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			1

			Robin’s phone buzzed on the table and he looked up at the man standing over him apologetically. The man didn’t even seem to notice – he just kept staring at Robin with a blank expression, waiting for Robin to do his thing. 

			Robin signed the book to a ‘Vivian’, writing his standard message and signing it with a quick flick of the wrist. He closed the hardback, sliding it back over to the man who picked it up, grunted in something that resembled approval and made a break for the cashier. Robin hoped Vivian would appreciate his scrawl a little more.

			Suppressing a sigh, Robin looked down at his phone at the exact second it stopped buzzing. A bubble popped up on his locked screen indicating he had a missed call from an unknown number just before the display went to sleep. Probably just his sister using the surgery phone.

			He looked around. The signing event wasn’t going particularly well. Robin was sitting precisely in the centre of Waterstones Angel Islington at a round table piled up with copies of Without Her. When he had first got there, thirty minutes previously, the stack had been ridiculously high. Now it was more realistic, but not because of sales. Robin had hidden most of the copies under the table, to make the pile seem less daunting. Still though, people seemed to dispel when they saw him like paperclips flying away from the wrong side of a magnet.

			A plucky young Waterstones employee, who had introduced herself as Wren, came over with an enthusiastic bounce. She was full of energy, genuinely excited at the prospect of matching a good book with its owner. Robin wished he could summon up even half as much energy as her, but these days, his bones had started to creak, the grey flecks in his hair had turned into patches and he found himself out of breath with the mere prospect of a walk. Wrinkles had burrowed into his face in all the usual places and any spark of youth in his eyes had dimmed a long time ago.

			Often he wondered if Samantha would even recognise him anymore – if she walked into their flat tomorrow, she would shriek at the sight of the old man sitting on the sofa. Sometimes that thought made him laugh, sometimes it made him cry.

			‘How’s it going?’ Wren said, looking at the pile of books with delight. Robin shifted his body so the stack under the table wasn’t visible. He didn’t care about his own image, he just didn’t want Wren to feel bad. It wasn’t Wren’s fault that Without Her was a hard sell.

			‘It’s fine,’ Robin said, not able to summon up a more positive adjective. His phone buzzed and without looking away from Wren, he reached and declined it.

			‘Right,’ Wren said, her eyes flitting from him to the phone and back, losing some of her smile, ‘well, if you need anything, you know where I am. I’ll try and direct some people over if they look the type.’

			‘Thank you,’ Robin said, making up for Wren’s fading smile with one of his own. ‘That would be great.’ As Wren turned away and made her way to the front of the shop, he wondered how she would pitch his book to any unfortunate passer-by. It wasn’t exactly a rip-roaring tale. Robin knew that when he wrote it, and had been ready to deem the whole project a therapy exercise and lock it in a drawer never to see it again. He still wished he had done that. But his twin sister Emma had persuaded him to give it to an agent and it had gone from there. ‘It’s so good, Robin. You just don’t see it. It’s the pain. The real, genuine pain of it. It’s sumptuous,’ Stan Barrows said, when they had first met at his high-rise agency office. He had never heard pain described as sumptuous before, as though the old, smart gentleman was going to take his heartbreak and carve it up like a steak before his eyes.

			Robin didn’t like Barrows but the man had got him a good deal. And his freelance journalism had hit a brick wall. A new wave of journalists were coming to take all the articles away from older guys like him – kids who couldn’t remember a time without the Internet, and could bash out an article and sell it on before Robin could even fire up his word processor. He needed something. So he signed the contract for the book, trying to think Sam would approve.

			And eighteen months later, here Robin was, still not knowing if it had been the right thing to do. He picked up one of the hardbacks and looked at it. The cover was a pale tinge of blue, with four photos of Sam – Polaroid-style – scattered across the background almost as though someone had thrown them. They overlapped, and in the spaces between, the title and his name were embossed in black letters. The topmost photo was of Samantha as a baby, six months old sitting on a playmat with a toy Thomas the Tank Engine in her hands. The second was a photo of her in her school uniform on her first day of secondary school, looking apprehensive. The third photo was her graduation photo when she graduated from Edinburgh University – MSc in Psychology, top of her class. The last photo was of their wedding day – Robin and Samantha Ferringham, till death they do part. Robin didn’t like looking at the book but he wouldn’t have no matter the cover – the photos had been picked by the publisher and he had gladly relinquished that duty. He’d just sent them all the photos he had and they had obviously chosen the most heart-wrenching ones – the ones that would sell.

			To say Robin resented the book was too strong – he still felt a certain pride for writing it – but he didn’t ever want to look at it. It would always be a physical representation of pain, his pain, the pain of—

			That familiar sound. The buzzing. His phone again. He looked at it to see the familiar ‘UNKNOWN NUMBER’. What was this – the third time? If it was his sister, she wouldn’t be ringing without cause – she knew he was working. And if it wasn’t Emma, then someone really wanted to get hold of him. He let the phone buzz a few more times, looked around to see that the store was still quiet and picked up.

