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      "I DIDN'T REALIZE IT'S GONE MIDNIGHT. I apologize for staying so late, Mike. It's just that catching up on ten years took longer than I had envisioned when I thought of coming by." The speaker—a thirty-nine-year-old male of average height and build, and sporting a mop of dark hair—looked at his friend with an expression that conveyed his embarrassment. It was an expression and emotion uncommon to him, for he felt he had an iron grip on most things in his life. But he had been so embroiled in reliving the past and catching up on the current that he had neglected to keep an eye on the time. The reality of the hour became apparent when a pine bough tapped against the room's large window. He seemed to take the drumming as a prod, for he started to get off the sofa.

      “No need to apologize, Dan. I'm glad you thought to come over. It's been grand talking about old times, but don't you want to tell me why you really dropped by?” Michael McLaren—the man with whom Dan had passed the last few hours—remained seated and patted the sofa cushion. He too was thirty-nine years old and had thick, dark hair, but he hadn't the problem that his friend evidently had. His right eyebrow rose as he voiced his concern. "It'd be a shame if you drove back home without asking for my help. Or at least talking about your trouble, don't you think?" McLaren studied his friend, aware of the frown lines suddenly appearing on the man's forehead, and the way his thumb stroked the back of his wedding band. The palm of his hand slapped the sofa cushion again. "Sit down and tell me what's wrong."

      Dan nodded and reclaimed his seat, looking somewhat relieved. He exhaled in his surrender, but leaned forward as he spoke, his forearms on his thighs. As though trying to make sense—even to himself—of this evening's visit, he spoke slowly. "You've earned your stellar reputation as a detective, Mike. I should've known you'd see through my facade, but I assumed... Well, I don't know what I assumed," he confessed, his cheeks flooding with color. He ran his hand across his jaw, stammering slightly. "I'm— I had second thoughts on my way here, wondering if I...if I'd be bothering you on a Sunday evening, if it was a waste of time getting your opinion, if you'd think I'm daft. But since you've obviously seen through my feeble attempt at conveying my rosy world, I may as well unload and tell you why I really chose today to catch up on our friendship. Not that it's not been grand talking over old times and reconnecting," he added hastily, looking even more embarrassed. "I... I'm making a right dog's breakfast of this, I know. That didn't come out right." He sank against the back sofa cushion and rubbed his forehead, as though already knowing the forthcoming narrative would be physically exhaustive.

      McLaren settled his six foot three inch frame into the corner of the sofa, angled toward Dan, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. His gaze settled on the wall-consuming bookcase, full of books and framed photos. From there, his glance shifted to the police accommodations hanging on the wall.  Nothing was out of order; nothing had changed, although he felt a slight quickening of his heartbeat. Dan's remark about McLaren's former career guaranteed the man needed police help. Or at least some type of investigation. An investigation he wanted McLaren to carry out. It was flattering, certainly, but why didn't Dan contact a licensed private detective?

      McLaren waited patiently for Dan to begin. The house was quiet but for the crackling of the fire in the grate and the occasional scrapes of the pine bough at the window. Melanie, his wife, had left the two friends alone two hours ago, citing they had a lot to talk about, and had gone to bed. Now, in the light from the lamp on the side table, McLaren studied Dan's hands, the way his friend clasped and unclasped them, the white of the knuckles and the rough skin, and again assumed something major was forthcoming.

      Dan broke the quiet without fanfare. "I talked a bit about my wife, Eleanor, during our chat." He removed his pipe from his mouth, and knocked the spent tobacco into the ashtray on the coffee table, but held the pipe as he spoke. Like an anchor or a good luck piece, McLaren thought, but didn't interrupt his friend. "I think I mentioned we've been married for nine years. Well, close enough. It will be nine years next month, in April." He ran the edge of his thumb across the pipe's slightly rounded bowl, gliding over the highly polished walnut-hued wood as if it held a major part in what he was about to relate. "It's been a good marriage for the most part, but we've been having marital trouble lately. The last six months or so things have not been good between us." He glanced in the direction of the bookcase, and McLaren wondered if Dan was looking at McLaren and Melanie's wedding photo. "Why does any marriage sour? Demands of jobs, personality change of either partner, different life goals... Who's to say? Maybe it was our work that complicated things. As I said earlier this evening, I own 'Keep It Safe'. It's a locksmith business."

