, his head could hardly be seen. Earth was piled high on either side of the grave, and
  scattered across the garage floor. The smell of dust was less strong now. Instead, there was a musty smell of damp soil.


  Joan was cold and exhausted and covered in dirt. Her hands were blistered from when she had taken over the digging a couple of times, while Don had a rest.


  She was still not at all happy about burying Victor here, in their garage.


  ‘It’s the best place,’ Don said. ‘Trust me! If you look at how most murderers get caught, it’s because a body turns up somewhere. A body is found in a shallow grave
  in the woods, or washed up on a beach. Or they get caught trying to get rid of the body. If there is no body, then there is nothing for the police to go on. They’ve no reason to suspect you
  anyway, have they?’


  ‘No,’ Joan agreed. She did feel that the police were just a little bit suspicious. But what Don said did make sense.


  So she stood and watched as he dug deeper and deeper. Slowly but steadily he was getting there, bit by bit by bit.


  A few minutes past midnight, Joan helped Don heave her husband’s body out of the freezer. Victor was hard and cold and his flesh was a grey colour, with specks of frost
  on it. She avoided looking at his face. She didn’t want to catch his eye.


  They half carried, half dragged him into the hall, and then into the garage. Then they hauled him over the mounds of freshly dug earth and into the long, narrow hole.


  For one horrible moment, Joan thought the hole was too narrow. Victor’s body fell a couple of feet, but his shoulders and stomach got wedged.


  Don sat down on the side and gave him a shove with his feet. Victor slithered and tumbled like a huge Guy Fawkes dummy. He landed with a hard thud in the wet earth at the bottom.


  ‘Have some respect,’ Joan said. ‘You shouldn’t have pushed him with your feet.’


  ‘Pardon me,’ Don said. ‘Why don’t you phone the sodding vicar and ask him to come round here? He could hold a proper burial service.’


  Joan said nothing. She stared down at the naked, ungainly heap that had once been the man she loved. She felt a whole raft of emotions. She felt sadness, fear, guilt.


  She felt no joy.


  She had thought that she would feel joy from the moment he was dead. She had expected her love for Don would be so much stronger. But she did not feel any love for him at all right now. In fact,
  she wished he would go away and leave her alone. She wanted to say a private goodbye to Victor.


  She knelt, scooped up a handful of earth and dropped it on the corpse. Then she whispered, so quietly that Don could not hear, ‘Goodbye, my love. It wasn’t all bad, was
  it?’


  Then she stood up and helped Don to shovel the earth back in.


  It was after one o’clock by the time they had finished. Joan was almost asleep on her feet. ‘Isn’t your wife going to be wondering where you are?’ she
  asked.


  He glanced at his watch. ‘Mandy’ll be asleep. I told her I was working late. I have to do an early morning pick-up from Heathrow airport, so I warned her I might work through the
  night.’ He gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘Don’t worry.’


  Joan swept all the loose soil onto the mound of the grave, while Don walked up and down, to flatten it. Finally, it was level with the garage floor.


  They had another coffee. Don cut open the first bag of ready-mixed cement. Joan went to fetch a bucket of water from the kitchen. Then, steadily, Don began to cover the entire floor with cement.
  Bit by bit by bit.


  By four o’clock in the morning, the job was done. All his tools and the empty sacks of cement were in the hall. He would bring the van round later to collect them. ‘What do you
  think?’ he said, putting his arm around her.


  She peered in through the door at the glistening, wet cement. It was impossible to see where the grave had been dug. The floor was perfect, flat and even.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s good.’


  ‘Mustn’t walk on it until tomorrow.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I don’t think Victor’s going anywhere!’ he said.


  They stared at each other and then Don gave her a hug. ‘It’ll all be fine,’ he said. ‘Just stay calm and no one will be any the wiser. Tomorrow afternoon, after you
  finish work, we’ll have a drink. Yeah? In bed, yeah?’


  Joan bit her lip. With Victor under the garage floor, she did not know how she felt. She nodded, and gave him a thin smile.


  He opened the front door and slipped out into the night. Joan closed the door and pressed down the latch lock. Then, feeling a strange sense that she was being watched, she turned round.


  Victor was standing halfway up the stairs, looking at her.


  
     
  


  Chapter Sixteen


  She screamed, but only silent air came out of her throat. She screamed again, but still her voice would not work. Her whole body was shaking. She closed her eyes and backed up
  against the door. She fumbled with her hands behind her back to open it. Then she opened her eyes.


  Victor had gone.


  Upstairs? Had he gone upstairs?


  Her heart was crashing around inside her chest. She was gulping down air. She looked up at the dark landing and listened.


  Listened.


  Silence.


