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      Prologue


      SHE had resisted coming here, to this place where violence raped serenity. But the lawns covered in virgin snow, the valley

         seamed with silver, had lulled her into a sense of rare and exquisite security. As beauty always did. When would she learn

         that scenes of bucolic tranquillity were always the scenes of the greatest betrayal, that the rolling hills were the swell

         of fear, that the good earth hid butchered flesh, and that the steadfast face of a farmer was a mask of grief?

      


      Now, with the brittle snap of the twig behind her, she knew she should never have come. Her body primed for flight, adrenaline

         flooding blood, oxygen fueling muscles, senses screaming for information. Claustrophobia engulfed her, trees encircling, skeletal

         branches bearing down. She broke into a run, long legs covering the ground at speed, then shoes suddenly skating on ice, feet

         sliding, she fell.

      


      As she pulled herself upright, she heard the voice of reason in her head, speaking quietly beneath the high-pitched hum of

         panic: Was there really someone there, or did the snap of the twig invent him?

      


      Then feet crunched across the ice, and he reached her and grabbed her. He pushed her to her knees, and the ground froze to

         the fabric of her jeans. He pulled a sack over her head and she was blinded, her arms flailing for balance. Her lungs cried

         out for air, but the sacking was tight around her nose and mouth, and the knowledge of death seeped into her gut. She delved

         inside herself for comfort, pushing her way back past the horrors she had witnessed, back past the suffering of others, and

         back to the beginning, to what was good and true.

      


   

      Chapter One


      WHEN I awoke the twins were playing quietly in the patch of sunlight at the foot of my bed. I pretended to be asleep and through

         half-closed eyes watched them squatting, bottoms stuck out, in their pajamas. Hannah and William are three years old. Hannah

         has the willpower of a Sherman tank and William the devastating cunning of a stealth bomber. They were sorting through my

         jewelry box, draping strings of beads around their necks. William had a bangle dangling from one ear, and Hannah had devised

         for herself a crown. Once in a while, Hannah would thwack William, and he would obediently hand over whatever treasure she

         coveted, then steal it back when she wasn’t looking. They were so busy that they had forgotten even to demand food and drink.

      


      Their father, Adam, was murdered nearly two years ago and anyway was never really a father to them. Perhaps, I thought wistfully

         as I watched them play, this was what parenting would be like as they grew older. They would require only the occasional meal

         or dose of moral guidance, and I could recline on the sofa and admire them as they quietly bathed and dressed themselves and

         bent their heads dutifully over their homework.

      


      Half an hour later, when Finney arrived, Hannah was sitting stark naked on the stairs and screaming, and William was clinging

         to my leg, trying to pull me toward his train set. Finney took in the scene in one sweep of the eyes, settling on Hannah to

         give her a look he would usually reserve for the drunk and disorderly.

      


      “We’re going to be late,” he growled.


      Long weekend drives in the country with my children in the backseat are not Finney’s idea of fun, but I had asked him to come

         along because I needed the eyes of a detective chief inspector. And he agreed because he has fallen in love with me, even

         if he has not fallen in love with my children. We were heading south on the A23 toward Reigate, to a manor house on the edge

         of London, a place known among my fellow journalists as the War School. Here in rural England, journalists learn from former

         elite forces soldiers how to duck and dive in deadly games of hide-and-seek. Or how to stanch the bleeding of a fallen colleague

         whose stomach has been blown open or eye dislodged. His screams are amateur dramatics and the torn flesh is bread soaked in

         animal blood, none of which makes it any less a matter of life and death.

      


      Because of the number of journalists who have died in the past decade in war zones, news organizations now realize they must

         try to protect their employees, at least with knowledge and sometimes with arms, too.

      


      “You know this is a wild goose chase,” Finney shouted over the children’s yelling. I was driving, and he was in the passenger

         seat, stoically ignoring Hannah, who was stretching out her legs to kick the back of his seat. “If there was anything to find,

         Coburn would have found it six months ago when she disappeared.”

      


      Finney can be pretty scathing about the incompetence of his colleagues, even about DCI Coburn, who headed the investigation

         into Melanie’s disappearance. But the police force is his family, not mine, and I didn’t want to get into a fight.

      


      “I promised Melanie’s parents. I can’t not go.”


      Corporation camerawoman Melanie Jacobs had disappeared on January 10, a Friday six months earlier, from the War School, which

         is officially called HazPrep. The Corporation employs thousands of people. It is like a very little country, or a big school.

         You have a few colleagues who are blood brothers, lots of people you know to say hi to, and legions you know by reputation

         only. I worked just once with Melanie, but I was impressed by her seriousness and attention to detail. Since then I have heard

         colleagues speak with approval, and sometimes with disbelief, about her bravery in war zones. Shortly after she covered a

         particularly bloody civil war, I saw her in the canteen and went over to say hello. Melanie was tall and agile and strong.

         She let her dark hair grow long and straight, and when she was working she generally tied it back behind her head. That was

         when you could see that her left ear bore not one but a row of six gold studs. She nodded in greeting but she did not smile.

         I looked into her eyes and saw that something had changed.

      


      “It must have been hard,” I said. I don’t know why I said it. It’s not the sort of thing journalists normally say to each

         other.

      


      “It’s a job,” she muttered, shrugging.