			‘Hello,’ he said, as soon as the phone got to his ear. 

			He expected Emma to answer him, but instead a harsh robotic female voice crackled into life. ‘You are receiving a pre-paid telephone call from . . .’ a young man’s voice cut in, ‘Matthew,’ before returning to the robot, ‘a resident of Her Majesty’s Prison New Hall. If you are on a mobile device, there may still be charges associated with accepting this call. In accepting this call, you are accepting that this call will be monitored and may be recorded. If you accept these terms, please press 1.’

			Robin’s mind scattered in many directions. Someone – some ‘Matthew’ – calling him from a prison? He didn’t know anyone in prison – hadn’t ever known anyone who had gone to prison, hell, he hadn’t even known anyone who had worked in one.

			His first thought was that it was a mistake. But then he remembered this person had rung him three times, one after the other. And by the sound of the robot, he had paid for it. Whoever this Matthew was, he really wanted to talk to him. But then maybe poor Matthew had just gotten the number wrong?

			The robot lady started up again – ‘You are receiving a pre-paid . . .’ but Robin cut her off by pressing 1. And he waited.

			Any pretence that this was a mistake was shattered when the same small voice on the other end said, ‘Is this Mr Ferringham? Mr Robin Ferringham?’

			Robin looked around suddenly in shock, as though he might catch the perpetrator of this weird call in his sightline. But no – the store was almost empty as before, and of course no one was watching him.

			This was wrong. Robin had been very careful to safeguard his mobile number. It had been one of the most beneficial suggestions Stan Barrows had ever offered, when Robin had submitted his draft of Without Her with a plea for information at the end that included his phone number. ‘No,’ he had said simply, not elaborating until he was asked. ‘People, sick people, will play with you. They’ll have some fun. They’ll call you and call you, trying to get a rise out of you. And they won’t stop until they do.’ Robin argued at first and then Barrows said something he would always remember. ‘Don’t be the kind of person, Robin, who thinks everyone’s moral compass is as configured as theirs.’ Ever since then he hadn’t put his personal number on anything – no online profiles, no contracts, not even take away orders.

			‘I’ve been calling,’ the voice said, almost as if he were reminding Robin he was there.

			‘Who gave you this number?’ Robin said, so pointedly that one of the only customers in the shop – an old woman perusing the Ms of the crime section – looked around. Robin met her gaze for a split second before turning away. ‘Who?’

			‘I’ve been calling.’ The young man was fumbling for his words. ‘I didn’t think you were going to pick up.’

			Maybe I shouldn’t have, Robin thought, but instead said, ‘Tell me who gave you this number or I’m going to hang up.’

			Robin felt something in his gut, a hot rage that he hadn’t felt in a long time, and he wasn’t sure exactly why, until the speaker said, ‘She did. She said her name was Samantha.’

			Robin gripped the phone so hard the sides cut into his hand and his fingers went white. Sam. Sam had given some guy in a prison his number? When? Why? Wait, NO – this was a troll attempt, pure and simple. This Matthew was playing around with him. Maybe he wasn’t even calling from a prison – maybe that robotic voice was just part of some stupid prank, made to lower his guard.

			Robin’s finger moved to the red button, even as he still held the phone to his ear. It hovered there. Something was holding him back. The number – how had Matthew got the number? And then he remembered what his contact at the police had told him. To write everything down, to detail every interaction no matter how small because maybe the police could track down the idiot responsible for the harassment and stir up some trouble. Although the last time he’d talked with his contact was eighteen months ago and now he wasn’t returning Robin’s emails.

			Robin tapped his pockets with his free hand, finding his signing pen but no paper to write on. He looked around, searching, and his eyes fell on the book he had been looking at. With barely a thought, he opened the book, rifled through the opening pages, finding the page he usually signed his name on. He put the pen to paper, wrote ‘HMP New Hall’ and ‘Matthew’ and added a question mark.

			‘Who is this?’ Robin said, trying to keep his emotions in check.

			‘Did it not . . .? I’m Matthew.’ Matthew was close to tears. He didn’t sound like he was enjoying this, but then Robin didn’t know the mind of someone so sick as to do something like this.

			‘Full name.’

			And at that, Matthew did sob. He sounded like a wounded animal. Robin’s edge softened slightly. What was happening?

			So he tried a different question. ‘How have you rang me three times?’

			This worked. ‘What?’

			‘If you’re in prison, how have you rang me three times? You only get one phone call.’

			Matthew sniffed loudly. ‘I . . . my lawyer sorted it out. I haven’t just been arrested – that’s when you’re—. That doesn’t matter right now.’

			‘It does,’ Robin said.

			‘No, what matters is – I didn’t do it, Mr Ferringham. You have to believe me. I didn’t kill them.’

			‘What?’ Robin said, before he could stop himself. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘They think I did it. But I couldn’t. My friends.’

			‘I . . .’ Robin trailed off – there was something in the young man’s voice. Something so . . . familiar to him.

