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CHAPTER ONE
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At three minutes past nine, the girl came into the shop carrying a violin case and asked whether he sold maps of places that no longer existed.

Elias looked up from the till.

“We sell maps of places people wish still existed,” he said. “That’s generally close enough.”

The girl appeared to consider this seriously. She was perhaps seventeen, though the coat made her look younger. It was an old green military coat with one brass button missing and another sewn on with red thread. Rain shone on its shoulders.

“I need the village of Bellwether,” she said.

“County?”

“I don’t know.”

“Country?”

“England.”

“That narrows it down magnificently.”

She did not smile. Most people smiled when Elias spoke like that, even if they disliked him. They mistook dryness for an invitation. The girl merely adjusted her grip on the violin case and waited.

He sighed and reached beneath the counter for the gazetteer.

The shop was called Pilgrim & Son, although there had never been a Pilgrim and Elias had no son. The name had been painted in gold on the window when he took over the lease, and replacing it would have cost seventy pounds. That had been twenty-six years ago.

He opened the gazetteer.

“Bellwether,” he said. “With an ‘e’?”

“Yes.”

“Beginning and end?”

“Yes.”

“Not Belwether, Bellweather, Belvedere, Bell Water or Lower Bellwether?”

“No.”

“You sound very certain for someone who doesn’t know where it is.”

“My mother was born there.”

“Then ask your mother.”

“She’s dead.”

Elias stopped turning pages.

The girl had not said it sadly. Nor defiantly. She had said it the way someone might say that a bridge was closed and another route would be necessary.

“I see,” he said.

“No, you don’t.”

“That is usually true.”

He found the index and ran one finger down the column.

Outside, rain rattled against the glass. The shop’s lights reflected back at them, filling the darkened street with shelves of atlases, hiking guides, maritime charts and obsolete road maps. Elias disliked the reflection. It made the shop appear larger than it was, as though another Pilgrim & Son stood opposite, open and empty, waiting for him to cross over.

“There is no Bellwether listed,” he said.

“It was there in 1968.”

“So were several railway lines and the British Empire.”

“My mother was born on the fourth of February.”

“Places are rarely listed by birthday.”

“She said the snow came up to the windows. She said her father carried the doctor three miles because the road had disappeared.”

Elias closed the gazetteer.

“Did she say what was nearby?”

“A reservoir.”

“That helps.”

“And a church with no bell.”

“That helps less.”

“And there was a factory where they made blue glass.”

He looked at her properly then.

She had a narrow face, wet dark hair and the rigid stillness of someone who had rehearsed the conversation and was now discovering that the other participant had not learned his lines. The violin case was battered at the corners. A luggage label had once been tied to its handle, leaving a pale unworn strip in the leather.

“Blue glass,” he said. “For bottles?”

“She said windows.”

“Stained glass?”

“She said it was all blue. Even the mistakes.”

Elias turned away from her and climbed the short ladder behind the counter.

The upper shelves held county surveys, industrial records and maps too inaccurate to sell and too interesting to discard. Dust lay along the spines. He removed a cloth-bound volume and immediately returned it.

“Wrong decade,” he muttered.

The girl watched him.

“You know it,” she said.

“I know there were three factories producing cobalt glass in England after the war. One closed in 1956, one made laboratory equipment and one stood near a reservoir.”

“Where?”

“I haven’t remembered yet.”

“But you will.”

Elias glanced down at her.

It was not hope in her face. Hope was softer. This was expectation, almost accusation, as though memory were a debt and she had come to collect it.

“Why do you have a violin?” he asked.

“What?”

“The case.”

“It’s not a violin.”

“That was admirably evasive.”

“It belonged to my mother.”

“Still not an answer.”

She placed the case on the counter.

The clasps were tarnished. One sprang open easily. The other resisted until she struck it with the heel of her hand. Inside, where the velvet moulding should have held the neck and body of an instrument, there were letters.

Hundreds of them.

They had been tied into bundles with string, ribbon, elastic bands and, in one instance, a shoelace. Some envelopes were white, others yellowed to the colour of weak tea. Several were unopened.

Elias came down from the ladder.

“She wrote them,” the girl said.

“To whom?”

“Bellwether.”

He looked at her.

“She addressed them to the village?”

“To different people. Some have names. Some just say things like ‘The Woman at the Upper Farm’ or ‘Whoever Lives in the House Beside the Dam.’”

“And she never posted them?”

“She posted some.”

“How do you know?”

“Because they came back.”

The girl took out an envelope and laid it before him.

RETURN TO SENDER was stamped across the front. Beneath it, in faded ink, someone had written:

NO SUCH PLACE.

Elias picked it up.

The address was simple.

Mrs Helen Vale

The Blue House

Bellwether

North Riding

The postmark was dated 1984.

“Your mother was Helen Vale?”

“No. Helen Vale was her mother.”

“Your grandmother.”

“I suppose.”

“You suppose?”

“My mother said she died when she was born. Then, three months ago, I found a letter from her dated 1991.”

Elias read the envelope again.

“You opened it?”

“It was addressed to my mother.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“Yes.”

“What did it say?”

“That she was sorry. That she had waited as long as she could. That Bellwether was going to be emptied.”

“Evacuated?”

“She said emptied.”

A car passed outside, tyres hissing through standing water. For a moment its headlights moved across the ceiling like pale water.

Elias set the envelope down.

“Reservoir villages were sometimes abandoned before flooding,” he said. “Houses demolished. Roads diverted. Names removed from newer maps.”

“Would they take the church bell?”

“If there was one worth taking.”

“She said there wasn’t.”

