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  Chapter One


  Vera Stanhope climbed out of Hectors ancient Land Rover and felt the inevitable strain on her knees. Hectors Land Rover. Her father had been dead for years, but
  still she thought of the vehicle as his. She stopped for a moment to look down the valley at the view. Another thing her father had gifted her: this house. Sod all else, she thought, maybe she
  should forgive him because of this. It was October and the light was going. A smell of wood-smoke and ice. Most of the trees were already bare and the whooper swans had come back to the lough.


  Shed stopped at the supermarket outside Kimmerston on her way home from work and there were carrier bags piled on the passenger seat. She took a guilty look round to make sure the coast
  was clear. Her eco-warrior neighbours despised the use of plastic bags, and after a day in the office she couldnt face a right-on lecture about saving the planet. But there was no one in the
  yard next door. A couple of hens poked around a weed patch. No sound, and if Jack was working in the barn thered be loud rock music. Or howling blues. She lifted the bags out of the Land
  Rover, then set them down on her doorstep to search for her keys.


  But the door was already open. She felt a shiver of tension, but also of excitement. No way would she have gone to work without locking it. Shed never believed all the romantic crap about
  it being safe for country folk to leave their doors open. The rural communities experienced crime too. Shed read the reports and knew there was as much drug use in the pleasant middle-class
  high schools in Northumberland as in the ones in town. It was just that teachers were better at keeping it quiet. She pushed the door open, using her elbow, thinking that really the last thing she
  needed was a burglary. She didnt have much to steal. Any self-respecting robber would turn up his nose at her Oxfam clothes and her pitiful PC, her ten-year-old telly. But she hated the
  thought of anyone being in the house. And shed have to call in the CSIs, and theyd leave the place in chaos, fingerprint powder over every surface. Then theyd go back to the
  office with tales of the squalor in which she lived.


  Despite her considerable weight she moved quietly. A skill shed learned in childhood. She stopped in the hall and listened. Nobody was moving in the house. Unless they were as quiet as
  she was. But there was sound, a cracking of twigs, of sparks. A fire had been lit. The smell of wood-smoke was coming from her home, not from the cottages in the valley as shed first
  thought. But it surely wasnt a fire out of control. There were no fumes seeping into the rest of the house. No roaring flames. No heat where she was standing.


  She opened the door into the small living room and saw Jack, her neighbour, sitting in the most comfortable chair. The chair where Hector had always sat. Hed put a match to the fire
  shed already laid in the grate and was staring at the flames. Shock, and relief of the tension shed felt on coming into the house, made Vera angry. Bloody hippies! Shed given
  them a key for emergencies, not so that they could wander into her house whenever they felt like it. They had no respect for personal boundaries.


  What the shit do you think youre doing?


  Jack looked up at her and she saw there were tears running down his cheeks. She swore under her breath. What was it? Some domestic crisis? A family bereavement? It had been a mistake to get to
  know these people. Let folk into your life and they started making demands. She hated people making demands.


  Then she remembered the times Jack and Joanna had dug the snow from the track so that she could get down the hill to work. The nights shed gone uninvited into their house to steal bottles
  of homebrew when she was desperate for a drink. Evenings of good food at their kitchen table and the three of them laughing at some daft joke.


  He nodded towards the fire. Im sorry, he said. It was bloody cold. And I hated waiting at home, once Id made up my mind to speak to you.


  What is it, Jack? Whats happened?


  He shook his head. Its Joanna. I dont know where she is.


  Jack was a Scouser, soft and sentimental. Hed been in the merchant navy once, travelled the world, had stories enough to keep you entertained from teatime until a drunken early morning.
  Later hed got hooked by the dream of the good life and, reaching the age of forty, hed bought the smallholding next to Veras house. A city boy, his only experience of rural
  living had been his annual pilgrimage to the Glastonbury Festival, yet somehow hed made a go of it. Worked from dawn to dusk and even longer. Often, coming home close to midnight after a
  difficult case, Vera would hear him in the barn, would tip her head round the door to say goodnight. And that brief contact allowed her to believe that her colleagues were wrong. She did have
  friends. She did have a life away from the job.


  What do you mean? Vera tried to keep her voice patient, although something about a weeping man made her feel like slapping him.


  Shes been away for two days. No word. I think shes ill. She wont talk about it.


  What sort of ill? A pause. Cancer? Veras mother had died of cancer when she was a child. She still had a kind of superstition about speaking the word.


  He shook his head. His greying hair was pulled back into a ponytail. I think its her nerves. Depression. She went on Monday while I was at Morpeth farmers market. Must have
  got a taxi. She said she needed some space.


  She warned you she was leaving?


  He shook his head again. Nah, she left a note. He pulled a scrap of paper from his jeans pocket, set it on the small table next to him, moving a mug with five-day-old coffee dregs
  so that Vera could see it.


  Vera recognized the writing. Joanna often communicated by notes. Purple ink and immaculate italic, spiky and beautifully formed. Septic tank emptied. Parcel in
  barn. Fancy coming in for supper tonight? This one read: Gone away for a few days. Need some space. Soup in pan. Dont worry. No signature, not
  even J. No x.


  A few days, Vera said. Shell be back. Or shell phone.


  He looked up at her bleakly. She hasnt been taking her drugs.


  What drugs? Vera knew Jack smoked dope. Their house smelled of it. Sometimes, after a few beers too many, he rolled a giant spliff when he was in her place, not thinking that she
  might be compromised. Once hed even offered it to her. Shed been tempted, but had turned him down. She knew she had an addictive personality; best to keep her vices legal. Shed
  presumed Joanna smoked too, but couldnt remember having seen it. Red wine was Joannas poison, drunk from a large Bristol Blue glass. My only inheritance, shed
  said once, holding the glass to the light. All that I have left from home.


  Pills, Jack said. Lithium. To keep her on an even keel, like.


  And thats why youre so worried?


  Ive been worried for weeks. Shes been acting weird. Not talking. And now shes disappeared.