			‘We went through. All six of us. And only I came out.’ Matthew said, through sobs. ‘Only I came out.’

			What was this?

			‘How do you know Samantha?’

			‘You have to help me, Mr Ferringham. Please, I just . . . I need you to say you’ll help me.’ Matthew was openly crying now.

			Robin shivered. He wasn’t feeling angry any more, he was unsettled. He felt as though he were communicating with a spectre, having a conversation that was not possible. ‘I . . . I’m sorry but I don’t know you, and whoever gave you this number was not who you say it was, so I’m going to hang up now.’ He stopped and then added, ‘I’m sorry.’ And he was surprised to find that he was.

			Robin took the phone from his ear, and was about to terminate the call when Matthew shouted so loudly that it sounded as if it were on speaker. ‘Clatteridges. Um . . . 7.30 p.m. 18 August . . . 1996.’

			Robin froze. The single shiver had turned into a cavalcade coursing through his body. He looked down at the phone in his hand, and then past it, at the open book on the table. Something plopped onto the page, and it took a moment for him to realise it was a tear.

			Shut the pain away. And then the anger was back. He put the phone back to his ear. ‘Where the hell did you hear that?’ That wasn’t even in the book, he’d omitted it purposefully. He’d wanted something to keep for himself.

			‘That’s what she said. She said you wouldn’t believe me. So she said to say those words, exactly. Clatteridges. 18 August 1996. 7.30 p.m.’

			Robin couldn’t think. He had boxed his hope up and put it to the back of the cupboard of his mind. Hope was the worst emotion that people in his position, the ones left behind, could ever feel. And now this Matthew was rifling through the cupboard trying to find it. 

			He closed his eyes, and breathed in and out slowly, trying to gain some perspective. This could all be explained away – a coincidence or something like that. That’s all. Because it couldn’t . . .

			‘She rang me,’ Matthew said, his voice steadier now as though he were stating facts. ‘In the dead of night. A few years back. I didn’t know who she was or why she was calling me or anything. I couldn’t even understand her at first. Thought she was either drunk or on some kind of drugs. She seemed flustered, confused. But as she talked, she started to make some sense. She told me her name. Then she said yours. She said “Robin Ferringham is the greatest man I’ve ever known”. The only man to trust. And she said that Robin Ferringham would never let anyone down.’

			This isn’t real. It’s a trick. Just a stupid trick.

			‘I didn’t remember the call for ages – I think I might have even convinced myself it was a dream. And then I get put in this place, and you’re given nothing but time to think. And I remembered. I remembered her. And I remembered you.’

			A call in the middle of the night. Years ago. Clatteridges. Was it possible – really? ‘I don’t believe you,’ Robin whispered harshly, although a more accurate sentence would have been, ‘I can’t believe you.’

			‘Can’t you just ask her?’ Matthew said.

			Robin’s breath hitched. ‘Samantha has been missing for three years.’

			Silence on the other end. And then a small ‘What? No. No. That’s not . . . Please, Mr Ferringham. You have to . . .’ The call began to break up.

			Robin looked at the phone. He had one bar of signal. He muttered an expletive under his breath and heard a slight tut. He looked up, suddenly remembering where he was. The same old woman who had been looking at the crime shelf was standing over him with a copy of Without Her clutched in her hands. It looked rather ragged and well-read, clearly her own copy. The woman went to open her mouth but Robin put the phone back to his ear.

			‘Matthew,’ Robin said. There had to be something else. He had to know for sure. ‘Matthew.’

			‘If you don’t . . .’ The voice was cutting in and out.

			Robin got up. The old woman was saying something. ‘I’ve been plucking up the courage to come and talk to you,’ she was saying, but Robin couldn’t focus on her.

			Robin mouthed a sorry to the woman, who was still talking and he pushed past her. ‘Matthew, are you there?’

			‘Please,’ the old woman said, behind him, ‘your book changed my life. It made me find peace when my daughter . . . Please, can you just sign it?’

			‘Please just search . . . Standedge.’ And then the line went dead.

			‘Matthew,’ Robin said, but knew it was no use. He looked at the phone to see the call had disconnected. He looked around, lost.

			‘Are you alright?’ the old woman said.

			Robin put his phone back in his pocket, sniffling himself. ‘I’m sorry. That was rude. Of course I’ll sign your book.’ Sam would’ve approved. And he talked with the old woman for almost half an hour about her missing daughter, and how to cope, and when she was gone, he wrote ‘Standedge’ down on his copy, and underlined it twice.
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			Robin found his way to the sushi parlour in somewhat of a fog. Emma was already waiting for him. When he sat down and put the carrier bag on the table, she raised an eyebrow. ‘Thought you didn’t read anymore.’

			Robin pulled out the copy of Without Her that he had written his notes in. Wren said that he could take it for free, but he bought it, not wanting to get her into trouble.

			‘Haven’t you got enough of them?’ she laughed. She was right – the hallway of his flat was littered with proof copies, hardbacks and foreign versions all stacked up with nowhere to go.

