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Prologue


The old man tightened his scarf and pulled the lapels of his heavy overcoat up around his neck. The warm air from his lungs became visible as it emerged from his mouth and was instantly chilled by the cold night air. For a few seconds, he allowed his feet to beat a soft tattoo on the hard concrete surface of the iron bridge, then stopped, settling his ageing frame more comfortably on the unyielding bench. He looked up at the dark October sky, enjoying the feeling of smallness its deepness gave him. There was a half moon, crisp and clear-edged, hanging flatly and remotely, as though added as an afterthought and playing no important part in the dark empyrean.


Sighing inwardly, he lowered his gaze to the river, black with sudden splashes of reflected light constantly joining and parting in a dazzling display of effulgence. He looked towards its banks: at the small boats and launches stirring smoothly in its easy flow; at the bright shops and restaurants, and the public house at the end, all night-lit clean, their middle greys of the day concealed in contrasts of uncompromising light and dark.


Beautiful, he thought. Beautiful, this time of night, this time of year. The lateness meant fewer people used the bridge as a thoroughfare; the coldness meant less people would linger on its unshielded length. Most of the tourists had left Windsor by now, their season having sighed to a halt. The day-trippers had scurried back into their coaches and cars and departed with the short autumn dusk. Now there would be fewer pilgrimages across the bridge from Windsor to see Eton, his town, to visit the famous College with its Tudor schoolyard and beautiful fifteenth-century chapel, to admire the eighteenth-century shop fronts and half-timbered medieval buildings, to browse through the numerous antique shops crammed into its narrow High Street. He hadn’t quite appreciated the beauty of his birthplace himself until he’d read the official guide-book for Eton a few years before; it had become lost to him through a lifetime of familiarity. But now that he’d had a few years to pause, to look around him, to take stock of himself and his surroundings, he’d taken a deeper interest in the history and the uniqueness of his native town. For the past four years, since his retirement and after his illness, he had made a study of Eton, becoming an expert on the subject. Any tourists stopping the old man in the street to ask for directions would suddenly find themselves with a knowledgeable and seemingly tireless guide, who would not let them go until they had grasped at least a fundamental history of the place. But towards the end of summer, he would grow tired of the tourists and the bustle they brought to his normally peaceful habitat, and he would welcome the arrival of the cold weather and the darker evenings.


Every night now, he would leave his tiny terraced house in Eton Square at about 8.30 and walk down to the College, then back up to the High Street towards the bridge where he would spend at least twenty to thirty minutes, regardless of weather, staring downriver to where the Thames divided around Romney Island, never particularly deep in thought, just enjoying the mood of the night. Occasionally, mainly in summer, he would be joined by others, some strangers, some acquaintances, and he would chat with them for a while, but soon fall into his own reflective silence. Then he would walk back, stop in at The Christopher Courage for a single brandy, one of the few luxuries he allowed himself, and afterwards return home to bed.


Tonight, he imagined, would be no different from any other. Then, the drone of an aeroplane’s engines reached his ears. It was nothing unusual – Eton was on a direct air route from nearby Heathrow Airport, a cause of much complaint to the local people both in Eton and Windsor – but for some reason he peered up into the sky to find the source of the noise. He saw the tail light first and then the huge bulk of the plane became visible as his eyes adjusted to the inky backdrop.


One of the big ’uns, he thought. Damn nuisance, all these planes. Especially those big ones. Noisy brutes. Necessary evil, I suppose. He wanted to avert his eyes, the tension in his neck muscles now becoming an uncomfortable strain as they stretched upwards; but for some reason, he was unable to do so. The huge body – quite low – the red light, the droning noise, had suddenly become fascinating to him. He’d seen too many of the monsters for this one in particular to hold any real interest, yet he found he could not tear his eyes away from it. Something was wrong. He had no idea how he knew, but there was something wrong up there.


It seemed to be turning, which in itself was unusual because most other aircraft flew directly across Eton in a straight line. The right-hand wing seemed to be dipping. Yes, it was definitely turning. And then, he saw the plane split open. He heard the muffled explosion, but his senses barely registered the noise. They were too entranced by the horror of the spectacle, for the aeroplane hadn’t quite broken up and the whole body was now plummeting towards the earth. He could see objects falling from it as it plunged; objects that could only be seats, cases – and bodies!


‘Oh God!’ he said aloud, as the noise suddenly penetrated his brain. ‘It can’t be! Help them, God, help—’ The whining roar drowned his cries as the falling plane passed over him, skimming over the High Street, its four engines and the rushing of wind combining to create a terrible sound, the force of the engines preventing it from merely dropping from the sky. The old man could see that the windows in the front section were lit up by a red blaze, and tails of fire were emerging from the huge crack in its body, flattened by the rushing wind. The aircraft was hardly held together, the rear section dragging downwards, about to break away from the main body at any moment.


