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Chapter 1: Arrival in Munich



There was a particular quality of light that Grace Whitmore had come to associate with Central European airports in early autumn—a pale, diffused luminosity filtering through acres of tempered glass, as if the sun itself had been asked to observe the same hushed decorum expected of travelers moving through customs—and as the Lufthansa aircraft banked gently over the patchwork fields surrounding Munich, she pressed her palm briefly against the cool window and allowed herself the small, private pleasure of arrival, that particular alchemy of exhaustion and anticipation that came from having crossed an ocean while the body insisted it had gone nowhere at all.

She had taught literature for thirty-one years, and if there was one lesson those decades had impressed upon her more thoroughly than any other, it was this: a story announces itself long before the reader recognizes it as a story. The great texts did not begin with their inciting incidents. They began, rather, with atmosphere—with weather, with the tenor of a room, with the way a character’s shoulders sat when they believed themselves unobserved—and it was only in retrospect, once the plot had fully declared itself, that one could return to those opening pages and see how carefully the ground had been prepared. Grace had spent so many years teaching students to notice such things in Dickens and in Highsmith that she had, perhaps unfortunately, lost the ability to stop noticing them in life.

Which was why, even before the aircraft had fully settled at the gate, even before the seatbelt sign had extinguished itself with its familiar chime, she had already begun cataloguing the small wrongnesses scattered throughout the cabin the way she might once have circled troubling phrases in a student’s rough draft.

The man in 14C, for instance. He had boarded late, breathless, his overcoat still damp from whatever weather had chased him across the tarmac in Palma, and he had spent the better part of the flight with his laptop bag wedged not in the overhead bin, where such things properly belonged, but beneath the seat in front of him, one shoe braced against it as though he expected, at any moment, to need to seize it and run. He had not slept. Grace had noted this with the same clinical attention she might once have paid to a pupil nodding off during a discussion of Bleak House—not from any presumption of relevance, but simply because the habit of observation, once cultivated, refused to switch itself off merely because the immediate context was a transatlantic flight rather than a classroom.

There had been a woman, too, several rows ahead, who had visited the lavatory four times in six hours, and who each time had paused at the galley curtain to glance back down the aisle with an expression Grace could only describe as checking—not the vague, unfocused scanning of a nervous flyer seeking reassurance, but something more deliberate, more directed, as though she were counting heads, or confirming that a particular head remained where she had last seen it.

And there had been the elderly gentleman across the aisle, impeccably dressed in a manner that suggested old money rather than recent affluence, who had spent the entire flight with a small enamel pin fastened to his lapel—a white flower, star-shaped, rendered in careful detail—and who had touched that pin, absently, perhaps a dozen times over the course of the journey, the way a person might touch a wedding ring or a rosary, some small unconscious gesture toward an anchor whose significance existed entirely outside the observer’s understanding.

Grace had noticed these things not because she suspected any of them of anything—that would have been absurd, the kind of paranoid pattern-seeking she associated with the more excitable true-crime podcasts her niece was forever recommending—but because noticing was simply what she did, had always done, the residue of a career spent teaching young people to ask why does the author tell us this and not that, applied now, involuntarily, to a cabin full of strangers who had not asked to be read.

The jet bridge exhaled its familiar smell of recycled air and fuel as she stepped off the aircraft, and Grace allowed herself to be swept along in the loose current of passengers moving toward passport control, her small wheeled case trundling obediently behind her, its slightly squeaking left wheel a sound so familiar after Mallorca that she had almost grown fond of it, the way one grows fond of an old friend’s minor irritating habit.

Munich Airport, she reflected, possessed none of the chaotic warmth of Palma’s terminal, that sun-baked informality where queues dissolved into clusters and everyone seemed engaged in at least one conversation not strictly related to their travel. Here the architecture itself seemed to enforce a kind of orderly hush—soaring white steel arches overhead, signage in crisp sans-serif announcing gates and connections with Teutonic precision, the whole vast space humming with the low, efficient murmur of several thousand people being processed with maximum courtesy and minimum delay.

