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The phone rang just as I was about to leave the office. It was after nine on a late July evening. There had been no rain for almost a month and the weathermen were already talking about the coming drought as though it had been long foretold. It had been the warmest July for eighteen years, they said, as though that, too, meant anything; as though their own unremarkable predictions of what lay ahead were already assured and unassailable.

In the warehouse beneath me, men were unloading a late consignment of fruit after doing little all afternoon other than wait for it to arrive. They often worked through the night in the summer, preparing for the early-morning markets and deliveries. The smell of crushed and trodden peaches filled the air.

I waited for the answering machine to come on. My cards said I was available twenty-four hours a day. Yvonne told me I should have new ones printed with '24/7' on them. Everyone knew what it meant. Everyone used it. I pretended to be persuaded by her and then showed her the 980 cards that remained of my original order. She tore one of these up in front of me. First impressions, she said. The right image. I told her I had 980 arguments against her one.

My recorded voice asked whoever was calling to leave a message.

Someone coughed before speaking, and before anything was said, I knew that the caller was John Maxwell, my old partner.

I went back to my desk and picked up the phone as he started speaking to the machine.

I asked him how he was.

'You probably know exactly how I am,' he said. 'How are you?'

'Same as you, but twenty-five years younger and with all my dreams, hopes and ambitions still intact,' I said.

'They're not worth much,' he said, and asked me why I was working so late.

'So I could be here when you called.' It had been almost four months since we'd last spoken.

His own lingering dreams, hopes and ambitions had died with his wife of thirty-seven years after a cruel and painful illness, through which he had nursed her, never fully understanding what was killing her or the true nature and extent of her suffering.

Both of my high windows were open and I closed them in an attempt to shut out the noise from below. He guessed what I was doing and waited before going on.

'Have you seen today's Mail?' he said.

He still had the Hull daily paper delivered to his County Durham home every day. Hull was where he had grown up, worked and lived with his family, and where he felt he could no longer go on living without his wife. During the final phase of her illness he'd told me that she was 75 per cent of them as a couple. At the time, I'd considered this an uncharacteristically melodramatic remark for him to make. At her funeral he'd raised the figure to 80 per cent. By then I'd seen what had happened to him and so I said nothing to deny the remark.

The paper lay unopened on my desk.

'Which part?' I said, opening and scanning the pages. Grief, misery, joy and elation, and all of it belonging to someone else.

'Page nine,' he said, waiting for me to turn.

On page nine was a photograph of a woman who, the headline announced, had recently been found dead at her Willerby home. Beside her was a photograph of her son in a graduation gown and cap, clutching a rolled and ribbon-bound degree certificate. I read the brief article. Woman found dead, possible suicide, less than a month after the graduation of her only son.

The second paragraph said something about a double tragedy for the family. Perhaps something had happened to the son, too, and in the absence of a recent photo of him they had resorted to using his graduation picture. I'd seen seventeen-year-old girls displayed as smiling twelve-year-olds, and forty-year-old men clutching their own rolled-up promises of the future.

'She's calling herself Annette Bellingham,' John Maxwell said. 'Perhaps it was her maiden name. When we knew her, she was Simpson.'

I recognized the name, but remained uncertain how I knew it.

He reminded me about the case. It concerned a man we had investigated for fraud and embezzlement, who had killed himself in his exhaust-filled car a month before he was due to stand trial. I remembered his wife and young son. And I remembered that the man had killed himself at a beauty spot overlooking the Humber. His wife said it was one of their favourite places and that they had gone there often as a family. I remembered how she had almost choked every time she cried.

With the windows closed it had grown warmer in the office. It was almost ten o'clock, but even in the falling dark the room held its warmth. The sound of the men and the lorries below was muted, but could still be heard, and added to this now was the music from the sports club opposite, where young boxing hopefuls danced around their portable CD players. The smell of the liquefying peaches persisted. There were thin gaps between the boards of my floor, and light and dust rose through these along with the smell of the fruit. In winter there was only the light.

I wondered if the news of the dead woman and her blighted history had been John Maxwell's only reason for calling me. Talking openly on the phone did not come easily to him. Even when talking face to face with someone, he seldom said more than he needed to say. When we had first worked together, I imagined this had something to do with him having been a police officer, but I saw later that it was simply the kind of man he was.

