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         INTRODUCING LAST YEAR’S volume of our annual anthology  collecting the best crime and mystery stories penned by British  authors during the course of the preceding calendar year, I mentioned  the fact that Ian Rankin had called a halt to the perennially popular  series featuring Edinburgh cop Inspector Rebus. Well, mourn not,  our much-loved character returns briefly to open this year’s volume  with a short but intriguing story which Ian initially agreed to write  for charity! And to please our readers even further, there is a double  helping of Ian Rankin, as we close the book with another great tale  set in Edinburgh. Two for the price of one can’t be bad. And a  heartfelt vote of thanks to Ian and his agent Peter Robinson for  allowing us to feature him twice this year.
         
 
         Crime writing in the UK continues to thrive ever vigorously and  in addition to several handfuls of stalwart regulars, it’s also a great  pleasure to welcome to our series many new names who have not  previously appeared herein, including such luminaries as Kate  Atkinson, Louise Welsh, Stephen Booth, Christopher Brookmyre,  Colin Bateman, literary star A. L. Kennedy, Sheila Quigley, Lin  Anderson, Simon Kernick and David Hewson.
 
         In addition, it’s a decided pleasure to be able to introduce many  new talents who’ve mostly hitherto only appeared in the proliferating  web magazines devoted to the genre: Nick Quantrill, Jay  Stringer, Paul D. Brazill and Nigel Bird. Also comforting is the  ability to feature stories by father and son, with Peter Lovesey and  Phil Lovesey sharing our pages, together with a wide assortment of  other talented writers whose imagination somehow never fails them  when it comes to creating stories which blend thrills, puzzles,  emotions, shock and great writing. 
         
 
         Long may all these fictional criminals thrive and keep on entertaining us with a dash or more of blood, a zest of death and a galaxy of grey cells involved in solving the dastardly crimes that pepper our pages and delight us in myriad ways.
         
 
         Another good year for crime!
 
         
             

         
 
         Maxim Jakubowski  
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         “AND THIS IS where the ghost’s usually seen,” the guide said. “So I hope nobody’s of a nervous disposition.” His eyes were fixed on Rebus, though there were four other people on the tour. They had wandered through the brewery in their luminous health-and-safety vests and white hard-hats, climbing up flights of steps, ducking for low doorways, and were now huddled together on what seemed to be the building’s attic level. The tour itself had been a retirement present. Rebus had almost let the voucher lapse, until reminded by Siobhan Clarke, whose gift it had been.
         
 
         “Ghost?” she asked now. The guide nodded slowly. His name was Albert Simms, and he’d told them to call him “Albie” – “not alibi, though I’ve provided a few in my time.” This had been said at the very start of the tour, as they’d been trying the protective helmets for size. Siobhan had made a joke of it, warning him that he was in the presence of police officers. “Officer singular,” Rebus had almost interrupted.
 
         Almost.
 
         Simms was currently looking uncomfortable, eyes darting around him. “He’s usually only seen at night, our resident ghost. More often, it’s the creaking of the floorboards the workers hear. He paces up and down … up and down … ” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm. The narrow walkway was flanked by rectangular stainless-steel fermentation tanks. This was where the yeast did its work. Some vats were three-quarters full, each topped with a thick layer of brown foam. Others were empty, either clean or else waiting to be sluiced and scrubbed. 
         
 
         “His name was Johnny Watt,” Simms went on. “Sixty years ago  he died – almost to the day.” Simms’s eyes were rheumy, his face  blotchy and pockmarked. He’d retired a decade back, but liked  leading the tours. They kept him fit. “Johnny was up here on his  own. His job was to do the cleaning. But the fumes got him.” Simms  pointed towards one of the busier vats. “Take too deep a breath and  you can turn dizzy.”
 
         “He fell in?” Siobhan Clarke guessed.
 
         “Aye,” Simms appeared to agree. “That’s the story. Banged his  head and wasn’t found for a while.” He slapped the rim of the nearest  vat. “They were made of stone back then, and metal-lined.” His eyes  were on Rebus again. “A fall like that can do some damage.”
 
         There were murmurs of agreement from the other visitors.
 
         “Two more stops,” Simms told them, clapping his hands together.  “Then it’s the sample room … ”
 
         The sample room was laid out like a rural pub, its brickwork  exposed. Simms himself manned the pumps while the others  removed their safety-ware. Rebus offered a brief toast to the guide  before taking his first gulp.
 
         “That was interesting,” Siobhan offered. Simms gave a nod of  thanks. “Is it really sixty years ago? Almost exactly, I mean – or do  you tell all the tours that?”
 
         “Sixty years next week,” Simms confirmed.
 
         “Ever seen the ghost yourself, Albie?”
 
         Simms’s face tightened. “Once or twice,” he admitted, handing  her a glass and taking Rebus’s empty one. “Just out the corner of  my eye.”
 
         “And maybe after a couple of these,” Rebus added, accepting the  refill. Simms gave him a stern look.
 
         “Johnny Watt was real enough, and he doesn’t seem to want to  go away. Quite a character he was, too. The beer was free to  employees back then, and no limits to how much you had. Legend  has it, Johnny Watt could sink a pint in three seconds flat and not be  much slower by the tenth.” Simms paused. “None of which seemed  to stop him being a hit with the ladies.”
 
         Clarke wrinkled her nose. “Wouldn’t have been a hit with me.” 
         
 
         “Different times,” Simms reminded her. “Story goes, even the boss’s daughter took a bit of a shine to him … ”
 
         Rebus looked up from his glass, but Simms was busy handing a fresh pint to one of the other visitors. He fixed his eyes on Siobhan Clarke instead, but she was being asked something by a woman who had come on the tour with her husband of twenty years. It had been his birthday present.
 
         “Is it the same with you and your dad?” the woman was asking Clarke. “Did you buy him this for his birthday?”
 
         Clarke replied with a shake of the head, then tried to hide the fact that she was smiling by taking a long sip from her glass.
 
         “You might say she’s my ‘companion’,” Rebus explained to the woman. “Charges by the hour.”
 
         He was still quick on his toes; managed to dodge the beer as it splashed from Siobhan Clarke’s glass …
 
         
             

         
 
         The next day, Rebus was back at the brewery, but this time in the boardroom. Photos lined the walls. They showed the brewery in its heyday. At that time, almost a century ago, there had been twenty other breweries in the city, and even this was half what there had been at one time. Rebus studied a posed shot of delivery men with their dray-horse. It was hitched to its cart, wooden barrels stacked on their sides in a careful pyramid. The men stood with arms folded over their three-quarter-length aprons. There was no date on the photograph. The one next to it, however, was identified as “Workers and Managers, 1947”. The faces were blurry. Rebus wondered if one of them belonged to Johnny Watt, unaware that he had less than a year left to live.
 
         On the wall opposite, past the large, polished oval table, were portraits of twenty or so men, the brewery managers. Rebus looked at each of them in turn. The one at the end was a colour photograph. When the door opened and Rebus turned towards the sound, he saw the man from the portrait walk in.
         
 
         “Douglas Cropper,” the man said, shaking Rebus’s hand. He was dressed identically to his photo – dark blue suit, white shirt, burgundy tie. He was around forty and looked the type who liked sports. The tan was probably put there by nature. The hair showed only a few flecks of grey at the temples. “My secretary tells me you’re a policeman … ”
         
 
         “Was a policeman,” Rebus corrected him. “Recently retired. I might not have mentioned that to your secretary.”
 
         “So there’s no trouble then?” Cropper had pulled out a chair and was gesturing for Rebus to sit down, too.
 
         “Cropper’s a popular name,” Rebus said, nodding towards the line of photographs.
 
         “My grandfather and my great-grandfather,” Cropper agreed, crossing one leg over the other. “My father was the black sheep – he became a doctor.”
 
         “In one picture,” Rebus said, “the inscription says ‘workers and managers’ … ”
 
         Cropper gave a short laugh. “I know. Makes it sound as if the managers don’t do any work. I can assure you that’s not the case these days … ”
 
         “Your grandfather must have been in charge of the brewery when that accident happened,” Rebus stated.
 
         “Accident?”
 
         “Johnny Watt.”
 
         Cropper’s eyes widened a little. “You’re interested in ghosts?”
 
         Rebus offered a shrug, but didn’t say anything. The silence lengthened until Cropper broke it.
 
         “Businesses weren’t so hot on health and safety back then, I’m afraid to say. Lack of ventilation … and nobody partnering Mr Watt.” Cropper leaned forward. “But I’ve been here the best part of twenty years, on and off, and I’ve never seen anything out of the ordinary.”
 
         “You mean the ghost? But other people have?”
 
         It was Cropper’s turn to shrug. “It’s a story, that’s all. A bit of shadow … a squeaky floorboard … Some people can’t help seeing things.” Cropper sat back again and placed his hands behind his head.
 
         “Did your grandfather ever talk to you about it?”
 
         “Not that I remember.”
 
         “Was he still in charge when you started here?”
 
         “He was.” 
         
 
         Rebus thought for a moment. “What would have happened after the accident?” he asked.
 
         “I dare say the family would have been compensated – my grandfather was always very fair. Plenty of evidence of it in the annals.”
         
 
         “Annals?”
 
         “The brewery’s records are extensive.”
 
         “Would they have anything to say about Johnny Watt?”
 
         “No idea.”
 
         “Could you maybe look?”
 
         Cropper’s bright blue eyes drilled into Rebus’s. “Mind explaining to me why?”
 
         Rebus thought of Albie Simms’s words: Johnny Watt was real … and he doesn’t seem to want to go away … But he didn’t say anything, just bided his time until Douglas Cropper sighed and began getting to his feet.
 
         “I’ll see what I can do,” Cropper conceded.
 
         “Thank you, sir,” Rebus said.
 
         
             

         
 
         “You’re supposed to be retired,” Dr Curt said.
 
         In the past, the two men would normally have met in the city mortuary, but Rebus had arrived at the pathologist’s office at the university, where Curt maintained a full teaching load between autopsies. The desk between them was old, ornate and wooden. The wall behind Curt was lined with bookshelves, though Rebus doubted the books themselves got much use. A laptop sat on the desk, its cover closed. There was no paperwork anywhere.
 
         “I am retired,” Rebus stated.
 
         “Funny way of showing it … ” Curt opened a drawer and lifted out a leather-bound ledger-book. A page had been marked. He opened the book and turned it to face Rebus.
 
         “Report of the post-mortem examination,” Curt explained. “Written in the finest copper-plate lettering by Professor William Shiels.”
 
         “Were you ever taught by him?” Rebus asked.
 
         “Do I really look that old?”
 
         “Sorry.” Rebus peered at the handwritten notes. “You’ve had a read?” 
         
 
         “Professor Shiels was a great man, John.”
 
         “I’m not saying he wasn’t.”
 
         “Contusions … fractured skull … internal bleeding to the brain … We see those injuries most days even now.”
 
         “Drunks on a Saturday night?” Rebus guessed. Curt nodded his agreement.
 
         “Drink and drugs, John. Our friend Mr Watt fell eleven feet on to an inch-thick steel floor. Unconscious from the fumes, no way to defend himself … ”
 
         “The major damage was to the base of the skull,” Rebus commented, running a finger along the words on the page.
 
         “We don’t always fall forehead first,” Curt cautioned. Something in his tone made Rebus look up.
 
