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THE HOUSE BELOW THE TIDE

The Tide House Mysteries — Book Two


‘There are two kinds of people in a coastal town. The ones the sea brings in, and the ones it has not yet taken back.’

— Saltmarsh-on-Wear, local saying


For everyone who has ever known that the official version was not the whole story.
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The Night of the Storm

[image: ]


Saltmarsh-on-Wear — 14 November 2016

Lila Vexley was sixteen years old on the night the sea took the Joanie May, and she was not aboard when it went down.

She had climbed onto the boat at eight that evening with Robyn Fell and the four boys — Jay Murtagh and Dean Ashby and Marcus Croft and Lewis Park — and she had sat in the cuddy with her knees drawn to her chest and her hood pulled low while Robyn fought to light a cigarette against a wind already coming up from the north. The lighter was a yellow supermarket lighter and it was losing badly. The flame caught and died, caught and died, and Robyn swore softly between attempts, cupped her hands, and tried again with the stubbornness of a seventeen-year-old who has decided she is going to smoke a cigarette and will not be beaten by the North Sea.

The sky to the north had gone the colour of old pewter. Lila had seen it while they were still in the harbour, as Jay coiled the mooring line, and she had thought — with the calm of someone who has already made the hardest decision of her evening — that she was glad of her waterproof. She had been planning tonight for three weeks. The weather belonged to the conditions, not to the problem. She had accepted the conditions.

She was going to Tide House.

She had been going to Tide House for a year and seven months, always by boat, because the road out of Saltmarsh-on-Wear ran past her parents’ house on the north side of town and the water was cleaner. The water was theirs — the route between the life she lived in daylight and the life she had been living in a private register for nineteen months. Over that year and seven months the crossing had become its own country: the diesel smell of the engine, Robyn’s lighter fluid, the cold salt air; the lights of Saltmarsh shrinking astern; the headland rising ahead with the square black shape of Tide House on its crest when the sky was clear. In the early months she had understood the feeling that went with all of this as excitement, and then as the settled thing excitement becomes when it lasts. In the final six weeks — since the chemist in Whitby, since the test and what the test had told her — she had begun, at last, to find its true name.

It was not a name she could have reached at fifteen, nor at sixteen in the first year. It needed the experience she had been gathering without knowing she was gathering it. It needed the six weeks of thinking she had done since the test. It needed the clarity that pregnancy, at sixteen, delivers with the efficiency of a thing that cannot be argued with, deferred, or reframed.

She was going to Tide House to end it.

Not in the sense Robyn had feared, six days ago in Robyn’s bedroom, when Lila used the word end and watched her friend’s face change. No, she had said. I mean I’m going to tell him. About the baby. And then I’m going to leave.

‘He won’t let you,’ Robyn had said.

‘I know. But I’ll be in the boat, and the boat will be at the cove, and there are six of us.’

She had not said the other thing she was thinking: that by the time Cyril Vexley understood what she had said and what she meant by it, she would already be in the water. She had been planning the swim for a fortnight. Twice in September, in daylight, she had made the crossing from the south end of the headland to the cove below the Kettley farmhouse — three-quarters of a mile on the inshore current, which she knew because she had measured it. She had timed both crossings. She had worn the right things. She was going to be fine.

She had rehearsed the words she would say to Cyril until they felt like an object she could pick up and set on the table between them, rather than something she would have to produce, in the moment, from a store of feeling that might not hold. The words were: I am pregnant. The baby is yours. I am not going to tell anyone it is yours, and I am asking you to tell no one either. I am going to live with my aunt in Lyon. I want no contact and no money, and I am giving you the chance to disappear from my life without consequence, because consequence would cost more of my life than I am prepared to spend on it. I am asking only that you let me go.

She had rehearsed the words in the shower. She had rehearsed them walking home from school along the cliff path, her preferred route in October and November because the wind off the sea was loud enough to cover her voice when she needed to say them aloud. She had rehearsed them lying in bed at night, where she did her most careful thinking, in the quiet the house made after ten when the building settled and the only sounds were the sea and the occasional shifting of old timber. After two weeks the words had taken on a solidity they had not had when she first assembled them. They felt like something she could hold. A prepared shape, ready to be handed across.

