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Rammal’s cruiser was moored beyond the other boats, as if deliberately standing aloof. Five boatmen squatting near the dock stopped talking and stared at me. There was no sign of Greer. I checked the time. Almost nine. I was late.

‘Did you take an English lady?’

None of them responded.

‘English lady? To that one?’ I pointed at the cruiser.

One of them wagged his head. ‘I take you. Fifty rupees.’

I was in too much of a hurry to haggle, so I stepped into the bobbing motorboat. He fired up the outboard and steered into the bay.

The cruiser was almost in open sea. A wind was getting up and our little boat bucked as it met the small waves. A family looked up from their breakfast on the deck of a nearby schooner. A tanned, silver-haired couple were putting up the sails of a weather-beaten ketch. Another ten metres to go.

Suddenly everything brightened. The sound hit me in the chest as a giant cauliflower of smoke and flame burst from the cruiser. The force of the explosion made a crater in the sea and our bow reared up towards the sky. I saw the upside-down coastline as I hit the water. When I found the surface, it was snowing silver splinters.

Then my world turned dark for a very long time.
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For Stephanie




Prologue 1995

There must have been a moment when I knew we were going to spend the night together. I’ve been over it more times than I can count. But it was like the tide coming in: before I realised what was happening, I was engulfed.

For a long time after, I told myself I’d made the first move. I was more of a risk-taker then. Later, I wasn’t so sure.

 



They’d dispatched me from London with barely twenty-four hours’ notice. It was my big break, the opportunity I’d been desperate for. As I left, the editor clasped my shoulder.

‘We’re relying on you.’

I was flattered that he put so much trust in me; I’d never even been in a war zone.

‘And look after Greer: she’s the best there is.’

When I arrived in Sri Lanka there was no sign of her. Just a message to say she was somewhere in the hill country, laid up with a stomach bug. I couldn’t just hang around. I’d managed without reporters before, and I needed to find a story. Three days in, I got lucky.

It was another two before she showed up. The afternoon was furiously hot. Thick cloud pressed down on Colombo. I waited, sweating, in the office our local guide Anita had found for us, listening to the rasp of the traffic below. The door swung open and there she was.

Greer Harmon. I’d seen her often enough on screen, but never in the flesh. I felt my mouth go dry.

She smiled briefly. ‘Well, here I am.’

Her combats were caught at the waist with a wide belt, tightly fastened. A bleached shirt with epaulettes completed  the dressed-for-action look. Her hair, a dusty, golden blonde, cascaded over her shoulders. She took off her sunglasses. Her eyes were a shade of grey-green that I didn’t think eyes came in. I stared back, unable to look away. There was a soft rumble of thunder. She glanced out at the darkening sky.

‘Are you feeling better?’

She shrugged and launched into the story of her journey from the hill country. Her driver had been detained at a roadblock outside Kandy, so she’d carried on by herself until a puncture stopped her a few miles from Colombo. She had made the last leg in a tuk-tuk. Her famous voice was slightly husky - and entirely irresistible.

I decided it was time to cheer her up. ‘I’ve got us a serious scoop.’

She frowned. I leaned against the desk and gave her the headlines. ‘How often do arms dealers agree to spill the beans - and on camera?’

She froze. For several seconds she didn’t speak. When she did it was in barely a whisper. ‘What do you think you’re doing? Who knows about this? Our visas forbid any contact with combatants. Didn’t it occur to you that you could get us deported?’

‘But you weren’t around. I—’

‘What the fuck has that got to do with it? This is my film. I  do the interviews. I choose the story ...’ Her eyes had gone a shade darker, and drilled into me.

Anita arrived, flustered and embarrassed. Greer ignored her greeting. ‘Did you have anything to do with this?’

Anita looked suddenly diminished; the radiance she’d displayed before Greer’s return had deserted her. I thought she might be about to cry.

I took a step forward. ‘It was all me. She had nothing to do with it.’

Greer didn’t look convinced. The heat in the office rose another ten degrees.

‘At least have a look at the tapes. Rammal may still be there. I could take you to his boat ...’

The thunderstorm finally broke, drowning out the sound of the traffic, and, I hoped, the pleading tone I heard in my voice.

She picked up her bag. ‘I’m going. I need to think about how the fuck to get us out of this mess.’

She swept out. I watched from the window as a car took her away. Her rage hung in the sticky air even after she was gone.

Anita came towards me, her eyes full of tears and confusion. She deserved an explanation, but I was in no mood to offer one. She collected up her things and left. I smoked a cigarette then followed her out into the rain.

 



When Greer rang my room that evening she couldn’t have been more different.

‘Nick! Will you have a drink with me and watch the sunset? ’

I hadn’t heard her use my name before and it felt good.

‘I thought you’d left me for dead.’

She laughed, and I laughed too.

I showered for the third time that day, shaved and checked my teeth. To the west, a ribbon of light bled through the curtain of purple cloud that still hung over the ocean. On the vast lawn beside the hotel, a European woman was walking stiffly away from a local in a Hawaiian shirt. His arms were outstretched in an exaggerated plea. Whatever happens, I told myself, try not to be too much of a prat.

As I reached the lobby, the sun, which hadn’t been seen for three days, blasted through the tall windows to give the humid air a dreamlike quality. The white-gloved piano player had just embarked on his umpteenth rendering of ‘Strangers in the Night’.

A busload of tired and angry-looking Germans filled the lobby, dragging huge bags. An argument broke out at the desk. I stood to one side. I thought I might look as though I was standing to attention, so I unbuttoned my jacket and slid my hands into my pockets. But that made me feel silly. I did up one button, lit a cigarette and tried to make it last.

