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Chapter 1: The Strange Delivery



The train from Bern arrived at Interlaken Ost precisely on time, which Grace Whitmore considered a fine omen. She had read somewhere — in a travel magazine left behind in a dentist’s waiting room, the sort of reading that lodges itself permanently in the mind — that Swiss trains operated with a punctuality that bordered on the philosophical, as though the Swiss had decided long ago that tardiness was not merely inconvenient but morally suspect. Standing on the platform now with her rolling case at her side and the Alps rising in every direction like a crown the earth had decided to wear, Grace found she believed it completely.

She was sixty-one years old, recently retired from thirty-two years of teaching secondary school English in Gloucester, and she had promised herself two things upon retirement: that she would finally read the complete works of George Eliot without interruption, and that she would travel somewhere genuinely astonishing before her knees made such ambitions impractical. She had managed the first goal by March. The second had required somewhat more planning, several conversations with her travel agent Philippa, and one mildly terrifying moment at the airport when she had briefly misplaced her passport and spent eleven minutes convinced her adventure was over before it began.

But here she was. Interlaken in early June, the air carrying that particular mountain clarity that made English air seem, in retrospect, like something you had to chew.

The town itself arranged itself between two lakes — the Thunersee to the west and the Brienzersee to the east — and the effect of arriving between them was of being held gently by geography. Grace had studied the map on the train, tracing routes with her finger across the screen of her tablet while a young man across the aisle typed furiously on a laptop and occasionally exhaled with the theatrical suffering of someone composing either a doctoral thesis or a strongly worded letter. The Höheweg, the main promenade, ran straight through the center of town, lined with hotels and shops and the sort of flowers that looked too perfectly arranged to be accidental. Beyond it, the Harder Kulm rose to the north and the great trio of the Eiger, Mönch, and Jungfrau stood to the south, permanent and indifferent to the small busy lives being lived beneath them.

Grace checked into her hotel — a clean, comfortable establishment on a side street off the Höheweg, run by a cheerful woman named Frau Betschart who spoke excellent English and showed Grace to a room with a window that framed a view of the mountains as precisely as a painting — and unpacked with the methodical satisfaction she had always brought to the beginnings of things. Lesson plans, term papers, now hotel rooms. There was a pleasure in arranging one’s possessions into a new space, in making the temporary feel briefly like belonging.

By half past two she was back outside with her walking shoes on and her small canvas bag over her shoulder containing a guidebook, a notebook, her camera, a folding rain jacket, and a packet of digestive biscuits she had brought from home because some habits were simply non-negotiable.

She walked east along the Höheweg first, pausing at a flower stall where an elderly gentleman sold her a single stem of something yellow and cheerful that she couldn’t identify, and then continuing past the Casino Kursaal with its impeccable gardens. The mountains were showing off this afternoon, their upper ridges carrying remnant snow that caught the light and made the whole sky seem brighter by proximity. Grace stopped three times to take photographs, aware that no photograph would capture the particular quality of the air or the way the light seemed to come from multiple directions at once, but taking them anyway because the impulse to preserve beauty was one of humanity’s more forgivable compulsions.

She stopped for coffee at a small café near the river Aare, sitting outside at a metal table and watching the green water pass with the silent urgency of snowmelt that had somewhere important to be. Two swans drifted beneath a bridge. A cyclist rang his bell at a group of tourists who were standing in the bike lane with the universal obliviousness of people encountering something too beautiful to navigate safely.

It was during her second cup of coffee that Grace unfolded the local map she had picked up at the hotel and began tracing afternoon walk possibilities. Her knee had been reliable lately — the new orthotic insoles had made a genuine difference, whatever her daughter Catherine thought about spending money on such things — and she felt ambitious. Frau Betschart had mentioned, while explaining the breakfast times, that the Rugen woods to the west were pleasant in this weather, and that the open grounds of the Höhematte — the large green park running south from the main street — offered clear views of the Jungfrau on clear days.

Grace chose the Höhematte. She was not, by nature, a woodland person. She preferred open views. This was something she had only recently admitted about herself, having spent most of her adult life assuming that a love of nature required a love of being enclosed by it. Retirement, she was discovering, was excellent for learning the truth about oneself.

The Höhematte was precisely as advertised: a wide, well-maintained green expanse with the mountains sitting at its southern edge like an audience that had been waiting patiently. Paragliders drifted overhead, their canopies in reds and yellows and blues, moving with the unhurried grace of objects that had given themselves over entirely to air. Grace watched them for a while, shielding her eyes, following the slow spiral of a blue one as it descended in wide, patient circles toward the northern end of the park.