He had taught me most of what I knew about private investigation during our partnership, and for a year after his departure I often found myself wondering how he would respond to a given situation instead of working things out for myself. But that time had passed and I'd been working things out for myself for long enough to know that his call now was not simply some cold indulgence of the past, no airing of distant remorse or regret.

A few minutes later, the bells of Holy Trinity struck ten. He heard this and identified the drawn-out tolling. It was a rare sound, but everything carried on that still night.

'You should go home,' he said eventually, timing his words to the last toll of the bells.

He hung up after that, and I imagined him sitting alone in the same airless dark, the picture of the woman and her son in his lap and a photograph of his own dead wife somewhere close by, watching him through another of the countless empty nights of his life.

I opened the windows and let in the noise. I watched a line of men unload crates of oranges from a lorry into a store, throwing the boxes from man to man, perfectly synchronized, the fruit vivid beneath the glare of the lights, and moving as smoothly as though it were on a conveyor belt.
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The call was still on my mind the following morning when, at eleven, shortly after my own arrival, there was a knock at my door and I saw a woman's face and hand come close to the frosted glass. I seldom saw anyone without an appointment, and then I preferred to visit them rather than have them come to me.

The woman's forehead touched the glass and she immediately withdrew. The tips of her fingers remained where they touched.

I waited for her to knock again, and when she didn't, I went to the door and opened it.

She stepped back from me, avoiding my eyes.

'Mr Rivers?' she said. Her fingers remained splayed between us, as though she were reaching out to me. She looked at them, drew them together and held out her hand to me. 'You undertake private investigations?'

'I undertake investigations which I endeavour to keep private,' I said.

She remained nervous, reluctant. She looked into the room behind me, and then back to the glass of the door, as though the writing there might confirm the little I'd said.

'There's a crack,' she said. She withdrew her hand and pointed to the flaw running across the top left-hand corner of the pane.

'It's probably been there since the war,' I said, which was probably true.

She smiled briefly, an obligation fulfilled.

I stood aside and gestured into the room.

She came in, caught her reflection in the giant mirror on the back wall and smiled.

'I thought so,' she said. She went to the mirror and ran her hand around that part of its frame she could reach.

'Have you been here before?' I asked her.

'It must be forty years,' she said. 'Perhaps longer.'

I guessed her to be in her late fifties, perhaps sixty. She was a foot shorter than me, slender, well-dressed, but with a drawn face and a darkness under her eyes which her make-up did little to conceal. Despite the heat, she wore a thin yellow scarf bunched at her neck.

'I was a florist,' she said. 'When I started out there was a wholesaler across the road where we used to come to buy our flowers. This room was used as a store for all the cardboard boxes.'

'It's still there,' I said, indicating the building opposite, where the few remaining letters of the words Fresh Cut Flowers, once vividly scarlet and gold, were now peeling and fading against the wood upon which they'd been painted.

She put her hand to her mouth at seeing the words. 'It's changed a lot,' she said.

I told her I'd only been there three years.

'Long enough,' she said, as though places like this might crumble to dust in less.

Her recognition of the room and memory of the flower store relaxed her and we returned to the desk.

She took a bottle of mineral water from her bag and stood it between us.

'Are you still a florist?' I prompted her.

'I retired,' she said. 'A few years ago. By the time I finished I had eight shops.' She stopped abruptly, as though I had diverted her from her prepared path. 'I didn't even know if all this would still be standing or not. I thought it might all have been converted into flats and bars like everywhere else along the water.'

It was what most of the owners and landlords still hoped for, but it was a dream that had faded faster than the flower store lettering. There had once been a plan for refurbishment and renewal, and then another plan for destruction and redevelopment. The city council had never properly decided which of the two should happen, and their indecision – along with all its hope-raising and hope-quashing variants – had lasted twenty-five years. There had been rumours of work about to start upon my arrival, but nothing had happened. I leased the office on a six-month tenancy. There had been no improvements to it during my time there.

'I think everyone concerned just wants the street to fall down,' I said. Since the opening of the aquarium across the river, the dereliction of the street and of the lanes and alleyways adjoining it had been brought into sharper focus. The aquarium was a template for renewal, the heart around which a new and healthy body would soon start to grow.

