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Packed with intrigue, twists, conspiracies, and dark humour,
Cold Press is a hugely entertaining mystery set in 1993.

Clare Woodbrook is the enigmatic head of the Special
Investigations Department at Britain’s leading daily tabloid.
Her exposés are legendary, but she’s not without her enemies.
Now, on the verge of unveiling her biggest-ever scoop, she
arranges to meet her researcher Danny Churchill, to reveal all
over lunch.

But Clare never shows, and later that day her car is found
abandoned on the hard shoulder of the M25. Worse still,
the enquiry is being headed up by DCI Graham March - the
embodiment of police corruption, and the subject of one of
Clare’s current investigations.

Danny sets out to find Clare, and enlists the help of his friend
and flatmate - fashion photographer Anna Burgin. But as they
embark upon an explosive trail of murder and intrigue, they
realise they’re not alone in trying to find Clare.

And soon their own lives are very much on the line.
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PROLOGUE

Monday, July 6™, 1985

accepted the handshake, made eye contact and confirmed

her name. A chair was waiting on the far side of the table.
She took it, and placed her bag on the floor. It was time for the
show. It was time to change the world.

Her preparation was flawless. Her instincts alert. She could
sense the cynicism, the stress, fatigue and fear. He opened a
file containing her CV. She could see his confusion, giving
way to dismay. She knew he would do everything to keep the
interview short. To take the first opportunity to send her home.
Exactly as shed planned.

Stephen Robinson looked tired, jaded by long hours. He
seemed like a decent man, she thought, an editor for whom
the news mattered. For whom the local people mattered.
But his job prospects were about as robust as a cobweb in a

IT was too late to waste time forming first impressions. She



hurricane. Local evening newspapers, once the centrepiece of
the community, were under pressure. The Evening Herald was
suffering, under competition from the widespread availability
of television news, local independent radio, and then the
arrival of the free weeklies. Now there was a new threat. The
Morning Gazette had extended its distribution to cover the
former Herald stronghold, and readers were deserting. It was
grim.

It was perfect.

If at first you dont succeed, think laterally. Clare
Woodbrook looked up at Robinson and the man alongside
him, the Herald’s news editor Martin Goodyer, awaiting the
first question. She knew that in terms of experience, her CV
was weak. After leaving school shed found shop work and
signed up with a temping agency. But, two years ago, shed
come to understand where her true vocation lay. She enrolled
on a journalism course and subsequently graduated with the
highest marks of her intake. It hadn’t been easy, doing it with
no family, no support. But shed immersed herself in the work.
Shed learned how to write, both news and features. Shed
embraced the inverted pyramid, the structure of the classic
news story. Shed learned how to investigate and communicate.
And shed mastered the art of influence and persuasion. It was
time to make her case.

The other candidates didn't stand a chance. The editor
didn’t stand a chance. Not for the last time, she was in control.

Pleasantries over, Robinson spoke.

“Everyone who walks through that door tells me the
same. Everyone. You know what they say? Tve got unrivalled
enthusiasm. Of course you have. Sos everyone else. Complete
nonsense. Of course youre enthusiastic or you wouldn’t
be here in the first place. They say, Tm the best writer. ’'m
tenacious. I'm full of passion. T'll work through the night and
every weekend. I'm so committed” I'm full of bollocks, if you
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pardon the subtext.”

Clare smiled.

“I'm looking at your CV and, not to overstate the issue, but
it's on the cusp of minimalist, not to say non-existent in terms
of actual newspaper experience” He lit a cigarette, shaking
out the match and snapping it into an overflowing ashtray. He
offered the packet but she shook her head.

“It’s... sparse. Agreed. But experience isn’t everything. I'm
not here to waste your time...”

“You've done nothing, Goodyer interrupted. “NCTJ
diploma fine, shorthand fine, but everyone’s got those. What
have you actually done? We're not looking for a new starter
that I've then got to handhold because they’ve never seen a
courtroom before. I don’t have that luxury”

Clare looked into his eyes.

“I understand that. And I understand that on the face of it
I'm lucky you even agreed to see me. I probably shouldn't even
be here”

“So why are you?” Robinson again, speaking through
smoke. “Not wanting to be too abrupt, and I appreciate you
coming in, but we get a hundred applicants for every position
here. Probably more. We're interviewing all day. And I'm not
actually sure how you made the shortlist, if 'm brutally frank”

He turned to Goodyer, who took the opportunity to join in.

“You're what? Twenty-three? And you've never written a
published story. Maybe youd be better off going to work on
a weekly to learn the trade, sharpen up your skills, learn what
the business is all about. And then come to see us again in, I
don’t know, a year or so, when you’re more the finished article”

“To use a newspaper term,” added Robinson, with
something approaching a smile, split between encouragement
and dismissal.

Clare looked at the men in front of her. Robinson would
never see sixty again. He hadn’t aged well, with years of
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deadlines and nicotine chiselled on his face. Goodyer was
younger, maybe mid-forties, but looked like a maths teacher in
an ill-fitting jacket over a striped yellow shirt and loose-fitting
tie. She was half-inclined to check his cuffs for chalk dust. She
regarded them both, clasped her hands together and leaned
forward so she could lower her voice but leave no doubt about
her message.

“What’s the problem?” she said, with the cool, calm
confidence of someone beyond her years. “You know I can
write. You can see that from the college work. And yes, you
could give this to someone with more experience, but why?
Isn't this about the words that have yet to be written, rather
than those that have gone before?”

She paused to give them both a chance to acknowledge the
point, but neither man spoke.

“You need something new, Stephen, if I can call you Stephen.
And you, Martin. Likewise. Not somebody who has had their
inspiration and fight removed by the drudgery of reporting on
the local Women’s Institute and lollipop men celebrating thirty
years of service. No disrespect to either.

“I don’t need that sort of experience to work on the Herald.
What I like is real news. Stories of local interest that really
matter. Stories of national interest. International. Why stop?
Real stories. Something with bite. Something to get this paper
back on its feet again. With all due respect, the very fact I
haven't worked on a weekly paper is the main reason why you
ought to give me this job.”

Robinson looked at her. And then at Goodyer, who was
nodding, despite himself.

“Hmmm..” he began, and then paused, trying to compose
his thoughts. He looked past her to the car park outside,
where a lorry was reversing its load of two giant reels of virgin
newsprint toward the press hall. “You know, I've been in this
business since I left school. I deal in words, but I'm struggling
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to find any on nodding terms with appropriate just now.”

His eyes flicked up, as though searching for a moment of
clarity. As though trying to regain his trust in his instincts.
After a moment he brought his focus back to the interview.

“You make some valid points. It's something to consider. I
can say that I genuinely admire your passion. And yes, it does
seem genuine. I think if you can keep that spirit intact then you
can have a great future and you could go far. And I admire that,
and I wish you well. But this can be a tough place”

He paused again, as if giving himself time to reach a final
conclusion.

“T'll speak to Martin, and we'll consider you, but I do worry
that this is a step too far for you at this point in your career.
I'll tell you what I'll do. I think maybe we should keep in
touch. Maybe you can come in occasionally. Some freelance
shifts. Learn the ropes and work your way up, and when we
get another opening perhaps in a year or two, youd be perfect.
I think we... well, T think we need time to think. If that’s not
tautological”

Across the desk, Clare looked calm, eyes alive, still in
control. She fought the urge to smile. Everything was going
exactly as shed rehearsed.

“We've still got other people to see,” Goodyer added. “We've
made a note of the points you've made, Miss Woodbrook, and
we'll be in touch.”

Clare collected her bag, stood up and shook hands with
both.

“Thank you for the opportunity;” she said. “And thank you
for making the time to see me. It’s been a good learning process
if nothing else” She turned to leave, but then paused, and took
a manila folder from her shoulder bag, passing it across the
table.

“What’s this?” Robinson asked.

“A report on the misuse of funds by the local authority
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housing department,” she said, with the same cool, detached
voice. “Its one hundred per cent accurate. All the quotes
are verified. Dynamite, if I say so myself. Call it a present to
remember me by”

She remained standing. Unmoving. Robinson took the
folder and glanced at its contents. Goodyer took a page and
started reading, transfixed. His chief reporter had been working
on this story for two months and had yet to deliver a sentence.

“Unless, of course, that changes things. Maybe now you
believe I can do the job. Or would you rather I walked straight
out of here and into the position I've been offered on the
Morning Gazette?”

She could see from his face that Robinson knew he was
outplayed. Of course this changed things. He was not to
know that the alternative job offer was as much a figment
of her imagination as the story on the desk was hard truth.
The decision was made for him. Putting down the folder, he
gestured for her to retake her seat. He looked at Goodyer again,
but his news editor was still engrossed.

“All right,” he said at last. “You’re good. We'll give it a go”

The men exchanged glances.

“I just want you to promise me something,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“You've got to keep honest to yourself. You've got to be
prepared to learn. Youre bright, no question. And if you work
hard and you're not afraid of seeking advice when it’s needed,
I think you could have a very bright future. You can rise to the
very top of this profession. You can go far if that's what you
choose to do. Just keep that passion. Keep that focus. Work
hard and don’t waste your talent.”

“I promise,” she said.

“That’s not the promise,” he continued. “I've been around
a long time, and I know I'm not going to be here forever. The
greatest satisfaction for me now is recognising talent. Nurturing

14

it. I can’t make you a great writer, but I can encourage you and
help you if youre open and willing to be helped.”

“I'm willing?”

“And I'm... well, 'm going to take a chance on you, but I
think you've earned it. One day you may be on my side of the
table and you'll know how this feels. But please, for me, take the
baton. And one day, maybe in many years to come, you'll know
when it's time to hand it on. One day you’ll meet somebody
you believe in and who you’ll have the power to help. They may
need your encouragement, but give it to them and they’ll go on
to equal greatness. Promise me that and the job is yours.”

“Is that it?”

“Yes”

“Okay, I promise that as well”

The Evening Herald’s newest reporter stood up, shook
her editor by the hand, and turned to leave. Exactly as shed
rehearsed.
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CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday, February 10th, 1993

ER voice carried through the open doorway. Inside
che office his heart skipped a beat, as it always did at

this time of the morning. He didn’t know it would be
for the very last time.

Two back-to-back oak desks dominated the room, battle-
hardened through years of use. Behind them a reference
library packed overflowing shelves. Clare’s large leather chair
obscured a stack of newspapers and magazines. A French
phrase book rested on top of the overnight bag, in turn packed
ready for emergencies, still with the airline tag from the last
time. Rain lashed against the window. The February sky was
grey, menacing.

She breezed through the doorway, and the butterflies
returned.

“Hiya Danny.” He loved the sound of her voice. She removed
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her long grey coat and rested her umbrella against the wall,
dripping collected rain onto the corded floor. “It’s freezing out
there” She took her chair, swung round to face him, past her
Atex terminal screen, and closed her eyes, head back as though
exhausted. “What have we got?”

Until recently he would still have blushed. He couldn’t take
his eyes off her slender fingers as they played with her Ceylon
sapphire ring, twisting, turning. On some mornings he still
found it hard to believe he was here, sharing her office, her
trusted colleague, her chosen partner in uncovering crime.
She was the perfect boss: fearlessly pursuing justice, upholding
values of integrity and respect.

Outside their room, the main news floor of the Daily Echo
was buzzing with the usual mid-morning intensity. Suspended
TV screens relayed the latest breaking stories as reporters went
to work, fuelled by nicotine and caffeine, against a constant hum
of activity, searching for new angles, chasing leads, writing the
next day’s headlines for Britain’s biggest-selling quality tabloid.
But behind the smoked glass door of the Special Investigations
Department there was a rare sense of relative calm. Those who
knew better knew not to ask.

Danny took the pile of paper from his in-tray and started
to go through it.

“There’s nothing, really;” he replied. “Press releases, mainly,
but I'll pass those on. Two invitations to the same party next
Thursday - one faxed, both from different agencies, so we'll
have to work out a way of going twice. There’s one from a
magazine asking for permission to quote from the Ravenscroft
exposé, but I'll pass that on to syndication.”

“Good.”” She sounded tired. “Anything else?”

“Well, talking of Ravenscroft, we've had another letter”

Clare groaned.

“For heaven’s sake. What is wrong with the man? Accept
when you're beaten. Is it bad?”
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“Tust more of the usual”

Danny passed across an A4 sheet, with anonymous text
from a dot matrix printer. immy Ravenscroft was six months
into a twelve-year sentence and seemingly not taking things
well. His trade in fake pharmaceuticals had been uncovered
by Clare when he took her into his confidence, mistaking her
purely professional interest for something more. Hed lost his
livelihood, his liberty, and his partner of seven years, Sophie
Lambert, whod wrongly been convinced that Clare had only
got close to Ravenscroft by seducing him. In truth hed have
been more than amenable, but Clare didn't operate like that. She
didn’t do kiss and tell. Ravenscroft had a reputation for brutality
second only to his callous disregard for morality and had vowed
revenge. He was safely locked away but others previously on
his payroll were still at large, still suffering financial pain, and
apparently still seeking retribution on his behalf. And after the
court case the anonymous threat letters had started to arrive.
For Clare it was all just another manageable risk. She faced
danger every day, but didn’t succumb to intimidation. Danny
found it harder to conceal his concern.

Clare scanned the letter, and placed it in a filing tray to the
right of her screen.

“If they are from Jimmy, the man needs help,” she said,
rubbing both temples with outstretched fingers. “Tell me that’s
everything”

“There’s just one more,” Danny continued. “Its just a
personal one - someone saying he admired the interview you
gave on Carlton last week”

“That’s nice,” she said. “Always good to be appreciated.
Makes a bloody change. Not, however my finest hour”

Danny had learned not to question her occasional self-
deprecation. For all the success, she had periods of extreme
frustration and there seemed just the faintest hint of insecurity
at her core. She divided opinion across the newspaper world.
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Respected by most. Feared by a few. And an irritant to others
who didn’t share her opinion on the importance of integrity.

Danny continued to relay Clare’s messages.