The plane disappeared from view, the boathouses mercifully hiding the inevitable and final destruction from the old man’s vision. There seemed to be a pause – a moment of silence, a moment when it appeared that nothing had happened – but then came the explosion. The sky shone red and he saw the flames in the near distance reach up from behind the boathouses. He fell to his knees at the sound, and the blast appeared to make even the bridge tremble. It filled his ears and he clapped his hands to them, leaning forward from the waist so that his face almost touched his knees. But still the noise penetrated and reverberated inside his head, the shock of what had happened held in abeyance for the moment whilst his brain dealt with the physical pain. At last, the sound seemed to diminish. It had only taken seconds, but they were frozen seconds, timeless.


Slowly he raised his head, his hands still tight against his ears, his eyes wide with fear. He saw the pulsating glow, the rising palls of smoke, but everything else was still. He saw other figures along the High Street, their faces just white blobs in the strangely red-hued night light, standing transfixed, afraid or unable to move. The shattering of glass from a restaurant window at the foot of the bridge broke the stillness, and the old man observed the whole street was littered with glistening shards of glass. People began to appear at windows and doorways; he heard voices calling out. Nobody seemed sure of what had happened. He staggered to his feet and began to run towards the fields where he knew the plane had come to rest.


As he ran past the boathouses, the old man noticed they were ablaze at the rear. He reached a small lane that led into the long fields beyond, his breathing becoming more painful with each step. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw there were several small fires in the buildings behind him. Turning a corner, he stopped at the edge of the field, one hand clutched to his chest, his shoulders heaving with exertion and the effort of breathing.


He stared aghast at the wrecked aeroplane lit up by its own fires. Its belly was crushed, its nose pushed up and squashed flat. The only wing he could see was lying alongside the rear end which had finally broken off completely from the main body. Only the tail rose majestically from the mangled wreckage, almost untouched, but somehow obscene because of it, glowing red in the light from the flames, defiant, but now ugly in its sleekness.


The area appeared to be covered with twisted metal, material that had been scattered and flung wide on impact. The old man reluctantly entered the field, aware that there might be a possibility of helping someone. It seemed unlikely, but it was the only thing to do. As he moved forward, he heard the sounds of shouts and footsteps behind him. Others must be arriving on the scene; he prayed that they would be of some use. He carefully skirted around glowing pieces of metal, some that burnt the grass they rested on. And then came the smell. He didn’t recognize it at first because it was mingled with smoke and the odour of melting metal. Then he realized its source. It was burning flesh.


He retched and almost fell to his knees again. How many passengers did these big planes take? It was more than three hundred, he felt certain. Oh dear God, no wonder the smell was so strong!


Suddenly the old man felt faint. It wasn’t just the odious smell; the heat was intolerable, and up till now he hadn’t realized how fierce it was. He had to move away; it was no good, no one could have survived this carnage. He looked around in desperation just in case, and was repulsed when he discovered that some of what he had imagined as being twisted metal was, in fact, twisted bodies. They were scattered all around him; he was standing in a field of maimed, torn human beings. He ran his hands over his eyes as though to dismiss the sight, but he couldn’t shut out the vision he’d already seen. Slowly, his hands ran down his face and again he looked around in some faint hope that he might find someone alive. He closed his mind to the sight of dismembered limbs, to blackened bodies, to bodies that seemed to move – tricks of the unsteady light. He saw something small and pink, naked and seemingly unmarked. Small enough to be – a child? A baby? Oh God, please give this one a chance! He ran towards it, avoiding obstacles, human or otherwise. The child was facing downwards, its body stiff. He prayed aloud, his words emerging in choking sobs, as he knelt down beside the body and turned it over.


Huge, sightless eyes stared up at him. Its small mouth grinned and moved in the flickering light. One side of the doll’s face had melted away, giving it an ugly, scarred appearance, the grinning lips adding to the obscenity. The old man screamed and threw the object down and, in his confusion, stumbled towards the fire and the main wreckage. The intensity of heat didn’t warn him of his direction but, fortunately, a large fragment of smouldering metal tripped him, halting his progress. He lay flat in the churned mud, his body shaking, his fingers digging into the soft slime. The shock was beginning to hit him: he was an old man; he was no longer strong enough to bear a punishment such as this. The earth filled his mouth and he began to choke, and it was only this physical discomfort that forced his frightened mind to function properly again. He raised his head and lifted himself to his elbows. He stared up at the flames and was forced to close his eyes quickly as they became scorched by the heat. But before he’d closed them, something had registered. A shape, a silhouette against the bright glare, was coming towards him. He looked again, this time shielding his eyes as much as he could with one hand.


