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      For those who kept asking when nobody answered.
    

  Chapter One
The Slide
The hillside came down while Meera Pillai was deciding whether to leave.

She had put her overnight bag beside the guesthouse door. Across the valley, a row of lights floated in the mist, the last evidence of a road. Then something moved under them. Not fast, at first. One light dipped, another followed, and the sound arrived through the soles of her feet.

The young cook caught the door before the wind slammed it against her.

“Back, madam.”

A brown wall crossed the road below. There was a brief, bright flash from a transformer. The valley went dark.

Meera stepped away from the threshold. The cook shut the door and lowered the wooden bar. His left thumb had a fresh dressing; rainwater spotted the shoulders of his grey shirt. He looked no older than thirty.

“Does that happen often?” she asked.

“Not there.”

He said it without the reassuring smile people usually offered older women travelling alone. She liked him for that, and distrusted the liking immediately.

Behind them, someone dropped a glass.

There were seven guests at Cloud Rest. Meera had counted at dinner, an old habit she had not managed to retire. A doctor with a careful white beard. A broad surveyor who kept checking his shoes. A woman with an expensive camera. A former revenue clerk. A woman whose hands were scarred from work. And a young woman who had arrived after everyone else and had refused to eat with the owner.

The owner stood at the foot of the stairs in a cream cardigan. He looked towards the telephone on the reception desk before he looked at the door.

“No cause for alarm,” he said. “We have provisions.”

The cook went past him towards the kitchen.

“Arun,” the owner called. “Generator.”

“It is already running.”

Only then did Meera notice the low vibration beneath the floor. The lamps in the hall were still on.

The woman with the camera laughed once. “Good. At least we won’t miss tomorrow’s entertainment.”

The owner ignored her. His photograph was on a framed licence behind the desk, beside the name Dev Menon. Meera had studied that photograph when she checked in. Age could thicken a face; weight could change it. But she had spent the evening trying to remember why she had expected somebody else.

She had not come for a holiday.

Inside her handbag lay an envelope containing a single typed sheet and an old carbon copy. The sheet had asked her to be at Cloud Rest on Saturday evening. The copy was the last page of a statement she had signed twelve years before.

She knew its final sentence by heart.

No evidence of an offence disclosed.

The missing man’s wife had sat opposite her then, holding a boy’s raincoat on her lap. Her husband, Dev Menon, had disappeared after an argument about the sale of a property outside Munnar. There had been a witness who saw him boarding a bus. An affidavit saying he wanted no contact. No body. No bank activity that the local inquiry had found.

Meera had accepted another officer’s recommendation to close the missing-person inquiry. Six weeks later she had been transferred. She could still remember how relieved she had felt not to have to tell the wife again that a grown man was allowed to leave.

Now Dev Menon had apparently invited her to his guesthouse.

She had asked the man in the cardigan about his name at dinner. He had smiled.

“A common enough name, Inspector.”

“Retired.”

“Then you can stop asking questions.”

He had said it lightly. Nobody else had laughed.

The young woman came to the reception desk. “How long?”

“Till morning, probably,” the owner said.

“Not probably. Find out.”

He gave her the look of a man used to having his impatience obeyed. She returned it without flinching. Their mouths were alike, Meera thought, though not their eyes.

The cook returned with an old radio handset and its charger. “Road supervisor is at the lower barrier. The estate repeater still works.”

He adjusted a dial. Static filled the hall, followed by a man’s voice. There was no ambulance access tonight. A second slip had taken out the upper approach. The crew would assess it at first light, but a controlled passage would not be safe before Monday morning.

Meera checked her watch. Six thirty on Saturday evening. Thirty-six hours until the barrier might open.

“Anyone hurt up here?” the radio asked.

“No,” the owner said quickly.

The cook waited, his finger on the transmit switch. Meera could have taken the handset. She could have said why she had come. Instead she watched the owner’s hand spread flat on the desk, covering the guest register.

“No injuries,” she confirmed. “Seven guests, owner, cook. Nine people.”

The doctor sat down. The clerk began to pray under his breath. The surveyor went to the window as though the missing road might reappear if he personally inspected it.

The woman with scarred hands had not moved. She stood beside the stairs, looking at the owner’s hand.

