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Chapter 1 – Arrival in Mallorca



The taxi driver had insisted, with the particular fatalism of a man who has made this same drive a thousand times and expects to make it a thousand more before he dies, that the road narrowed considerably once they left the airport roundabout, and Grace Whitmore, watching the flat scrubland give way by degrees to terraced groves of almond and olive, found herself thinking that this was precisely the kind of observation her late husband would have written down in the little leather notebook he carried everywhere, not because it was remarkable in itself but because he had believed, with an earnestness she had once found tiresome and now missed unbearably, that the small unremarked details of a place were the only honest way of knowing it.

She was sixty-one years old, recently and not entirely voluntarily retired from thirty-four years of teaching English literature to adolescents who had, in the main, resisted her efforts to make them love it, and she had come to Mallorca for no reason she could have defended under cross-examination beyond a vague and faintly embarrassing sense that a woman of her age and circumstances was owed a season somewhere the light fell differently. The Airbnb, when the taxi finally deposited her before it, sat at the end of a dirt track some four kilometers outside Palma, in a village whose name she had practiced pronouncing on the flight and had already, she suspected, mangled beyond recognition—a low stone finca with green shutters gone the soft grey-green of old copper, half-swallowed by a bougainvillea that had clearly not been pruned with any conviction in several years, and a courtyard paved in irregular flagstones that tilted, here and there, toward drains long since silted with fallen leaves.

The owner, a woman named Pilar who managed the property for an absentee cousin in Barcelona, met her with the keys and a manner of brisk kindness that Grace recognized from thirty years of parent-teacher conferences as the manner of someone who has explained the same things many times and has learned to compress the explanation without losing the warmth. The water heater required patience, Pilar said, tapping the side of the tank as though it were an old friend with a known temperament. The internet was better in the kitchen than in the bedroom, for reasons Pilar clearly considered self-evident and did not elaborate on. There was a woman two doors down, Señora Ferrer, who sold eggs and vegetables from her own garden if Grace didn’t mind knocking, and there was a café in the village square, the Café Can Bernat, where the coffee was good and the owner spoke passable English and would, Pilar said with the faint smile of someone imparting genuinely useful intelligence, tell her anything she wanted to know about anyone in the village, whether or not it was true.

Grace thanked her, and meant it, and watched from the courtyard gate as Pilar’s small white car bumped back down the dirt track and turned onto the paved road toward the village, leaving behind a settling curtain of dust that hung gold in the late sun before it thinned and vanished. Then she was alone, properly alone, in a way she had not quite been since the airport, and she stood for a moment simply listening—to the cicadas beginning their ratcheting warm-up in the grass beyond the wall, to a wind moving through the olive trees on the hillside with a sound like distant water, to nothing at all that spoke of England, of the school she had left, of the house she had sold, of anything that belonged to the life she had, six weeks ago, packed into two suitcases and left behind.

She did what she always did on arriving anywhere new, which was to walk the perimeter of the space slowly, touching things, before she permitted herself to unpack—a habit she had never examined closely enough to name but which she understood, dimly, to be about establishing some sense of ownership over a place that did not yet know her. The finca had three rooms on the ground floor: a kitchen with a great scarred wooden table that had clearly hosted decades of family meals before whatever combination of inheritance and emigration had turned it over to strangers passing through, its surface scored with the pale ghost-marks of knives and hot pans going back, she guessed, further than anyone currently living could account for; a sitting room with a fireplace that showed no sign of recent use and a bookshelf populated mostly by paperback thrillers left behind by previous tenants in four or five languages, their spines cracked and sun-faded, the detritus of a hundred forgotten holidays; and a small room off the kitchen, barely large enough for its narrow bed and washstand, that Pilar had mentioned, almost as an afterthought, had once been the maid’s room, back when the finca had belonged to a family grand enough to keep one.