      I don’t know if she intended it in the way that it hit me, but I walked away bathed in guilt. I had the same job as her. I’d

         started out as a television producer, but I’d learned how to operate a camera, and sometimes I filmed my own material. We

         were both journalists. But I’d said no to war zones with scarcely a second thought because I am the single mother of two small

         children. Melanie had no children to hold her back, and she had taken the decision to risk her own life day after day to record

         human atrocity. It seemed to me that this was the purest form of journalism, to put the factual record above one’s own survival.

         I did not know Melanie well enough to ask her motivation. I could not believe that she sought glory—camera operators do not,

         in general, achieve glory however good their work. But could such a dangerous decision be entirely selfless?

      


      On another occasion I bumped into Melanie with her parents at King’s Cross. So when she went missing a few weeks later, I

         telephoned them to see if there was anything I could do to help. Melanie’s mother, Beatrice, worried sick but polite nevertheless,

         thanked me for my concern and asked simply that I keep in touch, which I did. Beatrice and Melanie’s father, Elliot, lived

         in Durham, and Elliot’s health had deteriorated rapidly after his daughter’s disappearance. Beatrice did not like to leave

         him for more than a few hours, but the lengthy train journey to London was more than he could stand. She was the sort of person

         who by instinct would have dug around to find out what had happened to her daughter, but her circumstances made her feel impotent

         and cut off. She was frustrated at the lack of news and upset that the police investigation seemed to be running out of steam.

      


      “DCI Coburn tells me there’s no evidence that she’s dead. He says it’s possible she’s had a nervous breakdown, and that she

         just upped and went, but I find that hard to believe of Melanie.”

      


      Desperately apologetic, she’d asked me whether I would mind keeping my ears open within the Corporation for any word at all

         on what might have happened to Melanie.

      


      “Who have you spoken to inside the Corporation?” I asked Beatrice. “There must be someone who’s the contact point for the

         police.”

      


      “There is a man called Ivor Collins,” Beatrice said, “who has been very kind. He came up on the train to see us, and he brought

         us Melanie’s things. He talked with us for a long time, but he seemed to be completely mystified, too. He said he would let

         us know anything he found out, but . . .” Her voice trailed off unhappily.

      


      “He hasn’t contacted you?” I was incredulous.


      “Oh yes, he has, he’s rung us every week. He’s been very kind. But he hasn’t had any news for us. Maybe he feels until there’s

         something definite, he can’t tell us. But that’s not what I want. . . . Melanie had friends, she had colleagues, they must

         be talking about her disappearance, people must have theories, there must be rumors. I want—” Her voice cracked, and she fell

         silent. I could hear her trying to control herself, breathing hard and slow into the telephone.

      


      She wanted what I would want. She wanted every tiny speck of information, she wanted to know she had left no stone unturned.

         She wanted to know she had done everything she could for her daughter.

      


      I knew the name Ivor Collins. Usually you glimpse him in the distance, like a star in the night sky. Occasionally, if there

         is a morale issue, Collins visits the rank and file to dispense encouraging words, pat backs, and nose around to see where—or

         with whom—the trouble lies. When I had spoken to Beatrice, I looked Ivor Collins up in the directory and found that he was

         HCP (R, H), which stood for Head of Corporate Policy, parens Resources comma Human, close parens.

      


      The next day, I made an appointment to see him and found his comfortably appointed office in the far reaches of the management

         empire. He greeted me with a warm handshake and invited me to sit in an armchair opposite his. He had startling blue eyes

         and snowy white hair cut very short. His body was narrow, and his long face seemed even longer because of its unusual thinness.

         He looked like an exclamation mark.

      


      “You wanted to talk to me about Melanie Jacobs,” he said, cocking his long head to one side.


      “Her parents are frustrated by the lack of news,” I told him, “and they asked me to keep my ears open.”


      He nodded thoughtfully. “And what have you learned?”


      “You’re the first person I’ve asked.”


      “Well . . .” He heaved a sigh and spoke in a voice that was so low, it was almost not there. Whether this indicated a desire

         for ultimate deniability or simply a throat infection, I could not tell.

      


      “I find it hard to speak to Beatrice and Elliot every Monday, as I do, when I can’t tell them any more than they’ve read in

         the papers. All of us here have been helping the police in whatever ways we can, but there has been little to say to them.

         Melanie was supremely brave, extremely talented, and we valued her highly. We have no idea why she disappeared.”

      


      I left Collins’s office ten minutes later, empty-handed. As I trod the lengths of corridor back to my office, I felt increasingly

         dissatisfied. Collins had not dismissed me, he had not tried to stop me asking questions, but he had met each of my inquiries

         with a sad shake of the head and an apology that there was nothing new he could tell me, his blue eyes filled with concern

         that looked genuine.

      


      Surely, I thought, it was impossible that Collins had no more information now than the day Melanie vanished. I simply could

         not believe it. And as I thought it over, the whole thing began to ring alarm bells in my head. When Adam Wills had been killed,

         I had become chief suspect, and the Corporation had failed to stand behind me. Was the Corporation now abandoning Melanie

         to her fate as it had abandoned me? I had been a suspect in a murder investigation. It was perhaps understandable that my

         employer should want to pretend I had nothing to do with them. But there was no such stain on Melanie’s reputation.