“Yes. You mentioned that.”

“She said the church had no bell because people in Bellwether knew when to come.”

Elias gave her a long look.

“That sounds like the sort of thing mothers tell children.”

“She never told me. It’s in one of the letters.”

“From your grandmother?”

“No.”

“Who, then?”

“There’s no name.”

“May I see it?”

“No.”

The refusal came quickly, but her hand moved towards the violin case as though the letter itself might try to escape.

Elias leaned against the counter.

“Why come here?”

“My mother kept one of your bags.”

“One of my bags?”

“A paper bag. From this shop.”

“We haven’t used paper bags in fifteen years.”

“It had a map inside.”

“Of Bellwether?”

“No. Of everywhere around it.”

That silenced him.

The girl reached into her coat and produced a folded sheet of paper. Not a map itself, but a photocopy. The original must have been badly creased; white fractures crossed the black roads.

Elias did not unfold it immediately.

There are moments, he had learned, when the hand recognises something before the mind agrees to know it. His fingers tightened on the paper. Somewhere at the back of the shop, the old radiator knocked twice.

“Where is the original?” he asked.

“Safe.”

“That generally means somewhere profoundly unsafe.”

“I didn’t know whether I could trust you.”

“You still don’t.”

“No.”

He unfolded the photocopy.

It showed a section of moorland, a reservoir, two minor roads and a narrow valley drawn in contours. There was no village marked. No Bellwether.

In the lower corner, beside the scale, someone had written a number in blue pencil.

Elias read it once.

Then again.

The girl noticed.

“What is it?”

He folded the paper along its existing lines.

“Nothing.”

“You know what it means.”

“I know what it meant.”

“To whom?”

“To me.”

She stepped closer to the counter.

“Were you there?”

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

“Yes.”

The admission unsettled her more than another denial would have done.

Elias turned towards the door and reached for the key hanging beneath the counter.

“You should go home.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“I didn’t say you should leave.”

He crossed the shop, locked the front door and turned the sign from OPEN to CLOSED.

The reflected shop across the street vanished.

When he turned back, the girl had opened the violin case fully and was removing the bundles of letters one by one.

“What are you doing?”

“You’re going to show me where Bellwether was.”

Elias looked at the letters spreading across his counter.

There were names he had not seen in forty years.

Some he had tried very hard not to remember.

Among them, written in Helen Vale’s narrow hand, was his own.

The girl followed his gaze.

“That one was never opened,” she said.

Elias did not touch it.

“Your name is Elias Ward, isn’t it?”

He looked towards the locked door.

“Yes.”

“My name is Ruth.”

“All right.”

“My mother said that if I ever found you, I shouldn’t believe the first thing you told me.”

“That was excellent advice.”

“What was the first thing?”

He looked down at the unopened letter.

“That Bellwether no longer existed.”

Ruth waited.

Elias pulled out the chair behind the counter and sat down.

Rainwater tapped at the windows. The clock above the travel guides gave a dry click and moved on to nine fifteen.

“Bellwether still exists,” he said. “It simply isn’t there all the time.”

“When?” Ruth asked.

Elias looked at the clock.

“That depends what you mean by there.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Turn an answer into a sentence that only sounds like one.”

He regarded her with something close to approval, though it vanished before becoming generous.

“Your mother taught you to listen carefully.”

“She taught me to listen when people avoided things.”

“That must have made family meals exhausting.”

“We didn’t have family meals.”

Elias looked back at the letter.

It lay apart from the others, its envelope grey with age. His name had been written without an address, as though Helen Vale had expected it to find him by recognition alone.

Ruth pushed it towards him.

He stopped it with one finger.

“You said it was unopened.”

“It is.”

“By you?”

“By anyone.”

“You cannot know that.”

“The seal isn’t broken.”

“There are ways of opening a letter without breaking the seal.”

“Do you know many?”

“Yes.”

She waited.

Elias removed his finger.

“That wasn’t an invitation to accuse me of anything.”

“I didn’t need one.”

Rain moved down the window in narrow, wavering lines. Beyond it, the street was empty apart from a bicycle chained to a lamppost and a takeaway carton softening in the gutter.

“Where is the original map?” he asked.

“Safe.”

“We have already discussed your definition of safe.”

“You didn’t like it.”

“I rarely like words that mean their opposite.”

Ruth began returning the bundles of letters to the violin case.

Elias watched her replace them in exactly the order in which she had removed them. Red ribbon first. String. Elastic band. The bundle tied with the shoelace went along the left edge, where the body of the violin would once have rested.

“You catalogued them,” he said.

“My mother did.”

“The arrangement?”

“The numbers.”

Ruth turned one bundle over.

A small figure had been written in pencil beneath the knot.

17.

“She numbered the letters but didn’t date them,” Ruth said. “Some of the envelopes have postmarks. Most don’t.”

“And you kept her order.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t know what it means.”

“That is a better reason than most archivists have.”

She closed one clasp and left the other open.

“The map is in a station locker.”

“Which station?”

“I’m not telling you.”

“Then why tell me there is a locker?”

“So you understand I can get it without taking you to it.”

Elias smiled despite himself.

It changed his face less than Ruth expected. The expression seemed to belong to an earlier version of him whose presence had become intermittent.

“Your mother prepared you rather thoroughly,” he said.

“She prepared a piece of paper.”

Ruth reached inside her coat.

The note had been folded into quarters and unfolded often enough that the creases had begun to separate. She laid it beside Helen’s letter but kept two fingers resting on it.

Elias did not attempt to take it.

“What does it say?”

“You can read.”