The rest of the plan had the same worked-over solidity. Six of them on the boat, because six was a number that changed what a man on a headland could do about a boat in his cove. Robyn knowing part of it, and only Robyn, and only part. The waterproof, the boots she could kick off, the clothes underneath chosen for the water and not for the meeting. She had gone over each element until it stopped being a decision and became simply the arrangement of the evening — the way, she supposed, Cyril went over his columns of figures until the columns agreed. She did not enjoy the comparison. She kept it anyway, because it was accurate, and accuracy was what she had instead of anyone to tell.

What she had not considered, in three weeks of preparation, was the nature of the response.

She had imagined anger. She had imagined negotiation, and the kind of grief a certain sort of man produces when he understands he is losing something he possessed. She had prepared for each of these in its own way. She had not prepared for assessment. She had not prepared for the look of a man receiving information and weighing it, in real time, with the detachment of someone whose relationship to the crisis is managerial rather than felt.

She would understand this later, from the distance of years, as one of the things that could not be understood at sixteen, because it required a model of a certain kind of man that she had not yet been forced to build. At sixteen she believed, as she believed most things, in the evidence she had been given, and the evidence of nineteen months was warmth and attention and something she had taken for tenderness. What it had been instead was not available to her at sixteen. That was not a failure of her intelligence. It was the failure of her experience — and experience, unlike intelligence, can only be bought in time, and at cost.



The boat reached the headland at twenty past nine.

Jay Murtagh had been nursing the engine trim for forty minutes, and his attention had communicated itself to the others the way competence communicates itself in small vessels: the talk in the cuddy died away; Robyn gave up on the cigarette and pocketed the lighter; Dean Ashby moved to the bow and studied the water the way you study water when you are trying to read it. The sky had closed completely. The swell was bigger than the forecast had promised.

Lila climbed the path to the headland. Cyril Vexley was waiting at the top, in his overcoat, wearing the expression she was only now learning to read for what it was. He was the family’s money — the man through whose hands every Vexley account passed, the keeper of the trusts and the ledgers — and he stood on his own headland the way he sat over his own figures: proprietary, unhurried, certain that everything in view would balance in his favour.

She said: I need to talk to you.

‘Come in. We’ll talk inside.’

‘I’d rather stay here.’

He said her name then, and in the saying of it she heard the register of a man managing a situation — the warmth calibrated, the patience measured out, that mode of male attention which presents itself as feeling while conducting a different operation underneath. She had heard it many times across nineteen months and had called it tenderness. She heard it now correctly, and that too was for the first time.

She said the words. She said them in the order she had rehearsed, and she watched his face while she said them, and what surfaced there was not anger, not grief, not any of the responses she had drilled for. It was assessment. A man evaluating, as she spoke, the options the situation offered him.

‘Stay tonight,’ he said. ‘We’ll sort it out in the morning.’

‘No. I’m going back on the boat.’

‘Lila.’ Very quietly. ‘I think you should stay.’

‘I’m going back on the boat.’

She turned and walked to the path. She did not run. Running was the wrong signal — running told him she was afraid, and fear would change what happened next, and she was not going to hand him fear, because she had made her calculation correctly and she knew it, and the knowing sat solid beneath everything else. She walked down to the cove like someone who knows exactly where she is going.

At the boat she said to Robyn, quietly: I’m going to swim.

‘You’re what?’

‘I’m going to swim back. To Kettley’s cove. I’ve done it before. Stay on the boat and go home. I’ll be fine.’

She did not say: Cyril Vexley is standing on the headland watching us and I need to be somewhere he cannot follow. She did not say: I need to reach Mrs Kettley’s farmhouse, and I need to get there invisibly. She said: ‘I’ll be fine. Go home.’

Robyn looked at her for a long moment. Lila looked back. They had been best friends since they were seven, and they knew each other’s faces completely, and what passed between them then was not a conversation but a recognition: Robyn understood that something had happened at Tide House and that Lila was not going to say what; Lila understood that Robyn understood; and both of them understood that the boat needed to leave.

Lila went over the side.