  There was a loud clatter in the kitchen, which nearly made her jump out of her skin. Then she realized it was just the cat flap. Gregory slunk into the hall. He glared at her, as if he wanted to
  know what she was doing up so late, and in his space.


  ‘Victor!’ she called out. Her voice was suddenly working again, but it was very shrill. ‘Victor?’


  Silence.


  Of course there was silence. She’d just buried him. It was just her imagination working overtime. Wasn’t it?


  Joan went through into the kitchen, deciding she was far too wide awake to sleep. Anyway, she did not dare to go up the stairs at the moment. She needed a drink, badly.


  She took a bottle of wine out of the fridge and poured herself a glass. She drank it straight down and poured another. She was about to start drinking the second glass when the cat pawed at her
  leg.


  ‘What is it?’ she said, talking in a whisper, although there was no need. ‘Hungry?’


  The cat just looked at her. She had never liked the way Gregory looked at her, and she liked it even less now. It was as if he knew what she had just done. She opened a tin of food, scooped some
  of it into a bowl and placed it on the floor.


  Straight away, Gregory turned and began staring at her again. Joan drained her glass, then poured a third. Within a few minutes, as the alcohol began to kick in, she started to feel a tiny bit
  better.


  She had imagined Victor. That was all it was. Her mind was playing tricks because she was tired. She had been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours.


  Suddenly, she smelled cigar smoke. The familiar smell of Victor’s cigars. It was getting stronger by the second. Then there was a strange, ghastly hissing sound. It sent a bolt of fear
  through her, like electricity.


  It was coming from Gregory. He was standing with his back arched and his fur raised on end. He was baring his teeth and hissing at the open door to her left.


  A large, blue ring of cigar smoke was drifting in from the hall.


  
     
  


  Chapter Seventeen


  Joan ran out of the house, down her front garden and into the street. As she did so, the front door slammed behind her.


  She stood, panting, in the faint yellow glow of the street light. Her heart was hammering and she was gulping air. Then she heard a vehicle. For a moment she was tempted to run into the middle
  of the road. She could shout for help and flag it down.


  It was a police patrol car.


  She stepped back, hastily, into the shadow of a bush. She was aware that she was filthy from head to toe, and that questions would be asked. She knew the police might want to know what she was
  doing up at this hour. Why had she run out of her house?


  Christ, she thought. She stared up at the house. She looked at the windows. It was as if she was expecting to see Victor peering out at her.


  Victor didn’t believe in ghosts. She liked to watch shows about mediums, but he always pooh-poohed them. He used to say, ‘Tricks of the mind, that’s all ghosts are.
  They’re tricks of the mind.’


  Had it been a trick of the mind when she saw Victor standing on the stairs? What about the ring of cigar smoke? What about his hairs in the basin yesterday?


  The tail lights of the police car vanished around the corner. She shivered. An icy wind was blowing. A spot of rain struck her cheek. She was locked out, she realized. Locked out of her house by
  a ghost!


  Bugger. Damn. Blast.


  Her phone was inside. Everything was inside. She did not want to go back in, but where else could she go, especially at this hour? She could go round to Ted and Madge, but they lived about three
  miles away.


  Then she remembered the spare key! Victor kept one under a brick by the back door. At least he used to. She just hoped it was still there.


  She squeezed past the dustbins, opened the side gate and reached the step to the kitchen door. In the darkness, she found the brick, lifted it and felt the ground. To her relief the key was
  there. She scooped it safely into her palm. Then she went back around to the front of the house, unlocked the door and went in. She locked the door behind her, saying loudly, ‘Tricks of the
  mind. That’s all. Tricks of the mind!’


  She was too afraid to go upstairs, so she rushed into the kitchen and shut herself in. The cat had run off somewhere, back into the night. The night was where he belonged, she thought.


  Then she switched on the television for company and sat down at the table. Over the next twenty minutes she finished the entire bottle of wine.


  
     
  


  Chapter Eighteen


  Kamila had only gone to bed at 4 a.m. At 8.30 a.m. she was woken in her bedsit by the ringtone of her mobile phone.


  She opened one eye and stared through her fringe of hair at the phone. She hoped it was Victor. Or was it Kaspar? Please don’t let it be Kaspar, she thought. It’s too
  early. I can’t put up with his anger so early.


  No numbers showed on the display. It simply said: Call.


  She answered nervously. Was it Victor calling from a new phone? Was it Kaspar hiding his number?


  A male voice she did not recognize said, ‘Hello, this is Constable Black from Brighton and Hove Police.’


  Kamila felt a stab of panic. Was she in trouble for working at the Kitten Parlour? ‘Yes?’ she said anxiously.