Greer was transformed. The severe military-style clothes  were gone. She was swathed in muslin so light that it seemed to float above her skin. Its whiteness exaggerated her tan. She was clutching a small bag, and flicked a wave of blonde hair away from her face. A couple of Germans noticed her and stopped arguing. When her eyes found mine they shone with a mixture of pleasure and relief.

She offered her cheek and I breathed in her scent. A British couple I’d chatted to earlier recognised her and clearly wanted to be introduced. I steered wide of them and led her towards the bar. I caught the waiter’s eye and pointed towards a vacant table on the veranda, close to the water.

I had my back to the sea, but that didn’t matter. The afternoon deluge had not long stopped and the whole façade of the hotel sparkled as if it had just had a much-needed coat of paint. The clouds glowered further inland, deciding where to strike next. When the sun dipped under the parasol at our table her face glowed gold. Freckles I hadn’t noticed before made her look younger, and somehow more vulnerable.

I leaned forward to shade her from the glare. She looked down.

‘I’m really very sorry.’

I shrugged, trying to disguise my relief. She took out a jade-inlaid lighter and shook two cigarettes out of a pack.

‘Heat turns me into a monster.’

‘You were tired.’

She looked down. ‘You did the right thing. My fault for going AWOL.’

I lit our cigarettes with her lighter and she took a long drag. Her lipstick was pale pink. She was trembling ever so slightly.

‘I’m so tired ... I want to just stand still for a long, long time.’

‘I know what you mean,’ I said, and jettisoned my speech about the joys of being on the road.

‘No you don’t,’ she said rather curtly and then added, ‘Sorry.’ She sent out another electric smile.

I turned and caught a waiter’s attention. ‘A bottle of Chablis, please.’

‘And put another on ice,’ Greer said. I raised an eyebrow and she giggled unexpectedly. ‘I’m sure we’ll manage it.’

The waiter glided away.

She picked at a thumbnail and her eyes focused on something out at sea. ‘The Rammal tapes - are they safe?’

I nodded.

‘Hidden?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘Did you get anything else from him?’

I smiled, my excitement returning. ‘Plenty.’

Her brow furrowed for a moment and she fanned the air in front of her.

The waiter returned with a bottle and an ice bucket and filled two big glasses. She took a long drink and touched the cool glass against her cheek.

Her lips glistened.

‘So, tell me ...’ She leaned towards me, elbows on the table, cupping her lovely face in her hands.

‘What about?’

‘Anything. Are you having a good time?’

Did she mean now? In Sri Lanka? In my life? I sipped the wine as I considered my answer. ‘I am now.’

She accepted the compliment then gazed out to sea.

‘Anita. Pretty girl ...’

I picked at something on my cuff so she wouldn’t see my blush.

‘I imagine you can take your pick.’

‘I’m sorry?’

Her expression was sphinx-like, but I chose to take it as a compliment.

‘Thank you.’ I blushed again.

‘So, what were you doing - before this?’

I ran through the best bits of my CV. It didn’t take long. She hadn’t heard of Destination.

‘It’s a travel programme. The Network uses it as a training ground for directors.’

‘Must have been fun.’

‘It’s not long before you’ve had enough of shooing away the beggars to get a clear shot of a beach. But I can say “Please don’t wave at the camera” in fifteen languages.’

She laughed and her eyes sparkled. Then I was off, plunging into an account of my entire life, as if it was all a preparation for this moment. She looked completely absorbed, but that was what Greer was famous for - drawing people out.

‘Only twenty-three? You’ve done well.’ She clinked her glass against mine. ‘Welcome to Human Face.’

‘It’s the show I’ve always wanted to do.’ I refilled our glasses. ‘Getting great stories, scoops, exposing bad stuff. But you know all that.’

‘It gets less clear.’ Her face clouded. ‘There are so many shades of grey.’

The second bottle arrived. This was turning into more than a drink.

‘Your turn,’ I said.

For a moment I felt her slip away somewhere. ‘I’m not very good at talking about myself.’ She stubbed her cigarette out emphatically, and then laughed a smoky laugh. ‘You’re very ... refreshing.’

‘I thought we were talking about you.’

She lowered her eyes. I became painfully aware of the rise and fall of her breasts beneath the muslin. ‘A lot of the people I’ve worked with are pretty jaded. But you’re very determined. I like that.’

I wasn’t sure whether she was teasing.

‘You’ll go far.’

A small, dark girl appeared at our table, waving a clutch of dusty ballpoints. ‘Pens, Sir Gentleman, Lady Madam?’

I could see the waiter speeding towards us.

‘What’s your name?’ Greer asked.

‘Shani, miss.’

She was dressed in a dirty green sari.

‘Do you have a family, Shani?’

She reeled off a stream of names, counting them off with her fingers. ‘Five, miss.’

I held up my hand at the waiter who was about to swat her away.

‘And who is the oldest?’

‘Me, miss. I look after them.’

‘And what would you like to be when you grow up, Shani?’

‘Rich, miss. Like you.’

I laughed and then wished I hadn’t.

Greer was somewhere else. She stroked the girl’s cheek and for a moment some current of identification seemed to arc between them. She produced a hundred-rupee note and we watched the girl skip away under the glare of the disapproving waiter. There were tears in Greer’s eyes.

‘God, I hope you don’t think I’m one of those frightful celebs who cry on cue.’

Her lips were slightly parted and she blinked away the tears. Suddenly she looked vulnerable. Her armour had been penetrated. I let my hand fall on to hers.

A concierge approached and whispered something in her ear. A shadow moved across her face, then she squeezed my hand.

‘Don’t go anywhere.’

I watched her glide away between the tables. I lit another cigarette and examined her jade lighter. It was getting dark quickly now. Despite the collective effort of the sea and the cicadas and the rickshaw hooters, and the tinkling from the white-gloved pianist, nothing penetrated my consciousness now except her face and touch. I was too captivated to ponder what had taken her away.