“That’s it on the post. Aside from that, a man called and
asked for you. Said he wanted to meet you. Wouldn't leave his
name. He asked if you were around this afternoon but I said I
didn’t know.”

Clare looked puzzled.

“God. Well, there’s nothing much on. We need to go
through the latest on the Easter Bunny. But otherwise I'll be
here, quietly fuming. There’s no way I'm going back out in that
rain unless I have to.”

“What’s up? You sound stressed”

“Oh, nothing. Just editorial differences. What did the
mystery caller sound like?”

“East London accent, mid-twenties maybe. Hard to tell.
Possibly older. Quite roughly spoken. No message aside from
that, just that hed call back later”

“What time was that?”

“Tust after nine.”

“Well, we shall wait in anticipation.” She groaned. “Hopefully
it’s a nice man from the Lottery”

“You and me both. Oh, and Derek called from the subs. He
wanted to thank you for his birthday card.”

Clare smiled. It was always good practice to nurture
relationships with sub-editors. They wrote the headlines and
edited the text, bestowing the gift of column inches.

“Nothing much then, all good. No nasty surprises. Pass me
that letter about the Carlton interview then. I may as well read
it. Who's it from?”

“Tll check. Er, Benjamin Serraillier. I think that’s how
it's pronounced. It’s on paper from the Mowbray Hall Hotel
somewhere. Is that Streatham?”

“Let me see”
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She reached out her hand for the letter. She skimmed it,
then folded it up and tucked it away in her Filofax. Danny was
surprised that she didn’t make any comment. As she moved to
hide behind her screen he thought he saw a rare look of fear in
her eyes.

Danny reached for Clare’s phone. It was part of their routine.
She had two on her desk: a black one for incoming calls via the
switchboard and a red one for personal callers who she trusted
enough to give her private number. The black one was ringing
but Clare immediately shook her head and mouthed “I'm not
here” as Danny made excuses on her behalf.

She leaned back in her chair, looked up at the clock on the
wall beside them, and reached for a Silk Cut from a packet
she kept in her top drawer for emergencies. She threw the
rest down on her desk, lit the cigarette and inhaled, blowing
smoke into the room. Danny wished she wouldn't smoke, but
he stayed quiet.

“Everything okay?” he asked, after replacing the receiver.
“You look tired”

She paused for a moment to flick ash, giving herself time
to answer.

“Mmm. I'm fine. Just a few late nights catching up”

She looked away, reaching for a ring binder. Danny knew
better than to ask what shed been up to. But he was attuned to
her moods and he could sense something wasn’t quite right.

She replaced the binder, picked up the black handset, and
was just starting to dial a number when the office door flew
open. Mike Walker, the Echo’s editor, didn’t need to knock.

“Clare, darling, I need a word,” he said, giving Danny little
more than a cursory glance. “Easter Bunny? Any progress?”

Clare put down the phone and turned to her editor. Easter
Bunny was the ironic code name given to their current five-
month investigation into the extracurricular activities of a
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powerful, high-ranking member of the Metropolitan Police,
DCI Graham March.

“We were just discussing that,” she said, nodding in Danny’s
direction.

“And?” Walker continued, looking at Clare as though Danny
didn’t exist. Danny, in turn, got up to shut the office door.

“Well, we're getting there. He’s a hard bastard to pin down?”

“Where are we?”

“We've been interviewing. We've got him on vice for
definite. Evidence removal. Pretty sure about protection, but
you can imagine what it’s like. Getting anyone to talk on record
is proving a challenge.”

“Can you have it for conference tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow? God no. Sorry.

“When then?”

“Next week? End of, probably”

“Fuck. Really?”

“Sorry, Mike. But honestly, we're on it

“Soon as you can, please. Keep me updated. Tomorrow
would be better” He patted her shoulder, turned andleft, closing
the door with more vigour than seemed strictly courteous.

“Christ. That’s all I need,” said Clare as the sound of the
slam subsided.

“I'm doing what I can,” said Danny.

“I know you are. But tomorrow’s conference? Not
happening. I'm not turning up till it’s ready. Dotted, crossed,
everything” She closed her eyes, and let out a deep breath.

“What’s up?” he asked again. “Are you sure youre okay?”

“Yeah,” she said eventually. “I just... Oh I don’t know. I'm
just worn out. It’s age” She sighed. “I'm going to be thirty-one
next month, for God’s sake. Halfway to sixty-two. So old! I
think I need a holiday”

Danny laughed. “I can imagine you at sixty-two. You'll be
the wise old lady of Fleet Street, commanding minions from a
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golden throne. Or the agony aunt” He winked. She rolled up
a Post-it note and threw it at him. They both grinned. But it
didn’t last long. A serious expression returned.

“I don’t know. I just have a daydream. I'd just like to set my
own deadlines. Not have to deal with people letting me down
all the time, making life a misery. Not you, obviously, but
everyone else. Go to work when I want to and say sod it when
I don’t. Get two dogs and take them to the beach and shout at
the sea without worrying about affording a mortgage and how
to pay for two weeks away every year”

“Start a family?”

She just raised her eyebrows, shrugged and looked away
without comment.

“I thought you were happy here”

“Oh, I am, it’s just... sometimes I feel like I want to work
for myself, not some editor or publisher or the shareholders.
And I could do without death threats from idiots.” She nodded
in the direction of the latest, started typing, logging in to her
terminal, and then paused. “Oh, just ignore me. I just need an
early night. Or lots and lots of wine”

After a few minutes she returned to her theme.

“You know what? Nothing lasts forever. You'll be fine,
though. My rising star. One day, all of this will be yours.” She
cast her arm around the room.

Danny couldnt imagine life without her. In his own
personal daydream theyd be together forever, but he knew that
one day shed get another job or maybe get married and move
away. Clare rarely talked about the future, less still about her
personal plans. Once, after a particularly lively evening, shed
confessed a secret desire to open a restaurant, but hed put that
down to the meal theyd just had, and its myriad shortcomings.

It was time to change the subject.

“Oh, I nearly forgot, we had a call from..” Danny began,
but at that moment the red phone rang and Clare answered it
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before hed had time to react. She took a pen from her desk tidy
and scribbled notes in shorthand on the pad in front of her. She
ended the call and swore. She tore the page from her notebook,
and rose from her chair.

“I'm going to have to go out for a while,” she said as she
reached for her coat. “Despite the weather. Hold all my calls.
Say I'm in the building if you like, but you don’t know where
to find me”

“Okay. But where are you going?”

“Don’t worry. It’s just something that’s come up. It’s nothing
to worry about, but I'm needed urgently”

“Anything I can help with?”

“No, not yet” She paused. “Look, I can’t tell you yet. It's a
bit risky. Well, more than a bit - but I'm sure it’s fine. It’s just...
It’s just something I've had a hunch about. What are you doing
for lunch?”

“Nothing yet”

“Then meet me. Say Brannigan’s, 1.30? T'll tell you more
then if I can. Hopefully we'll all be sorted by then and we can
look at it together. It could be the biggest story ever. I've just got
a couple of loose ends. Don’t worry, you'll be the first to know”

“Okay. Brannigan’s. But..” He trailed off. They worked on
everything together. They didn’t have secrets. “Are you sure
you're okay?”

“Me? Yeah” She tried to give a reassuring smile. “Look,
don’t worry - it’s nothing too exciting. I'll bring you up to speed
over wine and pasta”

“Well, just be careful anyway. I'll book a table. Oh, before
you go, we had a call from..” But it was too late. The door was
already closing behind her. It would have to wait. He sat back
in his chair and sighed, lost in thought, trying to stem the
gathering sense of unease.
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CHAPTER TWO

RANNIGAN’S was the sort of bistro favoured by media

hacks and resting actors. Everything about it had just

the right amount of pretension to attract a regular semi-
celebrity clientele. Even on a Wednesday it would be packed
at lunchtime and bookings were advised to guarantee a table.

As Danny looked for the number in his Rolodex, he reflected
on the hasty exit of his boss. Normally shed come to work at
10am, read the papers and catch up on events before starting
anything new. She rarely made appointments before lunchtime
except in an emergency, and never without telling him where
she could be reached. But today it was different. Barely through
the door and she was out again.

Was it the call? It must have been. But then shed looked
unsettled by the letter too, although that was just fan mail.
Wasn't it? He tried to remember its contents, but it just seemed
harmless, even if perhaps a little unusual. Shed seemed okay
until then though. Friendly enough. Maybe not quite her usual
self, but then shed had a couple of mornings like that recently.

U

Actually, probably more than a couple. Thinking about it,
shed seemed vaguely out of sorts since Christmas. Not all the
time, just occasionally. He hadn’t worried at first. He knew she
didn’t like Christmas with no family of her own. And after that
shed complained of a winter cold. But there was the odd late
morning with no real explanation. He didn't like to ask.

Normally theyd work together on everything, but a couple
of times now shed mentioned a story without saying anything
more, just that it could be huge but may come to nothing, and
she didn’t want to say anything to anyone until she knew that
it was worth following up. He never saw her make calls about
it, and yet what were these appointments? Hed tried to probe
but she told him not to worry. If it stood up, as she hoped, hed
be the first to know. It was strange that she wouldn’t confide
in him. She always had before. But she must have her reasons.

He wondered about the possible exposé. What could be so
big? Mafia links with the royal family? Third world drug links
with a leading government minister? But he had no evidence
to support either. In fact he had nothing at all. He made the
appointment at Brannigan’s and looked forward to the big
reveal. But he couldn’t shake an edge of concern.

Normally when she went out, Clare would take her mobile
phone and tape machine. She had a tiny camera she could
conceal in the smallest inside pocket of her coat, but at various
times shed left all three. Three days previously shed lost the
mobile phone when her car was broken into, and it was yet
to be replaced. It was taking an unnecessary risk for her to go
alone into potentially dangerous situations, but Clare was a
woman of great resources.

He thought about following her, but that would be
pointless. She was a master at disappearing into crowds and
reappearing in remote places. Even if he managed to follow, he
was unlikely to discover much, and if she should see him? Well,
that would be a breach of trust and hed be in danger of losing
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her permanently.

Hed first spotted Clare when she appeared on television at
the time of the St James scandal, back in 1988. It was one of
her first big exposés after moving to London. At first he just
noticed the beautiful woman on the TV screen, but as she
spoke, the mere physical attraction was eclipsed. He detected
a faint accent. Like him, she came from Sunderland - a city
in the north-east of England that worshipped the heroes it
produced. But as he listened to her speak, he was captivated. It
inspired him to give up his job at Nissan, the local car factory,
and a promising sideline as the keyboard player in local band
Flag Day. He returned to college to become a writer, moving to
London in the process.

He fell under Clare’s spell, both physically and professionally.
He never thought he would meet her but he started to follow her
career with ever-intensifying interest. She was his role model.
His inspiration. He dreamed of the day he could follow her
career path and maybe one day achieve a tenth of her success.

In his final year at college, she was booked as a guest
lecturer in the second term. He was first to turn up that fateful
morning, and took his position at the front of the class. He
taped every word of her lecture, and at the end he asked her
countless questions while the other students urged him to stop
so they could retreat to the bar.

At the end of the period he moved towards the door of the
lecture theatre, glancing in her direction as he left the room.
She was deep in conversation with the college professor, but at
that moment she looked up and caught his eye. He thought he
detected a smile, but dismissed the idea as fantasy. He found
himself drawn closer to her, until suddenly he was right there
with her. The professor packed up his things and left the two
of them together. Danny lost his voice, blushed and felt his
strength drain away. It was the biggest moment of his life, but
the words wouldn’t come.
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The silence was broken by Clare. He was sure he had heard
her ask him a question, but he still couldn’t speak.

“Canteen?” she said again.

“Er, yes, this way...”

They left the room and took the lift to the basement.

Once in the canteen, she bought the drinks and they took a
table in a darkened alcove. She offered him a cigarette, but he
refused. Gradually the words returned.

“Sorry for asking all those questions. You sure you didn't
mind?” he asked.

“Not in the slightest,” she replied. “It’s nice to know that
someone shows an interest.”

They chatted about her work for a while. Then, in the dim
light of the polytechnic canteen, it all poured out - how hed
watched her, read her books, followed her career and tried to
emulate her style in his college projects.

“A true fan,” she smiled. “I don't think I've ever had a fan
before”

He looked at her - the shape of her face, framed at the time
by shoulder-length blonde-highlighted hair.

He couldn’t believe she was here. Talking to him. Her words
caressed him - no longer from a printed page or in front of
thirty other students in the lecture theatre - but one to one. For
those few precious, dreamlike moments he held her attention
and she talked freely about her work. She even offered to show
him her office. They found they had much in common - places
and even some people they both knew. Landmarks from their
mutual home town.

She left him an hour later with a handshake and her private
office number written in ball-point on a polytechnic napkin.
Call me, she said, if youd like to come to see me.

He didn't sleep much that night. The next day he could
think of little else. He was aching to call but couldn’t face using
the phone for fear of rejection. When he finally plucked up the
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courage she was on another line, in a meeting, or out of the
office - avoiding him maybe? Two days later, he got through
and she was as keen and helpful as hed remembered. Yes, shed
love for him to come in and see her. Next Thursday perhaps?

He turned up early, palms sweating as though on a first
date. But once inside the office of the busy daily newspaper,
he felt that he was at home. Terminals all around the huge,
open-plan, air-conditioned office flashed stories in various
states of preparation. Journalists pounded keyboards, with
telephone receivers lodged between shoulder and ear, smoke
from overflowing ashtrays clouding the air. Clocks displayed
the time in various major cities around the world. Copytakers
with headsets typed stories onto large black screens. So many
people, he thought. How many of them were journalists that
hed heard of? What would he give to swap places with them?

A secretary showed him through to Clare’s office. He was
entranced. So this is where it happens, he thought. This is the
actual keyboard. Clare showed him round the building. They
went out to an interview together. They came back and both
wrote stories - hers precise, articulate, his too long and wordy,
and missing the central point. Everybody starts somewhere,
she encouraged him, it all comes with practice.