It was there, at the northern end of the Höhematte near what appeared to be a designated landing area — a flattened, well-trodden section of grass with wind indicators at its edges — that Grace settled herself on a wooden bench to watch the landings. A small group of spectators had gathered in the same spirit. There was something fundamentally satisfying about watching paragliders come in, that long, suspended approach giving way to a final burst of speed and then the abrupt, almost comedic return of gravity as the pilot touched down and the canopy collapsed behind them. Several pilots landed in the time Grace sat there, each one gathering their equipment with the practiced efficiency of people who did this regularly and found the transition between sky and ground unremarkable.

She ate a digestive biscuit. A small dog belonging to a family on a nearby blanket wandered over to investigate and she broke off a corner for it, which she knew she wasn’t supposed to do, and felt no remorse whatsoever.

The mountains were enormous in the southern sky. The Jungfrau’s summit caught a band of cloud and released it slowly. Grace thought about George Eliot, who had never been to Switzerland, or had she? She couldn’t remember. She thought about her flat in Gloucester, the particular quiet of Tuesday mornings that had felt oppressive for the first month of retirement and peaceful for every month since. She thought about Catherine, who was capable and busy and who worried about her mother traveling alone in a way that Grace found both touching and faintly exasperating.

She was thinking about none of these things particularly, which is to say she was in that pleasant alert vacancy of genuine rest, when she heard the distinctive deepening rush of a hang glider coming in low and fast over the tree line to the west.

The hang glider was not a paraglider. Grace had learned the distinction in the past thirty minutes of informal observation: paragliders used soft inflatable wings and descended in slow, spiraling arcs; hang gliders used rigid frames and came in faster, lower, with a more purposeful trajectory that suggested less meditation and more intention. This one was bright orange, the aluminum frame visible beneath the wing fabric, and it came in from the west with a directness that made Grace sit up straighter on her bench.

It was lower than she expected. Lower than the paragliders she had been watching, and descending more steeply, aimed not at the central landing area where the paragliders had been touching down but at the far northern edge of the field, closer to where the Höhematte met the beginning of the town’s peripheral streets. The pilot adjusted, making small corrections with body weight shifts that Grace could see even from this distance, and the hang glider responded with the fluid authority of a well-understood machine.

The small group of spectators near Grace had not yet noticed the hang glider. They were watching a paraglider come in from the east. Grace stood from her bench, partly because standing gave her a better view and partly because some instinct for proximity to interesting things had moved her feet before her conscious mind had approved the motion. She walked north along the edge of the field, keeping to the grass, her canvas bag settling against her hip.

She was perhaps forty meters from the northern edge of the landing zone when she first noticed the two men.

They were standing at the far edge of the field where the grass gave way to a gravel path and, beyond that, a row of hedges. They were standing together, close together, in the manner of people waiting for something specific rather than people enjoying an afternoon in a park. Grace noticed them the way she had always noticed things that were slightly wrong in the peripheral vision of a room: not through deliberate attention but through the accumulated instinct of a woman who had spent three decades watching classrooms for the moment someone was about to do something inadvisable.

They were both men of middle age, perhaps mid-forties to mid-fifties, though it was difficult to be precise at this distance. One was taller, broad-shouldered, wearing a dark jacket despite the warmth of the afternoon, with close-cropped grey hair that caught the light. The other was shorter and slighter, dressed in what appeared to be walking clothes — hiking trousers, a pale technical shirt — though he carried no pack and wore no hiking boots. He was standing slightly behind and to the left of the larger man, which gave the impression of an established hierarchy, and he kept his hands in his trouser pockets in the manner of someone controlling a nervous impulse.

They were both watching the hang glider.

Grace was watching both the hang glider and the men now, her attention dividing itself with the automatic efficiency she had always applied to monitoring a classroom while simultaneously conducting a discussion. The hang glider came down with increasing speed, the orange wing tilting slightly to correct for a crosswind, and the two men on the ground tracked its approach with the focused, unsmiling attention of people who were not watching for the pleasure of watching.

The pilot executed the landing cleanly, running several steps forward as his feet touched the grass, the wing rising slightly behind him and then settling as he brought the glider to a controlled halt. He was young — late twenties, perhaps, with sun-darkened skin and the lean, economical build of someone who spent a great deal of time outdoors — and he was wearing a fitted flight suit in dark grey. He unclipped his harness efficiently and turned immediately toward the two waiting men with the directness of someone who knew exactly who he was looking for and had no interest in the surrounding scenery.

Grace had stopped walking. She was standing perhaps thirty meters away now, near a small information board about the landing field that gave her a reason to be standing in this particular spot. She turned slightly toward the board and let her peripheral vision do the work, a technique she had developed during thirty-two years of pretending not to watch students cheat on vocabulary tests.