			‘I wrote in it.’

			‘Isn’t that the general idea?’ Emma said, and smiled. ‘How’d it go?’

			‘Fine,’ Robin said, trying to keep his mind from what Matthew had said and thinking of nothing else. ‘The usual, you know. Slow. But I met some nice people. Have you ordered?’

			They ate in relative silence. Emma talked a little about her day – complete now, as there were only morning appointments on a Saturday – although she never went into too much detail about her patients. The most she elaborated was about the rise of hypochondriacs having absolutely nothing wrong with them. The rise of Web MD had been the bane of Emma’s existence.

			Robin stayed silent, only half listening to her, and picking at his food. He managed some salmon but that was about all he could stomach. And then – was Emma talking to him?

			‘What’s wrong?’ she said, staring at him with the intensity of a general practitioner and a sister all in one.

			‘Nothing,’ Robin said, knowing that wouldn’t work, but doomed to try.

			‘Uh-huh.’

			Robin looked around and then back to her. ‘Have you ever heard of Standedge?’

			She thought for a moment. ‘No, what is that – a band?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Robin said.

			She stared at Robin. She was only four minutes older than him – but caught in the path of one of those stares, it felt like four minutes made all the difference. ‘What happened?’

			Robin looked away, rebuking the challenge. ‘Nothing.’

			‘Ah good,’ she said, her demeanour changing, ‘do you want coffee or shall we get the bill?’ which was subtext and reverse psychology all at the same time. Sometimes Robin thought Emma would give even a clairvoyant a headache.

			Robin caved. He opened up the hardback and showed her the notes he’d made, guiding her through the conversation with Matthew. Ending on Sam.

			She listened closely, not betraying her feelings until she had heard the full story. When Robin was done, she was quiet for a moment, thinking. After a beat, she said, ‘And this is what’s got you all . . .’ she waved a hand at him, ‘whatever this is?’

			Robin was a little taken aback. ‘Did you hear . . . he said Sam. He said he’d talked to Sam.’

			She sighed and looked at him sadly. ‘It was just a stupid prank, Robin. Your first impressions were correct. He was having you on. Somehow – who knows how – he got your number and thought he’d have a bit of fun with you. And it sounds like he had a great time.’

			‘You didn’t hear him talk about this thing. This Standedge. And his friends. He sounded . . . He sounded like he’d lost something. Someone.’ Robin stumbled over what he was trying to say, and didn’t want to say what was next, as though it would make it real. ‘He sounded like me.’

			‘Robin . . .’ Emma started.

			But Robin interrupted. ‘You remember that day you came to my flat with the laptop and told me to write it down. The day I started writing Without Her.’

			‘You were sitting at the kitchen table staring at a bottle of Jack Daniels,’ Emma said. 

			‘Yes,’ Robin said, ‘I was lost. And you helped me. You helped me find a way through it. Matthew sounded like me that day. He sounded lost too.’

			‘And what?’ Emma said, almost flippantly. ‘Sam has led him to you.’

			Robin threw up his hands. ‘I don’t know – maybe. I . . . I don’t know.’

			Emma’s phone rang, and she looked at it before declining the call. ‘I have to go but we’re talking about this later. Don’t let this open old wounds, Robin. It was just some idiot getting some jollies at your expense. Don’t play his game. Focus on other things. Don’t you have a meeting on Monday with your publisher?’

			Robin wasn’t even thinking about that. The publisher wanted to talk ‘Book Two’ and so did Barrows. The Without Her money was running out. They were moving on to the next project – they had the luxury.

			Emma got up. ‘Are you going to be okay?’

			‘Sure,’ Robin said. And as Emma turned to go, he called after her, ‘One more thing.’ She turned back. ‘Did I ever tell you about Clatteridges?’

			Emma shrugged. ‘No. No, you didn’t.’ And then she was gone.

			Robin turned back to his plate and looked down at the notes he’d made. Emma’s arguments were in his head – a stupid joke, just a prank, just a load of rubbish.

			But what if Emma was wrong?
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			Robin got home a little after 1 p.m., his head still buzzing with Matthew’s words. Emma’s had faded into the background, and the hardback he was carrying seemed to pulse with the secrets he had written down.

			He threw his keys on the kitchen table. The room wasn’t a total mess, but it wasn’t exactly clean either. There was an organised stack of dirty dishes on the draining board, which Sam would never have accepted. Robin, on the other hand, had let standards slip since she had gone. He only really tidied up when he was expecting company, and besides Emma no one came around anymore. His friends had been Sam’s friends as well, and meeting them felt wrong without her. Evidently they felt the same way because he hadn’t talked to most of them in a year.

			He put the kettle on and turned to find his laptop on the kitchen table. He looked at it for a few seconds before sitting down in front of it. He opened it up and logged in. Emma’s voice was in the back of his head telling him not to but he went to Google and typed the one word that had been swirling around in his head for hours: Standedge. He clicked ‘Search’ and was absorbed.

			Standedge was the name of a canal tunnel in Marsden, Huddersfield.