“I can also respect private correspondence when circumstances permit.”

“You just told me how to open letters without breaking the seal.”

“I said there were ways. I did not say they were respectable.”

Ruth lifted her fingers.

The note contained five lines.

31 July.

Pilgrim & Son.

Go at three minutes past nine. Take the case and the map.

Ask Elias Ward for Bellwether.

If he says there is no such place, stay.

Elias read it twice.

The handwriting was different from Helen’s. Less graceful. More heavily impressed into the paper, particularly around his name.

“Your mother wrote this?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

“Where did you find it?”

“In the case.”

“With the letters?”

“Under them. There was a strip of wood across the bottom. It came loose when I dropped it.”

“You dropped the case?”

“Down the stairs.”

“Before or after you discovered it contained the private correspondence of several generations?”

“Before.”

“That must have been a comfort.”

“It wasn’t my violin.”

Elias looked at the empty shapes pressed into the faded velvet.

“No,” he said. “It wasn’t.”

Ruth noticed the change in his voice.

“Whose was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You do.”

“That particular method will become tiresome.”

“It worked the first time.”

“It encouraged you. That was my mistake.”

He returned his attention to the note.

“Why tonight?”

“It says the thirty-first of July.”

“There is one every year.”

“My mother died three months ago. It took me that long to sort through everything.”

“That does not explain why she chose this year.”

“She might not have.”

Elias looked up.

Ruth continued.

“She could have written it years ago. She could have meant any thirty-first of July after she died.”

“Was she ill?”

“No.”

“How did she die?”

Ruth’s face did not alter, but her hand closed around the handle of the violin case.

“She fell.”

“From where?”

“A railway platform.”

“Was anyone with her?”

“You’re asking a great many questions for someone who hasn’t answered mine.”

“Were you with her?”

“No.”

The word arrived too quickly.

Elias folded the note along its existing creases.

He did not press the point. That unsettled Ruth more than if he had.

“Your mother’s name,” he said.

“You know it.”

“I knew a child. I am asking what name the woman used.”

“Clara Vale.”

Elias closed his eyes.

It was brief. Not grief, exactly. Recognition arriving where it had not been permitted.

“She kept Vale,” he said.

“She wasn’t married.”

“That was not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

He handed back the note.

“Clara was eight years old when I last saw her.”

Ruth stared at him.

“You said you hadn’t been there.”

“I also told you I was lying.”

“In 1991?”

“No.”

“When?”

“Earlier.”

“How much earlier?”

“Enough.”

“That isn’t a date.”

“It is when you have lived long enough.”

Ruth stood very still.

“You knew my mother.”

“Yes.”

“You knew Helen.”

“Yes.”

“And you knew Helen wasn’t dead.”

Elias’s gaze shifted towards the envelope.

“I knew she had survived your mother’s birth.”

“Did my mother know?”

“I don’t know.”

“She had a letter from her.”

“Having a letter from someone and knowing they are alive are not always the same thing.”

“That sounds like another answer-shaped sentence.”

“This one is unfortunately precise.”

Ruth reopened the violin case.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking the letter.”

“It belongs to me.”

“It has my name on it.”

“It was in my mother’s case.”

“Neither of those facts establishes ownership.”

“You’re not opening it.”

“I had no intention of opening it.”

“Then you don’t need it.”

Elias placed his palm over the envelope.

For the first time since Ruth had entered the shop, the dryness disappeared completely.

“Do not take that letter out of this building.”

The change in him made her pause.

“Why?”

“Because Helen addressed it to me.”

“That isn’t why.”

“No.”

“What happens if I take it outside?”

“I don’t know.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I would strongly prefer you did.”

Ruth kept one hand on the case.

Elias kept his on the letter.

Neither moved.

The clock above the travel guides clicked to nine seventeen.

A moment later, something struck the lower half of the front door.

Ruth looked towards it.

The sound was small and flat. Not a knock. More like a hand placed briefly against the other side.

Elias rose.

“Stay there.”

Ruth followed him.

“I said stay.”

“You’ve said several things.”

The street remained empty.

Rain silvered the pavement beneath the lamps. The bicycle was still chained to the post. No one stood in the recessed doorway of the closed chemist opposite.

Elias approached the door but did not touch it.

A white corner protruded beneath the frame.

Ruth moved past him before he could stop her.

The envelope had been pushed through the narrow gap under the door. Its paper was thick and perfectly dry.

“Don’t,” Elias said.

Ruth picked it up.

Her name was written across the front.

Not merely Ruth.

Ruth Vale

Pilgrim & Son

Three minutes past nine

There was no stamp.

In the upper corner, where a return address should have been, someone had written:

The Blue House

Bellwether

Ruth turned it over.

The envelope was sealed with a small circle of dark blue glass.

Elias took one step backwards.

“You said it wasn’t there all the time,” Ruth said.

He looked at the letter in her hand.

“No.”

“What?”

“I said Bellwether wasn’t there all the time.”

The old shop gave a faint settling creak around them.

Elias reached for the light switch.

“This,” he said, “means it knows where we are.”
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Elias switched off the lights.

The shop disappeared from around them.

For an instant Ruth saw only the street beyond the glass: rain whitening beneath the lamps, the bicycle at the kerb, the chemist’s blackened doorway and her own faint outline suspended over all of it.

Then the shop opposite came back.

It stood in the window’s reflection exactly as it had before, its lamps glowing amber, its shelves rising into shadow. Pilgrim & Son, reversed and waiting on the other side of the street.

The real shop remained dark.

Ruth did not move.

In the reflection, she was standing behind the counter.

