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			On Thursday, 30 October 2008, Donald Bayliss, Chief Accounting Officer and Vice President for Asset Management (Europe) at Marshall Worth, went missing. He was based in the Marshall Worth office in Bournemouth, one of the banking giant’s many global hubs, and early in the afternoon of that day, asking to be excused for a moment, he abruptly left the meeting he was chairing in the boardroom on the third floor and fifteen minutes later exited the building. The following morning a sports bag containing the suit and shoes he’d been wearing was found on a sea-­facing ledge of the Haven Hotel at the mouth of Poole Harbour, where the tides are particularly strong.

			Three witnesses claimed to have seen Don in and around Bournemouth that afternoon. At three thirty, an acquaintance encountered him in a beachside café by the pier, sitting alone with a cup of coffee. When greeted, Don appeared confused, saying, ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m all right.’ A little while later, according to a man in Parkstone, a suburb of Poole, Don visited his house asking to see a bicycle he was selling, but disappeared while the man was fetching it. Finally, that night, a fisherman at the mouth of the harbour reported seeing him sitting smoking a cigarette on the rocks directly below the ledge where Don’s bag would be found.

			
			

			Beyond these sightings and a certain amount of conjecture, the police investigation made no progress and, a year later, concluded that Bayliss had likely drowned himself, the result of intolerable pressure at work. It had been the very worst time of the financial crash. His body was never found, but in October 2015, in accordance with the seven-­year-­rule, he was legally presumed dead.

			 

			Eight years later they reopened the case and Dorset Police called me in to explain why.

		

	
		
			
			

			2

			I haven’t always been a ‘Finder’; events conspired to push me in that direction. I grew tired of institutional life within the police and when I was offered an attractive redundancy package I took it. Other, more personal, events deepened my interest in those people who may no longer be living but who occupy in our imaginations a tangible, sometimes unbearable, reality: I mean the missing, the lost, the regretted, the badly remembered or badly suppressed, the blamed and the desired, those whom time will never simplify. So I became a freelance specialist, hiring myself out to any police force that feels a need, as many do, to employ a third party rather than put strain on an already overstretched team or increase the payroll. Over the years, I’ve worked with many forces in many different parts of the country, trying to find those missing presences.

			
			

			 

			But I’d never worked before with Dorset Police. Arriving in Bournemouth by train, I took a taxi from the station to my hotel, asking the driver to take a detour alongside Meyrick Park in order to glimpse the offices where Don Bayliss had worked. I was disappointed, however: they were entirely hidden behind trees, low-­rise buildings set among the golf course and sports ground of the park and guarded from casual public access by manned booths around the perimeter. On we went to the Ventry Arms in Branksome Park, a quiet suburb of large Edwardian villas and modern mansions, not quite Bournemouth, not quite Poole, but indeed, as the taxi driver informed me, laid out along a stream which was once the ancient boundary between the two towns, and also between the counties of Hampshire and Dorset, and the dioceses of Salisbury and Winchester. It was late May, a warm day, and the Ventry Arms, a pleasant villa of red brick, steep gables and bow windows, sat in sunlight on a graceful ellipsis of lawn trim and bright as a green on a golf course. There was a taste of salt in the soft air, a hint of the seaside, the promise of a mild climate. Its climate is famous. Here, a hundred and forty years earlier, the tubercular Robert Louis Stevenson came for the sake of his health, living just a few streets away in a villa where he wrote The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, a copy of which I had in my bag.

			
			

			After unpacking, I went for a short walk, out of the inn, across the road and down an unnamed lane curving along the top edge of Branksome Dene Chine, one of several steep-­sided, wooded gorges running south, at last emerging out of the thick greenery on to an open bluff, the beach below me and ahead of me the sea, a broad expanse of almost colourless blue wrinkling in the breeze. I stood there a moment, looking out. Then I turned and looked back across Branksome Park, where, hidden somewhere among the far trees, was the house where Don Bayliss had lived.