      


      The next day, Beatrice rang me and asked whether I would mind terribly going to HazPrep and checking one last time whether

         there was something, anything, that the police might have missed. I agreed immediately. If Collins was not going to stand

         up for Melanie, then I would have to. I found myself fired by an angry zeal that, had I been honest with myself, I would have

         realized had more to do with what had happened to me nearly two years earlier than with what had or had not happened to Melanie.

      


      Now, as hedgerow gave way to high brick wall topped with razor-sharp wire, I recognized the War School from the TV coverage

         of Melanie’s disappearance. HazPrep had not allowed journalists inside to film in their grounds at the time, nor had it allowed

         its staff to give interviews, with the exception of the director, Andrew Bentley. So there had been lots of pictures of this

         exterior wall and the blue metal gate. I called Bentley from my mobile, as he’d instructed, and the gate slid open.

      


      We parked by the manor house, a sprawling stone building surrounded with topiary at the top of a small hill. Bentley was waiting.

         I had expected combat fatigues, but he wore a dark blue business suit and what looked to my amateur eyes like a regimental

         tie. All I knew of his history was that he had been an officer in the Special Boat Service. His short dark hair receded to

         show a large circle of glossy bald head, his shoulders pushed the suit to its limits, and his unbuttoned jacket revealed a

         chest that sat above his waist like a V. I could see my face in his shoes.

      


      “Hello?” Bentley greeted Finney with an interrogative and shook his hand.


      “This is Tom Finney,” I said, and left it at that.


      “Good God, you’ve got a carful.” Bentley peered into the backseat.


      “It’s the weekend . . . ,” I started, but he waved away my excuses.


      “Plenty of space for them to run around. I’ve got kids myself.”


      I was pleased to find someone who didn’t blanch at the sight of children, but by the time I’d managed to dislodge William

         and Hannah from the car, Bentley and Finney had turned and were already heading toward the house. It was an English summer’s

         day, the early sun now overcast with clouds that threatened rain, and Finney was wearing a leather jacket and jeans. Unlike

         Bentley, who made a suit look like a uniform, Finney was incapable of making even a suit look like a suit. I hadn’t introduced

         Finney as a police officer, but it seemed to me, as they strode off together, that the two men had recognized in each other

         the formal manner of men who work in hierarchical institutions and the bearing of those who expect a certain measure of respect.

         They were deep in conversation.

      


      I gathered up the children and hurried after them. Inside the house, we followed Bentley along a ground-floor corridor, and

         he stopped outside a door, the top half of which was glass.

      


      “This is one of our seminar rooms,” he said quietly. “It’s being used, but you’re welcome to take a look. A lot of what we

         teach is risk assessment and self-awareness. We need to tell camera operators like Melanie that their camera looks like a

         rocket-propeled grenade launcher. They may think they look innocent enough, but they don’t. And a camera operator needs minimum

         four seconds of film, which is a long time to stick your neck out with bullets flying ”

      


      I stepped up and looked through the glass. A dozen men were in there, sitting on metal chairs chosen for function rather than

         comfort, arranged in a circle, each with a notebook at his elbow. Two of them were passing notes to each other. A third looked

         close to sleep. I recognized only one of them, a man called Max Amsel. Max is one of the Corporation’s war correspondents.

         Short and stout, he is Austrian by birth and was once told by a Corporation executive that he would never make a broadcaster

         because his accent was too strong. Now he speaks a smooth standard English. Only if you listen very closely can you hear the

         slightest of clipped edges.

      


      An instructor stood at the front of the class, holding up a flak jacket and describing its many fine properties. Props were

         stacked on shelves around the edges of the room—first-aid kits, helmets, a pair of boots, and what I assumed were models of

         grenades, land mines, and mortar shells. Two old-fashioned blackboards stood at the front of the room, and a large flat-screen

         TV was mounted on the wall. On the blackboard were diagrams of explosions, of the trajectory of shrapnel, with stick figures

         crouching, ducking, running. On the second, there was writing in white chalk:

      


      “Be the Grey Man.”


      “Shut the Fuck Up or Die,” was scrawled in pink chalk beneath it. Someone had wiped over the words in a halfhearted attempt

         to erase them, but they were still clearly legible.

      


      Bentley followed my eyes. “In a group hostage situation it’s generally good policy to keep your head down,” he murmured in

         my ear. “I think the commentary was added by one of our clients. Some of them think they’re real jokers.”

      


      I moved aside to let Finney take a look through the glass, and then we moved on. We climbed the staircase to the room Melanie

         had occupied. The single bed was covered in a grass green counterpane. There was a small chest of drawers beside it, olive

         green curtains hung at the window, the carpet was moss green, the walls beige. It was a room in camouflage. This must be what

         happens when you leave interior decoration up to a bunch of former soldiers. A narrow wardrobe was empty of anything but hangers.

         Through another door, a shower room was hung with pristine towels. The room had long ago been wiped clean of any vestige of

         Melanie.

      


      “The police sealed it off.” Bentley was standing in the doorway, as though crossing the threshold might make him disappear

         as Melanie had. “They turned it upside down, but as far as I know they didn’t find anything unusual, and there was no sign

         of forced entry. In the end someone from the Corporation came and packed up her things.”

      


      “Who was that?”


      Bentley shrugged. “I don’t remember the name. We shook hands. She was late thirties, perhaps early forties, light brown hair.

         I can check with my secretary if it’s important.”