  It had been clear to Vera from the moment shed seen the couple that Jack adored Joanna. He stole looks at her, basked in her presence. She was big-boned with long, corn-coloured hair worn
  in a plait down her back. Dramatically dark eyebrows. A wide mouth and large brown eyes. All her features big and generous  hands and feet to match. She wore red, boat-shaped leather shoes
  and patchwork dungarees, hand-knitted sweaters in bright colours. If Vera had been asked to describe her in one word, it would have been jolly. Shed never thought of Joanna as
  being depressed. Maybe a bit the other way, laughing too loudly sometimes and always the last one to leave a party, hugs and kisses all round. Not really in a sexy way, but flamboyant. Vera thought
  in an earlier life Joanna could have been in the theatre, or an artist. Or a lady. She spoke like an aristocrat, the sort of voice youd have heard on the BBC in the Sixties. But life before
  Jack was never mentioned.


  Vera went back to the bags still standing on the doorstep and pulled out a couple of bottles of beer. There was a bottle opener on the coffee table next to the mug. So much for her planned
  evening of domesticity: changing the sheets on her bed, sticking a few towels in the washing machine.


  Go on, she said. Tell me all about it.


  I never knew what she saw in me. His voice was weedy, the Liverpool accent even more pronounced.


  Stop fishing for compliments! Vera barked. Ive no time for games.


  He looked up at her, shocked. Hed expected sympathy and an easy ride.


  Where did you meet her? Vera wasnt sure how relevant this was, but she was curious anyway and thought it would get him talking.


  Marseilles, he said. A cafe by the harbour. Id been working out of there, just finished the contract with the shipping company, money in my pocket. She was sitting
  alone, halfway through a bottle of wine. Drinking to get drunk, not because she was enjoying a glass with her fish supper. She heard me talk to the waiter, realized Id never get myself
  understood and translated for me. Shes always been a bit of a show-off. We got talking. You know.


  What was she doing in Marseilles?


  Shed run away from her husband, Jack said. Some rich bastard. He changed his voice, made it music-hall posh: He was heading up the office in
  Paris. Some businessman. Or banker. Or wanker. Marseilles was about as far away from him as she could get.


  Why didnt she go back to the UK? Vera thought if you left your man, youd want friends about you. Family even.


  Nothing for her there. Shes like the black sheep in her family. They threatened to have her sectioned if she left her husband. You know, like locked up in a loony bin. He
  paused. She tried to kill herself. Theres a scar on her wrist. I saw it that first time, sitting in the sun outside the cafe in Marseilles. Its still there. She calls it her
  war wound.


  Ive never noticed.


  Thats why she always wears all those bangles. Anyway, that was a long time ago. I got her sorted out. Took her to the GP. Shes fine if she takes her pills. They said she had
  bipolar disorder. I dunno, Id have gone crazy if Id lived what shed been through.


  But shes stopped taking the pills?


  Aye. Says shes okay now and doesnt need them. He paused again and looked up, straight at Vera. I think theres another man. Then: I think
  she wants the high of being in love. Thats why she stopped taking the lithium.


  Where would she meet another man? Vera thought he was letting his imagination run wild. Besides Chris in the pub and Arthur the vet, who does she ever meet?


  She has her own friends, Jack said. Her own interests. That was the deal from the start. I wasnt going to run her life for her. He hesitated. Last week
  she was on the phone and hung up when I came into the room. She wouldnt say who it was.


  So where do you think shes gone? Vera realized shed finished the beer. She thought shed like to get rid of Jack before she opened another. Then shed be
  able to enjoy it in peace.


  I dont know, he said. If I knew, Id go and find her.


  Even though you dont want to run her life for her? Vera looked at him, challenging him to come up with a rational answer. Maybe its just as she says in the
  note, and she needs a few days away. She was thinking it would be easy enough for her to find out where Joanna had run away to. There was only one taxi firm within ten miles of the farm and
  everyone used it. If she had a word with Tommy Wooler, shed soon know where Jo was hiding out. If Jack hadnt been so anxious, hed have thought of that too.


  Shes stopped taking her pills, he said again, bending forward to make sure Vera understood the gravity of his words. Shes been up and down for days: one minute
  high as a kite, singing and laughing, the next all angry and shouting the odds. Shes not herself. Im not going to drag her back against her will. Do you think Id live with her
  if she didnt want to be with me? Do you think Id force her to be unhappy? Look, I know you think Im a soft git, but Id die for Joanna Tobin. He paused for breath.
  Im worried about her, about what she might do to herself.


  You think she might attempt suicide again?


  Yeah, he said. Thats what I think. If it doesnt work out for her. If whatever shes dreaming about doesnt happen.


  Vera pushed herself to her feet. There was frozen stuff in her bags that would soon be melting. So what do you want me to do?


  He looked at her as if she was mad. Find her, of course. Make sure shes safe.


  And then?


  Thats all. Hed stood too and theyd moved to the front door. Outside it was freezing and the sky was spattered with stars. Just make sure shes
  safe.


  



  Chapter Two


  God, Vera thought, if any of the others considered doing this  going freelance, playing the private eye  Id give them such a bollocking. She
  stood in the lean-to putting the contents of her shopping bags into the freezer. It was a chest freezer, too big for her, living on her own. Exactly the same size, she realized for the first time,
  as the one in which Hector had kept all his dead animals and birds, the core of his illegal taxidermy business. Shed got rid of that when he died. It had been stinking. So why had she bought
  another, exactly the same? Some shrink could make a big deal out of that. Or decide that she was an idle bugger with no imagination.


  And why had she agreed to do as Jack asked and chase around the county looking for Joanna? Because Im soft as clarts. Because I enjoy happy endings and want to bring the couple
  together again, like Im some great fat Cupid in wellies. Because it would be bloody inconvenient living here without them next door.


  In the kitchen she opened another beer, put a pork pie and a tomato on a plate, with a quarter of a crusty loaf and butter still in the packet, then carried the lot into the living room on a
  tray. The fire was low and she threw on another couple of logs. The round 1930s clock that stood on the mantelpiece said it was nine oclock. Shed better try Tommy Wooler now. He
  usually caught the last couple of hours before closing in the Percy Arms in Sallyford.