It was a man! Coming away from the aeroplane! Away from the fire! It couldn’t be. No one had passed him. Yet no one could escape from a disaster like that. At least, not on his own two legs!


The old man squinted and peered more closely at the figure. Even his suit seemed undamaged. It was dark, or was that just because of the brightness behind? It looked like a uniform. The figure walked slowly and easily towards him, away from the flames, away from the destroyed aircraft, away from the dead.


The old man’s vision began to swim before him and a lightness ran through his head. Just before he fainted, he saw the figure stooping down towards him, one hand outstretched.
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Keller drove the car steadily along Pococks Lane, resisting the impulse for speed, trying to enjoy the multi-browns of autumn in the surrounding playing fields. But his mind rarely wandered far from his objective: the small town that lay not too far ahead. He turned left into Windsor Road, crossed a small bridge then found himself among the tall, dignified buildings of Eton College. He hardly paused to admire them, driving on into the High Street where he stopped to get his bearings. He still found it difficult to concentrate for too long.


Drawing away from the kerb again he continued on down the High Street until he reached the bridge at the end, its iron posts preventing traffic from crossing it. He turned right and drove past the burnt-out boathouses, and right again led him towards the fields he sought. There was a more direct route avoiding the High Street according to his map, but he had wanted to see more of the town itself. He wasn’t sure why.


The policeman watched him park his midnight-blue Stag. Another one, he thought. Another bloody sightseer. Maybe a souvenir hunter. The trouble they’d had since the accident; mobs of ’em flocking to the scene of the crash. Ghouls. It always happened after any major disaster – particularly with an air crash – they turned out in their thousands to see the gore, blocking roads, getting in the way. He’d send them all packing if he had his way. The worst of it was when the vendors had arrived, selling peanuts, ice-creams, soft drinks; that had really sickened him. Trouble is, it’s so near London. It was a nice day out for the city-dwellers.


The constable adjusted his chinstrap and set his jaw more firmly. Well this one is going to get the rough end of my tongue, he thought, but as Keller emerged from the car, he changed his mind. He looks like a journalist. Got to watch what you say to them. Mind you, they were worse than the thrill-seekers, probing and inventing stories when they couldn’t find one, just to sell their bloody newspapers! He’d had a few run-ins with them over the past month. But you’d think they’d let it die down now; after all, it was nearly four weeks since it’d happened. No, they wouldn’t let anything rest, these reporters; at least, not while the investigation was still going on. He hadn’t realized it took so long to find out the cause of an air crash; you just located the Black Box, or whatever it was called, and that told you exactly what had happened. That’s what he’d thought, anyway. But they’d been poring over that field for a long time now, taking bits and pieces away, searching every corner of the big field, the South Meadow, that was just behind the High Street; even dragged the small river that branched off from the Thames and ran through the South Field. They’d found a few bodies in there, bodies that must have been thrown clear on impact, right across the road over The Brocas, and into the river. Others that had been sucked out before impact. God, that had been horrible. Three days it had taken to find and collect all the bodies; or what was left of ’em.


‘You can’t go in there, sir!’ he told Keller gruffly.


Keller stopped, but ignored the policeman, looking past his shoulder into the field beyond. He could see the remains of the aircraft, or the main bulk of what they’d left. It stood, a huge blackened shell, cone-shaped because of its flattened belly, broken and ashamed. The guts of it would be back in the laboratories being reassembled, analysed, tested. He could see figures carrying clipboards moving about the field, stooping, picking up objects, examining grooves in the earth, their grim purpose contrasting with the bright, cold day, the greenness of the field, the quiet in the air.


The constable examined Keller closely. He looked familiar. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but you’re not allowed to go in,’ he said.


Keller finally tore his eyes away from the field and looked at the policeman. ‘I want to see Harry Tewson,’ he told him. ‘He’s one of the investigating officers.’


‘Oh, yes. Mr Tewson. Er, I’m not sure that he can be disturbed just now, sir. Was it for an interview?’ He raised his eyebrows at Keller.


‘No, I’m a friend.’


The policeman looked relieved. ‘Right then, I’ll see what I can do.’


Keller watched him walk across the field. He stopped and turned when he was only forty yards away. ‘Oh, what name shall I say?’ he called back.


‘Keller. David Keller.’


The policeman stood still for a few seconds, as though rooted to the spot. Keller could see the puzzled look on his face. He turned and resumed his journey across the field, his rubber boots squelching in the mud. When he reached a group of figures crouching by the broken and emptied shell of the aircraft, he bent down to speak to one of them. Five faces turned and looked back at Keller. One of the figures stood up and broke away from the group, plodding quickly towards him, giving a brief wave of his hand. The policeman followed five paces behind.


‘Dave! What the hell are you doing here?’


Tewson was smiling, but it was a slightly nervous smile. His handshake was warm enough though.