  ‘We are looking for Mr Victor Smiley, who has been missing since Monday evening. Calls to his mobile phone are being monitored, and it was reported to us that a call was made to his phone
  from your number at 6.55 p.m. yesterday. Are you the person who made the call?’


  ‘Victor is missing?’ she said.


  ‘Yes. We are concerned for his safety. Are you a friend of his?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said in her broken English. ‘I very good friend.’


  Victor was missing? She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling gutted. What did this mean? Had something happened to him?


  ‘We’d like to talk to you,’ the constable said. ‘Can we come over to see you? If you’d prefer, you could drop into Brighton Police Station.’


  Kamila walked past the police station every day on her way to work. She always walked, to save the bus fare. She had to be at work by midday for the lunchtime trade. ‘I can come about half
  past ten. Is okay?’


  ‘That will be fine. May I have your name?’


  She told him.


  ‘At the front desk, ask for me, Constable Black.’


  ‘Please, can you tell me, is Victor – is he okay?’


  ‘We don’t know. We are anxious to find him. We are concerned for his safety.’


  Kamila thanked him, ended the call, and stood up. She was far too wide awake to sleep any more.


  Concerned for his safety.


  Victor was the only man who had ever been kind to her. The only person who offered her an escape from the horrible life she was stuck in. Now the police were concerned for his safety.


  She would do everything she possibly could to help them. She stared at the phone again. Please call. Victor. Please call!


  Then a thought struck her. Victor often talked to her about his wife. He said she was a bad person. That she made him very unhappy. She wondered if she should tell the police this.


  
     
  


  Chapter Nineteen


  ‘You look like shit,’ Don said.


  ‘Well, thank you, lover boy! You certainly know how to make a girl feel great!’


  Joan sat at the kitchen table with a blinding hangover and no make-up. She’d had about one hour’s sleep. She felt like shit.


  There were three messages on her mobile phone. They were all from Madge, who had rung last night. Joan had been busy in the garage with Don and had not heard her phone ring. Madge said that she
  and Ted had had a visit from the police, who told them that Victor was still missing. Was she okay? Why hadn’t she called them? Would she like them to pop round?


  ‘Don, Victor was here in the house last night. It was after you left,’ she said.


  ‘Then he should change his name to Houdini!’ Don said. ‘If he’s capable of getting out from under six feet of earth and a concrete screed!’


  ‘Victor was here,’ she said.


  ‘Was the Pope here too?’ he asked.


  ‘I’m serious.’


  Don stroked her hair. ‘It’s going to be tough, love, but we have to keep calm. Yeah? Keep cool, right?’


  ‘Easy for you to say. You weren’t here.’


  ‘Ghosts don’t exist,’ he said.


  Joan stared at him, angry that he doubted her. She looked at him, sitting across the table. She realized he wasn’t the big, powerful hero that he had seemed only a few days ago. In his
  leather jacket, sweatshirt and jeans, with his close-cropped hair and his weathered face, he looked weak. He looked so bloody weak. Victor, despite all his faults, suddenly seemed twice the man
  that Don was.


  He got up and tried to kiss her, but she jerked back.


  ‘Come on, love, what’s the matter?’


  She said nothing. She turned her face away from his and stared out at the garden. She looked at the lawn Victor had tended and at Victor’s shed. She looked at the greenhouse, with
  Victor’s tomato plants. She looked at the flower beds, at the plants that Victor had deadheaded. ‘Just take the stuff you were coming to collect. Take it and get rid of it!’


  ‘I love you,’ he said.


  She turned and stared past Don. She gazed at the open doorway where she had seen the ring of tobacco smoke drift in, just a few hours earlier. Shit, she thought. Shit, shit, shit, what
  have I done?


  Then her phone rang. It was Madge’s number on the display. Joan answered.


  ‘Joan! Joan, love! Is this true? Has Victor left you? I tried to get hold of you all night! How are you?’


  Joan swallowed. Then she began to sob down the phone.


  ‘Joan, I’m coming over! What you need is some company!’


  ‘No, no, I’m fine.’


  ‘I’m coming over! We’re both coming over, Ted and me, right now! Ted’s taken the morning off work. We’ll be with you in half an hour. That’s what friends are
  for!’


  ‘Madge, that’s kind of you, but I’m fine—’ Joan stopped. She realized Madge had hung up.


  ‘Shit!’ she said.


  Then she sniffed. She suddenly noticed a strange smell. But it was not that strange. It was a smell she knew only too well.


  It was cigar smoke, again.


  It was the smell of Victor’s cigars. It was getting stronger by the second. ‘Can you smell it?’ she said to Don.


  ‘Smell what?’


  Joan closed her eyes. ‘You must be able to smell it!’


  ‘I can’t smell anything.’