It suited her, in a way. After the heat and tangled alleyways of Palma, after the church bells and the bougainvillea and the terrible things she had learned about the monastery on the hill, Grace found something almost restful in this cool Bavarian orderliness, this sense of a system functioning exactly as designed. She had come to Munich for precisely that reason—for rest, for the specific and deliberate absence of mystery—and she intended, she told herself firmly as she joined the queue for passport control, to spend the coming fortnight doing nothing more taxing than visiting the Alte Pinakothek and sampling the pastries her old university friend Charlotte had been recommending in her emails for the better part of a year.

The passport officer, a young woman with the kind of professional blankness that suggested she had stamped several thousand documents that week alone, glanced up at Grace’s photograph, then at Grace herself, then waved her through with the barest inclination of her head. No trouble there. No reason there should have been.

It was only as Grace made her way toward baggage claim, following the illuminated signs through a wide, gently curving corridor, that she noticed the man from 14C again.

He was some twenty feet ahead of her now, no longer burdened by the laptop bag—he must have collected it from beneath his seat—and he was walking with the particular haste of a man trying very hard to appear as though he were not hurrying at all, his gait quick but his shoulders held with studied casualness, the overcoat still damp, still clinging awkwardly to his frame. He glanced back once, over his shoulder, in a manner so quick and so practiced that Grace, had she not spent three decades watching adolescents attempt to conceal contraband novels beneath their desks, might not have caught it at all.

She was not the object of his attention. She felt quite certain of that. His glance had swept past her without pause, without recognition, seeking something—or someone—further back in the crowd.

Curious, she thought, and immediately chided herself for the thought, because curiosity of precisely this sort was what had landed her in a monastery cellar three months prior with a man twice her size explaining, with regret she suspected was genuine, exactly how he intended to make her disappearance look accidental. She had promised Inspector Alvarez, in the warm, relieved aftermath of that whole dreadful business, that she would endeavor to take up a hobby less perilous than amateur detection. Bridge, perhaps. Or watercolors.

And yet.

The baggage claim hall opened before her, a vast space beneath the same soaring architecture, carousels arranged in neat rows beneath screens displaying flight numbers in crisp white text, and Grace found herself scanning the crowd with an attentiveness she had promised herself, only weeks ago, that she would set aside.

The nervous woman from the flight was there too, she noted, standing perhaps thirty feet from the man in the damp overcoat, positioned near carousel four with the studied indifference of someone determined not to be seen looking at anyone in particular. And the elderly gentleman with the enamel pin had positioned himself near the exit doors, still touching that small white flower at his lapel, watching the carousels with an expression of patient, almost proprietary attention, like a man waiting not for luggage but for a verdict.

Grace located carousel six on the overhead display, the one corresponding to her own flight, and made her way toward it, telling herself—quite firmly, quite reasonably—that a cabin full of tired travelers exhibiting minor anxieties proved nothing whatsoever, that airports were, after all, theaters of low-grade stress by their very nature, and that she had absolutely no evidence, none at all, that anything unusual was occurring beyond the ordinary friction of several hundred strangers wanting very much to be somewhere else.

The carousel juddered to life with a mechanical groan, its belt beginning its slow rotation, and the first bags began to appear through the rubber curtain, tumbling down the metal ramp with soft thuds, and Grace positioned herself at a reasonable distance—not eager, not pressing forward the way some travelers did, elbowing for position as though luggage retrieval were a competitive sport—and watched, with the patient attention of a woman who had, whatever she might tell herself and however firmly she might tell it, never quite managed to stop reading a room for its hidden narrative.

Her own case, she knew, was a plain black hardshell, unremarkable in every particular save for the small tartan ribbon she had tied to its handle years ago, a habit formed after one too many mix-ups with identical luggage at identical carousels in identical airports.

She did not yet know how many other black hardshell cases, entirely without ribbons, were even now making their way down that same rubber ramp, tumbling one after another into the crowded, anonymous procession of the carousel, indistinguishable from one another to any eye less careful than her own.

The bags continued their slow procession, and Grace watched them with the particular patience of a woman who had learned, over three decades of faculty meetings and parent conferences, that very little was gained by hurrying a process that would unfold at its own pace regardless of one’s impatience. Around her, the crowd at carousel six thickened and thinned in the way crowds did at such moments, travelers drifting forward to claim a recognized bag, then retreating again, the whole arrangement possessing a kind of loose, unchoreographed rhythm that Grace found, on the whole, rather soothing.