‘I want to talk to you, Harry,’ Keller said.


‘Of course, Dave. But you shouldn’t be here, you know. I thought you were on leave?’ He removed his glasses and began to polish them with a rumpled handkerchief, his eyes still peering intently into Keller’s face.


Keller grinned wryly at him. ‘I am – officially. Unofficially, I’ve been laid off.’


‘What? Well, I’m sure it’s not for long; you know how soon they like to get you lot back into the air after this sort of nasty experience.’


‘They’ve already tried, Harry. It was no good.’


‘Well they tried too bloody soon then.’


‘No. It was me. I insisted.’


‘But after what you’ve been through it’s bound to take a bit of time before your nerves settle down.’


‘It wasn’t nerves, Harry. It was me – I just couldn’t fly. I couldn’t think straight.’


‘It’s the shock, Dave. It’ll wear off.’


Keller shrugged. ‘Can we talk?’


‘Yes, of course. Look, I can get away in about ten minutes. I’ll meet you in the High Street, in The George. It’s about time for a spot of lunch anyway.’ He clapped a hand on Keller’s shoulder, then turned and walked back towards the wreckage, a worried expression on his face.


Keller returned to his car, locked it and began to walk back to the High Street.


The policeman watched him and scratched his cheek thoughtfully. Keller. Yes, David Keller. Thought I recognized him. He was the co-pilot of the plane – the Jumbo. This one. And he was the only one who walked away from it. Without a scratch on him. The only survivor.


Keller ordered a beer and found himself a table in a quiet corner. The barman had barely given him a second glance, and for this he was grateful. The past four weeks had been a nightmare of questions, innuendoes, staring faces and abrupt silences. His colleagues and bosses at Consul, the airline company he flew for, had been mostly kind and considerate apart from the few who had viewed him with strange suspicion. And then, the newspapers had played up the story; the crash, dramatic and catastrophic though it had been, wasn’t enough for them. That a man could walk from the terrible carnage, unscathed, even his uniform unmarked, was proclaimed a miracle. Intensive medical examination found no internal injuries; there were no burns; his nerves appeared to be stable. Physically, he seemed to be perfect except for one thing – amnesia. Indeed, he experienced total amnesia as far as the crash and the events leading up to it were concerned. It was the shock, of course, the doctors told him and, in time, when his mind had healed enough to remember – to allow him to remember – then it would all come back. But there was always the possibility his mind would never heal.


The ‘miracle’ story had persisted, though gradually he had become aware of a resentment against him, not just from the public, from some of his own colleagues. Not many, but enough to cause a feeling of guilt within himself. In the eyes of the public, he should never have lived; he was a pilot, he represented the airline – it was his duty to die with the passengers! Incredibly, he sensed the same feeling amongst some of his fellow pilots. He had no right to live when innocent men, women and children – three hundred and thirty-two of them – had died so tragically. As a member of the crew, as part of the airline, he was to blame. Until the cause of the crash could be discovered the pilot must take the blame. And he was co-pilot; he had to share the responsibility.


He had taken a test flight in a private aircraft less than two weeks after the accident, but it had been hopeless. He froze as soon as his hands touched the controls. His pilot, the veteran who had played such a large part in his training, had taken the aircraft up in the hope that, once in the air, Keller’s natural instinct would take over. But it hadn’t happened; his mind just would not concentrate, wouldn’t apply itself. He just didn’t know how to fly any more.


His company, very sensitive to public opinion and aware they had a pilot on their hands who, in their view, was liable to crack at any moment, decided to send him on ‘leave’ for a long period. Dismissal, apart from being unjust, would only stir up more public clamour, arouse more publicity, which could only damage their reputation as a national airline. His record was excellent and they took great pains to emphasize this in every public statement, but it was felt he deserved a long rest after such a shocking and traumatic experience.


His brooding was interrupted by Harry Tewson’s smiling face appearing before him. ‘What’ll you have, Dave?’


‘No, let me . . .’


Tewson stopped him with an upraised hand. ‘I’ll get some food, too,’ he said, and disappeared through the crowd in the direction of the bar.


Food, mused Keller. I’ve hardly eaten since the accident; just enough to keep going. He doubted whether he’d ever have an appetite again. Tewson laid a mound of sandwiches down on the table, disappeared again, then returned with the drinks.


‘It’s good to see you again, Dave,’ he said, as he settled into a chair. He, too, had been a pilot and gone through basic training at the same time as Keller, but suddenly, and inexplicably, his vision had begun to fail and resulted in his need to wear glasses full time. His experience and above-average technical knowledge had been too valuable to be wasted, so he had been drafted into the Board of Trade Accidents Investigation Branch (AIB), a body of pilots and engineers set up to probe all serious civil flying accidents in Britain, as well as overseas crashes involving British aircraft. He had soon proved his worth by uncanny insight into the causes of crashes; by making skilful guesses, then working backwards to prove them correct, a method not wholly approved of by his peers. So far, however, he had not often been wrong.