  He recognized her mobile number. Where are you then? Pissed and incapable and needing a lift home?


  Not a drop has touched my lips, Tommy. Well, not so youd notice, and Im home safe and well. Im after some information.


  What sort of information? Defensive now. In his younger days hed been a bit of a tearaway. Not malicious, just a tad wild and daft. He kept up with a couple of the bad lads
  hed met in the Young Offenders Institution at Castington. Vera had never asked him about them, but that was the way his mind was working.


  You picked up Joanna Tobin two days ago. A statement not a question.


  Aye, thats right. There was no suspicion in his voice. He was just relieved she wasnt asking him about his old unsavoury acquaintances. Vera wondered what they were
  up to and why he was so jumpy, made a mental note to check on them. Or get Holly to do it.


  Where was it you took her? As if she knew really, but it had just slipped her mind.


  Tommy didnt care any more. He just wanted to get out to the pub.


  Out to the coast. Howick way.


  Where exactly, Tommy? She could feel her stomach rumbling, felt somehow that the pie was taunting her.


  I dont know exactly. She had to direct me. In the middle of nowhere. She didnt have the postcode, so I couldnt get it on the satnav. Nightmare! He
  paused. She called it the Writers House. Strange name. He paused. What do you want her for anyway?


  But Vera didnt answer. Shed replaced the phone and her mouth was full of pie.


  The next morning Jack was lurking in the yard waiting to catch her on her way to Kimmerston. She was earlier than usual and shed thought she might miss him. How long had
  he been out there? He was pretending to work on his old tractor, but Vera knew fine well he was waiting to check up on her. She went up to him and stood, legs apart, hands on hips, and put on the
  fierce voice she used occasionally to show her team she meant business.


  Ive promised Ill look for her. But Ill do it in my way and in my time. Ill tell you as soon as theres any news.


  He nodded, but said nothing, and Jack  who was all words, flowery and flowing, whose life was a series of stories  made this silence speak volumes. She got into the Land Rover and
  drove away, aware of him watching her all the way down the lane.


  In the office she googled the Writers House and found it at once. It seemed there was nothing sinister about the place. Unless you found poets and novelists sinister. This was a retreat
  for writers of all sorts, and throughout the year it hosted a number of residential courses for writers with different levels of experience. What had she been expecting? A Gothic tower, where
  Joanna had been trapped by a madman whod persuaded her to fall in love with him? The pictures on the website showed a large whitewashed farmhouse. Part of it was very old, according to the
  advertising pitch, and fortified against the Scots who had raided across the border. One view did show a bare-stone outside wall with crenellations. And there was a small, dark chapel. But
  inside it was all very tasteful and not Gothic at all. Flagstones on the kitchen floor, bare beams, stripped wooden doors. Low sofas and easy chairs, with only the occasional flipchart to indicate
  it wasnt a private home. The place was run, apparently, by a company of the same name, headed by someone called Miranda Barton.


  There were pictures of the tutors, and even Vera recognized a couple of names: a poet who appeared on television occasionally, talking about the decline of British culture; a playwright. The
  fees seemed to her to be exorbitant, and certainly well beyond Joannas pocket. Unless Joanna had a secret fund left over from her marriage. In large red letters it said that bursaries were
  available to writers who showed talent, and it occurred to Vera that Joannas disappearance was no more disturbing than that: she fancied herself as a writer. Perhaps shed been awarded
  one of the bursaries, but had been embarrassed to tell Jack what she was up to. Perhaps she wanted to wait until shed finished a piece of work before telling him.


  A course had started the day Joanna took herself off from Myers Farm: Short Cuts. The art of the contemporary crime short story. Cuts, Vera thought. Very witty. You could
  tell theyd be good with words. She had just clicked onto the link when she heard footsteps outside her office: her sergeant, Joe Ashworth, dead on time for their daily morning meeting.
  She turned off the PC, feeling faintly guilty without really understanding why.


  Mid-afternoon, she wandered through to the open-plan office where Joe was filling in his overtime form.


  Im off, she said. Taking back some of the time Im owed from the Lister case.


  Going to the gym? A sly little grin. He knew shed been told to lose weight.


  Piss off! But there was no animosity in it. After a week of strategy meetings and appraisals she was looking forward to being away from the office. It was still clear and bright
  and, driving east past the newly ploughed fields, where the low sun threw long shadows from the trees lining the road ahead of her, she felt more optimistic than she had for ages. Since the last
  major inquiry.


  Shed printed out a map from the Writers House website and had to stop every now and then to check directions. This wasnt work, not really, so she was back in Hectors
  Land Rover. No satnav. She felt the wonderful liberation of the truant. Rounding the brow of a hill, she had a view of Alnmouth, with its pretty painted houses, and the bay, and turned north past
  the masts and domes of RAF Boulmer. Then after a series of missed turns and narrow lanes, she could see the house. It was in a steep valley that led to the coast, sheltered on the landward side by
  trees. The old fortified farmstead with a newer extension leading away from the sea. The chapel forming one side of a courtyard. She pulled into a farm gate to get her bearings and decide what tack
  to take with Joanna. Now she was here, she wasnt sure how she should play the situation. What if the group was in the middle of some intense discussion on the meaning of literature and life?
  Vera pictured them seated round the room shed seen on the Internet, writing pads on their knees, brows furrowed in concentration. She was sure everyone would enjoy the drama of the
  interruption: Vera walking in demanding to talk to Joanna. Everyone except Joanna, whod be mortified. Time for a bit of tact, girl.


  There must be, Vera thought, staff. An office manager, a cook, someone to make the beds and clean the toilets. People she could talk to and get a feel for the place. If the punters paid that
  much for a week in the wilds, they would expect to be looked after. She decided shed leave the vehicle where it was and go in on foot, get the lie of the land, wait until any group activity
  or workshop was over and she could get Joanna on her own.