It was Charlotte who broke her concentration—Charlotte’s voice, at any rate, high and delighted and entirely unmistakable, carrying across the hall with the particular carrying quality that Grace remembered from their university days, when Charlotte Pemberton-Hayes had been perfectly capable of silencing an entire lecture theater simply by beginning a sentence at what she considered a conversational volume.

“Grace! Grace Whitmore, as I live and breathe!”

Grace turned to find her old friend bearing down upon her with the enthusiasm of a woman half her age, arms already extended, a cloud of expensive perfume and cashmere announcing her arrival some moments before her embrace did. Charlotte had aged, of course—they both had, that was simply the tax one paid for continuing to exist—but she had aged in the particular manner of women who had never quite abandoned the conviction that life was, at bottom, an enjoyable proposition, and the result was a face creased more by laughter than by worry, silver hair worn unapologetically loose, and an energy that made Grace feel, not for the first time, faintly exhausted on her friend’s behalf.

“Charlotte. You didn’t need to come all the way to the airport.”

“Nonsense. What sort of hostess lets her guest navigate Bavarian public transport with jet lag and a suitcase? Besides—” Charlotte pulled back, holding Grace at arm’s length with the frank, assessing gaze of a woman inspecting a piece of furniture for water damage, “—I wanted to see for myself that you’d survived that dreadful business in Mallorca with all your limbs intact. You look well, darling. Thinner, perhaps. Was there a great deal of running involved?”

“There was some running,” Grace admitted.

“I read about it, you know. Well—I read what the papers allowed themselves to print, which I gather was considerably less than what actually happened. You must tell me everything over dinner. Every dreadful, thrilling detail.” Charlotte’s attention, mercurial as ever, had already begun drifting toward the carousel. “Which case is yours? I’ve brought the car round to the short-stay, but if we dawdle we’ll be paying for the privilege of dawdling, and Bavarian parking meters have no sentiment whatsoever.”

“Black hardshell. There’s a tartan ribbon on the handle—I learned that particular lesson the hard way, some years ago, in Lisbon.” Grace turned back toward the carousel, scanning the bags now emerging in a steadier rhythm, dark cases and pale ones, the occasional flash of a distinctive luggage tag or a strip of colored tape applied by some previous owner equally weary of anonymous black luggage. “I don’t see it yet.”

“They never come out first when you’re tired and wanting them to,” Charlotte said, with the philosophical air of a woman who had made peace with airports decades ago. “It’s a law of physics. Oh—there’s rather a commotion over there, isn’t there?”

Grace followed her friend’s gaze toward the far end of the carousel, where a small disturbance had begun to ripple through the crowd—not dramatic, not the sort of thing that would have drawn attention from anyone not already primed to notice such currents, but unmistakable to Grace’s eye. The man from 14C had positioned himself close to the belt, closer than the general courtesy of queuing suggested was polite, and he was watching the emerging bags with an intensity that bordered on the theatrical, his hands opening and closing at his sides in small, unconscious spasms of tension.

“Someone’s very keen to collect their luggage,” Charlotte observed, following Grace’s gaze with the mild curiosity of a woman who noticed things because they were mentioned to her, rather than because she had trained herself, across three decades, to notice them unprompted.

“He was on my flight,” Grace said. “He didn’t sleep the whole way. Kept his bag under the seat rather than in the overhead bin.”

Charlotte glanced sideways at her friend with an expression Grace recognized immediately—the particular blend of fondness and exasperation that Charlotte had directed at her, on and off, since approximately 1987. “Grace Whitmore. You have been in the country for precisely forty minutes and you are already profiling your fellow passengers.”

“I am observing my fellow passengers. There’s a difference.”

“Is there? Because from where I’m standing, it looks rather like the beginning of one of your dreadful entanglements.”

“It looks like a tired man collecting his luggage,” Grace said, with more firmness than she entirely felt, “and I intend it to remain exactly that. I promised Mateo I would take up something restful. Watercolors, perhaps.”

“You’ve never held a paintbrush in your life.”

“There’s a first time for everything.”

But even as she said it, Grace found her attention drawn back toward the carousel, toward the man in the damp overcoat, who had now been joined—or rather, flanked, in a manner that struck Grace as considerably more deliberate than coincidental—by a second man she had not previously noticed, broad through the shoulders, dressed in the kind of nondescript dark clothing that seemed designed specifically to avoid description, standing perhaps six feet from the first man’s position with his own attention fixed, with equal intensity, on the same stretch of moving belt.