			Huddersfield.

			That couldn’t be a coincidence.

			The last time he saw Sam was in this very room. He was sitting in this very chair, poring over a laptop just as he was now. It was 8.15 a.m. on 28 August 2016, and he had been up all night, trying to make an article slightly more interesting. Sam came into the room with her suitcase, and he didn’t even look up.

			He did now. The kitchen was empty, but he could almost see the ghost of her standing there in the doorway. She was going to the station. She made her money as a travelling lecturer, always on the move. Robin didn’t like her being away but was proud of her for being so proactive. And she was good at her job. Universities were always fighting over her.

			That day . . . she was going to Huddersfield University. She kissed him – he didn’t savour it enough – and she told him again how to look after her cacti, after he had somehow managed to kill the last batch.

			He looked away from the empty doorway to the kitchen windowsill. Her cacti were lined up on it. The same ones from that day. Alive and kicking. Waiting for her to come back.

			Huddersfield.

			What did it mean? Did it mean anything? He didn’t know. But it was another piece of the puzzle. There was no way the number, the nickname and Huddersfield could be a coincidence. 

			He pressed on.

			The first website he clicked on was the Standedge Visitor Centre. Standedge was the longest canal tunnel in England and looked like it was a fairly successful tourist spot, with guided tours in the summer on canal boats. Was this what Matthew was talking about – going through?

			The second website he visited detailed the history of the tunnel, which he skimmed. It seemed to have an extensive past – built over a period of sixteen years from 1795 to 1811, costing around £16,000, being the deepest and the longest canal tunnel in Britain connecting a village called Marsden to one named Diggle. Any other time, he probably would have been quite happy to peruse these details with interest, but it wasn’t what he was looking for.

			Scrolling through the rest of the results, he found nothing really relevant.

			So he searched ‘Matthew Standedge’. This came up with mostly the same results.

			He searched ‘Matthew Standedge disappearances,’ and he finally found what he was searching for on the third result.

			 It was an article from a Huddersfield regional paper. The more he read, the closer he got to the screen.

			This was it. He opened the copy of Without Her and ripped out the marked-up page, clicking his pen top.

			 

			 

			The Mystery of the Standedge Five

			by Jane Hargreaves

			 

			Police are baffled as five local young people go missing inside Britain’s longest canal tunnel. At 2.31 p.m. on 26 June 2018, six local university students and a Bedlington Terrier entered Standedge canal tunnel from the Marsden end, on a traditional narrowboat. Two hours and twelve minutes later, the boat emerged on the other side (the Diggle end) with only one of the students, knocked unconscious on the deck, and the terrier. Five of the students, Tim Claypath (21), Rachel Claypath (21), Edmund Sunderland (20), Prudence Pack (21) and Robert Frost (20) disappeared without a trace inside Standedge. The survivor, Matthew McConnell (21), claims to have no knowledge of what happened to his fellow students.

			The disappearance of the Claypath twins is of personal importance to the Chief of local police, their father DCI Roger Claypath, who issued this statement earlier today: ‘My wife and I are devastated by the disappearances of our children and we are actively seeking to bring the right party to justice. We are pursuing a number of leads, but it seems that Matthew McConnell who we thought of as our childrens’ friend, had the means and the knowledge to carry out a horrific act of deception and murder. As is public knowledge, McConnell was employed by the Canals and Rivers Trust to give tours inside the tunnel, which is why the students were allowed to pass unattended. Given his station, he knew of the various ways out of Standedge from the inside. Timing is still an issue and we are still trying to create a timeline of what exactly happened. We ask that the press respect the families of those dealing with this tremendous loss, including my own.’

			McConnell is currently recovering from a head injury (that the police believe was self-inflicted) in Anderson Hospital. He will be transported to a holding cell when he recovers while the investigation team finalises the case against him. 

			The bodies of the five missing young people have yet to be recovered. A source said, ‘The bodies are not in the tunnel, as the police have sent divers into the canal. They seem increasingly frustrated in trying to find out what happened to the five students. DCI Claypath has people working around the clock to try and bring this story to an end, no matter how tragic it may be.’ 

			Huddersfield Press reached out to the Canals and Rivers Trust for comments on the situation. They refused to comment, other than to give sympathies to the families affected by this tragedy.

			 

			Robin stopped reading and looked down at his notes. He’d been writing without knowing it. He’d listed the names: Tim Claypath, Rachel Claypath, Edmund Sunderland, Robert Frost and Prudence Pack. And he’d circled McConnell. Matthew McConnell. Everything he read lined up with what Matthew said. Five kids, students, went missing inside the tunnel, but Matthew was left behind.

			But this supposedly happened on 26 June this year? Less than two months ago. How the hell had he not heard about this? This should have been national news, this should have been in every newspaper in the country. But he hadn’t heard a thing about it – hadn’t even known what Standedge was.

			And leaving the paper’s website, he found that the other results were irrelevant. Only one result about this mass disappearance – it didn’t make sense.