From there they kept in touch. Occasionally he would ring
her for advice with projects. She would ask him to help with
some research. The next summer, he graduated - he was Danny
Churchill, with a certificate from the National Council for the
Training of Journalists. He went to work for her full time,
freelance at first, then as part of the staff. He proved his worth.
She looked upon him as her protégé. Still he found her alluring,
but now she was a colleague rather than just a figure of fantasy.
As they worked together, so their friendship grew. She could be
tough - he found that out the first time he did wrong, failing to
cross-check a source - but she was always fair, and she would
put her reputation at risk to protect her own. But romance was
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out. He knew where to draw the line. He hoped that one day
he would be able to do something that would make her notice,
and of which she would be proud.

Danny made his way to Brannigan’s at lunchtime with an
eager sense of anticipation. He always looked forward to lunch
with Clare, watching other people turn their heads as they
walked into the restaurant, feeling special because she was with
him. And today of all days was extra special. Hed find out what
was going on. Soon, he expected, she would tell him all about
some high-level corruption, with international implications
while all around them other diners would be discussing
football or the casting of a TV sitcom. At precisely 1.30pm he
made his way to the table and ordered drinks - white wine for
each of them. He sat down and waited. And waited. At 2pm,
when she was half an hour late, he was still waiting, watching
the minutes pass. A waiter came twice to take his order, but
both times he waved him away. It was unlike Clare to be late,
especially without leaving a message. He recalled her words
and the anxiety started to bite, so strongly that it wiped out all
feelings of hunger.

“It’s a bit risky;” shed said. “Well, more than a bit”

At 2.30pm he spoke with the waiter again and called the
manager over to see if there had been any messages. There
hadn’t. The bistro started to empty as the world went back
to work. At 3pm he stood up and walked to the till. Unsure
of what to do, he paid for the drinks although her glass had
remained untouched. He left a message in case she should call
and made his way back to the office.

Must have been held up in traffic, he reassured himself. He
arrived back and called the switchboard, but nobody had been
trying to reach him. He couldn’t concentrate on work. Where
was she? Terrible images flashed through his mind. But no, he
said to himself. I'm sure it’s fine.
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Time passed slowly as he stared at the phone, desperately
urging it to ring.

Five oclock came with no release from the mounting
tension. He called Clare’s flat, and left a message on the
answering machine. He felt empty and his mouth was dry. He
knew the name of her neighbour so called directory enquiries
to get the number. No, she hadn’t been seen for days. He called
the police, but there were no traffic delays, and no reports of
any accidents. By 6pm there was still nothing. He moved to
her desk, and sat in her chair. Where was she? Why didn’t
she call? He tried to tell himself there was no need to panic
and that it must be something routine. Maybe shed gone on
to another appointment. He looked in her drawer and found
her desk diary. The afternoon was blank. He looked out to the
street below, convincing himself that he would see her down
there, walking towards the office through the wind and rain.
“Sorry about that. The car broke down and I couldn't find a
callbox,” she would say. But there was nothing but water in the
gutters and the urgency of a thousand commuters all making
their way home.

He waited for another hour and then packed up to go home.
Maybe she would try to call him there. He left the office and
walked slowly to the car park, hoping to meet her at the lift
on the way down. Once in the basement, he found his car and
without thinking, got inside and started the engine. He edged
out of the car park, but once he was into the traffic he couldn’t
wait to get home. He cursed other drivers, and the cruel change
of the traffic lights. He drove too fast, hardly concentrating.

Once home, the feeling of worry got even more intense.
Panic was starting to set in. He couldn’t eat, and kept checking
the phone to see that it wasn't off the hook. He called the
operator to see if there was a fault on his line, but then a call
came through for his flatmate. Anna was out, probably at her
studio, taking pictures or preparing the next shoot. He switched
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on the news but there was just the usual politics and death. At
nearly midnight, he went to bed but couldn’t sleep. He looked
at the books. He remembered the way she used to laugh and
the many good times theyd shared. Why was he worried? He
tried to reassure himself that morning would come and shed
be there as usual, sharing the office as she always did.

“Hell of a day. Sorry about lunch, but wait till you hear
about this..”

Morning came, and he went to work. He got there early but
Clare wasn’t there. No need to worry, he thought. She never
comes in before ten. At quarter past he tried her home again
but there was still the same answering machine. He brightened
at the sound of her voice, but depression set in as he replaced
the receiver. He left a message with the secretaries and made
his way to her flat. Looking through the letter box, he saw post
piled up inside. She hadn’t been home.

When he returned to the office, there was a message for
him to call the police. That night, a black Lotus car, registered
in Clare’s name, had been found abandoned, unlocked on the
hard shoulder of the M25. There was a sign of forced entry but
no news of the driver. The police would be round soon to take
a statement and Clare’s name had been added to the missing
persons’ list. But there was no news about where she could
be. Danny felt physically sick. He could think of nothing as he
waited for the police to arrive. They were there within the hour.

First through the door was the Easter Bunny himself,
Detective Chief Inspector Graham March.
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CHAPTER THREE

T hursday, February 11th, 1995

accepted the handshake as an automatic courtesy, but

felt repelled by the clammy touch of the older man’s
skin. March was an eighteen-stone, greying veteran of twenty
years’ police service, but had long applied his own order to the
business of law. His presence dominated the room.

March introduced his colleague, Detective Constable Amy
Cranston. Danny offered chairs. Cranston accepted, taking
Clare’s, but March chose to stand. Danny returned to his own
desk, on edge.

“Talk me through yesterday;” March began, in what Danny
perceived as an attempt at a reassuring voice. “Everything
leading up to the moment you first thought she might have
disappeared. Every detail. Everything you can remember.”

Immediately he was on the defensive. He didn’t want to
even talk to the man, and yet he knew that he didn’t have an
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D ANNY'’S shock gave way to a sense of foreboding. He

option. For Clares sake. Despite everything he knew, DCI
March was there to help. Or at least he hoped so. To be fair, the
detective had a decent track record in clearing up cases. Clare
had crossed paths with him on a couple of previous unrelated
enquiries, although Danny knew she loathed everything he
stood for. Ironically, DCI March was familiar with her work
and seemed to think she was a friend. He couldn’t have been
more wrong.

Danny thought hard and tried to be thorough in recalling
the events of the morning. The messages. The letter. The
phone calls. The final call on the red private phone. The lunch
appointment at Brannigan’s where she didn't show. The DC
took notes as he spoke.

“And you've got no idea where she was going?”

Danny shook his head.

“She said she was going out to meet somebody and that she
could tell me all about it later, over lunch?”

“Did you always discuss things over lunch? A plate of
scampi help the conversation?”

Why did it sound like an accusation?

“No, in fact rarely... normally if one of us is going out wed
discuss it here in the office. I don’t know. I suppose that was
a bit strange, but we do meet for lunch occasionally. I didn’t
really think about it

“Okay. So, going back. She left for a meeting. Any idea who
or why?”

“No idea. She said it was dangerous but no more than
normal. Oh, she said it was urgent. That she was needed
urgently. And then she was gone.”

“Straight after the call?”

“Yeah, definitely. In fact shed just said she was expecting
a quiet day and didn’t want to go anywhere outside because
the weather was filthy. It was freezing yesterday. And lashing
down.”
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“It’s trying to snow out there at the moment,” DC Cranston
confirmed. Danny didn’t give a fuck about the weather.

“She didn’t give any indication of what she meant by
danger?”

“No, not at all. I think the exact term she used was ‘risky’
I can’t remember exactly. There’s often an element of risk in
things that we do, as you know. But it’s usually more talk than
anything. She said something about loose ends I think, but that
was all”

“And again, she didn't give any clue about who she was
meeting? She’s a lovely lady. Could be a boyfriend? And maybe
the risk was because he had a kinky side”

Danny gave a look of distaste.

“No, not that,” he said. “No idea who she was meeting, nor
where she was going. One minute she was on the phone, the
next she was out of the door”

“You don’t know who the call was from?”

Danny hated being civil to the man. Why did he keep asking
the same question? He shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

“No. She wrote something down in her notepad, but that
was all. Then she went. I've checked the next sheet to see if she
left a trace of a message but nothing came through.”

“Does she often go wandering off on her own? Staying out
longer than youd have expected? Maybe she’s just insatiable.”

“No, not really” He ignored the innuendo and decided not
to mention the morning appointments.

“How did she seem? In herself”

Danny took a moment to consider.

“She seemed okay when she first came in. But, I suppose,
tired perhaps? Maybe worried. No, that’s probably too strong.
Hassled maybe. We've been getting anonymous threat letters
ever since Ravenscroft was put away but shed said it was best
to ignore them. You don't think..”

“Old Jimmy? Nah. He’s safely out of reach. Do you have the
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letters?”

“They’re in a tray. Danny indicated Clare’s desk. DC
Cranston leaned forward and took a pile of paper from one of
the filing trays.

“Are these them?” she asked. Danny nodded and she handed
the letters to March, who started to look through them.

“Well, they’re not nice,” he began, “and the grammar isn’t up
to much. But if Jimmy’s behind them there’s nothing really to
worry about. He's all mouth but it’s going to be a while before
he’s any risk to anybody. So, she was hassled? Who was hassling
her?”

“Oh, I don't know. Again, it’s just been mad busy. She said
she was tired. Needed an early night. It’s that, I think”

March looked at DC Cranston who nodded and continued
to make notes.

“I think she was probably a bit nervous about the story as
well,” Danny continued. “She said it was possibly the biggest
story ever” Bigger even than uncovering large-scale police
corruption.

“But she gave no clues to what it was all about?”

“No. Like I said, she was going to tell me everything over
lunch”

The DCI frowned, and considered for a moment. Suddenly,
the charm fell away.

“You look nervous,” he said.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you.” He paused, fixing his eyes hard on Danny’s
face. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No, of course not. Jesus. I just want to find her. 'm worried.
I'm telling you everything I know.”

Danny was on edge. He suddenly felt like he was under
suspicion. He wasn't shocked by the sudden change in mood;
he was aware of March’s reputation. But it was no more
welcome for that.
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DCI March walked over to the window, looking out over
the grey city. After a moment he checked his watch and turned
back.

“So talk me through yesterday. What did you do after she
left?”

“I just, well I just waited here till lunchtime. I made the
reservation and then carried on with work. Then I went out
just after one, to go to Brannigans”

“And had lunch?”

“Well, no. I just had a drink while I waited, but she didn’t
ever come.”

“Are you aware that it’s against the terms of the licence for
a restaurant to serve drinks without food? It can be a fairly
serious offence”

“L.2

“I'm just messing with you. And after that?”

“I came back here”

“What time was that?” There was a subtext of menace. And
then, with a steel edge to his voice, he added: “Just filling in the
blanks.”

Danny didn’t like this. He felt out of his depth.

“I don’t know. About 3.30 I suppose. I must have left
Brannigan’s about three.”

“Can anybody vouch for that?”

“Er, yeah, I suppose. I came in through the main office.
Anybody there would have seen me”

“And then what? You just waited here, playing games on the
computer all afternoon because the boss was away?”

“What? No, of course not. I... well, I made phone calls. I
expected her back at any minute but when she didn’t come I
called her flat, then tracked down her neighbour and called
him, but nobody had seen her”

“So from the time you say you went for lunch to the time
you say you came back, you were out for what? Two hours?
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Three?”

“About that”

“But you didn’t actually have any lunch?”

“No, I told you. I got the drinks. I waited. I didn’t order any
food. I was going to do that when she arrived.”

“Ok. So after the lunch that wasn’t a lunch, you were here all
afternoon. Not playing games, but making phone calls. We can
check that. And then you left? When?”

“About seven, I think”

“That’s late”

“I often work late. But last night I was waiting here in case
she came back”

“And you went where?”

“Straight home.”

“Do you live alone?”

“No, I share a flat with a friend”

“Girlfriend?”

“No, just friend”

“Boyfriend then?”

“No, just friend. From college. A girl but not a girlfriend”

“No, you don’t look like the type to have a girlfriend. So, can
this ‘friend” confirm what time you got back in?”

“Anna? God. No. Sorry. She was out. Why does it matter?
Surely you don't..”

“No, no, of course not. Just trying to see as much as I can.
Youd be amazed how often we find the answer by looking at
those closest to the case. But you were home all evening?”

“Yes, from then onwards”

“Alone?”

“Yes, alone”

“Okay” The detectives exchanged glances. DC Cranston
closed her notebook and made to get up.

“She’s out there somewhere,” said March, more to himself
than Danny, returning his attention to the view. “Somebody
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knows where she is.” He turned back to Danny. “Have you got
any questions for me?”

O, if only you knew, thought Danny.

“I just want to find her;” he said. “Have you looked round
her flat?”

“Not personally, but a couple of the lads went round this
morning. Theyre probably still there. I hope they’re being
respectful”

“And? Have they found anything?”

The DCI shook his head.

“Not as far as I've been told. All as it should be, apparently,
last I heard. There was no sign of forced entry, but by the same
token there were no clues. It would help if we knew what we
were looking for. If we had a body we could look for a murder
weapon and then a motive.”

March caught Danny’s eye. It was an unfortunate turn of
phrase, but Danny thought he saw a flicker of amusement. The
DCI seemed to be enjoying this. But then he relented.

“Look, I didn’t mean to alarm you. I'm sure shes safe. I'm
sorry”

But no amount of apology could remove the doubt from
Danny’s mind. What if she had been killed? What if whoever
had been sending the letters had actually acted on them? What
then? How would he cope without her? If only he could wind
the clock back twenty-four hours to the time she was last in this
office, and stop her from going out. But it was no use thinking
like that now.