Upstairs, under the beamed roof, was the bedroom Grace would sleep in, its window looking out not toward the sea, which she had half hoped for and had known, from the listing, not to expect, but toward a hillside terraced in the old style, dry stone walls holding back centuries of soil, olive trees silvering in a wind she could not yet feel but could see moving through their leaves like something breathing. She set her suitcases on the bed and opened the shutters wide, and the room filled at once with the resinous, dust-and-thyme smell of the Mediterranean evening, a smell so unlike anything in her previous life that she felt something in her chest loosen slightly, some knot she had not been fully aware of carrying.

She unpacked with the particular thoroughness of a woman who had lived alone for six years and had come, in that time, to find a kind of order in domestic ritual that she would once have called compulsive and now simply called comfort. Blouses on hangers, arranged by color without her quite deciding to arrange them that way. Books—she had brought eleven, an absurd number for six weeks, but she had never in her life trusted a place to have the right book in it when she needed it—stacked on the nightstand in the order she intended to read them, though she suspected, even as she stacked them, that the order would not survive contact with actual reading. Her late husband’s watch, which she did not wear but could not leave behind either, went into the drawer of the nightstand, wrapped in the same handkerchief it had traveled in for six years now, a small ritual of grief so worn smooth by repetition that it had stopped, mostly, hurting, and had become instead simply a thing she did, like locking a door.

There was a wardrobe with a door that stuck and required, she discovered after several attempts, a firm lift at the hinge before it would swing free, and a small writing desk beneath the window that she suspected she would use far more for postcards never sent than for anything resembling the journal she had half-promised herself she would keep. She arranged her toiletries in the bathroom with the same instinctive order, and stood for a moment looking at her own face in a mirror slightly warped with age, thinking that she looked, if anything, less tired than she had in London, though whether that was the light or the six-hour remove from her old life she couldn’t yet say.

By the time she had finished, the light outside had shifted into that particular late-afternoon gold that she associated, for reasons she could not have articulated, with the closing chapters of certain novels—the gold that meant something was ending well, or was about to, or wanted you to believe it was—and she stood at the bedroom window for a long moment simply watching it move across the terraced hillside, thinking that she had made, whatever else was true of the decision, a reasonably good choice of light.

She made tea in a kitchen not yet familiar enough to be efficient in, finding the kettle by process of elimination and the tea itself, thankfully, already in her suitcase, because she had learned on previous travels that the availability of decent tea in unfamiliar countries could not be relied upon and was not a thing she was prepared to negotiate on holiday. She carried the cup out to the courtyard and sat on a low stone bench beside the bougainvillea, and it was there, in the gathering blue of the evening, with the cicadas reaching the full ratcheting pitch of their chorus and the first lights coming on in the village below, scattered gold points against the darkening hillside, that she allowed herself to feel, for the first time since her husband’s death, something that was not quite happiness but stood close enough to it to be mistaken for it in poor light—a settling, a sense of having arrived not merely at a place but at a pause, the kind of pause a sentence takes before its final clause, though she would not have called it that at the time, would not have thought in those terms at all until very much later, when the shape of everything that was about to happen had made the metaphor impossible to avoid.

The cicadas went on. The light went from gold to violet to the deep unlit blue that came, she would learn, very quickly in this part of the world, dusk arriving and departing almost within the same breath, as though the island had no patience for lingering transitions. Somewhere down in the village a dog barked twice and was answered by another, farther off, and then the two of them fell silent together, as though some private argument had been settled. Grace finished her tea, rinsed the cup in a sink that ran cold and then, after some negotiation with an unfamiliar tap, briefly and alarmingly hot, and went up to bed with one of her eleven books, feeling, as she climbed the narrow stairs in a house that was not hers and would never entirely feel like hers, the particular contentment of a woman who has, for six weeks at least, no obligations to anyone, and does not yet know how quickly that will cease to be true.