      "Yes, I recall that, and I admit I wouldn't have guessed that career or business for you from knowing you at school. You were the sports type—boating, boxing, cycling, and fishing. Most anything that kept you outdoors. Do you like being a locksmith?"

      Dan said he did, that it was interesting work and kept his mind occupied. "Two of my employees concentrate on automotive locksmithing, one person specializes in safe repair, two other chaps take on security systems—installing and maintaining them—and I tackle emergency services like gaining entry into buildings when there are no keys available. My wife, Ellie, owns a tearoom. Both our places are situated in Buxton, although our home is in Hathersage."

      "Hathersage? I don't know why I had the impression you still lived in Castleton. No wonder I've not seen you wandering about there. Though I admit Jamie Kydd would've had the better chance of seeing you than I do," he added, referring to their former schoolmate and McLaren's best friend.

      "He still lives in Castleton, then."

      "Right. He got married a while back, and they live across town from his boyhood home."

      Dan said he should pay Jamie a visit one of these days. "I moved to Hathersage after my graduation from university. When I married, I considered residing there or in Buxton, but Ellie didn't want to live in the same place that housed our businesses. She said the temptation to run over to our shops for 'only a minute to fix something' would be too great that way."

      McLaren nodded. "I tend to agree. You'd be at your shops constantly, receiving deliveries, fixing minor problems with the building, looking up some order. You'd get little rest. And a locksmith shop and a tearoom are both busy businesses, I would think."

      "They are. Especially Ellie's. We both put in a lot of overtime work as it is, plus dealing with employee problems and shipment hiccups. So, living elsewhere was a good decision. Well..." He swallowed, looking flustered. "That doesn't matter to my current situation, I guess. The point is, we were overworked and that or life changed us from how we were when we were dating. We aren't getting along all that well. We now have more bad times than good. I... It was scaring me. I thought we needed to do something to fix our problem before it got unfixable." His thumb traveled up the pipe's black stem before he clutched the entire pipe and settled it onto the ashtray. "I booked a week's holiday on Bow Island in Cumbria. You know it?"

      "Just of it. If I'm thinking of the correct spot, it's close to the mainland. In the southwestern part of the county, right? In the Irish Sea. I've been meaning to visit it but so far I haven't."

      Dan nodded. "That's the place. We've been to the island many times. Ellie loves it. Both as a child, and then in later years, before our marriage, she used to spend entire summers there, first with her parents and then during her university hols." He sighed, as though envisioning what that carefree time might have been like. "Most years, as a couple, we spent a week or more there. I wanted to vary our itinerary occasionally, see something else, like Scotland or the Isle of Man or Cornwall, but she wasn't interested. So, to keep her happy, we took every holiday on Bow Island."

      "That was quite magnanimous of you, Dan."

      Dan shrugged, as if stating he had no other choice, and looked like he was steeling himself for giving the full recitation. "That's the major reason for dropping by this evening, as you suspected. The problem concerns Bow Island and Ellie. She's gone missing."
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      IF THE ROOM COULD BECOME quieter, McLaren didn't know how. The flames attacked the logs in the hearth in lazy but silent laps. The bough at the window ceased its tapping, appearing to be holding its breath at the shocking statement. It was as if time itself stood still, halting the flow of seconds until Dan explained his statement.

      McLaren leaned forward slightly, eyeing Dan with the practiced experience of his police detective career. His voice eased into the stillness. "What do you mean 'gone missing'? Did she leave a note for you, stating she had left you?"

      "That would've hurt but not as much as what I'm going through now. No, Mike. She disappeared. Vanished. No one knows what became of her."

      "Disappeared from the island, you mean? No one saw her leave?"