Her actual body was beside the door.

The reflected girl held the blue-sealed envelope in both hands.

“Is that me?” Ruth asked.

“Step away from the glass.”

The other Ruth slipped one finger beneath the envelope flap.

“I’m not doing that.”

“Not yet.”

The reflected seal broke.

A sharp crack came from the letter in Ruth’s hand.

She dropped it.

Elias seized the back of her coat and pulled her away from the window. The missing brass button struck the glass and spun briefly on its thread.

The reflected girl looked up.

Her face was Ruth’s, but the expression was not. The tension had gone out of it. She looked relieved.

Then she smiled.

Not at Elias.

At Ruth.

Elias dragged her between two shelves and towards the rear of the shop.

“Let go of me.”

“When we are away from the window.”

“I can walk.”

“You were watching it.”

“So were you.”

“I knew not to believe it.”

“You knew what it was.”

“That is not the same thing.”

They reached a narrow door half concealed behind a revolving display of walking maps. Elias pushed it open and felt along the wall for a switch.

A single bulb came on.

The room beyond was smaller than Ruth expected. Metal map drawers occupied one wall. The opposite shelves held ledgers, cardboard tubes and boxes labelled in Elias’s narrow handwriting. There were no windows. A green-shaded desk lamp stood on an old table, though he did not turn it on.

He released her coat.

Ruth immediately went back towards the door.

Elias blocked it.

“My letter.”

“It will still be there.”

“Then move.”

“No.”

She looked at his chest, then his face, as if estimating whether force would be effective.

“You wouldn’t get past me,” he said.

“I could shout.”

“The shop is closed.”

“People can hear through glass.”

“Something certainly can.”

That stopped her.

Elias shut the door.

The latch was a simple brass hook. He fastened it anyway.

“What did I see?”

“A reflection.”

“I know what a reflection is.”

“Then we have made progress.”

“It wasn’t copying me.”

“No.”

“It was going to open the letter.”

“Yes.”

“What would have happened?”

“I don’t know.”

Ruth folded her arms.

Elias went to the metal drawers and pulled the third one from the bottom. Inside were flat paper packets, each tied with cotton tape. He moved several aside and removed a square of black cloth.

“You keep a special cloth for supernatural post?”

“I keep it for early photographic plates.”

“You don’t have any photographic plates.”

“I had one use for it. Now I have another.”

He opened the door enough to reach into the shop without looking towards the window.

The blue-sealed envelope lay where Ruth had dropped it.

The seal was split through the middle.

Elias covered the letter with the cloth before picking it up and brought it into the room.

Ruth watched him place it on the table.

“Why cover it?”

“The glass reflects.”

“So do windows.”

“Yes.”

“And mirrors.”

“Yes.”

“And water.”

Elias looked at her.

“Your mother taught you to listen. Did she teach you when to stop?”

“No.”

“I had gathered that.”

He folded the cloth more closely around the envelope, leaving only Ruth’s name visible.

The crack in the seal had not passed completely through. A dark line divided the blue circle, but the flap remained closed.

“You said Bellwether knows where we are,” Ruth said.

“I said this means it does.”

“How?”

“I don’t know.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because there are things I do not know.”

“And things you won’t tell me.”

“Yes.”

“Which is this?”

“Both.”

Ruth leaned against the map drawers.

The room smelled of paper, dust and something metallic. On the wall above the table hung a framed railway map. Several lines had been drawn over in ink. One ended at an unnamed patch near the edge of the North Riding.

She looked back at Elias.

“Did my mother send me here so Bellwether could find me?”

His attention remained on the covered envelope.

“That is possible.”

“Did she know it would write?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she know about the reflection?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did she know what would happen to her at the station?”

Elias looked up then.

Ruth’s face had become very still.

“No,” he said.

“You answered that quickly.”

“Because your mother did not arrange her own death merely to send you on a complicated errand.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I knew Clara.”

“When she was eight.”

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t mean you knew her.”

The words found him cleanly.

Elias lowered his eyes.

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

Rain tapped faintly somewhere beyond the walls. Without the window, it seemed farther away, as though they had moved beneath the street.

Ruth pointed to the cloth-covered letter.

“I’m opening it.”

“No.”

“It has my name on it.”

“So did the other one have mine.”

“And you haven’t opened that either.”

“That was a choice.”

“This is mine.”

Elias took Helen’s envelope from inside his jacket.

Ruth had not seen him pick it up.

“You said it couldn’t leave the building.”

“It hasn’t.”

“You took it from the counter.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“While you were looking at yourself.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“No,” he said. “It wasn’t.”

He placed Helen’s letter on the table beside Ruth’s.

The contrast between them was almost absurd. One grey and softened by age, the other white, dry and sealed with broken blue glass.

Ruth looked from one to the other.

“You open yours,” she said.

Elias did not answer.

“You expect me to obey you because you know what Bellwether is. You expect me to leave my letter closed because you say it’s dangerous. But you’ve kept that one for forty years without even reading it.”

“I did not keep it.”

“You knew it existed.”

“I knew Helen had written to me.”

“How?”

“Because she told me she would.”

“And then?”

“And then I left.”

Ruth waited.

Elias put both hands on the edge of the table.

“She asked me to take Clara out of Bellwether.”

“My mother?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because Clara had begun to hear something.”

“The bell.”

His silence confirmed it.

“The church had no bell,” Ruth said.

“No.”

“But people knew when to come.”

“That was what Helen told the child.”

“My mother?”

“Yes.”

“What was the truth?”

“I never heard it.”

“The bell?”

“Whatever called them.”