The North Sea in November at half past nine in the evening is a cold that addresses the whole body at once — not a cold that starts at the fingers and works inward, but one that arrives entire, the way conviction arrives, all at once and without gradation. She had known this from September. Knowing and experiencing were the different things they always are.

She had prepared by accepting it in advance — a condition, not a crisis. In September she had practised not fighting it, and the practice had held. She applied the same discipline now. She swam south on the inshore current, keeping the farmhouse lights at the right angle to her line of travel, working with the water rather than against it, as she had in September when she timed it and found it manageable. The swell was heavier than September’s, and she had to fit her strokes to its movement rather than drive through it, but she had anticipated that too, in the abstract. In the flesh it demanded more than she had budgeted. She paid it. She did not think about Cyril Vexley on the headland. She did not think about the boat. She thought about the current, and her stroke, and the cove somewhere ahead of her in the dark, and she held those three things in exactly the proportion the crossing required.

The cold kept up its argument all the same. It worked at her wrists and the back of her neck, the places her preparation could not cover, and it made its offer over and over — the offer cold water always makes, to let the effort go, to let the body decide. She declined it stroke by stroke. The farmhouse light rode up on the swell and vanished and rode up again, and she used it the way the old boatmen used stars: not as comfort. As bearing.

The wind had built while she was in the water. She heard it change above her — heard it the way sound changes at the surface when you are swimming, warped and pressed thin — and she felt what it was doing to the swell. The swell was building. The wind was building.

She thought: the boat. Jay Murtagh knows this coast. He’s been on boats since he was twelve. He’ll take the harbour mouth, the safe line. He’ll be fine.

She thought: go.

She swam. She reached the cove steps in thirty-eight minutes, two minutes over September. She hauled herself up the wet stone with everything a body has left after thirty-eight minutes in November water, and she sat on the top step for a moment, breathing, letting the sea run off her, and when she looked up, Mrs Kettley was standing in the lit doorway of the farmhouse at the head of the cove path with a towel over her arm.

She had the towel ready.

That was the detail Honor Whitling would return to, eight years later, sitting at her kitchen table with Marcus Greaves’ notebook open in front of her. The towel. The towel told you who Dorothea Kettley was and what she had understood — what kind of woman keeps a light burning and a towel ready in November, without knowing exactly who is coming, or when.



She told Mrs Kettley that night what needed telling: the name, and the reason she must not be found, and the shape of what she was leaving. Mrs Kettley listened the way a woman listens who has been hearing difficult things for sixty-seven years and knows that the listening is the first and most important act. When Lila finished, she said: ‘I know a man. A retired teacher, from the comprehensive. He’ll know what to do.’ And then: ‘There’s a phone in the kitchen. Call your aunt first.’

Constance answered on the third ring. Lila said: I’m coming.

‘I know,’ Constance said. ‘I’ll sort everything.’

She slept in the spare room. She was asleep when the storm peaked at two in the morning. She heard it in her sleep — the wind at a pitch she had never heard on this coast, rain hitting the farmhouse windows like something thrown rather than falling — and her sleeping mind folded it into whatever she was dreaming, and she slept on, because her body demanded it absolutely, the way a body demands what it needs after thirty-eight minutes in cold water when it has not yet finished its own repairs.

In the morning the radio said five teenagers. The radio said the Joanie May.

She heard the first words and was standing in the kitchen doorway before she was fully awake, in borrowed dry clothes, and Mrs Kettley was at the counter with her hands flat on its surface and her eyes closed.

Lila said: that was my boat.

Mrs Kettley turned and came across the kitchen and took Lila’s hands in both of hers and held them. ‘Sit down,’ she said. ‘We are going to sit here together and we are going to listen. And then we are going to decide what to do.’

Lila sat. The radio said Robyn Fell’s name. It said Jay Murtagh. It said Dean Ashby. It said Marcus Croft. It said Lewis Park. It said: the search for any further victims continues. The announcer’s voice had the levelled steadiness of a person reading the names of the dead in a place where everyone listening would know them. Beyond the window the sea lay flat and pale and spent, as if nothing had happened on it. As if it had not spent the night taking.

