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Chapter 1: The Blue Glow
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The kettle clicked off and Martin made two teas the way he had made two teas for twenty-three years: hers first, the bag out fast so it stayed weak and milky, his left to stew. He carried them through to the lounge with a packet of digestives tucked under his arm and set hers on the coaster she liked, the one with the bluebells worn nearly to white.

"There you go," he said.

Jo's thumb moved across the screen. Somewhere in the phone, jewels fell into other jewels and burst with a wet, satisfied little sound, and a voice that wasn't a person said Delicious. She had the telly on as well, a property programme with the volume low, two presenters walking through a bungalow in Spain and pretending to be amazed by it. The light off the screen lay on her face in a flat blue wash. She didn't look up.

"Ta," she said, a second late, to the tea or to the jewels, he couldn't tell.

He sat down at the other end of the sofa with the careful distance of a man who has learned where the cushions sag. On the stairs behind him sat a cardboard parcel, mustard-yellow tape, the logo of some seller he'd never heard of. The fourth this week. Inside would be a thing she had watched a woman demonstrate on her phone at eleven o'clock at night, a gadget for peeling garlic, a light that stuck to the inside of a cupboard, a set of storage tubs in a colour called sage. She would open it without much interest and it would go in the drawer in the kitchen that no longer shut.

He used to ask what was in them. He had stopped, the way you stop pressing a bruise.

On the telly the couple stood in a white kitchen and one of them said it's got real potential. Martin drank his tea and watched the side of his wife's face and felt the thing he had no decent word for. Not anger. Anger would have been company. It was nearer to the feeling on the river in November when the light went early and the far bank stopped being a place and became just dark, a loneliness with no edges to it, sitting eight inches from another human being and reaching the cold conclusion, again, that you could get up and walk out of the room and it might be twenty minutes before she noticed the warmth had gone from your end of the settee.

"Good day?" he said.

"Mm." Three jewels fell. Sweet. "Karen's having her kitchen done."

"Is she."

"Quartz. I said to her, quartz." She turned the phone a fraction toward the lamp to kill a reflection. "You've not touched your biscuit."

It was true. He looked at the digestive in his hand as if it belonged to a man across the road. He had been, he realised, listening for the time, for the particular softening of the evening, half eight, nine, when the day's small obligations were done and a man could say he was going out without it meaning anything.

"Think I might nip out," he said. "Get a bit of air. Check me tackle's dry before the weekend."

That, at least, was the kind of true that holds its shape. He had a box of damp gear in the boot from the last time on the Calder, and any other man would believe him, and his wife, who knew, he was almost certain, the exact state of every reel in that box, said only, without looking up"It's black as owt out there."

"I'll not be long."

"You never are." Three jewels. A small avalanche of light. And then, so lightly he nearly missed it, so lightly he would lie awake later trying to decide whether he'd heard it at all: "Drive careful up that moor road, won't you."

He stood with the empty cup in his hand. He had not said anything about the moor.

But the screen pulled her face back to the blue, and the woman in Spain said I can really see us here, and the moment closed over like water over a dropped stone, leaving nothing on the surface but the ordinary shine of the telly and his wife's thumb, moving, moving, and the parcel on the stairs he would have to step around on his way out to the woman he was actually going to see.

He rinsed the cups. He took his coat off the hook. He left the box of tackle exactly where it was, in the dark of the boot, and drove up out of the town with the houses thinning and the streetlights giving out one by one until there was only his own light on the road and, ahead and above, the black shoulder of the moor, and under it, holding the last of the sky, the long flat shine of the reservoir.
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PART 1: SLACK WATER
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Chapter 2: The Lay-by
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He told Jo he was checking the tackle. It was the kind of lie that holds its shape, because the gear in the boot was genuinely damp and a man could plausibly drive somewhere quiet to sort it, and because she had not asked a single question past it. She'd said mm, and then, to the phone or to him, nights are drawing in, and he had said they were, and that was the whole of it. Twenty-three years, and the cover a man needed turned out to be two words and a coat off the hook.