         “What is it?” he asked.
 
         Curt gave a twitch of the mouth. “I did a bit of digging. Those vats give off carbon dioxide. Ventilation’s an issue, same now as it was back then. There are plenty of recorded cases of brewery employees falling into the vats. It’s worse if someone tries to help. They dive into the beer to rescue their friend, and come up for air … take a deep breath and suddenly they’re in as much trouble as the other fellow.”
 
         “What a way to go … ”
 
         “I believe one or two had to climb out and go to the toilet a couple of times prior to drowning,” Curt offered. Rebus smiled, as was expected.
 
         “Okay,” he said. “Carbon dioxide poisoning … but what is it you’re not saying?”
 
         “The vat our friend fell into was empty, John. Hence the injuries. He didn’t drown in beer – there was no beer.”
 
         Finally, Rebus got it.
 
         “No beer,” he said quietly, “meaning no fermenting. No carbon dioxide.” His eyes met the pathologist’s. Curt was nodding slowly.
 
         “So what was it caused him to pass out?” Curt asked. “Of course, he could have just tripped and fallen, but then I’d expect to see signs that he’d tried to stop his fall.”
 
         Rebus rubbed a hand over the ledger-book. “No injuries to the hands,” he stated. 
         
 
         “None whatsoever,” Professor Curt agreed.
 
         Rebus’s next stop was the National Library of Scotland, where a one-day reader’s pass allowed him access to a microfiche machine. A member of staff threaded the spool of film home and showed Rebus how to wind it to the relevant pages and adjust the focus. It was a slow process – Rebus kept stopping to read various stories and sports reports, and to smile at some of the advertisements. The film contained a year’s worth of Scotsman newspapers, the year in question being 1948. I was one year old, Rebus thought to himself. Eventually he came to news of Johnny Watt’s demise. It must have been a quiet day in the office: they’d sent a journalist and a photographer. Workers had gathered in the brewery yard. They looked numbed. The manager, Mr Joseph Cropper, had been interviewed. Rebus read the piece through twice, remembering the portrait of Douglas Cropper’s grandfather – stern of face and long of sideburn. Then he spooled forwards through the following seven days. There was coverage of the funeral, along with another photograph. Rebus wondered if the horse pulling the carriage had been borrowed from the brewery. Warriston Cemetery was the destination. Watt and his family had lived in the Stockbridge area for umpteen generations. He had no wife, but three brothers and a sister. Watt had died at the age of twenty, and had served a year in the army towards the end of World War Two. Rebus paused for a moment, pondering that: you survived a war, only to die in your home town three years later. Watt had only been working at the brewery for eleven months. Joseph Cropper told the reporter that the young man had been “full of energy, a hard worker with excellent prospects”. In the photo showing the procession into the cemetery, Cropper was central. There was a woman next to him, identified as his wife. She wore black, her eyes to the ground, her husband gripping her arm. She was skinny and slight, in contrast to the man she’d married. Rebus leaned in a little further towards the screen, then wound the film back to the previous photo. Twenty minutes later, he was still looking.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Albert Simms seemed surprised to see him.
 
         Simms had just finished one of his brewery tours. Rebus was sitting at a table in the sample room, nursing the best part of a pint of IPA. It had been a busy tour: eight guests in all. They offered Rebus half-smiles and glances but kept their distance. Simms poured them their drinks but then seemed in a hurry for them to finish, ushering them from the room. It was five minutes before he returned. Rebus was behind the pumps, topping up his glass.
         
 
         “No mention of Johnny Watt’s ghost,” Rebus commented.
 
         “No.” Simms was tidying the vests and hard-hats into a plastic storage container.
 
         “Do you want a drink? My shout.”
 
         Simms thought about it, then nodded. He approached the bar and eased himself on to one of the stools. There was a blue folder lying nearby, but he tried his best to ignore it.
 
         “Always amazes me,” Rebus said, “the way we humans hang on to things – records, I mean. Chitties and receipts and old photographs. Brewery’s got quite a collection. Same goes for the libraries and the medical college.” Rebus handed over Simms’s drink. The man made no attempt to pick it up.
         
 
         “Joseph Cropper’s wife never had a daughter,” Rebus began to explain. “I got that from Joseph’s grandson, your current boss. He showed me the archives. So much stuff there … ” He paused. “When Johnny Watt died, how long had you been working here, Albie?”
 
         “Not long.”
 
         Rebus nodded and opened the folder, showing Simms the photo from the Scotsman, the one of the brewery workers in the yard. He tapped a particular face. A young man, seated on a corner of the wagon, legs dangling, shoulders hunched. “You’ve not really changed, you know. How old were you? Fifteen?”
         
 
         “You sound as if you know.” Simms had taken the photocopy from Rebus and was studying it.
 
         “The police keep records, too, Albie. We never throw anything away. Bit of trouble in your youth – nicking stuff; fights. Brandishing a razor on one particular occasion – you did a bit of juvenile time for that. Is that when Joseph Cropper met you? He was the charitable type, according to his grandson. Liked to visit prisons, talk to the men and the juveniles. You were about to be released, he offered you a job. But there were strings attached, weren’t there?” 
         
 
         “Were there?” Simms tossed the sheet of paper on to the bar, picked up the glass and drank from it.
 
         “I think so,” Rebus said. “In fact, I’d go so far as to say I know so.” He rubbed a hand down his cheek. “Be a bugger to prove, mind, but I don’t think I need to do that.”
 
         “Why not?”
 
         “Because you want to be caught. You’re an old man now, maybe only a short while left, but it’s been plaguing you. How many years is it, Albie? How long have you been seeing Johnny Watt’s ghost?”
 
         Albert Simms wiped foam from his top lip with his knuckles, but didn’t say anything.
 
         “I’ve been to take a look at your house,” Rebus continued. “Nice place. Semi-detached; quiet street off Colinton Road. Didn’t take much searching to come up with the transaction. You bought it from new a couple of months after Johnny Watt died. No mortgage. I mean, houses were maybe more affordable back then, but on wages like yours? I’ve seen your pay slips, Albie – they’re in the company files, too. So where did the money come from?”
 
         “Go on then – tell me.”
 
         “Joseph Cropper didn’t have a daughter. You told me he did because you knew fine well it would jar, if I ever did any digging. I’d start to wonder why you told that particular lie. He had a wife though, younger than him.” Rebus showed Simms a copy of the photo from the cemetery. “See how her husband’s keeping a grip on her? She’s either about to faint or he’s just letting everyone know who the boss is. To be honest, my money would be on both. You can’t see her face but there’s a photo she sat for in a studio … ” Rebus slid it from the folder.
 
         “Very pretty, I think you’ll agree. This came from Douglas Cropper, by the way. Families keep a lot of stuff, too, don’t they? She’d been at school with Johnny Watt. Johnny, with his eye for the ladies. Joseph Cropper couldn’t have his wife causing a scandal, could he? Her in her late teens, him in his early thirties … ” Rebus leaned across the bar a little, so that his face was close to that of the man with the sagging shoulders and face.
 
         “Could he?” he repeated. 
         
 
         “You can’t prove anything, you said as much yourself.”
 
         “But you wanted someone to find out. When you found out I was a cop, you zeroed in on me. You wanted to whet my appetite, because you needed to be found out, Albie. That’s at the heart of this, always has been. Guilt gnawing away at you down the decades.”
 
         “Not down the decades – just these past few years.” Simms took a deep breath. “It was only meant to be the frighteners. I was a tough kid but I wasn’t big. Johnny was big and fast, and that bit older. I just wanted him on the ground while I gave him the warning.” Simms’s eyes were growing glassy.
 
         “You hit him too hard,” Rebus commented. “Did you push him in or did he fall?”
 
         “He fell. Even then I didn’t know he was dead. The boss … when he heard … ” Simms sniffed and swallowed hard. “That was the both of us, locked together … we couldn’t tell. They were still hanging people back then.”
 
         “They hanged a man at Perth jail in 1948,” Rebus acknowledged. “I read it in the Scotsman.”
         
 
         Simms managed a weak smile. “I knew you were the man, soon as I saw you. The kind who likes a mystery. Do you do crosswords?”
 
         “Can’t abide them.” Rebus paused for a mouthful of IPA. “The money was to hush you up?”
 
         “I told him he didn’t need to – working for him, that was what I wanted. He said the money would get me a clean start anywhere in the world.” Simms shook his head slowly. “I bought the house instead. He didn’t like that, but he was stuck with it – what was he going to do?”
 
         “The two of you never talked about it again?”
 
         “What was there to talk about?”
 
         “Did Cropper’s wife ever suspect?”
 
         “Why should she? Post-mortem was what we had to fear. Once they’d declared it an accident, that was that.”
 
         Rebus sat in silence, waiting until Albert Simms made eye contact, then asked a question of his own. “So what are we going to do, Albie?”
 
         Albert Simms exhaled noisily. “I suppose you’ll be taking me in.” 
         
 
         “Can’t do that,” Rebus said. “I’m retired. It’s up to you. Next natural step. I think you’ve already done the hard part.”
 
         Simms thought for a moment, then nodded slowly. “No more ghosts,” he said quietly, almost to himself, as he stared up at the ceiling of the sample room.
 
         “Maybe, maybe not,” Rebus said.
 
         
             

         
 
         “Been here long?” Siobhan Clarke asked as she entered the Oxford Bar.
 
         “What else am I going to do?” Rebus replied. “Now I’m on the scrap-heap. What about you – hard day at the office?”
 
         “Do you really want to hear about it?”
 
         “Why not?”
 
         “Because I know what you’re like. Soon as you get a whiff of a case – mine or anyone else’s – you’ll want to have a go at it yourself.”
 
         “Maybe I’m a changed man, Siobhan.”
 
         “Aye, right.” She rolled her eyes and told the landlord she’d have a gin and tonic.
 
         “Double?” he asked.
 
         “Why not?” She looked at Rebus. “Same again? Then you can make me jealous by telling me stories of your life of leisure.”
 
         “Maybe I’ll do that,” said Rebus, raising his pint-glass and draining it to the very last drop. 
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         I
 
         “DON’T TRY TO find me,” the note began. It was written on  the back of a postcard. “Believe me, it’s best this way.  Things aren’t working, David, and they haven’t been for a long time.  I’m sorry, but we both know it’s true. I love you. But it’s over. Shell.”
         
 
         On the kitchen wall, the clock still ticked, and outside the window,  one of the slats in the fence still hung loose, and the fence remained  discoloured where ivy had been peeled from it during the garden  makeover two weeks previously. The marks where it had clung still  resembled railway lines as seen on a map. If you could take a snapshot  of that moment, nothing would have changed. But she was gone.
 
         
             

         
 
         “And this card was on the kitchen table.”
 
         “As I’ve already told you, yes.”
 
         “And there’s no sign of a break-in, no disturbance, no—”
 
         “I’ve told you that too. There’s no sign of anything. She’s just  disappeared. Everything else is the same as always.”
 
         “Well. You say disappeared. But she’s fairly clearly left of her  own accord, wouldn’t you say?”
 
         “No. I wouldn’t say that at all.”
 
         “Be that as it may, sir, that’s what the situation suggests. Now, if  there were no note I’d be suggesting you call her friends, check with  colleagues, maybe even try the hospitals just in case. But where  there’s a note explaining that she’s gone of her own free will, all I  can advise is that you wait and see.”
 