  The light was fading quickly now and the temperature had dropped. Walking east down the lane into the valley, she was entirely in shadow. In the morning the house would be filled with light, but
  now the place had a gloomy air. The trees in the copse had dropped their leaves and the lane was covered with them. Once she almost slipped. She arrived at the gate to the Writers House.
  There was a professionally painted sign and the logo of a quill pen that she recognized from the website, and beyond, a large garden. After the house the lane petered into a track that was no more
  than a footpath. It led steeply down to the small shingle beach that shed seen from the car. There were no other buildings within sight. If you wanted a place to write without distraction,
  this would suit the bill. But it occurred to Vera that it would be a long trek to the pub.


  Approaching the house, she felt nervous. Here she was well out of her comfort zone. She couldnt flash her warrant card and demand respect and attention. No crime had been committed. And
  shed never really got on with arty types: people who used words with ideas behind them, but had nothing real to say. She was more comfortable with the villains she brought to court.


  Now she could see the place in more detail: a big house and then some old outbuildings, stables perhaps, that had been turned into a cottage. Both faced into a paved area that must once have
  been a farmyard. To her right the tiny chapel that must once have served the extended family that had lived here. In the house theyd switched the lights on, but they hadnt drawn the
  curtains. This was Veras favourite time of day. Shed always been curious, loved the glimpses of other folks domestic existence as she walked down the street. And what was it to
  be a detective, after all, but to pry into other peoples lives? There was a big front door, but she avoided that. It looked as if it locked automatically from inside, and she didnt
  want to ring the brass bell that hung outside. Not until she knew Joanna was still there and she had some idea of what was going on.


  She walked round the side of the big house, avoiding the shingle path, keeping to the grass border that ran right up to the wall. She made no sound. Arriving at the first window, she stopped
  with her back to the house. It came to her suddenly that she must look completely ridiculous. If there were someone further up the bank looking down  a couple of birdwatchers, for example,
  with binoculars  theyd take her for a madwoman, or an inept burglar. Still standing close to the wall of the house, so that she couldnt be seen from inside, she looked in. The
  kitchen. A young man in chefs whites stood with his back to her, stirring a pan. There was a teapot on the table and two blue mugs. An older woman sat at the table, reading a typed
  manuscript. She was rather glamorous, with dyed blonde hair. The finger that turned the page had red nails. Was that Miranda Barton? At any rate, there was no sign of Joanna and, crouching so that
  she was lower than the windowsill, Vera moved on.


  The next room was empty. It looked like a library, the walls lined with bookshelves. There were a couple of small tables and leather-seated, upright chairs. Now Vera had turned another corner
  and was on a paved veranda that looked out over the sea. On the grass below was a bird table and a set of elaborate feeders filled with nuts and seed. She could see the lighthouse at the Farne
  Islands to the north and Coquet Island to the south. In the summer this would be a magnificent place to sit. Vera pictured them here after a days writing, drinking fancy wine and sharing
  their ideas. Posing. Why did she feel the need to sneer? Because people who talked about books or pictures or films made her feel ignorant and out of her depth.


  Shed stopped right on the corner, because most of the wall facing out to sea was made of glass. There were two long windows, almost floor-to-ceiling, and between them double glass doors.
  A long, light room. The place featured on the website, with the sofas and the easy chairs. And there were people inside. It seemed to Vera that the group had just broken up. They were standing and
  chatting. Tea must have been served, because they were holding cups and saucers, balancing scones on paper napkins. Now it was almost dark outside, and Vera thought there was little danger of her
  being seen. The people in the room were preoccupied with their own concerns. Their faces were animated. There were six of them, but the door leading further into the house was open, so it was
  possible that some people had already left. Certainly there was no sign of Joanna.


  Vera stood for a moment and wondered how Joanna might fit into this group. Joanna, with her big hands and feet, her loud laugh and her dirty fingernails. Her brightly coloured home-made clothes.
  If she was here, had she escaped already to the privacy of her own room, daunted by the confidence of her companions?


  Vera had decided that it was time to go back to the front door, ring the bell and ask to speak to Joanna. She had a cover story prepared. There would be a domestic crisis: a relatives
  illness, which Joanna should know about. That was when Vera heard a sound that shocked the people on the other side of the glass from their self-indulgent conversation. A scream. It seemed hardly
  human and was without age or gender: loud and piercing and terrifying.


  



  Chapter Three


  Vera couldnt tell where the noise was coming from. Inside the house? If so, why did it seem so loud, even out here? The sound seemed to surround her, almost to swallow
  her up. Perhaps it was the pitch, but it was as if she was feeling it through her bones, rather than hearing it with her ears. There was no escape from it. She took a few steps back and looked up.
  At the top of the house, double glass doors, mirroring the ones here out onto the terrace, led onto a stone balcony. The woman from the kitchen was there, lit from behind, leaning over, emptying
  the noise from her lungs into the cold air. Vera was reminded of a drunk spewing. Suddenly the noise stopped.


  It seemed to take Vera hours to get into the house. The struggle to be heard, to get inside, reminded her of one of her recurring nightmares: she was a child, locked out of a house where her
  mother was dying, and she could never find a way in to save her. Now the adult Vera banged on the patio doors, where moments before the guests had been drinking tea. Nobody responded. They must all
  have rushed away to find the source of the screaming. She retraced her path round the house to the front door. Now the light had gone and she stumbled from the path, losing her way in the thick
  vegetation of the shrubbery. She pushed through the bushes, struggling to fight off the panic, and decided she must be walking in the wrong direction because there was still no path. The branches
  scratched her face and pulled at her clothes. She forced herself to stand still. She was no longer a child and she wasnt lost.


  In the distance she heard the faint sound of waves on shingle. As she turned away from the sound, the solid shape of the building became clear against the sky above the shrubs. Vera climbed back
  to the path and walked round the house to the front door. There was no sound from inside. Checking her watch, she saw that shed been wandering round in the garden for nearly twenty minutes.
  She ran her fingers through her hair and pulled a dead leaf from her jacket, then rang the brass bell by swinging the rope, which was attached to a heavy clapper. There was no response. There was a
  light in the cottage on the other side of the yard and she considered going over. Then the door of the main house opened and she saw the young chef, who had been working in the kitchen. He was
  still wearing his whites.