The moor road climbed out of town past the retail park and the last of the pebbledash semis, past the bookmakers with their lit window and the chicken shop whose broken sign had said PECKIN for three years and would say it for three more, because nobody whose job it was had ever once looked up at it. Then the houses gave out. There was the cattle grid, the rattle of it under the tyres, and the first quarry bend where the sheep came down to shelter, their eyes catching the headlights and throwing back that flat green shine. The road swung left in a long falling sweep, and the reservoir was there.

It always came all at once. You rounded that bend and it was simply present, a sheet of pewter laid under the hill, holding the last of the sky the way a mirror holds a face it has no feeling about. The dam ran across its southern foot with orange lamps spaced along the crest, and the spillway showed as a pale slot at the near end where the overflow ran off into the culvert in a controlled white thread. It had been a dry summer. The draw-down had pulled the water back off its margins, and the exposed shore lay pale as old bone in the lamplight, a tidemark of a thing that had no tide. Beyond the dam, where the valley used to be, was nothing at all. Just the surface, flat and enormous, giving none of it back.

Martin pulled into the quarry lay-by and cut the lights.

The quarry had been idle thirty years. You could still read the face where the limestone had been blasted out, a pale semicircle, the rough geometry of stone men had taken to line culverts and dress the front of buildings nobody in the town now thought about. What was left was the absence of it: potholed gravel, the black ring of an old fire too long cold to smell, a rusted oil drum shoved to the lip. In daylight you could see ten miles from here, the moors going brown with the turn of the year. Now there was the dark, and the wind working the heather above, and the reservoir below catching whatever fell on it from the dam lights and the sky.

He switched off the engine. Waited.

Nine or ten minutes, give or take. That was the shape of it.

*  *  *
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HE HAD LEARNED THE shape the way you learn a stretch of river, which pools ran deep, which flat water lied about its depth, what a shift in the light was telling you. She was always nine or ten minutes behind what she said. She drove with the radio off when she was thinking. She couldn't begin to talk until she'd sat a moment and let the car settle round her, the day coming off her by degrees, the way a diver comes up in stages so the change doesn't do him harm. He knew these things about Rachel the way he had once known things about Jo. Had once paid that quality of attention to one person. The thought surfaced, the way it did, and he let it go the way you let the current take a thing you've dropped: watch it turn once and then it's gone.

How it had started was not a good story. It never is. A faculty meeting in February of the year before last, a late one, two hours of deferred agenda that settled nothing, and they had walked out to the car park together because they were going the same way. She'd asked what he was thinking about. Not how are you, which was what people said when they wanted to keep walking, but what are you thinking aboutas if there might be something in there worth the asking. So he'd told her, a pattern in the Ladybower sediment records he couldn't yet account for, a wrongness in the flood-cycle numbers. And she had listened. Properly listened, and then asked two good questions, and they'd stood in the car park wind for twenty minutes while he talked about water in a way he hadn't talked about anything in years.

By May they were coming up here.

He couldn't have said which of them moved first. Water doesn't decide to run downhill; it runs where the ground lets it. There had been a gradient between them and they had both, without naming it, stopped holding against it.

The rules formed without much being said. He never texted from home. She never rang when Lee was in the house. Tuesday evenings, when he had no late marking and she could say she was at a colleague's, or at a Pilates class she had never once attended. The class was a real line in her calendar now and a real shape in Lee's idea of her week, and Martin understood, in the way you understand a thing you have chosen not to look at head-on, that holding a fiction steady week after week took more daily effort and more nerve than he had ever credited her with needing.

Her headlights came up the road at twenty to nine. He watched them in the wing mirror until they swung in beside him and went out.

She got in without knocking, the way you come into a place that is partly yours. She brought the cold with her, and a dark green scarf the colour of deep water, and her perfume, and under it the smell of driving at night, coat, heater, the day ending. She sat a moment and looked out at the reservoir. The dam lamps smeared orange across the near shore.

"Traffic," she said.

"You're alright."

"Obscenely beautiful for a Tuesday."