He took a huge bite from a sandwich, then a gulp of his light ale. ‘How can I help you?’ he asked, having swallowed both the food and the drink.


Keller smiled. No messing about with Harry. Straight to the point.


‘I want to know what you’ve found out about the crash,’ he said.


‘Oh, come on, Dave. You know it’s all got to be collated then submitted to the official inquiry. And you know everything comes under the Official Secrets Act until then.’


‘I need to know, Harry.’


‘Look,’ Tewson began, not unkindly, ‘it’s nothing to do with you now, Dave . . .’


‘Nothing to do with me?’ Keller’s voice was calm, but he fixed Tewson with a stare that chilled the investigator. ‘D’you know how I feel, Harry? I feel like a freak. An outcast. People resent the fact that I lived and all those others died. I feel like a captain who’s deserted a sinking ship, left his passengers to drown. They’re blaming me, Harry. The public, the airline, and . . .’ He broke off and stared at his drink.


After a brief, stunned silence, Tewson spoke. ‘What’s the matter with you, Dave? Nobody’s blaming you for this. Certainly not the airline. And the public will know the cause of the crash just as soon as we publish our findings – not that I think you’re correct in your morbid assumption that they resent you being alive! As for anything . . .’ he paused, ‘or anyone else – well, you’re just suffering from an overdose of misguided guilt and melancholia. Now, get a grip on yourself and drink your bloody beer!’


‘Finished?’ Keller asked mildly.


Tewson lowered the glass again just before it reached his lips. ‘No, I’m not bloody finished. I’ve known you a long time, Dave. You were a good pilot and you will be again – just as soon as you forget about all this and start to think of the future.’ His voice softened. ‘I know you had your own personal loss in the crash, Dave, but she wouldn’t have wanted you to go on like this.’


Keller looked at him in surprise. ‘You knew about Cathy?’


‘Yes, of course I knew. It was no big secret was it? It’s not unusual for a pilot to have a stewardess as a girlfriend.’


‘It was a bit more than that.’


‘I don’t doubt it, Dave. Look, mate, I don’t mean to be rough on you, but the word is going around that you’re finished, you’ll never be a good flyer now, and the way I’ve heard you’ve been moping around, I’m not surprised. But I know you better. You’ve got a lot in you, Dave, more than most, and I think within a few weeks you’ll be back to normal. Now, do you mind if I get on with my drink?’


Keller sipped at his own beer, feeling Tewson’s eyes studying him from over the rim of his glass.


‘I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Harry, but it’s not necessary. It’s true I feel sad, but it’s got nothing to do with nervous depression; it’s more like a great weariness at the back of my mind. It might sound crazy to you, but I feel there’s something I’ve got to do, something I’ve got to find out, and the answer lies here in Eton. I can’t explain it and I can’t resist it – not if I’m ever going to be all right again. There’s something more that I can’t put my finger on. Maybe it’s a memory, I don’t know. But sooner or later, it’ll come through, and then perhaps I will be helping you. For the moment though, I’m asking you.’


Tewson sighed heavily and laid his glass back on the table. For a few moments he was deep in thought, his chin almost resting on his chest. Abruptly, he straightened, his decision made.


‘Okay, Dave,’ he said, ‘this is strictly between you and me – off the record. If Slater ever found out I’d told you anything, he’d get rid of me like a shot. We don’t get along at the best of times.’


Keller nodded. Slater was the investigator in charge of the air crash and responsible for the organization, conduct and control of the investigation. It was his job to establish the working groups covering the various phases of the inquiry. A dour, methodical man, Keller knew he had little time for Tewson’s rash and cart-before-the-horse method of working.


‘Right,’ Tewson began, taking a huge swallow of beer as though to fortify himself. ‘As you know, the first thing we look for in a disaster of this kind is the Flight Recorder. We found it all right, but the entire outer metal case showed signs of melting. The main damage was in the front, and the aluminium foil strip, on which all the information from the different flight instruments is recorded in code, was exposed.


‘It was covered in soot, but not too badly damaged. We removed it from its outer covering and sent it off to the labs for decoding. Well, although the recording of your take-off was mostly destroyed, we can assume that you, as co-pilot, went through the normal check list with the flight engineer as soon as the Control Tower gave Captain Rogan permission to start engines at the apron.’


‘I just don’t remember, Harry,’ Keller said worriedly.


‘No, I know that. But as switching on the recorder was part of the check list, it’s a fair assumption you went through the lot.’


Keller nodded. ‘Go on.’