She returned in a fresh cloud of scent. An almost finished cigarette was burning between her fingers and I wondered where she’d smoked it. But she was back and that was what mattered.

She settled herself in front of me. She smiled and her lips shone with a fresh coat of lipstick. Something was different. There was a flicker of what almost seemed like fear, as if I’d  broken through to a more private, vulnerable person that few were privileged to see. I kept my eyes on her. Hers flicked up at mine and away. She took another sip and her breath rippled the surface of the wine. I thought maybe this meant something for her, too, that in spite of all the fame and attention, she was actually quite alone.

She looked at me again and I held her gaze. Whatever the rules were about how long two people could do that before it became significant, we’d broken them.

The tables were filling up around us. I put both my hands over hers. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

We set off along the sea wall, onto the green. A youth came at us with a huge portable easel. I waved him away. The resident snake-charmer took the cover off his basket and yanked a groggy cobra into a sitting position. I shook my head at him, as I had every evening.

We walked on in a silence that seemed to deepen with every step. The sky was dark now. The only light came from the streetlamps on the road that bordered the green. A screech of brakes somewhere in the city startled her. I drew her nearer as she tucked herself under my jacket.

The feel of her body under the thin fabric was thrilling. Her breast brushed my side. I held her close and she covered my hand with hers. The first cool breeze in days lifted her hair and it wafted against my cheek. I stopped and she turned. Her face glowed. I pressed her towards me.

‘I need to kiss you.’

She touched my mouth with her fingertips. ‘Not here.’

 



Instead of putting on the light, she opened the blinds, letting the reflections from the sea dance into her room. Tiny lights winked on the horizon and we watched the silhouette of a liner, with its rows of gleaming portholes.

I stood behind her, holding her, breathing in the smell of her hair as she leaned against me. We must have stayed in that position for a full minute, not speaking. Then she stepped away and turned. Her dress looked almost luminous. She  put her hands up to her shoulders and let the fabric slide off them.

Then she took my hands and pressed them against her breasts.

 



The blinds were closed now but slivers of light squeaked through, enough to wake me from the deepest of sleeps. The smell of her was all around me. The perfect night came back into focus and I smiled for the last time that day. The sheets stuck to me as I rolled over. I said her name and it echoed around the the room. The empty muslin dress, draped over a chair, fluttered under the ceiling fan.

Her lighter lay on the floor. I scooped it up and pulled on my clothes. On my way to breakfast, I stopped at my room.

Everything in it had been moved. The catches on my case were open and the wardrobe doors gaped. The rugs had been pulled back and the bedding was piled in a corner. In the bathroom the air-conditioning grille behind the cistern was unscrewed. I felt into the space where I had hidden the tapes.

They were gone.

Outside on the landing I hesitated, listening to the sound of my heart smashing against the inside of my chest. I had to find Greer. She would have to know. When I reached the top of the stairs I saw Anita, waiting in the lobby, just as she had every day. Prim skirt, white shirt, black hair neatly parted, big black eyes, attentive. But her hair hung more closely round her face, as if to guard it. Her eyes looked swollen.

I tried to look away but she stepped in front of me. The knot in my stomach tightened. She had no reason to know where I had spent the night, but her face said otherwise. She gave me the full force of her silence before she spoke.

‘Greer’s already gone.’

‘Where?’ My voice sounded shrill.

‘The meeting with Mr Rammal - it’s all arranged. She said you should meet on the quay at eight forty-five. There’s a car waiting.’

I was too distracted to question her further. A white Toyota  stood in the forecourt. The hot plastic smell inside it was nauseating. The driver started the engine.

‘Negombo Pier.’ He announced the destination like a station-master and set off at speed, weaving through the Main Street traffic. The clouds had gone and the sun was clear and sharp. It should have been a perfect day.

Rammal’s cruiser was moored beyond the other boats, as if deliberately standing aloof. Five boatmen squatting near the dock stopped talking and stared at me. There was no sign of Greer. I checked the time. Almost nine. I was late.

‘Did you take an English lady?’

None of them responded.

‘English lady? To that one?’ I pointed at the cruiser.

One of them wagged his head. ‘I take you. Fifty rupees.’

I was in too much of a hurry to haggle, so I stepped into the bobbing motorboat. He fired up the outboard and steered into the bay.

The cruiser was almost in open sea. A wind was getting up and our little boat bucked as it met the small waves. A family looked up from their breakfast on the deck of a nearby schooner. A tanned, silver-haired couple were putting up the sails of a weather-beaten ketch. Another ten metres to go.

Suddenly everything brightened. The sound hit me in the chest as a giant cauliflower of smoke and flame burst from the cruiser. The force of the explosion made a crater in the sea and our bow reared up towards the sky. I saw the upside-down coastline as I hit the water. When I found the surface, it was snowing silver splinters.

Then my world turned dark for a very long time.
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The Eurostar slowed as it entered Herne Hill. For all its hundred-and-eighty-something top speed, the route out of London kept it to a feeble twenty as it picked its way along the antiquated tracks of the South East network. Yet its progress was still majestic, demanding that those of us waiting for humbler transport abandon our papers for a moment and look up.

I stepped behind the yellow line. At first I failed to recognise the bearded stranger reflected back at me from the mirrored windows flickering past. Was the tie a mistake? It was supposed to confer an air of professional pride; but what I saw was the head of a hippy grafted on to the trunk of a middle manager.

The doors of the Victoria train slid back to reveal a wall of passengers. Today of all days. Instead of arriving relaxed and composed, I would be hot and stressed. I looked at my watch. I couldn’t risk waiting for the next one. On the third attempt I managed to get a foothold and lever myself into the unforgiving crush. Others pressed in behind me and my nose almost touched the cheek of a pretty girl with wide dark eyes. She stared right through me, lost in her own thoughts. I turned away to where another passenger was stubbornly reading his paper. Its headline flickered across my eye line: NORTHOLT HIJACK TRAGEDY: HEARING OPENS.