The three men came together quickly. There was no greeting that Grace could detect — no handshake, no nod of social acknowledgment. The pilot unzipped a long pocket along the side of his flight suit, one that ran the full length of his torso, and from it he drew something that Grace’s mind initially categorized as a length of pipe or a rolled umbrella before the afternoon light caught it differently and she understood what she was seeing.

It was a scroll. A substantial one, perhaps seventy or eighty centimeters in length when rolled, wrapped in what appeared to be a protective sleeve of plastic or perhaps light canvas. The pilot held it in both hands for a moment, presenting it with a formality that seemed oddly ceremonial given the casual surroundings, and then extended it toward the taller of the two waiting men.

The taller man took the scroll without looking at it. This struck Grace as significant in the way that inversions of expected behavior always struck her as significant — when a student didn’t look at a returned test paper, you knew the grade. When someone received what was clearly an anticipated object and immediately looked not at the object but at the person delivering it, there was calculation in that, a reading of faces before a reading of things.

He held the scroll at his side. The pilot said something — Grace was too far away to hear and could see only the slight movement of his jaw — and the taller man responded with a single nod. Then the shorter man, the one in the hiking clothes, reached into the front pocket of his jacket and produced an envelope.

Grace kept her eyes on the information board. She was reading about approach patterns and wind directions with the focused attention of a woman who found aeronautics genuinely fascinating, which meant she was doing nothing of the sort. The information board was a useful prop. In thirty-two years of teaching she had become an accomplished pretender.

The envelope was unremarkable in itself. Manila, standard commercial size, the sort that could contain anything from a legal document to a birthday card. But it had a particular quality to it that Grace noticed from thirty meters away: it was thick. Not document-thick, not the modest thickness of folded papers, but the compacted, slightly rounded thickness of something that had a great deal of it stacked together under pressure. The envelope had the subtle but unmistakable profile of substantial currency.

The pilot took the envelope with both hands. He did not open it, did not examine the seal, did not perform any of the checking behaviors that might accompany a legitimate transaction conducted in the open air of a public park. He simply received it, tucked it inside his flight suit with the same smooth motion one might use to pocket a set of keys, and gave another small nod.

The exchange was over in less time than it had taken Grace to read three sentences from the information board about crosswind landing protocols.

She risked a direct glance. The pilot was already moving away from the two men, back toward his hang glider, crouching to begin the process of breaking down the frame. The taller man had turned away entirely, the scroll now held in both hands and tucked close to his body in a carrying position that was both protective and concealing. The shorter man had stepped slightly to his right, positioning himself between the taller man and the field, a posture that Grace’s classroom-honed pattern recognition classified immediately as shielding.

They were not looking at her. They were not looking at anyone in particular, which was itself a form of deliberate attention — the studied casualness of people who very much wanted not to be watched. Grace returned her gaze to the information board and breathed with the careful steadiness of someone who had once spent forty-five minutes pretending not to notice that two students in the back row were conducting a transaction in whispers that bore no resemblance to the essay question on the board.

She counted to thirty. Then she turned slowly and walked south along the edge of the field, back toward her bench, back toward the visible casualness of a retired schoolteacher spending a pleasant afternoon in a Swiss park. She walked at the speed of someone who had nowhere particularly to be, which was exactly the speed of someone who very much needed to be somewhere else. Behind her she heard, faintly, the metallic sounds of the hang glider frame being folded and packed, and the much fainter sound of footsteps on gravel that she did not turn to verify.

She sat back on her bench. The two swans were still on the river in the middle distance. A paraglider came in low overhead, its shadow crossing the grass in front of her with a soft, fleeting presence, there and then gone. The little dog from the family blanket wandered over again and she gave it no biscuit this time, because her digestive biscuits were back in her bag and her hands were occupied with the deliberate business of looking perfectly unconcerned.

She was not perfectly unconcerned.

She had taught enough children — had sat across enough faces in enough parent evenings, had mediated enough disputes and overseen enough of the small daily theater of human beings trying to conceal their motivations from one another — to recognize the textures of a transaction that wished itself invisible. The careful positioning, the minimal exchange of words, the envelope with its telling weight, the pilot’s immediate departure without any of the natural lingering of someone completing a legitimate errand. The scroll itself, handled with a reverence that suggested its value was understood by everyone present.

She got out her notebook. She wrote down the time: 3:47 p.m. She wrote down what the men had been wearing, the approximate height of the taller one, the particular quality of the shorter one’s nervous stillness. She wrote down the color of the hang glider — orange, dark frame, no visible registration markings that she had managed to see — and the direction from which it had approached. She wrote down the size of the scroll as best she could estimate it, and the fact that the protective sleeve had appeared light-colored, cream or pale canvas.