“Listen Danny;,” March continued, his hard face softening.
“I'm going to make you a promise. I will find Clare. Whatever
it takes. Even if it means I've got to work every minute of every
day from now until Christmas. And I've got the delightful
DC Cranston with me, so rest assured I will be happy to work
through the night if the situation demands it, if you catch my
drift. I know how much she means to you. But believe me, she
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means as much to me as well. She’s done work that we were
unable to do and uncovered crimes where as far as I was aware,
none existed. But more than that, she’s a good friend, and I'll
put myself out from here to heaven to find her, because I know
she would do exactly the same if it were me”

Danny couldn’t decide if March was just completely
ignorant or toying with his mind. Or what if he knew he was
being investigated and hed had some part to play in Clare’s
disappearance? It was too much to take in. Either way, he
couldn’t wait for them to leave.

“If I find anything I'll let you know;” he said, his confident
voice masking the uncertainty that was beginning to overwhelm
him. “If T come across something after you've gone.”

“Yes. You do that. Keep us informed and we’ll work on
this together. But we will find her. Whatever it takes. Perhaps
therell be a story in it for you”

Danny fought hard to contain a look of deep distaste.

“Perhaps,” he said. But at that moment a story was furthest
from his mind.
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CHAPTER FOUR

HEN the detectives finally left, Danny drew breath.
WHe was overcome by a sense of confusion, fear,

panic, and shock. It was mentally and physically
draining. Alljustso hard to believe. While there were no clues to
tell them where shed gone after leaving the office, there was no
solid evidence of her disappearance, apart from the abandoned
car. And why were they asking so many questions about him?
Surely they didn’t think he was in some way responsible?

DCI March said he would also ask Northumbria Police
to keep a check on the house she kept in her home town,
Sunderland, in case she should turn up there. She had no next
of kin to notify. Because of the delicate nature of Clare’s work,
it was agreed that the press should not be informed - including
colleagues at the Echo. If anybody called, she was away on
business. Danny hoped it was that simple.

Alone in the office, he made his way to her chair and sat
down, thinking through the previous day’s events again and
again. There was something hed forgotten to tell the police.
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There must have been. He thought back over the last few
weeks. Nothing sprang to mind. He tried to call home to hear
the reassuring voice of his flatmate. To ask her advice. But there
was no one there.

Benjamin Serraillier. The fan letter. Clare had taken it. She
hadn’t looked too pleased. Where was it he worked? Some
hotel, in Streatham.

Danny walked over to the bookshelf and took down the
South London Yellow Pages. Hotel Mowbray something. It
wasn't much, but it was the nearest thing to a lead that he had.
Danny found the number and dialled.

“Mowbray Hall Hotel, Julia speaking, how can I help you?”

“Oh, hi. Can I speak to Benjamin Serraillier please?”

“Certainly sir. Do you know his room number?”

“Room number? I thought he was a member of the staff”

“There’s nobody of that name working here, sir. Hold on, I'll
check the guest list for you?”

Julia disappeared. Half a minute later she returned.

“I'm afraid we don’t have any guests of that name either. Are
you sure you have the right hotel?”

“Yes, I think so. Nobody by that name has moved out
recently, have they?”

“T'll check. One moment.”

Danny frowned. This wasn't going to plan. It was probably
nothing anyway. But still... The receptionist came back on the
line.

“Not recently, I'm afraid. He may have done at some stage,
but not within the last month.”

Danny thanked her and hung up.

Something jarred in his mind. He was sure he had the right
hotel. Which meant Serraillier either worked there or had used
the stationery. But if he wasn't a guest, then what was he? Or
was it just an old piece of paper from a previous stay? Danny
had many pens taken from hotel rooms over the last year or so.
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But the paper as well? And yet hed read the letter, and it didn't
seem unusual. It wasn't threatening and didn’t seem to give any
obvious cause for concern. But if that was the case, why did he
think hed seen fear cloud Clare’s eyes as shed read it? And why
had she taken it in her Filofax rather than just putting it back
in a tray?

Danny tried to think harder still. The receptionist had
been adamant. But what if shed been mistaken. He thought
of calling her back, but knew it would pointless. The answers
would just be the same.

In the absence of anything better to do, but not really
knowing why, he decided to visit the hotel in person. Maybe if
he spoke to someone else hed get a different answer. It wasn’t
anything tangible to go on, but what else did he have?

And at least hed feel like he was doing something.

He thought about calling DCI March, but thought better
of it. He just couldn't trust the man, and as yet he didn’t know
that they were on the same side. And anyway it was probably
nothing. Except... He closed his eyes. How he wished Clare
was here. She would know what to do. He decided to trust his
instincts.

He made a note of the address of the hotel: Silver Street in
Streatham, south London. He left the office and made his way
to the underground car park.
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Elsewhere in London, a man let himself into a 1960s
concrete tower block and brushed the worst of the rain from
his shoulders. The cold had permeated his leather jacket but he
didn’t seem to notice. He didn’t bother with the lift. It wouldn’t
be pleasant, and anyway he only had six flights of stairs to
climb. He was in no rush.

On the third floor he left the stairwell, and walked through
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the dimly lit corridor to flat 35. He unlocked the door and
pushed it open. There was no need for particular stealth but he
hardly made a noise. Force of habit.

At the end of the hallway he turned left into the sparsely
furnished living room. An ageing, sagging sofa, dust-covered
portable TV and a desk with a black fabric swivel chair. Foam
showed through where the covering was frayed. It wasn’t a big
room. It wasn't a big flat.

He eased off his jacket and threw it on the sofa before taking
the chair by the desk and flicking on the lamp. He had work to
do. Unlocking the desk’s only drawer, he removed a Nokia 1011
mobile phone. The buttons were unfamiliar, but he found the
numbers stored on the internal memory and transcribed them
into a spiral-bound notebook. Then he looked at the recent
calls list and wrote those numbers, too. He compared the lists.
Which contacts had she called recently? Now he knew their
names. Some of them were familiar. He smiled. Job well done.

When he was satisfied there was nothing more to learn, he
switched off the phone. Hed take it back outside and leave it
somewhere. It didn’t make sense to have evidence at home. You
could never be too careful.

For now, though, he just wanted a small celebration drink.
She couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned. Now shed paid the
price. Tough.

He opened the drawer and placed the phone back inside, on
top of the notebooks and the London A-Z street atlas in which
hed already highlighted the location of her flat. Hed deal with
the notebooks soon but the flat was next. He felt a sense of
justice being done as he reached for the bottle.
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The Mowbray Hall Hotel was set in a tree-lined street away
from the main shopping area of Streatham, on the road to
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Crystal Palace. Danny parked his car in the gravel car park
and made his way to reception. It was a grand entrance for an
out-of-town hotel, dominated by twin marble pillars which led
through to one of the bars.

“Good afternoon, sir;” said the woman behind the desk, who
was in her late twenties and wore the hotel uniform of a white
blouse with a large blue bow and black skirt. Her nameplate
was pinned to the blouse, and from it Danny could see she was
Julia, the assistant manager. He assumed she was the woman
he had spoken to on the phone. “Are you checking in?”

“Er, no... no. I was wondering if you could help. I'm looking
for my friend Benjamin Serraillier. I believe he’s staying here?”

“That’s funny;” she said. “You're the third person to ask for
him in the last hour. But no, I'm afraid there’s nobody here of
that name”

Third person?

“Three? Who were the other two?”

“I don’t know. Just a couple of phone calls. Are you sure
you've got the right hotel?”

“I thought so, but I may not have. I'm sorry to bother you.”
He turned to leave, then reached for his wallet.

“One more thing,” he began. He withdrew a photograph that
he always carried, of himself and Clare from an awards function
the previous year. It was their first big night out together. The
first time he really felt part of her trusted inner circle, and the
first time he felt part of her success. “Do you recognise this
person? I believe she may have been here yesterday morning,
meeting somebody perhaps?”

Julia looked at the picture and then back at Danny.

“Are you the police?” she asked.

“No, just a friend. Well, boyfriend, actually” He paused.
“Look, to be honest, we've been going through a rough patch
and I'm just worried she may have been seeing someone else.
She didn't come home last night. I saw the name of this hotel
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in her diary and I thought it was worth a try” He paused again.
“It’s only half a chance, but it’s all I have. I love her. I want to
find her. I want to bring her back”

At least the last bit was true. The rest was wishful thinking.

Julia looked up at him with a sympathetic smile.

“What was she wearing yesterday?” she asked, her voice
softening.

Danny thought hard to remember. The vision was still clear
in his mind, but events were conspiring to blur it around the
edges.

“Black dress under a long grey coat. She would have been
here about 11.15, possibly slightly earlier”

“And she was meeting this Mr Serraillier?”

“Yes. I think so” Danny blushed.

“Hold on a moment. What’s your name?”

Danny told her. Julia took the picture, left the reception and
spoke to a colleague in the office behind. She returned a couple
of minutes later.

“I'm sorry, Danny;” she began. “But yes, a woman looking
very much like your girlfriend was here yesterday. Late
morning. We think so anyway, but of course it may not have
been.”

Danny’s heart skipped a beat.

“Did she book into a room?” Maybe she was here. Maybe
at this very moment she was sleeping off a hangover in one of
the rooms upstairs, and would wake up wondering what all the
fuss was about. Although that wouldn't explain the abandoned
car. Maybe it had been stolen.

“No, she wasn’t a guest, 'm afraid. Although that’s probably
a good thing if she’s your girlfriend. She had a drink in the
cocktail bar with someone. I've had a word with the barmaid,
and she remembers them because theyd only just ordered their
drinks before they left, all in a bit of a rush.”

“Did you see where they went?”
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“No, sorry. They left together, though. Sorry”

Danny thought for a moment.

“This man. Did you get a look at him? Is there anything you
can tell me?”

“Hold on, I'll get Carol” She turned to the back office and
called for her colleague.

A small woman in her fifties appeared. She, too was dressed
in the hotel uniform, but with an apron over the front. Julia
made the introductions.

“Yes, love, I remember them,” said Carol, “although they
weren't here long”

“Can you remember what he looked like?”

She thought back.

“Not really. Sorry. Quite tall I suppose, dark hair. Maybe
mid-thirties. He had a very smart suit. Navy, I think”

“I wonder,” began Danny, remembering his cover story. “I
think I know who he was. Had you ever seen them before?”

She shrugged.

“It’s a public bar. We don’t ask them to sign in. But... well,
I'm not sure that I should say, really”

“No, honestly, it’s okay. I'd rather know”

“Well, I'd be lying if I said no, my dear. They’ve been in a
few times.”

“Recently?”

“Over the last few weeks””

Maybe he was an actual partner. Maybe Clare had been
having an affair. Maybe she was keeping it secret because he
was married or just because she never really discussed her
private life anyway. And if so, then maybe theyd had a falling
out and shed been upset and gone away to drown her sorrows.
But why would he send a letter on hotel paper rather than just
call? And how did that explain the car? It just didn’t seem like
Clare. In any case shed said she was working on a story, so how
did he fit into that?
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“Thank you. You've been very helpful,” Danny continued.
“One other thing. You didn’t see his car, did you? Assuming he
drove here”

Carol thought for a moment.

“I did, actually. 'm not great with cars but it was very nice.
Dark blue I think. Quite large but very sporty-looking. They
both left in it. It made quite a noise. The windows were shut,
obviously, but I could hear it as they went.”

“You don’t know the make?”

“No, 'm sorry. 'm not an expert. But it was unusual. Looked
expensive. I'd never seen it before”

“Did you see the number plate?”

“Oh dear, no, not especially. ’'m sorry”

“Not to worry. Did you see another car here yesterday, a
black Lotus? Quite small but sporty too.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. But the car park often gets quite full at
the front. It may have been parked at the back but I only see the
front from the bar”

Danny paused to take it all in.

“You've been a magnificent help,” he said. “Just one more
thing before I leave you to get on. I wonder if youd mind
showing me which table they sat at”

“I suppose so. Follow me”

Carol led him through to the empty cocktail bar. There were
no customers and so the bar was closed.

“It was that one over there,” she said, pointing to a small
marble-topped table in the corner. Two large, comfortable
armchairs stood beside it. Danny tried to picture them there
together. Who was he? What did he want with Clare? “Look,
can I get you something? A coffee? We're officially closed but
my husband cheated on me, the bastard, so I know what you’re
going through. It’s just not right.”

Danny thanked her but declined.

“You didn’t hear what they were talking about I suppose?”
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he asked, fingers crossed.

“No, not really. She got here first and had a drink. Then he
showed up a few minutes later. They weren't here much longer
after that. Just ordered their drinks and left. Didn’t even touch
them. The one thing I did notice was his voice. It had an accent.”

“What sort of accent?”

“French perhaps?” She shrugged. “I don’t know. He seemed
European, but that’s about all I can tell you, I'm afraid”

“How were they acting together? Did they seem good
friends?”

Carol hesitated.

“Yes, I suppose they seemed to know each other. They
weren't holding hands or anything, mind. They were very quiet,
though, as though they were nervous - waiting for something
to happen. Perhaps... perhaps they thought that you were
coming. It seems wrong.”

“Mmm, maybe. Listen, I must thank you, you've been a
big help,” Danny was growing fond of the woman. She seemed
decent and honest. He felt for her. He thanked her again for
her trouble. She assured him it was nothing and said shed leave
him alone to think in the bar.

He sat in one of the two armchairs and began to ask himself
questions. Which chair had been hers? Shed been here, but
where did she go to next? His mind was devoid of possible
solutions. If the two had left together, what had happened to
her car? And how did it end up on the M25?

He began a more detailed search of the cocktail bar. Always
check everything thoroughly and always make meticulous
notes, Clare had told him. Repeatedly. He began by jotting down
the layout of the room, and searched the carpet, the backs of
the chairs, down the side of the cushions. He was almost at an
end when he felt something hard wedged deep into the body
of the chair, down the side of the cushion. He squeezed his
fingers down the gap and gradually eased it free. A platinum
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ring, with, as its centre stone, a large Ceylon sapphire. It was
Clare’s ring. The one she always wore. The one she played with
to help ease stress. The one he had watched her remove and
replace so many times.

He pocketed the ring and quickly scanned the rest of the
bar. He nodded to the receptionist on the way out.