      


      “If you could. Did you spend any time with Melanie?”


      Bentley shook his head. “I had meetings in London the first two days she was here. The course runs like clockwork. My instructors

         don’t need me breathing down their necks.”

      


      We followed Bentley outside again and along a dirt path from the dining room toward the woods. A light rain was falling, and

         the children galloped around us, shrieking with delight as they got wet and the soggy earth began to cling to their sandals.

      


      “Am I right in remembering it had snowed?” Finney asked. “Did Melanie leave tracks?”


      “The snow hadn’t settled on the path around the house itself—there was too much foot traffic. After that . . . well, we don’t

         know which direction she took, of course. The guard at the gate did not see her. There was snow and ice on this path down

         to the wood, but no one even noticed Melanie was gone until midday on January eleventh. When she didn’t turn up at class,

         the instructor assumed she was sick and had stayed in her room. So the alarm wasn’t raised until the afternoon. By which time

         we’d had a dozen men and women tramping up and down here. I think the sun even shone. So all we had left was sludge. Look.”

         Bentley came to a halt and pointed up ahead. “We call this the booby trap trail, we want our clients to learn how to use their

         eyes and their brains. Here, look, the path forks and one route has been blocked off with a log. You should ask yourself,

         Who did that? Why did they do that? Is someone you can’t see forcing you to choose this path through the woods? There’s a

         hut over there, it would provide excellent shelter. Someone’s piled firewood in the doorway—you’d have to clear it away before

         you could get in—”

      


      “And it would blow up in your face,” Finney said, finishing the sentence for him. Bentley nodded.


      Bentley’s analysis of what we saw around us was delivered with clinical calm. I felt a chill creep into my bones. The beech

         trees in these woods had been here for a century or more, their thick foliage keeping out what little daylight there was.

         Even the rain fell more thinly here.

      


      “And here’s our execution ground,” Bentley said, his voice still bare of inflection. He stood in a clearing in the trees.

         A perfectly circular patch of ground had been concreted over and a high brick wall constructed along one section of the perimeter

         with rough windows built into it. It looked like a theater set.

      


      “Not that an execution ground has to look like anything in particular, but when we’re doing this exercise we want our clients

         to be able to identify this as a defined area, a killing zone, in which their efforts to save themselves take place.”

      


      William hurtled past me and ran out into the center of the concreted area, then stopped and shouted something unintelligible

         toward me. We all stared at him. I had to stop myself from bodily seizing him up and carrying him out of this godforsaken

         place.

      


      “William wants a ball, Mummy,” Hannah told me.


      I told her that I didn’t have a ball with me, and she ran to William to pass on the message. He started to scream and stamp

         his feet.

      


      “What happened that day?” Finney asked Bentley. “Did Melanie say the right thing, did she talk herself out of it, or would

         she have been executed?”

      


      Bentley puffed out his cheeks, and I thought he seemed uncomfortable with Finney’s question. When he spoke he had to raise

         his voice so that he we could hear him over William’s tantrum.

      


      “We don’t deal in right or wrong answers here. We preach first psychological preparation and avoidance, and if that fails

         we teach problem-solving techniques. No one pretended to execute Melanie that day, if that’s what you’re asking. We’re not

         here to terrorize people. There’s no need to. Our clients are not stupid. They know what they are getting themselves into.

         As I understand it, Melanie had extricated herself from some tight situations.”

      


      William had fallen silent and was gazing at the ground as the drizzle became heavier, the raindrops fatter. They fell and

         burst against the concrete stage like ten thousand tiny explosions. Bentley glanced at his watch.

      


      “My men will be using this area for a training exercise in a few minutes. Let’s go and get some lunch.”


      The dining room was almost empty, just a few tables occupied by people who looked like staff getting an early lunch. We took

         a table by the window and sat down. Bentley pointed out the adjoining bar, where Melanie had last been seen. She had been

         on the course for three days and was due to leave on the fourth. The bar had a separate exit into the grounds. It was through

         this exit that Melanie had left at ten p.m.

      


      “Why go outside at all?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it have been quicker to go through the dining room?”


      “It would have been quicker. Also it was dark outside, and cold. But there is another entrance by the bedroom wing, and people

         do take the overland route. Usually to have a cigarette or make a phone call. The entire building is a no-smoking zone, including

         the bar. And mobile phone reception is bad inside the building and marginally better outside. I seem to remember someone said

         they thought she was speaking into her mobile just before she left.”

      


      “Her mobile . . .” Finney was thinking aloud. “I don’t think it’s been found, am I right?”


      “Right,” I agreed. My knowledge of the newspaper reporting on Melanie’s disappearance was second to none. “The police checked

         her phone records, and there was an electronic signal logging off from the local transmitter shortly after ten that night.”

      


      “Which means either that the battery ran out or that someone switched the phone off,” Finney said, “but either way the phone

         was somewhere in this area at that point.”

      


      “The transmitter’s footprint covers a much greater area than just HazPrep, of course,” Bentley said quickly. “And we shouldn’t

         forget that she might have switched it off herself as she left the area, so she couldn’t be tracked.”

      


      “She hasn’t used it since,” I pointed out.


      “Anyone who’s technologically literate would know not to use their mobile if they wanted to disappear,” Bentley responded.

         “From what I’ve seen of these guys, camera operators are using sat phones and videophones, and GPS units, and digital editing.