         “Wait and see? That’s what you’re telling me? I should wait and  see?” 
         
 
          “I’ve no doubt your wife will be in touch shortly, sir. These things  always look different in the plain light of day.”
 
         “Is there someone else I can talk to? A detective? Somebody?”
 
         “They’d tell you exactly what I’m telling you, sir. That ninety-nine  point nine per cent of these cases are exactly what they appear  to be. And if your wife decides to leave you, there’s not a lot the  police can do about it.”
         
 
         “But what if she’s the point one per cent? What happens then?”
 
         “The chances of that are a billion to one, sir. Now, what I suggest  you do is go home and get some rest. Maybe call into the pub.  Shame not to take advantage, eh?”
 
         He was on the other side of a counter, in no position to deliver a  nudge in the ribs. But that’s what his expression suggested. Old lady  drops out of the picture? Have yourself a little time out.
 
         “You haven’t listened to a word, have you? My wife has been  abducted. Is that so difficult to understand?”
 
         He bristled. “She left a note, sir. That seems clear enough to me.  Wrote and signed it.”
 
         “But that’s exactly the problem,” I explained for the fourth time.  “My wife’s name isn’t Shell. My wife – Michelle – she’d never sign  herself Shell. She hated the name. She hated it.”
 
         
            ***

         
 
         In the end I left the station empty-handed. If I wanted to speak to a  detective, I’d have to make an appointment. And it would be best to  leave this for forty-eight hours, the desk sergeant said. That seemed  to be the window through which missing persons peered. Forty-eight  hours. Not that my wife could be classed a missing person. She had  left of her own accord, and nothing could convince him otherwise.
 
         There’d be a phone call, he said. Possibly a letter. He managed to  refrain from asserting that he’d put good money on it, but it was a  close-run thing.
 
         His unspoken suggestion that I spend the evening in the pub I  ignored, just as he’d ignored the evidence of the false signature.  Back home, I wandered from room to room, looking for signs of  disturbance that might have escaped me earlier – anything I could carry back to the station to cast in his smug stupid face. But there was nothing. In fact, everything I found, he’d doubtless cite as proof of his view of events.
         
 
         The suitcase, for example. The black suitcase was in the hall where I’d left it on getting home. I’d been away at a conference. But the other suitcase, the red one, was missing from its berth in the stair-cupboard, and in the wardrobe and the chests of drawers were unaccustomed gaps. I have never been the world’s most observant husband. Some of my wife’s dresses I have confidently claimed never to have seen before, only to be told that that’s what she’d been wearing when I proposed, or that I’d bought it for her last Christmas. But even I recognized a space when I saw one, and these gaps spoke of recent disinterment. Someone had been through Michelle’s private places, harvesting articles I couldn’t picture but knew were there no longer. There were underlinings everywhere. The bathroom cabinet contained absences, and there was no novel on the floor on Michelle’s side of the bed. Some of her jewellery was gone. The locket, though, was where it ought to be. She had far from taken everything – that would have entailed removal lorries and lawyerly negotiation – but it seemed as if a particular version of events were establishing itself.
 
         But I didn’t believe Michelle had been responsible for any of this. There are things we simply know; non-demonstrable things; events or facts at a tangent from the available evidence. Not everything is susceptible to interrogation. This wasn’t about appearances. It was about knowledge. Experience.
 
         Let me tell you something about Michelle: she knows words. She makes puns the way other people pass remarks upon the weather. I remember once we were talking about retirement fantasies: where we’d go, what we’d do, places we’d see. Before long I was conjuring Technicolor futures, painting the most elaborate visions in the air, and she chided me for going over the top. I still remember the excuse I offered. “Once you start daydreaming,” I told her, “it’s hard to stop.”
 
         “That’s the thing about castles in Spain,” she said. “They’re very moreish.”
 
         Moreish. Moorish. You see? She was always playing with words. She accorded them due deference. She recognized their weight. 
         
 
         And she’d no more sign herself Shell than she’d misplace an apostrophe.
 
         When I eventually went to bed, I lay the whole night on my side of the mattress, as if rolling on to Michelle’s side would be to take up room she’d soon need; space which, if unavailable on her return, would cause her to disappear again.
 
         II
 
         The mattress is no more than three inches thick, laid flat on the concrete floor. There is a chemical toilet in the opposite corner. The only light spills in from a barred window nine foot or so above her head. This window is about the size of eight bricks laid side by side, and contains no glass: air must come through it, sound drift out. But here on floor level she feels no draught, and outside there is no one to hear any noise she might make. 
         
 
         But he will find her. 
         
 
         She is confident he will find her. 
         
 
         Eventually. 
         
 
         III
 
         Forty-eight hours later, I was back in the police station.
 
         Much of the intervening period had been spent on the telephone, speaking to an increasingly wide circle of friends, which at its outer reaches included people I’d never met. Colleagues of Michelle’s; old university accomplices; even schoolmates – the responses I culled varied from sympathy to amusement, but in each I heard that chasm that lies between horror and delight; the German feeling you get when bad things happen to other people.
 
         At its narrower reach, the circle included family. Michelle had one parent living, her mother, currently residing in a care home. I’m not sure why I say “currently”. There’s little chance of her future involving alternative accommodation. But she’s beyond the reach of polite conversation, let alone urgency, and it was Michelle’s sister – her only sibling – that I spoke to instead. 
         
 
         “And she hasn’t been in touch?”
 
         “No, David.”
 
         “But you’d tell me if she had?”
 
         Her pause told its own story.
 
         “Elizabeth?”
 
         “I would reassure you that nothing bad had happened to her,” she said. “As I’m sure it hasn’t.”
 
         “Can I speak to her?”
 
         “She’s not here, David.”
 
         “No, it certainly sounds like it. Just put her on, Elizabeth.”
 
         She hung up at that point. I called back. Her husband answered. We exchanged words.
 
         Shortly after that, I began drinking in earnest.
 
         
             

         
 
         Thursday evening was the forty-eight-hour mark. I was not at my best. I was, though, back at the police station, talking to a detective.
 
         “So your wife hasn’t been in touch, Mr Wallace?”
 
         I bit back various answers. No sarcasm; no fury. Just answer the question. Answer the question.
 
         “Not a word. Not since this.”
 
         At some point I had found a polythene envelope in a desk drawer; one of those plastic flippancies for keeping documents pristine. Michelle’s card tucked inside, it lay on the table between us. Face down, which is to say, message-side up.
 
         “And there’s been no word from anyone else?”
 
         “I’ve called everyone I can think of,” I said.
 
         This wasn’t quite true.
 
         “You have my sympathy, Mr Wallace. I know how difficult this must be.”
 
         She – the detective – was young, blonde, jacketless, with a crisp white shirt, and hair bunched into the shortest of tails. She wore no make-up. I have no idea whether this is a service regulation. And I couldn’t remember her name, though she’d introduced herself at the start of our conversation. Interview, I should probably call it. I’m good with names, but this woman’s had swum out of my head as soon as it was spoken. Then again, I had distractions. My wife was missing. 
         
 
         “Can we talk about background details?”
 
         “Whatever will help.”
 
         “What about your finances? Do you and your wife keep a joint account?”
 
         “We have a joint savings account, yes.”
 
         “And has that been touched at all?”
 
         “We keep our current accounts separate.” It was important to spell out the details. One might prove crucial. “I pay a standing order into her account on the fifteenth, and she deals with the bills from that. Most of them. The mortgage and council tax are mine. She pays the phone and the gas and electricity.” I came to a halt. For some reason, I couldn’t remember which of us paid the water rates.
 
         “And your savings account, Mr Wallace,” she reminded me, quite gently. “Has that been touched at all?”
 
         I said, “Well, yes. Yes, it probably has.”
 
         “Emptied?” she asked.
 
         “No,” I told her. “Quite the opposite. Well, not the opposite. That would be doubling it, wouldn’t it? Or something.” Rambling, I knew. I took a breath. “Half of our savings have been withdrawn,” I told her.
         
 
         “Half?”
 
         “Precisely half,” I said. “To the penny.”
 
         She made a note on the pad in front of her.
 
         “But don’t you see?” I told her. “If they’d taken it all, that would have alerted me, alerted you, to the fact that there’s funny business going on.”
         
 
         “They?” she asked.
 
         “Whoever’s taken her,” I said. “She hasn’t just left. She can’t have.”
 
         “People do leave, Mr Wallace. I’m sorry, but they do. What is it your wife does? She works, is that right?”
 
         “She’s a librarian.”
 
         “Whereabouts? Here in town?”
 
         “Just down the road, yes.”
 
         “And you’ve spoken to her colleagues? Have they … shed any light on your wife’s departure?” 
         
 
         “Disappearance.”
 
         She nodded: not agreeing. But allowing my alternative term the way you might allow a child to have his way on an unimportant matter, on which he was nevertheless mistaken.
 
         I said: “She handed in her notice.”
 
         “I see.”
 
         You had to hand it to her. There was no inflection on this.
 
         “And when did she do that, do you know?”
 
         “A few days ago,” I said. Suddenly I felt very tired. “On Monday.”
 
         “While you were away.”
 
         “That’s right.”
 
         “Didn’t she have notice to serve? Under the terms of her contract?”
 
         “Yes. But she told them that she had personal reasons for needing to leave right away. But … ” I could hear my voice trailing away. There was another but; there’d always be a but, but I couldn’t for the life of me work out what this particular one might be.
         
 
         “Mr Wallace.”
 
         I nodded, tiredly.
 
         “I’m not sure we can take this matter further.” She corrected herself. “We the police, I mean. It doesn’t seem like a matter for us. I’m very sorry.”
 
         “What about the handwriting?” I asked.
 
         She looked down at exhibit one, which just now seemed all that remained of my wife.
 
         “It’s a postcard,” I explained. I was half sure I’d told her this already, but so many facts were drifting loose from their moorings that it was important to nail some down. “It didn’t come through the post. It’s just a card we both liked. It’s been on our fridge a long time. Years, even. Stuck there with a magnet.”
 
         In a few moments more, I might have begun to describe the magnet it was stuck with.
 
         “And you recognize it?”
 
         “The card?”
 
         “The handwriting, Mr Wallace.”
 
         “Well, it looks like hers. But then it would, wouldn’t it? If someone was trying to make it look like Michelle’s?” 
         
 
         “I’m not sure that impersonating handwriting is as easy as all that. If it looks like your wife’s, well … ” She glanced down at whatever note she’d been making, and didn’t finish.
 
         “But the name! I keep telling you, Michelle wouldn’t call herself Shell. It’s—” I had to stop at this point. It’s the last thing she would do was what I didn’t say.
         
 
         “Mr Wallace. Sometimes, when people want a new life for themselves, they find a new name to go with it. Do you see? By calling herself Shell, she’s making a break with the past.”
         
 
         “That’s an interesting point – I’ve forgotten your name. Whatever. It’s an interesting point. But not as important as handwriting analysis. Maybe, once that’s been done, we can discuss your psychological insight.”
         
 
         She sighed. “Handwriting analysis is an expensive business, sir. We’re not in the habit of diverting police resources to non-criminal matters.”
 
         “But this is a criminal matter. That’s precisely what I’m trying to get across. My wife has been abducted.”
 
         I might have saved my breath.
 
         “When your wife’s worked out her new place in the world, I’m sure she’ll be in touch. Meanwhile, do you have a friend you can stay with? Someone to talk things over with?”
 