"Aye."

She put her hand on his arm and he covered it with his, and for a minute they watched the water and said nowt at all.

*  *  *
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"HE'S BEEN FUNNY THIS week," she said. Not funny as in amusing. He'd learned the weight the word carried in her mouth.

It came out in instalments, the way a thing does when you've been carrying it alone and have to set it down a piece at a time so it doesn't all go over at once. Lee had driven past the campus twice this week, she thought. Which was nothing, except his office was the other side of town and there was no reason for it. He'd asked at Sunday dinner about the research group, who exactly went, whether Martin Lowe was one of them, why she felt a Tuesday evening was worth giving up for it. He'd asked it pleasantly. Lee asked most things pleasantly. The pleasantness and the question were two separate items, and you were meant to answer the question while being soothed by the tone, and on no account look at the gap between them.

Martin had built Lee up across fourteen months the way you reconstruct a man you've never sat down with, from leavings, from the marks he made on other people. He'd met him properly the once, at a university fundraiser in the spring: a big easy smile, a handshake held a second past comfortable, a quick assessing attention moving behind the friendliness the way something moves below a still surface, felt before it's seen. Lee Voss held the campus security and cleaning contract and owned half a street of student lets two minutes from the gates. He knew which corridors had cameras and which didn't. That was almost certainly not relevant. Martin found he thought about it anyway.

"He rang the department," Rachel said. "To check the research group existed."

"When?"

"Back in March. I didn't tell you."

He understood the omission. What lived inside that marriage looked different from the outside, and you chose your words carefully about it or you gave up choosing.

"Sandra in reception covered for me." A pause. "I don't think Sandra's fooled."

"Does that matter?"

"I don't know yet." She looked at her hands. "He's not stupid, Martin. That's the thing people never ..." She stopped, tried again. "He's organised. He likes things accounted for."

Martin thought of the mileage. He'd never asked her outright, but he'd gathered it over months the way you gather a case from small things: she came with a full tank and left with a full tank, she knew the distance to allow for. He didn't ask how she'd learned to do that. Some habits are too exact to have been come by by accident.

"I could," she started.

"I know," he said. And then, carefully: "What would you need? To do that."

She didn't answer straight away, and that was itself an answer. She had thought it through. She was a psychologist and she was not slow and she had thought it through and found Lee standing in every exit, in the flat that was his brother's, in the car on a finance deal he'd arranged, in the career at a university where he lunched twice a year with two people on the governing board. None of it was a threat exactly. It was just the lie of the land. The geography of being stuck.

"I'd need to not be frightened," she said, in the end.

He said nothing to that, because there was nothing to say that wouldn't have been him building her a raft she hadn't asked for.

*  *  *
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SHE PUT HER HEAD ON his shoulder and he felt her breathing go down a gear, the day's defences coming off her. He had let go, somewhere round month three, of the idea that he was making her life better. That was the luxury of the man on the bank, drawing up rescues for someone who hadn't asked to be pulled out. What she came up a moor road for was not rescue. It was to be believed. Lee's particular gift was making her the problem, the watching and the mileage and the Tupperware lunches dropped at her office were love, were care, and if she found them close around her throat then the discomfort was hers to explain.

To tell it to Martin was to make it real. He understood that was the office he held. And he was honest enough, in the clean moments, to wonder whether what he took from her was so different from what Lee did.

She was funny when she wasn't frightened. Quietly, exactly funny, in a way she said she kept switched off at home. She read people at a speed that still caught him out, that's the conflict-avoidance face, she'd said once, early on, watching a colleague across a room, it looks like patience, but it's notand the accuracy had stopped him cold the first time, because it was turned, now and then, on him. To be seen. To be read by someone who knew the difference between patience and the thing that looks like it.

This was what he'd been missing. Not company. He had company. It was being paid attention to, and paying it back, and finding the account came out even.

He put his arm round her and they sat that way with the heater running low and the reservoir below and the wind going over the heather on the tops, and Rachel said, to nothing in particular, fair enough, a small breath of a laugh, and he felt the laugh go through her shoulder into his.