  ‘Jesus, Don, what’s the matter with you?’


  ‘What’s the matter with me?’ He stared at her in shock. ‘You need to calm down.’


  ‘I AM CALM!’ she yelled at him. ‘Just take all the stuff from last night and GO! GET OUT OF HERE. TED AND MADGE ARE COMING. GO!’


  Don took all the empty bags and tools and loaded them into his van, which was once again backed up against the garage door. ‘I’ll call you later, my love,’ he
  said.


  But Joan did not hear him. She was in the shower, scrubbing her body and washing her hair.


  Stepping out, she dried herself, then towel-dried her hair. She sat down at her dressing table in front of the bed and began to apply some make-up. As she was putting on her lipstick, something
  moved in the mirror.


  She spun round.


  Victor was standing in the doorway. He was smiling at her.


  Not the fat, balding Victor with a comb-over. It was the young, handsome Victor that she had married. Young, slim Victor, with his smooth brown hair and his gorgeous smile.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I – I don’t know what happened. To us. Right?’


  The doorbell rang.


  Victor vanished.


  She ran down the stairs and opened the front door. Her hair was a mess, her make-up only half on. Madge and Ted stood there. Each of them gave her a big hug.


  ‘You poor thing!’ Madge said.


  ‘So where’s the old bugger gone, then?’ said Ted. ‘Chopped him up, have you, and buried him under the kitchen floor?’


  ‘That’s not funny, Ted!’ Madge chided.


  ‘I’ve thought about doing that to Madge a few times, I don’t mind telling you!’ Ted said.


  ‘Oooh, you’re so wicked!’ Madge replied. ‘Don’t listen to him! Come on, love, let’s get the kettle on. Tell us all about it.’


  Joan put the kettle on and told them all about it. She just left out the bit about her and Don being lovers, and the bit about killing Victor, and the bit about burying him under the garage
  floor. Apart from that, she told them pretty much everything.


  Which was nothing.


  Ted summed it up. ‘So, he got made redundant and was depressed?’


  ‘Yes,’ Joan said.


  ‘Why didn’t the stupid bugger tell us?’ Ted asked.


  Joan shrugged. ‘Pride, I suppose.’


  ‘Pride comes before the fall,’ Madge said, unhelpfully.


  ‘I’ll give him a piece of my mind when I see him,’ Ted said. ‘Making a drama out of this! Losing your job is nothing these days. I could lose mine at any time.’


  ‘You’d better not,’ Madge warned him sharply.


  ‘Just teasing!’ Ted laughed, and kissed her.


  ‘He’s such a tease, Ted is!’ Madge said.


  Joan could not wait for them to leave. She really did not want them to be here, in her kitchen, in her home, gobbling down her biscuits and her coffee. She did not want them doing all their
  lovey-dovey stuff.


  But they stayed, and they stayed, and they stayed. By midday, she was almost out of coffee and biscuits. She was almost out of anything to say.


  ‘He’ll be back,’ Madge said.


  ‘He will, you’ll see,’ Ted said.


  ‘He’s not the suicidal type,’ Madge added.


  ‘No, not the suicidal type at all,’ Ted agreed.


  Then the doorbell rang.


  Joan opened it without checking through the window. Standing on the doorstep were two men in suits.


  One introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Mick Brett. The other was Detective Constable Paul Badger. They asked if they could come in.


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty


  Joan introduced Ted and Madge to the two detectives. ‘They are just leaving,’ she added.


  Madge said she would call this evening, to see how she was.


  Ted gave her a kiss and told her not to worry. ‘Victor will be back,’ he said.


  ‘He will, he’ll be back,’ Madge added.


  ‘I’d offer you coffee, but I’ve run out of milk,’ Joan said to the detectives. ‘I can give you black, if you’d like?’


  ‘I’m fine, thank you, Mrs Smiley,’ DS Brett said. He was a big man, with a shaven head that was shaped like a rugby ball.


  ‘I’m fine too,’ DC Badger said. He looked quite jolly, she thought. He was all smiles, with a boyish face and a modern haircut.


  She sat them down on the lounge sofa. She cleared away the tray of coffee cups and plates covered in biscuit crumbs. ‘Can’t even offer you a biscuit,’ she apologized loudly
  from the kitchen. ‘If you’d come this evening, I’d have had a new packet.’


  Then she walked back in and sat down opposite the two men.


  ‘Uniform Division has asked CID to take over the investigation into your missing husband, Mrs Smiley,’ Detective Sergeant Brett said.


  ‘Oh, I see. That’s good, isn’t it?’


  ‘Well,’ he answered, ‘it’s good in the sense that Uniform are concerned about Mr Smiley’s safety.’