         “You won’t have the card analysed,” I informed her. We both already knew this. That’s why I didn’t make it a question.
 
         “There’s nothing to stop you having it done privately,” she said.
 
         “And if I’m right? When I’m right? Will you listen to me then?”
         
 
         “If you can provide credible evidence that the note’s a forgery, then we’d certainly want to hear about it,” she said.
 
         It was as if we’d sat next to each other at a dinner party, and I’d described a trip I was planning.
 
         Well, if you have a good time, I’d certainly like to hear about it.
         
 
         The kind of thing you say when you’re certain you’ll never meet again.
 
         IV
 
         I’ve read books where they say things like I took an indefinite leave of absence. Do you have a job like that? Does anyone you know have a job like that? By Friday, my phone was ringing off the hook. Was I sick? Had I forgotten the appropriate channels for alerting HR to health issues? I spat, fumed and mentally consigned HR to hell, but once I’d raged my hour I bit the bullet and saw my GP, who listened sympathetically while my story squirmed out, then signed me off work for the month. I returned home and delivered the news to the fools in HR. Then I fished out Yellow Pages and looked for handwriting experts.
         
 
         Here’s another. Have you ever tried looking for a handwriting expert in Yellow Pages?
         
 
         Nothing under handwriting. Calligraphy offers sign-writers and commercial artists. And—
         
 
         And that’s all I came up with.
 
         I sat next to the phone for a while, useless directory in my hands. What other guise might a handwriting expert adopt? I couldn’t imagine. I failed to deduce.
 
         In the end, I looked up Detective Agencies instead.
 
         
             

         
 
         You’re probably thinking that was the thing to do. That once the professional arrived on the scene I’d fade into the background where I belonged, while some hard-bitten but soft-centred ex-cop with an alcohol problem and an interestingly named cat reravelled my life for £250 a day plus expenses. But it was just another trip to Dolphin Junction. I gave my story twice, once over the phone and once in person to an acne-scratched twentysomething who couldn’t get his digital recorder to work and forgot – thank God – to take the postcard when he left. I didn’t hear from him again. He probably lost my address. And if he couldn’t find me, missing persons were definitely out of his league.
 
         Anyway. I went back to the police.
 
         V
 
         This time, it was a man. A thin, dark-featured man whose tie featured small dancing elephants, a detail which stuck with me a long time afterwards. He was a detective sergeant, so at least I was being shuffled upwards, rather than down. His name was Martin Dampner, and I wasn’t a stranger to him.
         
 
         “We’ve met before, Mr Wallace. You probably don’t remember.”
 
         “I do,” I told him. “I think I do. When Jane was killed.”
 
         It would have had to be then. When else had I been in a police station?
 
         “That’s right. I sat in on the interview. Don’t think I said anything. I was a DC then. A Detective Constable.”
 
         “It was a long time ago,” I said.
 
         He digested that, perhaps examining it for hidden barbs. But I hadn’t meant anything special. It had been twelve years ago. If that was a long time to rise from DC to DS, that was his problem.
 
         He said, “It was a bad business.”
 
         “So is this.”
 
         “Of course,” he said.
 
         We were in an office which might have been his or just one he was using for our conversation. I’ve no idea whether Detective Sergeants get their own office. My impression was that life was open-plan at that rank.
 
         “How are you?” he now asked.
 
         This stumped me.
 
         “What do you mean?”
 
         He settled into the chair his side of the desk. “How are you feeling? Are you eating properly? Drinking too much? Getting to work okay?”
 
         I said, “My GP signed me off.”
 
         “Sensible. Good move.”
 
         “Can we talk about my missing wife?”
 
         “We can. We can.” He put his hands behind his neck, and stared at me for what felt a long while. I was starting to quite seriously wonder if he were mad. Then he said, “I’ve looked at the notes DC Peterson made. She seems convinced your wife left of her own accord.”
 
         “Well it’s nice to know she’s formed an opinion. That didn’t take much effort on her part, did it?”
 
         “You’re underestimating my colleague. She followed some matters up after speaking to you. Did you know that?” 
         
 
         I didn’t. And had more important subjects to raise: “Did she explain about the name? The name the note was signed with?”
 
         “Shell, yes?”
 
         “That’s right.”
 
         “For Michelle.”
 
         “My wife never called herself that. Never would. She hated it.”
 
         “I got that much. But if you don’t mind my saying so, Mr Wallace, that’s a pretty flimsy base on which to assume – what is it you’re assuming? Abduction?”
 
         “Abduction. Kidnapping. Whatever you call it when someone is taken against their will and the police won’t do a bloody thing about it!”
         
 
         I was shaking suddenly. How did that happen? For days I’d been calm and reasonably controlled, and now this supercilious cop was undoing all that work. Did he have any idea what I was going through? These days of not knowing; these endless nights of staring at the ceiling? And then, just when it felt the dark would never end, light pulling its second-storey job; bringing definition to the furniture, and returning all the spooky shapes to their everyday functional presences. With this came not fresh hope. Just an awareness that things weren’t over yet.
         
 
         Days of this. More than a week now. How much longer?
 
         “Let’s calm down,” he suggested.
 
         “Why,” I asked, pulling myself together, “did you agree to see me? If you’ve made up your mind nothing’s wrong?”
 
         “We serve the public,” he said.
 
         I didn’t have an answer to that.
 
         “My colleague, DC Peterson. She did some follow-up after you spoke.” Martin Dampner pushed his chair back, to allow himself room to uncross his legs, then cross them the other way. “She went to the library where Mrs Wallace worked. Spoke to the librarian.”
 
         “And?”
 
         Though I knew what was coming.
 
         “When your wife handed her resignation in, she was perfectly in control. She handed her letter over, discussed its ramifications. Refused to be swayed. There was no coercion. Nobody waiting outside. No whispered messages for help.” 
         
 
         “And I’m sure you’ve drawn all the conclusions you need from that.”
 
         He steamrollered on. “She also went, DC Peterson, to your building society. Where she didn’t just ask questions. She saw the tape.”
 
         I closed my eyes.
 
         “They record everything on CCTV. You probably know that already. DC Peterson watched footage of Mrs Wallace withdrawing money, having a brief chat with the cashier – who has no memory of their conversation, other than that it probably involved the weather or holidays – and leaving. On her own. Uncoerced.”
 
         It was like pursuing an argument with a filing cabinet. I stood.
 
         “Mr Wallace, I am sorry. But you need to hear this.”
 
         “Which is why you agreed to see me. Right?”
 
         “Also, I was wondering if you’d had a handwriting test done.”
 
         I stared.
 
         “Have you?”
 
         “No. No, I haven’t.”
 
         “And does that mean you’re now convinced it is her writing? Or so convinced it isn’t that mere proof isn’t likely to sway you?”
 
         “It means, Sergeant, that I haven’t yet found anywhere that’ll do the job for me.” I didn’t want to tell him about the spotty private eye. I already knew that was a road heading nowhere. “And I don’t suppose you’re about to tell me you’ve had a change of heart? And will do it yourselves?”
 
         He was shaking his head before I’d finished. “Mr Wallace. Believe me, I’m sorry for what you’re going through. I’ve been there myself, and there aren’t many I’d wish it on. But the facts as we understand them leave little room for doubt. Your wife quit her job, withdrew half your savings, and left a note saying she was leaving. All of which suggests that wherever Mrs Wallace is, she’s there of her own accord.”
 
         “My wife’s name is not Shell,” I said.
 
         He handed me a piece of paper with a phone number on it.“They’re pretty good. They won’t rip you off. Take another sample of Mrs Wallace’s writing with you. Well, you’d probably worked that out for yourself.” 
         
 
         I should have thanked him, I suppose. But what I really felt like was a specimen; as if his whole purpose in seeing me had been to study what my life looked like. So I just shovelled the paper into a pocket, and stood.
 
         “You’ve aged well,” he said. “If you don’t mind my saying.”
 
         “I’m surprised you’ve not made Inspector yet,” was the best I could manage in reply.
 
         
             

         
 
         Back home, I sat at the kitchen table and rang the number Martin Dampner had given me. The woman who answered explained what I could expect from her firm’s services: a definitive statement as to whether the handwriting matched a sample I knew was the subject’s. There was no chance of error. She might have been talking of DNA. She might have been talking of a lot of things, actually, because I stopped listening for a bit. When I tuned back in, she was telling me that they could also produce a psychometric evaluation of the subject. I wasn’t thinking of offering the subject a job, I almost said, but didn’t. If they couldn’t work that out from the postcard, they weren’t much use to anyone.
 
         There was a notepad on the window ledge, as ever. I scribbled down the address she gave me. And then, before anything could prevent my doing so, I transferred my scribble to an envelope, found a stamp, and went out and popped my wife’s last words in the post.
 
         VI
 
         She does not have much spatial awareness – few women do, many men say – but sees no reason to doubt the information she has been given: that this room measures 24 foot by 18, with a ceiling some 20 foot high. It is a cellar, or part of a cellar. The handkerchief of light way over her head is the only part of the room set above ground level. Built into a hillside, see? he’d told her. Yes. She saw.
         
 
         Apart from herself and the mattress and a thick rough blanket, and the chemical toilet in the corner, this room holds three articles: a plastic beaker three inches deep; a plastic fork five inches long; and a stainless steel tin-opener.
         
 
         And then there is the second room, and all that it contains.
         
 
         VII
 
         Had I been asked, during the days following, what I imagined had happened to Michelle, I would have been unable to give an answer. It wasn’t that there was any great dearth of fates to choose from. Open any newspaper. Turn to any channel. But it was as if my imagination – so reliably lurid in other matters – had discreetly changed the locks on this particular chamber, deeming it better, or safer, if I not only did not know what had occurred, but was barred from inventing a version of my own. I can see Michelle in our kitchen last week – of course I can. Just as I can see no trace of her here today, or in any other of her domestic haunts. But what happened to merge the former state into the latter remains white noise. Who stood by while she wrote that note and packed a case? What thrill of inspiration moved her to sign herself Shell? And in quitting her job, in withdrawing half our savings, what threat kept her obedient; made her perform these tasks unassisted?
 
         And underneath all this a treacherous riptide that tugged with subtly increasing force. What if all this was as it seemed? What if she’d left of her own free will?
 
         Things aren’t working, David, and they haven’t been for a long time. I’m sorry, but we both know it’s true.
         
 
         That’s what her note had said. But that’s true of any marriage. All have their highs and lows, and some years fray just as others swell.
 
         These past few years, you could describe as frayed. We’d had fraught times before – the seven-year itch, of course. A phrase doesn’t get to be cliché just by being a classic movie title. If ever the wheels were to come off, that would have been the time. But we survived, and it bonded us more securely. I truly believe that. And if these past few years had been less than joyful, that was just another dip in a long journey – we’ve been married nineteen years, for goodness’ sake. You could look on this period as one of adjustment; a changing of gear as the view ahead narrows to one of quieter, calmer waters; of a long road dipping into a valley, with fewer turnings available on either side.
 
         But maybe Michelle had other views. Maybe she thought this her last chance to get out. 
         
 
         Once, years ago, a train we were on came to a halt somewhere between Slough and Reading, for one of those unexplained reasons that are the motivating force behind the English railway network. Nearby was a scatter of gravel, a telephone pole, a wire fence and a battleship-grey junction box. Beyond this, a desultory field offered itself for inspection. On the near side of the fence, a wooden sign declared this to be Dolphin Junction.
 