Ruth glanced towards the closed door.

“Is that what makes the village appear?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you take her?”

Elias’s fingers tightened against the table.

“I tried.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“No.”

The word remained between them.

Ruth looked at Helen’s letter.

“My mother was eight. Her mother asked you to take her away, and you left without her.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I believed I could come back.”

“That still isn’t why.”

“No.”

“Then open it.”

Elias did not move.

“You want me to trust you,” Ruth said. “Do something untrustworthy in front of me.”

He gave her a tired look.

“I suspect you meant the opposite.”

“I know what I meant.”

For several seconds the only sound was the faint rain and the dry electrical hum of the bulb.

Elias picked up Helen’s letter.

The gum had hardened with age. He slipped a fingernail beneath the flap, but the paper began to tear. He stopped.

“There are ways of opening a letter without breaking the seal,” Ruth said.

“Not respectable ones.”

“I won’t tell.”

“I think you would tell everyone.”

“I don’t know anyone who cares.”

He looked at her.

Then he broke the seal.

Inside was a single sheet of thin paper folded once.

Elias opened it.

The handwriting filled only the upper half.

He read without speaking.

Ruth watched his face. It gave her less than she had expected, but more than he intended. His mouth tightened. A faint line appeared between his brows. Once, his eyes moved back to the beginning as though the words had altered while he read them.

“What does it say?”

He handed her the letter.

She had not expected that.

The paper trembled slightly between her fingers. Whether from age or her own hand, she could not tell.

Elias,

Clara heard it again last night. She was asleep when it began, but she came downstairs dressed and carrying her shoes. She said you had told her to be ready.

I have stopped telling her that you are coming back.

The road was there this morning. Mr Wren crossed before noon and has not returned. By evening there may be no road at all.

You said the road would remember us. I hope, for Clara’s sake, that something does.

Helen

There was no date.

Ruth read it a second time.

“You told her to be ready.”

“Yes.”

“You were supposed to come back.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t.”

“No.”

“What happened to the road?”

“It disappeared.”

“Roads don’t disappear.”

“This one did.”

“Was it flooded?”

“No.”

“Collapsed?”

“No.”

“Then what do you mean?”

Elias looked towards the wall map.

“I mean that at nine in the morning it led north out of Bellwether. At four in the afternoon it brought you back to the church.”

Ruth said nothing.

“You could walk for an hour,” he continued. “You could pass the reservoir, the factory wall and the white milestone. Then the church would appear ahead of you again.”

“The same road looped.”

“No.”

“What’s the difference?”

“The things beside it changed.”

He crossed to the framed railway map and lifted it from its hook.

Behind it, taped to the wall, was a narrow strip of paper.

A road had been drawn on it in blue pencil. It crossed a valley, bent around the reservoir and ended at a small square marked with a single letter.

B.

Beyond the village, the road continued for three inches.

Then it turned back and entered the same square from the opposite side.

Ruth studied it.

“You drew this.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“The night I left.”

“How did you leave if the road came back?”

“It did not remember me.”

She looked at Helen’s sentence again.

You said the road would remember us.

“You lied to her.”

“I was nineteen.”

“That doesn’t make it true.”

“No.”

Ruth placed Helen’s letter on the table.

For the first time since entering the shop, anger had loosened something in her. Her eyes were bright now, not with tears but with the effort of refusing them.

“My mother spent her life believing her mother was dead.”

“I don’t know what Clara believed.”

“She told me Helen died giving birth to her.”

“That may have been what she was told after she left.”

“Left with whom?”

Elias did not answer.

Ruth looked at the road map, then at the violin case visible through the narrow gap beneath the door.

“You didn’t take her.”

“No.”

“But someone did.”

“Yes.”

“Who?”

“I never found out.”

“You expect me to believe that you spent forty years selling maps and never tried to find the person who brought an eight-year-old girl out of a village that didn’t exist?”

Elias met her gaze.

“No,” he said. “I expect you to understand that I tried and failed.”

The distinction silenced her.

On the table, beneath the black cloth, something moved.

Not the envelope.

Something inside it.

The paper gave a small, deliberate rustle.

Ruth reached for the cloth.

Elias caught her wrist.

“Let go.”

“No.”

“It might be from my mother.”

“It came from Bellwether.”

“So did she.”

The words struck them both.

Elias’s grip weakened.

Ruth pulled free but did not lift the cloth.

“What if she didn’t fall?” she asked.

Elias looked at her.

“The station had cameras,” she continued. “They saw her walk to the end of the platform. They saw the train arrive.”

“And?”

“They didn’t see her fall.”

“What did they see?”

“Nothing.”

“Ruth.”

“The train passed. She was gone.”

Elias stared at her.

“You said she fell.”

“That’s what the police decided.”

“Was there a body?”

Ruth looked down at the blue-sealed letter.

“No.”

From somewhere beyond the little room came a clear, distant note.

It was too pure to be metal and too low to be glass.

The sound travelled through the shop, lingered in the walls and faded beneath the rain.

Elias went pale.

Ruth looked towards the door.

“The bell?” she whispered.

Elias took the old road map from the wall.

“We have to leave.”

“For Bellwether?”

“No.”

He folded the map and put it inside his coat.

“For the station.”
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The bell did not sound again.

Elias waited until the silence had become ordinary enough to distrust.

Then he unfolded the black cloth on the table and placed Helen’s letter inside it beside the blue-sealed envelope.

Ruth watched him wrap them together.

“You’re leaving mine here?”

“For the moment.”

“It moved.”

“That has not improved my opinion of it.”

“What happens if it gets out?”