She sat at the kitchen table with Mrs Kettley’s hands over hers and listened to the names and did not cry, because the crying had been spent somewhere out in the water, the way a body sometimes spends a thing before you know it will be needed, and what remained was not tears but something harder and more durable that would take a very long time to carry. She thought about Robyn and the yellow lighter. She thought about Jay’s careful hands on the engine trim. She thought about Dean saying he’d been out in worse. She thought about Marcus Croft and Lewis Park, who had said almost nothing in her last hour on the boat, who had simply been there.

She thought: they were there because I asked them to bring me.

She would carry that for the rest of her life in the only form true understanding permits: not falsified, not softened, accurate. And she would carry beside it, arrived at across the months and years that followed, through the slow stubborn work of a person who refuses to lie to herself, the other truth — that the storm was never hers to command, and the decision she made was the decision available to her, and both things were true at once, and holding both without dropping either was the work of being alive after the fourteenth of November 2016.



Marcus Greaves drove her to Newcastle on the Thursday, in his ten-year-old Vauxhall, with Lila in the back seat under a blanket, because Marcus Greaves was a careful man and careful men take precautions even when the precautions feel excessive. He had come to the farmhouse on the Wednesday morning in answer to a telephone call, and he had sat at Mrs Kettley’s kitchen table and listened to everything Lila had to say. He listened the way he must once have listened to pupils: entirely, without hurry, his hands folded on the table, asking nothing until she had finished, and then asking only the questions that mattered — dates, names, who else knew. When she was done he was quiet for a while, and Mrs Kettley let the quiet stand, and then he said: ‘I know the shape of this. I’ve been watching it for some time. I’m going to help you.’

Nothing in his face suggested surprise. That was the thing Lila remembered afterwards. He had not been surprised at all, only confirmed, and there was a grief in being confirmed that he did not trouble her with.

At Newcastle Central, before she got out of the car, he said: ‘I’m going to write things down. I want you to know that. Whatever happens after today, the record will exist. When someone comes who can receive it, it will be ready.’

‘How will you know who to give it to?’

‘I’ll know when they come.’

She looked at him across the car roof in the grey Newcastle morning. He was fifty-six years old, and he had the face of a man who had been watching something difficult for a long time and had found in the watching a discipline that sustained him. She did not know, standing in that station car park, that he would watch for another eight years. She did not know the watching would cost him his life. She knew only that he meant what he said, and that she trusted him, and that the trust was warranted.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘Go. Come back when you can.’

She went into the station. She did not look back.

Constance Marwick was waiting on the platform at Lyon-Perrache with a coat over her arm. The coat was large enough to swallow Lila whole when Constance wrapped it round her shoulders — which was, Lila thought, exactly the right coat for the occasion. Constance held her for a moment and said: ‘Come.’ That was all. It was enough.

And behind her, in Saltmarsh, on the Friday afternoon, a retired schoolteacher unlocked the door of a spare room he had been using for storage and looked at the empty shelves with the eyes of a man who has decided, at last, to begin. He took out a notebook. He sat at the desk. He wrote, in his careful square hand, the date: 18 November 2016. And beneath it:

She is safe. The record begins.

THE BOATHOUSE

October – November 2024
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The Cliff Path
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She had been in Saltmarsh-on-Wear for ten months on the morning they found Marcus Greaves in the salt boathouse, and she had spent those ten months doing three things: working, walking the cliff path, and thinking about David Iyengar.

The work was the work a coastal community policing station produced in the ordinary run of things — domestic disputes, low-level theft, and the caravan park on the south road, which between June and September was a reliable generator of the kind of conflict that wanted a diplomat’s patience and a solicitor’s paperwork. She was a detective sergeant on attachment, which made her technically senior to most of what the station needed her for, and she did it carefully and without condescension, because she understood that the correct relationship to work beneath your skill was not condescension but discipline. You did it right regardless of its difficulty. Doing it right was the practice that let you do the hard things right when the hard things came.