  Joan made a show of pressing a finger against each eye in turn, then sniffing. ‘I’m so worried,’ she said. ‘I’m so worried about my poor darling Victor. I’m
  at my wits’ end.’


  DS Brett pulled out his notebook. ‘There are a few things that we need to discuss with you, Mrs Smiley.’


  ‘Of course,’ she said.


  ‘The first is your husband’s mobile phone. When you filed a Missing Persons Report at Brighton Police Station yesterday, you said that you had rung his number many times since Monday
  evening. Do you remember saying that?’


  Joan’s mouth suddenly felt dry. ‘Yes, yes, I do.’


  ‘Well, we have obtained his mobile phone records from Vodafone. There is only one call from your mobile number to his. There is none from your landline. This call was yesterday evening.
  Can you explain that?’


  Her head was spinning. She felt clammy all over. Then her eyes darted to the open doorway. She was certain she had seen something moving. Both police officers turned and looked in the same
  direction too. But there was nothing there.


  ‘Well,’ she said. ‘The thing is—’ She fell silent for a moment. Then she went on: ‘You see, there must be a mistake. I’ve called him – I
  don’t know – I don’t know how many times. The phone company must have made a mistake.’


  DC Badger was looking back at the doorway again now. She resisted the temptation to look as well. She did not want to appear anxious. Then, a little distracted, he turned back to her. ‘Is
  there anyone else in the house at the moment, Mrs Smiley?’


  She shook her head. ‘No.’


  ‘Are you certain?’


  ‘Yes, there’s no one.’ She shot another glance at the doorway.


  ‘Does he have another mobile phone, with a different number, perhaps, that you’ve been calling?’


  Again she was silent for a moment, trying to think what to say. Her stomach felt as if it was plunging down a lift shaft. ‘No, there’s no other phone. I just don’t understand
  this.’


  DS Brett made a note on his pad, then flipped back a page. ‘When the two uniformed police officers were here last night, they asked you about a white van that was parked in your driveway.
  You told them it belonged to your plumber. Is that correct?’


  Her stomach felt as if it was plunging even faster now. She was starting to feel that everything was coming undone around her. ‘It belongs to my plumber, yes.’


  The detective sergeant studied his notes for a moment. ‘The van belongs to a business called Mile Oak Electrical Supplies. They do plumbing as well, do they?’


  ‘I believe my plumber borrowed the van,’ she said in a trembling voice. ‘That’s why he was working late, of course. His van had broken down, so he came late.’


  She felt the sweat popping on her brow. Relief surged through her. Her lie had sounded okay, she thought.


  The DS made another note, then glanced at his colleague and back at Joan. ‘Right. Mrs Smiley, I’m afraid the next thing I have to ask may be a little distressing for you.’ He
  fell silent and glanced at his colleague again. DC Badger looked at him with a serious expression.


  ‘Oh?’ Joan said.


  The DS went on, ‘Were you aware that your husband, Victor, was having an affair? Did you know that he was planning to leave you?’ Both men were studying her face carefully.


  Joan sat very still, in shock. After some moments, she said, ‘An affair? My Victor?’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t believe it! Not Victor. I mean, who on earth
  would—?’


  She stopped in mid-sentence.


  DC Badger was looking at the doorway again.


  ‘Do go on,’ the DS said.


  ‘I’m sorry, I just don’t believe that.’


  ‘Does the name Kamila Walczak mean anything to you?’


  ‘Should it?’


  ‘She rang your husband’s mobile number last night.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘She withheld her number and left no message.’


  Now Joan remembered the call that had come in on Victor’s phone. There had been no number in the display and no message. Was that her?


  She said, a little acidly, ‘Well, I’ve never heard of her. Who is she?’


  ‘She works as a hostess at a club in Brighton,’ the detective sergeant said.


  ‘The lady is mistaken. Victor doesn’t go to clubs.’


  The two detectives looked at each other before Brett spoke again. ‘I don’t know how best to put this to you, Mrs Smiley. To be blunt, it is a sex club. This young lady is a sex
  worker.’


  ‘A prostitute? Is that what you mean? A call girl? A tart?’


  ‘I’m afraid so, yes.’


  ‘My Victor seeing a prostitute? He couldn’t! For a start, where would he have got the money?’


  ‘I can’t answer that for you, Mrs Smiley. All I can tell you is that Miss Walczak came in to see us just a short while ago. She is very upset. She told us that she and your husband
  were planning to start a new life together.’


  Joan shook her head. ‘She’s made a mistake. Mistaken identity.’


  DC Badger was looking at the doorway again. Then he said, ‘We showed her a photograph of your husband. She identified him, without any doubt.’


  ‘Maybe she’s hiding something,’ Joan said. ‘Could she have harmed Victor, do you think?’