'How many of the traders are left?' she asked me.

I guessed at twenty. After the activity of the previous evening and earlier that morning, the street was empty and quiet. Quiet enough to hear a phone ringing in one of the buildings opposite.

She turned from the window to face me. 'My name is Alison Brooks,' she said. 'No "e".'

'Tell me what you want me to do for you,' I said.

She took her bag from the table, drank from the bottle and closed her eyes for a moment before speaking. 'You'll have heard of a man called Simon Fowler,' she said, her voice low, but her intent clear.

'I know as much as anyone else,' I told her, which was a lie. 'And anything I need to learn in conjunction with whatever you want from me, I can find out.' All I could bring to mind was that Fowler was involved in some of those redevelopment schemes sponsored by the council, and that he endlessly promoted himself in the local press. He was a young man, perhaps in his early thirties, and his acquirements and speculations had made him wealthy. It was enough of an understanding to cover my lie.

'Simon Fowler killed my daughter,' she said, watching closely for my response. 'Her name was Helen, and she drowned a little over a year ago.' Her voice dried and she held a hand to her scarf.

'You believe Fowler drowned her?'

'She drowned, and I believe Simon Fowler was directly responsible for her death. There was an inquest. You may remember.,

I was starting to. I remembered an accident on the river in which two people had drowned, and whose bodies had never been recovered. I remembered that one of these people had been a young woman, and that despite the inquest's findings, her family had continued to insist that there was more to her death than had been revealed.

'You mean you hold Simon Fowler responsible for your daughter's death?' I said.

'Helen. No – I mean that he killed her. I do understand the distinction you're trying to make.'

'Without the bodies having been recovered, the inquest would have had little choice but to bring in an open verdict with the strong possibility of accidental death or death by misadventure,' I said.

'It did.'

'And you can't accept that?'

'I did everything I could at the time to get the people concerned to look again at all the details. I wrote to everyone I could think of.'

'And you were treated as a distraught mother who couldn't come to terms with what had happened?' I had a vague recollection of a news report of a woman gathering signatures for a petition to re-open the inquest.

'Something like that,' she said, her voice still faltering.

'When did Helen die?' I asked her.

'Last April. Fifteen months ago.'

I started making notes. Names, dates. I remembered something else.

'They said she was Simon Fowler's girlfriend,' I said.

She looked away for an instant, back to the window. 'I know.'

'And was she?'

'My daughter was what people called "wilful". She and I rarely saw eye to eye.'

Meaning she was Fowler's girlfriend. And meaning the two women had possibly become estranged because of this.

'I take it that wasn't something you were happy with,' I said.

'Not particularly. She was a bright girl, intelligent. She was only twenty when she met Fowler. She was at university, here, working hard.'

'And you believe Fowler put an end to all that?'

She studied me. 'You think I'm what they all said I was, don't you – a bitter old woman with nothing better to do than cling to the past and to something which was probably never worth having in the first place.'

I was uncertain exactly what she meant by the remark, but I let it pass.

'No. But I doubt if there's anything I can do this long after the inquest to make them reconsider their findings and verdict,' I said.

'They only said what they said because the bodies were never found,' she said.

'It's been a long time. They haven't turned up since, and—'

'If you're going to tell me to be realistic, Mr Rivers, then save your breath; I've heard it all before.' Her voice had become little more than a hoarse whisper. 'And, please, no little lectures on hope. I know all about hope and hopelessness.' She took a large brown envelope of press cuttings from her bag. 'It was only ever local news,' she said. 'A thirty-second mention one night on the nationals, and then nothing. It went on for longer in the local papers and bulletins, but even there it soon stopped being interesting.'

I remembered something else. 'Simon Fowler threatened to sue you for defamation, and the papers for libel, for repeating what you said about him to them,' I said.

'It put an end to it all. One word from his lawyers and they all stopped wanting to know.'

'What did you do?'

'What little I still could, which wasn't very much. They said I was conducting a vendetta against him. He said he was heartbroken – that was the word he used – at the death of Helen, that he loved her, that they had plans for the future together, and they believed him. But it was all lies. She would never have done that, not with a man like him. He never knew her, not properly. The only person who really knew her—'

I resisted the urge to say, "Was you?".