“It is a letter.”

“It came through a locked door.”

“Yes.”

“And tried to open itself in a window.”

“No. Something wearing your reflection tried to open it.”

Ruth looked towards the map-room door.

“That distinction matters to you?”

“All distinctions matter eventually.”

He tied the cloth with cotton tape and placed the bundle inside the metal drawer from which he had taken it. The drawer closed with a hollow sound. Elias turned a small key in the lock, removed it and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket.

Ruth reached for the handle.

He stopped her.

“Helen’s letter cannot leave the building,” she said. “You were very clear about that.”

“I was.”

“You don’t know why.”

“No.”

“But you’re obeying the rule.”

“I have survived several things by obeying rules whose purpose became apparent afterwards.”

“That sounds inconvenient.”

“It was occasionally humiliating.”

He took Clara’s note from the edge of the table and handed it to her.

Ruth folded it along the weakening creases and returned it to the inner pocket of her coat.

The photocopied map was in the front shop, lying beneath the gazetteer where Elias had left it. He retrieved it without looking towards the darkened window. The reflection of Pilgrim & Son remained lit across the glass, shelves and lamps suspended over the empty street.

Ruth looked.

The reflected shop appeared empty now.

Elias placed one hand against the side of her face and turned her head away.

She struck his wrist aside.

“Don’t do that.”

“Then stop looking.”

“There was no one there.”

“That does not mean no one was looking back.”

He folded the photocopy and placed it inside his coat with the blue-pencil road strip.

Ruth closed the second clasp on the violin case.

“You’re taking that?”

“My mother told me to.”

“She told you to bring it here.”

“She didn’t tell me to leave it.”

Elias opened his mouth, reconsidered and went behind the counter.

The shop keys hung from a brass chain beneath the till. He unhooked them and selected one with a long black stem.

“There is a rear door.”

“Of course there is.”

“Most shops have them.”

“Most shops don’t have other versions of themselves waiting across the street.”

“That is why the rear door has become relevant.”

He led her through a narrow passage between the map room and a small kitchen smelling faintly of burnt toast. An umbrella stand stood beside the exit. Three umbrellas occupied it: one with a carved duck’s head, one small enough for a child and one plain black umbrella with a wooden handle polished pale by use.

Elias chose the black one.

The rear door opened onto a walled yard. Bins stood beneath a corrugated shelter, and rainwater spilled from a blocked gutter in a steady silver cord.

Beyond the yard, a narrow alley ran between the backs of the shops.

Elias locked the door behind them.

“Which station?” he asked.

Ruth adjusted the violin case beneath her arm.

“Marlowe Street.”

He looked at her.

“You could have said that earlier.”

“I didn’t know whether I was taking you.”

“You have displayed very little control over that decision.”

“I brought you this far.”

“This is my back garden.”

“It’s a yard.”

“That is needlessly accurate.”

They walked towards the mouth of the alley.

Elias opened the umbrella. He held it mostly over the violin case.

Ruth noticed.

“Are the letters more important than I am?”

“They are less capable of complaining about the rain.”

“They’re inside a leather case.”

“So are some regrettable musical instruments. Water still finds them.”

The cold had sharpened. Rain passed beneath the street lamps in slanting lines, gathering in the gutters and shining over the paving stones. The shops had closed hours earlier. Metal shutters covered a bakery and a travel agent. A laundrette remained open across the road, its white machines turning behind steamed glass.

Ruth moved closer to the shelter of the umbrella without acknowledging that she had done so.

Marlowe Street station lay seven minutes away.

Elias knew because he had once sold railway maps to commuters who mistook possession for preparation. Most returned within a week to ask where the footpaths were. Those who did not return generally came back months later to complain that the countryside had contained weather.

“You’ve used the locker before,” he said.

“No.”

“You knew it was there.”

“I looked it up.”

“You placed the map inside it today?”

“Yes.”

“What time?”

“Just after six.”

“Was the station busy?”

“Yes.”

“Did anyone follow you?”

“No.”

“You answered quickly.”

“So do you.”

Elias glanced at her.

She was watching the pavement.

Rainwater had gathered in the hollows between the stones. Each shallow pool held a broken reflection of the lamps, torn apart whenever their feet passed through it.

Elias stepped into the next puddle rather than around it.

Ruth watched the reflection collapse beneath his shoe.

“Do you always do that?”

“Do what?”

“Stand in puddles deliberately.”

“No.”

“You’ve done it three times.”

“I dislike wet socks.”

“That would suggest avoiding them.”

He did not answer.

At the end of the street, the station clock appeared above the rooftops. Its face shone white against the darkness.

Twenty-eight minutes past nine.

Ruth shifted the case to her other hand.

Elias heard the faint knock of envelopes settling inside.

“Why maps?” she asked.

He looked at her.

“Why sell them?”

“People buy them.”

“That isn’t why.”

“It has sustained the business for twenty-six years.”

“You left a village where roads changed. Then you opened a map shop.”

“I did not open it. I took over the lease.”

“That still isn’t why.”

They reached the station approach.

Elias closed the umbrella beneath the glass canopy and shook the rain from it.

“Maps admit when they are old,” he said.

Ruth waited.

“That is all?”

“That is sufficient.”

The ticket hall had been built at a time when railway companies believed dignity could be manufactured from stone. Tall columns divided the entrance. A clock hung above the barriers, and pale electric boards listed trains to places that sounded less substantial than the building announcing them.

A handful of passengers stood beneath the screens. Two men in work clothes drank coffee from paper cups. A woman struggled to fold a pushchair while a small boy circled her legs. Near the ticket machines, a station employee in an orange vest was explaining to an elderly couple that their train had not been cancelled, merely replaced by one leaving forty minutes later from somewhere else.