         “Dolphin Junction,” Michelle said. “If you heard the name, you’d summon up a picture easily enough, wouldn’t you? But it wouldn’t look like this.”
 
         Afterwards, it became part of our private language. A trip to Dolphin Junction meant something had turned out disappointing, or less than expected. It meant things had not been as advertised. That anytime soon would be a good moment to turn back, or peel away.
         
 
         And maybe that was it, when all was said and done. Maybe Michelle, during one of these dips in our journey, caught a glimpse of uninspiring fields ahead, and realized we were headed for Dolphin Junction. Would it have taken more than that? I didn’t know any more. I didn’t know what had happened. All I knew, deep in the gut, was that all wasn’t, in fact, said and done.
 
         Because she had signed her name Shell. Michelle had done that? She’d have been as likely to roll herself in feathers and go dancing down the street.
 
         She just wouldn’t.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         A few days later the card came back. Until I heard the thump on the doormat I hadn’t been aware of how keenly I’d been awaiting it, but in that instant everything else vanished like yesterday’s weather. And then, as I went to collect it, a second thing happened. The doorbell rang.
 
         She’s back, was my first thought. Swiftly followed by my second, which was – what, she’s lost her keys?
         
 
         Padded envelope in hand, I opened the door.
 
         Standing there was Dennis Farlowe. 
         
 
         There are languages, I know, that thrive on compound construction; that from the building blocks of everyday vocabulary cobble together one-time-only adjectives, or bespoke nouns for special circumstances. Legolanguages, Michelle would say. Perhaps one of them includes a word that captures my relationship with Dennis Farlowe: a former close friend who long ago accused me of the rape and murder of his wife; who could manage only the most tortured of apologies on being found wrong; who subsequently moved abroad for a decade, remarried, divorced; and who ultimately returned here a year or so ago, upon which we achieved a tenuous rapprochement, like that of a long-separated couple who remember the good times, without being desperate to relive them.
         
 
         “David,” he said.
 
         “Dennis.”
 
         “I’m sorry about—” He grimaced and made a hand gesture. Male semaphore. For those moments when speech proves embarrassing.
 
         We went into the kitchen. It’s odd how swiftly an absence can make itself felt in a room. Even had Dennis not already heard the news, it wouldn’t have cost him more than a moment’s intuition to discern a problem.
 
         “Good of you to come,” I said.
 
         Which it probably was, I thought – or he probably thought it was. Truth was, he was the last man I wanted to see. Apart from anything else, the envelope was burning my fingers.
 
         But he had his own agenda. “You should have called.”
 
         “Yes. Well. I would have done.” Leaving open the circumstances this action would have required, I put the kettle on instead. “Coffee?”
 
         “Tea, if you’ve got it.”
 
         “I think we run to tea.”
 
         That pronoun slipped out.
 
         It was history, obviously, that had prevented me from phoning Dennis Farlowe; had kept him the missing degree in the circle I’d rung round. Some of this history was the old kind, and some of it newer. I poured him a cup of tea, wondering as I did so how many gallons of the stuff – and of coffee, beer, wine, spirits; even water – we’d drunk in each other’s company. Not an immeasurable amount, I suppose. Few things, in truth, are. But decanted into plastic containers, it might have looked like a lifetime’s supply.
         
 
         “Milk?” he asked.
 
         I pointed at the fridge.
 
         He fixed his tea to his liking, and sat.
 
         Twelve years ago, Jane Farlowe was found raped and murdered in a small untidy wood on the far side of the allotments bordering our local park. The year before, Jane, Dennis, Michelle and I had holidayed together in Corfu. There are photographs: the four of us around a café table or on a clifftop bench. It doesn’t matter where you are, there’s always someone will work your camera for you. Jane and Michelle wear dark glasses in the photos. Dennis and I don’t. I’ve no idea why.
 
         After Jane’s death, I was interviewed by the police, of course. Along with around eighty-four other people, in that first wave. I’ve no idea whether this is a lot, in the context. Jane had, I’d guess, the usual number of friends, and she certainly had the usual number of strangers. I would have been interviewed even if Dennis hadn’t made his feelings known.
 
         Long time ago. Now, he said: “Has she been in touch?”
 
         “No,” I said.
 
         “It’s just a matter of time, David.”
 
         “So I’ve been told.”
 
         “Everyone wishes you well, David. Nobody’s … gloating.”
 
         “Why on earth would anyone do that?”
 
         “No reason. Stupid word. I just meant – you know how it is. There’s always a thrill when bad things happen to people you like. But there’s none of that going on.”
 
         I was about as convinced of this as I was that Dennis Farlowe was the community’s spokesperson.
 
         But I was no doubt doing him a disservice. We had a complicated past. We’ve probably grown used to shielding our motives from each other. And more than once in the past year, I’ve come home to find him seated where he is now; Michelle where I am. And I’ve had the impression, on those occasions, that there was nothing unusual about them. That there’d been other times when I didn’t come home to find them there, but still: that’s where they’d been. In my absence. 
         
 
         That’s what I meant by newer history.
         
 
         He said, “David. Do you mind if I make an observation?”
 
         “Have you ever noticed,” I said, “that when people say that, it would take a crowbar and a gag to prevent them?”
 
         “You’re a mess.”
 
         “Thank you. Fashion advice. It’s what I need right now.”
 
         “I’m talking hygiene. You want to grow a beard, it’s your funeral. But you should change your clothes, and you should – you really should – take a shower.”
 
         “Right.”
 
         “Or possibly two.”
 
         “Am I offending you?” I asked him. “Should I leave?”
 
         “I’m trying to help. That’s all.”
 
         “Did you know this was going to happen?”
 
         “Michelle leaving?”
 
         “Well yes, I – Christ, what did you think I meant? That we’d have tea this morning?”
         
 
         He said, “I didn’t know, no.”
 
         “Would you have told me if you did?”
 
         “No,” he said. “Probably not.”
 
         “Great. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
 
         “I’m her friend too, David.”
 
         “Don’t think I’m not aware of that.”
 
         He let that hang unanswered.
 
         We drank tea. There were questions I wanted to ask him, but answers I didn’t want to hear.
 
         At length he said, “Did she leave a note?”
 
         “Did the grapevine not supply that detail?”
 
         “David—”
 
         “Yes. Yes, she left a note.”
 
         Which was in a padded envelope, on the counter next to the kettle.
 
         And I couldn’t wait a moment longer. It didn’t matter that Dennis was here; nor that I already knew in my bones what the experts would have decreed. I stood, collected the envelope, and tore its mouth open. Dennis watched without apparent surprise as I poured on to the table the postcard, still in its transparent wrapper; the letter I’d supplied as a sample of Michelle’s hand, and another letter, this one typed, formal, beyond contradiction.
         
 
         Confirm that this is … no room for doubt … invoice under separate cover.
         
 
         I crumpled it, and dropped it on the floor.
 
         “Bad news?” Dennis asked after a while.
 
         “No more than expected.”
 
         He waited, but I was in no mood to enlighten him. I could see him looking at the postcard – which had fallen picture-side up – but he made no move for it. I wondered what I’d have done if he had. What I’d have said if he asked to read it.
 
         At length, he told me: “I’m going away for a while.”
 
         I nodded, as if it mattered.
 
         “I’ve a new mobile. I’ll leave you the number.” He reached for the writing tablet on the sill, and scrawled something on it. “If she calls, if you hear anything – you’ll let me know, David?”
 
         He tore the uppermost leaf from the pad, and pushed it towards me.
 
         “David?”
 
         “Sure,” I said. “I’ll let you know.”
 
         He let himself out. I remained where I was. Something had shifted, and I knew precisely what. It was like the turning of the tide. With an almanac and a watch, I’ve always assumed, you can time the event to the second. But you can’t see it happen. You can only wait until it becomes beyond dispute; until that whole vast sprawl of water, covering most of the globe, has flexed its will, and you know that what you’ve been looking at has indisputably changed direction.
 
         With a notepad available on the windowsill, Michelle had chosen to unclip a postcard from the door of the fridge, and leave her message on its yellowing back.
 
         Flipping it over, I looked at its long-familiar picture for what felt like the first time.
 
         VIII
 
         The doorway into the second room is precisely that: a doorway. There is no door. Nor even the hint of a door, in fact; no hinges on the jamb; no screwholes where hinges might have swung. It’s just an oblong space in the wall. The ghost of stone. She steps through it. 
         
 
         This is a smaller room. As wide, but half as long as the other. In a previous life of this building – before it succumbed to the fate all buildings secretly ache for, and became a ruin, scribbled on by weeds and tangled brambles – this would have been a secondary storeroom; only accessible via its larger twin, which itself can only be entered by use of a ladder dropped through the trap in its roof. Hard to say what might have been stored here. Wine? Grain? Maybe cheese and butter. There’s no knowing. The room’s history has been wiped clean. 
         
 
         And in its place, new boundaries: 
         
 
         To her left, a wall of tin. To her right, a screen of plastic. 
         
 
         IX
 
         The Yard of Ale was one of those theme pubs whose theme is itself: a 400-year-old wooden-beamed structure on a crossroads outside Church Stretton, it was plaqued and horse-brassed within an inch of Disneyland. There wasn’t a corner that didn’t boast an elderly piece of blacksmith’s equipment with the sharp bits removed, or something somebody found in a derelict dairy, and thought would look nice scrubbed up and put next to a window. The whole place reeked of an ersatz authenticity; of a past replicated only in its most appealing particulars, and these then polished until you could see the present’s reflection in it, looking much the same as it always did, but wearing a Jane Austen bonnet.
 
         Michelle and I had stayed there four years ago. It was spring, and we’d wanted a break involving long fresh days on high empty ground, and slow quiet evenings eating twice as much as necessary. An internet search produced the Yard of Ale, and for all my dismissive comments, it fitted the bill. Post-breakfast, we hiked for miles on the Long Mynd; counted off the Stiperstones and scaled the Devil’s Chair. In hidden valleys we found the remnants of abandoned mines, and sheep turned up everywhere, constantly surprised. And in the evenings we ate three-course meals, and drank supermarket wine at restaurant prices. The bed was the right degree of firm, and the shower’s water-pressure splendid. Everyone was polite. As we checked out Michelle picked up one of the hotel’s self-promoting postcards, and when we got home she clipped it to the fridge door, where it had remained ever since.
         
 
         I set off about thirty minutes after Dennis had left.
 
         
             

         
 
         The rain began before I’d been on the road an hour. It had been raining for days in the south-west; there’d been weather warnings on the news, and a number of rivers had broken banks. I had not paid attention: weather was a background babble. But when I was stopped by a policeman on a minor road on the Shropshire border, and advised to take a detour which would cost a couple of hours – and offered no guarantee of a passable road at the end of it – it became clear that my plan, if you could call it that, wanted rethinking.
 
         “You’re sure I can’t get through this way?”
 
         “If your vehicle’s maybe amphibious. I wouldn’t try it myself. Sir.”
 
         Sir was an afterthought. He’d drawn back as I’d wound down the window to answer him, as if rain were preferable to the fug of unwashed body in my car.
         
 
         I said, “I need somewhere to stay.”
 
         He gave me directions to a couple of places, a few miles down the road.
 