  This way, he said. Then he added distractedly, How did you get here so quickly?


  Vera thought for a moment that she felt like a very fat Alice in a strange Wonderland. The chef darted away from her down a narrow corridor, leaving her to follow. He was thin and very dark. As
  hed opened the door shed seen black hairs on the backs of his hands and his lower arms. A wolf in chefs clothing. She glimpsed the guests through a half-open door, but
  he was walking so quickly that she couldnt make out individuals as she hurried to keep up. If Joanna was in there, Vera didnt see her. The house was much bigger inside than
  shed have guessed, a warren of passages and small rooms. He led her up a short flight of stairs. By now Vera was completely disorientated; she must have seen just the outside of the newer
  extension, and now there were no windows to help her make out which way they were going.


  I was in the area anyway. Finally she got close enough to him to answer the question. The speed of their progress had left her a little breathless.


  I phoned for an ambulance too. I dont know where that is.


  Ah, she said. They might take a while to get here. Theyll be coming from Alnwick, most likely.


  Actually . . . The young man paused. I dont think theres much rush. They wont be able to do anything, after all. He stopped at the end of a
  corridor and opened the door.


  It was not at all what she had been expecting. Shed thought shed be stepping into a bedroom, a grand bedroom because of the balcony. But this was another Alice moment. Another
  contradiction. It was as if an outside space had been brought indoors. Everything was green and alive. She stood at the threshold and looked in.


  The room was a first-floor conservatory. It was tall and narrow and glass doors led onto the balcony, but there was glass too in the sloping ceiling. From the terrace below she hadnt seen
  that. And glass walls on each side. There was a tiled floor and painted wicker chairs. Pots of enormous plants with shiny dark leaves formed a mini tropical jungle. All the plants were fat and
  fleshy and one had a tall spike of pink flowers. The smell was of compost and damp vegetation. In the daylight there would be a magnificent view over the sea. A large mirror in a green frame hung
  on the one solid wall. The glass must be old with flaws in it, because the reflection was slightly distorted and, glancing into it, Vera felt the queasiness of seasickness. The room was very
  warm.


  So what am I here to look at? She shook her head in an attempt to clear her mind.


  Didnt they tell you? They made me repeat the details. The young man walked past the plants and the garden furniture and opened the glass door to the balcony. There was a
  rush of cold air, and in the distance the sound of the tide sucking on shingle. The balcony was wider than the glass doors and each end was in semi-darkness. He turned to Vera impatiently.
  Out here!


  She followed him outside and in the faint light from the room saw a man crouched in the corner of the stone parapet, his knees almost up to his chin. The pose seemed strange because his cropped
  hair was grey; he was in late middle age. Older men didnt sit on floors because they found it hard to get up again. Their joints creaked. And nobody would sit on a stone floor in late
  October. The angle of the lights from inside the room threw odd shadows onto his face. He looked angry. Outraged.


  He was wearing a pale-coloured shirt under a black jacket. In this light it was hard to make out the exact colour of the shirt. Most of it was covered in blood. And there was blood on the stone
  floor and on the wall. Looking closer, Vera saw that there was spatter on the glass door. It seemed that hed been stabbed, but there was no immediate sign of the knife.


  Who is he?


  I told them when I phoned 999. The young man was beginning to get suspicious. Who are you anyway?


  Aye, well, not everything gets through. Vera showed him her warrant card, pleased that she could find it on the first trawl of her bag; tilted it so that the light caught the
  photo. Im Detective Inspector Stanhope. Whats your name?


  Alex Barton.


  Your mother runs this place? Shed had him down as the hired help and couldnt keep the surprise from her voice.


  We run it together. Im a partner. Though sometimes you wouldnt think so. The tone was resentful and it was obvious that Alex regretted the comment as soon as it was
  made. He realized this wasnt the right time to air family grievances. Dont you want to know whats happened here? Shouldnt you be speaking to


  Of course, pet. First of all, tell me about the victim. Vera had never liked being told how to do her job. She took his arm and led him back through the strangely shaped glass room
  and into the corridor. But out here, eh? We dont want to muck up the crime scene more than we already have.


  On her way to the room shed noticed a small sitting area where two corridors formed a crossroads. There was a chaise longue and a low coffee table, covered with upmarket newspapers and
  literary magazines. There was still no window and the only light came from a dim wall lamp covered by a red shade. Vera thought youd struggle to read anything much here, and that the whole
  house was more like a stage-set than a place for practical activity. She lowered herself carefully onto the seat and Alex followed.


  Wheres everyone else? she asked. An event like this, there were always spectators.


  I told them to wait in the drawing room.


  And they always do what you say, do they, pet? He didnt answer and she continued. What do you know about the chap on the balcony?


  Didnt you recognize him? There was something supercilious about the question. Vera had got the same reaction when she asked for chips in a posh restaurant.


  Famous, is he?


  Hes called Tony Ferdinand. Professor Tony Ferdinand. Academic, reviewer and arts guru. You must have seen him on The Culture Show. And he did that series on BBC4 about the
  contemporary novel. The man didnt wait for a response. Perhaps hed already worked out that Vera wasnt a natural BBC4 viewer. Oh, God, thisll be a
  nightmare. Well never get any of the professionals from London up after this. Imagine the publicity! Lunatic students cutting the lecturers throats! Its hard enough to prise
  the sods away from London as it is.


  So he was working for you? But not much liked, Vera thought, if Alexs first thought was for the business rather than the man.


  He deigned to grace us with his presence. He must have seen that Vera still needed an explanation. He came to the Writers House once every couple of years to act as
  tutor. Making it clear that he was doing my mother an enormous favour. They go back a long way. But his support made a big difference when we set up the writing courses. He paused, seeming
  to realize that he sounded callous. Im sorry. Its hard to believe that hes dead.


  How long have you known him? Vera found herself amused. This young man was hardly more than a child to her and surely couldnt have been involved in this business for more
  than a few years.