“Thank you very much,” he said. “I'm sure I'll find her”

Julia smiled, and raised an eyebrow.

“I'm sure you will,” she said. “Good luck, Danny”

Danny couldn’t face going back to the office. He walked
to a callbox across the road and left a message to say he was
going to spend the rest of the day out on business. He checked
his watch. It was still too early to ask the police the result of
the tests on the Lotus, even assuming theyd tell him. He got
the impression they weren't going to be as cooperative as DCI
March had suggested.

He needed to talk to somebody. He needed Anna. He got
back in his car and set off for home.
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CHAPTER FIVE

when I heard the familiar jangle of Danny’s house keys.
Not my bra, I hasten to add. It was a tiny detail on a 35mm
transparency, face up on my light-box. I was pleased with the
shot. The model had a tremendous sparkle in her eyes - the
result of a multiple flash set-up I'd designed after reading an
interview with the brilliant John Swannell. I'll probably get a
bad back one of these days, bending over, examining pictures
all the time, but hey, I'm still young, so I'll worry about that
another day. There were bigger issues just now.
I rushed out to meet Danny, arms extended. Any excuse for
a hug, normally, but this time it was a mercy mission.
“No news?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around him.
Danny’s silence gave me all the answers I needed. I tightened
my grip.
“Come on in. Let me get you something to drink. Are you
hungry?”
Danny and I live together. We have done, in one place
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STRANGE as it may sound, I was examining a bra strap

or another, since we met as students and became the best of
friends. We're not a couple, alas, although I don't think he’s
aware of my disappointment in that regard. He’s too fixated on
his boss.

I led him through to the front room, and reached over to
turn off the television. He accepted a can of Michelob, but
said he wasn’t hungry. Nor did he seem to want my sympathy.
Sympathy implied failure. He wouldn't want to contemplate
being beaten. I know what he’s like, probably better than
anyone.

“So, what’s happening? She’s got to be back soon.”

He recounted the day’s events. How hed met the police
and felt that he was somehow under suspicion. The visit to the
hotel. And finding the ring.

“The ring?”

“The one she always used to wear. At least we know that’s
where she went. We just don't know why, or who she was
meeting. Was he a boyfriend? A source? We still don’t know if
she’s run off, been kidnapped, or she’s just in a hotel somewhere
and doesn’'t even know her car’s been stolen. It’s all a mess”
Danny clearly felt the hollowness of despair and I could see
tears just below the surface. Tears of frustration. Of loss. Of
fear.

I was secretly quite excited by the thought of Clare running
off with a boyfriend, but kept this to myself.

“Have you told the police?”

“Not yet. I was going to call them today. It’s just knowing
what to say. They kept suggesting I was keeping something back
from them, which I wasn’t. But now I've gone off somewhere
and found her ring, which won’t sound great if they start asking
questions.”

“But you've got to tell them”

“I know. I just... I don’t know. I just want her back”

“Wait there”
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In truth, he wasn’t going to do much else. I went to my desk
and got a notepad and pen. Luckily I'm fairly resourceful in
moments of crisis.

“Okay, so where are we?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, let’s think about this. Let’s make a list. Come on,
Poirot. Where could she be? And why? Who do we think is
involved?” I think it got on his nerves when I called him Poirot
but I was past caring.

“It could be anybody. She could be anywhere”

That wasn't much of a start.

“Come on,” I said, trying to encourage him to thinklogically,
but aware of his sensitive state of mind. I could only imagine
the panic he was feeling. “Who was she meeting?”

“Benjamin Serraillier”

“And what do we know about him?”

“Not much. Drives a blue sports car, foreign accent, maybe
French. They've met a few times. Oh, and he sent her a fan
letter on headed paper from the hotel”

“Okay, good start. Weird but good. We'll leave him there for
a moment. Next?”

“Next? Well, I suppose Jimmy Ravenscroft.”

“What? I thought youd had him put away”

“We did. He's down for ages but ever since the court case
we've been getting anonymous death threats.”

“Tesus.”

“I know. Not good”

“How’s he doing that if hes in prison? Don’t they check the
mail?”

“I assume so, but presumably he’s got someone on the
outside doing it for him?”

“Okay. Do we need to take him seriously?”

“I think so, but the police think not. Oh, that’s a point. DCI
March?”
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“Who’s he?”

“He’s the detective who came to interview me, in charge of
finding Clare.”

“Right. So one of the good guys”

Danny just looked at me. Took a deep breath and shook his
head.

“No, definitely not one of the good guys,” he said with a
sigh.

“How come?”

“You wouldn’t believe. He’s a bent bastard. Been on the take
for years. We've been investigating him.”

“And he’s in charge of finding Clare?”

“I know. Not great. And yet, of everyone we know so far, he’s
probably got most to gain from her disappearance. Although
presumably hed need to get rid of me, too. Jesus.”

“Let’s not think about that”

We both stopped for a minute. This was a lot to take in all
of a sudden.

“Are your files safe?”

“Yeah. We both keep copies. I'll go through them.

“Okay. Make sure you do. And then photocopy them again.
Urgently. Anyone else?”

“We had a phone call. Some bloke, maybe from the East
End, wanting to meet. But that was probably nothing. I can’t
remember now. I remember telling Clare but can’t remember
how she reacted. I wasn't really expecting any of this. But we
don’t know who he was. He was supposed to be ringing back,
but hasn't as far as I know”

“Okay, a mysterious man. Anyone else? Anything else we
should make a note of?”

“No, I can’t think of anything. I mean it could be anyone
she’s written about over the years. She’s made a lot of enemies
- nature of the job - but none I can think of who would go that
far. Although she did have her car broken into.”
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“Really? When was that?”

“A few days ago. Sunday, I think. Yes, Sunday. Her phone
got stolen and a few other things. Some notebooks. She said
they weren't anything important and it would have all been in
shorthand anyway, but that was a bit odd.”

“Okay. Car theft. Although she’s presumably fairly used to
that if she comes from Sunderland” Not my finest attempt at
humour. Luckily Danny seemed not to notice.

“And things have been a bit odd since Christmas. She’s been
late in a few times, which seems a bit unusual, but again it’s
probably nothing”

“Strange. I'll write it down. Anything else, at all?”

Danny shook his head.

“Right. Well, that’s a start. We'll get there. She’s out there
somewhere.”

“That’s what March said”

“It’s true. Got to be”

Danny looked up at me and I could see the pain in his eyes.

“Thank you,” he said. I put the pad down.

“T'll get the phone so you can call the police and tell them
about the ring. Unless, of course..”

“Unless March is behind all this and it makes things worse.”
Danny finished my thought.

But before we could do anything else, the handset started
ringing. I rushed to the table where it sat in its base station. I
answered, looking at Danny. But he was lost in thought, looking
like he was fighting feelings of desolation. After a moment, I
passed him the receiver.

“It's DCI March,” I said, looking concerned and distasteful
in equal measure. Danny took the phone, while I sat on the
arm of the sofa, my hand resting on his shoulder.

“This is Danny; he said, and then paused, listening. Finally
he turned to me.

“Yes, of course. I'll come in now.” He pressed the button to
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end the call.

“News?”

“They’ve finished searching the car. I've got to go in and
answer more questions.”

“More questions? What sort of questions?”

“I don’t know. They just said I was needed, at my earliest
convenience. Implying if I didn’t go now theyd come and find
me
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“I don’t like the sound of this” Then I thought I should at
least attempt a brave face for Danny’s sake. “But hopefully it’s
good news. Hopefully they’re onto something. Come on, I'll
take you down and we can decide what to do about the whole
hotel and ring thing on the way”

“Cheers, Anna,” he said, sounding braver than I suspect he
felt. We got up and headed out into the early evening traffic,
driving through lashing rain, heading for Danny’s second
police interview of the day.
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CHAPTER SIX

NCE at the station, Anna waited in reception while
O Danny was shown through to an interview room by a

uniformed PC. He was asked to take a seat on one side
of a Formica table and then left alone to wait. And wait. Time
ticked on, but nobody came. He got up to walk around and
inspect his surroundings, but eventually returned to the hard
plastic chair that was screwed to the floor. From the other side
of the two-way mirror, DCI March watched him closely, with
DC Cranston alongside.

Eventually, after almost an hour, March and Cranston
entered the room. They didn't apologise for the delay. March sat
down opposite Danny, while DC Cranston remained standing,
expressionless.

“Danny, thank you for coming, March began. Danny
nodded in acknowledgement. He knew better than to voice
his frustration. “Interview started at 18:50 hours on Thursday,
11th February 1993. For the tape, can you please confirm your
identity”
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Danny did so, but alarm was spreading through his veins.

“Okay,” March continued, “again for the tape I will confirm
that also present are DCI March, that’s me, and DC Cranston,
which is the delightful Amy over there. Danny, you are here
voluntarily and are free to leave at any time, although I would
strongly advise against that until we've finished asking a few
questions. You have a right to have a solicitor present if you
would like one. If you do not have a solicitor we can appoint
one for you”

“A solicitor? Are you charging me with something?”

“Should we be?” March stayed silent, looking for a reaction.

Danny could feel his skin prickle. The room suddenly
seemed uncomfortably warm.

“Of course not. I just want to help you find Clare. Have you
found her?”

“All in good time. For the tape, Mr Churchill has declined
the offer of legal representation.”

“L.2

“Danny. Shut up, and listen. You could be in a lot of trouble
here so I suggest you answer the questions. Tell me the truth.
Don't leave anything out. And if all goes to plan we'll be out of
here in time for last orders. Now, where’s Clare?”

“How do I know? I... Have you found something?”

“Have we found Clare? No. Have we found her car? Yes.
And have we searched it? Yes. Can you tell me where you were
between the hours of 1pm and 4pm on Wednesday, February
10th”

“You know where I was. I went to meet Clare at Brannigan’s
but she didn’t show up”

“Okay, and for the record, you previously stated you then
returned to the office where you stayed on your own until 7pm,
before returning home, again alone”

“Yes, exactly”

“You see, that gives us a problem, Danny. Clare’s gone
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missing and you don’t have an alibi for most of the day. Have
you got a driving licence, Danny?”

“Yes, you know I have”

“And have you ever driven Clare’s car?”

“Clare’s car? No, of course not.”

“And yet, Danny, we found two sets of fingerprints inside
the car. And I think one of them is yours”

The warmth was getting oppressive. Danny began to feel
nauseous.

“Well, that’s possible I suppose. I've been in the car, but not
yesterday.”

“So you say”

“I haven't!”

“Okay, calm down”

Danny was beginning to feel a rising anger and resentment.
What the hell were they playing at? Why were they wasting
time on this and not out there looking for Clare?

“I am calm. This is just a complete waste of time. I don't
understand what this is about. You want to be investigating
Ravenscroft, not me. Nobody wants to find Clare more than
me.”

“Hmmm, so you say.’

“Yes, so I say. Jesus.”

“Okay. And don't worry yourself about old Jimmy. He’s
turned a corner now. Couldn’t wish to meet a nicer man. But
while were discussing the things you say, what would you say
if we told you we found a notebook in the car in which Clare
made it very clear that she thought you wanted to take over
her job?”

“What?”

“What would you say, Danny?”

“That’s madness. I mean, yes, we have discussed that. In fact
we talked about it yesterday morning. She said one day I would
take over, but..”
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“But you didn’t think to mention this in our earlier
conversation, in which I specifically remember asking you to
tell me everything that had happened yesterday morning.”

“Well no, because it’s..”

“It's what? Not relevant?”

“No. Exactly that. It’s got nothing to do with anything”

“I think you should leave me to be the judge of that” He
turned to DC Cranston before adding: “You know what I
hate? Jumped-up wet-behind-the-ears journalists who think
they’re God’s gift to investigation because they once played a
game of fucking Cluedo, and who think they know better than
the professionals who do this for a living” He turned back to
Danny. “So anything else - any other vital piece of information
that you suddenly remember not telling me earlier?”

Danny shook his head. He was pretty sure he wasn't going
to tell DCI March anything at all unless specifically asked, and
sod the consequences.

March took a set of keys and put them on the table.

“Do you recognise these keys?”

“Yes”

“We found these in the car,” he said. “I wonder if you could
help me work out what they open. The Yale key opens the door
to Clare’s flat, and the car key fits the Lotus. There’s a back door
key and a garage key, but the other three are a mystery”

Danny looked at the collection. He identified them as one
for the office, one for the filing cabinet, and one for Clare’s
desk. He handed them back.

“Do you know anybody who may have a spare key to Clare’s
flat?”

“I've got one... but apart from that, no, no one that I can
think of. Neighbours maybe.”

The DCI nodded.

“Do you often go to Clare’s flat?”

“No, not really”
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“But you wish you did?”

“How do you mean?”

“Are you in love with Clare, Danny?”

Danny just blushed. He was tempted to say “no comment”
like hed seen on countless police dramas, but his complexion
gave him away.

“I'm going to be watching you, Danny;,” March continued.
“I don’t know what you’re playing at but I know you’re playing
at something. Clare is a very good friend of mine. If I find
out that you have anything - anything at all - to do with her
disappearance, or you have done anything at all to cause her
any harm, I'm going to have you. Let me leave you in no doubt
about that. Your life as you know it will be over. Interview
suspended. You're free to leave. For now. But youd better hope
she turns up soon, or youre going to have to tell me where
you've hidden her body, and if you don’t I'll personally crucify
you.”

And with that the two detectives left the room. Danny sat in
shocked silence until a uniformed PC returned to escort him
back to reception.
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If I could put aside my petty romantic jealousies, I'd have
to admit to liking Clare, and having a huge respect for her
professional achievements. Big “if” though, in fairness. I
once offered her my services as a photographer, hoping for
the byline “pictures by Anna Burgin” in the national press. It
would have done wonders for my career, but I don't think she
took me particularly seriously. She’s a bit cold sometimes but
a brilliant journalist and a fantastic teacher. I'll give her that.
And Danny’s misguided affection isn’t her fault, as far as I can
tell. 'm not even sure she’s aware of it.