The walking was every morning before work, along the cliff path that ran north from her cottage for four kilometres to where the headland shouldered out into the sea and the path turned back inland. She had begun in her first week and kept it up without exception: through the grey drizzle of the winter mornings, when the sea lay invisible under the mist and the hawthorns dripped; through the hard clear cold of February, the path ringing with frost and the sea a flat dark silver she never did find the exact word for; and now through the October mornings, three weeks of them, which were the best — the light coming in low and flat off the sea and turning whatever it touched, the gorse, the wet stone, the water below, into something she could stand and look at without thinking anything at all, which was the closest thing she had found to rest. There was a bench at the top, where the path turned, put up in memory of a man who had walked here for fifty years, according to its small brass plate, and she had come to think of the bench as the fixed point of her days: the place where the walking stopped and the looking happened, ten minutes of it, before the day claimed her back.

The thinking about David was less voluntary. It happened in the space around the work and the walking, in the intervals between tasks, in the small hours between two and four when she had not yet found a reliable way of sleeping through. She thought about him in several registers, and not always the same one. Sometimes the register of the investigation — the pieces she was assembling, what they meant, what they would mean when there were enough of them. Sometimes the register of loss, which she had learned, across fourteen months, to visit briefly and leave deliberately rather than live in. And sometimes — more often now — the register of the alive version, which was the one she worked to keep available to herself, because it was the only version that produced anything. The alive version of David Iyengar was the man in the kitchen at six in the morning with the radio down low and the coffee starting, turning as she came through the door with the expression she had been looking at for fifteen years and had never found the right name for.

She had come to Saltmarsh because his death was connected to it. For nine months before he was killed, David had been building an investigation into the Vexley family of the North Yorkshire coast, and the geography of that case had its heart in this town, and the only way she knew to find out who had arranged his killing was to be in the place the case was about and do the work the case required. She had not told the transfer panel this. She had told the transfer panel she wanted somewhere smaller, somewhere coastal, somewhere the pace was slower and the work more human-scaled. All of which was true, as far as it went. It did not go very far.

In ten months of living in Saltmarsh and working at the Saltmarsh station and walking the cliff path and going to the library on Tuesdays, she had been building a picture. It was assembled from public records, from observation, and from the lateral inference that comes of living in a small place long enough to learn its social geometry — who knew whom, who avoided whom, and what the avoidances said. The picture was not yet actionable. The picture was a map, and maps were the first thing, and she was trying to be patient about the fact that they were only the first thing.

On the morning of Wednesday the sixteenth of October 2024, the case moved.

She was coming down from the headland at ten to seven, still carrying the light she had stood in for ten minutes at the top of the path, when her phone rang. Sergeant Phil Burdon, duty sergeant — unusual at this hour.

‘DS Whitling. We’ve a body. The salt boathouse on the south harbour wall. PC Aslan’s on scene. Dr Hartley’s there.’

‘I’ll be there in ten,’ she said.

She was there in seven.



The salt boathouse had been built in the 1840s into the curve of the south harbour wall, down at the level of the lowest spring tide, to store the salt cargo that had once been a serious part of the Saltmarsh trade. It was a small building, four metres by six, with a floor that was partly the original dressed stone and partly compacted dirt, and it held moisture the way floors do that spend half their lives below the waterline. One door, on the harbour side. One window — a narrow horizontal slit in the seaward wall, admitting a single column of thin grey light. The building smelled of salt and damp rope and the cold that stone keeps when it has been cold so long the cold has become part of its structure.

She put on gloves at the door and looked in. PC Aslan was posted outside with two uniformed constables and Dr Hartley. She had found, in ten months, that Karim Aslan was the most reliable officer at the Saltmarsh station by a clear margin — not because of anything he did that was dramatically better than the others, but because of how he attended to whatever was in front of him: a sustained, unshowy attention, joined to the discipline of not concluding faster than the evidence allowed. He was twenty-six. He had been at the station three years. For some months she had been meaning to find the right way to tell him he was going to be a good detective.

‘Sergeant. Good morning.’

‘Walk me through what you have.’

‘Stephen Ridley, Sandgate Street. Walks his dog along the lower harbour wall at six-fifteen most mornings. This morning he found the boathouse door open. The door’s padlocked normally — the padlock lives on the exterior bolt. This morning the padlock was on the bolt, but the bolt was drawn from the inside. Mr Ridley looked in through the open door, saw the body, and called 999 at six twenty-two. First responders at six thirty-one. Dr Hartley has assessed from the doorway. Nothing’s been moved.’