Then she closed the notebook, put it back in her bag, and sat for another ten minutes watching the paragliders come in, because leaving immediately after making notes was the behavior of someone who had made notes, and she had spent thirty-two years understanding the semiotics of behavior.

The mountains stood. The light moved across them in the slow way that light moved across large and permanent things. Grace Whitmore finished her digestive biscuit, picked up her canvas bag, and began the walk back toward the Höheweg with the measured, unremarkable pace of a retired schoolteacher who had just witnessed something she did not yet understand but fully intended to.
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Chapter 2: Curious Observations



The two men left the Höhematte at 3:51 p.m. Grace knew this because she had checked her watch as she rose from her bench, and she saw them from the corner of her eye crossing toward the northern path while she was occupied with the straightening of her bag strap, an activity that had always been useful for providing a reason to hold one’s head at an angle.

They moved quickly. That was the first thing. Not running — nothing as obvious or memorable as running — but walking with the compressed urgency of people whose pace was calibrated precisely to avoid attracting attention while covering ground with maximum efficiency. The taller man still carried the scroll at his side, held now in a slightly different configuration, tucked more firmly under his left arm with the rolled end forward, the way you might carry a set of architectural drawings or a very old map. His jacket, Grace noticed in this second observation, was slightly too warm for the afternoon, the kind of choice made not by someone who was cold but by someone who wanted pockets of a certain size.

The shorter man walked half a step behind and to the right, which reinforced the hierarchy she had already noted and also suggested, she thought, a habitual arrangement — not the positioning of this afternoon but of a longer association. People who spent significant time together found their spatial habits without noticing they were developing them, the way long-married couples tended to occupy the same sides of restaurant tables regardless of the orientation of the room.

Grace did not follow them. This was a conscious decision and she was mildly proud of it, because some part of her — the part that had always been constitutionally unable to let a thing pass without understanding it — had wanted to. Instead she walked south along the Höhematte’s western edge, maintaining the unhurried pace of a tourist with an afternoon to fill, and let them go.

This was the sensible course. She was in a foreign country, alone, with no knowledge of who these men were or what the scroll represented or what capacity for unpleasantness might be contained within the manila envelope the pilot had received. The sensible course was to continue her afternoon, perhaps find the patisserie that Frau Betschart had mentioned, perhaps send a message to Catherine saying that the mountains were extraordinary and the air was extraordinary and everything was extraordinary, which was true and also the kind of reassurance that would prevent Catherine from telephoning at inconvenient hours to check that her mother had not, as Catherine privately feared, gotten herself into some situation.

She walked south. The Jungfrau was clearer now than it had been at midday, the afternoon light bringing the snow on its upper ridges into sharp relief. Two paragliders came in together from the east, their canopies almost touching before the wind separated them at the last moment with an elegant carelessness. Grace stopped to watch them land, genuinely this time, with the uncomplicated pleasure of watching something graceful happen.

But her mind kept returning to the envelope.

The weight of it. The specific compression of it. Grace had been a schoolteacher for thirty-two years and before that she had been the daughter of a man who had run a small hardware shop in Hereford for most of her childhood, and he had gone to the bank on Friday mornings and come back with the weekly float in a brown envelope that sat in the safe beneath the counter until the following Thursday. She knew the weight of money in an envelope. Not coins, which were heavy in a different, more honest way, but notes — the particular compressed lightness of a quantity of currency stacked and banded and inserted into an envelope with the economy of people who transacted in amounts that took up minimal space.

The envelope the shorter man had produced had that weight. She had seen it in the way his pocket had sat before he reached into it and the way the pilot had received it in both hands and then smoothed his flight suit over it before zipping it away. Currency. A quantity of it that wanted two hands and careful management.

For what, exactly?

She reached the southern end of the Höhematte and turned east toward the Höheweg, joining the afternoon foot traffic of the main promenade with the relief of someone who has been alone with an uncomfortable thought and now finds themselves in company. The Höheweg was busy with the cheerful commerce of a summer tourist town: a family with identical sun hats and a argument about ice cream; a tour group being led by a woman with an orange umbrella held aloft like a beacon for people who feared getting lost in a town with essentially one main street; elderly couples moving at the particular pace of people who have decided that the world can wait.

Grace moved among them and let the scroll and the envelope recede to the back of her mind, or tried to. She paused at a shop window displaying an arrangement of Swiss watches that had the austere confidence of objects that knew exactly what they cost and were entirely comfortable with it. She went into a bookshop and spent a pleasant twenty minutes examining the English-language section, which contained the usual optimistic selection of popular novels and several guidebooks and, tucked in the far corner, a battered copy of a Ngaio Marsh she hadn’t read. She bought it without deliberation. A mystery novel in an alpine town in early summer was precisely the right object in precisely the right place.