  Pretty well as long as I can remember. Since I was a child. Tony worked with my mother at St Ursulas, and when she was first published his positive reviews made a big difference to
  her career.


  Vera wasnt sure how any of this worked. St Ursulas? This was a world about which she knew nothing.


  Shes a writer too, is she?


  Of course. Miranda Barton! He paused. I suppose shes not that well known now. But dont let on youve never heard of her. Shed be
  mortified.


  Sorry, pet. I dont get much time for reading in my line of business. Not stories, at any rate. Through the thick walls she heard the muffled sound of a police siren in the
  distance. The local cavalry arriving, showing off for all they were worth. What did they need a siren for? To scare one tractor and a bunch of sheep from the lane?


  What was Mr Ferdinand doing here? Vera went on. Was he lecturing on this course, Short Cuts?


  In theory. Again she thought she sensed bitterness in the young mans voice. It seemed there were lots of complications in this case. At least she hoped there were. She liked
  something she could get her teeth into, something to prove what a brilliant detective she was.


  And in practice?


  He was here to massage his ego, to convince himself that he was still as influential as hed always been. In 1990 The Observer called him a star-maker. I think hes
  always on the lookout for more stars, to prove his importance in the literary firmament.


  Again Vera wasnt sure what this meant, and now wasnt the time for another show of her ignorance.


  Who found the body? she asked.


  Alex leaned back against the end of the chaise longue as if he was suddenly exhausted. My mother. Tony was scheduled to run an informal session before supper. Questions and answers. All
  about how to find an agent or a publisher, how to submit work. It was often the most popular workshop of the week, the practical side of getting work into print. It was what a lot of the students
  came for. Of course they all hoped Tony would recognize their genius and recommend them to an agent or publisher. He was charismatic, you know. One word of praise from him and theyd believe
  in themselves as writers. Tony hadnt appeared for tea, so Mother went to find him. The glass room was one of his favourite places.


  Thats what you call it? The glass room?


  Yes. Again he regarded Vera with suspicion.


  Was that unusual? Mr Ferdinand not arriving to work on time?


  It was, rather. Tony wasnt the easiest person to work with, but he was professional.


  Your mother came up here and saw him on the balcony? Vera wasnt sure that made sense. If you were looking for someone, wouldnt you just poke your head round the door
  to see if they were inside? How could she know that Ferdinand would be crouched in a heap in the corner?


  Yes, Alex said. Then all hell broke loose. Despite his expression of shock at the professors murder, it seemed to Vera that the young man was devoid of
  emotion. He was going through the motions. Which couldnt be said of his mother. Vera could still hear the sound of Miranda Bartons screaming in her ears, feel it reverberating through
  her body. The sight of the man on the balcony  the fixed and angry glare on his face, the blood  would be shocking of course. But she thought that there had been more than shock in
  that noise. It was more personal. Like a mother keening for a child. Or a woman grieving for her lover.


  This room is just above the drawing room, Alex went on, so everyone who was having tea could hear her. They all ran out to see what was going on. The last thing I wanted was
  some sort of circus, so I told them to wait downstairs. It didnt take much to wind my mother up. If anything, I was embarrassed. I thought she was just causing a scene. When I saw Tony, I
  brought Mother downstairs and asked another tutor, Giles Rickard, to take her into our cottage. I went back to the office to phone the police.


  And the ambulance, Vera said.


  For the first time he gave a wry little smile. I know, that was ridiculous. But Id never seen anybody dead before. I suppose I needed confirmation, someone medical to tell me I
  wasnt making it all up. I wasnt sure what I was supposed to do.


  The front doorbell started to ring. Thatll be the local police, Vera said. Youd best go and let them in. Tell them Im here and bring them up. They can
  secure the scene for us, and I can start my investigation.


  Alex stood up and gave her a strange look. What investigation?


  Why, thats what I do for a living. I catch criminals. Again, trapped in this small space, with the low red light throwing odd shadows on the white walls, she felt as if
  shed wandered into someones weird dream. She needed her sergeant, Joe Ashworth, to turn up full of youthful energy and common sense.


  But I told them on the phone! Now the man seemed to be losing patience with her altogether. We know who killed Tony Ferdinand.


  Your mother saw the murderer?


  No! I did. As Ive just said. And as I told your colleagues. On my way to the glass room, while Mother was still screaming, I bumped into the woman here in the corridor. She had a
  knife in her hand.


  Very convenient. Bugger, Vera thought. So it was back to working the boring stuff, the pathetic druggies and the pub brawls, just when shed thought there might be
  something more exciting to sustain her interest. Then she had another thought, which was even more disturbing. I suppose your murderer has a name?


  Its one of the students. Weve shut her in her bedroom. Shes called Joanna Tobin.


  



  Chapter Four


  Joannas room was small. A single bed set against one wall, and against another a desk, with an anglepoise lamp and a chair. A narrow wardrobe. There was a red carpet on
  the floor and the duvet cover and the curtains were a deeper red. A door led to a tiny shower room. This was slightly more comfortable than the cell in Low Newton prison where shed more than
  likely end up, but not much bigger. Of course, Vera thought, the court might decide Joanna was mad, and then shed go to a secure psychiatric hospital instead. Vera wasnt sure which
  would be worse. If she had a choice in a similar situation, she would probably opt for the prison. It would still be full of psychos, but at least youd have a date for getting out. Places
  like Broadmoor, you were dependent for a release date on the whim of a team of psychiatrists and politicians.


  Thered been a man standing outside the closed door of the room. He was tall and heavily built. She thought hed been fit once, but had slightly run to flab. Dressed in cheap jeans
  and sweatshirt, he stood with his legs apart and his hands on his hips. Classic bouncer posture. You couldnt tell from his face, but Vera thought he was probably enjoying himself. Deep down,
  everyone loved a murder almost as much as she did. They loved the drama of it, the frisson of fear, the exhilaration of still being alive. People had been putting together stories of death and the
  motives for killing since the beginning of time, to thrill and to entertain. It was different of course if you were close to the victim. Or to the killer. Vera hadnt begun to think yet how
  she would tell Jack what had gone on here.