  ‘That will certainly be one of our lines of inquiry.’


  ‘My Victor with a hooker? I can’t believe it! I – I just can’t believe it.’


  ‘We’re mentioning it, Mrs Smiley, because it is possible he has other lady friends as well. He could perhaps be with one of those at the moment.’


  ‘ABSOLUTELY NOT!’ Joan said loudly. The shock of this news was still spinning in her head. Victor seeing a prostitute. How many years had this been going on? Bastard! How dare
  he?


  ‘You are really sure, Mrs Smiley?’ the constable asked.


  Something in his voice made her think for a moment. Suddenly, Joan realized that she was being given a gift by the police! She had the perfect reason for Victor to disappear. He had another
  woman.


  She put on a false smile and dabbed her eyes with her fingers again. ‘How well do we know anyone? I thought I knew Victor. I thought he was very happy. Clearly, I must have been wrong if
  he’s gone running off to tarts. Yes, you’re right, there could be others. There could be loads! Maybe even in other countries? No wonder he kept me so short of money!’


  ‘Did you check to see if he had taken his passport with him, by any chance?’ DS Brett asked.


  She nodded and then lied again. ‘Yes, actually I did. He had taken it. Yes, it was gone from his desk! It was one of the first things I checked.’


  ‘Why didn’t you mention that in your report to PCSO Watts?’


  ‘I was in such a state,’ she said. ‘I must have forgotten! Can you imagine what it is like to lose the person you love?’


  She began to sob.


  The detectives left a short while later. They seemed to spend a long time sitting in their silver Ford Focus outside, talking to each other. Finally, they drove off.


  It was ten to one. Joan needed to hurry or she would be late for work. Instead, she stood still for some minutes, staring out of the window. Anger was boiling inside her. Victor had cheated on
  her. He had been going to a tart! For how long? How much money had he spent on this tart?


  She marched over to the internal door to the garage and unlocked it. She opened it and stared down at the smooth cement screed covering the floor.


  ‘YOU BASTARD!’ she shouted.


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty-One


  DS Brett drove the Focus. They were heading back towards the police station. DC Badger stared at the photograph of Victor Smiley on his lap. It was the one that had been
  circulated, and was being put on Missing Persons posters in police stations around the county.


  ‘It didn’t feel right to me. What about you?’ the detective sergeant said.


  ‘She was nervous about something. She kept looking at the doorway,’ Badger replied. ‘The feeling I got is that she has something to hide. If she’s reported her husband
  missing, and he was lurking in the doorway all the time we were there, someone’s having a laugh at us.’


  ‘So what do you think she’s playing at?’ the DS asked him.


  ‘Could it be an insurance scam? We should check to see if there are any life insurance policies on him. There was a couple who did that a while ago. What were they called? Darwin. The
  husband faked his death in a canoe and they got a life insurance payout. He hid in the attic for five years.’


  ‘Why didn’t you ask her about it?’


  ‘I didn’t want her to think I was suspicious. She said there was no one in the house, right?’


  Brett nodded. ‘So you think her husband might be alive and well, and hiding in the house?’


  ‘Possibly, chief. We know she’s been lying to us about the phone. What else has she been lying about?’


  ‘I see where you’re coming from,’ DS Brett said.


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Shortly after six o’clock that evening, Joan edged the purple Astra into her driveway and stopped in front of the garage. She had two bottles of wine in the boot, which
  she had bought from the supermarket. She also had several packets of biscuits, some prawn cocktails at the end of their best-before dates, and two steaks.


  Don was coming over. He said they had to drink a toast. She wasn’t really keen to see him at the moment, but she didn’t want to be alone in the house. She had decided to make him
  supper. It was strange, she thought, that he had exactly the same taste in food as Victor. She had read that when a man leaves his wife for a younger model, he often chooses someone who looks like
  his wife. Maybe a woman chooses a new man who has the same tastes as her old one?


  She was thinking about all the police she had seen in the past couple of days. She was trying to work out if she had said the right things. It had been tricky. But she felt she had kept calm.
  She would talk through it all with Don tonight. They should check to see what they had missed and what they needed to do.


  As she got out of the car in the fading light, a strong wind was blowing. She noticed several of her neighbours’ curtains twitching. They were watching her. She decided it would be safest
  to put the car in the garage, so they would not see her unloading the bottles.


  Don had told her not to drive on the new garage floor for a few days to let it harden. But it seemed pretty hard now.


  She lifted the door, stared at the smooth cement and tested it with her feet. It was fine! Hard as rock!