She came out of the bookshop with the book in her bag and stood on the pavement in the warm afternoon light and made a practical decision: she would walk to the Aare to watch the river, she would find the patisserie, and she would have a very large piece of whatever they recommended. These were the activities of a person on holiday, and she was, or was trying to be, a person on holiday.

The patisserie was called Zum goldenen Blatt — to the golden leaf — and it occupied a narrow building on a side street two blocks south of the Höheweg with the self-possession of an establishment that had been there long enough to stop trying to attract custom from the main street and simply wait for people to find it. Grace found it by following a couple who were carrying identical white paper bags with the particular expression of people who had done something correct. She had followed the bags, not the people, which was a distinction she felt was important.

Inside, the display case held enough pastry to justify several holiday decisions of dubious nutritional merit, arranged behind glass with the serious care of objects that deserved attention. A young woman behind the counter with an air of professional composure recommended the Nussgipfel — a croissant filled with hazelnut paste — and a slice of Zuger Kirschtorte, which was a layered cake involving kirsch and buttercream that Grace would not have considered appropriate before five o’clock in Gloucester but which seemed entirely reasonable in Switzerland at 4:30 in the afternoon. She ordered both, along with a pot of tea, and took the small corner table by the window.

The tea came first, in a proper pot with a second small pot of hot water and a strainer, which Grace noted approvingly. A nation that put the hot water on the side deserved its reputation. She poured, added nothing, and settled back to look at the street while the first cup cooled to a drinkable temperature.

The street was quiet. Interlaken at this hour had the sense of a town pausing between its afternoon and evening modes, tourists returning to hotels to change their shoes and consult their programs for the evening, locals emerging for errands and brief conversations on doorsteps. A man walked past with a dog that appeared to be a very elderly basset hound, moving at the pace of philosophical acceptance. A group of young men went past talking in what sounded like Italian, animated about something, one of them gesturing at a phone screen. Two women with shopping bags stopped at the corner and had a brief conversation that concluded with laughter before they went in opposite directions.

Grace ate the Nussgipfel first because the cake deserved to be arrived at properly. It was excellent: the pastry crisp and yielding in the right ratio, the hazelnut filling sweet but not cloying, the whole thing making the argument that Swiss pastry had been achieving things that continental European visitors had simply not been giving it sufficient credit for. She made a note of the name in her notebook for Catherine, who liked hazelnuts and who Grace had decided she would tell about Interlaken in sufficient detail to encourage a visit.

She was on her second cup of tea and beginning the Kirschtorte — which was making an even more persuasive case than the Nussgipfel — when she opened the Ngaio Marsh and read the first chapter. It was one of the early Alleyn novels, set in a country house in Dorset, the kind of mystery that unfolded at a pace that trusted the reader to be in no particular hurry. Grace had always preferred mysteries where the detective thought carefully rather than ran quickly. She had no objection to running in fiction, but she had always suspected that most problems yielded more to attention than to footwork.

She read for forty minutes. She ate the Kirschtorte. She drank two more cups of tea and resisted, narrowly, the appeal of the chocolate tart in the case across the room. She felt, for the first time since arriving that morning, properly arrived — not just physically present in a new place but actually settled into it, occupying it at the pace it deserved.

Outside the window the street continued its early evening shift. The light changed in the way it changed in mountain valleys, the direct sun dropping behind the Harder Kulm to the north while the reflected light from the southern peaks kept the sky luminous and oddly sourceless. A woman hung washing from a window above the bookshop across the street with the confident efficiency of someone who had done this ten thousand times and did not find it picturesque. A cyclist pedaled past slowly, one hand on the handlebar and one hand holding a phone, which was inadvisable in any country.

Grace refilled her cup a final time, decided against the chocolate tart, and was putting her book back in her bag when she looked up at the street through the window and stopped.

The café across the street and two doors down was a larger establishment than Zum goldenen Blatt, with outdoor seating arranged along the pavement under a green-and-white striped awning. From Grace’s window table she had a clear diagonal view of its outdoor section, and in the past forty minutes of reading she had registered it with the background awareness she gave to all occupied spaces — a handful of tables, unremarkable evening drinkers, the social geometry of people in public who have chosen to be visible.

The two men from the Höhematte were sitting at the far end of the café’s outdoor section, the one closest to the side street, at a table slightly separated from the others. The table was small and round, the standard bistro type, and the taller man had pushed aside the drinks to spread something across its surface. Even from this distance, through a window and across a street, Grace could see that the something was the scroll.