			 

			Before I visited the house, I took a taxi into Bournemouth, to meet my liaising officer, a detective sergeant called Louise. The district station is squashed into the centre of the city, concealed behind offices and blocks of student accommodation in a built-­up but still developing area, where new roads have the tendency to revert suddenly to old roads and new roundabouts to lack purpose. Louise was based here, in a room with a view of a brick wall and background noise of drills and motors. I had not worked with her before.

			She explained the situation. Don’s widow, Mrs Bayliss (she still called herself this although she had remarried), had contacted them to say that she’d found something ‘odd’ at home. She’d been sorting out things in her attic and, among the papers and files from her late husband’s home office, she’d found a wallet containing business cards. There were many cards in it and she was nostalgically browsing through them, recognising some of the names and companies Don used to mention, Bud Forster at Lehmann, Richard Woolner at Citi and so on, when she came across a card which didn’t seem to fit. It was a garish gold colour, cheaply produced, unlike the discreet, high-­quality cards of the banks, and printed with nothing but a name – Dwight Fricker – and a contact number. Curious, she tried the number and found it was unobtainable. She googled the name and got a single hit: Dwight Fricker, convicted in 2015 of fraud, trafficking, prostitution, assault and extortion. At that point she rang the police. She was alarmed that her husband might somehow have got mixed up with this gangster and that it may have something to do with his disappearance.

			
			

			Louise slid a photograph across the desk. It showed a balding, chubby-­faced, middle-­aged man with the mild, slightly myopic expression of a child’s favourite uncle. This was Don Bayliss. According to Mrs Bayliss’s original testimony, Louise said, his biggest vice was coconut mushrooms.

			
			

			I asked what sort of involvement Mrs Bayliss thought her husband had had with Dwight Fricker, and Louise said Mrs Bayliss had no idea. Louise herself had no idea. It could be nothing at all, she said. In fact, she hoped it was.

			Her phone rang and her face took on the damped-­down expression of someone habitually overworked: she was due in a meeting. She had a small budget, she told me, pushing a folder across the desk, enough for about a fortnight’s work. I pointed out that this was not likely to give me enough time to find Bayliss, if indeed he were still alive, which itself seemed unlikely, and she replied that the task in hand was not finding Bayliss, but checking out the Dwight Fricker link and explaining, to the satisfaction of his widow, how his card came to be in her husband’s possession. That was all. Mrs Bayliss, she added, with a pause for emphasis, was a prominent town councillor and active on the local police board, a forceful lady of strong opinions, not above making public criticisms of the police. Keep that fact front and central, she said, and then with a hurried look at her watch she was gone, and I stood alone in her office, with the chubby face of Don Bayliss smiling up at me benignly from her desk.

			 

			The Bayliss house stood on the corner of Western Road and Mornish Road, deep in the most exclusive part of Branksome Park, an enclave of small mansions of brick and stucco with tennis courts, swimming pools and orangeries lapped in the luxuriant greenery of mature woodland. There was the sound of birdsong, of water running somewhere, a fountain perhaps, and the motor noise of a ride-­on lawnmower. The house was called ‘Sunrise’ and it was so lavish that, even taking into account his doubtless large Marshall Worth salary of fifteen years earlier, it seemed not to fit with my idea of Don Bayliss, the diffident, homely man in the photograph. When I announced myself at the intercom, the tall crenellated gates swung slowly open and I walked between lines of dwarf palms up the drive to the front door, which opened as I approached, and Mrs Bayliss appeared, a graceful, smartly dressed woman with a beautiful head of hair dyed gold. I knew from the file that she was sixty-­three years old, had been forty-­seven when her husband disappeared, and had recently remarried. She shook my hand in the brisk, efficient manner of busy people, asked me to call her Sylvia, and led me along the hall into a large reception room with high-­gloss stripped pine floorboards and white walls, furniture with hard, straight lines, stylish objets d’art and an altogether fashion-­conscious decor. Above the wide fireplace was a marble mantelpiece on which were arranged a dozen or so thank you cards which, she said, had arrived from local residents expressing their gratitude for her recent success in closing down a housing development in the area. There were two giant sofas in dove grey, and I sat on the one that seated five, and Sylvia stylishly arranged herself opposite me on the one that seated seven. I admired the room and she blushed slightly and told me that, when Don hadn’t been working in his study, he’d loved to sit in it, and I asked her if Don had been a connoisseur of art and she smiled. No, she said with another blush, that would be her. But Don had shared her tastes. He loved the garden too, she told me, and though he hadn’t had the time or indeed the inclination to do the work, which was generally left to her and the gardener, he loved to sit out on the patio or in the gazebo and enjoy the peace. He had not been a very active man, she told me, with a smile that managed to be both wistful and a prompt to move the conversation on.