  She drove in and pulled the door shut behind her. It closed with a clang that seemed to echo for ever. Then she carried everything through into the kitchen. She put the wine straight into the
  fridge. Then she switched on the television and all the lights in the house, because she was nervous that Victor’s ghost might suddenly appear again. After that she went upstairs to the
  bedroom and stepped out of her work clothes. She freshened up, sprayed herself with the perfume that Don liked, and laid out her short black cocktail dress on the bed.


  At that moment, the front doorbell rang.


  She frowned. It was only a quarter past six. Don wasn’t due until seven.


  Dressed only in her knickers and bra, she hurried into Victor’s den and looked out of the window. Her throat tightened. There were two marked police cars out in the street, and a white van
  with police markings on it. The two detectives who had come round earlier were standing at the front door.


  The bell rang again.


  ‘Coming!’ she called out, trying not to sound anxious.


  She took a deep breath and hastily put her work clothes back on. Then she hurried back downstairs.


  As she opened the door, Detective Sergeant Brett held up a sheet of paper. A group of police officers in yellow jackets stood behind him and Detective Constable Badger.


  ‘Mrs Smiley,’ DS Brett said, ‘we have a search warrant for your house.’ He showed it to her.


  She was shaking as she looked at it, but it was just a blur. ‘A search warrant?’


  ‘Yes, madam.’


  ‘What is this about?’


  Half a dozen policemen walked past her, followed by the two detectives.


  ‘Would anyone like tea or coffee?’ she asked. Then she added, ‘I’ve got some biscuits now!’


  No one replied. Suddenly, every room in the house seemed to have a police officer in it.


  ‘Expecting company, are you?’ DS Brett said, looking at the two raw steaks on the kitchen drainer.


  ‘Just me and the cat,’ she said.


  ‘Lucky cat. Prime rib steak!’ he replied, snapping on a pair of latex gloves.


  ‘He’s very fussy,’ she answered lamely.


  ‘Have a seat,’ DS Brett said, pointing to a kitchen chair. ‘We’re going to be a while.’


  Upstairs, DC Badger pushed open a door into a tiny room that looked like a spare bedroom. There was a cold draught, and a strong smell of fresh paint. There was also a fainter
  smell of bitter almonds, which he did not notice.


  He switched on the light. The room looked like it had been freshly decorated. The walls were painted a deep blue colour. A crisp white blind flapped in the wind that was howling in through the
  wide-open window. He noticed a single bed with a cream candlewick counterpane. The bed was made up but not slept in. There was a bedside table with a lamp, and a small chest of drawers. He began to
  check through them.


  Downstairs in the kitchen, Joan stared blankly at an episode of Poirot on the television. She switched channels. It was another Agatha Christie, this time a Miss Marple.
  Hastily, she switched again. John Thaw, in Morse, was standing at a grave being opened. She switched once more. Now it was the actor Basil Rathbone playing Sherlock Holmes.


  ‘Stop it, you bastard!’ she mouthed silently. She switched to BBC 1. It should be the end of the six o’clock news.


  Instead, she saw Victor’s face smiling out at her from the screen. She was about to change channels again when she heard the voice of a newscaster saying, ‘Sussex Police are gravely
  worried about Victor Smiley, a diabetic who has not been seen for several days.’


  She switched the television off.


  Her heart was crashing around inside her chest.


  Moments later, DC Badger entered the kitchen still wearing the latex gloves and holding a small, dark-red booklet. ‘This appears to be your husband’s passport. I found it in a desk
  in the front bedroom, which I presume is your husband’s office.’


  ‘Well done!’ she said. ‘What a relief! I searched everywhere for it.’


  ‘Not hard enough,’ he said.


  Before she had time to reply, another officer came in. He was wearing a black vest with the letters POLSA on a badge on his chest. He was holding Victor’s mobile phone. ‘This appears
  to be your husband’s mobile phone, Mrs Smiley. I just checked the number.’


  ‘Amazing! Where did you find it?’


  ‘In a drawer in the hall table.’


  ‘I – I looked there,’ she said quietly.


  ‘Not hard enough?’ he said.


  ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘Well done!’


  DC Badger was staring at her. She felt her innards squirming. It was as if her intestines had turned into restless snakes.


  Then Detective Sergeant Brett came back into the kitchen. ‘We’d like to move the Vauxhall Astra out of the garage. Do you have the keys, please?’


  They were in front of her, on the kitchen table, beside the carrier bag containing the prawn cocktails.


  ‘I think my husband may have them with him,’ she said. Then she saw the detective looking at them. ‘Ah! No. What a surprise! Here they are!’


  ‘What a surprise,’ he said.


  She stood by the internal door to the garage and watched the DS open the swing door. He reversed the car out. Joan stared in shock at what she saw.