Two men. Two vantage points. The same small patch of carousel, watched from two angles, in a manner that reminded Grace, uncomfortably, of the way a chess player might position pieces to cover a particular square from multiple directions.

She did not say this to Charlotte. Charlotte, whatever her genuine affection and her genuine curiosity about the Mallorca affair, had a low tolerance for what she termed Grace’s “literary paranoia,” and Grace had learned, over the years, that certain observations were best kept to oneself until they had either resolved into nothing or hardened into something undeniable.

“There,” Charlotte said, with evident relief, pointing toward the belt. “Black case. Is that yours?”

Grace turned. A black hardshell case had indeed emerged from the rubber curtain, tumbling down the ramp to join the slow procession, and for a moment her heart lifted with the particular small satisfaction of a tedious task nearing its conclusion—but as the case drew closer, rotating slightly as it traveled, she saw that its handle was bare. No tartan ribbon. No small idiosyncratic marker distinguishing it from the dozen other black cases that had already passed.

“Not mine,” she said.

“Are you quite certain? They all look the same to me.”

“I’m certain. Mine has a ribbon.” Grace watched the unclaimed case continue its rotation, unclaimed by anyone in the immediate vicinity, and found her attention snagging, against her better judgment, on the fact that neither the man in the overcoat nor his broad-shouldered companion had moved to intercept it, though both of their gazes had tracked its progress along the belt with unmistakable focus before releasing it, almost simultaneously, as though by some silent agreement that this particular case was not the one they sought.

Not the one they sought. Grace turned the phrase over in her mind and did not care for the shape it made there.

“Grace.” Charlotte’s voice carried a note of gentle warning. “You have the look.”

“What look?”

“The look you used to get before parents’ evening, when you’d spotted some poor child’s plagiarized essay and were trying to decide whether to say something or let it pass. It is not, if I may say so, a relaxing look. It is not the look of a woman on holiday.”

Grace turned away from the carousel with what she hoped was convincing reluctance, offering her friend a smile that felt, even as she produced it, somewhat thinner than she intended. “I’m merely tired, Charlotte. It’s been a long flight.”

“Mm,” said Charlotte, in the tone of a woman entirely unconvinced but willing, for the moment, to let the matter rest. “Well. Your case will turn up eventually. They always do. In the meantime, tell me about Mallorca. Tell me about this inspector of yours—Mateo, was it? You said his name the way girls used to say boys’ names in the sixth form, you know, with a little extra weight on the consonants.”

“He is not my inspector,” Grace said, grateful for the change of subject even as some small, watchful corner of her mind remained fixed on the two men by the carousel, on the unclaimed black case now disappearing back through the rubber curtain to begin another slow circuit, on the postcard-flat certainty that she had, within forty minutes of landing in a country she had chosen specifically for its promise of tranquility, already begun cataloguing the makings of a story she had sworn she would not go looking for.

“Of course not,” Charlotte said, looping her arm through Grace’s with cheerful disbelief. “Tell me everything anyway.”

They found a small café table near the edge of the baggage hall—Charlotte’s suggestion, offered with the practical wisdom of a woman who had collected enough delayed luggage over the years to know that standing vigil over a carousel rarely hastened its cooperation—and Grace allowed herself to be settled into a chair with a cup of coffee considerably better than anything she’d have found in an equivalent English airport, while she recounted, in the abbreviated and diplomatically incomplete version she had been perfecting for weeks, the essential shape of what had happened in Mallorca.

Charlotte listened with the rapt attention of a woman who had always preferred other people’s adventures to the comparatively sedate trajectory of her own life—three decades as a translator in Brussels, a marriage that had ended amicably enough to remain a friendship, a retirement spent, by her own cheerful account, doing precisely as little as possible—and punctuated Grace’s account with small gasps and exclamations that drew, on occasion, mildly curious glances from neighboring tables.

“A monastery,” Charlotte said, at the appropriate juncture, with the relish of a woman savoring a particularly good plot twist. “Of course it was a monastery. Where else would eighty years of buried secrets choose to hide themselves? Certainly not somewhere sensible, like a filing cabinet.”

“The filing cabinet would have made for a considerably less eventful fortnight.”