She woke early, out of habit rather than necessity, to a light so different from the grey diffusion she had known for six decades that for a disoriented moment she could not place where she was—only that the ceiling above her was beamed rather than plastered, and that the sound coming through the shutters was not traffic but birdsong, a raucous overlapping conversation of species she couldn’t name, punctuated by what she would later learn was a hoopoe calling from somewhere in the olive terraces, its odd hollow whoop-whoop-whoop as strange and lovely as anything she’d heard in thirty years of English mornings.

She made coffee—instant, apologetically, having not yet worked out the small stovetop espresso pot she’d found in a cupboard and suspected would defeat her for several days yet—and drank it standing in the courtyard in her dressing gown, watching the mist burn slowly off the hillside as the sun cleared the ridge to the east. The dry stone walls she had admired the evening before in gold light looked, in the flatter morning light, more workmanlike and less romantic, and she found she preferred them this way, evidence of generations of actual labor rather than merely picturesque backdrop, though she suspected this was the sort of distinction that only a woman on holiday, with no labor of her own to perform, could afford to draw.

By nine she had dressed and eaten a breakfast assembled from what Pilar had left in the kitchen—bread gone slightly stale, a jar of local honey, a handful of almonds she found, when she cracked one open with the back of a spoon, still faintly green and bitter at the center—and set out on foot down the dirt track toward the village, a canvas bag over her shoulder with a bottle of water, a paperback she had no real intention of reading, and a small notebook that was not her husband’s but had been bought, guiltily, in the same stationer’s shop where she had once bought his, as though continuing some tradition she had never quite articulated even to herself.

The track ran for perhaps a kilometer before it joined a narrow paved road, and the road, in turn, curved down through a landscape that struck her, at every turn, as almost aggressively picturesque in a way that felt slightly unfair to the villages of her own country—dry stone terraces stepping down the hillsides in long patient curves, silver-green olive groves interspersed with fig trees whose broad leaves cast pools of deep shade, and here and there a finca like her own, shuttered and quiet, or occupied, judging by the washing strung between two posts and the dog that barked at her from behind a gate before losing interest entirely. She passed an elderly man on a bicycle so old and so heavily laden with two sacks of what she took to be feed that she marveled he could balance it at all, and he lifted two fingers from the handlebar in a kind of salute that she returned, feeling absurdly pleased by the exchange.

The village, when she reached it, announced itself first by the sound of it—a church bell striking some hour she hadn’t been counting, the clatter of a delivery van reversing into a narrow street too small for it, a burst of conversation from an open doorway—and then by the sight of it: a cluster of honey-colored stone buildings arranged, with the pleasing illogic of places that predate zoning, around a central square dominated by a church whose bell tower she had heard from some distance before she saw it, its façade weathered to the color of old bone, a Gothic rose window set above the door like a single watchful eye. The square itself was shaded by three enormous plane trees, their trunks scarred and pollarded into thick knuckled fists from decades of pruning, beneath which a scattering of café tables sat mostly empty at this hour, chairs still upturned on one or two of them, a waiter in an apron sweeping the previous night’s debris into a dustpan with unhurried thoroughness.

This, she understood without needing to be told, was the Café Can Bernat that Pilar had mentioned, and she settled herself at one of the tables not yet swept beneath, ordering a coffee from a man who introduced himself, in the unbothered way of someone who has performed this introduction ten thousand times, as Bernat himself, the café’s owner, a broad-shouldered man in his fifties with forearms that suggested he had not always made his living pouring coffee. His English was, as Pilar had promised, entirely serviceable, inflected with an accent that turned his vowels warm and rounded, and he asked her, without any particular urgency, whether she was staying nearby, and when she named the finca, his eyebrows rose fractionally in a way she couldn’t quite read—recognition, certainly, though whether of the property or the family who’d once owned it she couldn’t have said, and he moved on before she could ask, called back inside by some demand from the kitchen.