It was unrolled, or partially unrolled, the ends anchored on each side — one end appeared to be held down by a coffee cup, the other by the taller man’s forearm. Between them the scroll’s surface was visible, covered in markings that Grace could not resolve into specific detail at this distance but that had the visual character of something handwritten and not entirely regular: varying densities of marking, areas of what might be text and areas of what might be diagrams or illustrations. She thought of old maps, the ones she had seen in the back rooms of antique shops — that quality of surface that had absorbed a great deal of intention over time.

The taller man was pointing at the scroll with one finger. Not the casual point of someone indicating a specific location but the emphatic, repeated point of someone making an argument: here, and here, and here, and whatever you think, these marks indicate something you cannot explain away. His face was turned toward the shorter man and his expression, even at this distance, had the set quality of controlled frustration — not anger, exactly, but the compressed patience of someone who has made a point multiple times and is making it again with diminishing confidence that this repetition will produce different results.

The shorter man was not looking at the scroll. He was looking at the street.

This was the detail that Grace’s pattern recognition seized on first. The taller man was directing the conversation toward the document between them; the shorter man’s attention was directed outward, toward the passing traffic, toward the pavement and its pedestrians, toward the general environment in which they were sitting. He held his coffee cup with both hands and drank from it occasionally with the mechanical inattention of someone performing a social gesture whose content was somewhere else entirely. Every thirty seconds or so he looked left along the street, then right, then returned briefly to the taller man, who had not stopped pointing.

They were arguing. Or the taller man was arguing and the shorter man was doing something more complicated than arguing — was being elsewhere in his attention, was processing some competing concern that made the scroll and its markings secondary. Once, Grace saw the shorter man reach across the table and put his finger on a specific point of the scroll, apparently making his own case, and the taller man shook his head with the definite lateral motion of flat disagreement.

Grace sat very still. She was aware that this was the second time today she had observed these men in the careful, peripheral way she had developed over years of classroom surveillance, and she was aware that the coincidence of their reappearance was the sort of thing she would, in any other context, describe to Catherine on the telephone with the opening phrase: and then the most peculiar thing happened. She was also aware that the peculiar thing was accumulating: the hang glider, the scroll, the envelope, the hurried departure from the park, and now this — a half-unrolled document spread on a café table in a town where neither man had appeared to be anything so straightforward as a tourist.

She got out her notebook and uncapped her pen with unhurried movements, as though she were jotting down the address of the patisserie for future reference. She did not look directly at the café. She wrote: same two men. Scroll open on table. TM pointing at markings, appearing to argue. SM not focused on scroll — watching street. Apparent disagreement re: content/interpretation. Second sighting in same afternoon — unlikely coincidence.

She paused. Added: they have not seen me.

She had a view of the two men that they did not have of her, which was partly the angle — she was inside and they were outside, and the interior light of the café gave her relative visibility — and partly the quality of attention that thirty-two years of watching people without appearing to watch them had conferred. The shorter man’s surveillance of the street was careful, but he was looking for the obvious: the person standing still, the conspicuous observer. He was not looking through café windows at women with notepads and Ngaio Marsh novels.

Grace watched for another six minutes. During that time the argument — if argument it was, if the visible tension of two people in disagreement over something serious could be called something as ordinary as an argument — continued without apparent resolution. The taller man rolled a section of the scroll upward and pointed to a new area. The shorter man shook his head with a gesture Grace classified as distinct from disagreement: it was the headshake of someone who was not refusing a point but deferring engagement with it, the headshake of someone who was afraid of something and whose fear was crowding out everything else.

Then the shorter man looked directly across the street.

Not at her. Or not quite at her — his gaze passed across the window of Zum goldenen Blatt as part of his regular surveillance sweep, moving left to right, covering the entire street in a single slow arc. His eyes crossed the window and its light and the shapes it contained and moved on. Grace had already returned to her notebook, pen moving, writing nothing in particular, a woman with a pen.

But she had seen, in the moment before she looked away, the expression on his face with sufficient clarity to classify it. In thirty-two years she had learned every variety of the expression she was naming to herself now: the face of a young person in over their head, who had said yes to something before understanding what the yes contained, who was in a room they could not easily leave. The face of someone who would give a great deal to be somewhere else and who did not know how to get there.

The shorter man was frightened.

Grace paid her bill, left a tip that she hoped was appropriate, and put on her jacket. She picked up her bag and the Ngaio Marsh and walked to the door of the patisserie with the calm, departing pace of someone who had finished her tea and was ready for the evening. She pushed through the door into the warm street and turned left, away from the café, and did not look back.

She walked two full blocks before she stopped at a shopfront under the pretense of examining a display of hiking equipment, and took out her notebook, and added three more words at the bottom of the page.

I need help.
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Chapter 3: A Suspicious Argument



Grace did not go back to her hotel.