Fourteen months. His other life. The part of him he had decided was still alive, and he kept that decision in the same drawer as everything else he wouldn't look at straight, the drawer in the kitchen that no longer shut.

*  *  *
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IT WAS RACHEL WHO SAW them.

She went still. Not the slow settling of a minute before but something else, a sudden held attention, and he felt the change in her before he understood it.

She said, very quietly, "Martin."

He looked where she was looking.

Below, on the access track that ran along the base of the dam, a vehicle was moving. No lights. The track was locked at five every day, water authority gate, padlock and chain, because beyond it there was nothing but dam infrastructure and the spillway service road, and no one had business up there after dark. But something was down there, a darker mass shifting against the dark, visible only because it pushed aside what little light came off the water. Moving slowly. Then stopped.

Martin reached for the interior light switch and turned it off, though it was already off, then understood his own hand and let it fall. The lay-by sat in full dark.

Rachel's hand found his arm and stayed there.

A door opened below, or the shape of the dark suggested it had, at this distance, in this light, everything was suggestion. One mass became two, or one and a thing it was carrying. He could not have said which. The reservoir beside them was perfectly still. The spillway ran its pale, patient line. The shapes below did not move, and then one of them moved, and Martin watched and understood none of it, only that there was something happening on a track where nothing should happen at this hour, and that the two of them were sitting twenty metres above it in a car that had no reason to be there, with the light off and the engine cold.

He did not breathe. She did not breathe.

The wind moved in the heather above the quarry. The water held its surface. The shape below was still, and then moving, and then still again, and the night gave nothing back.
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Chapter 3: What the Water Took
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Martin was reaching for the ignition when Rachel said, Wait.

Not loud. Just the word, flat and small, and her hand closing on his wrist.

He didn't move. The engine stayed off. Outside the lay-by the moor held its shape against the sky, the dark above a shade lighter than the dark below, just enough to tell land from air, and there was no wind yet, only the cold pressing on the glass, and the reservoir lying down there like a pool of old iron. Still, in the way still water is only ever still at night, when you can't see what's moving under it.

He'd lost track of how long they'd been up here. An hour and a half, maybe more. The dashboard clock had a blown fuse and he had never bothered to fix it; he didn't want a record of these hours, not even in digits. Later he would understand the joke in that.

"What?" he said.

"Down there. Look."

He had been looking at her. He'd been sitting in the dark watching the side of her face and thinking, with the particular sharpness of a thought you'd rather not have, that this was the version of the evening he would carry, not the talk before it, not what had come before that, but this, the way the dark picked out the line of her jaw and her hair against the headrest and the small inward smile she got when she was reading something she liked. That private look. The furthest thing in the world from a blue-lit lounge and a voice that wasn't a person saying Delicious.

Then: Wait. And her hand, flat and still on his wrist.

He looked down through the windscreen, toward the water.

*  *  *
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THE SPILLWAY WAS TWO hundred metres off, maybe a touch more. Hard to judge in the dark. The reservoir lay below the brow of the embankment, a flatter darkness inside the general dark, a place where nothing gave anything back. The spillway itself was a concrete channel cut into the far side of the dam bank, and its sound, the low continuous hiss of water going over stone, never loud, always there, was the thing you noticed first if you stood at the gate in daylight. A patient sound. Unhurried. Indifferent, the way very old things are.

There was a light down there.

One light, not moving. Not a torch, too steady, too white. He thought: headlamps. But the shape was wrong, too low, sitting close to the ground. A work-lamp, maybe. The kind you stand on the earth when you need both hands.

"Is that a van?" Rachel said.

He couldn't tell. A vehicle, that much he could see, a dark shape on the service track that ran down to the spillway gate. The track the water board used for maintenance, padlocked at the road, except the padlock had hung broken for two years. He knew because he'd noticed it walking the dam bank with Tom one autumn, and he'd meant to report it, and never had. He thought of that now, briefly, then put it away.