She drank her coffee slowly, watching the square fill by degrees as the morning advanced—two elderly women in black, arm in arm, making their unhurried way toward the church; a group of children on bicycles executing lazy figure-eights around the plane trees with the total unselfconsciousness of the very young; a postal van that parked, apparently illegally, directly in front of the church steps while its driver ran letters into three separate doorways in quick succession. She found herself, not for the first time since her husband’s death, cataloguing the scene the way she might once have annotated a passage for her students—not merely observing it but reading it, looking for the details that would tell her something true about the place, a habit so ingrained after thirty-four years of teaching that she doubted it would ever entirely leave her, however much she might, on a good day, wish it would.

After her coffee she walked the village properly, following streets that narrowed until two people could not comfortably pass without one stepping into a doorway, streets that opened without warning into small unexpected plazas with a single fig tree or a dry fountain at their center, streets that climbed steeply enough that she found herself, twice, obliged to stop and pretend interest in a shuttered window while she caught her breath. She found a small grocer’s shop with a hand-lettered sign and bought bread, tomatoes, a wedge of local cheese wrapped in waxed paper by a woman who spoke no English at all but conducted the entire transaction through smiles and pointed fingers with such good humor that Grace left feeling she had made a friend. She found the village’s one other café, smaller and more austere than Can Bernat, empty except for two old men playing dominoes in total silence, and a church whose door, when she tried it, opened onto a cool dim interior smelling of candle wax and stone, where she sat for ten minutes in a back pew for no reason she could have named beyond a lifelong habit of sitting quietly in old churches when she found them open.

She found, too, on the northern edge of the village, a small municipal notice board bolted to the wall beside what she took to be the town hall, papered over with flyers in Catalan and Spanish—a lost cat, a concert announcement, a notice about water restrictions she couldn’t fully parse—and among them, curling slightly at one corner as though it had been up longer than the others, a black-and-white photocopied poster of a woman’s face above a block of text she could make out only in fragments: a name, Marta something, and a date, and the word desaparecida, which she did not need her rusty schoolgirl Spanish to translate, and which she stood looking at for rather longer than the moment warranted before telling herself, firmly, that missing person notices were surely common enough in any village and that there was no reason whatsoever to feel the small cold finger that had, just briefly, touched the back of her neck.

By early afternoon the heat had built to something that made the shade of the plane trees genuinely necessary rather than merely pleasant, and she made her way back up the track to the finca with her canvas bag heavier with groceries, footsore in a way that felt earned rather than merely tiring, and thinking, as she climbed, that she had not in some years spent a day so entirely without obligation, so entirely at the mercy of her own curiosity, and that whatever else this six weeks turned out to hold, she was already glad, on the strength of one morning alone, that she had come.

She spent the remainder of the afternoon in the shaded corner of the courtyard with her book, though she found, as the hours passed, that she read the same page several times without absorbing it, her attention drawn repeatedly to the play of light through the bougainvillea, to the distant chime of a goat bell somewhere on the hillside, to the small ordinary business of a lizard sunning itself on the flagstones near her feet and then vanishing, in a single liquid motion, into a crack in the wall the moment she moved. She made a simple supper from the bread and cheese and tomatoes she’d bought that morning, eating at the scarred kitchen table with the shutters thrown open to the last of the evening light, and afterward she sat again in the courtyard with a glass of the local wine Bernat had recommended without her asking, watching the same slow transformation of gold to violet to deep unlit blue that had so struck her the evening before, though tonight it seemed to arrive faster still, as though the island were growing impatient with her attempts to observe it properly.

It was full dark, and she had gone up to bed with her book—further, this time, than the page she’d stalled on that afternoon, the story finally beginning to take hold of her attention in the particular way that only happens once a mind has stopped fighting the unfamiliarity of a new place—when she heard it: a sound so slight that she would, on any other night, have dismissed it as the house settling, or a lizard, or the wind working at some loose shutter she hadn’t yet learned to secure. A soft scrape, unmistakably deliberate, from the direction of the front door two floors below.