I closed my eyes and rehearsed my script. I recognise the challenge; I welcome the opportunity to redeploy my experience . Or should it be to leverage my skills? Wasn’t that the phrase of the moment? I swallowed hard. The train lurched and I opened my eyes. The sky was brightening behind the dark carcass of Battersea Power Station. An indecipherable  message crackled from the PA system. Someone next to me sighed heavily and I tried not to inhale his milky breath.

The concourse at Victoria was a sea of people. I wormed my way round to the side exit. The road was eerily empty of traffic.

‘Keep back, please.’ A policewoman gestured with her loud hailer.

As I stepped back onto the pavement the air was filled with a quartet of sirens. Two motorcycles curved into view, followed by a black Range Rover, two police cars and a coach. The passengers, mostly women, might have been tourists, except that their expressions were set and many of them wore black.

I examined my watch again. The policewoman jerked her head and I dashed across the empty street.

The Passport Office had just opened. There was already a long queue of anxious-looking people, penned in by tape.

Twenty minutes later I was at a counter. I pushed my ID and the form under the glass partition. The assistant wore a trainee badge, like a warning sign. She studied the paperwork. Then she slid off her stool and went to a filing cabinet. She flipped through a stack of envelopes and pulled one out.

There were two passports inside - old and new. She pushed the new one through.

‘Would you like to check the details?’

The wanted-criminal expression that all photo booths seem to impose on their victims glared back at me, the beard adding to the look of guilt.

‘TV director. Cool.’

‘That’s in the old one.’

She shuffled the papers. ‘Arch - archivist?’

‘“C” not “ch”.’

She blushed and looked down. ‘The old one expired in ‘ninety-six. That’s more than ten years ago.’

‘So?’

‘Haven’t you had another one in between?’

Someone in the queue behind sighed heavily.

‘Not that I recall.’

She held up the old one, its front cover clipped at the corner.

‘Do you want to keep this?’

I looked at her.

‘As a memento?’

‘No thanks.’

She pressed the buzzer for the next applicant.

 



The ‘Metropolitan’ plaque was all but obscured by a TO LET sign. Not that it mattered; few people actually came to the archive any more. These days, business was mostly done by email. Occasionally, people turned up unannounced with salvaged material for donation or sale. Couriers on motorbikes came and went. When I started there, a small fleet of vans painted in Metro livery criss-crossed London, but they were long gone.

‘Pass?’

The staff receptionists had been replaced by a succession of blank-faced security ‘operatives’. Today’s wore a uniform that looked several sizes too large. He glanced at my ID then laboriously examined a clipboard.

‘You’re to go to - Anot - Antot—’

‘Antonioni. Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of them.’ I took the clipboard from him and examined the list. Everyone was on it; all the archivists, researchers, cataloguers, the VT handlers, even accounts. Darren’s name was at the top, ahead of mine.

Naming the rooms after famous film directors had been one of a series of cosmetic management initiatives to try and sharpen up Metro’s image. Colin, the previous senior archivist and the man who had hired me, had greeted this development - along with the smoking ban in the viewing rooms - with a long whistle of despair, his trademark reaction to any change. I had been with him on that one - it was a pointless pretension - but kept my views to myself. He’d been there the longest, had the run of the place. It was his territory, and he felt it was his duty to guard against any interference.

How futile all that seemed now. Colin was gone. Metro had  been bought by the competition. Alliance Image was in charge now. I had told myself to appear positive about the message we had all been sent.


On behalf of the management, it is my duty to inform you of the current role redefinition initiative. As a result of management changes Alliance are standardising roles and levels across the organisation. In light of this, we are inviting you to discuss new posts, opportunities and rewards.

Suzette Hahn, Director of Operations



The corridor was lined with grey trolleys stacked with tapes and cans, the overflow from Alliance. Keeping on top of them was going to be a challenge. I hurried past the VT suites, catching the draught of hot electrics. My best shoes seemed loud on the lino.

It was nine-forty. I walked into Antonioni without knocking. Suzette was talking to someone with his back to the door. She looked up, and there was a flicker of puzzlement as she took in my tie. She signalled with ten fingers and mouthed, ‘OK?’

I nodded and shut the door. I felt foolish hanging around for her, so I carried on down the corridor, trying not to sound like a storm trooper, wishing I’d worn trainers.

‘Got your passport?’ Tracy, our PA, caught up with me. ‘You are lucky. Sure you won’t need a bit of help out there?’

She raised an eyebrow and grinned. She never gave up.

‘Don’t get carried away. Dresden’s not exactly exotic. Two days in a theatre full of archivists, probably all talking German. Are the tickets here?’

‘Suzette hasn’t signed off on them yet.’ She rolled her eyes and disappeared into the Ladies.

In the VT area, four of the junior cataloguers were crowded round a monitor.

‘Fuuuck-a-doodle-doo!’

Gareth elbowed his way in front of Jason who seemed to be rocking on his heels to some inaudible beat inside his shaved head.

‘That guy is literally toast.’

‘Yeah, right. Bar-beee-cued.’

‘Again, again.’

Gareth slammed the drive knob and twisted it anticlockwise. The image on the screen became a dogtooth check for a few seconds. He pressed Play.

There was a blur of chicken wire as the camera panned left and right. Eventually it settled on the hazy outline of an airliner, in the glare of what looked like searchlight. It was taxiing. The shot zoomed in on the cockpit but there was nothing decipherable so it pulled out again. The plane picked up speed. There was no sound. It looked like amateur video, probably Hi 8, from the late nineteen eighties.