The lamp threw its light down toward the bank, toward the place where the concrete apron met the water, which meant whoever set it there was working between the track and the water's edge with their back to the lay-by. And there were two figures.

He hadn't said it yet, and then he said it. "There's two of them."

One taller. One smaller, or lower, or less than it had been, he couldn't hold the shape of it, because the lamp was wrong for it, throwing the shadows at angles that made edges lie and distances lie. He told himself it was the lamp.

"What are they doing?" Rachel said. She had come forward in the seat, the way you do when you put three inches between yourself and the headrest as if it would buy you a clearer view, and he could feel the tension in her arm where her hand still lay on his wrist.

"They're, moving something."

He watched. The taller figure was bent over something near the water, or bent against the smaller one, he couldn't say which, and then the smaller shape was lower, or the larger one was moving with it, around it, the geometry of two people that had stopped being the geometry of two people doing a job side by side. There was a moment with a different quality to it: a closing-in, a going-down. And then there was one shape only, upright, and it moved toward the water, and the thing it moved with, ahead of it, or under it, or below it, he would spend months trying to parse that, trying to find the arrangement of those small words that meant something a man could live with.

The shape went lower. And lower. And then he heard a sound, low and brief and entirely unremarkable, the sound a cold thing makes going into something colder.

Then the spillway. Just the spillway, going over stone.

*  *  *
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THE LAMP WENT OFF.

For several seconds there was only the dark, and the blood in his own ears, and Rachel's hand, which had closed on his wrist now, properly, fingers to the bone. His eyes worked at it, they do, when a light goes suddenly, the dark sorting itself into grades of less and more, and then the moon came clear, thin behind a torn edge of cloud, and laid its silver along the bodywork of the vehicle below, and he saw a shape he knew.

He felt Rachel go still. A different still from before. A deeper kind, all the way down.

The roof line. The bonnet. The particular silhouette a Land Rover Discovery makes against the dark, not the blunt face of a Defender, not the American ranch-truck look, something in between, something that costs what it costs and makes sure you know it. He had looked through the window of one like it in the university car park eighteen months ago, an afternoon Rachel had pointed it out without quite meaning to, the way you point at a thing you'd rather had stayed unmentioned.

"That's ..." she said.

"I don't know," he said. "It's dark."

"Martin."

"Two hundred metres. In the dark."

She didn't answer. Her breathing had changed. He could hear it, short, high in the chest, the breath of a body that has understood a thing before the mind has agreed to.

Down on the track the figure moved back to the vehicle. The boot went up, he caught the pale angle of it in the moonlight, and then came down again, and a door opened and was shut. Not slammed. Closed with the exact care of someone who had decided not to make a noise. And the vehicle sat there with its engine off.

It didn't move.

He thought: if I start the engine, the headlights come on.

He thought: if we look at our phones, the screens light our faces.

He thought, with a clarity that surprised him and that he would dislike himself for later: we are two people in a lay-by who have no reason to be here, in a car that does not belong here, twenty metres above something we cannot un-see, and there is no version of making ourselves known that we come out of whole.

*  *  *
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SO THEY WAITED.

He didn't know if it was twenty minutes or forty. The cold came up through the floor and the windows fogged from the inside and he didn't wipe them. He breathed through his nose and watched the smear of the glass, the shape on the track gone soft and anonymous behind the condensation, which was almost a mercy except that softening a thing changes nothing about its being there.

Rachel sat the way people sit when they've decided the best thing is not to exist. Feet flat, hands in her lap, her breathing deliberate now, audible. He could hear her measuring it. Once, after a long while, she turned and looked at him in the dark and he looked back, and there was nothing, nothing to say, no way to say it, just two faces in a fogged car with the reservoir below them and the spillway going on and on with its patient, purposeless sound.

A lorry moved on the A-road far below. Its headlights swept the opposite side of the valley like a slow thought and were gone, the noise of it rising and dropping away, and then there was the water again.

There is always the water again.