‘The recorder keeps a note of five aircraft parameters: the positive or negative gravitational forces as read by one of the aircraft’s gyroscopes; the magnetic heading from the compass; the indicated air speed; the altitude at which the aircraft is flying taken from the pressure altimeter dials; and the time in seconds, not related to the time of day on a clock. This was all graphed and then compared with a chart of another 747 that had taken off in similar conditions – time, weather, load, that sort of thing – a few days before. From that, we learnt everything had been normal except for one detail: the HDG – the magnetic heading – had begun to differ from the other 747’s before it had even reached cruising speed. In other words, Captain Rogan had changed direction. Possibly he was turning back for Heathrow. There’s no way of knowing because that’s when the instruments began to malfunction.’


‘But he must have called Control to let them know of his change of course,’ Keller said, leaning forward across the table, his eyes fixed on Tewson’s face.


‘He tried to, but whatever happened, happened fast. He had no time to relay the message.’


Keller was silent for a moment, desperately trying to remember. But his mind was a blank. He sat back in his seat again.


Tewson continued: ‘Our systems people had already begun an examination of the cockpit which had been nearly completely destroyed, but they were still able to establish the positions of quite a number of the aircraft’s controls and switches and, although some of them were burnt completely away, they were still able to determine whether they were “on” or “off” according to the positions . . .’


‘Were the bodies of the crew still in the cockpit?’ Keller interrupted.


‘Er, yes, they were. Impossible to identify absolutely, of course, but . . .’


‘Then how did I get out? Why wasn’t my body there? Why wasn’t I killed?’


‘It’s obvious you must have left the cabin before the crash, Dave.’


‘Why? Why should I leave the cabin so soon after take-off? I . . .’


A sudden flash. A memory almost breaking through. A picture. A frozen picture of the skipper’s face, his mouth open, shouting something at him, alarm in his eyes. Fear.


And then it was gone. As his mind had rushed to meet it, the memory had evaded him, hiding itself away in some dark recess.


‘What’s up, Dave? You look ghastly – have you remembered something?’ Tewson’s voice broke through the emptiness that remained.


Keller ran a trembling hand across his eyes. ‘No, it’s okay. For a moment, I thought I was going to remember. But it’s gone. I can’t . . .’


‘It’ll come, Dave,’ said Tewson softly. ‘Give it time. It’ll come back.’


‘Perhaps I don’t want to remember, Harry. Perhaps it’s better that I don’t.’


Tewson shrugged. ‘Maybe. D’you want me to go on?’


Keller nodded.


‘It took five days to trace and note all the available cockpit instruments. Fortunately, many indication dials are designed to retain an imprint of what was being displayed at the time of impact and, once it had all been plotted, nothing was found to be in an incorrect position, nor was there any evidence of any major electrical fault that could have contributed to the cause of the accident.


‘All the aircraft’s maintenance records have been impounded and they’re being sifted through at this moment. So far they’ve found nothing of any importance except for a strut bolt on the bogie trim cycling unit that was found to be missing on the last check, and that was immediately replaced, of course, before the Jumbo was released again for flight.


‘The technical entries up to the day before the accident, and dating back to the previous year, reported no serious problems with the aircraft. The engines have been recovered and stripped and, as yet, nothing has been found that indicates any were malfunctioning prior to the crash. In fact, if my theory is correct, it was the engines that prevented the Jumbo from dropping like a stone.’


‘Your theory?’ asked Keller, well aware that Tewson’s ‘theories’ often and uncannily proved to be correct.


‘Well, I’ll get to that in a moment. Nothing’s been proved yet.’ He took another long swallow from his glass, and pulled a face at the beer which had begun to lose its bite. ‘It was a cold night, so the anti-ice system had been checked. Again no fault. The remains of the fuel systems are still being checked. So far: no fault.


‘Now, the “human factor”. You, as the only survivor, have been of no help at all.’ It was typical of Tewson that there was no hint of apology in his bluntness; he was too absorbed in technicalities at the moment to concern himself with human sensitivity. ‘Flight-training records of all the crew and their complete medical history have been inspected. You, yourself, were subjected to a complete medical examination immediatately after the crash. This wasn’t just to see if you’d sustained any internal injuries. Blood and urine tests were included in the examination. Just how much work the captain and yourself had been doing over the past few months was also ascertained, and whether you’d both had sufficient rest prior to the fight. The remains of your flight bags were retrieved from the cockpit and enough was left of them to establish that neither contained any drugs or medicines. No problem. All your proficiency tests – both your own and Captain Rogan’s – had been excellent over the past year. Everything, so far, has checked. Except you couldn’t have been in the place you were supposed to have been at the time of the crash.