         If she’s out there, Melanie Jacobs knows what she’s doing.”

      


      As he spoke, I felt a warm, wet sensation spread over my lap. Hannah, more asleep than awake, had done the inevitable. I could

         feel the urine trickle down my legs and see it splashing into a little puddle on the floor.

      


      “Here—” I dumped William on Finney’s lap and grabbed a handful of paper napkins from the table. “I’m sorry, we’re going to

         need someone with a mop over here.”

      


      Andrew Bentley looked blankly at the pool, then waved a waitress over with some urgency. Hannah and I retreated to the ladies’

         to mop up in privacy, but she was embarrassed and would not stop howling. I picked her up and cuddled her and looked at the

         two of us in the mirror. You wouldn’t have thought we were related. Hannah had her dead father’s dark good looks. Huge tears

         were running from swollen eyes down her plump freckled cheeks, and her mouth was wobbling. In the mirror I was pale in comparison,

         my red blond hair cut in a short, messy bob. My eyes were huge with tiredness, and I was thin from running around chasing

         after the children and trying to work and having too little time to eat.

      


      When I returned to the table, I found William also melting down. He had slid off Finney’s lap and was standing there screaming

         for me, arms stiff by his side, cheeks red, face awash with tears. Andrew Bentley was trying to jolly him along, but his initial

         child-friendliness was clearly being stretched to the limit, as indeed was mine.

      


      I gave William a hug—which outraged Hannah even more—and grabbed a plate from the table.


      “I’m going to take them outside. The lawn’s not mined or anything, is it?”


      Andrew Bentley looked taken aback, said, “No, no, no,” and made a “very sorry to lose you” face that reached only as far as

         his lips.

      


      It was not a dignified retreat, Hannah and William competing for ugliest child and clinging to my urine-soaked skirt. Me balancing

         the plate of chips in one hand, clasping their two little hands in the other. The lawn was still wet from the rain, but I

         found a bench that was almost dry under the canopy of a large beech tree. Gradually the children’s sobs subsided sufficiently

         for chips to be eaten.

      


      I contemplated the parkland that dropped away from me into the valley. I could hear a muffled explosion from the woods below,

         and then the rattle of automatic gunfire. I knew that I was not in danger, but that didn’t stop my heart rate increasing.

         My senses were more alive to threats than they had been. Ever since Adam was murdered and I was attacked by his killer, I

         had not been able to regain my sense of safety. The moment I relaxed, my brain played tricks on me. I would go to sleep, then

         awaken well before dawn, my ears straining for the sound of movement, my eyes raking the darkness for intruders. I no longer

         trusted security or those who offered it to me.

      


      I knew I’d been giving Finney a hard time. Neither of us have what you would call a traditional family background. My family

         is almost completely female—it’s a long story, and not one that inspires confidence in the reliability of men. Finney has

         nothing by way of family, male or female. Yet it was Finney who seemed to be thinking about permanence and togetherness, Finney

         who seemed to be offering me security, whereas I felt safer on my own. If I stayed separate, emotionally as well as practically,

         then I would never have to relearn independence when he left. That, at least, was my logic. But I knew that Finney could sense

         me keeping him at arm’s length. Perhaps Finney’s very lack of family also frightened me. It is one thing to be one of many

         relationships in someone’s life, but it is quite another to be everything to that person. I looked back at the house and saw

         Finney talking with Bentley. He glanced toward me. I raised my hand in greeting, and he smiled briefly before turning back

         toward the conversation.

      


      People began to emerge from the woods, the group from the seminar room with their instructors. As they came nearer, I could

         see that there were men in full military kit walking slightly apart from the group, talking quietly among themselves. One

         had what appeared to be an automatic rifle slung over his shoulder. Another carried a mesh bag that seemed to be full of grenades.

         Soldiers and journalists, male to a man, they walked past us, their minds elsewhere. Only one of the group gave me a second

         look as he passed, then he turned to walk across the lawn toward me.

      


      “Hi, Max.” I stood and greeted him.


      “Robin”—his eyes went to the children—“this is an eccentric choice for a family outing.”


      “It’s Saturday, I brought them along for the ride. How’s it going?”


      “A laugh a minute.”


      “Any tips?”


      “Grenade shrapnel travels up to forty yards in an inverted cone. Hit the ground with your feet pointing toward the grenade,

         legs crossed, hands on your head.”

      


      “I’ll remember that.”


      Max smiled slightly and nodded.


      “Melanie Jacobs’ parents wanted me to ask a few questions on their behalf,” I told him. “They still have no idea why she would

         have gone missing.”

      


      Max had turned slightly away from me and was gazing out over the valley. “I don’t know if it’s relevant . . . I’ve been away,

         so I haven’t followed the news . . . but has it been suggested that Melanie had met one of the instructors before she came

         here?”

      


      I shook my head, intrigued. “I don’t think so.”


      Behind Max, I could see Finney and Bentley approaching, deep in conversation. I caught Finney’s eye, and he must have got

         the message that I didn’t want to be interrupted just then, because he stopped dead in his tracks and Bentley had no choice

         but to stop, too. Finney was doing most of the listening, nodding, interjecting the questions that kept Bentley talking.