‘Who’s the duty key holder for this building?’

‘The Harbour Trust. I’ve got a call in.’

‘CCTV on this stretch of the wall?’

‘I’ve checked. There’s a camera on the approach from the main harbour that covers part of the south wall. I’ve arranged for the footage to be preserved.’

‘Good.’

She stepped into the boathouse. The body was a man, face-down, roughly two metres from the door, right arm folded beneath him, left arm partly extended towards the slit window. The light from the window caught him at a low angle — good light for her purposes, which were to see detail without disturbing anything. Mid-sixties, she estimated, from the white hair and the texture of the skin at the back of the neck. A wool cardigan over a collared shirt. Corduroy trousers in mid-brown. And indoor shoes: soft leather soles, the kind a man keeps by his front door for moving about the house, dark now with the wet of the boathouse floor.

She crouched. The back of the neck showed nothing of interest. The left side of the face was what the position gave her: white-haired, three days unshaven, eyes partly open. The expression — she would not put this in her report, because it was interpretation, not observation — was the expression of a man who had been in the middle of doing something deliberate when the doing stopped. Not frightened. Not resigned. In the report she would write: no obvious signs of distress or fear. The word that offered itself privately, and that she set aside for later examination, was resolved.

Outside, the harbour was waking around the cordon: gulls working the tideline, a winch starting somewhere up the wall, the first onlookers gathering at the tape with the studied casualness of people who will later say they just happened to be passing. Inside the boathouse there was only the stone cold, and the thin grey column from the slit window, and the man on the floor.

She stood. She walked to the slit window and considered the angle of its light against the floor and the body. She walked back to the door. She looked at the relationship between door, body and window with the attention she gave physical information at a scene — the attention that has to come before conclusion, that lets the scene speak in its own language before you start translating.

‘Karim.’

He was at the door at once.

‘Tell me what you see.’

He looked at the body. He looked at the door. He looked at the window. He took his time, and she gave it to him, because the time he took was part of what she was assessing — not just what he saw, but how.

‘A man who came in voluntarily, or was brought in,’ he said. ‘The bolt drawn from the inside means someone was inside when it was drawn — him, or whoever was with him. He went down near the door. He didn’t walk further in.’

‘What doesn’t fit?’

He looked again. She watched him look. ‘The shoes,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘If he came here deliberately — even in a hurry — he’d have put outdoor shoes on. Indoor shoes mean he didn’t plan to leave wherever he came from.’

‘So either he came from very close by, or he was brought from wherever he was.’

‘And if he was brought, whoever brought him needed a way out. Through the door — which would have disturbed the bolt — or through the seaward side.’

‘Check the seaward wall. Carefully.’

He went. She stood in the doorway and looked along the south harbour wall from the outside, and she thought about the choice of this building. There were other structures on this harbour that would have served the same practical purpose — other locked doors, other places a body could lie unfound till morning. This building had been chosen deliberately, and she was not ready to say why, but she put the question where she kept the questions she couldn’t yet answer: at the edge of attention, in the peripheral space where things were allowed to develop without being forced.

Aslan came back. ‘There’s a drain in the seaward wall. Stone, original to the construction, maybe fifty centimetres across. The outfall’s on the rocks at the base of the wall. Low tide was at four-forty this morning.’

‘Large enough for a person?’

‘For someone small. Or someone very motivated.’

‘I want photographs of that drain before the tide comes up. And SOCO looks at it before anything else.’

She stood another moment in the doorway. She thought about a bolt drawn from the inside. She thought about a drain in a seaward wall. She thought about a body in indoor shoes, carried or walked from somewhere near. She thought about the choice of the salt boathouse, on the south harbour wall of Saltmarsh-on-Wear, for this purpose — and what the choosing said about whoever had made it.

Then she went to make the calls a suspicious death requires.