He found himself doing the thing he did on the river when he didn't want to feel the cold: he went into the landscape in his head. He knew this water. He knew what was under it, the drowned lane, the field walls some farmer had built two hundred years ago and never imagined would stand under thirty feet of it, the floor of a valley the town drank a glass of every morning and never once thought about. He had taught it to first years for nineteen years, the way a reservoir keeps everything it takes, cold and slow and without rot, in a stillness that isn't peace. He had always found that a clean fact, a thing to say in a warm lecture theatre. It did not feel clean now, sitting above it in the dark.

His left leg cramped, the muscle along the shin, and he let it cramp rather than shift his weight. He thought about the sound he'd heard, the low, brief, ordinary sound, and flinched off it the way you flinch off a word you won't put to a thing.

The Discovery's engine started.

Rachel's hand found his arm. He felt her fingers close on his sleeve, the fabric bunching in her fist, and they both went rigid and listened. The engine ran a moment, a low carry of it over the water, and then the headlights came on, pointing down the service track, away from the lay-by, and the vehicle moved off slowly, without hurry, along the track and through the gate and out, turning north onto the reservoir road.

Away from them.

He counted. He told himself he was counting to sixty, and it was probably thirty. Then: "Okay."

Her breath came out of her. It went on longer than a breath should.

"Okay," he said again.

*  *  *
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HE STARTED THE ENGINE. The heater came on with its smell of dust and hot rubber, the dash threw its orange glow across the instruments, and there was the small scratch above the speedometer that Tom had made with a bag zip two winters back, and the ordinariness of it, the specific, familiar inside of his own specific, familiar car, made the thing that had just happened seem a little remote. A little re-arrangeable.

"Fly-tippers," he said.

She looked at him.

"This time of night," she said. "Up here."

"It happens. Asbestos. Old white goods. They come at night for the cameras on the A-road. The board's own sign at the gate says it goes on. The padlock's been off two years." He was speaking at a careful, even pace, building it as he went. "They'd need the lamp for the dark. And whatever it looked like, you can read a row into anything from that distance, in that light. A man grabs an arm, she shrugs him off, they both get back in the car."

He listened to himself and kept his eyes on the track.

"Or it's lads. Dumping something they're ashamed of, a sofa, a mattress. Or some drunk who sat down hard on the bank. The sound was ..." He stopped. "It was probably just the spillway, Rach. The overflow. It sounds like anything you want it to."

"Don't," she said.

He stopped.

She had her face to the side window. In the glass he could see her reflection, very faint, the dark moor sliding through it as they came down the hill.

"That car," she said.

"There are thousands of them. Silver-grey's the best-selling colour. I read that somewhere."

He heard himself say it, and felt the quality of the silence that came after.

"I'm not saying it was," she said, finally. "I'm saying it might have been."

Neither of them spoke for a time after that. The moor road went down in its bends and the headlights picked out the verge and the cats' eyes and the odd gate of a farm track, and the world outside looked exactly as it always did at half-past one on a Tuesday, which was to say empty, and dark, and entirely without an opinion, and Martin drove through it with his hands at ten and two, indicating at every junction out of a habit so deep it was nearly funny, given everything.

At the bottom of the hill he said, "Whatever it was, we didn't see it properly. It was dark, we were a long way off, and we don't know what we saw. That's the truth of it."

She didn't answer.

"That's actually the truth," he said.

"I know," she said.

He dropped her at the end of her road the way he always did, far enough from the house that the headlights wouldn't reach the bedroom window. She didn't lean across to kiss him. She opened the door and got out and stood on the pavement a moment with her bag over one shoulder, looking back at him through the open door, and the look she gave him was one he couldn't read. She could do that, give him a look with nothing in it, or nothing he could find a way into.

"Ring me," he said.

She closed the door.

He watched her walk to the corner. She didn't look back. He waited until she'd gone and then sat a moment in the empty street with his hands on the wheel, the engine running, the heater gone too warm. A fox sat on the far pavement watching him with the flat, unimpressed attention foxes have. It held his eye a moment and then went off into a garden, unhurried, as if it had seen enough.