      


      “I don’t know whether it’s important,” Max said carefully. “In the entrance hall there are pictures of all the staff, with

         their names written underneath. When I arrived here yesterday there was no one at reception, so I spent some time kicking

         my heels there. One of the staff members is called Mike Darling. This took me by surprise, because I have seen a photograph

         of Darling with Melanie.”

      


      I understood why Max seemed unhappy. He was not a journalist given to speculation. He would hate to be the one to give birth

         to a rumor.

      


      Bentley started walking toward us again. Max watched him approach.


      “Ask him,” he said, and set off after his colleagues, nodding to Bentley as he passed. I stared after him. Max Amsel didn’t

         make mistakes.

      


      “Mike Darling was one of Melanie’s instructors that day, wasn’t he?” I asked Bentley as he reached me. Both men looked at

         me in surprise.

      


      Bentley frowned. “I would have to check.”


      “I’d have thought,” I said pleasantly, “you’d know every detail of that day off by heart by now.”


      “Why are you interested in Darling?” The words came like bullets.


      “Darling and Melanie had met before,” I said. “Darling did tell you, didn’t he?”


      Bentley stared. I could see the headlines unfurling behind his eyes.


      “My wife is waiting for me. I’ll take you to your car now.” The mask of charm was dislodged, the depth of his disquiet revealed,

         but he forced the words out nevertheless: “It’s been a pleasure.” He turned to walk away.

      


      “I’d like to talk to Mike Darling,” I said.


      Bentley swung back round, his face tense. “No.”


      “No?” I was startled by the abruptness of the reply.


      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” he said. “Mike’s no longer with us.” 


   

      Chapter Two


      IN the Corporation space is a priority, but privacy is the holy grail. After Adam’s death and my notoriety as a suspect in

         that investigation, I’d returned to the Corporation to find myself marooned somewhere in between the empires of documentaries

         and news. Not only did I not have a role, I didn’t even have a desk. I’d reconnoitered and discovered what looked at first

         like a vacant room on the same floor as the newsroom. It was full of stuff, but no human being. So I piled the stuff in a

         corner and took up residence. Occasionally someone would stick his or her head around the door and there would be a sharp

         intake of breath at the sight of me. But nobody ever turfed me out. My new and unauthorized accommodation had the added advantage

         that I rarely had to talk to a manager, because for a long and delightful time, the managers hadn’t a clue where I was.

      


      Then, a full month after I’d moved in, another face appeared around the door. True to form, there was the sharp intake of

         breath, but this time the face, chin jutting aggressively, was followed by a substantial body, shoulders thrust forward.

      


      “What are you doing here?”


      “Can I help you?”


      “You’re sitting at my desk!”


      I eyed him. A mass of black hair peppered with white falling over his eyes, stomach running to a paunch, but a familiar and

         not unpleasing face with a dimpled chin. He was solid and vast, his skin the color of honey, his lips almost feminine. Sal

         Ghosh, back from the Middle East to reclaim his territory. Not a man to take on head-to-head. He was giving me the same once-over,

         and there was recognition in his eyes.

      


      “Hi, I’m Goldilocks.” I extended my hand.


      “Sal Ghosh. Get your butt out of my chair, Goldilocks Ballantyne.”


      My butt left his chair but not the room, since there was plenty of space for both our butts—although Sal’s was frankly a squeeze—if

         not for both our egos. What followed was a couple of weeks of very dirty warfare, which ended with a truce when we realized,

         although we’d rather have died horribly than admit it to each other, that actually we were both quite pleased to have the

         company.

      


      Under the terms of the peace treaty, I moved to another desk and Sal and I constructed a wall of newspapers between us that

         threatened to collapse one day and bury one or the other of us. Occasionally I nudged it in his direction. He moved his producer,

         Penny, into another corner of the room, and then there were three of us. On top of this there was a rotating population of

         camera operators who filled shelves with cameras and cords and mikes and then plastered the shelves with hands-off posters,

         warning death by disembowelment for anyone nicking camera batteries. There was an editing suite next door, where raw footage

         could be processed into a logical sequence and a voice recorded over the top in a matter of minutes when necessary. Sal was

         chronically untidy, and Penny and I rounded off each working day by gathering together the detritus that had found its way

         onto our desks from his and piling it precariously onto his chair. He complained that it was like living with a roomful of

         cleaning ladies. I think he had not noticed that the person who was actually charged with swabbing down our empire was male

         and called Joe.

      


      Sal was asleep at his desk when I walked in on Monday morning, his leonine head on his plump arms.


      “Hi,” I said into his ear, just loudly enough to rouse him. It was cruel, but he’d have done the same to me. He groaned and

         shuddered. His head reared up, and he regarded me balefully through long-lashed eyes.

      


      “I just got in from the airport,” he complained, stretching, so that I saw patches of sweat under his arms. “Foul flight,

         storms all the way from Jerusalem. Struck by lightning three times, aborted landing, lucky to be alive.”

      


      Sal’s ability to create a story out of nothing is legendary in the Corporation. But he does hate to fly. To do him justice,

         there may even have been turbulence.

      


      I sat down and logged in. I checked my e-mail and saw that a couple of dozen messages had stacked up over the weekend. I cast

         an eye down the list and grimaced. A dozen were from family members of people who, like Melanie, had disappeared without a

         trace. Their desperation steamed from the cold face of the monitor.

      


      Sal was watching my face.