He looked as pale as a badly overexposed snowscape when
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he returned to reception. He didn’t speak and I didn’t really
know what to say either. I asked if he was okay but he just shook
his head and indicated for me to follow him back outside.

Once in the cold night air he relaxed, but he still looked
older and more serious than I'd ever seen him.

“They think it's me. The absolute bastards think it's me,
he said at last. And then he gave me a short summary of the
interview, adding some fairly choice swear words that were, it
has to be said, entirely justifiable.

“What next? Back to the flat?” I asked, once we were back
inside my car. I fired up the engine and turned on the heater to
attempt to de-mist the windscreen.

“I think... oh, I don't know;” Danny began. “Can we go to
Clare’s flat?”

“Of course, but you'll have to direct me” I kind of knew it
was in the Docklands somewhere but I'd never been invited.

“It shouldn’t take long. Head east and I'll show you” Danny
took a bunch of keys from his coat pocket as I turned on the
wipers in a rather futile effort to help clear the screen more
quickly. “T've got a spare set of keys from the office. We can
have a look around, see what we can find. I don’t trust March
and God knows who he had in there searching the place. We'll
see what they’ve missed.”

Danny looked through the keys and then stopped.

“That’s different,” he said.

“What is?”

“There’s an extra key. March had the original set and asked
me to identify them, but these are the spare ones she kept in
her desk. There’s an extra one.”

He flicked on the interior light to take a better look. The key
in question had a green plastic cover at the hub which featured
a large, distinctive embossed letter R. It was unusual. Similar
to the front door key but slightly smaller and bright silver in
colour. Inset into the green plastic was the number 1196. It
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looked new.

“What’s that for?” I asked. It was a fairly stupid question,
given that hed just noticed it.

“No idea, but we're going to find out”

The windscreen had cleared well enough that I could see
to drive, so I pulled out and headed towards the exit of the car
park.

They hadn’t noticed the person in the black Sierra taking
photographs as they left the station. And they didn’t notice the

same car set out to follow them as they pulled out of the car
park, heading east.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ITHIN forty minutes we were pulling up outside an
Wimpressive block of flats in the Isle of Dogs, close

to the Thames in the Docklands area of London.
It was an up-and-coming part of town but felt a bit like a
building site, with cranes and scaffolding masking a lot of
the construction. As we walked through the entrance lobby,
the concierge nodded and said good evening. It was like the
reception of a smart hotel, oozing calm and sophistication.
And money. Danny led the way to the lift and pressed the
button for the seventh floor. Other buttons offered a swimming
pool and a gym. It was all right for some. We found Clare’s flat
and Danny opened the door. I couldn’t help feeling a tinge of
jealousy.

“Nice place,” I'said as I surveyed the living room. The flat had
all the hallmarks of newly acquired wealth. It was expensively
furnished but in a modern rather than classical style. There
was a thick pile carpet underfoot. The room was dominated
by a cream leather suite which curved round in the shape of
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a horseshoe. A wineglass stood next to a couple of magazines
and an empty ashtray on the large glass-topped coffee table.
An expensive-looking hi-fi and Nicam stereo television stood
against one wall. There was a faint smell of stale cigarettes.

I moved over to the large picture window and admired the
view across the Thames. A small boat headed upriver far below,
but the sound of the outside world was muffled. Rain clouds
obscured most of the moonlight. It appealed to my sense of
dramatic lighting.

Danny, meanwhile, checked both of the bedrooms and the
bathroom for any sign of life, or at least recent habitation. I
tested the sofa, and, with a professional eye, picked up a copy
of Company magazine from the table. The Christmas theme of
the cover lines told me it wasn't a recent issue. Danny emerged.

“Anything?” I asked.

“No, not really. It doesn’t look like she’s gone away through
choice. There’s a toothbrush and toiletries, and there’s a case
in the spare room that’s still half packed, but nothing seems
obviously missing. I don’t know. It just feels weird”

We both headed to the kitchen which had colour-
coordinated Poggenpohl units and a host of integral appliances.
Like the living room, it was clean, but there was a thin coating
of dust on the surfaces. I opened the fridge. There was a bottle
of semi-skimmed milk in the door, long past its best before
date, and inedible-looking food next to two bottles of wine on
the glass shelves. Danny indicated a pile of post that lay opened
on the kitchen counter.

“This was on the doormat when I looked through yesterday,”
he said. “Presumably the police have gone through them?”

I felt uncomfortable going through someone’s private mail,
but it had to be done. I picked up the first envelope. It had been
carefully ripped open. Inside was a credit card statement. There
were no new items on the bill, but the outstanding balance was
£860. The minimum payment had doubled because nothing
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had been paid the month before.

Three other letters were junk mail, with offers of free gifts
if Clare would accept catalogues or goods on approval. Danny
made a comment about the state of the Brazilian rainforests
and how many trees were felled each year to produce letters
that nobody read. He opened a gas bill and a red reminder
from the electricity board.

“Looks like she hasn't been paying anybody this month,” he
remarked. He looked at the postmarks on the envelopes. Some
were dated January.

“She’s not been here, has she?” he said. It was looking that
way. But more than that, it looked like her entire life had
been put on hold. I shuddered. It was like going through the
belongings of a dead woman.

The last letter was different to the others. It had a
handwritten envelope and was slightly larger than A4 size.
The stamp was French. Inside was a catalogue from an art
gallery and a compliments slip, signed simply “as requested,
Dominique”. The gallery - La Galerie du Chételet - boasted of
sales offices in Paris, Geneva and New York. Danny put it back
down on the counter.

“No clues,” he said, frustration showing itself in the weary
tone of his voice. “T'll check the answering machine”

He went back into the front room and found the machine,
but I'd checked it earlier. It was left in the “at home” position,
and didn’t even have a tape, so that wasn't much use. Nothing
else in the room seemed unusual or out of place. I glanced
into the bedrooms just to double-check. The main room had a
large double bed, with what looked like clean linen. A couple
of novels stood next to a lamp on the bedside table. The tiled
bathroom looked clean. I checked a sponge in the shower but
it was hard. It hadn’t seen water for a while. Bottles of perfume
and moisturiser stood next to the sink.

The spare bedroom had been turned into an office. There
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was a single bed, made up presumably in case of guests, but
beside that was a black ash desk, facing the window, complete
with an Ambra PC. Danny came to join me but there wasn’t
much more to see. We returned to the living room, closed a few
of the curtains, and made our way out.

“Where to now, Poirot?” I asked as Danny opened the front
door.

“Back home, I suppose,” he replied. “I just don’t get it. She’s
been missing for a day but, from the looks of things here, she’s
been staying elsewhere for weeks. But where? And why? Oh
Clare, Clare, Clare. Where the hell are you?”

We headed downstairs and returned to the car. I opened my
door and got in, and then reached across to open Danny’s door.

“Central locking’s gone funny; I said, by way of explanation.
“Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t.” I'd bought a Honda
Prelude because they were supposed to be reliable but it wasn't
without its foibles. “Come on. Let’s get back, we'll give it some
thought and I'll do my best to cheer you up”

Back in Camden, Danny called the night desk at the Echo
to see if there were any messages while I went to the kitchen.
I struggled to choose between alcohol and tea but then opted
for the latter. I got a sense it was time for a clear head. When I
returned to the front room, he was just replacing the receiver.

“Nothing there,” he said, accepting the mug I'd made him.
It was a slow news day, and for a journalist there was nothing
more frustrating, especially when you’re at the centre of the
story. I switched off the light-box, where I'd been working
before heading to the police station, and phoned out for a
takeaway. I had no idea when Danny had last eaten. Okay, so
I didn’t think either of us would have much of an appetite, but
it just felt like a positive thing to do. I didn’t know what to
do for the best. I decided to give Danny some time to process
everything while I waited for the pizza man, but once the food

66

was served I joined him on the sofa and gently coaxed him into
conversation.

“I don’t know what to think any more. Too many things just
don’t add up,” he said, at last. “She can’t be... I can’t even say it.
Just can’t be. She’s just too full of life. She’ll be fine. Wherever
she is. Shell be okay. She’s strong.”

“I'm sure,” I replied, with all the confidence of a kitten
making its way through the exercise yard at Battersea Dogs
Home.

We ate in silence. I didn’t really taste the food. I wasn't
particularly hungry, but I was keen to make sure Danny had
something. He looked similarly uninterested. His mind was
clearly and understandably elsewhere.

“Do you have that list?” he asked after a while.

“List?”

“The one you made earlier. We've got to be missing
something”

I fetched my notebook and recapped the earlier discussion.

“Serraillier, Ravenscroft, March. London bloke maybe. Car
break-in, arriving late at work. That’s it so far” I passed it over.

“I'm just trying to think of anyone else. Anyone shed upset
or whod benefit from her disappearance.”

I thought for a moment, and then said: “There’s nobody at
work, is there?”

“At the Echo? No, I don’t think so.”

“No jealous rivals, someone she beat to a story?”

“No... Actually yes! Not at the Echo, but yeah, there was a
guy from another paper who gave me hell at an awards do. Said
Clare was overrated, shallow, a fraud and she was using me.
Ooh, what was his name? Haldane. Something Haldane. Mark?
Mickey? Something.”

“And he just came up to you?”

“Yes, in the toilets. Sean! Yes, Sean Haldane. I can’t remember
where he was from. The Express or the Mail or somewhere.
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I think he’s gone freelance now. He virtually pinned me to
the wall and just went off on one. Seemed very, very bitter. I
mentioned it to Clare when I got back to the table but she just
said to ignore him. That he was old school, typical hack, drank
too much, couldn’t trust a word he said. Or wrote.”

“Sounds like a knob. Add to the list?”

“May as well. Can’'t do any harm” Danny took the pen
and wrote ‘Sean Haldane?’ at the bottom of the page. The pen
hovered, waiting for inspiration to strike. Eventually he put it
down and turned back to me.

“It's weird,” he started. “She always criticised the press - not
just newspapers but all news really - for employing people like
Haldane. It’s like living up to the stereotype. And for being
too morbid. It’s always stories of famine, wars, riots, murders,
explosions, earthquakes, plane crashes. She hated all of that.
She said it was too depressing. Shed become a writer to do
good. Maybe not for the people she wrote about, but to make a
positive difference.”

I realised how little I really knew about Clare outside of
her work. Of course I heard stories, occasionally, but she just
seemed like this enigmatic figure, not to be messed with.

“Had she always wanted to write?” I asked.

“I think so. She had a couple of other jobs first, but she was
looking after her mother who was ill, so that was the main
focus. She didn’t really talk about family much, but she did say
how hard it was when her mum died. And how frustrating it
was that shed died before Clare had the chance to make her
proud”

“I know. It’s just such a shame. God, shame isn’t the right
word but I don’t know what is. Tragedy, I suppose. There’s no
justice”

Danny nodded.

“She said she was there the night her mother died. It was
at a hospice. It sounded horrible. She was getting worse by
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the day. The night she died, Clare sat up with her, holding her
hand as her breathing got slower and slower until eventually it
stopped. Her mother’s skin had gone yellow with the jaundice.
She looked terrible, yet somehow she looked at peace. Clare
used to reminisce about the good times theyd shared together
and how her mother had been the entire focus of her life from
the age of eleven when her father died. She used to say how she
hoped she was watching her from the other side”

“And do you think she was? Looking from the other side?”

“Oh God, I hope so for Clare’s sake. I could see how much it
hurt her. I could see how lonely she felt even though she tried
her best not to show it. It was subtle things that set her off -
Christmas without the annual trip home, other people getting
birthday cards from their parents, having nobody she could
talk to. Theres no substitute for the maternal touch.”

“What else did she talk about?”

“About work really” If Danny felt like he was being
interviewed, it didn’t show. “She used to say how happy she
was in some ways, but not in others. She would say how vital
the work was. And yet..” He paused as though lost in thought.

I gave him a moment. I can be quite thoughtful when I put
my mind to it. Hed continue when he was ready.

“And yet” he said eventually, “on the morning she
disappeared, she spoke about a daydream of leaving one day.
She said she was tired and not to pay any attention. But I don't
know if it was a premonition in some way. I'd give anything
to be back in that room at that moment. If only I'd got to the
phone first and answered the call”

“Assuming it was the call that prompted her to leave”

“It must have been. Shed not long been in. Said it was
freezing outside and she wasn't going anywhere. And next
minute... Gone.”

“But the weird thing is that, from the state of the flat, it
looks like shed been gone for a couple of weeks at least before

69



she actually went missing.”

“I know. I don’t understand it. Unless...”

“Unless?”

“Well, unless she’s been hiding from someone. It’s like we've
been getting these letters from Ravenscroft. She always seemed
to laugh them off. But what if she was spooked? What if she
didn’t dare go home? Because she was scared. I just don’t know.
I just don’t know if that makes it more or less likely she’s been
taken. Part of me is convinced she’s hiding out somewhere, but
shed know I'd be worried witless, so surely shed get in touch.”

“Of course she would”

“But that means that wherever she is, she either can’t make
contact or...

Danny shook his head. He didn’t need to finish the sentence.
We both knew what he was thinking and it wasn’t good.

“So what else did she talk about? Outside of work”

“Not a lot. I feel like I've got to know her really well and
yet there are big parts that are just a mystery. I remember
one night she said she had this vision of opening a global
restaurant, like four kitchens in one place - one French, one
Italian, one Chinese, and one Indian. Then you could go out
as a group and order whatever you liked from any of the four
menus. So everybody could go to the same restaurant without
any arguments, and yet eat exactly what they wanted.”

“Not a bad idea”

“I know, it’s good. I can’t imagine her ever doing it, though.”

“Did she have any hobbies? Go to the cinema? Boyfriends?”
Worth a try. I'm a bad person.

“No idea really. I know she had a fascination with the sea.
Yes, she loved that. I think it comes from growing up on the
coast because I feel much the same. And shed talk about taking
fictional dogs to a deserted beach as an expression of freedom,
shouting at the waves to vent frustration. It's the power and
sound of the ocean. It’s soothing”
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“I can imagine.”