She began to cough and held a hand to her mouth, and the effort of this caused her pain, which she tried unsuccessfully to disguise. I waited until she was composed.

When she next looked at me, there was a wariness in her eyes.

The envelope still lay on the desk between us.

'Why now?' I asked her.

She wiped a finger across her lips and straightened her already straight collar.

'Because I'm ill,' she said. 'And because I'm unlikely to recover from this illness. And because I want to at least make one last effort to sort this out before I die.' There was neither pleading nor self-pity in her voice, and she held my gaze as she spoke.

'What is it?'

'Three years ago, the year before Helen started university, I was diagnosed with lung cancer. I was treated; it went away; I was in remission. Two years ago, I had a small, supposedly benign tumour removed from just here.' She turned her head and lifted the hair behind her ear. There was nothing to see. 'Once again, I was cured.'

'And now?'

'And now they've found other tumours in my throat, my oesophagus. Nothing much to actually see, as yet – no unbearable pain to speak of – but the doctor who found the tumours and who told me what they were seemed less than wholly convinced that this time they were benign. We've already started to plan a course of treatment. The prognosis at this stage is not good. I may lose the power of speech. I may have to have liquid food fed directly into my stomach when I can no longer swallow. I may lose my tongue and the tumours may spread to invade my face. It's a lot of "mays", Mr Rivers.'

I considered all this. 'Will you do nothing at all?'

I'll do whatever he recommends to keep the worst of whatever pain I may yet have to endure at bay. But I've decided not to start anything that will become unstoppable or irreversible. I've been there before, only then I had a good reason for doing it.'

'Your daughter?'

'Daughters. I have – had – two. Helen and Louise. I was married and widowed twice, and had a child by each husband. My first husband – Louise's father – was a trawlerman and he was lost at sea.' She paused for a moment to let the full significance of this become clear to me. 'We'd only been married three years. Louise was two when he died. I didn't meet my second husband until fourteen years later. Helen was born a couple of years into the marriage. I was thirty-seven when I became pregnant. My second husband died when Helen was fourteen. It's been just me and the girls for the past seven years. And for all those years before that, it was just me and Louise.' Her words were again drying in her mouth. 'That's it,' she said. 'I don't want or need your sympathy, Mr Rivers. And I certainly don't want all this to be part of your reckoning if you do choose to help me. I just want you to know why I'm doing this, and why I'm doing it now.' By then even her whispering was painful for her.

'How long does the doctor think you have if you refuse all treatment?'

She shrugged. 'I haven't told him that it's what I'm going to do yet.' She looked at her watch. 'I'm seeing him in two hours.'

'And what you tell him then may depend on what I decide now?'

She half-smiled. 'I know – good old honest emotional blackmail. No – I've already made up my mind what I'm going to tell him. I wouldn't do that to you.'

I turned the envelope, still without opening it.

'The reason I don't want your sympathy, Mr Rivers, is precisely because I need someone who isn't emotionally involved in all of this, someone detached, apart, to go back over everything instead of me doing it again. I know you're not going to make the coroner reconsider his verdict; I know Helen is lost for good – as lost as Louise's father was and is – but I need this for me, for my own peace of mind.'

'Why did you continue to insist that Simon Fowler had killed Helen and not simply that he perhaps knew more about her death than he ever let on?'

She was ready with her answer. 'Because it's all only words,' she said. 'And those words, the way things were said and phrased – it all became evasions, excuses and concessions. You make one concession and then another and another. Everything gets made convenient, everything gets explained away. And for people on the outside, looking in at everything, that's probably the best way for everything to be. But for those of us caught on the inside, those of us still looking for something believable, still looking for the truth of the matter, things are very different.'

'Like the journalists and broadcasters were on the outside?'

She nodded. 'I accused Simon Fowler of killing Helen because it was the only way I could keep anyone interested in trying to discover what had truly happened to her. If you want to know what everybody else thought had happened to her, it's all in there. "Local Girl Drowns In Tragic Circumstances". Or if not "Tragic" then "Mysterious". "Unforeseen Circumstances", "Unpredictable Tides and Dangerous Currents". You can only read the same few tired words and phrases so many times before they become meaningless. And once they mean nothing, then they hide and obscure and confuse considerably more than they were ever likely to reveal.'

'You've said all this before,' I said.