			He searched ‘Matthew McConnell Claypath Standedge Tunnel 26 June 2018’. This only brought up one page of results. In addition to the newspaper article, there were a number of articles, all from one other website. He clicked on the first link and went to a site that seemed like it was from the early days of the Internet. At the top of the site in big red text was the masthead, THE RED DOOR. Robin was immediately suspicious (it felt like a site that housed a million viruses) but as he read the first article it did seem to have useful information.

			 

			McConnell Pleads Innocence in the Crime of the Century

			by The Red Door 17/07/18 16.44 p.m.

			 

			Matthew McConnell, the lone survivor of the Standedge Incident, has once again pleaded his innocence, as he was transferred from Anderson hospital to HMP New Hall. The Red Door (the only outlet to witness his arrival at New Hall [Ed: What’s up with that?]) heard McConnell’s shouts that he was innocent and didn’t remember anything after entering the tunnel on 26 June 2018.

			You guys know I love a good mystery but the deck is stacked against McConnell on this one. There are just too many factors that go against him. You see, Standedge is, actually, a set of four tunnels. The left two are abandoned (basically one), the right one is a working two-track railway, and the ‘middle’ one is the canal. McConnell worked as a tour guide, meaning he would know this and be able to navigate the abandoned tunnel with ease. What’s more, he’d have the keys to be able to unlock the large gates blocking the tunnel entrance. And furthermore, a couple of McConnell’s acquaintances (you know, the ones that weren’t spirited away) said that the guy had beef with the guys he went on his swansong voyage with.

			Now, this is still crazy. How McConnell pulled off this crime is insane. He killed everyone, transported the bodies to a secret location, got back to the boat and cleaned up after himself, all in time to bonk himself on the head and collapse on the deck before the boat reappeared at the other end. That’s seriously wacky!

			Unless . . . Maybe McConnell’s innocent. Maybe Tim Claypath, Rachel Claypath, Pru Pack, Edmund Sunderland and Robert Frost just simply disappeared. And whatever force evaporated them also knocked out McConnell in the process. Food for thought.

			Maybe I should investigate some more! God, I love this job!

			What do you guys think? Comment down below and be sure to subscribe to The Red Door feed to keep up to date with all the weird news you can handle. Peace!

			 

			The article was far less eloquent than the one from the paper, but the information still lined up. And it said that Matthew had been moved to New Hall. The same place Matthew was calling from – there was no way this wasn’t real. 

			The only thing Robin didn’t (and no doubt, wouldn’t) find among the articles was Matthew’s link to Sam. If Matthew was telling the truth about Sam, she had called him out of the blue. He didn’t know her. He had said she was ‘flustered’. Why hadn’t Sam called Robin? If she was in trouble, why hadn’t she called him?

			Robin spent the rest of the day and evening on the Internet. When Emma rang him, he ignored it. He started to print out the important articles he found and opened a folder to put them in. The Standedge Incident seemed to be somewhat of an anomaly – an unusual crime that was not covered by the national news. Most of the information he found was on The Red Door, a site that only got weirder the longer he spent on it. Why were no official outlets covering this? When he did find a more official article – newspapers and websites – the snippets were always short and vague.

			Robin found a group picture of the missing students with one of The Red Door articles. They were standing by Standedge canal tunnel – Robin recognised it from the Visitor Centre website. In the foreground stood Tim Claypath, a dominant force in the picture with everyone else seemingly gravitating towards him. He was youthful, attractive, alive. His eyes seemed to glint even on the screen. Next to him was his sister, Rachel. Robin could tell, even without the caption. She shared the same eyes as her brother, the same fire, the same beauty. Beside the Claypath twins were three more young people. Edmund Sunderland, sandy haired and tall, stood close to Tim, looking into the camera with a strong intensity that made Robin feel his slight smile was deliberate. On Rachel’s side, two people stood, slightly turned into each other as though in conversation just before the photo was taken. This was Pru Pack and Robert Frost, and their beaming smiles indicated their sheer joy at just being there. If Robin had to guess, Pru and Robert were in a relationship, and weren’t exactly hiding it. At the front of them all, jumping up to fit in the frame and therefore being immortalised a little fuzzily, was a grey Bedlington Terrier. The caption said: ‘Amygdala (Amy)’. The date of the picture was 26 June 2018. The day of the voyage, and the day these people (minus the dog) vanished.

			Robin stared at the faces of the Standedge Five, his eyes sliding across the picture, and then he noticed that someone else was in the picture. If the caption hadn’t pointed him out, Robin may have missed him. Behind Edmund Sunderland, a few steps away, standing next to the canal and looking over it and not into the camera, was another young man. He was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, in comparison to the others’ smarter shirts and trousers and dresses, and he had his hands in his pockets. He wasn’t smiling – he had an entirely blank expression, as though he were thinking absolutely nothing. He obviously wasn’t aware of the picture being taken. The caption said that this was ‘Matthew McConnell’.