      Dan tilted his head back for a moment and rubbed his forehead. When he looked again at McLaren, he paled and the room resonated with apologies. "I'm sorry for unloading on you, Mike. I don't like airing my personal problem or taking up your time. I know you have your own stone wall repair business, which surely must keep you busy. Someone butting into your day is the last thing you need." He took a breath, the conflicting emotions flitting across his face. "You see, actually, the reason I sought you out specifically is because I've followed your solo career via the newspaper articles over the past two years. I know you were a detective inspector with Staffordshire Constabulary, that when you left the Force you settled back here in Derbyshire, that you're now living in your childhood home and that you look into cold murder cases on your own. I... I'm impressed with your one hundred percent success rate of solving your solo cases, and I'm more than proud to say I know you, that we've been friends since school days." He puffed out his cheeks in a slow exhale, an expression conveying remorse and mortification washing over his face.  "I... I'm kicking myself that I haven't been over sooner, Mike, that I needed my wife's disappearance to bring us back together. I'm sorry for that. And I'm sorry that I don't know who else to turn to now, who else to ask for help."

      McLaren nodded, knowing what it must have cost his friend emotionally to admit that. They had been good mates during school, had briefly been rivals for the same girl's affection. But their paths had gone in different directions after school, separating them for years. Until this evening. Until that crisis brought him here, McLaren conceded, watching Dan struggling with his mental decision to divulge the problem. McLaren sagged against the sofa back again. The top log in the fireplace grate broke in half, sending a handful of embers onto the floor of the firebox and a thread of smoke up the chimney. The room grew silent again, as if holding its breath for McLaren's decision. "Alright. Tell me about it.  All of it. Every detail. From the moment you arrived on the island."

      Nodding, Dan sat up straighter, looking like he was in school and about to rattle off a memorized poem. But his voice held nothing of a rote quality about it. He undid the top button of his flannel shirt, evidently getting ready for some serious talking, and spoke succinctly, pausing to answer questions or to explain a point more fully. "We arrived at the bed-and-breakfast establishment we always use. The place is called 'Island Breeze', and is a stone two-story structure that's probably two hundred years old. It's owned by Patricia Healy. She's a widow and is probably sixty years old. Or close to it. I tell you that only so you'll get a picture of her and the place."

      "Sure."

      "Ellie and I were given the same room we had for our previous visit. I didn't request it, but I wasn't unhappy to have it again. It's a nice room."

      "Pick of the draw, then."

      Dan nodded. "We booked a one-week stay. I figured if we needed more time we might be able to stay on. After all, how many people are there in February?" He tried to smile but gave a small cough instead. "Anyway, I figured that if she was all booked up by some fluke, we could drive to another spot to extend our holiday. But our initial one week visit there would at least make a good start if we worked on our problem, talked things over. You know."

      When McLaren merely sat there, Dan continued.

      "We arrived the morning of tenth of February and quickly fell into the rhythm of the island. Oh, not that there was much to fall into, you understand. I mean, being just a three-hour drive from here, up north... Well, because the island's in Cumbria, it's still more or less wintry cold there this time of year. The wind adds to the late seasonal chill because Bow Island is one of the windiest places in England. It's not like I'm talking about balmy breezes and sun on the island." He allowed himself a smile and McLaren laughed. "Ellie was excited to be going back to the island. She always is. That's all she talked about for weeks prior to our stay, her chance to revisit some of the places on Bow that the pirates and smugglers frequented centuries ago. That's a huge interest of hers. She knows the names of pirates and their ships and the places they docked and sailed to. All from that golden age of piracy. It's one of her hobbies, you see. She can rattle off the answer to most any question asked of her. She finds that history interesting, so one of the things she does every time we visit the island is to walk along the shore and explore the caves and haunts that the pirates and the smugglers used."

      "Perfect spot for her to explore her hobby, then. I know the Cumbrian coast was one of the haunts for smuggling during that time period." McLaren wasn't going to admit to Dan that Melanie's ancestors who had lived farther north in Cumbria had done their share of smuggling in the 1700s. "This is interesting. I didn't know about Bow Island being a hot spot for that."