			
			

			I did not at first ask her any questions about the card, however. I asked if she remembered how Don had been behaving in the weeks prior to his disappearance. Well prepared, she immediately repeated what she’d told the police in the original investigation. It had been the worst time of the financial crash, for months Don been overworked: he had to curtail his volunteering work, the Samaritans phoneline, for instance, which he did on Tuesday evenings. His back went into spasm, his usual weakness, and he had been seeing his regular Alexander Technique teacher in London. His annual autumn bronchitis was very bad; she’d taken all his cigarettes off him and forbidden him to smoke. In short, he was in a state. Although Marshall Worth was weathering the financial storm better than most, it continued to be a desperately difficult time, and, frankly, she said, she’d never thought the company had done enough to support Don, who was left shouldering everything they could dump on him. He had an over-­developed sense of responsibility. All this was very interesting. I asked her if she would be able to give me a list of Don’s various routines during those few weeks – the Samaritans hotline, the Alexander Technique sessions and so on – and she made a note to do so. Then she again showed signs of wanting to move the conversation on, but before raising the subject of Dwight Fricker’s card, I asked her if she agreed with the official finding that her husband had taken his own life. She was not afraid of the question but sat considering it for a moment. On the whole, she said, she believed it, yes. She itemised her reasons. Work pressure was obviously a factor: there had been a moment when it appeared that Marshall Worth might close down their UK operation entirely, and Don had felt very acutely the responsibility that senior managers like himself had for all the employees. She remembered too that, although Don had never mentioned suicidal thoughts, or indeed spoken explicitly in favour of suicide, he had always been a supporter of assisted dying, thinking it acceptable, civilised in fact, to take the decision to end one’s life if the pain of living became too great. Finally, she said, Don was not a strong person, he lacked the stubborn sometimes unattractive willpower that other, less sympathetic people, draw on to get them through difficult times. He tended to give in. These points she delivered fluently, as if they had been formulated a long time ago, but now she hesitated. There was something else, she said, flushing, something more intimate, which had been in her mind recently. She remembered that for a few weeks before his disappearance Don’s sleep had been disturbed: from his bedroom (they had slept in separate beds, a convenience given Don’s frequent restlessness brought on by his back pain), she had heard him mumbling and occasionally calling out.

			
			

			‘He kept saying the word sorry.’

			Of course, she didn’t know what had been in his dreaming consciousness but it was possible, she thought, that he had been expressing regret for what he was about to do. Anyway, she went on now, to get to the point, the reason for reopening the case was the card, the card was the important thing. It had shaken some of her assumptions. At last, she took it from her bag and handed it to me. Louise’s description had been accurate: it was a cheaply produced affair of the simplest possible design; as I held it between my fingers I could feel the soft, almost spongy quality of the paper. It had been such a shock finding it, she said, and she was bewildered by what it might mean. For the time being, I replied, that was my position too. She looked at me, I thought, with disappointment, but before we could continue that conversation I asked her if I might see Don’s study. Now she gave me an impatient look. The study had long ago been cleared out, the only things from it that remained were stored in the attic, she didn’t think there was anything there that would be of interest. But I persisted and she got up and led me back through the hall and up the staircase, which was decorated in the same manner as downstairs, with white walls, chic fittings and original art work. As we went, I complimented her on it all again and asked if she had chosen the things here too, and she said yes, throughout the whole house in fact. She’d always had a very clear idea of what she wanted, she said, even when very young, she was that sort of person.