“At the beach you're standing at the very edge of a country,
or a continent maybe. If you look out to sea, everything is
behind you - all the great people, industries, works of art, and
problems you can face in your life. She was getting into art as
well towards the end. I suppose that’s what that catalogue was
about at the flat”

“Did she have many friends?”

“I don’t think so. She always kept herself to herself. I went
out with her a few times for awards dinners or functions, and
she seemed to get on well with everybody, apart from the odd
idiot from other papers, but she never really talked about
friends. She rarely had personal calls at the office. She had no
living relatives that I know of”

“It sounds lonely”

“It probably was”

“Which is where you come in?”

“Haha. Destined to be her soulmate. No, we got on really
well, or at least I thought we did. Shed know that I'd be out
there looking for her now. I suppose I can take strength from
that. She trusted me, I know that”

“Oh Danny, it’s hard” I reached for his hand and gave it a
squeeze. “She sounds like a lovely person but she’s had some
tough times.”

“I know. But I think that’s what gives her the drive” He put
his plate down on the table, and sat back, head tilted towards
the ceiling as though looking for inspiration.

“T’ll tell you one thing,” he said. “She had two notices stuck
to the wall by her desk. They’re quotations. One was, “Your
body is a book and I can’t look beyond the cover. Beauty is a
flower that time will devour’ The other was, ‘When she was
born she was as pure as snow, but like the snow she drifted”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Iriday, February 12th, 1993

NCE in bed, Danny tossed and turned but finally
O dropped oft. When he awoke the next morning,

he checked the doormat, hoping for a sign - an
anonymous note made up of letters cut from newspapers, or a
ransom demand. But there was none.

He quietly had a shower, trying not to wake Anna, and was
in the process of getting dressed when he heard something
being pushed through the letterbox. He rushed to the doorway.

Anna had one letter which offered her a clothing catalogue
and a choice of free gifts. Yet more junk mail. Yet more wasted
paper.

The only letter addressed to Danny was in a large white
envelope, slightly larger than A4. The address was handwritten,
and the stamp was French. It looked strangely familiar but
Danny struggled to place it, given the fog of fatigue.

I

He carefully opened it and withdrew a catalogue from an
art gallery and a compliments slip, signed simply “as requested,
Dominique”. It was the same as the one he had found at Clare’s
flat the day before. He looked through the brochure, which
was full of prints of the best works on display. La Galerie du
Chatelet was in Paris, on the banks of the Seine, but had sales
offices in other countries.

Danny looked at it and scanned the envelope for any further
messages, but there were none. Dominique. Dominique who?
And the R on the silver key. R who, or what? None of it made
sense. He took a deep breath, wrote a note for Anna, finished
getting dressed, skipped breakfast and headed to the Echo.

It seemed strange being back in the office, almost as though
it was a crime scene. He half expected to find it cordoned off
with police tape, but from what he could tell from the far end
of the open-plan news floor, it was exactly the same as hed left
it the day before. He kept his head down as he passed Mike
Walker’s office, trying not to attract attention, but stopped
when he heard the editor shout his name through the open
door. The tone was brusque.

He turned back and stood at the doorway, but Walker
gestured him inside.

“Danny, whats going on?” he asked without any opening
pleasantries.

“In terms of?”

Walker’s head jerked back, as though in surprise at the
question. Either that, or the impudence of asking it.

“In terms of I'm relying on Clare to deliver a front page lead
on police corruption and she’s gone away on business to fuck
knows where. I need it yesterday. Now is not the time to go
swanning off”

“I'm sorry... It was er, unavoidable.”

“It had better have been. When is she back?”
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“I'm not sure, sorry”

“Jesus” Walker paused. Then he sighed and shook his head.
“The deadline remains. I'm not happy about this, just in case
you were in any doubt.”

“No, I appreciate. But I thought we had until the end of next
week?”

“No. That’s when she suggested. I didn't agree to it. I need
something. From Clare, from you, or from the fucking post
boy. I don’t actually care. But I need it today. Understood?”

Before Danny had a chance to answer, the paper’s sports
editor entered the room, and Walker’s attention was diverted.
Danny just nodded, turned, and made his way back to his own
office in the far corner. As if things weren't already stressful
enough.

He spent an hour copying all of the Easter Bunny files,
laboriously photocopying paper and backing up floppy disks
to protect their research into DCI March. It didn't seem wise
to keep things at home. He taped everything into two manila
folders and found a hiding place under the plinth of the office
bookcase. It wasn’t perfect but it would have to do.

Once he was convinced everything was as safe as possible,
he picked up the phone and dialled the code for France followed
by the number on the front page of the art gallery catalogue.
The call was answered by the third ring.

“Bonjour, La Galerie du Chételet”

“Ah, good morning, I'm calling from England. Do you
speak English?”

“Un moment sil vous plait.”

Danny waited and finally spoke to a woman who introduced
herself as Michelle. He asked if he could speak to Dominique,
but Michelle assured him that nobody with that name worked
at the gallery apart from one of the cleaners and he was away
on holiday. It was possible, but unlikely, that he was the man.
After a few minutes of further enquiries, which drew a similarly
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blank response, Danny hung up and looked at the brochure
again.

The gallery was small but had an impressive list of exhibits,
together with a similarly impressive list of addresses in France,
Switzerland and the USA. The name rang a bell - Danny was
sure he had heard it spoken recently, but where and by whom?

He took a piece of paper from his desk. At the top he wrote
CLARE: THE FACTS, and then underneath all of the clues he
had gathered so far and the leads he could pursue:

Mowbray Hall Hotel.

The ring.

Serraillier.

The dark blue sports car. What could that be?

The phone call from a man with an east London accent,
asking Clare to meet him.

La Galerie du Chatelet, and Dominique.

The key, and the letter R.

The Lotus, and the M25.

The hours between leaving the hotel and finding the car.

The middle of the night phone call that never was.

Was that all there was? He scanned his notebook, desperately
searching for clues that he may have missed. He ran through his
movements from the moment hed returned from Brannigan’s.
He ran through a list of the calls hed made and how hed called
Clare’s flat and left a message on the answering machine. How
hed... Hold on, the answering machine. Hed called twice and
heard Clare’s message both times, but only left a message once.
Yet when hed looked round Clare’s flat the machine was set
to “at home” and the tape had been removed. Who had been
there? It must have been the police. And they would have
heard his message, so at least that gave him some form of alibi.
Some sort of confirmation that he was telling the truth. But
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why hadn’t they left the machine to answer any incoming calls?

Unless they had.

Unless someone else had been there since. Or first, and
removed the tape altogether.

It suddenly seemed obvious, but just raised more questions.
Somebody had been to Clare’s flat before him and maybe even
before the police. But who and why? Why had they removed
the tape? What other messages were on there?

Somebody else must have called. Somebody else who was
somehow connected, who knew Clare’s home number. And
why had they not put another tape into the machine? What
else had been changed before he arrived? Maybe before the
police could search and find nothing at all.

He made a note of all those questions, and began a search
through the Yellow Pages for any company with the distinctive
R in its logo. He looked at Central London first, then South-
East and South-West. Every so often, when his eyes grew tired
of looking at the yellow paper, he turned to the London L-R
white pages directory.

Danny worked all morning without success. Every so often
the phone would ring and hed stop to answer it, but it was just
routine enquiries and nothing to do with the case. He worked
through lunch, fighting eyestrain, and becoming ever more
desperate for success. But it eluded him. He decided to leave
the office early, risking more wrath from his editor, and head
for home before the onslaught of a heavy Friday rush hour.
The weekend was beckoning and with it would come time to
collect his thoughts. Maybe he should trust DCI March. Maybe
he should tell him about the ring, the key, the catalogue. But
it went against every fibre of his instinct. He gave himself a
deadline. If there was no progress by Monday, hed tell the
police everything.

By 2.30pm hed checked all the directories without success.
He packed up and headed back to the flat, via a key-cutting
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shop on Camden High Street. The steady rain was turning to
sleet. The afternoon was already getting dark. It matched his
mood.

“Don’'t know;” said the locksmith once hed looked at the
key. “It’s nothing too special, but it’s not something we carry
blanks for. Why are you asking?”

“No reason, really, it’s just part of a puzzle I'm trying to
solve. Sort of an initiative test, if you like,” said Danny.

“It’s a security key, which means you can’t get spares cut
easily. Any idea where it comes from?”

Danny shook his head.

“Then I think your best bet is to find out what the R stands
for. It looks vaguely familiar, although it doesn’t ring any bells
with lock manufacturers that I know. Sorry I can’t be any more
help to you.”

Danny pocketed the key and expressed his gratitude.

Ashe headed back to the car he had a sudden overwhelming
need for food. He walked into a cafe offering all-day breakfasts
and sat down to think. As he waited for his food to arrive, he
picked up a copy of the early edition of the Evening Standard
that someone had left on the table before him. But as he looked
at the front page lead, his appetite vanished: his entire world
seemed to stop on its axis.
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GHAPTER NINE

although I like to think I make up what I lack in height

and physical presence with an effervescent, sparkling wit,
haha. Remarkably I had no shortage of admirers. (Although
I admit I was bit confused. I dressed like a goth but had big,
curly eighties hair. Work that out.) But none had the depth of
personality I was looking for.

Danny is different. Okay, so normally I like them taller (he’s
around 5'10”) and he can come across a bit geeky at times, but
he’s in good shape for someone who spends a lot of time at a
keyboard, and he dresses well. More important than physicality,
though, we just seem to naturally understand each other. And
when Danny is troubled I'm right there, feeling every moment
of anguish beside him.

I didn’t know how long hed need me, but I knew I wanted
to be there for him, whatever it took, and in my opinion that’s
more important than photographing fashion. So I spent the
first part of Friday morning rearranging the shoots I'd planned
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IWAS a bit of a waif when I first moved to London,

for the following week, and then finalised the transparencies
I'd already been working on so I could drop them off at the
magazine’s offices in Soho. I don't like sending things on bikes.
They make me nervous. I think its something to do with
relinquishing control to strange men in black leather, but let’s
not even begin to ponder the implications of that.

I emerged from the magazine’s building into the afternoon
gloom and walked through the seedy backstreets, past neon
signs of the strip joints and peep shows in the direction of Soho
Square and then back onto the Underground at Tottenham
Court Road. I don't like the tube at the best of times, either - it’s
claustrophobic, crowded, you're at the mercy of the staff and
you never go exactly where youd want to - but parking in Soho
can be a nightmare so I'd left the car at home.

Pausing only to buy a copy of the afternoon edition of the
Evening Standard, I headed down to the Northern Line. I was
looking forward to seeing if Danny had made any progress,
and trying to formulate the next stage of our nascent plan.
My journey was spoilt slightly by an annoying youth with a
Walkman producing an irritatingly tinny “tss tss tss” sound.
It’s the sort of thing that causes more stress to more passengers
on a daily basis than the vague, omnipresent threat of an IRA
bomb.

Mind you, talking of bombs... The Standard’s headline told
of yet another blast - the latest in a wave that was attempting
to shake the city out of its complacency. I did the standard
commuter thing of sitting with my legs crossed, attempting to
stop other passengers reading my paper while being horrified
by the story.

“NINE HURT IN HOTEL BLAST; shouted the headline
beside a scene of utter destruction. “Nine people were seriously
injured this morning when a bomb ripped through a south
London hotel.

“The explosion happened shortly after 11.15 at the Mowbray
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Hall Hotel in Silver Street, Streatham.

“As yet no group has come forward to claim responsibility,
although it is believed that the attack bears all the hallmarks of
the IRA”

The carriage seemed to be closing in on me, suspending me
in a daze of shocked inertia. I had to get off but I couldn’t move.
I felt trapped in an ever-growing nightmare. My first thought
was for Danny. Then Clare.

And then, what the fuck was actually going on?

I sprinted from the tube station up Camden Road and back
to the flat in Rochester Square. I say sprinted. That was the
initial plan, but it was pretty much a jog long before I reached
Camden Road train station, and a fast walk by the end of it.
Nevertheless, I wanted to get home as soon as I could.

Danny was on the phone when I arrived. He was holding
the Standard and making enquiries about the condition of the
victims. I don’t know if he was calling the hospital or colleagues
at the Echo, but either way he didn’t seem to be getting very far.

There was a stunned silence between us as he ended the call,
and we both acknowledged the terrible news from Streatham.
Finally Danny spoke, and I listened as he told me of his fears
for Julia and Carol.

“It’s got to be connected to Clare,” he said at last. “Got to be.
Why else would somebody bomb a hotel down in Streatham?”

“But why?”

“I don’t know. To hide something?”

“What have they got to hide?” I was hoping he wouldn’t say
her name. He didn't.

“I don't know. Something that links them to her
disappearance. Or else... God. What if they thought she was
going to be there?”

The thought was too horrifying to contemplate.

“So what's next?” I only just managed to stop myself calling
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him Poirot.

“Wait and see what happens, talk to the hotel people as soon
as possible, and in the meantime work on the other leads”

“Are there many other leads to work on?”

“Well, that’s the thing. Not really, no”

I picked up the paper and read the story again. As Danny
got up to walk around, I flicked through the other pages. Until
one of the advertisements shook me into action.

“Danny, where’s the key?” I asked with urgency. “The key
with the R on it”

Danny reached into his pocket, pulled out the bunch and
passed it to me.

“Here, look at this”

I pointed out a small display advertisement at the bottom
corner of the page.

ROUGEMONT SEGURITIES

Safe Storage Facilities For Business
Wearside 091-396 8791

Beside the wording was a tinted logo exactly the same as the
R on the key.

“Wearside?”

“Sunderland,” said Danny. “Clare’s got a house there. She
rents it out, although she keeps a flat to escape to. It all makes
sense. Sort of”

It didn’t make any sense at all, but suddenly Danny was
animated. Why was a Wearside company advertising in the
London Evening Standard? It was time to move first and ask
questions later.

“What are you doing this weekend?” he asked.
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“Nothing, apart from looking after you. Why?”