      "I don't know how hot, but I should think that island was ideal for that activity. It was sparsely populated, off the coast of the mainland, away from the more usual smuggling areas of Cornwall... I guess its location was ideal. Anyway," Dan said, shaking his head, "the island had its share of eighteenth and nineteenth century illegal trade. That's what Eleanor likes to research. Not just read articles and books about it, but physically go to these spots and imagine what went on, and hopefully find an old belt buckle or a heel of a boot." He relaxed somewhat, now that his narration appeared to be going well. "As I said, she loves that sort of thing. Not that she placed any pirate or smuggler on a pedestal or idolized him, but she's intrigued with their lives and especially the reason that had turned them to their careers."

      McLaren nodded and got up to add another log to the fire. It was a large fireplace, original to the ancient stone house. The house was easily as old as his family history in Derbyshire. In fact, it wound back even before the McLarens bought the acreage. Both the house and the land had endured onslaughts of weather and the Scottish march to Derby during the 1745 Jacobite Rising. McLaren didn't see why both wouldn't endure another three hundred years just as well. He set the poker back in the fireplace tool stand.

      "I like the island for a different reason," Dan said, continuing with the subject. "Sure, we can get away from the everyday crush and recharge our batteries, as it were, but I love its wildlife and salt marshes. The island is known for both its natural habitat and links to piracy, so it serves both of our purposes. I also enjoy taking a side trip to St Bees Beach. That's on the Cumbrian mainland, about an hour and a half's drive north of Bow Island. Quite close to Scotland, in fact. St Bees is known for its red cliffs and rock pools. I've taken some brilliant photos there. Ellie likes it too. It's really different from Bow." He hesitated, appearing undecided about something, then gave a faint smile as the tone of his words lightened. "You might think we're round the twist going to the seaside in February, Mike, but Ellie loves to stroll the beach and watch the waves crash against the rocks. You don't have to beach-walk in the summer, barefoot and toting a picnic hamper. Lots of folks like strolling along the beach in the winter months. It's a completely different feeling in that season. That coastline and expanse of water seem as if they arrived from some foreign land and had been sent to test folks' mettle. The water and wind are kind of rough and wild, and capable of most anything, even lifting the veil so you can see into the past." The color surged up his neck and he coughed, looking a bit self-conscious. "That sounded rather a romantic view or a psychic assessment of the place, and I didn't mean it to. Just trying to convey that the island casts a different mood at various times of the year. I myself like the wintry weather, and the light conditions and cloud types that are mainly there due to that seasonal climate."

      As McLaren reclaimed his seat, he grabbed a small pad of paper and a pen from the coffee table and began making notes.  "You don't have to explain your feelings to me, Dan. I understand completely. Weather and light are strong influencers with me too. I've had my share of winter walks along many shorelines."

      "Then you understand my passion for that area." His voice perked up, sounding glad someone didn't think him daft. "Anyway, while there this time—actually, it was on the day I last saw Ellie, as it happened—we bought sandwiches from a little shop in town and ate them sitting on a bench near a section of beach she especially likes. The bench is situated in a particularly nice spot, kind of at right angle to the shoreline so one can see the water and the large formation of a black volcanic reef that sits somewhat farther north along the beach. That thing never looks the same. In all the times I've seen it, I marvel at the different moods those rocks create, how the sunlight or waves color my feeling for it."

      "It's nearly mesmerizing, isn't it?"

      "Bordering on mystical at times, yes. Anyway, when we finished our lunch that day, I remained at the bench while Ellie went for a stroll."

      McLaren glanced up from his note-taking. His voice held the amazement of his question. "You didn't go with her?"

      "No. I usually don't go along on those rambles. I don't like to do that sort of thing, mainly because I don't like sand in my shoes, and I always get sand in them and on my jeans. I don't like the feeling of it."

      McLaren said that was understandable and not at all unusual.

      "So, I sat there and waited for her. She said she wanted to wander a ways down the beach, and she'd be back in about a half hour. I said fine and settled down to wait." He glanced at the fireplace as a pinecone snapped, flinging one of its scales against the side of the firebox. It fell onto the bed of coals, where it flared briefly before turning black and dying. His hands crossed over his chest and rubbed his upper arms, as though he remembered the feel of the weather that February day. "I got chilly, just sitting there, waiting for her. Almost cold, but it was February, after all."