			Robin peered at him, getting closer to the picture, turning it, as though that would help him to better see past Edmund Sunderland. Something in one of the articles nagged at him, and he looked at the expanding mess of printed articles scattered across the table. A few minutes and he found what he was looking for. The Red Door article that said Matthew may have had something against the rest of the group. This picture seemed to illustrate that, and what was more, maybe the rest of the group had something against him. But Matthew hadn’t mentioned anything to indicate that? But seeing as he was in prison charged with their murders, Robin guessed it wouldn’t be the first thing he’d talk about.

			Robin scratched his chin, feeling the stubble that had appeared since the morning. The natural light in the kitchen was dying, and he got up to turn on the light. From his new vantage point, he looked down at the table. It was a mess. And it didn’t really amount to anything.

			All Robin knew was that it was real. Matthew was telling the truth about Standedge. His friends were gone. And he was left. He’d left out the dog, but that hardly seemed important. His friends vanished – they were gone. They went into the tunnel and they didn’t come out.

			It was definitely a mystery – a rather tantalising one. One of the articles had detailed how long the journey took – two hours and twelve minutes. Two hours and twelve minutes of untracked, unseen and unknowable events. And the only lifeline into that world, that chunk of missing time, was Matthew McConnell, unless the dog started talking any time soon.

			Of course the police would suspect Matthew. Of course they would arrest him. Because, with all the facts Robin had, there was no possibility other than Matthew killing his friends. The puzzle for the police would be where the bodies were, and they would lean on Matthew until he told all the truths he had to give.

			Did Robin think Matthew was guilty? Or innocent? He didn’t have enough to go on. But he was intrigued. Even without the fact that he had questions for Matthew. About Sam.

			‘Are you leading me somewhere, Sam?’ Robin muttered, under his breath.

			There was no answer. Except from the traffic noise on the street and a whoop from a passerby who was no doubt enjoying the benefits (and not yet suffering the drawbacks) of alcohol on a Saturday night.

			Robin turned the light off again and decided to go to bed.

			After a quick shower, he climbed into bed, lying on the right side of the double. Three years later and he still kept to his side, even when he was fast asleep and not consciously thinking.

			He thought of Matthew McConnell and he thought about what he had said to him, and more importantly, how he’d said it. Taking everything Matthew said as true, Sam had told him that he, Robin, was someone to trust.

			Why had she told that to a total stranger? Why had she called Matthew?

			He lay in bed for half an hour – sleep nowhere to be found. One question swirled around in his head: how could six people go into a canal tunnel and only one come out?

			Robin thought for a moment of the voice on the phone that morning, the young man asking for his help, realising he had known what he would say for hours now.

			Yes.
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			‘I don’t know, Robin. This sounds very odd,’ she said, on the other end of the line. ‘I think this guy is manipulating you. I don’t know why you can’t see that – maybe you just don’t want to. But he’s using Sam to get you to do stupid things.’

			‘You’d never heard of Standedge. You said that yourself. I spent six hours researching the case. It’s real. Matthew is real. What happened is real.’ Robin shifted the phone into his other hand so he could hike up the strap of the backpack onto his shoulder.

			‘Then why have I never heard of it?’

			‘I don’t know. I think maybe someone stopped it getting out to the wider media.’

			‘This isn’t the 90s, Robin,’ she said with an icy tone that reminded Robin of their mother. She and Emma had never got along – probably because they were so similar. They were both pragmatic – seeing the world in front of them as a problem to solve. He loved his sister, but sometimes she looked at him more as a project than a brother. ‘Things get out on the Internet – every single hour, every single minute. I don’t see how we can’t have heard of this before.’

			‘I think this Red Door website is run by some kind of whistleblower. Do you want me to send you the link?’

			‘No,’ Emma said quickly, ‘I don’t want any part of this. Look, why don’t I come over? I can be there soon. We’ll just talk this through together.’

			‘You can’t come over,’ Robin said bluntly.

			There was a long silence. ‘. . . Why?’ Emma said, in their mother’s voice.

			Robin opened his mouth, but at that moment an announcement came over the loudspeaker saying that a train was boarding. King’s Cross was the busiest he had ever seen it. The fast food places, the restaurants, the bars, they were all overflowing with commuters. Robin was amidst the sea of people looking up at the departure boards. At the announcement, about twenty people headed towards the platforms. Robin didn’t have to say anything – he knew Emma had heard. 

			‘You’re going today? You’re going now?’

			‘Yes,’ Robin said.

			‘What about your meeting with your publisher?’

			‘I cancelled.’

			‘Robin, what are you doing? Really?’

			‘I’m doing what I feel I need to do. Can you just support me in this?’

			Emma sighed. And was quiet for about a minute. He knew what she was thinking – that he was crazy, and that this was a fool’s errand. ‘Of course,’ she said, ‘but please be careful, Robin. If what you said – if what you found – is really true, this guy could be dangerous.’

			‘I know how to handle myself,’ Robin said with a smile. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

			He hung up, wondering if Emma was right – if he was making a terrible mistake.