      “I seem to remember that I warned you,” he said. “You brought it on yourself. You will be followed by wailing and gnashing

         of teeth and rending of garments for at least the next decade.”

      


      I ignored him, but I feared he was right. I had even brought the deluge on myself by setting up a Web site for my series,

         called Missing People. The site featured photographs of the missing people I was following and some facts about their situations and invited sightings

         or other news.

      


      When Melanie disappeared, and days and then weeks passed without a body and with no evidence of murder, I was amazed that

         DCI Coburn considered the possibility that Melanie had vanished of her own free will. Running away seemed so out of character.

         Of course, it’s not unheard of for people to fake suicide in order to start life afresh. In many cases, the people who disappear

         are mentally ill or emotionally fragile. But once in a while someone vanishes who has no apparent reason to leave his or her

         life behind. As I read about these cases, I began to realize that the stories of these people who had disappeared would make

         compelling television. I submitted a proposal to my boss for a series of four programs following the stories of two men and

         two women. I wanted to talk to their families and to their friends and colleagues, to try to reconstruct what had happened

         in their lives to make them leave.

      


      My boss is Maeve, who is in turn Head of Current Affairs, parens Documentaries comma Television, close parens, or HCA(D, TV).

         She’s never made documentaries herself, but she knows a good idea when she hears one. She oversees the commissioning process

         and is an efficient bureaucrat. Maeve and I have a history. It was Maeve who had failed to stand up for me after Adam’s death,

         and I hadn’t really forgiven her for that. But she’d done her best to make it up to me, and we worked well together. Anyway,

         Maeve liked the idea, and I’d been working on it for the past two months, with the result that families of several of those

         who had disappeared now saw me as their one best hope of finding their missing loved one.

      


      I looked up. Sal hated it when I didn’t talk to him. He was watching me balefully, puppy-dog eyes waiting for a pat and a

         kind word.

      


      “I want you to come with me,” I told him.


      “All right,” he said, and hauled himself obediently to his feet.


      We made our way through miles of corridor. We did not discuss Melanie on the way, or indeed why we were making this trip.

         Sal, I suspect, rather liked the idea of a mystery tour, but he never liked to stay silent for long, so we analyzed the various

         colors of carpet that we encountered on our journey.

      


      “It’s all political,” he said. “Look how faded the reds are, the way the blues seep out of the management offices and leak

         down toward the editors. Look, it’s purple there, where the blue is murdering the red.”

      


      “Or the other way round.”


      I spotted a yellow, and that had him floored.


      “Perhaps it was on special offer,” I suggested.


      Sal looked disgruntled.


      “So where are we going?” he asked at last.


      I took him to the east wing, following the instructions Max Amsel had given me when I spoke to him on the telephone the night

         before. We came to a halt next to a publicity board. A section of wall about a meter square had been given over to publicity

         photographs, a montage of correspondents all over the world, and a little blurb about how selfless and noble was the Corporation’s

         pursuit of news.

      


      “Look,” I instructed Sal. “Although God knows why Max was over here, let alone why he was staring at this.”


      “That’s why he stopped to take a look.” Sal pointed to a photograph. There was Max in Red Square, with the spires of the Kremlin

         behind him. A nice shot. Max five years younger and somehow five years taller.

      


      “And there she is.”


      We both knew who he meant. Melanie, flak jacketed and helmeted, hair drawn back behind her head in a ponytail, lying stretched

         out on the ground in a desert ditch, her camera for an instant removed from her shoulder, her head turned in toward the chest

         of the man whose body shielded her, a man whose stubborn face was contorted in the act, apparently, of shouting orders. The

         photograph cannot capture bullets, but their presence is taken as read. These two people are taking cover from incoming fire.

         They are within inches of their lives. The picture silenced us. Was it a snapshot of an instant’s tenderness, representative

         in some way of a relationship between these two people? Or was it a photographic misrepresentation? Did the image imply a

         tenderness, a seeking cover, a protection, that was not, was never, there?

      


      We both knew it was Melanie for the simple reason that her name was printed underneath the picture. Otherwise the confusion

         of the scene, the obfuscation of her face, would have meant that she was unrecognizable.

      


      “So who’s Sergeant Mike Darling?” Sal asked after a few moments, peering at the blurb where Melanie’s protector was named.


      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, “except that he’s now employed at HazPrep—or he has been, or at least that a man with

         the same name has been—and that he may or may not have been with Melanie that last day.”

      


      “Where was this taken?” Sal was frowning.


      I shrugged, then looked around me to check we were on our own before I removed the photograph carefully from the board. It

         was secured by pins, so the only damage was a little perforation. I turned it over, hoping for some identifying mark on the

         back. A location, a date, a photographer’s name, any of these would be helpful. There was handwriting, but all it gave was

         the name Sergeant Mike Darling, scrawled in pencil.

      


      I removed the slip of paper with the caption that identified Melanie and Mike Darling by name, and slipped it into my pocket

         along with the photograph. Sal rearranged the other photographs to cover the gap, placing a rather fine, brooding portrait

         of himself at the center of the board.

      


      I tried the publicity department, but as I’d half suspected, the woman who worked there said she had no record of a board

         or photographs in that particular location. She tried so hard to persuade me that I had been hallucinating that eventually

         I just gave up and walked out.