      McLaren nodded, imagining the sharpness of the wind blowing in from the sea.

      "To keep from slowly freezing, I got up twice and strolled up and down the wood plank walkway. It's in an area of seagrass, right in front of the bench and at right angle to the shoreline. I didn't walk far because I wanted to leave as soon as Ellie returned. I sat down again, rather impatient by now for her to get back. By this time, maybe an hour into her absence, the fog started to come in. I watched it slowly edge over the sea and the land in fascination and with a bit of nervousness. It gave me the impression it was a living, breathing thing, that it would consume everything in its way, and I'd never see those things again. It came on so steadily, like nothing could stop it." Dan gave a feeble smile, giving McLaren the impression his friend was trying to dilute the fear he had felt that day. "I stared down the beach, getting more and more concerned, hoping I would see Ellie walking back. I wondered how she would see where she was going if the fog got too thick. But then I figured she wouldn't lose her way. She couldn't do that, for all she had to do was turn around and follow the shoreline back to me."

      "Very sensible."

      "But the later it got, the more worried I became. She might not lose her way, but there might be something washed up on the sand that would cause her to trip if she couldn't see it in the fog. She might fall over a rock or a broken bottle. That's why I was concerned about the fog."

      McLaren remarked that he would feel the same if he were in Dan's position. "Did you ring her up on her mobile? That would have alleviated your worry if you found out where she was."

      Dan shook his head. "She found out nearly from the first hour we arrived that she couldn't find her phone. Naturally, she started to panic at the thought that she might have lost it, but then realized she had probably left it on the kitchen worktop when she was grabbing her travel mug of tea."

      "Annoying, but that happens. Go on."

      "Well, since she didn't have her mobile, I had no way of contacting her. It was extremely frustrating, but I couldn't do anything about it. It got to be an hour later, and Ellie never returned. I was worried sick by this time."

      "This was a first for her being late on any of her walks, I assume."

      Dan nodded, his eyes now dull in the glow of the firelight. He looked the antithesis of the energetic, happy boy from McLaren's schooldays. "I couldn't stand waiting any longer, feeling that something dreadful had happened. I gave in to my rising fear and rang up the police. I probably sounded like a berk, but I told them Ellie had gone missing. Or at least, she was late coming back and that she had never been as much as ten minutes late for anything in her life."

      "What did the police say?"

      "They were concerned because we were on Bow Island. Although they didn't specifically state it, I assumed it was due to the numerous locales that could be dangerous. The rip tides, the jagged rock formation, the marshes. You know."

      McLaren nodded, picturing a profusion of coves and a strong sea current that could have proven fatal.

      "Despite them being stationed on the mainland, the police arrived on the island quickly, I thought. They organized two search teams and went out to look around the area. A couple of boats cruised along the shoreline to see if they could find her body. Even went out a bit hoping to find...her floating." He swallowed. "Everyone did a thorough job. I couldn't have asked for anything better. But they found nothing. Which doesn't really tell us anything, does it? I mean," Dan said, his voice shaking slightly as though he were reliving the awful news, "she could be on the mainland to escape me, or her body could still be in the sea and...hasn't been washed ashore." He inhaled deeply, as though steeling himself for the remainder of his narrative. "They tried everything they could think of, it being an emergency situation. I felt bad I couldn't tell them how long she had been missing. I mean..." He took another breath. "This search team stuff was probably in vain if she'd been swept out to sea soon after starting her walk. She would have drowned within..." He lowered his head and puffed out his cheeks, then returned his gaze to his friend. "Would have drowned within minutes of being carried away. But they tried to find her, I'll give them credit for that."

      "I've never been involved with anything like that, as you might guess, but I've heard nothing but glowing comments about those emergency search teams."

      Dan nodded, then added with undisguised cynicism, "But the thing you might not guess is that the police suspected me of foul play."