Abruptly, the frame crash-zoomed out wide enough to take in the headlights of a Land-Rover, swaying from side to side as if trying to fill the vast runway with its tiny presence. As the vehicle closed in on the airliner it slewed sideways, almost tipping over.

Gareth blew a bubble of gum until it burst. ‘Here comes the money-shot.’

The forward undercarriage wheels struck the side of the Land-Rover crushing the cab and dragging its remains a few yards before the nose of the aircraft hit the ground.

A fountain of sparks filled the frame before it went white with the explosion, and the group round the monitor whooped in unison. The picture jerked upwards, towards the night sky. Whoever was holding the camera must have been blown backwards by the blast. The next shot was wide, showing a tower of flame and smoke. I looked away for a few seconds. When I looked back the frame was tight on an open fuselage door.

‘Heeeere’s Johnny!’

A figure appeared in the doorway, his back and arms on fire. He made an attempt to beat out the flames before he jumped out of view.

‘Nighty-night, rag-head.’

‘Too bad it’s mute.’

Gareth’s hacking laugh faded when he caught sight of me. He elbowed the others who all looked round. I tried a smile  and immediately felt like a teacher happening on kids smoking in the toilets. Gareth glanced at my tie. ‘Darren picked it up. Just been re-mastered. Really sharp, isn’t it?’

I remembered the newspaper headline in the train.

‘What happens next?’

Gareth pressed Play. The still shot of the cabin door came to life again as more figures appeared. Then the frame whited out with another explosion. He was thrilled. ‘Looks like a movie. What’s going on?’

Because of my seniority it was assumed I knew everything.

‘The plane was on its way to Oslo when it was hijacked. They landed at Northolt and demanded to be refuelled. The military stopped it taking off. That’s all I know.’ I picked up an empty cassette box that was sitting on top of the VT player.  Northolt 1989 was scrawled on the label. ‘Where’s this come from?’

Darren appeared at my shoulder and took the box from me. The boys gave him a round of applause and he nodded his thanks. His rapport with the juniors came naturally. He drank with them after work, talked football with them. He had a feral charisma all his own.

‘Just a bit of salvage.’ He kept his eyes away from mine.

‘Where from?’

Darren rocked slightly on the balls of his feet. ‘Harrop.’

Harrop was one of the ‘bin men’, amateurs and obsessives who hunted for old film. Although the ‘treasure’, as they called it, wasn’t technically theirs to sell, Metro paid them a finder’s fee and didn’t ask too many questions. Darren knew what I was thinking - all acquisitions were supposed to come through me.

‘Suzette said to just do it.’ I looked away. He had gone over my head. ‘Now the inquiry’s started, every station’s going to want it.’ He unwrapped a stick of gum, rolled it up and popped it into his mouth.

A year ago I had hired him for his IT skills, to put the old card index online. He had no background in film or television. Within a matter of months he had more than proved himself.  His natural passion for detail and his capacity to retain it were awesome. And his gratitude to me for giving him the job quickly wore off as he bonded with the rest of the team in a way I never had.

 



There was a Post-It from Tracy on my screen - Mutants du jour - and a list of phone numbers.

A ‘mutant’ was any male caller who didn’t give his name. The girls assumed they were all perverts touting cans of porn. I recognised Colin’s number and dialled it.

He picked up after one ring. ‘So, you’re still alive then.’ He didn’t like it if he hadn’t heard from me in a while.

‘How are you?’

‘Better, thanks.’

What recent ailment he was referring to I couldn’t be sure.

‘How’s business?’

‘Oh, you know ...’

After being made redundant from Metro, he had tried to go back to the cutting rooms, but the world had moved on to video - which simply fed his disillusionment about falling standards and the decline of the craft. His passion for anything old had taken him to the salvage business, where he made a reasonable living decommissioning old cutting rooms and trading post-production kit, as well as handling the odd bit of treasure.

‘Time for one of our sessions.’

‘I’m busy this weekend,’ I lied.

‘How about tonight?’ His voice had a tinge of desperation.

‘Let me get back to you.’

‘Do you ever commit to anything?’ He knew my tendency to baulk at firm arrangements.

‘All right. I’ll see you about seven.’

Darren loomed over my desk with a printout. ‘Know anything about this?’

I examined the stream of letters and digits. It was a list of project numbers and each film’s project status. One was ringed with red felt pen.

ND89/HF17-GH

I felt my cheeks flush. ‘Who wants it?’

‘Everybody. The whole film’s about the bloke behind the hijacking. They’re all offering top dollar. We could have an auction.’

I stared at the numbers, waiting for him to say something else.

‘But it’s AWOL.’ He jabbed the printout. ‘Records show a salvage copy as part of an intake in early ’ninety-seven, but no sign after that. Not cleaned or VT transferrred. Got two cataloguers going through the top floor now, but if it’s not with the other NDHFs ...’ He raised his eyebrows. For a moment I thought he was accusing me.

‘I’ve no idea, I’m afraid. Sorry.’

‘Pity.’ He didn’t sound convinced. After twelve years here there weren’t many questions I couldn’t answer. ‘Let me know if anything comes to you.’

I stared at the red-circled number.

‘ND’ stood for Network Documentaries, the department it came out of, though it was just known as Net Docs - once the best place in the whole world, if documentary was your vocation. ‘89’ was the year of production. ‘HF’ stood for  Human Face, the once celebrated series than ran for more than twenty years. In its heyday it reached eight million viewers on Monday nights. Its reporters were household names. Several of its directors went on to Hollywood. ‘17’ was the episode number; ‘GH’ the initials of the reporter.

Episode seventeen was Face of a Terrorist: Greer Harmon’s first film.
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This time I knocked.

A round-faced man stood up. He was surprisingly short. His eyes were shiny and his smile well rehearsed.