			
			

			‘Don was the opposite,’ she added, ‘so we complemented each other.’

			On the second floor we encountered a man who came suddenly out of a bedroom holding a tissue to his face in the manner of someone having a nosebleed, and Sylvia said, ‘Not now, Desmond,’ and we went past him and up a final flight of steps.

			
			

			‘My husband,’ she commented.

			We went at last into the attic, a huge, dim space running the whole length of the house, the rafters of the roof lost in shadows above us, our footsteps echoing on the wooden floorboards. Here and there were sofas and other articles of furniture covered in sheets, rolls of carpet, crates stacked neatly, one on top of another, and finally, at the far end, the contents of Don’s home office – desk, chair, bookcases, piles of folders – which she’d kept for no particular reason and in fact had never looked at until she decided that the attic needed sorting out. I asked her how much time Don used to spend in his home office and she told me that in the fraught and busy months prior to his disappearance he’d hardly emerged from it.

			She left me then and I browsed for a while among the boxes and shelves, going through desk drawers, occasionally examining something but generally just nosing around. I didn’t hope that something might suddenly transform itself into a ‘clue’, I wasn’t particularly looking for clues, indeed don’t particularly believe in them, at least not as a distinct category, I wanted simply to develop a feel for Don Bayliss, to catch a hint of the man himself, if I could, in the things he had surrounded himself with. But I couldn’t. Everything there, without exception, was nondescript, generic, bland. No flourishes, no quirkiness, no luxury, no tat, nothing worn or damaged, but nothing new, nothing personalised, only the ordinary, the standard, the anonymous. A complete, almost aggressive lack of self-­expression, the opposite of the well-­defined expressiveness of the rest of the house which so vividly reflected his wife’s tastes. There was a hint of something more intimate, perhaps, in the old CD player with a disc of Erik Satie’s Gymnopédies still in it, the trace of a personal mood in his choice of music, though the pieces are universally known and the strange melancholy they express has become a sort of general cliché. I turned to Don’s bookcases. I’m a reader, always attracted to other people’s bookshelves. Don’s collection was small; most of the books were technical, financial or legal, and well-­used. The rest, half read or even unopened, were generic airport reads, thrillers I could imagine him picking up on his frequent trips to the Marshall Worth offices in New York. I was about to turn away when I noticed that one book had fallen behind the others on the shelf, and I pulled it out. It was Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway. Alongside the others, it seemed out of place, literary, a story not of adventure but of the consciousness. Unlike the other novels, it was well-­thumbed, there were places marked in the margin with asterisks and, towards the end of the novel, a passage had been underlined.

			
			

			There was nothing else of interest in Don’s belongings and I made my way out of the attic. As I passed among all the domestic lumber, my eye was momentarily caught by something different, a crate of baby things, a suddenly much more personal touch and a puzzling one because I knew Don and Sylvia had no children. Everything in the box was new, clothes and toys, some of them still unwrapped, but dusty now; and name tags had been sewed into the collars of two or three of the little suits: Adrian Bayliss. I went on again through the general accumulation of sofas and light-­stands, rugs and picture frames, feeling the faint energy, common to attics, of discarded lives, jettisoned pasts and unrealised futures, and made my way downstairs, thinking of the very different sorts of life which a man might make or leave behind or, indeed, never experience.

			
			

			Back in the living room, I asked Sylvia if Don had been a big reader of fiction and she smiled. No, she said. He read technical books, financial reports, he read the local newspaper from front to back every week, but she didn’t think she’d ever seen him reading a novel. Not once, she said. I asked what Don’s leisure interests had been, and she repeated that he worked hard at Marshall Worth, undertook a little voluntary work, and apart from that, tended to recharge his batteries by watching television or sitting out in the garden, not doing anything much, just recuperating. She said again how tired he had been in the months leading up to his disappearance, he was so busy fighting fires at the office, he really had no energy left when he came home, which was generally late, sometimes in the early hours of the morning. She repeated her criticism of Marshall Worth. Don’s biggest problem, she went on, was his good nature, his habitual self-­deprecation; he found it impossible to say no to other people’s requests and ended up doing twice as much work as anyone else. He didn’t have the strength to resist. He didn’t like arguments or disagreements, hated drawing attention to himself, and one aspect of this was that he wasn’t always forthcoming or communicative in general, even about important things. He bottled things up, pretended to himself that they weren’t as bad as they seemed. As an example of this, she told me that Don had been on the Tube train that had been destroyed in the 7/7 bombings in London but for several days hadn’t even mentioned it to her. He’d been unharmed and didn’t want to upset her, he’d said, didn’t want to make a fuss. That’s why Dwight Fricker’s card had alarmed her. If Don had got himself into some sort of ‘situation’ involving this Fricker, he might not have known how to get himself out of it.