      McLaren started to comment when the sound of something crashing onto the floor wound into the room. He winced and stood up. "Sorry, Dan. Sounds like my wife needs a bit of help. I won't be a second." He settled his notepad and pen on the coffee table and hurried into their bedroom. But he stopped just inside the door, trying to cover his smile. A wooden chair lay on its side on the floor. Melanie balanced precariously with one foot on the windowsill and the other foot on top of the small dresser. The palms of her hands pressed against the sides of the window casing to keep her from falling. His eyebrow shot up as he asked in a light voice, "You need something, Muffin?"

      Melanie glared at him. "Now is not the time for your humor, Mike. Help me down."

      He strolled over to her, grabbed her waist, and eased her onto the floor. Righting the chair, he said, "Whatever were you doing up there? You could have fallen."

      "Thank you for your assessment of the situation. I was trying to readjust the curtain. It wasn't laying correctly."

      McLaren glanced at the curtain. The top edge was twisted and let in moonlight. He stood on the chair and flipped the fabric until the curtain hung straight, then climbed down. "Next time, ask for help. That's preferable over you breaking your leg."

      "I didn't want to disturb you and Dan. I thought I could... " Her face crumpled in embarrassment. "Well, thank you."

      "Don't mention it." He eyed her, judging if she was fine, then kissed her cheek. "You alright now? Need anything else? No? Well, I'll be in shortly."

      "Don't rush on my account." She got back into bed as he left the room.

      When he returned to his chair in the back room, he apologized to Dan. "A slight catastrophe, but it's solve. What were we talking about?"

      Dan replied quickly, as though the subject was of dire importance. "The police suspecting me of foul play, of killing Ellie."

      "Oh, right. I'm sorry to hear that. Surely you weren't disbelieved because Ellie was an hour or two late coming back. Many people are late in returning for one reason or another. Car trouble—though I know that didn't apply to this instance—chatting longer than anticipated, phone calls, meeting someone unexpectedly... Any number of occurrences. Did they say why you were under the lens?"

      "Yes. They had no reason to keep it from me. Like a fool, I said we were on the island to work on our marriage problem, and that we chose Bow Island mainly because it's fairly desolate so there wouldn't be a lot of distractions and we could talk things over."

      "Unfortunately, that sort of suspicion sometimes happens if a couple isn't getting along. In your instance, suspicion would fall on you due to your rocky relationship and due to there being no witnesses around to confer that you had never left that section of beach. You could have easily killed Ellie, concocted your story about her strolling the beach and you waiting for her."

      Dan gave a look that conveyed astonishment. "But that's not true. It happened just as I told you, Mike. I waited by that bench. I never left it because I was watching for her return. I know we were having marital problems, but why would I kill her? I love her."

      McLaren shook his head and lowered his voice. "I understand that. I'm just telling you what the police might think. Maybe you do love her, but you can't prove that to them. You said you suggested the island stay.  How do they know that, and how do they know the real reason for your holiday? Maybe you chose February because you knew not many people would be on the beach at that time of year due to the reasons you stated. It was cold, windy, and devoid of many walkers. You'd be alone, so the risk of you being seen wasn't much when you killed her. Isn't that true?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      DAN HALF ROSE FROM THE sofa, his jaw clenched, his fist pushing against the back cushion. A gust of March wind snaked down the chimney, stirring the flames into an agitated dance and swirling the smoky wisps into tight curls. His voice rose in disbelief. "When I killed her? Are you daft? I can't believe you think that. I never should have come⁠—"

      "Sit down." The directive was colored with exasperation and a tone of irritation as though talking to a disobedient child. McLaren watched Dan thud onto the sofa and uncurl his fingers before he continued. "I didn't say I think you killed your wife. I voiced what the police might think. I want you to know what you're up against and the basis for their suspicion. That's all."

      Dan nodded and swept his fingers through his hair. The short strands became disarrayed, as though he now stood in that island wind. His voice, although slightly shaky, returned to its normal timbre and volume. "Sorry, Mike. The whole thing's still raw. I'm at my wit's end, not knowing what to think or where she is. These three weeks have been a nightmare."