Suzette smiled thinly. ‘This is Nick Roker.’ There was an unfamiliar formality in her voice.

‘Perry Samuels, Alliance HR.’ He offered a warm, meaty hand. He wasn’t wearing a tie.

‘Coffee?’ Suzette’s tone was artificially bright.

‘It’s still out of order,’ I said.

‘I’ll go and check.’ She seemed keen to get out of the room.

I sat down facing Samuels. He smiled broadly again then clenched his mouth together so his lips disappeared briefly before he spoke. ‘Interesting background.’ He examined the papers in front of him.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your television stint. Very exciting.’

If that was sarcasm it was well camouflaged.

I tried to smile back. ‘A long time ago.’

He read on, then raised his eyebrows. ‘Gosh. Lucky escape.’

I hoped that by saying nothing he’d take the hint. But he looked up and made a caring expression that might have been part of his HR training. ‘Water under the bridge now, I suppose. ’

I blinked. It took him a moment to realise what he’d said.

‘Sorry.’

I folded my arms. He peered at me. ‘Never tempted to return to the fray?’ He made a ludicrous gesture of holding a camera.

‘It wasn’t an option.’ Get on with it.

He shuffled the papers in front of him. ‘You got a bonus for ... Paths to Conflict. Is that a film?’

‘A TV series; it was made in the fifties. Twenty-six parts. The show prints were lost in a fire. Some of the negs survived. And with a crate of trims and cutting copies I put together a new version and re-mastered it. I - we - got an award.’

He nodded vigorously and raised his hand. Perhaps it was too much information for him.

‘I’m a bit of a new boy here.’ He laughed briefly. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, paint a picture for us’ - he registered Suzette’s absence - ‘of your current role as ...’ he looked down at a file in front of him, ‘senior archivist.’

I absorbed his request and its alien language. He clearly didn’t know anything about the job. I reminded myself to sound bright and engaged. ‘As senior archivist, my responsibility recently has been to oversee the transfer of our back catalogues from card to computer.’

Darren had probably said the same thing. I felt myself flush and was glad of the camouflage of my beard.

‘As well as overseeing the archive team.’ That sounded like Suzette’s job. ‘With the objective of ensuring the future of the archive by providing an ever better service.’ I hoped this sounded more managerial.

‘Go on.’

I took a breath.

‘Any central London repository of archive, whether it’s books or tapes or cans of film, faces the rising cost of storage. At the same time, our survival depends on the need to react quickly to the requirements of our clients.’

‘Carry on.’ Samuels’ enthusiasm was more appropriate to a piece of gossip than an explanation of the finer points of film and television archive storage.

‘If a breaking news story relates to events that have happened some years before, like the Bogside, or My Lai, footage from twenty or thirty years ago is suddenly relevant for tonight’s  Newsnight ...’

He smiled like someone not admitting they don’t know the language.

‘Say Prince Charles dies. There will be sudden demand for all the footage of him and Diana. It’s at times like these the archive makes its money.’ I immediately regretted implying that this was the only time Metro made money. Scrabbling now, I added, ‘But with the possibility of sending pictures and sound electronically, all this can be achieved in minutes and at a fraction of the cost, providing the material is digitised - transferred from film or tape to a digital form of memory.’

I left out my suspicion of new technology, my doubts about security and pirating and the deterioration of digitally stored images. Today I wanted to sound positive about the future.

‘I see.’ Samuels continued to smile broadly. He looked down at a page of close type with my name at the top.

Suzette reappeared with coffee.

Colin had loathed her, as well as the rest of the board. ‘The  tosserati,’ he called them. Having started life in the cutting rooms of Movietone, he belonged to a world where female managers had been unthinkable. ‘Us lot are all fucked now,’ he’d warned me after one of her visits. ‘Might as well just bend over, drop our drawers and spread ’em.’ I had made a face of grim agreement, but that was all.

‘Nick’s been telling me about the project he’s just finished,’ Samuels continued.

Her expression looked tight. I started to correct him. ‘Actually, we’ve only got as far as nineteen eighty-four.’

Suzette’s professional manner slipped. ‘Can we just get on with this?’

Samuels’ smile came and went as if a fuse was going. He cleared his throat. ‘The position is that, as part of the rationalisation following the merger with Alliance, we have been conducting a strategic programme of role mapping. There are a number of aspects to this process, such as competency development, skills assessment and rewards, with the goal of performance optimisation. As a result of this review, we have  come to some decisions about the future organisation and,’ he blinked rapidly, ‘we are notifying you today that your current position is - following this strategic structural review - as of now, considered at risk.’

I looked at the coffee. I heard Colin’s voice in my head:  Fucking told you, didn’t I? Right up the arse.

‘What is “at risk”?’

‘It means the post has ceased to exist.’

‘I thought this was a job interview.’

Suzette glanced at Samuels. ‘As of this morning, Darren has accepted the new post of Archive Manager.’

They waited for me to digest the information. I took the lid off the coffee and sipped. I thought about Colin again. You watch, my boy - they get rid of me and they’re fucked. They lose all this. He’d tapped his head. They don’t own this, and can’t do a fucking thing without it. When he went, I’d wondered how we would cope without his intimate knowledge of the arcane Cinemasport numbering system, or his rapport with some of the dodgier dealers in ‘lost’ film. He could name every head of state in the footage of Queen Victoria’s funeral, or all the Generals in shots of Potsdam. But we had managed, and they would manage just as well without me.

Samuels pushed a letter towards me. ‘If you accept our terms, in view of your long service, and in light of your good work, we’d be prepared to offer you three months’ notice, which you could take as gardening leave, plus ...’ he paused, as if he was about to announce a prize, ‘a week’s pay for every year you’ve served. As well as being paid right up to your last day and combined with your ...’ he consulted the papers in front of him, ‘your considerable untaken leave, it tots up to quite a nice leaving present.’