         The first, a B&B, had a room. There’d been cancellations, the man who checked me in said. Rain was sheeting down, and the phone had been ringing all morning. He’d gone from fully booked to empty without lifting a finger. But there’d be more in my situation; folk who couldn’t get where they were headed, and needed a bed for the night. It was still early, but he seemed confident there’d be little travelling on the local roads today.
         
 
         “I was headed for Church Stretton,” I said.
 
         “You’ll maybe have better luck tomorrow.”
 
         He seemed less worried than the policeman by my unwashed state. On the other hand, the smell of dog possibly masked my odour. The room was clean though. I could look down from its window on to a rain-washed street, and on light puddling the pavements outside the off-licence opposite. When I turned on the TV, I found footage of people sitting on rooftops while water swirled round their houses. I switched it off again. I had my own troubles.
         
 
         I lay on the bed, fully clothed. If it weren’t for the rain, where would I be now? Arriving at the Yard of Ale, armed with enquiries. I had a photograph – that was about it, as far as packing had gone – and I’d be waving it at somebody. It wasn’t the best picture of Michelle ever taken (she’d be the first to point out that it made her nose look big) but it was accurate. In some lights, her nose does look big. If Michelle had been there, the photo would be recognized. Unless she’d gone out of her way to change her appearance – but what sense would that make? She’d left me a clue. If she hadn’t wanted me to follow, why would she have done that?
 
         Always supposing it really was a clue.
 
         Perhaps the rain was a blessing. It held off the moment of truth; the last ounce of meaning I could dredge from the note she’d left. The note there was no room for doubt that she’d written.
         
 
         But had signed Shell. An abbreviation she’d detested. And what was that if not a coded message? It was a cry for help.
         
 
         And no one was listening but me.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         At length, I turned the TV on again. I got lucky with a showing of Bringing Up Baby, and when that was finished I swam across the road to the shiny off-licence, and collected a bottle of Scotch. Back indoors, before broaching it, I belatedly took Dennis Farlowe’s advice and stood under the shower for twenty minutes, using up both small bottles of complimentary gel. There were no razors. But the mirror suggested I’d crossed the line between being unshaven and having a beard.
         
 
         And then I lay back on the bed, and drank the scotch.
 
         Alcohol never helps. Well, alcohol always helps, but when there are things you need to keep at bay, alcohol never helps. Dennis Farlowe’s appearance had disturbed me. Dennis’s appearances inevitably did, though on most occasions I could mask the visible symptoms: could smile, give a cheery hello; ask him how things were going while I manoeuvred my way into my own kitchen; stood behind my own wife; put my hand on her shoulder, still smiling. All that newer history I mentioned. The history in which Michelle and Dennis had re-established the relationship we’d once all enjoyed, before the older history had smashed it all to pieces.
         
 
         That history didn’t end with Dennis’s wife’s murder. Ten days after Jane Farlowe’s body was found a second victim came to light, in a town some distance from ours. I was at a conference at the time – that phase of business life was already in full swing – so didn’t see the local press reports until they were old news. Wounds on the body indicated that the same man was responsible for both murders. You could sense our local tabloid’s frustration at the vagueness of this detail, as if it had hot gossip up its sleeve it was bound not to share. Gossip relating to the nature of those wounds.
 
         “Have you spoken to Dennis?” were my first words to Michelle on reading this.
 
         “I tried calling him.”
 
         “But he wouldn’t talk?”
 
         “He wouldn’t answer.”
 
         He would have been in shock, of course. Just a week and a half since his own wife’s body had been found: did this make it worse for him? To understand that his wife’s end was sealed by random encounter, not precise obsession? Because there was surely – can I say this? – something of a compliment buried in the murder of one’s wife, if it was intended. If it didn’t turn out that the murder was just one of those things; a passing accident that might have happened to anyone’s wife, had they been in the wrong place at the right time.
         
 
         The random nature of the murders was confirmed with the discovery of a third body: a little later, a little further away.
 
         I poured more scotch. Switched the TV on. Switched it off. It was suppertime, but I didn’t want to eat. Nothing was happening outside. The rain had eased off, and I could see the puddles dancing under the streetlights’ glare.
 
         In the gap between the discovery of the first two bodies – Jane and the second woman, whose name I’ve forgotten – Dennis Farlowe had suggested that I was the man responsible. That I was a rapist and murderer. We had been friends for years, but in his grief he found it possible to say this: You wanted her. You always wanted her. The police would have interviewed me anyway – as they did all Jane’s male friends – but Dennis’s words no doubt interested them. Though they subsequently had to spread their net wider, with the second death; and wider still with the third … A local murder became a two-county hunt, but the man responsible was never caught, though he stopped after the third death. Not long after that, Dennis moved abroad.
         
 
         He returned to England years later, a quieter, more intense man. Our friendship could never be what it was, but Michelle had done all she could. Jane was gone, she told me (I didn’t need reminding). Dennis’s life had been shattered; his attempt to rebuild it with a second marriage had failed too. With Michelle, he seemed to rediscover something of his old self, but between the two of us were barriers which could never fall, for all our apparent resolve to leave the past behind.
         
 
         And it occurred to me that Dennis’s old accusation – You always wanted her – could as justly be levelled at him. Wasn’t his relationship with Michelle a little too close? How often had he dropped round in my absence; little visits I never heard about? Some evenings I’d find small evidences littered about: too many coffee cups draining on the board; a dab of aftershave in the air. But it’s easy to paint pictures like that when the canvas has been destroyed. And doesn’t this sort of tension often arise, when couples are close friends?
         
 
         Not that Dennis was part of a pair any more, of course. And who could tell what effect a violent uncoupling like his might have had?
 
         These thoughts chased me into sleep.
 
         Where dreams were whisky-coloured, and stale as prison air.
 
         X
 
         She puts her hand to the wall of plastic. It gives, slightly; she has touched it at a gap between two of the objects it shields. An image startles her, of an alien egg-sac pulsing beneath her palm, about to spawn. But this is not an egg-sac; nor a wall; it is, rather, dozens upon dozens of two-litre bottles of mineral water, plastic-wrapped in batches of six, the wrapper stretched tight across the gaps between the bottles. That’s what her palm lit on: a plastic-shrouded gap between bottles.
         

         And opposite, the wall of tin; hundreds upon hundreds of cans of food. If they reach seven foot deep – which they might, if this room’s as wide as the one adjoining – and reach ten foot in height, which they seem to, then …
         

         But the number outreaches her ability to compute. Thousands, for sure. Possibly tens of thousands.
         

         Put another way, a lifetime’s supply.
         
 
         XI
 
         Next morning the rain had ceased, and though roads remained down all over Shropshire – and in neighbouring counties, marooned villagers waved at helicopters from the roofs of submerged cottages – it was possible to be on the move. But there were no shortcuts. Nor even reliable long cuts: twice I had to turn back at dips in B-roads, where the off-run from waterlogged fields had conjured lagoons. In one sat an abandoned van, rust-red water as high as its door handle. I reversed to the nearest junction, and consulted my map. I should have brought a thick fat marker pen. Instead of marking possible routes, I could have deleted impossible ones.
 
         But if progress was slow, it was at least progress. At last I reached the car park of the Yard of Ale, not much more than some poorly tarmacked waste ground opposite the pub. Three other cars were there. I’m not good on cars. I’ve been known to walk past my own while trying to remember where it was. But for some reason, one of those vehicles struck a chord, and instead of heading over the road, I sat for a while, trying to work out why.
 
         There was nobody around. A stiff breeze ruffled the nearby hedge. The more I looked at the car, the more it troubled me. It was the configuration of the windscreen, I decided. But how? One windscreen was much the same as another … At last I got out and approached the offending vehicle, and halfway there, the penny dropped. A parking permit on the driver’s side was almost identical to one on my own windscreen. Same town, different area. This was Dennis Farlowe’s car.
         
 
         The breeze continued to ruffle the hedge. After another moment or two, I got back into my car and drove away.
 
         XII
 
         It was dark when I returned. The intervening hours, I’d spent in Church Stretton; partly sitting in a coffee bar, trying to make sense of events; the rest in one of the town’s several camping shops. I’d intended to buy binoculars, but ended up with a small fortune’s worth of equipment: the ’nocs, but also a torch, a waterproof jacket, a baseball cap, a new rucksack – with no real idea of what I was doing, I had a clear sense of needing to be prepared. I bought a knife, too. The instructions (knives come with instructions: can you believe it?) indicated the efficient angle for sawing through rope.
 
         I believe in coincidence – if they didn’t happen, we wouldn’t need a word for them. But there’s a limit to everything, and coincidence’s limit fell far short of Dennis Farlowe’s presence. He’d looked at Michelle’s postcard, hadn’t he? At the picture side, with the pub’s name on. How long would it take to Google it?
 
         Another possibility was that he already knew where it was; had already intended to come here. Which opened up various avenues, all reaching into the dark.
 
         Whatever the truth of it, if not for the weather, I’d have been here first.
 
         This time I drove straight past the pub and parked in a layby half a mile down the road, then walked back to the Yard, weaving a path with my new finger-sized torch. There was little traffic. When I reached the car park, my watch read 6.15. Dennis’s car was still there.
 
         For four-and-a-half hours I waited in the cold. Lurked is probably the word. Behind its thick velvety curtains the Yard was lit like a spacecraft, yellow spears of light piercing the darkness at odd angles. I could picture Dennis in the restaurant, enjoying a bowl of thick soup, or pork medallions with caramelized vegetables. Memories of my own last meal were too distant to summon. When I could stand it no longer – and was certain he was holed up for the night – I trudged back to my car and drove to a petrol station, where I ate a microwaved pasty. Then I returned to my layby, crawled into the back seat, and tried to get some sleep.
         
 
         But first I rang the Yard of Ale, and asked to speak to Mrs Farlowe. There was a puzzled moment while it was established that there was a Mr Farlowe in residence, but no Mrs. It must have been the inverse of a familiar sort of conversation, if you worked at a hotel desk. I hung up.
         
 
         Sleep was a long time coming.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         It was light by seven, but looked set to be a grey day. I drove back to the pub and a little beyond, hoping to find a vantage point from which I could keep an eye on Dennis’s car. But nowhere answered, the best I could manage being another layby. If Dennis passed, I’d see him. But if he headed another way, he’d be history before I knew it.
 
         I sat. I watched. I’d have listened to the radio, but didn’t want to drain the battery. All I had to occupy me was the road, and the cars that used it. My biggest worry was the possibility that he’d drive past without my recognizing the car, and my next biggest that he’d see me first. There was a third, a godless mixture of the two, in which Dennis saw me without my seeing him: this further confusing a situation which already threatened to leave me at a waterlogged junction, rust-red water lapping at my throat. Is it any wonder I fell asleep? Or at least into that half-waking state where nightmares march in without bothering to knock, and set up their stalls in your hallway. There were more prison visions. Stone walls and tiny barred windows. I came back with a start, the taste of corned beef in my mouth, and a car heading past, Dennis at its wheel. In the same alarmed movement that had brought me out of sleep I turned the ignition, and drove after him. 
         
 
         I’d never tailed anyone before. When you get down to it, hardly anyone’s ever tailed anyone before, and few of us have been tailed. It sounds more difficult than it is. If you’re not expecting it, you’re not likely to notice. I followed Dennis from as far behind as I could manage without losing track, once or twice allowing another car to come between us. This led to anxious minutes – he might turn off; I could end up following a stranger – but at the same time had a relieving effect, as if the intermission wiped the slate clean, leaving my own car fresh and new in his rearview mirror when I took up position again.
 