      "I realize that, which is why I asked you to tell me everything, in proper order, so I can sort through this, if I can." He flashed a quick smile, hoping to ease Dan's anxiety, and pushed up the sleeves of his pullover. "First of all, give me the timeline of your stay."

      "Sure." Dan looked to be glad to relay something mundane. "Well, before all this... mess...began, we arrived on tenth of February and were supposed to leave on the seventeenth, getting home that evening. But I stayed on for a bit more than a week because Ellie had gone missing on the third day into our visit."

      "Thirteenth of February, right?" McLaren asked. "Just making certain of the details."

      "Yes. The thirteenth. She disappeared at lunch time, as I said. Me sitting on a bench near the shoreline. As the day drew on, I wandered around the beach where I'd last seen her, then walked south, in the direction of her route. I couldn't find footprints in the sand, which I thought odd, but then I assumed the waves had obliterated them if she had walked near the water's edge."

      "Quite logical. That, at least, wouldn't point to something nefarious. Go on."

      "I jogged down the route I had seen her take, jogged for probably twenty minutes but finally gave up because I was out of breath. In all that distance and time there was no sign of Ellie, and there was no spot I saw where she could have hidden. If she had wanted to." His voice betrayed his opinion of that, registering hurt and anxiety in those last words. He took a breath, a pleading look in his eyes. "Although, there were all sorts of rocky outcroppings and small caves where she could have been, and I looked around in a few of them for about another twenty minutes. But when I realized my search was fruitless, I jogged up to the nearest house. Well, 'nearest' being about five minutes away. I asked if the residents had seen Ellie, but they said no." He stared at the fire for a moment, and in the sudden quiet McLaren heard the ticking of the mantle clock from the front room. It seemed so ordinary in this extraordinary tale. Dan rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt and continued. "I gave up my search after that and went back to the spot where we'd had our lunch, back to that bench. I didn't know what to think. These sorts of things don't happen to me. People I know don't just...disappear."

      McLaren didn't say it, but he thought that's exactly what did happen to Ellie.

      "I was so worried by now that I didn't even think of dinner. I staggered back to the guesthouse, my mind a muddle of thoughts. I sat in our room, then laid down, but I couldn't sleep. I went out sometime later that night to walk around the area. I had to do something. I couldn't sit at the bed-and-breakfast, hoping for news. Any news."

      "Perfectly logical."

      "Logical or not, that's all I could think of to do. Try to find her, maybe find a trace of her or come upon someone who had actually seen her that afternoon. And oddly enough, that's what happened. That first evening...the evening of the day Ellie was missing...some old bloke accosted me."

      McLaren stared at Dan, the note-taking forgotten for the moment. "Where was this? At the B&B?"

      "No. On the beach. I was walking around, trying to find her, to learn if someone had seen her. I couldn't sleep anyway, as I said, so I figured... Well, I had to do something, so I walked around. This bloke came up to me and rattled off some sentences of Old English or something, and tried to get me to buy an old tin can. He said Winston Churchill had eaten from it when he was reviewing the SAS chaps before they left for northern Africa in World War Two. The bloke was balmy, obviously. I walked away as soon as I could."

      "Probably a wise decision."

      "On the next day, fourteenth of February... Well, that day after she went missing is pretty much a blur for me. I just wandered around, having no particular destination on my agenda. Where was I to look? Ellie loved the entire island, although she was partial to the west coast. But I visited the salt marsh, which is at the island's southern tip, and roamed around both of the larger villages. She sometimes did a bit of shopping there, had her favorite shops."

      "You didn't find her, I take it."

      "No. Need I say I was on a fool's errand? I even asked shop proprietors and some people on the streets if they'd seen her, but no one had. I probably wasted the day, but I spent the entire time talking to anyone I met if they had seen her. I even questioned people who were obviously tourists, but I wasted my time. No one had seen her."

      McLaren agreed things weren't looking good.

      "That next day, the fifteenth, I thought through the entire day when I had last seen her. I recalled a small incident and rang up the police to tell them. I thought it might help them sort this whole thing."

      "What did you remember?"