			
			

			I thought of Don in the café on the afternoon of his disappearance saying, ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m all right,’ exactly like someone not wanting to make a fuss.

			But of course, she added, she couldn’t imagine how Don might have become involved with someone like Dwight Fricker, it seemed unbelievable.

			
			

			I asked if Don had had any history of mental illness and again she took no offence at my question but considered it carefully. She was aware of the hypothesis, suggested in the original investigation, that he had suffered a sudden and catastrophic breakdown prompted by his overwork, causing him to lose a sense of what he was doing and even who he was, leading perhaps to his eventual suicide. But she had rejected this. Don had always been completely sane, she said. He was perhaps the most level-­headed person she had ever known. And, in any case, she didn’t think a breakdown could account for any possible involvement with a gangster. Temperamentally, Don was completely conformist, timid, passive, fearful of infringing conventions, even inadvertently, let alone of breaking the law.

			I asked then if she thought Don was a man who kept things hidden from her. Now, for a moment, she appeared uncertain. She would never have thought that, she said carefully. Never. They knew each other inside out. Perhaps, she said after a moment, her discovery of Dwight Fricker’s card had temporarily disturbed that belief, but she trusted that there would be an explanation, a simple explanation, she fancied, and that I would soon find it. I told her that I had arranged a visit to Dwight Fricker in Belmarsh Prison, and she wished me good luck and said that she looked forward to hearing my report of it.

			
			

			She came with me as far as the front door. By the way, she said, as we walked together, she was assuming that I hadn’t found anything of interest in the attic. I didn’t mention the copy of Mrs Dalloway, which, it seemed clear, she would not have known anything about, but I mentioned the box of children’s things. At once, her demeanour altered. She looked away and momentarily fell quiet. I was beginning to apologise before she recovered. She’d forgotten they were up there, she said, still looking at the floor. When she was young and newly married, she’d wanted children, had tried to conceive, but it had proved difficult. She had various sorts of treatment, after a year or two became pregnant, but then, four months later, after undertaking the usual preparations for a child, including the purchase of various items, miscarried.

			‘It changed me,’ she said.

			After her miscarriage she decided there could be no children. Her experience had traumatised her.

			I offered her my sympathy. Had Don been badly affected too, I asked? No, she replied. Don had never shown much interest in starting a family. In truth, he had been relieved that, after all, his life wasn’t going to be disrupted by children, that he could pursue his career and keep to his routines without domestic distractions. As for herself, she went on, brisk again, there are plenty of ways for a woman to keep busy. She’d been involved in local politics now for nearly forty years. People recover after traumas. They adapt and go on and live the life that’s possible for them, they absorb their sadness. ‘They do things with their lives,’ she said, again the busy councillor. ‘Why should husbands be the only ones with careers?’

			
			

			As we parted, she asked me if I had any more questions about Don.

			‘Only one,’ I said. ‘Did he wear a watch?’

			She looked at me hard, suspecting me perhaps of frivolity.

			‘Of course.’

			I thanked her and walked back down the driveway through the sumptuous gardens of the Bayliss house and out of the slowly swinging automatic gates.