The ordinariness of it pressed against Ruth more heavily than the empty street had done.

She slowed.

Elias noticed.

“Where are the lockers?”

“Past platform three.”

“You said this was your first time using one.”

“I came here before.”

“When?”

She walked towards the barriers.

Elias followed.

Ruth used a bank card at the gate. Elias placed his ticket on the reader, though Ruth had not seen him buy one. The barrier opened.

“You carry a season ticket?”

“I sell maps beside a railway station.”

“That still doesn’t explain it.”

“I occasionally travel.”

“Where?”

“Away from people who ask questions.”

Platform three lay beyond the footbridge.

The stairs were wet from passengers’ shoes. Ruth took them quickly, the violin case knocking against her knee. Elias followed at a pace that looked unhurried until she realised he had not fallen behind.

At the bottom, a narrow passage ran beside the platform wall. Signs pointed towards toilets, cycle storage and a privately operated bank of left-luggage lockers.

The corridor was almost empty.

Ruth entered a four-digit code on the illuminated panel.

The machine asked her to enter it again.

Her finger hesitated above the numbers.

Elias looked away.

“You can watch,” she said.

“I have no interest in stealing your map.”

“You tried to keep a letter because it had your name on it.”

“That was a reasoned dispute over ownership.”

“It was stealing with grammar.”

She entered the code.

A metal door clicked open halfway down the row.

Locker forty-six.

Ruth did not move towards it.

Elias waited.

The open door revealed darkness no deeper than the length of his arm.

“You put it in there?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why are you standing here?”

“The door opened before.”

“That is generally the purpose.”

“It made a different sound.”

Elias approached the locker.

The violin case remained in Ruth’s hand. Her grip had tightened around the handle.

He opened the door fully.

A brown paper bag lay inside.

PILGRIM & SON had been printed across it in faded gold, the lettering softened by years of folding. One corner had torn and been repaired with clear tape.

Elias stared at it.

“You recognise it,” Ruth said.

“We used that design when I first took the shop.”

“My mother kept it.”

“So you said.”

“Why?”

“I do not know.”

Ruth reached into the locker.

Elias caught her sleeve.

She looked down at his hand.

“You cannot stop me touching everything.”

“I am beginning to understand that.”

He released her.

Ruth lifted the bag out and placed it on the narrow shelf beneath the lockers. Inside was the original map, folded into a rectangle and secured with a rubber band.

Nothing else.

She checked the empty locker with one hand.

“What were you expecting?” Elias asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Then you have adopted my position at last.”

She removed the rubber band.

The map opened reluctantly. Its creases had become soft enough to suggest years of handling. It showed the same moorland, reservoir and narrow valley as the photocopy, though the contours were clearer and the paper carried faint brown marks along one edge.

The village remained absent.

The number in blue pencil still stood beside the scale.

Elias leaned closer.

Ruth covered it with her thumb.

“You saw it before.”

“I saw a copy.”

“What does it mean?”

“Not here.”

“That means you intend to tell me somewhere else.”

“It means I do not intend to discuss it beneath fluorescent lighting beside a machine that has just surprised you.”

“The machine sounded wrong.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“I believe you noticed something.”

“That is different.”

“It is.”

Ruth looked down at the map.

A water stain spread across the lower corner.

She touched it.

The paper was dry.

The stain darkened beneath her finger.

Elias drew the map away.

“What?”

The brown mark continued to widen.

It moved across the paper in a narrow line, avoiding the printed roads. It climbed a contour, crossed the reservoir without deviation and entered the blank valley from the south.

The line was blue.

Not ink.

Pencil.

Ruth watched it lengthen.

No hand held the pencil. No point pressed against the paper. The mark simply appeared, grain by grain, accompanied by a faint dry scratching.

It stopped at the empty place where Bellwether should have been.

A small square formed at its end.

The station announcement sounded above them.

Three musical notes.

The last was the note they had heard in the shop.

Elias looked towards the platform.

A woman’s recorded voice spoke through the corridor.

“The train now approaching platform two does not stop here. Please stand clear of the platform edge.”

Ruth went pale.

The map slipped against the shelf.

Elias caught it before it fell.

“What is it?”

She stared towards the stairs.

“Ruth.”

“That was the announcement.”

“Yes.”

“The same one.”

“As what?”

She picked up the violin case and walked out of the corridor.

Elias folded the map once and followed her.

Platform three was quiet. The passengers who had been waiting there were moving towards the footbridge after an announcement of a platform alteration.

Across the tracks, platform two stood empty.

Rain blew beneath the canopy and darkened the concrete near the edge. A row of metal benches faced the rails. Behind them, cream tiles covered the wall from the ground to shoulder height.

Ruth stopped beside a pillar.

“That was where she stood,” she said.

Elias followed her gaze.

“Clara?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Three months ago.”

“You said the police showed you the cameras.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“How did you know what they saw?”

Ruth placed the violin case on the ground.

The departure board above platform two listed no train. Its screen displayed only the time.

21:34.

She did not look at Elias.

“I was here.”

He said nothing.

“I wasn’t with her.”

“You were in the station.”

“On this platform.”

“And Clara was over there.”

“Yes.”

“You answered no when I asked.”

“You asked whether I was with her.”

“That was not what I meant.”

“I know.”

The words settled between them without victory.

Elias placed the folded map on the bench.

“Tell me.”

Ruth watched the empty platform opposite.

“She brought the case.”

“The violin case?”