‘When does this gardening leave begin?’

Samuels blinked like an amphibian. ‘Tomorrow.’

Whatever I was feeling, I didn’t want to show it. If it was anger, I didn’t want to shout; if it was sadness, I didn’t want to cry.

‘What about Dresden?’

Samuels turned to Suzette for an explanation.

‘Darren will represent us.’

‘He doesn’t even speak German.’

The two looked at me. It didn’t matter to them. Samuels put his friendly expression back on.

‘And obviously, if there’s anything we can do to assist you with outplacement, don’t hesitate to ask.’ He coughed and straightened the papers in front of him.

The meeting was over.

 



I went into the toilet and wrenched off my tie. I caught my expression in the mirror above the basin. I looked scared. Since Sri Lanka, Metro had been a safe haven, a place to withdraw, where I wouldn’t be recognised or questioned, where people’s curiosity was about old reels of film, not each other. I had embedded myself there, camouflaged among the stacks and cans and screens. All the job demanded was a good memory and a taste for order. I filled my head with the most arcane details, walled myself in with dates and catalogues and roll numbers. Now it was all about to be taken away.

The shirt was the sort that looked wrong without a tie. They might all notice I had taken it off. I put it back on, and then loosened it a bit. I walked purposefully back to my booth, avoiding any eyes, and sat down emphatically, as if to get on with pressing business. But it was unnaturally quiet. Everyone knows. The small world of the archive, once so safe, had turned hostile.

My eyes roamed over the desk: a joiner for cutting and fixing film, a fine precision instrument, hand-made years ago by a firm that had gone bust. Stuck to the surface were Sellotape shapes outlined with dust where the plastic had lifted. An unnecessary number of pens sat in a BBC Children in Need mug and the keyboard, I now noticed, was ingrained with grime and the patina of daily use. My image stared back dimly from the dead monitor screen.

Darren was leaning back on his chair, talking into his mobile. He reddened when I approached and ended his call. He would  know that I had been told. I decided to pretend it was business as usual.

‘That film you wanted, Face of a Terrorist. It could be at Honor Oak.’

Honor Oak was the overspill store where older, less frequently requested material was kept. He frowned. ‘How come?’

‘Fresh intakes used to go there before cataloguing. Maybe it got onto the system but never made it here.’

He was silent for a moment, as if my authority over him had been briefly restored.

‘I’ll need the van.’

He opened a shallow drawer lined with neat compartments and passed me a jumbled bunch of keys. ‘Go easy pulling away; it stalls.’

I turned to go then looked back at him. ‘By the way, congratulations. ’

He nodded, but didn’t look up.
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As a boy I had looked forward avidly to the future. Just the phrase ‘Twenty-first Century’ sounded so full of promise. Now I wasn’t so sure. I’d been comfortable in the twentieth. I knew my way around it. Sometimes, after a day immersed in pictures from the past, it was almost a shock to find the present going on outside.

I stopped at a grim café in Vauxhall but found I wasn’t hungry. I had a coffee and smoked a cigarette. I needed a moment on neutral ground. Bits of the morning swam in and out of focus. When Colin went I had wondered what it felt like. Now I knew. Outside, the traffic hissed in the rain. An unmarked car with a magnetic blue flashing light stuck on its roof fought its way down the oncoming lane. The men inside leaned forward, as if willing it to go faster.

If I wanted to see Greer one last time, this was my only chance.

 



I used to enjoy trips to Honor Oak. It was like visiting a well-tended graveyard where great historic figures had been laid to rest.

Until a few years ago, it was staffed by a trio of ‘browncoats’, men from a disabled servicemen’s home. You could carbon date them by their names: Reg, Percy and Arthur. So obsessed were they with keeping the stock in perfect order that sometimes it was difficult to get them to part with anything at all. I once had to go in person to collect footage of Churchill’s funeral procession because they refused to give it to a courier.

‘Well, it’s not right, is it? Would you?’

‘Would I what?’

Arthur had brought his face close to mine, enveloping me in a moist cloud of pipe smoke. ‘Winnie’s last journey? With some hell’s angel?’

The inconvenience was a small price to pay for their dedication. I missed them.

Doug, a former cataloguer, was now in sole charge. An outcast from HQ whose move I had been responsible for, he was barely suppressing a smirk.

‘Sorry. Can’t let you in. There’s a new clearance list.’ He held up a fax like a trophy. ‘’Fraid you’re not on it.’

It was my turn to be the outcast.

‘Pity. Because there’s a Code Red in there.’ Code Reds were priority requests for immediate transmission. They earned the money. ‘But if you need to go by the book ...’ I turned, as if to leave.

‘Tell me where it is then.’

‘Sure. You know where the pre-’eighty-one Net Docs are in the colour group under the non-Empire military?’

The smirk had gone from his face. I knew the vault inside out. He didn’t.

‘Don’t tell anyone I let you in.’

He punched a code into a pad on the desk. A series of bolts shot back and I heaved open the cold metal door.

Inside, it was a mess. In the central aisle a long shelf had collapsed, overloaded. A half-hearted attempt to clear a path had left pillars of cans lurched against each other. Opposite, another shelf curved under the strain of more freshly stacked cans.

Doug had followed me in. ‘Alliance truck arrived. A dirty great artic. No warning. They just took the forklift and stuck the cans wherever. What could I do? I told them, “This is a Metro store.” “Not any more,” they said.’

‘What happened to theirs?’

‘Sold for development.’

I stepped in further. I needed to be alone. ‘Isn’t this your lunch break?’ He hesitated. ‘Don’t worry.’ I gestured at the mess. ‘I’ll leave it just as I found it.’

[image: 001]

There were three aisles, each about fifty yards long.