  Who are you? Vera had demanded of Joannas warder before he opened the door.


  Lenny Thomas. In those four syllables she could tell this was a voice that came from Ashington or one of the other ex-pit villages in the south-east of the county, not from rural
  Northumberland.


  Work here, do you? Or are you one of the writers? Vera saw him as a handyman or gardener, but shed met more scruffy academics.


  Im a writer. He looked suddenly astonished, as if hed never said the words before.


  Student or tutor?


  Student, but that Professor Ferdinand had said I had the potential to be published. He said he might take me on as one of his postgraduate students. Imagine that! Me doing an MA in
  creative writing, and I only scraped five GCSEs. He said that wouldnt matter. He was going to put in a word. And a word from him would make a difference. Everyone knew that. Lenny
  gave a little laugh that had no resentment in it. But thatll never work out now, eh? I knew deep down it was too good to be true. People like me never get that sort of luck. But it
  was nice to believe it, like, while it was happening.


  If he thought you were good enough, other people will too, Vera said.


  Aye, maybe. And Vera saw that Lenny probably didnt want success enough, or wasnt confident enough to push his work. She nodded to the door. How is
  she?


  No bother, Lenny said. Calm as owt. And he moved away to let Vera in. Do you want me there with you, like?


  Nah, Vera said. Well be fine. Go off and get yourself a cup of tea.


  She could tell the man was disappointed, but he wandered off without comment.


  Joanna was sitting on a window seat, looking out into the garden. It was quite dark by now, so there was nothing for her to see. She must have heard the door opening, but she didnt turn
  her head and seemed lost in a world of her own.


  Why, lass, youve got yourself into a bit of a pickle.


  Vera sat on the edge of the bed. She could have chosen the chair by the desk, but the bed was more comfortable and closer to Joanna. If Joanna shifted her head just a bit, Vera would be within
  her line of vision.


  One question, Vera went on. Did you make him sit out on the balcony before you stabbed him, or did you do it in the room, then stick him outside? It doesnt quite make
  sense. Well know, of course, once the pathologist gets here, but itd save us a bit of time if you explain how he ended up there. I couldnt see any blood in the room itself, so
  I guess you got him outside.


  Now Joanna did twist her body so that she was looking into the room. It was as if she noticed Vera for the first time. Her posture, sitting on the window seat, her back to the glass, was almost
  regal.


  I didnt kill him at all. She was, as Lenny had said, quite calm.


  Come on, pet. You were wandering around the corridor outside the glass room with a knife in your hand!


  So I was, Joanna agreed, in the posh southern accent that made Vera think of a lady of the manor opening a village fete. Or the wife of a colonial governor. How very Lady
  Macbeth!


  Ill need to take your clothes for forensic examination. Vera decided the woman must be quite insane, and that it was best to get the clothes away from her while she was
  being cooperative.


  I was there in the room, Joanna said. But I didnt kill him. I didnt even see him. I suppose he must have been dead already. Despite the denial, she slid
  off the window seat and began to strip. Shed never been embarrassed by nudity. One very hot July day, Vera had caught her swimming naked in the tarn close to the farm. Shed laughed
  out loud at Veras surprise: Why dont you come in. Its lovely!


  Her body was still brown from working in the fields all summer. She was soft and supple. Vera saw a dressing gown on a hook on the door and threw it to her. She thought it might be better to
  start this story from the beginning. What are you doing in this place, anyway?


  Joanna pulled the dressing gown around her and tied the cord. It was made of silk and looked like a kimono. Shed have picked it up for a few pence at a charity shop and brought it home in
  triumph to show off to Jack.


  Should you be talking to me, without a lawyer? This was Joanna at her most imperious, and Vera was surprised.


  Probably not, Vera said. If you like, we can wait until were in the station and I can talk to you there. Lawyers, tape recordings. The works. Probably for the best. I
  havent cautioned you yet, and Ill only get into bother when we get to court.


  A shadow seemed to pass over Joannas face. Im sorry, she said. I always get arsey when Im scared.


  Jack said youd stopped taking your pills.


  The mention of Jack threw her and, for a moment, Vera thought she might cry. I did for a couple of weeks, but Im back on them now. I saw it wasnt the right time to stop.
  Maybe it never will be. She looked into Veras face and gave a wide smile. You dont need to worry. Im not mad.


  And Vera thought now that was probably true. This was the Joanna she knew: loud and quirky, but rational enough. In which case, why had the woman stabbed a professor of English literature to
  death?


  Tell me, she said again. Why are you here?


  I thought I could write. Joanna seemed to be struggling to choose the right words. At least, I thought I had something to say. I read an article about the Writers
  House in the Newcastle Journal. They were running a sort of competition. I sent in a piece. It was about France, about my life there. Bits of details that had stuck in my head. Anyway, I won
  and they awarded me a bursary. A weeks tuition. All free.


  Why didnt you tell Jack you were coming to stay here? He wouldnt have minded. Hed have been proud of you!


  He thinks its wrong to rake over the old days. Joanna turned briefly again to look out into the dark. All she would have seen was her own reflection in the glass. He
  takes it personally. He thinks he should be enough for me.


  Because youre enough for him? Vera said.


  He adores me, Joanna said. I should be grateful. I am grateful.


  Vera thought this was an odd sort of conversation to be having with a woman whod been accused of sticking a knife into a mans heart, but at least Joanna was now talking freely to
  her.


  Its a tricky sort of emotion, gratitude, Vera said. Its never come easily to me. Id rather have people owing me a favour than the other way
  round.


  Yes, Joanna smiled again. Ive always felt that too.


  So winning this competition was a way for you to take off for a few days? Have a bit of time to yourself? Get away from Jack and the farm?


  Joanna leaned forward so that the long plait fell over her shoulder. It wasnt just that. It was a way of exploring my past, making sense of it. Of taking the time to go back and
  look at the events of my first marriage with fresh eyes.


  Eh, pet, that sounds more like therapy than stories to me!