He drove home. The ring road, the retail park dark behind its bollards, the Lidl with its shuttered car park, the estate, the cul-de-sac. He made the drive do what the drive usually did, which was to be the space between what had happened and what he was about to walk into. He sorted it as he went. Fly-tippers. A row. A drunk helping a drunk. Two hundred metres of dark, one bad angle, a common car in the most common colour.

By the time he pulled onto the drive he had it presentable.

He turned the engine off and sat in the quiet and listened to himself not believe it.
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Chapter 4: Morning, as if Nothing
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He shaved with the window open. A habit, the cold air kept him from drifting. Below, the back garden was grey and particular: the fence panel that had needed replacing for a year, a terracotta pot of dead geraniums he kept meaning to throw out. Normal things doing what normal things do.

From the bedroom he heard Jo's alarm go and then the silence of it being cancelled. She slept on, the way she always did, phone face-down on the pillow like a thing she'd knocked out. He dried his face on the hand towel and looked at himself in the mirror a moment longer than he needed to.

A trick he had, looking at himself when he wanted to be sure. As though the face would tell him something the rest of him wouldn't.

He looked alright.

*  *  *
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THE CAR PARK AT CROWMOOR University was full by quarter to nine. Martin took his usual spot on the far edge under the sycamores that dropped their keys all through autumn and made the tarmac slick. He sat in the car a moment after the engine was off. Just a moment.

The campus, he had stopped calling it a campus in his first year here, when he realised no one else did; it was the uni to the students and college to everyone else, was a former polytechnic that had worked hard for thirty-two years to look as though it had always been a university, and had very nearly got there. The new STEM building had glass curtain walling and a name off a dead benefactor. The old library was the Learning Resource Centre now. The rest was the pebbledash and flat roofs he had walked into as a twenty-eight-year-old in a good corduroy jacket, and the pebbledash and flat roofs he would walk out of in whatever was left of his career.

He liked it, mostly. That was the honest answer, and he found he wanted the honest answer this morning.

The geography corridor had a leak again. Third year running. A yellow mop bucket sat under the worst of it, and someone had ringed it with hazard cones as though the water were a crime scene. Martin stepped round it and nodded to the man coming the other way with a trolley of cleaning kit.

The navy polo shirt. The lanyard.

Voss Site Security & Facilities.

He had seen that lanyard so many times he had stopped seeing it. Since the contract went to Voss two years ago they were everywhere, the entrance desk, the cleaning rota, the maintenance jobs, the lettings board in the foyer with its photos of rooms on Millfield and Derwent. The logo was on the hand dryers in the gents. He had walked past it every working day for two years and clocked it the way you clock a fire-exit sign. Part of the wallpaper.

He saw it now.

He nodded to the man and went to his office.

*  *  *
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HIS NINE O'CLOCK WAS a tutorial group: four second-years, a GIS assignment. He listened to them and said the right things at the right moments. Eleanor Bright was going to be fine. The lad, Josh, though Martin kept wanting to call him Tom, the same dropped vowels, was stuck on the spatial analysis and wouldn't ask for help, which Martin knew in himself and couldn't fix at three removes. He told him to come to the Thursday drop-in. The lad said yeah, cheers, in a way that meant he wouldn't.

After the tutorial he had a gap and he spent it the way he sometimes spent gaps: at his desk, staring at the screen, making small movements with the mouse. A drainage-study methodology sat open in front of him. He had been reading the same paragraph since he sat down.

His office window looked onto the courtyard where the smokers stood. A line of birches some long-gone colleague had planted were doing their best with what they'd been given. A white Transit sat on the double yellows by the service entrance, hazards going. The blue logo on the side, the words stacked in two lines.

Voss Site Security & Facilities. Your campus, our care.

He looked at it for a while.

He ate his lunch at his desk, a ham sandwich Jo had made the night before and left in the fridge in the usual way, without saying she'd done it. He hadn't noticed it until he opened the fridge this morning. He didn't know what to do with that, so he ate it.