         But it turned out I couldn’t follow and pay attention to roadsigns at the same time. I’ve no idea where we were when he pulled in at one of those gravelled parking spots below the Long Mynd, leaving me to drive past then stop on the verge a hundred yards on. I grabbed my equipment – the new rucksack holding the waterproof, the torch, the binoculars, the knife – and hurried back.
 
         It was midweek, and there was little evidence of other hikers. Besides Dennis’s, two other cars sat sulking; the rest was empty space, evenly distributed round a large puddle. The surrounding hills looked heavy with rain, and the clouds promised more.
 
         On the far side was a footpath, which would wind up on to the Mynd. That was clearly where he’d gone.
 
         Stopping by the puddle, I pulled the black waterproof from the rucksack; tugged the cap over my eyes. From the puddle’s wavery surface, a bearded stranger peered back. Far behind him, grey skies rolled over themselves.
 
         The footpath dipped through a patch of woodland before setting its sights on the skyline. Just rounding a bend way ahead was Dennis. He wore a waterproof too: a bright red thumbprint on the hillside. If he’d wanted me to be following, he couldn’t have made it easier.
 
         XIII
 
         Twenty minutes later, I’d revised that. He could have made it easier. He could have slowed down a little.
 
         To any other watcher, it might have seemed odd. Here was a man on a hike, on a midweek morning – what was his hurry? Dennis moved like a man trying to set a record. But I wasn’t any other watcher, and his speed only confirmed what I already knew: that this was no hike. Dennis wasn’t interested in exercise or views. He had a specific destination in mind. He’d always known where he was going.
         
 
         I couldn’t tell whether his thighs ached, or his lungs burnt like mine, but I hoped so.
 
         The red jacket bobbed in and out of view. I knew every disappearance was temporary; no way could a red jacket weave itself out of sight forever. But it also seemed that Dennis wasn’t heading for the top. Every time the footpath threatened to broach the summit, he found another that dipped again, and some of them couldn’t entirely be called footpaths. We broached hollows where newly formed ponds had to be jumped, and gaps where I couldn’t trust my feet. I needed both hands on the nearest surface: rock, tree limb, clump of weed. More than once, a fallen tree blocked the way. At the second I was forced to crawl under its trunk, and an absent-minded branch scratched me as I passed, leaving blood on my cheek.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         From the heavy grey clouds, which seemed closer with every minute, I felt the first fat splatter of rain at three o’clock.
 
         I’m not sure why I’d chosen that moment to check my watch. Nor whether I was surprised or not. It can’t have been later than ten when we started, though even that was a guess – what I really felt was that I’d never been anywhere else, doing anything else; that all the existence I could remember had been spent in just this manner: following a man in a bright red jacket through an alien landscape. But I do know that two things followed immediately upon my establishing what time it was.
 
         The first was that I realized I was overpoweringly, ravenously hungry.
  
         The second was that I looked up, and Dennis was nowhere in sight.

         
             

         
 
         For some moments I stood still. I was possessed by the same understanding that can fall on a sudden awakening: that if I remain acutely still, refusing to accept the abrupt banishment from sleep, I can slip back, and be welcomed open-armed by the same waiting dream. It never works. It never works. It didn’t work then. When I allowed myself to breathe again, I was exactly where I’d been. The only living thing in sight, nature apart, was a worm at my foot.
         
 
         I took two steps forward, emerging from a canopy of trees. The ground sucked at my feet, and the rain picked up a steadier rhythm.
 
         In the past hundred yards, the terrain had changed. Not four steps ahead, the path widened: I was near the bottom of one of the many troughs Dennis had led me through. Against the hillside rising steeply up to meet the falling rain was sketched the brick outline of what I assumed was a worked-out mine – Michelle and I had seen others like it on our holiday. On the opposite side, the incline was less steep, though you’d have needed hands and feet to scale it. Had Dennis gone that way, he’d have been pinned like a butterfly on a board. And as for directly ahead—
 
         Directly ahead, the valley came to a dead end. The incline to my right became steeper on its passage round this horseshoe shape, and the cliffside in front of me was obscured by a rustic tangle of misshapen trees and unruly bushes. With no sign of Dennis, unless – and there it was: a ribbon of red flapped behind a bush, then merged again with the brown grey and green. A strap from a jacket, nipped by a gust of wind. The rain was coming down harder, as loud as it was wet, and Dennis must have thought this the right place to take shelter … Had Dennis really thought that, though? Or had Dennis just had enough of playing cat-and-mouse?
 
         Hard to say when the game began. When I set off after him on the footpath? When his car passed mine in the layby near the Yard of Ale? Or further back, even; back in my kitchen, with Michelle’s postcard in front of him, and an unused notepad next to the phone? He might have picked up on that clue. Dennis wasn’t a fool. No one could call him a fool.
 
         In fact, now I thought about it, you could almost say he’d drawn it to my attention.
 
         Which might have been the moment to pause. I could have stood in the rain a little longer, my cap soaking to a cardboard mess as memory made itself heard: He reached behind him for the writing tablet on the sill, and scrawled something on it … tore the uppermost leaf from the pad, and pushed it towards me. Was there more to it than that? If Dennis wanted me here, that was a point in favour of being anywhere else. I could have turned and retraced that long long ramble. Reached my car, eventually, and got in it, and driven away.
         
 
         But I didn’t. Momentum carried me forward. Only my cap stayed behind; plucked from my head by a delinquent branch just as I reached the bush I was after: surprise! Dennis’s jacket hung like a scarecrow, flapping in the wind. What a foolish thing. The man must be getting wet.
 
         Something stung my neck, and if it had been a mosquito, it would have been the biggest bastard this side of the equator. But it wasn’t a mosquito.
 
         Brown grey and green. Green grey and brown. Grey brown and
 
         I’d forgotten what the third colour was even as it rushed up to meet me.
 
         XIV
 
         “Do you remember?” he asks.
 
         Well of course I do. Of course I do.
 
         “Do you remember we used to be friends?”
 
         It was long ago. But I remember that too.
 
         I’ll never know what Dennis Farlowe injected me with. Something they use to pacify cows with, probably: it acted instantly, despite not being scientifically applied. He must have stepped from behind and just shoved the damn thing into my neck. I lie now on a three-inch mattress on a concrete floor. The only light spills from a barred window nine foot or so above Dennis’s head. There is a strange object behind him. It reaches into the dark. My rucksack, with all it contains – the knife, especially – is nowhere.
 
         Vision swims in and out of focus. I feel heavy all over, and everything aches.
         
 
         I say, “Where is she?”
 
         “She’s dead.” 
         
 
         And with that, something falls away, as if a circle I never wanted completed has just swum into existence, conjured from the ripples of a long-ago splash.
 
         “But then, you already know that. You killed her.”
 
         I try to speak. It doesn’t come out right. I swallow. Try again. “That’s your plan?”
 
         He cocks his head to one side.
 
         “To make out I did it? To kill her, and make out—”

         But that same head shakes in denial.
 
         “I think,” he says, “we need to clarify some issues.”
 
         It is only now that I realize what that strange object behind Dennis is. It is a ladder. There is no door into this room; there is only a ladder out of it. This reaches up to a trap in the ceiling.
 
         And at almost the same time I realize that the room is part of a pair; that the shadow against one wall is actually a space leading somewhere else. And that somebody is hovering on that threshold.
 
         “I don’t mean your wife,” Dennis goes on. “I mean mine.”
 
         The somebody walks forward.
 
         Michelle says, “I found the locket.”
 
         XV
 
         At last she nods. All this is fine. Barring one small detail. 
         
 
         “We need to unwrap these bottles,” she says to Dennis Farlowe. 
         
 
         “Because?” 
         
 
         “So he can’t stack them. Build himself a staircase.” 
         
 
         She looks up at the barred window, about the size of eight bricks laid side by side, containing no glass. 
         
 
         “You think he can squeeze through that?” 
         
 
         “We’re leaving him a tin-opener. He might hack a bigger hole.” 
         
 
         “He wants to treat that thing with care. If he doesn’t want to starve to death.” But he concedes that she has a point. “You’re right, though. We’ll unwrap them.” 
         
 
         In fact, she does this after he leaves. Leaves to return home; to find out what David’s up to. To give him a nudge in the direction of the postcard. 
         
 
         Some things are best not left to chance. 
         
 
         XVI

         “I believed you,” she says. “For so long, I believed you. I mean, I always knew you had a thing for Jane – I’d have had to be blind not to – but I honestly, truly didn’t think you’d killed her. Raped and killed her.”
 
         I so much want to reply to this, to deliver a devastating refutation, but what can I say? What can I say? That I never wanted it to happen? That would sound lame, in the circumstances. Of course I never wanted it to happen. Look where it’s left me.
         
 
         “But then I found her locket, where you’d kept it all these years. Behind that tile in the bathroom. Dear god, I thought. What’s this? What’s this?”
 
         Jane and I had grown close, and that’s the truth of it. But there are missteps in any relationship, and it’s possible that I misread certain signs. But I never wanted any of it to happen. Or have I already said that?
 
         “But Dennis recognized it.”
 
         And there you go. What precisely is going on with you and Dennis, I want to ask. Am I supposed to lie here while she reveals how close they’ve become? But lie here is all I can do. My limbs are like tree trunks. There is an itch at my neck, where Dennis stuck me with his needle.
         
 
         “And those other women,” she continues. “The way you made it look random – the way you killed them to make it look random. How can you live with yourself, David? How could I have lived with you? You know what everyone thinks when this happens. They always think the same thing – that she must have known. They’ll think I must have known.”
         
 
         So it’s all about you, I want to tell her. But don’t.
 
         “You told me you were at a conference.”
 
         Well, I could hardly tell you where I really was, I want to explain. I was doing it for us, can’t you see that? To take Jane’s story and put it at a remove, so we could continue with our lives. Besides, I was at a conference. Or registered at one, anyway; was there enough to make my presence felt. It passed muster, didn’t it? Or it did until Dennis came back, and poured poison in your ear. 
         
 
         Did you really just find the locket, Michelle? Or did you go looking for it? It was the one keepsake I allowed myself. Everything else, all those events of twelve years ago – my seven-year itch – they happened to somebody else. Or might as well have done.
 
         And I thought things were okay again. That’s why I came looking for you. I didn’t think your disappearance had anything to do with all that. All that was over long ago. And you said you loved me – in your note, you said I love you. Or was that just part of your trap?
         
 
         And now Dennis says, “She’s right, you know. All this will reflect on her. It always does. And that’s not right. You destroyed my life, you ended Jane’s. You killed those other poor women. You can’t destroy Michelle’s, too. We won’t let you.”
 
         At last I find my voice again. “You’re going to kill me.”
 
         “No,” Dennis says. “We’re going to leave you alone.”
 
         And very soon afterwards, that’s exactly what they do.
 
         
             

         
 
         I sometimes wonder whether anyone is looking for me, but not for very long. They’ll have parked my car far away, near an unpredictable body of water; the kind which rarely returns its victims. Besides, everyone I spoke to thought Michelle had disappeared of her own accord – only I believed otherwise; only I attached weight to the clue so carefully left me. I remember the conversation with her sister, and it occurs to me that of course Michelle had spoken to her – of course Elizabeth knew Michelle was fine. She had promised not to breathe a word to me, that was all. Just one more thing to be produced in evidence when Michelle returns, and I do not.
         