“But a far less satisfying one, I suspect.” Charlotte leaned forward, chin propped on her hand, silver bracelets sliding down her wrist with a soft chime. “And this Alvarez. Handsome, I presume. They always are, in these situations. It’s practically a genre convention.”

“He was—” Grace paused, choosing her words with the same deliberate care she had once applied to grading essays on subjects she suspected her students of not having fully understood. “Competent. Thoughtful, in his way. He took the whole business considerably more seriously than the situation initially warranted, which turned out to be entirely justified.”

“That is the least romantic description of a rescue I have ever heard in my life.”

“It wasn’t a rescue, Charlotte. It was a joint effort.”

“Mm,” said Charlotte again, with the particular skepticism of a woman who had known Grace for nearly forty years and had developed, across that span, an excellent ear for the gap between what Grace said and what Grace meant. “Well. However you’d like to characterize it, I’m glad you’re here now, safely on Bavarian soil, with absolutely nothing more sinister on your itinerary than the Alte Pinakothek and my sister-in-law’s insistence that we try the new dumpling place near Marienplatz, which she has been raving about for months in a manner I find frankly suspicious. Nobody should feel that strongly about dumplings.”

Grace laughed—a genuine laugh, the tension of the carousel loosening slightly beneath the familiar comfort of old friendship—and reached for her coffee, and it was in that small, unguarded moment, cup halfway to her lips, that she saw the man in the damp overcoat again.

He had abandoned his post by the carousel and was moving now toward the exit doors at a pace considerably faster than his earlier studied casualness had suggested he intended to move, weaving between clusters of travelers with the particular urgency of a man who had either found what he was looking for or given up looking for it, and clutched against his chest, held with both arms in the manner of something precious rather than merely wheeled behind him as ordinary luggage would have been, was a black hardshell case.

Grace could not have said, with any certainty, whether it was the same case that had circled the belt unclaimed—there had been perhaps a dozen indistinguishable black cases in the course of the last half hour, and she had not tracked each one with sufficient attention to swear to its individual fate—but something in the man’s posture, in the fierce, almost desperate way he held the case against his body, suggested this was not a routine collection.

And behind him, perhaps thirty feet back but closing the distance with unhurried, confident strides, came the broad-shouldered man in the nondescript dark clothing, his own gaze fixed on the retreating overcoat with an intensity that required no interpretation whatsoever.

“Grace?” Charlotte’s voice seemed to reach her from some slight distance, though she had not moved. “Grace, you’ve gone quite pale. What is it?”

“Nothing,” Grace said, setting down her coffee with hands that betrayed only the faintest tremor. “I thought I recognized someone. I was mistaken.”

But her eyes tracked the overcoat and its pursuer until both had vanished through the exit doors into the gray Munich afternoon, and even after they had gone, even after Charlotte had resumed her cheerful commentary on dumplings and Marienplatz and the relative merits of Bavarian versus Austrian pastry, Grace found her attention returning, again and again, to the carousel still turning behind them, to the small parade of identical black cases continuing their patient circuit, waiting to be claimed by travelers who might, or might not, be entirely who they appeared to be.

Her own case emerged some ten minutes later, tartan ribbon intact, entirely unremarkable, and Grace retrieved it with a relief that surprised her in its intensity—as though she had half expected, by some perverse narrative logic she knew better than to credit, that her own luggage might prove complicit in whatever small drama had just unfolded and vanished through the exit doors.

“There,” Charlotte said, with satisfaction, rising from her chair and gathering her handbag. “Crisis averted. Now—shall we brave the parking meters, or would you prefer to sit here a while longer, watching strangers with that expression on your face?”

“The parking meters,” Grace said, and meant it, and told herself, as they made their way toward the exit through the thinning afternoon crowd, that whatever small mystery had briefly animated the baggage hall was no longer any concern of hers—that a man clutching his luggage too tightly and a second man following him with purposeful strides constituted, at most, the outline of some private drama into which she had no cause to insert herself, a story glimpsed through a train window and left behind at the next station, belonging to lives that would never again intersect with her own.