			But the wondering wasn’t enough to stop him going through the ticket barrier, finding his train and getting on.
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			Samantha had been due to call him when she got into Huddersfield. And she did. But Robin didn’t pick up. He was still so absorbed with his stupid article, about planning permission for a new multi-storey in Camden right next to residential land, which had somehow escalated into the political battle of the century. At least it had seemed so at the time. That multi-storey never got built, and was never talked of again.

			He should have picked up the phone.

			When a thirty-three-year-old woman, perfectly capable, mobile and mature, goes missing, it takes a lot to get someone to listen. But the moment he called back and she didn’t answer – in fact, didn’t even ring and went straight to voicemail – Robin knew, somehow, that she was in trouble. And having to wait seventy-two hours to report her missing killed him.

			At the police station, he was shuffled between four different police officers, each more bored than the last. He repeated the story over and over and each time he uttered it, it became more real to him. He answered their inane questions – what time was the phone call from the university to say Samantha hadn’t arrived? when did you first realise there was something wrong? did Samantha act any differently before she left? – even though they had all been addressed already. They wrote notes in countless black notepads. And alluded to things like a secret lover, or the even more heartbreaking prospect that maybe she just ran away?

			Their blunt monotone responses were what Robin thought of when he first spoke to Terrance Loamfield, Matthew’s appointed barrister.

			‘You have been put on Mr McConnell’s approved visitor list, just give your name and identification at the gates. You will have to complete some paperwork when you arrive at New Hall, but should be good to go from there.’

			Robin was on the phone again, in a packed carriage heading for his connection at Leeds Central. He was standing – he had a seat reservation, but the train didn’t happen to have the carriage his seat was in.

			‘Thank you, Mr Loamfield.’ He wanted to ask Loamfield so many questions, but he didn’t really think he was in the right environment for it.

			‘Mr McConnell has not requested my presence at your meetings. May I ask what your relation is to Mr McConnell?’

			Robin didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t really anything to Matthew – hadn’t even known of his existence for a full twenty-four hours yet. And Matthew hadn’t told the lawyer either – meaning he probably didn’t want Loamfield to know. Robin assessed, from the five minutes he had been talking to the man, that Loamfield seemed to be a very closed person, spouting protocol instead of emotion, fact instead of opinion. It was clear he really didn’t have a personal stake in seeing Matthew go free, or indeed be convicted. But in spite of this, Robin thought it wise not to tell Loamfield he was going to be sniffing around. ‘I’m a . . . friend.’

			‘Well, you appear to be the only friend Mr McConnell has,’ said Loamfield, not showing a hint of emotion.

			‘No one else has visited him?’

			‘No.’

			‘Not his parents?’

			‘Mr McConnell is an orphan. His parents died in a traffic pile-up in 1996. He lived with his aunt, who has since disowned him and left the county. I’m surprised you don’t know this?’

			‘Ah yes, quite,’ Robin said, squishing himself against the wall of the train as the snacks trolley passed. ‘I’m sorry, sometimes I forget.’

			Loamfield paused for a long time. Robin would have thought the call had disconnected, if he didn’t hear the man’s short, sharp breaths. ‘You know Mr Ferringham, if this were any other case, I’d be asking if you were a journalist, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. There’s only a matter of days before McConnell’s court date.’

			‘And when is that?’

			‘This Friday. He goes before the court to receive a date for his trial, and to decide conditions, if any, for bail.’

			Friday. Today was Sunday. Five days. Five days until what was probably the best chance of helping Matthew. And five days to get answers about Sam.

			‘And do you think he’s likely to get bail?’

			‘Not a chance in hell,’ Loamfield said, almost like he was smiling on the other end. It was the first time he’d shown anything even vaguely akin to a personality, and Robin far preferred the emotionless android he had been mere seconds ago.

			‘Thank you, Mr Loamfield,’ Robin said closing out the conversation.

			‘Not at all Mr Ferringham. And if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call.’

			Robin put the phone down. It wasn’t until he changed trains at Leeds and was on his way to Marsden that he realised Mr Loamfield hadn’t offered up his number. He went into his call history and noted it down.
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			Marsden station was merely a free-standing train platform with no buildings – only a ticket machine placed haphazardly against a board with a chart of train times pinned to it. Robin was the only one to get off, and he watched as the train left him there in solitude. 

			He looked to his surroundings to see that he had been dropped by a small car park and a pub called The Train-Car, which stood just over a small stone bridge. Past that, there was a steady hill lined with residential houses looking to lead down into what he would guess was Marsden proper.

			He started to make his way over the bridge, and looked down to see a body of water. The Huddersfield Narrow. He had seen it on Google Maps, when he had sought out a map of Standedge and the surroundings. The Narrow snaked its way through Marsden until it disappeared into the tunnel. This section ran almost parallel to the train line, segmenting it off from the rest of Marsden. 

			From the map he’d seen on his phone screen, Standedge lay off to the right. He wanted to go there and see the tunnel for himself, but first he decided he should really find somewhere to stay.
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