She lay still for a moment, listening, telling herself with the particular firmness of a woman who has lived alone for six years and has learned not to indulge every small alarm that it was nothing, that old houses made a hundred sounds a night that meant nothing at all, that she was a sixty-one-year-old Englishwoman on holiday in a peaceful Mallorcan village and not a character in one of the paperback thrillers gathering dust on the sitting-room shelf. But the sound did not repeat itself in the way that wind or settling wood would have, a single event and then silence rather than a rhythm, and after perhaps a minute of lying rigid in the dark she found she could not, in good conscience, simply return to her book without knowing.

She rose, pulling her dressing gown around her against a chill that was more nerves than temperature, and made her way down the narrow stairs with a caution that felt, even to her, faintly absurd—one hand trailing the wall, feet finding each stone step with exaggerated care, as though she expected to encounter something in the dark rather than merely to confirm that she had imagined the whole thing. The kitchen, when she reached it, was empty and unremarkable in the moonlight coming through the window over the sink, the scarred table exactly as she’d left it, the wine glass rinsed and standing upside down on the draining board.

It was only when she crossed toward the front door, meaning to check that it was properly locked and be done with the whole exercise, that she saw it: a pale rectangle of paper lying just inside the threshold, on the flagstones where the door’s lowest gap allowed the faintest draft to stir it slightly, as though it had only just come to rest. Her first instinct, absurd in retrospect, was that Pilar had left some further instruction about the water heater or the internet, some detail forgotten in the earlier handover, and she almost laughed at her own jumpiness as she bent to retrieve it. But even before she had picked it up she understood, from the handwriting alone—an urgent, uneven scrawl, quite unlike the careful printed notes Pilar had left on the kitchen counter, the ink pressed hard enough into the paper that it had nearly torn through in places—that this was not administrative.

She carried it to the kitchen and switched on the overhead light, an act that felt, in that moment, oddly significant, as though she were choosing to see something clearly that some other part of her would have preferred to leave in shadow. The note was written in English, which struck her immediately as strange—not Catalan, not Spanish, but English, and not the careful, slightly formal English of a non-native speaker being cautious with an unfamiliar language, but the English of someone who had simply reached for the words nearest to hand in a moment of genuine urgency. It read, in its entirety:

Mrs. Whitmore—I know who you are and what you did in England. I need someone who understands how to find the truth in old things. Meet me at Café Can Bernat, 9:30 tomorrow morning. Come alone. Trust no one else in this village, not even the police. If I am not there, it means I could not come safely. Please, I am afraid, and I do not know who else to ask.

There was no signature.

Grace read it twice, and then a third time, standing at the kitchen table in her dressing gown with the overhead light casting everything in a flat, unflattering brightness that seemed entirely wrong for the moment, as though such a message deserved candlelight, or moonlight, or at the very least some acknowledgment from the room itself that something had shifted. She turned the paper over, looking for anything further—a name, a mark, anything—but the reverse was blank, and the paper itself was ordinary, the kind sold in any stationer’s shop on the island, offering no clue as to its origin.

I know who you are and what you did in England. She read the line again, feeling something cold settle low in her stomach, because there was, of course, no great secret in her past that she was aware of—no scandal, no crime, nothing that could plausibly be construed as something requiring the vague menace of what you did—unless the writer meant something else entirely, something she could not yet guess at, some confusion of identity or some knowledge she did not possess about herself. She thought, with a small unwelcome lurch, of the notice board in the village square that afternoon, the curling black-and-white poster with its single Spanish word she had not needed translating, and told herself, without entirely believing it, that the two things could not possibly be connected, that she had been in the country not yet twenty-four hours and it was surely absurd to imagine herself already entangled in anything at all.