She believed this, or told herself she believed it, right up until the moment—still some hours distant, waiting for her in Charlotte’s tidy guest room with its view of the Englischer Garten—when she would finally kneel beside her own black hardshell case, tartan ribbon still faithfully attached to its handle, and unzip it to discover that what waited inside bore no resemblance whatsoever to the neatly folded cardigans and paperback novels she had packed, with such ordinary, unsuspecting care, in her cottage kitchen the week before.
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Chapter 2: The Wrong Suitcase



Charlotte’s flat occupied the second floor of a handsome pre-war building on a quiet street near the Englischer Garten, the sort of address that spoke of inherited money deployed with restraint rather than ostentation, and Grace had always found something particularly soothing about the building’s entrance hall, with its worn marble stairs and its smell of beeswax polish and its single, ancient elevator that Charlotte refused on principle to use, citing both the exercise and what she called “the tyranny of convenience.”

They climbed the two flights together, Grace’s case bumping softly against each stair tread with its familiar squeaking wheel, and Charlotte talked the entire way—about the dumpling place, about her sister-in-law’s opinions on the matter, about a mutual acquaintance from their university days who had apparently taken up competitive ballroom dancing at the age of sixty-eight with an enthusiasm bordering on the alarming—and Grace listened with the comfortable half-attention one reserved for old friends, the words washing over her while some quieter part of her mind remained, despite her best intentions, turned toward the baggage hall, toward the man in the damp overcoat and his silent pursuer, toward the small persistent unease that had lodged itself somewhere beneath her sternum and declined, thus far, to be dislodged.

“Here we are,” Charlotte announced, unlocking the door to reveal a hallway lined with framed watercolors—Charlotte’s own work, undertaken with considerably more enthusiasm than skill, a fact she readily acknowledged—and beyond it a sitting room flooded with the soft gray light of a Munich afternoon sliding toward evening. “Guest room’s through there, same as ever. I’ve put fresh linens on, and there’s a little vase of asters on the windowsill because I remembered you saying once that you found hotel rooms cold without something growing in them.”

“You didn’t need to go to such trouble.”

“It was no trouble at all. I enjoy having someone to fuss over. Peter’s off in Salzburg for a conference on municipal water systems, of all the deadly things, and the flat gets terribly quiet without someone to fuss at.” Charlotte set down her keys on the small table by the door with a practiced clatter. “Settle in, unpack, do whatever it is you need to do to feel human again. I’ll put the kettle on, and then you can tell me the parts of the Mallorca story you left out at the airport, because I know perfectly well there were parts you left out.”

Grace smiled and wheeled her case into the guest room, a pleasant space with a brass bed and tall windows overlooking a chestnut tree already beginning to yellow at its edges, and set the case flat upon the coverlet with the particular satisfaction of a traveler finally arrived, finally permitted to stop moving.

She unzipped it without ceremony, the way one might after a dozen or two dozen identical unpackings over the years, the zipper’s small metallic rasp entirely familiar, entirely unremarkable—and it was only as the lid fell open, as her eyes adjusted to the contents revealed within, that Grace felt the first faint stirring of something wrong, a sensation not unlike the one she had experienced, decades ago, upon opening what she believed to be her own examination answer booklet and finding, instead, several pages of another student’s considerably less accomplished prose.

The case was not empty. It was, in fact, quite full. But it was not full of the things Grace had packed.

Where she expected cardigans—the soft gray one, the navy one with the mother-of-pearl buttons that had belonged to her own mother—she found instead a folded stack of men’s shirts, pressed with a precision that suggested either a very good laundry service or a very particular kind of person, and beneath them, where her paperback novels should have been arranged in their customary neat row, spines facing upward for easy selection, she found a leather-bound notebook, worn soft at its corners in the manner of an object handled frequently and for many years.

Grace sat very still on the edge of the bed for a long moment, her hands resting on either side of the open case, and allowed herself to consider, with the deliberate calm she had learned to summon in moments of unexpected classroom crisis, the several possible explanations for what she was seeing.

The simplest explanation—and therefore, by the principle she had spent thirty-one years impressing upon reluctant pupils, the one deserving of first consideration—was that this was not, in fact, her suitcase at all. That somewhere in the anonymous procession of black hardshell cases circling that carousel, hers had been claimed by another traveler, and this one, bearing no ribbon that she could see but otherwise identical in every external particular, had been claimed by her in its place.

It should not have been possible. She had watched for the ribbon. She was nearly certain she had watched for the ribbon.