      


      At the picture archive, I handed the photograph to a young man whose name tag identified him as Henry and who had elegant

         wrists and long fingers. He held it under the light to take a good look, then flipped it over to take a look, as I had.

      


      “I can’t think where it’s come from off the top of my head,” he told me, “and without anything to go on, it’s going to be

         like the needle in the proverbial haystack.”

      


      He saw my pleading expression and rolled his eyes. “I’ll make a copy. Leave it with me,” he said, resigned. I thanked him,

         waited while he copied the photograph, and left my mobile number.

      


      “Did Melanie’s boyfriend ever get back to you?” I asked Sal when I returned to the office.


      A couple of years back, Sal had briefly pursued Melanie, apparently challenged by her icy reputation. I knew that had he managed

         once to bed her, he would have lost interest within a week. But she had not allowed him close. Ironically, her disappearance

         had aroused in Sal the sort of genuine affection and concern that had not been evident in his overlusty pursuit of her. Like

         me, Sal had been trying to put two and two together since Melanie disappeared.

      


      “He told me to get lost. And I quote, ‘I feel that in this case, the harsh light of journalistic scrutiny will only serve

         to blind us to the facts. This is a job for the men of the police force, not for the boys in the press corps.’”

      


      “You made that up.”


      “I did not. That’s what he said. Word for word.”


      “Then he sounds as pompous as you,” I told Sal.


      I had never met Melanie’s boyfriend, Fred Sevi. All I knew was that he was a professor of psychiatry at King’s College, that

         they had known each other for two years and been together for slightly less than that when she disappeared, and that for a

         long time after she vanished, the police had had him in their sights. Sevi told the police that he and Melanie argued before

         her departure for the War School. On January 9, Sevi said, he tried to visit Melanie at the War School, calling her mobile

         to tell her he was there, but that she refused to see him. Melanie’s mother, meanwhile, told the police that her daughter

         was thinking of breaking off her relationship with Sevi. But without any proof of wrongdoing, it was difficult for the police

         even to describe Sevi as a suspect. In any case, if one did view him as a suspect, he had an alibi for the evening of Melanie’s

         disappearance. He had been attending a public lecture on eating disorders in the Institute of Psychiatry’s Wolfson Lecture

         Theatre. He had gone on to a party afterward near Elephant and Castle. A minicab driver confirmed he had picked Sevi up at

         five minutes past midnight and taken him to his home in Greenwich. 

      


      My mobile rang. It was Finney, sounding busy, lowering his voice and carefully avoiding mentioning any names.


      “Yes, he was instructing her group that day, and no, they had no knowledge of any prior relationship,” he told me.


      “So what are they going to do about it?”


      “Look, are you sure he didn’t make a mistake?”


      “I just went and looked. Amsel’s right. It’s Darling.”


      “Still, there’s nothing they can do,” Finney said. “He’s left the country.”


      “Didn’t Bentley make that up?”


      “Apparently not. He’s been in Cambodia clearing land mines for the past four months.”


      “Clearing land mines?” I echoed. “So . . . four months . . . that means he left just after Melanie disappeared. What a coincidence.”


      “There’s no reason to think it wasn’t.”


      “So why did Bentley seem so defensive?”


      “Darling annoyed Bentley by leaving on very short notice, as I understand it. But as you saw, Bentley is defensive about the

         whole thing. A woman disappeared from his estate, and he’s already seen clients canceling because of that. The last thing

         he wants is to have journalists raising doubts about his staff. Anyway, the police will interview Darling on his return.”

      


      “Which is?”


      “In another two months.”


      “Oh, come on. He’s never coming back.”


      “There’s something else. He was seen talking to her just before she disappeared. In the bar. He was the last one to speak

         to her. So they’ve already questioned him, and they were satisfied he had nothing to do with it.”

      


      “Yes, but the fact that they knew each other and he kept quiet about it changes all that, surely.” I ignored Finney’s instructions

         not to jump to conclusions. I hung up. Then I went to find Ivor Collins and sweet-talked my way past his secretary and into

         his office.

      


      “So,” he said, tipping his head in what I was coming to recognize as his way of asking a question.


      “Melanie knew one of her instructors,” I replied, placing the photograph on the desk in front of him. “His name’s Mike Darling.

         He was chatting to her in the bar before she disappeared. He’s lied to the police. He told them he’d never met her before,

         but look at this.”

      


      Collins was gazing at the photograph where it lay. He had not touched it. He looked concerned.


      “I see,” he said in the rasp that always made me think he was ill, frowning up at me. “Have you told the police?”


      “I have, but Darling is abroad for two months, they say they can’t do anything until he comes back.”


      “It’s certainly an interesting development. I would like to have something to tell Melanie’s parents.” He spoke slowly. “Where

         is he now?”

      


      “He’s clearing land mines in Cambodia.”


      “Really?” Collins’s eyebrows rose. “Well, I’ll give it some thought, but I don’t see what we can do except wait, do you?”

         he said.

      


      I returned to the office, impatient that the first clue Melanie’s disappearance had given up led to the other end of the earth

         and exasperated that neither the police nor the Corporation seemed willing to pursue it. Sal was looking at me expectantly,

         and I told him what I’d learned from Finney and of Collins’s unsatisfactory response. He shook his head in irritation.

      

OEBPS/images/9780446562980.jpg
A novel by the author of Falling Off Air

CATHERINE SAMPSON