      "I told them I thought I had heard a cry while she was out on her walk, but I suppose it had been a seabird calling. Now I'm kicking myself I didn't look when I heard it. It might have been a cry for help."

      "You think she was swept into the sea?" The question came out in a tone that conveyed McLaren's surprise at his friend's suggestion.

      Dan shrugged, looking perplexed. "Either that or assaulted. That's a lonely stretch of beach, where she was headed."

      McLaren jotted the information on his pad of paper, considered something, then asked, "Did she have her handbag with her? Or, if not her handbag, did she walk around with a small rucksack, perhaps?"

      "Rucksack? I have no idea. Funny that you brought that up, though. I...didn't really pay attention when she left after lunch. A handbag, I can see someone grabbing. But would someone take a rucksack, if that's what you're implying?"

      "It happens all too frequently, Dan. And if some git knew she was a tourist..."

      "Sure. She'd have money with her." Dan paled slightly, looking uncomfortable. "Whatever happened or whoever produced the cry, I didn't act on it. And I'm kicking myself now, on thinking of that. When I told the police about the sound, they thought it was a phony story. I could tell from the tone of their voices and the questions they asked. But they  returned to the island, and they tracked down some people who had been in the vicinity at the time. Despite that, they couldn't link anyone to that stretch of beach who weren't there due to their jobs."

      "Meaning," McLaren said, sounding exasperated with the lack of specifics, "as of yet there are no suspects to your wife's disappearance. Assuming she didn't go off under her own steam."

      "I've not been informed if there are suspects. Anyway, that all happened when I stayed for the additional week. I hoped the police might get word of her. Or ask more questions. I wanted to be there to answer things and perhaps show them where Ellie liked to explore. I didn't mind. I wanted to stay, to give any aid that I could." Dan gave a slight shrug that denoted the inevitable surrender to the obvious. "When it finally looked like no news of her was forthcoming, I packed up and drove home."

      McLaren looked up from his note-taking. "What date was that?"

      "Oh, uh, twenty-sixth of February."

      "And today's the third of March. What prompted you to come here today? Why not on the twenty-sixth? No, don't get mad," he said as Dan's neck muscles tightened. "I don't suspect you of muddying the waters before you came to me. I'm curious, of course, but this is the question the police will ask if they haven't done so already. Why wait nearly a week, from twenty-six February to three March, to seek my advice...or help? Frankly, it smells. Besides, your reason is something the police will want to know too."

      "I just kept hoping the police would ring me up with news of what became of Ellie. I didn't even think of you during those few days, my mind was so focused on 'Today I'll know where she is, I'll be able to end this torture.' Also, during that time I talked to our friends. I needed to learn if they knew anything about her frame of mind: did they know how serious she was about patching up our marriage, or did she yearn to be single and pursue a different way of life. That sort of thing. I talked to everyone. Friends, employees, relatives. Even friends who lived in London and Norway. I was desperate. I had to speak to everyone who knew her, even professionally. I finally rang up her doctor, thinking perhaps Ellie had some terminal illness and she wanted to spare me the grief of knowing about it."

      "Implying she wandered off for her last few months, so you'd be saved the anguish of her death. That would be incredibly loving of her."

      Dan mumbled that it would be if it were true. "The doctor said he hadn't detected anything of that magnitude with her. I rang off, thinking it had been a waste of time, but at least I could cross that worry off my list.  All those phone calls and visiting people took up a few days. I probably should have come to you straight off when I first returned home, but honestly, Mike, I figured a friend or her doctor would give me the answer to all this, and I wouldn't have to bother you."

      "That's practical thinking."

      "But this morning I had reached the end of my patience...or faith, I guess I should say. Or the end of my list of people I could ask. I couldn't stand not knowing, so that's why I trotted over." He shook his head and added quickly, forestalling the question that he might have assumed was coming. "No, there's no significance to the third of March. Don't think that I arrived on your doorstep for some nefarious reason. I just need to know where Ellie is and why she didn't leave word for me when she left. It's... I'm nearly insane with worry."

      McLaren nodded and said that sounded understandable.

      "Hoping for news is what drove me to remain at the B&B
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