“Do you fancy a trip to the North-East?”

“I thought you were going to say that” I hadn't been
back north for ages, and to be fair that was only Manchester.
Sunderland was a good deal further again. Almost in Scotland.
I was tempted to ask if wed get duty frees. I didn't have a clue
what I was getting into, but I set off to pack an overnight bag.

We were on the road by 6.30pm, entering the evening rush,
fighting the weather, and trying to make small talk to allay the
nagging sense of unease. I offered to drive. I don’t like being a
passenger. From Camden it’s relatively easy to get on the A1 at
Archway, but we were faced with more than two hundred and
fifty miles of long slog after that. I couldn’t wait to get away. To
put as much distance as possible between us and whatever was
going on in London. I just wanted to hide.

And then as the miles piled up, and the traffic got worse
through the inevitable roadworks, Danny fell asleep, leaving
me with just the radio for company. I didn’t try to wake him.
It was just miles and miles of headlights shining in my face.
Unfamiliar towns, rivers, more roadworks. The repetitive,
hypnotic sweep of the wiper blades working to keep the worst
of the weather at bay.

I'm a photographer, for God’s sake. The greatest dangers I
ever face come from safety pins or overloaded extension cables.
This was a whole new world and I was completely fucking
terrified.
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CHAPTER TEN

ANNY wasn't asleep. He was just lost in thought, eyes
closed, silently trying to process the latest shock.
They didn’t seem to be getting any closer to Clare.
If anything, it was looking increasingly less likely theyd ever
find her. And now things were getting deadly.

Could it be DCI March? Really? Bombing a hotel? It seemed
unlikely but Danny had reviewed the files and he knew that
once they were in the public domain March would be finished.
More than finished. Hed be inside, and life behind bars
wouldn’t be a holiday for a former DCI. Especially a corrupt
one. So yes, it was conceivable March would stop at nothing -
at all - to suppress the Echo’s investigation. But that assumed he
even knew about it. And if he did, then hed need to put Danny
out of action too, and preferably sooner rather than later.

But was March behind the death threat letters? That didn’t
seem likely. They were Ravenscroft, surely. So maybe March
was in the clear and Ravenscroft was behind everything. Hed
sought his revenge and now he was covering his tracks. But
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Ravenscroft was already inside, so who was working on his
behalf?

Was it Serraillier? Or was he Clare’s lover? Or someone
else shed been getting close to in order to expose? He was
European, possibly French, and the art gallery was in Paris,
but Serraillier hadn’t sent the catalogue. That was someone
called Dominique. But he didn’t seem to even exist, so who on
earth was he? Was that Serraillier’s real name? And why would
Serraillier write a letter on the hotel’s headed paper? And who
had been to Clare’s flat to take the tape from the answering
machine? Was that the police or someone else entirely?

None of it made any sense. None of it seemed to be leading
anywhere.

Now things seemed to be escalating and that could mean
very real danger. He wasnt so concerned about his own
welfare. Hed learned risk management from his time with
Clare. But what was he getting Anna involved in? If things were
getting dangerous, he needed to isolate her from any threat,
and urgently. That’s why hed asked her to come with him now.
Yes, he valued her insight and he loved her company, but he
couldn’t leave her alone in the flat in London while he went
away. He didn’t want to vocalise his fear, but if he was a target
then he didn’t want Anna getting hurt in the crossfire. Without
knowing the enemy, he couldn’t anticipate their next move.

%

In London, two men sat in a largely deserted bar, watching
the news from a distance, on a screen at the end of the room.
The sound was turned down so it was hard to hear, but they
could just about make out the voices. There was extensive
coverage of the bombing at the Mowbray Hall Hotel, showing
the aftermath, with eyewitness interviews and a police
spokesperson talking to camera.
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The IRA seemed to be getting the blame, but the attack was
unusual. The normal coded warning had not been received.
The police were appealing for information. Asking for anyone
who may know anything to get in touch.

The two men returned to their drinks. Getting in touch was
the last thing they intended to do.

%

I thought Danny was waking up as we passed signs to
Doncaster, but he just stirred and then seemed to go again.
I'd been driving for hours and yet according to the milometer
there was still about a hundred miles to go. Eventually, he did
come round, and then asked me where we were, as if I'd have
any idea. Which, of course, I didn’t. He answered his own
question by announcing Selby Fork, which meant nothing to
me even though I'm proud of my northern heritage. This was
an alien land. He said we were getting close. It didn’t seem that
way to me, but I'm not one to hold a grudge.

We weren't planning on going to Rougemont until the
morning. Hed arranged for us to stay at a friend’s house, and
I was getting concerned that wed be waking them up in the
middle of the night. But at around 11pm we finally turned
off the Al and headed through the bright lights of industrial
Teesside. The rain had turned to sleet and then snow, which
seemed to be trying to settle. I was just getting concerned about
getting stranded when we finally saw signs to Sunderland. And
then, just past midnight, we turned up at the house belonging
to Danny’s friends, Simon and Rebecca.

Rebecca was already in bed but Simon was awake and let
us in, opening the gate to his backyard so I could park my
car in relative safety. I was grateful but shattered in equal
measure. When I'd parked I made small talk for a bit, but then
concentrated on the offered biscuits while Danny and Simon
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caught up with developments in each other’s lives. Simon
was soon going to be a father. It’s an exciting time. But at that
moment I just wanted to go to bed to rest my eyes and hope
that everything would be sorted by the morning. Not that I
expected it would be.

“Grab your bags and I'll show you to your room,” Simon
said eventually, taking my bag in a welcome display of chivalry.
“I've made the bed up, and there’s an alarm clock for the
morning. If you get up before us help yourself to anything you
like for breakfast”

Room singular, bed singular. I looked at Danny who looked
sheepishly back at me. He clearly hadn't explained that we
weren't a couple. I was too tired to complain; in any other
circumstances, I'd have been delighted.

Simon opened the door. The bedroom was large, and
dominated by a double bed against one wall. Opposite it was
an open fireplace and two fitted wardrobes.

“The bathroom’s upstairs. Feel free to use the shower if you
want to,” Simon continued.

Danny decided to try to save my blushes.

“Simon, I don’t mean to be funny but we’re not...” he began.

“Shhh! Say no more. Nudge nudge, wink wink, and all of
that! See you tomorrow, sweet dreams, and don’t do anything
to mark the sheets!” Simon left us with a smile and disappeared
into the master bedroom next door.

I'looked at Danny. He looked at me.

“You have the bed, I'll have the floor..” he started.

“Don’t be stupid. It’s fine. We're grown adults.” I gave him an
encouraging smile. Bordering on a pout. “We know each other
well enough to be able to share a bed. Just bear in mind, if you
snore, I can be quite aggressive.”

Within ten minutes we were lying in bed together. We said
our goodnights and I turned to face the window. I know it was
completely inappropriate in the circumstances but I did try to
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sneak a little bit closer than was strictly necessary, just to feel
the warmth of his skin. Told you, 'm a bad person.

And then, just as I was drifting off, Danny put his arm
around me, and kissed me lightly on the shoulder.

“Thanks for coming,” he said.

I didn’t dare turn around but reached out to give his hand
a squeeze.

“That’s all right. Think of it as a favour for a friend”

He could have made a move, for heaven’s sake. The problem,
I think, is that we have too much respect for each other. It's
probably for the best, though, all things considered, and we
have a lifetime ahead of us. Hopefully.

The following morning, I awoke Danny with a cup of tea
and four slices of toast. I'd already been in the shower so took
a certain joy in his slightly dishevelled appearance. He looked
at the clock through sleep-troubled eyes but didn’t seem able
to focus, coming to terms with the unfamiliar surroundings. It
was just after eight. There was just the merest hint of daylight
filtering through the curtains, but spring still seemed a long
way away.

He thanked me for the toast and I settled into one of
the large wicker chairs beside the window, pulling back the
curtains slightly so I could see the view out to sea. There was a
ship far out on the horizon, slowly moving south. It looked like
a tanker, although I confess maritime definitions are beyond
my normal frame of reference.

I picked up the copy of the Evening Standard from the day
before and looked again at the Rougemont advertisement.
Why advertise in London? Was somebody deliberately leaving
a trail of clues? In the drama of the previous day, I'd done little
more than glance at the stories inside. I started now, reading
much of the news from home and abroad while Danny ate his
breakfast. I like to keep up on world events. It helps me feel in
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control of my life - if I know what’s going on in some obscure
African republic, then logic dictates 'm bound to know what’s
going on in my own little part of London NW1. That’s the
theory, anyway.

And then I saw a story that changed everything.

“Listen to this, Danny,” I said, suddenly excited but
struggling to process the words in front of me.

“Page fourteen, same as the Rougemont ad: Police search
for hit and run killer. ‘Police are looking for the driver of a
distinctive Italian sports car after it was used in a brutal hit
and run in a central London car park yesterday afternoon. The
incident took place at the NCP multi-storey car park in Saffron
Hill, Farringdon, shortly after 4.30pm. Police have released
CCTYV footage that shows the driver of the car - a dark blue or
black Maserati 430 - drop oft a passenger on the second floor,
before immediately accelerating towards him.”

“Jesus,” Danny began.

“No, hold on, there’s more. “The car was then seen speeding
away. The victim was pronounced dead at the scene and has
now been identified as French art dealer Dominique Chernin.”

I stressed that bit.

“As yet there seems to be no motive for the attack. Police
are appealing for witnesses or for anybody who has seen the
car, registration number K586EFG, to come forward with any
information but have stressed that the driver should not be
approached.”

“Bloody hell,” said Danny, propping himself up in bed.

“I know. Do you think that’s our Dominique?”

“Show me” I passed him the paper and he read the story
again.

“It’s got to be,” he said at last. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be,
but bloody hell. And the car..”

“The car?”

“Maserati 430. Dark blue or black. They said at the Mowbray
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that Clare and Serraillier had left in a dark blue sports car but
didn’t recognise the make.”

It was worse than I thought. Two more pieces of the jigsaw
had fallen into place, but we still had no idea of the bigger
picture.

“That was Thursday afternoon” Danny thought for a bit.
“That was about, what, half an hour, forty-five minutes after
I left the Mowbray? I'd have virtually driven past. So bloody
close. This is driving me mad.”

Danny started to get out of bed.

“So what now?” I asked. I was way out of my depth.

“T'll get up and get dressed. We go to Rougemont, and find
out what our key opens and then we find out as much as we can
about Chernin and where he fits into all of this. May not be our
Dominique, but I think it's got to be”

“Good plan”

“And then if he is the gallery man, we'll need to find this car.
Half of the Met’s going to be looking for it but I expect it’s not
going to be easy. Unless it’s found burned out and abandoned
somewhere.”

I was tempted to say that with the quality of Italian electrics,
burned out was most likely, but it wasn’t the time for jokes.

“But what’s the connection with the gallery?”

“His or Clare’s?”

“Both”

“Presumably if he’s a dealer he works with lots of them, so
that would explain why he’s sending catalogues but doesn’t
work there. But the connection with Clare... No idea. We still
don’t know if this was a story she was working on, or something
else. Where the fuck is she?”

“Come on, quick shower and we'll get going”

“Yeah, okay. It’s just... She said this was the biggest story
ever. Art can be big business, but is it bigger than some of the
stuft she’s already done? Bigger than government and police
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corruption? Unless..”

“Unless?”

“Unless Clare knew different”

Danny thought for a moment.

“Can you do me a favour?” he asked. “I'm getting up, but
can you pop downstairs and get the phone if it’s a cordless one.
I think it is. I'm sure Simon wouldn’t mind. I have to make a
phone call”

I jumped to it, glad to be able to help. When I returned
Danny was out of bed, wrapped in a towel, nearly ready to head
to the bathroom. I left him while he rang a number and spoke
for a couple of minutes. Then he shouted down the stairs for
me to return.

“It wasn't Rougemont who placed the ad,” he said, as I
came up the stairs. “I just called them. Pretended to be from
a business in London and enquired about the sort of service
I could expect to receive. The bloke asked how I'd heard of
the company. He said hed had a lot of calls from London and
couldn’t understand why. He denied ever placing the ad.”

“So what sort of company is it?”

“Just a kind of safety deposit box place meets Mail Boxes
Etc. They've got safes but it’s not the sort of place youd stick a
Van Gogh?”

“But it pays to advertise”

“Apparently”

“So who put the ad in?”

“No idea”

“And yet it’s like we were supposed to see it

“Exactly. Somebody must know I've got the key. And if
they’re connected with the bombing and the Maserati, they’ll
know were going to see the connection, too.”

“Oh, Danny”

“It’s just... Do you ever get the feeling that somebody’s
watching you and that they know a lot more about what’s going
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on? Only you can’t see them because you don't know what they
look like and you don’t know where they’re hiding?”

“A bit like hide and seek with blindfolds on?”

“Exactly”

“It’s eerie”

“It could be dangerous. Whoever it is has bombed a hotel
and killed an art dealer so far, and I don't suppose theyd think
too long and hard about stopping us if we got too close”

“So why don’t they just demand a ransom for Clare, or do
away with her permanently?”

I could see Danny thinking.

“Because if they asked for a ransom it would identify them,
and even if the ransom was paid, the story would still exist as
soon as Clare was released. And if they killed her, there’s no
guarantee that somebody else wouldn't have a second copy.”

“Namely you”

“Namely me. Oh my God. Theyre probably looking for
me now, as we speak. Sorry, I'm getting paranoid. And there’s
something else”

“Yes?”

“The answering tape. They’ve got that with my voice on it.
They know me by name. I really am getting paranoid.”

“I don’t blame you. I am too”

We both looked at the newspaper again. Danny spoke first.

“Time to get up,” he said. “If it’s hide and seek, we may have
blindfolds on, but they sure as hell haven't”
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Want to know what happens next?

Order the full version of Cold Press at Amazon in Kindle or
print versions.

Or, get a signed first edition print version at no extra cost
direct from:

www.davidbradwell.com

Thank you for reading!