And yet. She sat down heavily at the kitchen table, the note flat before her under the unforgiving light, and found that her hands, when she looked at them, were not quite steady. Whoever had written this knew her name—not merely a guest at this address, but Mrs. Whitmore specifically, which meant they had known, before she had unpacked so much as a single suitcase, precisely who would be sleeping in this house. They knew, or believed they knew, something about her past that she did not recognize in herself. And they had come, in the deep dark of a village she had explored for the first time only that morning, close enough to her door to slide a folded sheet of paper beneath it without waking her, without being seen, without leaving behind so much as a footprint she could later find in the dust of the threshold.

She sat with the note for a long time, the kitchen silent around her but for the faint tick of the cooling stove and, somewhere beyond the shuttered window, the ongoing conversation of the cicadas, indifferent to whatever had just entered her small rented life. She thought of Pilar’s parting words about Bernat, that he would tell her anything she wanted to know about anyone in the village, whether or not it was true, and wondered whether the meeting proposed for nine-thirty the next morning was itself some elaborate misdirection, or whether it was, as the note’s raw and unpolished urgency seemed to suggest, something closer to a genuine plea from someone genuinely afraid.

She did not sleep again that night, not properly—she returned to bed because there was nothing else to be done with the hours before dawn, but she lay a long time with the note on the nightstand beside her husband’s watch, listening to the house’s unfamiliar sounds with a new and specific attention, and thinking, as the sky beyond the shutters began at last to grey toward morning, that whatever she had come to Mallorca seeking, it had, in the space of a single day, found her first.
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Chapter 2 – The Inspector’s Warning



By the time the light through the shutters had gone from grey to the pale gold of proper morning, Grace had already decided, with the particular clarity that comes after a night spent awake rather than asleep, that she would not simply appear at the Café Can Bernat at half past nine to meet an anonymous stranger who knew her name and claimed some unspecified knowledge of her past. She was not, whatever the note’s writer might have supposed, a woman inclined to walk unaccompanied into situations she did not understand, however many decades of solitary travel might have given her a taste for independence; thirty-four years of managing adolescent crises, real and imagined, had left her with an unshakeable habit of gathering information before committing to a course of action, and she intended, before anything else, to find out whether there was a police station in the village, and if so, whether anyone in it spoke enough English to make sense of what had happened to her.

She dressed with more care than the errand strictly required—a habit she recognized in herself, the instinct to present a certain competence to officialdom, cultivated across three decades of meetings with parents, governors, inspectors from the local education authority—and made her way down the dirt track and along the winding road into the village for the second time in as many days, the note folded carefully into the inner pocket of her handbag as though it might, left loose, somehow lose whatever evidentiary value it possessed.

The village at eight in the morning wore a different face than it had at nine the previous day: quieter, the café tables still stacked with their chairs, a baker’s van idling outside a shop whose shutters had not yet gone up, two men in overalls loading crates of vegetables onto a handcart with the unhurried economy of people performing a task they had performed every morning of their working lives. She asked directions from a woman sweeping the step outside her own front door, miming a uniform and a badge with more confidence than she felt, and was rewarded with a stream of rapid Catalan and a pointed finger directing her toward a street off the northern edge of the square, not far, she realized with a small jolt, from the notice board where she had seen the missing woman’s photocopied poster the day before.

The police station, when she found it, was smaller and less imposing than she had expected—a converted townhouse, really, distinguishable from its neighbors only by a blue lamp above the door and a small brass plaque reading Policía Local in letters gone slightly green with age. Inside, a young officer sat behind a desk that looked considerably too large for the room, engaged in the kind of paperwork that seemed, from the resigned set of his shoulders, to constitute the bulk of his professional life, and he looked up at her entrance with an expression of mild surprise that suggested foreign visitors were not a common feature of his mornings.

Her Spanish, she discovered within the first exchange, was entirely inadequate to the task of explaining an anonymous note slipped beneath a locked door in the middle of the night, and the young officer’s English, though better than her Spanish, was not markedly so; they arrived, after several minutes of mutual gesturing and a certain amount of repetition, at an impasse that was resolved only when he held up one finger—un momento—and disappeared through a door at the rear of the room, returning a moment later trailed by a second man whose presence changed the temperature of the room entirely.