  The cement had sunk where the wheels of the car had been. A mound had risen in the centre of it. It was like a fat pot-belly sticking up through the floor. It was like Victor’s belly.
  Cracked cement lay all along it and on either side of it.


  She watched in dismay as four police officers appeared with shovels. A fifth officer had a pick-axe. They removed their yellow jackets and began to dig.


  Suddenly, she heard a humming sound in her ears. The Dam Busters theme tune. It was Victor’s favourite sodding tune.


  It was the tune he always hummed when he was happy.


  He continued to hum it throughout the next hour as she stood and watched.


  He was humming it as the police steadily unearthed him. Bit by bit by bit.


  
     
  


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Four days later, at six o’clock on Sunday evening, Joan was released on police bail. This was after three nights in custody and an endless series of interviews with
  different detectives.


  She took a taxi home. It was not Don’s taxi, of course. He had not been so lucky. He was remanded in custody, charged with Victor’s murder.


  Joan felt pretty pleased with how she had handled it all. She had given a performance worthy of an Oscar! The detectives seemed to believe her version of events. She told them that Victor had
  come home and had found Don there. He had attacked Don, and Don had hit him with a hammer. Then Don had threatened to tell the police that she had killed him, unless she kept quiet.


  Don had buried him under the garage floor. That bit of the story was partly true, at least.


  It had seemed quite true to the police. After they discovered Victor’s body, they raided Don’s house at dawn. There they found the bloodstained hammer in Don’s toolbox, with
  his fingerprints on it.


  Her solicitor told her that she was still in trouble. It was almost certain that she would be charged as an accessory to murder. This was likely to happen at some point in the next few weeks.
  However, he knew a good barrister. She would go to jail but, with luck, it would be a short sentence if the jury believed her story. Her solicitor could see no reason why they would not.


  But for now, at least, she was free.


  There were plenty of other men in the world, she thought, as she let herself in through the front door. It seemed likely that Don was going to be locked away for life. Well,
  too bad for him! There were dating agencies she could sign up to, dancing classes she could join. But the biggest joy of all was that there was no more Victor.


  If his damned ghost persisted, she would call in a medium to get rid of him!


  In any case, she planned to sell the house. There were too many memories. She had never liked this place anyway, not really. It had always been just a house, to her. It had never been a
  home.


  As she went inside, it seemed even less of a home than ever. The police had made a right mess of it during these past days. They had pulled up carpets and floorboards, and punched holes in some
  of the walls. They had dug up parts of the garden to look for the murder weapon, before they found it at Don’s.


  She made straight for the fridge and poured herself a glass of wine, filling it right to the brim. She downed it in two gulps, filled it again, and did the same. Then she filled it a third time,
  emptying the bottle. She was now more than a little bit drunk. She said loudly and boldly, ‘Victor, if you are still here, you can just sod off!’


  She stared at the doorway. She looked into the empty hall. She was not focusing very well.


  Then she drank some more. ‘Did you hear what I said, Victor?’ Her voice was slurring.


  Silence greeted her.


  She burped, then said ‘Sorry’ to herself. She drained the rest of the glass.


  It was a relief to be back in her own clothes after the horrible, badly fitting paper jumpsuit she’d been given to wear in her cell.


  She was feeling hungry. And in need of more to drink. To her relief, there was one more bottle of wine in the fridge.


  An hour later, Joan was very drunk. She staggered upstairs to her bedroom. She undressed and brushed her teeth, then fell into bed. The sheets and pillows smelled of Victor,
  but she was too drunk to care. Her eyes closed and she drifted into sleep.


  Almost at once, she was woken by the loudest snoring she had ever heard. She balled her hand into a fist, as she used to do most nights, and thumped Victor, hard. But her hand just thudded into
  the empty mattress on Victor’s side of the bed.


  The snoring continued. It was getting louder. Louder still.


  Suddenly, she was terrified. She snapped on the light.


  Nothing. Silence.


  She must have dreamed it, she thought, turning off the light again.


  Instantly, she heard the snoring again.


  She snapped the light back on and the snoring stopped. For some minutes she lay still, her heart pounding. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I get the message! I’m going to my nice,
  newly decorated room. You can snore your sodding heart out!’


  Wrapping the entire duvet around herself, she padded out of the bedroom. She slammed the door behind her, went across the landing into the little spare room, and slammed that door behind her
  too. The window was still wide open so she closed it, then she shut the new blind.


  She switched off the bedside light.


  ‘So thoughtful of you, Victor, to go to such trouble with this room,’ she murmured as she snuggled down.


  There was a faint smell of almonds. It was a nice smell, she thought. Much nicer than the smell of Victor.


  Slowly, steadily, she drifted into sleep. A very deep sleep.


  Bit by bit by bit.
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