I looked at the labels on the first shelf in Aisle 1. Funerals of the monarchs shared a shelf with the entire cannon of Pop Pickings, an early, excruciating response to the rock ’n’ roll revolution. I pulled out some cans. Birds of All Seasons had been mixed up with Dunkirk footage and Pampered Pets. On the next shelf The Philosophers had been pushed in next to  Go, a motoring magazine show, and Children’s Treat.

I heard myself tutting, like a park-keeper inspecting a vandalised flowerbed. The waste of effort, all the hours Reg and his comrades had given to keeping things in order, so carelessly desecrated.

There was a crack like a rifle shot. I crouched down instinctively then snorted at the ludicrousness of it. There was another sound I couldn’t place, like a cross between a drum solo and a waterfall. I peered round the corner into Aisle 2. A shelf had split clean in two, like a bombed bridge, and the passage was blocked by a heap of spilled cans and videotape boxes. Much as the sight pained me, it wasn’t my problem. Not any more.

I checked that I was alone, went back to the rear of Aisle 2, crouched down and rolled onto my side. My face was level with the space under the bottom shelf. It was empty. A pulse started thumping in my temples. Perhaps I had make a mistake. I checked the next aisle. And the next. The spaces under all the shelves had been cleared.

‘Lost something?’

Doug was standing over me.

‘I thought it was under one of the shelves.’

‘Pity. After the flood all the stuff on the floor had to be dumped. Most of it was junk anyway.’

‘What flood?’

‘Couple of months ago. A drain burst up the hill.’

My breaths were coming in short gulps. I looked away from him.

‘What happened to all the ... stuff that was on the floor?’

‘Dunno. Landfill, I expect.’

[image: 002]

Back in the van I smoked a cigarette.

After her death, all copies of Greer’s films had been destroyed or wiped. I didn’t know why. I assumed it was an act of corporate vandalism by the Network desperately trying to distance itself from controversy. A few years after I’d started at Metro, a bin man came in with a crate of cans salvaged from the vacated Network cutting rooms. Most of the contents were rough cuts and out-takes, of little interest or use. But among them was one piece of treasure - Face of a Terrorist.

At that time I couldn’t look at it. Seeing her again - hearing her voice - it was still too soon. But I didn’t want anyone else to look at her either. So I hid the film where I thought it would be safe, until enough time had passed and some of the pain had receded. Too late.

As bad days go this wasn’t my worst, but it felt close. Doug tapped on the window.

‘There’s those skips. Could have gone in there.’ He grinned. ‘But a lot else has gone in since.’ He held up some thick rubber gloves. ‘Only one pair, I’m afraid.’ The light was already beginning to fade, but this would be my only chance. I took the gloves and climbed onto the first skip. There was a lot of crumbled plasterboard and builders’ rubbish. Most of it was wet, heavy or sharp. I remembered what I used to say to myself during long days of cataloguing: just do it. Don’t think about it. A fine rain started to fall.

After an hour Doug reappeared. ‘Darren’s on the phone. Wants to know where it is.’

‘Tell him I’m still looking.’

‘Why bother? You’re not going to be around much longer.’

I ignored him. After an hour, the contents of three skips littered the tarmac. None of them had yielded any cans. I pressed on.

To unearth lost material is the archivist’s dream. Old episodes of Dr Who had been found in Beirut; a missing Peter Sellers TV appearance turned up at the former Anglo-Soviet Cultural Institute. Perhaps I should have taken the film home when I  first found it. But I had already lost one job and wanted to hang on to this one. Maybe I’d done well to last twelve years.

At the bottom of the fourth skip, under a folded mass of sodden carpet, was a black sack. The few cans inside were all badly corroded. One had a metallic sticker with a silver and red ‘R’. RESTRICTED: Not to be viewed or transmitted without the prior written approval of the Board. I knew the blurb by heart. Once it had been applied to all politically sensitive material. The original label identifying the programme itself was almost obscured. No one else would have recognised it. I prised open the lid. Inside, it was pristine.

As I climbed into the van Doug emerged again and surveyed the mess. ‘What about all this?’

I started up the engine and threw him the gloves. ‘Thanks.’

‘Hey.’ He pulled at the door but I had already locked it. I waved the can at him.

‘Code Red. Sorry, can’t hang around.’

‘Bastard. You’re fucked, you are.’

It was raining steadily now, battering the roof. The van’s perished wipers protested as they dragged themselves across the windscreen. The traffic was almost static. I lit a cigarette. The windows started misting up. I glanced at the sack beside me on the seat. I took out the can. Greer’s name was just visible on the label. I traced it with my forefinger. This was something they needed and I had found it. I was indispensable after all. Not that it would make any difference now.

I stared at the label. This was a top story. News would want it asap. No time to make a copy - we’d have to bike them the original. That would be the right thing to do.

I pulled onto the kerb and turned off the wipers. The rain and the condensation cocooned me.

I’d had enough of doing the right thing.
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The office was hot. The thermostats were down again, and the ceiling fans whirred as if it were summer, flicking the thin leaves of the fat directories that lay open on the cataloguers’ desks. Darren intercepted me as I emptied the sack of cans on to a trolley.

‘That it?’ He plucked the top tin off the stack and examined the label.

‘I haven’t checked it yet.’

‘No time.’ He dropped it into a courier’s bag and patted down the Velcro flap. ‘BBC are screaming for it.’ He took off towards reception without another word.

A lid of blue-black cloud was closing over the city. The four clocks on the wall used to give the time round the world: New York, Tokyo and Sydney. Only the London one still worked. It was four p.m. The courier would take about twenty minutes. Another ten for the can to get to a viewing room. Another five to be laced onto a machine and for whoever was there to discover they had been sent the wrong film. I had half an hour.
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