She laughed. 'Probably no more than a thousand times.'

'To the journalists?'

'They stopped listening when they considered I was becoming too ungrateful and critical of them.'

By then I was having difficulty in hearing what she said.

She rose and went back to the window, looking across to where the faded lettering called back to her from forty years ago. If everything she had told me was true, then the remnants of the carefully painted words would outlive her.

She pointed to the corner of the room in which my dry sink stood. Men had washed and laundered clothes there when the whole building had been a ship-chandler's.

'We used to flick water into the boxes to keep the flowers moist,' she said.

I slid the envelope across the desk towards me, and though knowing what I was doing, she remained looking away from me.

'I'm very grateful,' she said. But by then her words were little more than air.
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The clippings Alison Brooks had left me told me nothing she hadn't told me herself. They were new copies, carefully cut to size, and some were only those parts of longer articles which dealt with the death of her daughter. She had written in the margins of most of the pieces to identify their source. I knew that there would have been considerably more written at the time of the drowning. I knew, too, that Alison Brooks would have known that what she had given me would not have satisfied my curiosity, and that, as my investigation progressed, I would have uncovered everything else that had been reported anyway.

The one thing that most of the reports agreed upon was that the deaths of Helen Brooks and her unknown companion had been tragic accidents, that the pair of them had been ill-prepared for the river upon which they had sailed.

I sorted the clippings by date, knowing that many of the later ones – they spanned only twelve days – would do little more than repeat what had already been reported. I noted each time the word 'Tragic' was used, just as Alison Brooks had done.

On the night of the twelfth of April, last year, a man called Peter Nicholson, a resident of Paull Holme, on the Humber, had been walking between Cherry Cobb Sands and his home when he had seen a small yacht beached a hundred metres from the shore on the Foulholme Sands. The Humber here was more mud, silt and shifting, shallow channels than running water, and at the time of the sighting the river proper was at least a further hundred metres beyond the stranded vessel.

Peter Nicholson was not carrying a phone, and said that at first he was undecided about what to do. His attention had been attracted to the yacht by someone standing at its prow waving and shouting to him. He wasn't certain if they were calling to him – to anyone – for help, but judging by the vessel's position and its angle in the exposed mud, this had been his assumption.

Peter Nicholson had lived at Paull Holme all his life and he knew the river well. He'd worked as a Humber pilot, guiding tankers in and out of Immingham and Hull docks, until he was fired by Associated British Ports upon their employing all the previously self-employed pilots anew under less profitable contracts.

Peter Nicholson was an eye-witness and an expert. There was no doubt in his mind, he said, that there would not be sufficient water to refloat the beached yacht for at least a further six hours, during which time it and its occupants would be stranded on the mud.

Foulholme Sands, apparently, was notorious for the wrecks and beachings it had caused. It surprised Peter Nicholson to see that a vessel had come so close, even one so small and with a shallow draught, and especially on a falling tide. It was his opinion that whoever was sailing the yacht was a stranger to the river.

In addition to the waving, shouting figure – which Peter Nicholson did not at first identify as either a man or a woman, but whom he afterwards believed to have been a woman – he said there was one other figure on board. The second figure sat towards the stern of the vessel and made no attempt to join in his or her companion's efforts to attract attention.

It was eight o'clock, and already growing dark on the river. There had been rain earlier in the week, adding to the outflows running into the Humber and the Sands – but the night was dry and clear. Peter Nicholson clearly remembered other, much larger vessels at anchor and towards the far shore, sitting out the night in their deeper berths.

As he watched, the figure at the prow of the vessel appeared to start climbing overboard, and then to fall. Peter Nicholson cupped his hands and shouted for whoever it was to stay where they were, that the liquid mud was uncrossable, and that with the tide still draining through it, it would support no weight. It wasn't clear from the article whether this is what he had shouted to the person on the yacht, or if it was what he had told the reporters afterwards. I guessed at the latter.

Peter Nicholson's name was mentioned in several other articles. Peter Nicholson, I guessed, was a man with a grievance, and a man who liked the sound of his own voice.

Having climbed or fallen overboard, the figure then disappeared from view. Whoever it was can have been little more than a vague outline at that distance. When asked if either of the yacht's occupants had been wearing life-jackets, Nicholson could not remember. It was something he took for granted, he said. Later he said that he could not remember seeing jackets through the falling darkness, and that if whoever had climbed down from the yacht had been wearing one, then he would have seen it against the darkness of the water and the mud.