She stood for a moment outside the hiking equipment shop, her hand resting on the strap of her canvas bag, and held a brief internal argument with herself about what a sensible retired schoolteacher from Gloucester ought to do with the remainder of her evening. The sensible answer was clear enough: return to the hotel, wash her hands, read her Ngaio Marsh in the armchair by the window, have dinner at one of the restaurants Frau Betschart had marked on the back of the town map with a cheerful red pen, sleep soundly in the alpine quiet, and wake tomorrow to begin being properly on holiday. This was the sensible answer. It was also, she recognized with the mild exasperation of someone who had known themselves for sixty-one years, an answer she was not going to follow.

She turned around and walked back toward the café.

Not toward the outdoor seating, not into the direct sightline of the shorter man and his careful street surveillance, but around the block to the east, approaching from the perpendicular side street that ran along the café’s right flank. She had mapped this in her head as she walked away — a habit from years of navigating school corridors with competing objectives, of needing to be in two places at once and understanding that geometry was frequently the solution. The side street gave her a position at roughly ninety degrees to the two men’s sightlines, near enough to observe but outside the arc of habitual surveillance.

There was a narrow strip of pavement on this side of the café where two metal bollards marked the end of a delivery area, and a drainpipe on the café wall provided the kind of excuse for stopping that didn’t require a prop. Grace stopped beside the bollards and looked at her phone with the focused expression of someone deciphering a message. She was not deciphering a message. She was watching.

The two men were still at their table. The scroll was still spread between them, the coffee cup on one end and the taller man’s forearm on the other, though she could see from this angle that the scroll extended further than she had realized — the visible portion was perhaps half the total length, the rest still rolled into a tube at the far end and beginning to curl upward against the weight of the forearm with the patient persistence of an object that had been rolled for some time and remembered its shape.

The taller man was talking. From this angle she could see his profile more clearly than she had from across the street: a heavy jaw, a broad forehead, and the kind of weathered complexion that came from years of exposure rather than from any particular climate. He was perhaps fifty-five, she revised her estimate, with the particular physical solidity of a man who had once been physically imposing and remained so through inertia rather than maintenance. His jaw moved in the clipped, emphatic pattern of someone delivering points in sequence, not having a conversation but making a case, working through a prepared argument with the systematic persistence of someone who had decided logic was on his side.

He pointed at the scroll again. This close — she was perhaps twenty meters now rather than the thirty-plus from the café window — the point was even more legible. It was not a casual pointing. His index finger came down on a specific location on the scroll’s surface with the precision of someone who had been looking at this particular mark for long enough to have an opinion about it, and he held the finger there while his jaw continued to move, pressing the point home, not releasing it until the argument attached to that location was complete. Then he moved his finger six or seven centimeters to the left and pressed again.

Grace made herself look at the scroll’s surface rather than the man’s face, because the face was easier to read and the scroll was what she needed to understand.

From twenty meters, in the angled light of the early evening, she could resolve more detail than she had expected. The surface of the scroll was cream or off-white, aged to the particular ivory color of paper that has been stored in conditions that were adequate but not archival. The markings on it were dense in some areas and sparse in others, and they were not uniform — she could see what appeared to be blocks of text in one section, smaller and more regular, and then an adjacent area of looser, larger markings that had the spatial quality of a diagram or a map. Lines that radiated from a central point. Something that might be a topographical rendering — contour-like curves, the representation of elevation.

And symbols. Not the symbols of any language she recognized from this distance, but something more deliberate than decoration — geometrically precise shapes, repeated at intervals, the kind of marking that existed to be found rather than to be read, that required a key to unlock rather than a language to translate.

She would not have called herself a cartographer or a document historian. But she had taught primary sources to sixteen-year-olds for long enough to know the difference between a document that contained information and a document that contained hidden information, and what she was looking at across twenty meters of alpine evening air had the texture of the second category. The symbols were not ornamental. They were coded.

The taller man removed his finger from the scroll and sat back. He said something and spread both his hands flat on the table in the gesture of a man who has made his final point and is awaiting the verdict. His face, in profile, had settled into the look of someone who has been reasonable for longer than they intended and has decided to stop.

The shorter man did not respond to the spread hands. Or not immediately. He looked at the scroll for a moment — the first sustained look he had given it since Grace had been in a position to observe him — and then his gaze went back to the street with the reliability of a compass needle finding north.

He was frightened. She had noted this from across the café window twenty minutes ago and nothing in his behavior since had revised the assessment. But observing him now from a closer distance and a different angle, Grace could see that the fear had a specific quality to it, a directionality. He was not afraid in the diffuse, unfocused way of someone who was generally anxious. He was watching for something. Looking, consistently and with pattern, in the direction of the main street, in the direction of anyone who slowed, in the direction of any vehicle that moved too deliberately or stopped for too long.