‘Right. Let me go on. Positions of the dead bodies, both inside and outside the aircraft, have been charted. We even found some poor souls at the bottom of the river that runs near the field. The interesting thing is that a large concentration of overlapping bodies was found inside the aircraft: burnt beyond recognition and, because of their mutilated condition, they had obviously been subjected to a tremendous blast of some kind.’


Keller shuddered and wondered at his companion’s lack of feeling for the unfortunate victims but, by now, Tewson was too carried away by his own intense interest in the investigation to concern himself with the human element.


Tewson went on: ‘Now, I’ve been involved on the Structures Group side. We’ve mapped out the whole area, using aerial photography and charts, and have exact positions of the wreckage site as well as the crash path. It shows which parts of the aircraft broke away first from the fuselage and the positions they were found in. This roughly determines the order in which the 747 broke up, and we can tell which area or areas played a part in the cause of the accident. The initial area of damage was somewhere towards the front of the aircraft.’


He was smiling now, and Keller had to avert his eyes; the urge to wipe the smile from the investigator’s face was becoming too strong.


Oblivious, Tewson continued. ‘I was examining the port wing when I discovered some barely visible scratches running down its full length. Under a microscope, I saw that in the grooves were bits of blue and yellow paint.’ He sat back smugly.


‘So?’ said Keller.


‘So what colour is your airline’s logo?’


‘Blue and yellow.’


‘Right. And it’s painted on the fuselage, beginning near the nose and ending quite near the wing-span. The paint is being chemically analysed right now, just to confirm, but I know I’m right.’


‘But what does it mean?’ asked Keller impatiently.


‘It means, old chum, that the cabin wall had been blown out with terrific force. An explosion. And the kind, because of its strength, that could have only been caused by a bomb.’


He grinned perversely at Keller’s pallid face.
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The little black car bumped to a rough stop as close to the hedge as Ken Paynter could get it.


‘It won’t get stuck in the mud, will it?’ the girl sitting beside him asked, nervously peering out of the side window into the dark night.


‘No, it’s all right,’ Ken reassured her, jerking up the handbrake which he knew to be useless anyway. ‘The path’s wide and solid enough. We won’t get stuck.’


He turned off his headlights and the sudden, complete darkness startled them both. They were silent for a few moments while their eyes became accustomed to the gloom. Ken was pleased with his little Mini, a second-hand car he’d had in his possession for just over three months now. In his job at the garage, you had to keep your eyes open for the bargains that now and then came along, and this little job came along just at the right time. He didn’t earn much as an apprentice mechanic – not yet, anyway – but his governor had agreed to take a slice off his wages eack week to pay the couple of hundred the car had cost. Yes, he was pleased with the car; it could take him down nice little dark lanes like this and if you didn’t have your own place, a car and a dark lane was the next best thing.


What he wasn’t too pleased with, though, was Audrey. She was becoming a pain in the arse. He had plenty of girlfriends who enjoyed his little detours off the beaten track but Audrey was always twittering on about romance, saving yourself for the right person, the seriousness and true meaning of making love – all that bollocks! Well, tonight was her last chance; if she didn’t come across, she could just piss off. He had it too good to worry about a scrag-end like her. Good legs, though.


Audrey looked across at him and tried to discern his features in the darkness. She knew he loved her, she could tell. It was that chemical reaction all true lovers felt, the thumping of the heart, the spreading glow that ran through their bodies each time they met. True, he was a bit gruff at times, but that was just his way and it didn’t mean anything. She’d kept him at bay for a long time now, and there were times she thought she’d lost him, but he’d come through the test! He really loved her, otherwise he’d never have stayed around. Now she was sure, perhaps it was time to give him some reward. Just a little. Enough to keep him interested. Enough to keep him attentive! She leant across to his seat and aimed a small kiss at his cheek. It missed because he was advancing towards her at the same time, one hand stretched forward so that it would rest casually on her thigh. He stopped to rub his damp eye.


‘Sorry,’ she said solemnly.


He muttered something inaudible and stretched forward again. This time their lips beamed in on one another’s and they kissed, she rapturously, he using the contact as a show of strength.


After a few crushing seconds, she pulled away. ‘You’re hurting me, Ken,’ she complained.


‘Sorry, darlin’,’ he said, ‘but you know how I feel about you.’ Horny, he thought.


‘Yes, I know, Ken. You really love me, don’t you?’


That’s right, he thought, kid yourself ‘’Course I do, babe,’ he said. ‘I think I always have, ever since I’ve known you.’


She sighed, and snuggled down to his shoulder. Give her a few minutes, he thought, don’t overplay your hand.


‘I’m cold, Ken,’ she said. He pulled his left arm free and draped it over the back of her seat and around her shoulders.


‘I’ll warm you up in a minute,’ he said, slyly tentative. He heard her giggle. Christ, it’s getting hopeful!