The afternoon was a hydrology lecture, first years, a big room on the east side. He was competent at this. He had been competent at this for nineteen years. He stood at the front and walked them through the water cycle and said the things he had said to first years for two decades, and they sat in their rows with their laptops open and their quiet, provisional faces, and if any of them noticed that their lecturer was somewhere else entirely, they were too polite or too indifferent to let on.

Near the fire doors at the back, a second-year he didn't know had fallen asleep. Martin watched him a moment during a slide change, the lad's chin dropping and jolting up and dropping again, and felt something he couldn't put a name to, a tenderness, almost, for anyone who was only tired, and not frightened.

*  *  *
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THAT EVENING HE WENT to the river. Not the reservoir. Not that.

The Crowm ran down through the mill town and out past the retail park on the eastern edge, past a Wetherspoons car park and an industrial estate and a row of back gardens, and then it found a short private valley where the bank dropped low and the alders leaned in and the ground turned soft in the way that ruined shoes if you weren't watching your feet. Martin knew every step of the path. He kept his gear in the boot, a spare rod, a vest with the pockets sorted the way he liked, waders rolled in a bag, and had done since Tom was small and he'd pretended the grab-and-go kit was for spontaneity and not for need.

He was in the water by quarter past five. The light was already going at the edges of the sky.

This was the thing about fishing that people who didn't do it never quite got, and he had stopped trying to explain it because it came out wrong every time. He didn't go to catch fish, or not only. He went to think, but not the way you thought in an office, or a bedroom, or a car with the radio off. The river took the top layer off you. You watched the water move and it let something underneath start to move as well. Patient work. Give it time and the current would show you what you'd been holding under.

He cast and waited. Cast and waited.

The Crowm was low for the time of year. It chuckled over the gravel run downstream and lay dark and slack in the pool at the bend, and he worked his way up it the way his father had shown him, before his father stopped being someone who showed him things. You looked for the slow water behind the rocks, the seam where fast met slow. You put the fly where the fish would be, not where you could see.

What did you actually see?

He cast again.

Dark. Two hundred metres at least, probably more. The track above the spillway, the gate they never locked, the thin silver of water beyond it. One figure and a second, smaller one. A shape being moved, but he had told himself that part, he wasn't certain of it. The mind did things. He had been up there with Rachel for two and a half hours and he was in the particular state he sometimes fell into on the drive back, a compound guilt that read everything darker than it was.

Lee was home, Rachel had said in the car, very quiet, very controlled. He's always home by ten. I'm sure he was home.

She'd said it as though she were sure. He'd heard the wobble under it. But a frightened person says a thing to herself as much as to you, and that wasn't the same as a lie.

He let the line settle.

He had been at Crowmoor nineteen years. He had a mortgage on the semi in Beech View Crescent with nineteen years of payments behind it. He had Tom doing his GCSEs in the summer, going badly enough already without his father making the news. He had Ellie in Leeds, finding herself the way nineteen-year-olds should; he sent her thirty quid a week that Jo thought was forty, and Ellie had never once said owt about it, and he tried not to think too hard about what that meant. He had a salary, a pension he'd underpaid into for a decade, a car that still went, and a wife who had built her whole small careful life around the assumption that he would come home.

And he had Rachel. Fourteen months of her. The rules of it: never her house, never his, a lay-by on the moor road where the signal dropped to one bar and there was nobody to see a car but the grouse. He had never let himself count the times he had driven home after and sat in this same silence with the heating on, thinking about how much there was to lose. It had always seemed too big to look at straight, like looking at the sun.

He was looking at it now.

The thing in the dark, the shape, the close of a door, it could have been anything. There were lay-bys all along that road where cars stopped for all sorts of reasons; he and Rachel were proof of that. Kids, sometimes, the older ones up there with cans. A man dumping something that wouldn't go in the bin. A shape in the dark at two hundred metres was not a thing you built a conviction on.

And to speak would be to explain what he was doing there to begin with.

He cast wide to the far bank and let the line lie.

A heron came down through the trees on the far side, slow as a thing being lowered on a rope, and set itself on a
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