“You said there would be an answer tonight,” she told him.

“There will be.”

“When?”

“After breakfast. Circumstances have changed.”

“You’ve been saying that for twelve years.”

The owner lifted his hand. Beneath it, Meera saw a key attached to a wooden oval. The number fourteen had been burned into the wood.

He took it and started upstairs.

The cook was standing in his way, not deliberately, Meera thought. Merely in the place someone carrying a radio would naturally stand. But the owner stopped.

“The door’s sticking again,” Arun said. “Let me plane it tomorrow.”

“Stay out of my room.”

“It won’t close properly.”

“It closes when I want it to.”

He brushed past. A moment later the young woman followed him, her face pale and set.

Meera looked towards the cook. “Is fourteen upstairs?”

“Last on the left.”

“How many rooms are there?”

“Eight. They kept the numbering from the old estate bungalow.”

At the end of the corridor above them, a door scraped across boards. Meera heard a raised male voice, then the young woman’s answer, too low to distinguish. A minute later the young woman came down alone.

The woman with the camera had been examining Meera with professional attention.

“You got one too,” she said.

“One what?”

“Don’t. Please. We can spend the whole weekend pretending, but we’re trapped here now.”

She took an envelope from her jacket. Meera recognised the cheap white paper, the printed address label, the narrow blue line along the flap.

The clerk looked up from his prayer.

The doctor closed his eyes.

From the kitchen came the sound of a drawer shutting. Arun appeared with a tray of tea, seven cups arranged in a circle.

“What did your letter say?” Meera asked the photographer.

She put the envelope on the desk.

“That Dev Menon was finally ready to tell the truth.”
Chapter Two
Bolted
At five forty the following morning, someone knocked on Meera’s door with the quick, embarrassed taps of a person hoping not to be heard.

Arun stood in the passage holding a tray. There was one cup on it, untouched, and a pot of tea wrapped in a cloth.

“Mr Menon asked for this at five,” he said. “He won’t answer.”

“Then let him sleep.”

“His door is shut. He said last night it wouldn’t shut.”

It was an odd reason to wake her. Only later would she understand that he had prepared others and discarded them.

Meera put on her shoes before following him.

The corridor smelled of wet timber. At its far end, outside Room 14, stood the doctor and the young woman. She had pulled a jumper over her nightclothes.

“He has a heart condition,” the doctor said.

“Which one?” Meera asked.

He blinked. “Angina. I gave him tablets last night.”

“Your name?”

“Dr Prakash Nair.”

She had heard it at dinner. She wanted to hear how readily he gave it now.

Meera knocked. No answer. At floor level, beneath the door, a thin line of light showed where the bedside lamp had been left burning. She bent. No draught came through. The windows might be shut.

The young woman tried the handle again.

“Don’t,” Meera said.

“He’s my father.”

“You can tell me your name while I look.”

“Kavya.”

The door was a heavy teak leaf in an older, softer frame. On the latch side the wood had swollen and bowed away from the leaf, opening a narrow dark slit halfway up. Someone had scraped a pale crescent in the varnish there. Meera put her eye near it but could see only the edge of a metal fitting inside.

“Is the key turned?” she asked.

Arun crouched. The keyhole was empty.

“The lock doesn’t work,” he said. “Not for months. He uses the tower bolt.”

“Then what’s the key for?”

“He likes carrying it.”

Kavya gave an abrupt, ugly laugh. “That sounds like him.”

Meera asked everyone to step back. She used both hands against the door, applying pressure rather than a blow. The wood gave a little. Something metallic held it at waist height.

“Mr Menon,” she called. “If you can hear me, move away from the door.”

She waited. The radio at reception crackled faintly downstairs.

They could not leave a man with a possible heart attack behind a door. She asked the doctor to help. On the second shove the keeper tore from the frame and the door swung inward.

Dev Menon was in the armchair beside the bed.

For an instant the room seemed perfectly ordinary. A reading lamp. A glass of water. A cardigan folded on the bed. Then Meera saw the dark patch down the front of his white shirt and the small black handle protruding beneath his ribs.

The doctor started towards him.

“Stop where you are.”

“He could still be—”

“Then check his
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