  Joanna threw back her head and gave the rich, deep laugh that Vera remembered from parties and dinners at the farm, which took her away from this strange house with its piles of books and paper,
  back to a real world of lambing and freshly turned soil and rain. You should have been here, Joanna said. They should employ you to sit in on the workshops to stop students
  writing pretentious crap.


  Im here, Vera said, serious again, because a mans dead.


  They sat for a moment, looking at each other in silence.


  I didnt kill him, Joanna said. I didnt like him very much, but I didnt kill him.


  Vera was aware that if she continued to question Joanna shed be crossing a line. In fact the line had already been crossed when shed decided to come into this room on her own. The
  prime suspect in the case was Veras neighbour, could even be considered a friend, so there was a conflict of interest. She was on her own with the woman. No witness and no tape recorder, as
  shed said before. She should call immediately for one of the local bobbies to escort Joanna to a waiting police car and drive her back to the station. Theyd find her a duty solicitor
  and another member of the team should interview her. But Vera stayed where she was and said nothing. She was a detective, and listening was what she did best.


  Tony wanted sex with me, Joanna went on. In a way, it was quite flattering and for a moment I was tempted. He was good-looking in a smooth, boring kind of way, and
  its a long time since Ive been propositioned. Completely out of the question of course.


  Why out of the question? Vera asked. She had imagined that the hippies went in for free sex. They seemed so relaxed with their bodies, and wasnt that what hippies were
  famous for?


  Joanna looked up sharply. I didnt fancy him, she said, as if the answer was obvious. He wasnt my type. And he was rather a horrid man.


  In what way horrid? Again Vera had intended not to ask any further questions. Soon Joe Ashworth would be here. Shed phoned him before coming to talk to Joanna. Then they
  could progress the interview in a more orthodox way. He could take the lead. But Vera wanted to know what had happened to provoke such grotesque violence, and at the moment Joanna was her best
  source of information, whether she was a suspect or witness.


  He was greedy, Joanna said after a moments consideration. I hate greed, dont you? Its such a mean, small-minded vice. As if money matters at
  all!


  It matters to lots of people, Vera said.


  Only to people who have nothing of real value in their lives! There was the imperious tone again. But I shouldnt be rude about him, should I? He didnt deserve
  to die. Nobody deserves to die before their time.


  Why did you go into the glass room? Vera asked. Everyone knew it was his favourite place, apparently. If you disliked him so much, what were you doing there?


  I went because he asked me to. Obviously it was a foolish thing to do. But wisdom has never really been my bag.


  Perhaps you should explain. Again Vera felt that the conversation was spinning away from her. She needed facts. Time of death. Cause of death. A list of the people in the house.
  Something to anchor her to reality. She looked at her watch. Joe Ashworth could drive like a cautious sixty-year-old without Vera to urge him on. And she wouldnt have put it past him to call
  in on his wife and bairns on the way through from Kimmerston. But even allowing for all that, he should be here soon. Joe had as much imagination as a louse and, when he arrived, shed let
  him look after Joanna. The woman would be safe with him, mad or not, and he wouldnt let himself be distracted by her ramblings on morality.


  I knew he wanted to get inside my knickers, Joanna said. So it would have been more sensible to stay away. But this was so exciting. I had to go, didnt I? When I got
  the note, no way was I going to stay away.


  What note? Vera leaned forward. The bed was soft enough, but she could have done with something to lean against and there was a crick in her neck. She wanted to stretch, but that
  might have given Joanna the impression that she was bored.


  We each have a pigeonhole near reception. If there are outside phone messages or the tutors want to leave work for us, they leave them there. I had this note from Tony. Come to the
  glass room after lunch. A major publisher has expressed interest in your work.


  How did you know it was from Tony? Vera asked. It could have been from any of the tutors. And he was a university lecturer, wasnt he? Not a publisher.


  It was signed, Joanna said. Vera could tell the woman was making an effort to be patient. Not a proper signature, but initials. And I knew Tony liked to sit in the glass
  room. Hed escape there most days after lunch with coffee and a brandy. I think he liked looking down on us. Literally, I mean. From the balcony he could see onto the terrace and that was
  where the smokers all gathered and chatted. I caught him once, listening in. She paused. And he was much more than a university professor. He had influence, contacts in the
  industry.


  What did he get out of it? Vera asked. I mean if hed found you a publisher, would he get a cut?


  No! Joanna was losing patience now and struggled to make Vera understand. It wasnt about the money. It was about power. If hed helped me become a best-selling
  author, Id always have to be grateful to him, wouldnt I? It would be like hed created me. That was what turned him on. She considered her earlier assessment of
  Ferdinand. It was power he was greedy for, not money.


  Vera still wasnt sure she got it, and decided to stick to the facts. What happened next?


  I knocked at the glass-room door. Its a public room, but Tony tended to treat the place like his own. There was no answer, so I went in. There was nobody there. I thought Tony had
  been there. There were two coffee cups and a glass on the table. The chairs were arranged differently from usual, and I wondered if hed been chatting to one of the other students, if someone
  else had received a similar offer. That was when I saw the knife.


  Where was it?


  On the floor. Next to that big plant pot. I picked it up to take back to the kitchen. I mean, in my experience thats what knives are for. Chopping meat and peeling vegetables. Not
  killing people.


  You didnt go onto the balcony?


  Obviously not.


  It was possible, Vera thought. The body wouldnt have been visible. Not from the table.


  Didnt you hear the screaming? She would have liked to believe Joanna, but none of this made sense.


  What screaming?


  Miranda Barton yelling fit to bust! I could hear her from outside. Youd surely have passed her in the corridor.


  I didnt pass anyone, Joanna said. Until I met Alex in the corridor. And I didnt hear anyone screaming. The walls here are very thick. I wouldnt, unless
  I was in the drawing room or standing outside. She stood up and suddenly towered over Vera, seeming very tall and strong. Had she towered over Ferdinand with a knife in her hand? All
  I heard was music. Someone with a CD player in his room, I suppose. The Beatles. She looked down at the detective. That was what happened. You can believe me or not, as you
  like.
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