			 

			Back at the Ventry Arms I read through the account of the original investigation which Louise had given me at the station. In the limited time available, they’d been thorough. As well as the usual local campaign, interviews with work colleagues, neighbours and so on, they’d liaised extensively with transport providers, the ports, coastguards and nearby airports, with Interpol and other agencies with contacts abroad. They’d worked particularly closely with the ferry services operating out of Poole Harbour en route to destinations in France. It was quite clear: there was no sign of Donald Bayliss leaving the country.

			
			

			Before dinner, I had some time to kill and walked from the Ventry Arms through the quiet avenues of Branksome Park to the Alum Chine Road, where Robert Louis Stevenson’s house once stood. The Luftwaffe destroyed it in the war and now it is merely a gap between houses, in which a memorial garden has been planted. Here, the artist Singer Sargent had come to paint him, conjuring up an emaciated figure pacing and smoking in the darkened rooms, here Henry James came to talk shop, and here Stevenson wrote both Kidnapped and Jekyll and Hyde. Nevertheless, he hated Bournemouth, living among its respectable matrons, he said, like ‘a weevil in a biscuit’.

			It was late afternoon and the light was failing but though the narrow garden was shadowed by overhanging trees, the foundations of the house were still dimly visible in the grass, impressions of cramped rooms, where Stevenson must have paced and smoked and talked and written. He was ill much of the time, an invalid confined to bed upstairs, scribbling in the dark as he choked. Beyond the foundations, at the far end of the garden, the ground suddenly falls away. It is the Alum Chine, a jungle of untamed rhododendron and lopsided pines hung with creepers, bushes and shrubs growing out of the crumbly slope descending steeply into thicker shadows; and I stood there for a while, thinking that Stevenson may well have stood on exactly the same spot, wrapped in a shawl perhaps, or sitting in a bath chair, gazing down into the darkness, dreaming his stories of violence.

			
			

			And I wondered why a man, walking naked into the sea to kill himself, would keep his watch on. The bag of Don’s clothes found on the ledge at the Haven Hotel contained everything he’d been wearing, down to his shoes, socks and underwear, and included his phone, wallet, handkerchief, pack of breath mints, signet ring and wedding ring. But no watch.

			 

			The dining room of the Ventry Arms was modest and pleasant, overlooking the spotlit lawn and the avenue beyond. I sat in the bay window and had the sole and a fruit salad, and read the opening chapter of Jekyll and Hyde, in which Utterson the lawyer first hears about Mr Hyde, a man known to no one but so repugnant he brings out a cold sweat in all who come across him. He has been seen violently trampling a child but, when accosted, coolly pays off the parents with a large cheque drawn on the name of the eminent scientist Henry Jekyll. A terrible complicity between the two is at once suspected – though the truth, as is well known, will be much stranger and much worse. Over my coffee, I thought again of Stevenson in his lair among the matrons dreaming up this tale of brutality lurking in the most respectable places, and I thought too of the way Utterson and his friend Enfield immediately agree never to talk about the issue again, or to ask any more questions about it, as if the most terrible thing of all is not the evil act itself but acknowledgement – and knowledge – of it; and finally I thought of that copy of Mrs Dalloway in the Baylisses’ loft, with the underlined passage. It was about the character Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-­shocked war veteran. The passage read: ‘The young man had killed himself; but she did not pity him.’ It was the bit about pity that had been underlined, not the bit about the suicide.

			
			

			A voice spoke and I looked up. A woman stood there. I’d seen her before when I checked in, a woman in braids wearing a tracksuit. She had a beak-­like nose and she bobbed it at my book.

			‘Folio Society edition?’

			I acknowledged it. Her accent was Antipodean.

			‘Love that Mervyn Peake.’

			Peake had done the illustrations for the 1948 edition.

			‘Love the way his Hyde looks exactly like Paddington Bear.’

			
			

			It surprised me and made me laugh, and she laughed in turn. I asked her where she came from.

			She told me New Zealand and perhaps she was going to say more but her phone rang and she nodded at my book again and smiled and moved away out of the dining room; a few moments later I caught a glimpse of her going up the stairs. I examined the Peake illustrations of the malevolent Edward Hyde. I hadn’t noticed before but the dumpy figure in the shapeless overcoat could easily have been mistaken for the amiable bear.
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