He was watching for someone who might be following them.

This was alarming. Not in the sense that it changed her immediate situation — she was standing beside a bollard looking at her phone twenty meters away and there was no reason he would identify her as anything more significant than a tourist waiting for directions — but in the sense that it implied a specific threat the shorter man was aware of. People who had done something straightforwardly illegal tended toward either belligerence or obliviousness; the transaction at the hang glider landing had been conducted with the controlled efficiency of people who did not want to be seen but were primarily concerned with the transaction itself. What the shorter man was doing now was different. He was expecting surveillance. He was expecting someone who might have followed them from the landing field or from wherever they had been before the landing field.

He reached into his trouser pocket and removed his phone, glanced at the screen, and replaced it without responding to anything on it. Then he looked left along the main street again. His coffee cup was between his palms and he was turning it slightly with each pass of his eyes, a repetitive motion that he appeared unaware of, the physical expression of a repeating mental loop.

Then he did something that made Grace tighten her grip on her phone: he reached across the table and placed his hand flat on the scroll, over the area where the taller man had been pointing, and said something that was short and emphatic and that Grace could not hear but could read in the compression of his face as disagreement of a definite kind — not I don’t understand but I don’t agree, and behind the disagreement something else, something that looked like: and I don’t like where this is going.

The taller man’s response was immediate and visible even at this distance. He leaned forward. His head went toward the shorter man’s head in the manner of someone who wants to lower his voice and maintain its force simultaneously. He was not shouting — Grace was certain of this; no one at the café’s other tables had looked their way — but he was speaking with a concentrated intensity that had the same effect as volume. His face, in this posture, had crossed from frustrated patience into something harder. An ultimatum, Grace thought. Or the delivery of a fact the shorter man found unpleasant.

The shorter man looked away. Not to the street this time but simply to the side, in the slightly downward angle of someone receiving information they need a moment to absorb. He took his hand off the scroll. He picked up his coffee cup and found it empty and set it down. He ran his thumb along the table’s edge in a line and then back again.

And then, for the third time in this exchange, he looked at the street.

This time, his gaze moved differently. Instead of the rapid scan she had observed — left, right, ahead, cycling — his eyes moved slowly, deliberately, settling for longer on specific points. On a man reading a newspaper at the far end of the café terrace. On a woman pushing a pram along the pavement. On a couple who had stopped at the street corner to look at a map. And then, at a pace that gave Grace exactly enough time to drop her eyes back to her phone screen, at the bollards and the drainpipe and the unremarkable figure standing beside them.

His gaze passed over her. She felt it as a slight coolness, the way you felt a shadow passing over you on a warm day. She read her phone screen — which was showing the time, 6:14 p.m., and a message from Catherine asking whether she had arrived safely that Grace had not yet answered — with the composed attention of a woman who had nowhere more interesting to be. The gaze moved on.

She gave it thirty seconds. Then she looked up and found that both men had their heads together over the scroll again, and that the taller man was rolling the exposed section back into the tube with the quick, practiced movements of someone who had decided the public display was over.

She walked back to her hotel by a route that took her along the Aare for the final stretch, partly because the river path was pleasant and partly because it was sufficiently open that she could be confident no one was behind her without having to look. She walked at a pace that was neither hurried nor leisurely but the pace of someone whose thoughts had given them a different stride than their intentions, and she covered the distance in twelve minutes without being aware of covering it at all.

Frau Betschart was behind the small reception desk when Grace came through the door, reading something on a tablet with the companionable air of someone who had managed reception desks for long enough to conduct other activities simultaneously without any diminishment of professional alertness. She looked up, noted Grace’s arrival, and said: “A good afternoon, Mrs. Whitmore?”

“Very pleasant,” Grace said. “The Höhematte is lovely.”

“And the mountains were clear today. Not always so in June.”

“Beautiful,” Grace agreed, and meant it, and went upstairs.

In her room she took off her walking shoes and sat on the edge of the bed and took the notebook out of her bag and read what she had written, which was not much in terms of quantity but was, she felt, sufficient in terms of specificity. The time. The clothing. The scroll, its dimensions, its surface, the nature of the markings. The envelope. The pilot’s flight suit and immediate departure. The men’s behavior at the café — the disagreement, the pointing, the shorter man’s surveillance, the fear in his bearing.

She read it through twice and then sat with the notebook closed on her knee.

The question of what to do was not, she found, particularly difficult to answer once she put it plainly. She had witnessed something that she believed was suspicious, possibly illegal, and certainly not nothing. She had information — limited, partial, imperfect information gathered from distance and without context — that was more than no information. She was alone in a foreign country where she did not speak the language except for a handful of phrases from a twenty-year-old phrasebook that Catherine had found at
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