He suddenly felt her stiffen. Oh, no, here we go! He began to relax his grip on her.


‘Where are we, Ken?’ she asked him, sitting up straight, and rubbing at the windscreen that was becoming misty.


‘Eh?’


‘Where are we?’ she repeated.


‘We’re in my car.’


‘No, I don’t mean that. We’re near South Field, aren’t we?’


‘Yeah, at the back of it. What about it?’


‘Ooh, how could you bring us where that plane crashed?’


‘Oh, Christ! That was weeks ago! Anyway, we’re nowhere near where it came down.’


‘All the same, it’s a bit creepy. I think we ought to go. It’s morbid.’


‘Don’t be daft, darlin’. I can’t go drivin’ about anyway; I ’aven’t got much petrol in the car.’ And I’m not tearing about the countryside looking for a quiet place just for a piece of your arse, he added to himself.


‘Well, I’m cold. We’re too near the river.’


‘Well, I told you I could warm you up,’ he said, pulling her towards him.


Her rigidity left her, and she pressed close to him. ‘I do love you, Ken. It is different with us, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, Aud,’ he assured her, and began to kiss the top of her head. She turned her face upwards towards his.


‘You’d never leave me, would you, Ken?’


He could just see her wide searching eyes in the dark. ‘Never,’ he told her, and shifted his angle in his seat so he could reach her mouth more easily. He began to kiss her forehead, her nose, and then her lips. The passion had already risen in him, but now he could feel it come surging through her. Here came the test. His right hand, which was closed around her arm, began to move slowly and cautiously towards her breast. He’d reached this point so many times with her only to be thrust forcefully and tearfully away. But tonight, he felt it was different – she’d finally got wised up to the permissive society! His fingers were trembling excitedly as they found her breast, soft and pliant beneath the woolly jumper.


‘Ooh, darling,’ he heard her moan softly, and her fingers dug into his shoulder. ‘Say you love me.’


‘I love you.’ It was easy to say.


‘You won’t leave me.’


‘I won’t leave you.’ At the heat of the moment, he almost meant it.


‘Yes, darling,’ she murmured, as his hand began to pull at the bottom of her jumper. Just the word ‘yes’ sent his blood rushing frenziedly, and the contact of his cold fingers on the bare flesh of her stomach caused Audrey to squeeze her thighs together in exquisite excitement. His groping hand reached her bra and quickly passed over it to loosen the strap at her shoulder. It slid down her arm easily and his hand raced back to what was now his possession. He cupped her breast and enjoyed for a few moments the sensation of its fleshy softness and hard little centre, but his greedy mind was already racing ahead to other regions.


And it was at that moment that her body went rigid again.


‘What was that?’ he heard her gasp.


He froze, wondering whether to kill her or just dump her into the hedge and drive away. Instead he said woodenly, his hand still grasping its prize: ‘What?’


‘There’s someone outside. I heard something,’ she said in a hushed voice.


His hand reluctantly retreated and he turned away to look through the steamed-up windows.


‘Well, they can’t bloody see anything, can they, with the windows like this?’


‘Listen, Ken, listen!’ she pleaded.


He sat there, staring at the blank windscreen, and tried to listen, but the torment of his disappointed passion slowing down overruled his other senses.


‘There’s nothing there,’ he said wearily, but at the same time trying to remember whether he’d locked the doors or not. He began to wipe the mist from the windscreen with his coatsleeve until he had cleared an area big enough to look through. He bent forward, his nose only inches away from the glass.


‘No,’ he said huffily. ‘Can’t see a bloody thing.’


‘Let’s go, Ken. It’s so cold, can’t you feel it?’


He could. It wasn’t just the coldness of autumn. This was a chill that seemed to reach deep down inside him. And then he heard something.


It was like a whisper, similar to the stirring of the leafless branches in the hedge, but somehow he felt it couldn’t be a natural sound. It had a human quality; and yet it didn’t sound human. They heard it again, a low, breathless whisper.


Audrey clutched at his arm, her eyes not leaving the windscreen. ‘Let’s go, Ken. Let’s go now!’ Her voice was unsteady and her body shook slightly.


‘It’s probably someone messing about,’ he told her unconvincingly, but he reached for the ignition anyway. His heart sank as he heard the engine rattle, then whine to a stop. He felt Audrey turn towards him in alarm, but he refrained from looking at her in case his eyes gave away his own trepidation. He turned the ignition again. This time, it seemed that the engine would catch, but once more it coughed, then faded into a pitiful whine. After the third attempt, he knew he would have to give the weary battery a brief rest before he tried again. They sat there in the still, black silence, straining their ears for the slightest sound, and inwardly praying it wouldn’t come. But it did. A low, murmuring whisper. Close. Close, and it seemed to be from the girl’s side.
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