Peter Nicholson waited where he stood, shouting occasionally, to see if the figure on the mud reappeared. It didn't. He then directed his shouting to the person still sitting at the stern, but received no response. He wondered if an attempt was being made to repair a failed engine or to somehow work the vessel free and back out into the deeper water. Whatever was being attempted, Nicholson was convinced that it would be unsuccessful.

He was two miles from his home, and so instead of returning there to raise the alarm, he turned inland, towards the lights of a farm on the track between Little Humber and Thorney Crofts, where he arrived breathless and told the occupant – a woman well-known to him – what he had seen. She immediately called the Spurn coastguard, handing the phone to Nicholson as the man began asking questions.

Nicholson repeated everything and the lifeboat was launched, crossing the twelve miles of the estuary mouth in under twenty minutes.

Afterwards, the story was taken from the hands of Nicholson and was couched in the language of the rescue services. The police were contacted, and four men were sent from Hull and another two from Hedon to help co-ordinate a rescue from the shore.

The lifeboat was an inflatable, and it was hoped that it might be able to get close enough to the stranded yacht to carry out an evacuation from the river. It was almost nine o'clock before this arrived and its searchlights began playing back and forth over the water.

It was considerably darker by then, and it was difficult for the men on the river to see anything clearly, or to locate either of the two figures Peter Nicholson had seen. Contrary to their expectations, the life boat men were unable to approach closer than fifty metres to the yacht. A spokesman said afterwards that their plan had been to attach a line to the vessel – not to help pull it free; one of their larger, more powerful rescue boats would be needed for that – but to attempt to pull themselves closer to it and to at least take off the people still on board.

The police ashore continued searching for the person Nicholson had seen climb overboard, but they found nothing.

Peter Nicholson left the farm and returned to where he had first spotted the yacht to tell these newcomers what he had seen. He showed them where the firmest land lay, where old groynes and long-abandoned wooden jetties were still revealed amid the mud. If anyone was attempting to save themselves, then these were the routes by which they would most likely find their way to the solid ground.

More lights were rigged on the shore, scanning each of these features in the hope of finding someone clinging to one of them. But there was nothing.

The larger lifeboat arrived. The inflatable withdrew and began moving back and forth over the river in the hope of finding someone floating there. Peter Nicholson was asked how certain he was that there had been a second figure on the yacht, because there was certainly no one aboard now.

The controller at Spurn had tried to contact the vessel by its radio, but this had been switched off. No flares had been fired, no other signals of distress given.

A helicopter arrived from RAF Leconfield and began passing in a zigzag overhead, its own searchlights adding to the illuminations below.

I imagined all this frantic activity as I read the reports. They were familiar enough images and routines to anyone living on the Humber. It was a big river. People drowned there every year. Some were recovered immediately; some were found days and months later. And some were lost for ever. There were few variations on the theme.

With a falling tide, the water, cold and silt-laden, would be moving in excess of twenty miles an hour. The hour between eight and nine that night might have seen anyone adrift in the water beyond the estuary mouth and out into the expanse of the North Sea. Swimming in those conditions was never an option.

Police divers were called for, but their work would not begin until the following morning. Anyone free of the clinging mud and out in the water would be taken away from the shore and the crumbling jetties and into the middle of the channel.

Peter Nicholson was asked again if he was certain there had been a second person present on the stranded vessel when he had first spotted it. I could imagine his indignation at being doubted. He told a reporter that he was certain this second figure had been present. He pointed to the size of the yacht – forty feet – and said that it was unlikely that anyone would attempt to sail it alone. And especially not at that time of night. And even more especially not in the direction of Foulholme Sands with the tide running as it was. I could hear the grievance in his voice at the questioning of his own lost authority.

Most of what had happened that night was speculated on at length over the following three days. Additional background material was slowly added.

The yacht had belonged to Simon Fowler and had been taken earlier in the afternoon from its mooring at Hull marina, with his blessing, by his girlfriend – some reports said 'partner', some said 'close acquaintance' – Helen Brooks. She had tried to persuade him to accompany her, he said, but he had been too busy.