And yet here, undeniably, was the evidence of her error, spread before her on Charlotte’s guest bed in the softening afternoon light: men’s shirts in a size that suggested a frame considerably larger than her own, a leather notebook that was not hers, and, tucked into the case’s mesh interior pocket where Grace habitually stored her passport wallet and travel documents, a folded map—not a tourist’s map, not the glossy, brightly colored sort one purchased at airport kiosks, but something older, hand-annotated, its creases soft with age and repeated folding, depicting what appeared to be a section of southern Germany she did not immediately recognize.

“Grace?” Charlotte’s voice carried from the kitchen, cheerful and entirely unsuspecting. “Do you take milk in your tea, or has that changed since the last time you visited? I never can remember, and Peter says I should simply write these things down, but where’s the fun in that?”

“Milk,” Grace called back, her voice, she was relieved to hear, entirely steady. “Just a little.”

She turned her attention back to the case, and to the ribbon that was not there, and to the small tartan absence that told her, with a certainty she could not quite dismiss, that this was not merely a matter of a misplaced label but of a genuine, physical error—her case, wherever it now resided, belonged to someone else entirely, and this case, with its pressed shirts and its worn leather notebook and its curious hand-annotated map, belonged, properly, to a stranger she had never met.

She lifted the notebook from among the shirts with the same careful attention she might once have given a fragile first edition, turning it over in her hands, noting the leather’s soft, aged suppleness, the small brass clasp holding it closed, the faint impression of initials worked into the cover in a script too worn to easily decipher. J.B., perhaps. Or T.B. The leather had darkened unevenly with handling, the way leather did when carried for years in a pocket close to the body, and Grace found herself thinking, with the particular occupational reflex of a woman who had spent three decades encouraging students to examine the material conditions of a text before presuming to interpret its content, that whoever had carried this notebook had done so for a very long time, and had done so, moreover, with evident and habitual care.

She did not open the clasp. Not yet. There remained, she told herself, a proper order of operations here, a set of reasonable and responsible steps that any sensible person would follow upon discovering they had inadvertently claimed another traveler’s luggage—steps that began, surely, with contacting the airline, or the airport’s lost property office, rather than with rifling through the private papers of a man she had never met.

And yet her fingers remained on the small brass clasp a moment longer than strict propriety required, and it was only the sound of Charlotte’s approaching footsteps in the hallway that prompted Grace to close the case’s lid, gently, and turn to face the door with an expression she hoped conveyed nothing more alarming than ordinary travel fatigue.

“Here we are,” Charlotte announced, appearing in the doorway with two steaming mugs, and then stopping abruptly, her cheerful expression giving way to something more searching as she registered, evidently, some quality in Grace’s bearing that did not match the tired-traveler narrative Grace had hoped to project. “Grace. You’ve gone pale again. That’s twice in one afternoon. Is it the jet lag, or is there something you’d like to tell me?”

Grace looked down at the closed case, at its plain black surface bearing no ribbon, no marker, nothing to distinguish it from a hundred thousand identical cases moving through a hundred airports on any given day, and felt the familiar, unwelcome stirring of a narrative announcing itself—the particular sensation, half dread and half something she was reluctant to name excitement, that she had felt once before, in a monastery on a hill above a Mallorcan village, and had promised herself, with what she now recognized as considerable naivety, she would not feel again so soon.

“Charlotte,” she said carefully, “I think I may have made rather a significant mistake at the airport.”

Charlotte set both mugs down on the dresser with the particular briskness of a woman scenting drama and abandoning, without regret, whatever domestic comfort she had intended to offer, and crossed to the bed to peer into the open case with frank, unapologetic curiosity.

“Well,” she said, after a moment’s examination, “those are not your cardigans.”

“No.”

“Nor, I think we can safely say, your reading material.” Charlotte lifted the corner of one pressed shirt with two fingers, as though handling evidence at a crime scene, which, Grace reflected, was not so very far from what they were in fact doing. “Rather a large gentleman, whoever he is. Or she. I suppose we oughtn’t assume.”

“The shirts suggest a man. The cut, and the collar size.” Grace heard herself offering this observation with the same clinical detachment she might have brought to a discussion of characterization in a Victorian novel, and recognized, with some discomfort, how easily the old habits reasserted themselves once summoned. “Though I grant that proves very little on its own.”

“And this?” Charlotte reached
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