His name, confirmed by mid-morning through formal identification: Marcus Thomas Greaves. Sixty-four. Retired schoolteacher — thirty years at Saltmarsh Comprehensive. Resident at 14 Wear Lane since 1990. No criminal record, no litigation, no public footprint to speak of beyond his three decades at the school. Half the adults in Saltmarsh, Burdon told her, had been taught by him. Geography and, in the later years, general studies, whatever that had meant. Firm, fair, never raised his voice. The town’s grief, already gathering in the shops and on the harbour wall by mid-morning, had the bewildered quality of grief for a man nobody had ever imagined as the object of violence.

She drove to Wear Lane at two in the afternoon. The cottage at number fourteen had the feel of a space inhabited long enough to stop being arranged and start simply being: books ordered in a system that meant something to the man who had made it and to nobody else; a chair positioned to catch the best of the afternoon light from the east window; the kitchen of someone who cooked daily, modestly and consistently — pans burnished with use, a wooden board worn hollow in the middle, herbs in small terracotta pots on the sill, recently watered. A single watercolour hung above the fireplace, the harbour in winter, competent rather than remarkable: the kind of painting a person keeps because it gets something right about the place they live. Standing in the front room she had the sense of a man who had thought carefully about how to live in a small space, and had lived in it long enough that the thinking and the living had become the same thing.

She went to the desk. It stood at the window overlooking the harbour — old, solid, a working desk, its surface clear, its drawers organised in a grammar she recognised at once: the top drawer for the things used most, the lower drawers for the things filed rather than reached for. She opened the top drawer and laid its contents on the desk, one at a time, in order.

A chequebook, current. Two passports — one valid, one expired in 2019. A small notebook of telephone numbers, pencilled, initials beside each number rather than names. Reading glasses in a soft case. And at the back of the drawer, a single sheet of writing paper, folded once, with the look of something placed recently — the folds crisp, the paper uncreased, white in the way of paper that has not been long in a drawer.

She unfolded it. In an adult hand she did not recognise — deliberate, unhurried, the hand of someone who was not rushing — it said, in nine words:

Tell H.W. she’s looking in the right place.

She read it twice. She set it down on the desk and looked at it. She was aware of Aslan in the doorway of the room, and of her own breathing, and of a stillness in herself that required no performance because it was simply happening.

‘Karim. Come and read this.’

He came. He read it. He was quiet for a moment — the good, working kind of quiet. Then: ‘H.W.’

‘Yes.’

‘Someone wrote a note to a dead man, telling him to pass a message to you. And the note’s recent — the folds are fresh. Which means whoever wrote it knew something was coming.’

‘Yes. Or knew the papers would be examined after Marcus was dead, and wanted whoever examined them pointed in the right direction.’

‘Someone close enough to the situation to know it was coming,’ he said. ‘And who wanted you to know.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which means there’s someone inside whatever this is who wanted you to know.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s exactly right.’

She looked around the room. Then she went to the spare room, which was the room she had been moving towards since the cottage door — a room with the gravitational pull of a room that contains what a case is about.

The spare room held archive boxes on shelves along three walls. Twenty-one of them, in matching card, each labelled in pencil with a range of years. The earliest read 2008–2010. The most recent read 2024, and that one stood half-open on the desk beside a notebook which had, she could see at a glance, been recently in use.

She stood at the doorway and looked at the boxes and the desk and the notebook and did not move.

Sixteen years. He had been building this for sixteen years.

She sat down at the desk. She opened the notebook to the first page and read. The first entry was dated 18 November 2016. It said: She is safe. The record begins.

She read it again. She turned the page and read the second entry, then the third, then the fourth. She read for four minutes and then sat for ninety seconds without reading, which was the time she needed to absorb what she had read and decide what to do with it in the immediate, practical sense. Then she stood, signed for the notebook on the chain-of-custody form, and went back to the front room.

‘Karim. The spare room. Archive boxes — twenty-one of them, dated 2008 to 2024. I want each one logged and photographed before any of them are opened. Nothing opened without me present.’

‘Yes, Sergeant.’

‘The telephone notebook from the top drawer — I’ll take it. And this.’ She indicated the note. ‘Signed and logged.’

‘Yes.’

‘The reading glasses, the passports, the chequebook — standard inventory. Everything in order.’

‘Yes.’
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