 
         She hadn’t known I’d take it so hard, she’ll say.
 
         I never imagined he’d take his own life—
         
 
         Meanwhile, I have drunk one hundred and three two-litre bottles of water; eaten eighty-nine tins of tuna fish, forty-seven of baked beans, ninety-four of corned beef. There are many hundreds left. Possibly thousands. I do not have the will to count them.
 
         I already know there’s a lifetime’s supply. 
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         THEY STOOD OUTSIDE the plate glass window at the bus station,  because inside was so bright and cheerful, so full of happy  milling people, that neither could bear it.
         
 
         The cold was channelled here, into a snaking stream that lapped  at their ankles, a bitter snapping cold that chilled them both. His  eyes were fixed on the ground and she could feel him shrinking,  sinking into the concrete.
 
         “Jees-ho!” She shivered theatrically, trying to bring his attention  back to her.
 
         Chris looked at her and pulled the zip up at his neck, making a  defiant face that said, see? I can look after myself, I know to do my  coat up against the cold. They were huddled in their coats, shoulders  up at their ears, each alone.
 
         He tried to smile at her but she glanced down at the bag on the  floor because his eyes were so hard to look into. The backlit adverts  tinged the ground an icy pink and she saw that Chris had put the  heel of his bag in a puddle.
 
         “Bag’s getting soggy,” she smiled nervously, keeping her eyes averted.
 
         He looked at it, dismayed at yet another fuck-up, and then  shrugged, shaking his head a little, as if trying to shake off the  concern she must be feeling. “Dry out on the bus.”
 
         She nodded, “Yeah, it’ll get hot in there.”
 
         “Phew,” he looked away down the concrete fairway. “Last time I  only had a T-shirt and jeans on and I was sweating like a menopausal  woman.” 
         
 
          His turn of phrase made her mouth twitch.
 
         “When I got off I had salt rings under my arms.”
 
         She tutted disbelievingly.
 
         “True,” he insisted. “I stood still at King’s Cross and a couple of deer came up and licked me.”
 
         She smirked away from him, felt her eyes brimming up at the same time and frowned to cover it up.
 
         “One of them offered me a tenner for a gobble, actually.”
 
         She was crying and laughing at the same time, spluttering ridiculously, the pink glow from the adverts glinting off her wet cheeks. His whole fucking venture depended on a lie and she wasn’t a good liar.
         
 
         “So,” she wiped her face and turned back to him, “so when you get there you’re off to—”
 
         “My Auntie Margie’s, yeah.” He had done her the courtesy of looking away, giving her the chance to get it together before he looked back. “Yeah, she’ll be waiting in for me, got my room ready.”
 
         “D’you get on with her?”
 
         Chris shrugged, “She’s my auntie … ”
 
         He tipped gently forward on his heels, leaning out into the brutal wind beyond the shelter. A coach pulled past the mouth of the bus station, slowly, dim yellow lights behind the shaded windows. They both saw the rabbit-ear side mirrors. It was a luxury coach, luxury in as much as coaches ever could be. Full of fat tourists coming to see the Castle and the Mile, the pantomime of the city. Not the London Bus, not Chris’s bus.
 
         He stepped back and they watched the bus pass, heads swinging around in unison like a pair of kittens watching a ball swing in front of them.
 
         “I’ll not get that one,” he said, joking that he had a choice. “I’ll just wait for the shit bus and get that one.”
 
         “Yeah,” she said cheerfully, and looking up saw him flinch, arcing his head back as his neck stiffened. He was still bleeding, she knew, had asked her if it was showing through the seat of his jeans, made her look. It wasn’t showing. She’d given him a fanny pad to put down there and he joked about having a period. She didn’t know who’d raped him, but it was someone they both knew, or else he wouldn’t be leaving. He confided in her because she was mousey, would give him the money for the ticket without asking too much detail, wouldn’t make him go to the police.
         
 
         It came suddenly, a hot molten gush of dread from the base of her gut, rolling up her chest until it bubbled and burst out of her mouth: “Don’t go.” Her voice was flat and loud, ridiculous, a voice from the middle of a heated argument.
 
         Chris looked at her, eyebrows tented pitifully. “I have tae … ”
 
         She nodded, looked away.
 
         “I have,” he whispered. “Have to. You’ll come and visit me.”
 
         “Of course. Of course, and we’ll phone all the time.”
 
         “Yeah, phone. We’ll phone.”
 
         As a coach slowly eased its way around the sharp turn into the St Andrew Bus Station, the destination lit up brightly above the windscreen.
 
         The passengers who had waited inside, in the warm, filtered out behind them, talking excitedly, swinging bags, forming a messy queue.
 
         Conscious of the company, Chris shifted his weight, brushing her shoulder lightly, shifting away. She felt the loss quite suddenly, a wrench, another cherished friend swallowed by the promise of London, loading the coach boot with bags stuffed with the offal of their own history.  
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         OF ALL THE gifts with which I’ve been blessed by the Almighty, none is perhaps as striking as my ability to sense the presence of evil. It’s uncanny. I can detect venom behind a benign smile, lust in the loins of a virgin and blackness in the heart of the outwardly virtuous. The first time I was acquainted with this strange power was when I was still a youth, studying in Paris. One of the many churches I visited harboured such a wondrous collection of holy relics that it had become a place of pilgrimage. Local people and visitors to the city flocked to view the sacred bones, leaving coins beside them as a mark of respect. One old woman, to whom my attention was drawn, came to the church every day to pay homage.
         
 
         “She’s an example to us all,” I was told in a respectful whisper. “Though she’s seen seventy summers or more, she never misses her daily visit to the shrine. Behold her, Gerald.”
 
         I did as I was bidden and watched her with care. After trudging down the aisle with the help of a stick, she lowered herself painfully to her ancient knees, dropped a coin on to the pile before her then bent her head in prayer. There she stayed until the discomfort grew too great. Hauling herself to her feet, she genuflected before the altar then struggled back down the aisle. It was a touching sight and I was duly moved – until, that is, she passed within a foot of me.
 
         “Isn’t she remarkable?” said my companion.
 
         “In some ways, she is,” I conceded.
 
         “Such dedication is inspiring. Truly, she is a species of saint.” 
         
 
         I was blunt. “I don’t feel that she’s ready for canonization yet.”
 
         My comment was felt to be unkind but I held my ground with characteristic tenacity. I knew something was amiss. Witnessed from a distance, the old woman’s commitment was stimulating. She herself had become an object of veneration. When she brushed past me, however, I caught a scent that was less than saintly. Keeping my thoughts to myself, I returned to my studies and lost myself in the beauty of the Scriptures.
 
         On the following day, I made sure that I was in the same church at exactly the same time. The woman was punctual. Through the door she came as the bell of the nearby abbey was signalling tierce. I let her shuffle past me and make her way to the side chapel where the relics were housed. She was so preoccupied with the effort of lowering herself to her knees that she didn’t see me sink down a yard away from her. Like me, she deposited a small coin on the altar rail then lowered her head in prayer. The difference between us was that I kept my eyes open so that I could watch her.
 
         What I saw outraged me. Down went her head and up it came again in a movement so slight as to be invisible to anyone not right beside her. As it went down once more, her lips fastened upon a coin and lifted it up before dropping it into a fold in her gown. Instead of praying to her Maker, she was instead plundering the church. In place of the one coin she had deposited, I counted over a dozen that she took. She was nothing but a common thief. I reported what I’d seen and, though nobody believed me, it was agreed that the old woman would be kept under surveillance the next day. Almost twenty coins were filched by her greedy lips on that occasion. Arrest and retribution soon followed.
 
         I was thanked and congratulated. “How on earth did you spy her out?” I was asked.
 
         “It’s a gift from God,” I replied.
 
         “What’s your name, young man?”
 
         “Gerald de Barri – though some call me Gerald of Wales.”
 
         
             

         
 
         By the time I accompanied Archbishop Baldwin on his journey around my native country to find recruits for the Third Crusade, I was in my early forties and held, among other positions, that of  archdeacon of Brecon in the diocese of St David’s. Instances of my  remarkable skill in unmasking wrongdoers wherever I went are far  too numerous to recount so I’ll merely offer one case that’s  emblematic of them all. It occurred near Usk and tested my powers  to the limit.
         
 
         Thanks to a sermon by Archbishop Baldwin, an address by that  good man, William, Bishop of Llandaff, and some stirring words in  both Latin and French from myself – my contribution was much  admired – a large group of men was signed for the Cross. To the  astonishment of all but me, many of those converted were notorious  robbers, highwaymen and horse thieves from the area, evil men  who sought to cleanse themselves by taking part in a holy crusade.  Their strong arms could now be put to a useful purpose. Before we  could make our way to Caerleon, we were diverted by a commotion  in Usk itself. I was sent to investigate.
 
         Murder was afoot. Idwal the Harpist, a man renowned for his  glorious voice and nimble musicianship, had been a guest at the  home of Owain ap Meurig where he’d entertained the family for  three nights. The harpist was due to visit Monmouth Castle but he  never arrived and nobody who lived along the road that would  have taken him there had seen him pass by. Idwal had vanished  into thin air. Foul play was suspected. It fell to Roger de Brionne to  accuse Owain of the crime to his face. Tempers flared up into a  veritable inferno.
 
         Nobody is better placed than I to understand the deep hatred and  mutual fear that exists between the Welsh and the Norman aristocracy.  Born at Manorbier Castle in Dyfed, I’m a man of mixed  blood, having kinsfolk from both nations. I share in the privileges of  conquest while sympathizing, to a lesser extent, with the conquered.  When it came to mediating in a dispute between two sworn enemies,  Owain and Roger, who could doubt my credentials or match my  wide experience? I felt obliged to offer my services.
         
 
         After prising accused and accuser apart, I first talked to Owain ap  Meurig at his house. A local chieftain whose family had held estates  in the region for generations, he was a proud, fierce, white-haired man in his sixties with the build and attitudes of a warrior. It took me some time to calm him down and to assure him that – unlike Roger de Brionne – I had no prejudice against the Welsh. He was impressed by the fact that I’d heard Idwal the Harpist and was able to talk knowledgeably about him. The Welsh consider the playing of the harp to be the greatest of all accomplishments. Idwal was without peer.
         
 
         “I hear that he stayed with you for three nights,” I said.
 
         “That’s true,” answered Owain. “He bewitched us all with the magic of his art. My late wife and my niece learned to master the instrument but they could not compare with Idwal.”
 
         “Did you see him off at your door?”
 
         “I waved until he was out of sight. He’d delighted us so much that I rewarded him handsomely and pressed him to come again.”
 
         “Who else saw him leave?” I asked.
 
         Owain bristled. “Is my word not good enough for you?”
 
         “Of course, my friend – but corroboration is always useful.”
 
         “You sound as if you don’t believe me.”
 
         “I accept your word without question, Owain.”
 
         That seemed to reassure him. “Well, then,” he said. “There was someone else who bade him farewell – my niece, Gwenllian. She had cause to be grateful to Idwal. He found time to listen to her playing the harp and favoured her with advice. Gwenllian was thrilled.”
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