He was perhaps fifty, tall in the way that made the low-ceilinged station feel smaller still, with the kind of face that had clearly once been handsome in an unremarkable way and had since acquired the deeper, more interesting handsomeness of a man who has spent decades observing other people’s worst moments and has learned, in the process, to keep his own expression carefully neutral. His hair, dark and going grey at the temples with a precision that seemed almost deliberate, was cut close, and he wore, despite the gathering heat of the morning, a jacket over his shirt with a formality that struck Grace as belonging to an older generation of policing than the young officer’s short sleeves suggested was now standard. He introduced himself, in English that was not merely competent but genuinely fluent, inflected with an accent that placed the stress on syllables an English speaker would not, as Inspector Mateo Alvarez, and asked, with a courtesy that did not entirely disguise a professional watchfulness, how he might be of assistance.

Grace found herself, in the telling, more flustered than she had expected to be—she had rehearsed the account on the walk down from the finca, had intended to present it with the crisp economy she’d once brought to summarizing a term’s worth of a difficult student’s behavior for a headmaster with limited patience, but found instead that the words came out in a rush, the note, the sound at the door, the poster on the notice board she had seen the previous afternoon and could not now stop thinking about, though she was careful, even in her agitation, to distinguish clearly between what she had actually observed and what she merely suspected, a distinction she had spent a career teaching teenagers to make and was not about to abandon now for herself.

Inspector Alvarez listened without interrupting, his dark eyes moving occasionally to the young officer, who had retreated to his desk but was following the conversation with undisguised interest, and when Grace finally produced the note from her handbag and laid it on the counter between them, he did not reach for it immediately but looked at it first, for a long moment, the way a man might look at an object he suspected of being either very important or entirely worthless and had not yet decided which.

“You arrived yesterday,” he said, and it was not quite a question, more a fact he was confirming for his own purposes, his gaze lifting briefly to take in the whole of her—not unkindly, she thought, but with the frank assessing quality of a man whose profession had trained him to read strangers quickly and had, over the years, made the habit involuntary. “And already, someone leaves you a message in the night.”

“I realize how it must sound,” Grace said, and heard in her own voice something of the defensive briskness she had used, once, to fend off skeptical parents. “I’m not in the habit of imagining conspiracies, Inspector. I taught English literature for thirty-four years. I am considerably more used to explaining the significance of things than inventing it.”

Something in his expression shifted very slightly at this—not quite a smile, but the ghost of one, the recognition of a woman who had anticipated being disbelieved and had armed herself accordingly. “I don’t doubt you, Mrs. Whitmore,” he said, and she noted, with a small private start, that he had used her correct name and title without her having offered either, information he could only have taken from the note itself, still lying unread, in any formal sense, between them. “May I?”

She nodded, and he drew a pair of reading glasses from his breast pocket—an oddly domestic gesture from a man who had, until that moment, projected nothing but professional composure—and bent over the note without touching it, his gaze moving across the uneven scrawl with a stillness that told Grace, more clearly than anything he might have said, that whatever he was reading, he was reading carefully, and that he had, in the single unguarded moment before he mastered his own expression, recognized something in it that troubled him.

“Sit, please,” he said, without looking up, gesturing toward a chair against the wall that the young officer hurried to bring forward, and Grace, whose legs had been aching faintly from the walk and whose night’s sleeplessness had begun, in the warmth of the small office, to catch up with her all at once, sat gratefully, watching the Inspector’s face for whatever it might tell her before he chose to tell her himself.

He read it twice through before he spoke again, and Grace, watching him from the chair against the wall, found herself doing what she had done instinctively for three decades with any student whose face gave away more than their words—cataloguing the small involuntary signs, the almost imperceptible tightening at the corner of his mouth when his eyes reached a certain line, the way his thumb pressed once, briefly, against the edge of the paper as though testing its age or origin, the flicker of his gaze toward the young officer at the desk, quick and
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