“Yes. She had it when we left home.”

“Why?”

“She wouldn’t tell me.”

“Was that unusual?”

“She didn’t tell me things.”

Elias waited.

Ruth reached down and straightened the case by its handle, though it had not moved.

“She had been different for a few weeks. She stopped sleeping properly. She kept checking the post even on Sundays. Sometimes I found her standing in the hall with her coat on, but she wouldn’t leave.”

“Did she hear the bell?”

“She said the pipes were knocking.”

“Did you believe her?”

“No.”

The answer was almost inaudible beneath the rain.

“What happened that night?”

“She told me we were going away.”

“Where?”

“She didn’t say.”

“Did you pack?”

“She had already packed for me.”

“What did she bring?”

“The case. Her handbag. Nothing else.”

“No clothes?”

“No.”

Elias looked towards platform two.

“She brought you here and crossed to the other side.”

“We argued in the ticket hall.”

“About what?”

“Everything.”

Ruth’s mouth tightened.

“She said I had to wait here with the case. I asked where she was going. She said she needed to see whether someone had kept a promise.”

Elias lowered his eyes.

“Did she name me?”

“No.”

“Did you ask?”

“I told her she was behaving like a lunatic.”

Rain hissed along the tracks.

Ruth pressed her lips together before continuing.

“She slapped me.”

Elias looked at her.

“She had never done it before. She looked more frightened than I was. Then she said she was sorry and put the case in my hands.”

“What happened next?”

“She went over the bridge. I stayed here because I was angry.”

“You could still see her.”

“Yes.”

“Did she speak to anyone?”

“No.”

“Did anyone approach her?”

“No.”

The loudspeakers chimed again.

No announcement followed.

Ruth’s eyes fixed on the tunnel beyond platform two.

“She stood beside the second bench,” she said. “She kept looking at the clock.”

“What time?”

“Twenty-one thirty-seven.”

The station clock read twenty-one thirty-six.

Elias saw it change.

A minute advanced with a small mechanical jerk.

Ruth picked up the case.

“Is there a train due?” he asked.

“No.”

“You are certain?”

“I learned the timetable.”

The rails began to sing.

It was a high metallic vibration, barely audible at first. Water trembled along the steel.

A light appeared in the tunnel.

Elias took Ruth by the upper arm.

She did not pull away.

“Stand behind the line.”

“We are behind it.”

“Further.”

They moved towards the wall.

The approaching light grew brighter.

No passengers remained on either platform. The station employee had disappeared into the ticket hall. Somewhere above them, a child began to cry and was carried away across the footbridge.

The recorded voice returned.

“The train now approaching platform two does not stop here.”

Ruth’s breathing changed.

Elias felt it through the sleeve beneath his hand.

“What did you see?” he asked.

“When?”

“Three months ago.”

The air pushed ahead of the train, lifting litter along the track and sending rain beneath the canopy.

Ruth did not answer.

The first carriage entered the station.

It travelled too slowly for an express and too quickly to stop.

Its windows were black.

For an instant, each one reflected platform three: the pillars, the wet concrete, the bench and two figures standing against the wall.

Then the reflection changed.

Ruth saw herself holding the violin case.

Not as she stood now.

Her hair was longer. Her coat was different. Her face was red with anger, and one hand pressed against the cheek Clara had struck.

The image occupied the first window and vanished.

In the next, Clara stood on platform two.

She was younger than Elias remembered and older than the woman Ruth had buried in her mind. Her dark coat hung open. Rain shone on her hair.

Another window passed.

Clara turned towards the tiled wall behind the benches.

Another.

She reached out.

Her hand met a pane of blue glass where the cream tiles should have been.

Ruth stepped forward.

Elias held her.

The next windows passed in rapid succession.

Clara’s palm rested against the blue surface.

Something moved behind it.

A woman stood on the other side.

Only her outline was clear. One hand was raised to meet Clara’s through the glass.

Clara began to cry.

The sight of it affected Ruth more than any scream could have done. Her mother had rarely cried. Even at funerals, she had folded tissues into exact squares and put them away unused.

Another carriage window.

Clara looked back across the tracks.

Directly at Ruth.

Her mouth formed a word.

The train thundered between them.

“What did she say?” Elias shouted.

Ruth strained against his hand.

“I don’t know.”

The final carriage passed.

For one moment its rear window showed the blue-glass doorway standing open in the tiled wall.

Clara stepped through.

The darkness beyond received her.

Then the train was gone.

Wind and rain rushed into the space it had occupied.

Platform two stood empty.

The cream tiles were unbroken.

Ruth remained against Elias’s grip.

He let go.

She crossed to the edge of the platform but did not step beyond the line.

“That is what happened,” she said.

“You saw it before?”

“Not all of it.”

“What did you see?”

“My mother in the windows. She was there every time a carriage passed, even when she should have been hidden between them.”

“And the blue glass?”

“No.”

“The other woman?”

“No.”

“What did the cameras show?”

“The train. Then an empty platform.”

Ruth turned towards him.

“No one believed there was anything else.”

“Did you tell them?”

“I told one officer.”

“What did he say?”

“That shock interferes with memory.”

Elias looked across the tracks.

“That is sometimes true.”

“Not this time.”

“No.”

The station clock changed to twenty-one thirty-eight.

A train appeared on the departure board at last.

Not the one that had passed.

The delayed local service to Calder Junction would arrive in nine minutes.

Normality returned with offensive efficiency. Footsteps sounded on the bridge. A man came down the stairs, glanced at Ruth and Elias, and chose a bench farther away.

Ruth went back to
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