It had been raining for several days previously, and April the twelfth had been the first clear, warm day of spring.

They had eaten lunch together at a restaurant on Scale Lane, and afterwards they had parted. The yacht had been recently serviced and overhauled and was in good running order. It had a full tank of fuel, a full complement of sails, and the radio, distress beacons and location-finders were all in perfect working order. The navigational lights were all operational; there was a locker containing several dozen distress flares, and at least six life-jackets on board. Charts detailing the waters for a hundred miles in every direction lay in the chart drawer.

Simon Fowler said he was devastated at the loss. He had agreed to Helen taking the yacht only if she could find someone capable of sailing it to accompany her. And then only if she contacted him at regular intervals while she was on the river. He had a record of his calls and text messages from her. He had made her promise to return to the marina before darkness fell. At lunch, he said, they had arranged to meet again for dinner to make up for his absence during the afternoon. A reservation was made and then left uncancelled as the events of the day unfolded.

Asked if he had grown concerned when the yacht had failed to return as anticipated, Fowler said he had been completely unaware of the fact. He had been in an important meeting until seven that evening. It was this meeting, he said, that had made it impossible for him to accompany Helen that afternoon.

He was asked about Helen Brooks's experience on the water and he described her as 'competent', adding that he imagined whoever she had found to accompany her would have had more experience of sailing. Helen had not told him of her intended route. When asked if he had tried to contact her, he said he hadn't, that he had been unable to. Her own messages had reached him at his meeting, the last being recorded at six-twenty. He had last seen her at two in the afternoon; he was expecting to see her again at eight that same night. When the beached yacht was finally identified, Simon Fowler had been traced to his apartment home in Robinson Court. Twenty men confirmed that he had been among them all afternoon.

Fowler himself had last been on the yacht the previous September. He and Helen and several others had sailed to Spurn Point, anchored in the Trinity Channel, and had then sailed back to Hull as it grew dark. He said it had been a happy occasion for the pair of them. When asked why he used the yacht so infrequently, Fowler said he had bought it from a friend – a hint of a favour, of helping someone out – and that he had never had a passion for the water. He had owned it for two years and had sailed it on fewer than a dozen occasions, and always accompanied by someone more accomplished than himself.

He continued to insist that he had no idea who had been with Helen on that 'fatal day'. She had even made a point of refusing to tell him who had gone with her, he said. Perhaps she wanted to make him jealous following her accusations that he was working too hard and neglecting her. He repeated how much he had loved her, and when he was asked about their future together, he had been unable to answer.

Helen Brooks's death joined a long list of drownings. It was a river. It was what happened there. It was what happened to people who went out on it with no real idea of what they were doing. Experienced sailors who had sailed on every ocean in the world drowned there. Small boats survived the fiercest storms; tankers collided with others, visible from twenty miles away, on the calmest of seas.

The sea was a different world, and different laws and procedures operated. What might be considered straightforward and simple on land became complicated and eventful on the sea. There was a sense of the commonplace in these reversals; a sense, based on that unquestioned inevitability, of acceptance. People drowned because they were out of their element or their depth.

It was this simple understanding that Alison Brooks was unable to accept. Perhaps the sea was too big a thing to blame for her daughter's death.

The clippings ended only a few days after the incident. If I wanted to know what had happened after that then I would have to visit Sunny at the news agency. It was something I had hoped to avoid, but which I now realized had been inevitable from the start with a case already so rooted in the past and in the manner of its revelation.

I called Alison Brooks and told her I'd finished reading. She was already at the hospital and waiting to see the doctor. I wished her luck, and she asked me immediately if I was prepared to help her. I repeated what I'd told her earlier – that there was little possibility of changing the verdict of the inquest – and that if this was what she secretly hoped, then it was pointless for me to even begin.

I heard a nearby loudspeaker announcement, the noise of people around her. She remained silent for a few seconds before saying that she'd appreciate anything more that I might be able to discover for her.

'Do you believe everything Peter Nicholson told the reporters?' I said.

'No,' she said. 'And before you say it, yes, fifteen months is a long time to go on banging your head against a brick wall.'

I heard another voice close by.

'I have to go,' she said.

I waited until the line was dead before saying 'Good luck'.

I returned the clippings to their envelope, folded it and put it in my pocket.
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